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INTRODUCTION TO YI YA TANG ANTIQUE BOOK RESTORATION SKILLS
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Book conservators treat damaged
antique books just as doctors treat

2
patients. Antique book restoration skills « I
(such as cutting and binding), though ;

seemingly plain and simple, can produce

.,
brand-new books from worn and torn ’
pages. v
Though unknown to most people, /é &

L4

antique book restoration skills have been g
passed down for ages across every up ' P, g . .} “
and down of the book trade. Society > E" g
without written books is unimaginable ‘}' ;

>
today. Antique Chinese books boast of a < ! g‘
long history which could never otherwise W ;

be so thoroughly recounted. Oracle
bones, pottery, cliffside inscriptions, ;:’.
bamboo books, silk books and carvings

gave way to paper and a steep rise

in book media, especially with the & Reziis
development of printing. Thousands
of years witnessed the prosperity as well as the deterioration periods for the
book trade. Book restoration skills are in urgent demand for the sake of ancient
books threatened by worms, fire, water and other causes of destruction. Initially

such skills were only passed along as self-repair advice between readers until
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Liu Song Period in the Nan Dynasty, when antique book restoration skills and
techniques became widely popular. In the Tang Dynasty, imperial libraries began
employing expert book conservators. Zhuang Huang Zhi written by Zhou Jiazhou
became the pinnacle of antique book restoration theory. Along with theoretical
and practical development, restoration skills reached their zenith in the Qianlong
Period and Jiaging Period of the Qing Dynasty.

During the reign of Guangxu, Yi Ya Tang was opened by Ding Mengsong.
Located on boisterous Liulichang Street, Yi Ya Tang offered services related to
restoration of antique books as well as mounting calligraphy and paintings. In the
early years of the Republic of China, Yi Ya Tang became famous for its mounting
techniques and many mounting masterpieces, attracting many interns. In 1958,
Cathay Bookshop incorporated 111 private bookshops (including Yi Ya Tang) and
gathered many book restoration masters. As Yi Ya Tang was the most well-known
bookshop then, antique book restoration skills were named after it. Over the next
60 years, Cathay Bookshop restored many valuable antique books for officials,
scholars, experts and collectors. Respected masters were titled “Doctor of Antique
Books”. Wu Han, former vice-mayor of Beijing and Xie Guozhen, a well-known
historian, wrote lines to pay their tribute to antique book restoration masters. In
2008, Yi Ya Tang Antique Book Restoration Skills were listed as part of the second
batch of national intangible cultural heritage.
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INTRODUCTION TO A REPRESENTATIVE INHERITOR OF YI YA TANG ANTIQUE BOOK RESTORATION SKILLS 007

ang Xuejun, of Shaoxing ancestry, was born in 1964. After graduating
W from high school, he began book restoration work at Cathay Bookshop
in 1982. Three generations of his family had been so devoted to antique book
restoration and that they were known as “Knife Wangs”. His grandfather, Wang
Jingxi, ran a small book-trimming workshop in the district of Liulichang. His
father, Wang Zengren, learned book-trimming skills from his grandfather and
began restoring books at Cathay Bookshop. Wang Xuejun took over for his

father at Cathay Bookshop and learned techniques from masters such as Zhao 1
Shufeng and Han Xiufen. In 2008, he was recognized as a representative \
inheritor of Beijing Intangible Cultural Heritage. In 2012, he was recognized as a
representative inheritor of Intangible Cultural Heritage of China.
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