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What distinguishes Carved Lacquerware from Carved Bambooware, Wood-
ware and Ivoryware is its medium. The medium of Carved Lacquerware is
not of a certain mono simplex texture, but a carrier that bears the weight of
Carved Lacquerware, a traditional art of the Chinese nation. Starting from
the sap that streams out of the lacquer tree, the natural lacquer, to the pro-
cessed matrix for carving, the carrier is loaded with so much diligence and
intelligence of ancient lacquer artisans, which makes itself another important
invention in the history of China. On the level of science and technology;,
from lacquer making to lacquer coating, the whole technical process involves
multiple courses of study, in conformity to modern theories of science and
technology, and with rich technical contents.

The medium is resourceful in cultural connotations. From visual perception,
the redness modulated from lacquer is not the color of any particular kind
of red. The required red color must be both pure and implicit; resplendent
and elegant. It should not be frivolous, coquettish, or bloody, which is less
probable. This visual orientation is embodied in the consensus in the color
perception of the Chinese civilization. It is not only aesthetic but also cultur-
al. For this reason, the red color used by “Beijing Carved Lacquerware” was
ultimately freeze-framed in the “Royal Scarlet” that contains rich cultural
information as well as historical significance. The pure bright red, integrated
with lacquer has become, as the years flowed on, all the more moderate and
generous, ruddy and rosy, solid and sound. She is attached onto the appear-
ance of the lacquer implements which stress decorous elegance. Incorporated
with exquisite and degage modus of carving blade, she has become the most
distinct cultural element in “Beijing Carved Lacquerware”, the imperial art
and craft with profound historical origin. Such art and craft and its products
should inevitably pursue luxury and the grand breadth of spirit as a whole,
which must necessarily be of very high technical requirements.

On The First Danger of Carved Lacquerware - Lacquer Making

Recent years has seen gratifying situations in the Arts and Crafts Industry of
Beijing after the implementation of the State Council’s “Conservation Regu-

lations on Traditional Arts and Crafts” and the “Conservation Provisions on
Traditional Arts and Crafts of Beijing”. Nonetheless, from the perspective of

permanent development, there are still some concerns to be worried about

the trade.

Beijing Carved Lacquerware is a big brand name of the Arts and Crafts In-
dustry of Beijing, as one of the “Four Greatest Stars” that are well recognized



by practitioners in the industry. Enjoying equal popularity as Ivory-carving,
Jade-carving and Cloisonne Enamel, Carved Lacquerware should be the
pride of the people in Beijing, as a matter of fact, it should more be the pride
of all the people in China, for it is the unique Chinese art and craft through-
out the world. Ivory-carving in Japan and in the West is just as good as it is
in China. France is the hometown of Cloisonne Enamel. And Jade-carving is
even more popular. Most of the countries that produce jade stones have their
own processing techniques and carve jade art works with different styles.
Only Carved Lacquerware was natively born in China with a pure Chinese
blood origin. During thousands of years of practice, the Chinese have pro-
moted the art of Carved Lacquerware to an unprecedented height, which is
an undisputable fact. Unfortunately, this brand name of Beijing Art is not
wholly known by the people inside Beijing, let alone those outside the city.

Not long ago, I went to Hong Kong and Macau to attend some celebrating ac-
tivities for the 10th Anniversary of Hong Kong’s Homecoming to China and
exhibited the art of Carved Lacquerware on some public occasions. Without
exception, everyone on the spot marveled and applauded this fine and exqui-
site art. However, it was a pity that almost no one knew what it is. Many, out
of curiosity, picked up the scraps and asked me, “What kind of wood is it?”
“Is this rubber?” This explained that what we have done in spreading tradi-
tional Chinese culture and art is by far insufficient. We still have a long way
to go in guiding our efforts towards conserving and inheriting the intangible
cultural heritage of Carved Lacquerware. To my point of view, we should
devote more efforts in publicizing it in media and promote universality and
diversity of publicity and down to the effects. It should even be included in
the national primary education and into high school and elementary school
textbooks so that the genes of culture and art of the Chinese people will be
known by more fellow countrymen.

Lacquer Coloring Process

From the perspective of the current situation of the industry itself, Carved
Lacquerware does not allow the slightest optimism. There are just about 100
practitioners in Beijing Carved Lacquerware. Aging and lack of successors
of the workforce turns out to be one of the most worrisome problems of the
trade.

To start from the craftwork of lacquer making, it is completely passed on by
the master’s word of mouth and demonstration of examples. The changing
factors, including the different environments in which lacquer trees grow
and yield lacquer sap, the varieties of the quality of lacquer excipients and the
changes in weather temperature and humidity, make the craftwork of pro-
ducing “coating lacquer” hardly controllable, and the drying characteristics
of lacquer, greatly variable. It is absolutely impossible to master these experi-
ence and technique without years or even more than ten years of practice. At
present, the number of practitioners is pitifully small who are engaged in the
work of lacquer making, and all of them are over 60 years of age. Inheritance
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<Cinnabar (Carved Red Lacquer) “Manjushri” Plate> Diameter: 42cm.

2009, was chosen to be “The Chinese National Treasure of Art”.
2011, was exhibited in China (Zhejiang) Intangible Cultural Heritage Expo and rewarded the silver medel.
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of lacquer making technique has become a pressing issue that should not be
neglected.

The art of Carved Lacquerware has over a thousand years of history. How
to pass it on by our generation remains a serious issue. “Lacquer” is of fun-
damental importance in Carved Lacquerware. It is also the substrate that
demonstrates the charm of carving in Carved Lacquerware, and therefore,
sufficient attention should be paid to it.

On The Second Danger of Carved Lacquerware - Lacquer Coating

“Lacquer Coating”, commonly known as Coating Paint, is referred to as Lac
varnish by practitioners in the trade. The lacquer used for Carved Lacquer-
ware is a “Covering Paint” made from highly purified natural lacquer added
with boiled tung oil and dyestuff. As viscosity of the covering paint is ex-
tremely high, no spraying equipments can be used in lacquer coating. Only
applicable is manual operation, which has its unique working process and
techniques that are distinct from other generic coatings. Artisans first dip a
mess of silk into lacquer, then rub it hard on the substrate object, apply the
paint evenly and finally level the paint hard with a lacquer pin, a special tra-
ditional tool used for Lac varnish, to complete one layer of Lac varnish before
sending the lacquer substrate into the drying room to dry. The drying room
is airtight, installed with sprinkling and thermostatic equipments to maintain
fixed indoor temperature and humidity. It takes one layer of Lac varnish 6

to 8 hours to get dry in the drying room. Then another layer of lacquer, and
another drying process, so repeatedly until sufficient thickness has been built
up for carving. The thicker the coating, the longer the Lac varnishing process
takes. One millimetric thickness requires 20 layers of paint. In Beijing region,
usually, only one layer can be coated in a day, so it takes nearly 20 days for the
layers to build up the one millimetric thickness. The Carved Lacquerware,
Screen of Legend of Goddess Luohe River is nearly 10 millimetric thick. Its
Lac varnishing alone took approximately 200 days. During this lengthy pro-
cess, no jerry-build could have existed, since the slightest negligence would
result in accumulated undrying lacquer or peeling layers.

Such complicated manual labor, in addition to dirty and inferior working
conditions, has left only a few Lac varnish veterans on the job, and with no
succeeding workers behind. The technique of Lac varnish is all taught with
word of mouth and personal experience. With no apprentices to teach, this
technique is undoubtedly at the edge of imminent danger.

On The Third Danger of Carved Lacquerware - Lacquer Carving

Lacquer Carving is the key process in Carved Lacquerware, as well as the es-
sence of the Carved Lacquerware art. It is divided into upper work and lower
work, the former includes skills like pricking, removing, shoveling, slicing
etc, which are used to depict the Main Body of decorations; while the latter

Lacquer Coating Process
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focuses on detailed carving including mosaic, housing cornerstones and dragon scale. Mosaic decorations, also
called “the mosaic ground”, for instance, includes as many as 50 to 60 different kinds of carving designs on sky,
land and river and as fine and exquisite as silk threads.

Each step of lacquer carving requires a man to temper himself for a long time before he can obtain any real skills.

In addition to being skillful in carving, a good carving craftsman must also know about the art of anaglyphy
including internal relations between its gradations, levels, depth, distance and perspectives, and some knowledge
and techniques about cubic sculpture as well. It takes a man 10 years or even longer to attain through practice a
pair of hands with cleverness and spirit. Nothing shorter! Potentiality of carving techniques is endless. One has
to learn to endure the loneliness and poverty in order to learn lacquer carving.

At present, there are less than 100 craftsmen who are engaged in carving in the Beijing Carved Lacquerware
industry. They are already old and aging with few apprentices. Ten years from now, the crisis of lack of successors
will have become more critical.
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