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The sculpfure is what I study, but occasionally I write some
art criticism. I often have opportunity to acquaint myself with
root carving artists. For a long time I get benefits from them,
obtaining knowledge about root carving. How to name a root
carving piece is an absolutely exquisite mental work. The root
carving circle calls it as an art work, saying “The jade is good-for-
nothing if it is not chiseled, and the root is not an art piece
without carving”. The tree root or bamboo root after carved may
become an exquisite art piece. It is true that root carving is an art.

To my opinion, essence of the “root art” or “root carving”
is based on “root”. The root artists pay great attention to “root”,
not because that the root may be changed through carving from
a waste to an economically valuable treasure. The root artists
have eyes for root, regardless whether it is stout or slender,
because the twisting and kraurotic roots of various odd shapes
look changeable, “coquettish”, emotional and so esthetic that
giving viewers a large room for their imagination and association.

Then, what is the best root for root artists? It is not impor-
tant what section of a root or branch (branch top or stump) is
taken. The best one is always with furuncle and twists or with
differentiated colour in surface and core, or with deep and crossed
holes. In short, the root should have such appearances like Chinese
miniature rockeries that with special aesthetics of slim, leak, through-
hole and wrinkle. The “ancient sunk wood” (sunk under water for
thousands years), though is not a root, has been a shopping-rush
one the root artists look for due to its specific properties.

How to process the root collected? Some artists insist that
success of root art be heavily dependant on identification of an
appropriate root, saying that three-tenths of the success is done
by man, and seven-tenths is determined by nature. It implies
that the root artists have to develop their talent to make a
maximal use of the natural form of the root. This is the essence
of the root art. So, discovery of a root as raw material is the base

of art success. One of my friends concludes that no excellent
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opus can be created by an outstanding carving master on a bad
root. However, the root artists may have different criteria of
identification, though searching for root in the same mountain
forest; and the same root could be made completely different
carving opuses due to different art concepts of artists. My ar-
ticle entitled “DISCOVERY OF MATERIAL - DISCOVERY OF
HIM/HERSELF” has indicated that identification of root is
closely related with the artist’s experience, self-cultivation,
character, preference, taste and interest. To some extent cre-
ation of a root carving opus represents an expression of feelings
and portraiture of creator him/herself, and reflects his/her
thoughts. I think, therefore, essence of root art is a discovery of
the creator him/herself rather than root material. The creator
“him/herself” is the factor number one of success. Nowadays
more and more root artists have paid their attention to strength-
ening of self-cultivation, because it serves as a constraint or
guarantee of his/her success of root art.

The root carving art has two categories: aesthetic root carv-
ing and applied root carving. The category of aesthetic root
carving can be divided into originality-based root art and carv-
ing-based root art. To my understanding, originality-based root
art is a kind of nonfigurative expression, and carving-based root
art is of concrete expression. I wish that carving-based root art
be created also with natural form. It should not be happened if
the creator imposes his/her concept to the natural root in an
eisegetical way; otherwise the art work would have no fascination.
The root carving is featured by its nonfigurative expression. We
may say root carving is a nonfigurative art, which could materi-
alize a dreamland not seen in reality and reflect a psychology
difficult to be felt through vision. The appearance beauty of
nonfigurative plastic arts is more capable to reflect a spirit and
human life in a natural and deeply understanding way.

A year ago Mr. Xu Huadang informed me that he would
compile a monograph about root carving in China and invited
me to write for the book a foreword. Mr. Xu Huadang is a good
friend of mine. Several years ago he undertook an advanced
study in the Department of Sculpture of China College of Fine
Arts under my tutorship. Considering our friendship it would be
ungracious not to accept his invitation. This article is aimed to
express my present point of view on root carving, and I doubt
whether it can be served as a sound foreword for his monograph.
All comments are welcome.

Gao Zhao

Professor of China College of Fine Arts
Vice President of the Art Newspaper Office
October, 2004
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At present when people’s life is modernized from day to day
quite a lot of traditional Chinese Arts have been brought into
protection. However, the root carving art, which hides its souls
in nature and makes people charmed by its spirit, has been
developed fast and become more prosperous and vigorous every
day.

According to its expression approaches the root carving art
is divided into two types: originality-based root art and carving-
based root art. Both two types of the root art have their own
broad marketing place. This album contains mainly carving-
based root art opuses. During compilation and collection of root
carving art works the editing team members touched upon quite
a few of new originality-based root art pieces. They are so
attractive that we can’t give up. That is why the album has also
contained some very new originality-based root art opuses.

Since long time ago We have had a long-cherished wish to
compile a high grade album to record and demonstrate to the
world the elegance of representative Chinese carving root art.
Thanks to the efforts done and support provided by planners,
editors, photographers and root artists my dream now become
real. The title of this album was thought to have “THE CARV-
ING ART OF FANTASTIC WOOD IN CHINA” instead of “THE
ROOT CARVING ART IN CHINA™, although the term of “root
carving” has been expanded co cover opuses created by using

decayed wood, ancient sunk wood and odd shaped wood in addi-
tion to roots. However, due to the fact that “root carving art”
has been widely recognized as an art of this kind, We decided
finally to accept “root carving art”.

“Art enjoyment does not necessarily cost expensive, and
long rhyme can be generated from wood and stone”. We should
appreciate it if you could enjoy the long rhyme from the album
entitted THE ROOT CARVING ART IN CHINA.

Editors
June, 2004
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AN ACQUAINTANCE WITH ROOT CARVING (AS FOREWORD)

A LONG RHYME FROM WOOD AND STONE (AS PREFACE)

1. The History and Status Quo of Root Carving in China

The Historical Footprint of Root Carving in China
Prosperous Period of Root Carving in China

2. Two Types of Root Carving Art in China

Originality-based Root Art
Carving-based Root Art

3. Major Types of Root Carving in China And its
Appreciation

Tree Root Carving
Bamboo Root Carving
Ancient Sunk Wood and its Carving Art

4. Selected Opuses of Root Carving in China
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