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A Tentative Approach to the Art of
Bamboo Carving of Huizhou District

Wu Min

v

Bamboo is seen everywhere in the south of the Changjiang River,the mountainous areas of southern An-
hui,and on Mount Huangshan and Mount Baiyue. It grows in the hilly places and at the waterside in clus-
ters. The natural appeal of bamboo is mixed with charm of the mountains and waters of Anhui,adding infinite
interest and pleasure to our life. Bamboo is loved by people for its noble and unsullied character and compared
by them to a man of moral integrity. It is eulogized in numerous sohgs and poems and told in hundreds of thou-
sands of stories.

Bamboo has rich cultural connotation. It has boundless links with China’s culture and art. Bamboo possess-
es such qualities as of looseness, brittleness,stickiness and firmness. A carved bamboo article is as much trea-
sured as a handicraft work made of gold or jade. It has lustre of the rhinoceros horn and grain of the crab’s
paw ,plain and neat.quiet and refined with antique flavour.

China is among the earliest countries to use and to be good at using bamboo. It is still hard to tell when the
art of bamboo carving came into being. If counted from the Ming Dynasty it should have a history of 500 to
600 years. In ancient times many implements, utensils and weapons were made of bamboo. In the Shang Dy-
nasty bamboo slips appeared,out of which came the present books. In the Warring States Period and the Qin
and Han Dynasties bamboo was used to make tablets which were presented in grand official ceremonies. On
these tablets there were carved ornamental patterns. Cai Yi of the Han Dynasty created the flute out of bam-
boo,a wind instrument which produces melodious tunes. Wang Xianzhi of the Eastern Jin owned a favourite
writing brush pot made of mottled bamboo named “Qiuzhong”. The Emperor Gao of the State Qi in the South-
ern and Northern Dynasties presented “Ruyi” carved with the root of bamboo to the famous monk Shao as a
precious gift. The recent archaeological discoveries also prove that there existed writing brushes with bamboo
holders ; the Yunmeng Qin Brush and the Jiangling Han Brush,and the bamboo handle of the ladle which was
earthed from No. 1 tomb of Mawangdui of the Han Dynasty. Since bamboo articles are difficult to preserve,



bamboo carvings handed down are rare. The earliest known material thing with bamboo carving is Chiba of

Tang Carvings of Figures,and Flowers and Birds-a string musical instrument on which were carved simple pat-
terns of figures, flowers and birds. Though' there existed handicraft bamboo articles and some ex-perience in

carving bamboo was acquired in the Tang and Han Dynasties,we can’t say that the special art of bamboo carv-
ing was already formed.

Bamboo carving became more known in the Zhengde and Jiajing Periods of the Ming Dynasty. Some cele-
brated bamboo carvers appeared, like three Zhus, Li and Pu. The three Zhus were father Zhu Songling ,and his
sons Zhu Xiaosong and Zhu Sansong. 'They came from Jiading (Now the place belongs to Shanghai). Li was Li
Wenfu,and Pu was Puyang Zhonggian,the two were from Jinling. The skill of bamboo carving became more
mature in their hands. After them more bamboo carvers emerged. The well-known carvers then came to two to
three hundred. Many more remained unknown. Bamboo carving became more popular in the Qing Dy-
nasty. The carvers were chiefly gathered in two places:Jiading and Jinling,and the carvers were thus divided
into two schools. After the Qianlung and Jiajing Periods of the Qing Dynasty bambob carvers spread to more
places. The eastern and southern provinces all had their master hands.

Huizhou was the home of carvings in the Ming and Qing Dynasties,and it was also the cradle of bamboo
carving.

Huizhou is situated amidst ranges of mountains. It covers 6 counties; She, Yi, Xiuning, Jixi,Qimen and
Wau. Within Huizhou stand Mount Huangshan and Mount Baiyue and flow clear and beautiful waters. This en-
vironment brought about a generation of proud men-merchants of Huizhou. These merchants gradually went be-
yond Huizhou and settled elsewhere. Towns appeared wherever they went. So there was the saying.No mer-
chants of Huizhou,no towns. They brought wealth and prosperity to Huizhou and helped to lay for it a solid e-
conomic foundation. This economic force fostered batches of men of letters,scholars and skilled artizans. Hence
Huizhou became a highly developed cultural centre.

Brilliant cultural treasures were thus created. Paintings of Xinan School attracted the eye of the outside
world , works of the seal cutting of Hui School were put on display in the Ming and Qing Dynasties,and works
of other arts,such as plate cutting ,inkstick making ,inkslab cutting,paint lacquering,and brick ,stone and wood
carvings were all known for their attainments. Distinguished artists came out in great numbers. Ding Yunpeng,
Jian Jiang and Zha Shibiao were famous painters ; He Zhen,Cheng Suizhi were well-known seal cutters ; Cheng

Junfang, Fang Yulu were good inkstick makers; Xian Qian, Wang Suizhi were marvelous inkstick mold-



ers. Huang Pingsha, Fang Xinchuan, Cheng Yifan were remarkable paint sculpters; Ye Rang, Wang Fuging

were excellent inkslab cutters. The two families of Huang and Chou in the Qiu Village of the She County were

expert at cutting blocks for printing,and there were at least several hundred more artizans on this job. Zhan Xi-
anyuan,Cheng Youyu,Cheng Huanlun and Yu Xiang excelled in tablet and tomb stone engraving; Tang Zu

was a master in root sculpture ;Zhang Zhaoyi was a master hand in carving caskets for the 4 treasures of the

study . writing brush, inkstick ,inkslab and xuan paper; Zheng Yue was good at molding sculpture,and Wang

Zhi was a dab in engraving and chiselling peach-flower cobblestones. The superb talents were multitudinous as

trees in a large forest. They all had their artistic family origin,and owned a sound and solid foundation in learn-
ing. Some possessed several ,,even all the above-mentioned skills.

Making carvings on bamboo is comparably an easier job. The material is easy to get,and the process is not
so complicated. People with some knowledge of painting and calligraphy may quite readily acquire this
skill. Some lovers of seal cutting ,calligraphy and painting in Huizhou were engaged in bamboo carving in their
spare time and found pleasure in this interest. Their works of bamboo carving were good enough to be collected
in a volume. It is a pity most of their works were not signed. These authors were unknown in their life and re-
mained for long years in obscurity. Now we’ve found some bamboo carvers from local records. They are Li
Xigiao,Fang Jie ,Cheng Wenzai and Zhang Lifu. Of them Li Xigiao and Fang Jie are more important.

Li Xigiao,alternative name Yuyu,styling himself Shilushanren,born in the She County in the early Qing
Dynasty. According to the county chronicles he was expert at seal cutting,calligraphy ,stone and bamboo carv-
ings. His bamboo carvings were lifelike,and in this he outshined Puyang Zhonggian of Jinling.

Fang Jie,alternative name Juping,styling himself Zhian,born in the She County in the Daoguan Period
of the Qing Dynasty. He was good at poetry,calligraphy and painting. Bamboo carving was also his unique,
and he was especially skillful at carving portraits. The Portrait of Shiliuzhoudashou at the Foot of Lushan
Mountains,and The Portrait of Ruan Yuan at the Age of 80 are his masterpieces.

Zhang Lifu,born in the Qiu Village of the She County during the Daoguang and Xianfeng Periods of the
Qing Dynasty,employed in wood blocks for printing and carving lacquerware,but versed in calligraphy and
bamboo carving. The famous modern painter Huang Binhong told of the life story of Zhang Lifu in Biographies
of the Four Skillful Artizans.+--Lifu,not only good in carving,but also expert at calligraphy and painting. His
paintings and calligraphical works were ingenius and deeply loved by people. And his bamboo carvings done in

his spare time were even more treasured.



Cheng Wenzai,alterna-tive name Yuqing,styling himself master of Tongyuexuan,born in Xiuning in the
Qing Dynasty. He was good at painting figures and beautiful women,and landscapes. He engaged himself in
seal cutting and bamboo carving in spare time.

Wu Yuanman,alternative name Jingfu,born in the She County in the Ming Dynasty ,excelling in engrav-
ing tablets and tomb stones. He imitated old scripts in his bamboo carvings.

Of the above mentioned bamboo carvers Li Xigiao and Fang Jie had greatest influence due to their origi-
nal and unique style. Fang Jie at first worked hard at poetry and painting,but out of his expectation he became
better known for. his bamboo carvings. Bamboo carving linked him and his friends. Whenever he produced a
good carving he would rub the work and present it to friends who had the same interest. The gift was so much
treasured as to be considered as the uncomparably excelling thing on earth. People of his day called him Bam-
-boo Fang. He only lived to the age of 39. Other bamboo carvers worth of mention here are Zhu Songling-born
in Xinan (Huizhou) ,but later moved to Jiading;Li Liufang,and Cheng Yaotian from the She County ,Cheng Ji-
asui from Xiuning. Li Liufang was versed in poetry,painting and seal cutting,his son Li Hangzhi, nephew Li
Yizhi and grandson Li Qian were all engaged in calligraphy and painting,they all lived in Jiading. This shows
that there had been close cultural links between Huizhou and Jiading as had been the same between Huizhou
and Yangzhou. It is known to all that important figures in promoting the development of economy and culture
of Yangzhou all came from Huizhou.

Indeed , Huizhou possessed a galaxy of talent. These talented people were spread far and wide in the south
and north of the Changjiang River. Huizhou’s influence was really far too great and profound. “The root of
paintings of the Qing Dynasty,and paintings of all the contemporary and modern times,and those paintings of
the Chinese painters that scatter in different places of the world stretches to Mount Huangshan” ,Mount Huang-
shan and Mount Baiyue are the gathering place of culture and learning.

Bamboo carvings of Huizhou are an important component of the art of bamboo carving of China. The his-
tory of over 400 years of the art of bamboo carving may be divided into 3 periods ;time after the middle of the
Ming Dynasty ,the early Qing Dynasty and the time after the Jiajing Period of the Qing Dynasty. Most bamboo
carvings of Huizhou were seen in the first two periods, which were either products of the professionals or works
of the amateurs. These works,completed in different styles all reflected local features of Huizhou.

Bamboo articles were various in kinds. Fragrant bamboo tubes,bamboo writing brush pots,bamboo arm

resters and bamboo buttons, medals, figures,cups and saucers,sticks and so on. Carvings were done on these



bamboo articles. The themes were all taken from the traditional. The following is brief information about some
of the carved bamboo articles.

Carved Fragrant Bamboo Tube ; The tube was used to hold sweet flowers and perfumes. Fragrance came
out from the inside of the tube refreshing the users. On all sides of the tube there were engraved figures, flow-
ers and birds,grass,insects and other ornamental designs.

Carved Bamboo Writing Brush Pot ; The pot was used to hold the writing brush and was put on a desk as
an ornament in a study. Carvings on these pots were rich and varied. They generally described the life of seclu-
sive scholars,such as “the 7 Worthy Men in the Bamboo Forest”, “the 9 Elders in the Fragrant Mountains”,
“Listening to the Fountain”, “Two Players at a Game of Chess”,and so on. The landscape carvings too de-
scribed those scholars living in’mountains and forests ,expressing their dissatisfactions ,feelings and spiritual sus-
tenance. In the carving “The Two Celestial Elders at a Game of Chess” ,one is lost in thinking,and the other is
moving a chessman with great care,nearby a spectator is looking with interest and real relish expressing amaz-
ment. The carving “Music Played at the Lane”is a vivid picture of a performance of singing and dancing by 7
people ; Under the shade of trees and behind a stone desk stand 3 women in ancient costumes, respectively play-
ing a flute,a sheng and a ban. They are followed by 2 more women ,one ,shy and charming holding a pipa ,the
other dancing gracefully with ease. On the stone desk are put an incense burner ,books and letters,a fruit case
and a flower vase. At one side of the desk sits an elder with white hair and beard timing to the music played,
having.an air of a superb musician. In “Interest of Lotus” people see lotuses in different postures and fish swim-
ming round,out of the lotuses there is one coming out of the water. The carvings on these brush pots are
exquisite and lucid in the portrayal.

Carved Bamboo Reposer ; It was an implement used as a cushion for the arm to rest on when one was en-
gaged in painting. Cavings on these bamboo reposers include figures, landscapes, grass, insects, flowers and
birds and other patterns.

Therefore bamboo carving has benefited much from painting and calligraphy. Painting and calligraphy
use paper as the material,and the brush is the tool , while bamboo carving takes the knife as the tool,and the
bamboc_a is the material. So there is great difference between them. Bamboo carving as a unique art,has special
characteristics. It is divided into surface carving and stereoscopic circular cone carving. Surface carving is seen
in the aboved mentioned fragrant tube,brush pot,arm reposer and fan framework ;and stereoscopic circular

cone carving is shown in stereoscopic images of figures and birds and beasts. In the surface carvig there is cut-



ting in relief and cutting in intaglio,and there is deep cutting and shallow cutting. The cutting in relief covers
rough engraving,lined cutting and deep cutting ;cutting in intaglio comprises shallow relief cutting and high re-
lief cutting. In actual approach different methods can be flexibly and interchangeably applied. Different kinds
of knifework supplement each other. Designing should be original,and uniqueness is the thing to be aimed
at. Marvelousness comes from naturalness. In the flexible use of various knife skills:slowness ,swiftness ,sharp-
ness, bluntness, slippery , hardgoing, fineness and roughness, effects of smoothness, cleanness and neatness are
achieved so that images of the things are vividly portrayed and their natural charm is lifelikely presented.

In bamboo carving there is also the difference of fine work and freehand work ,in the tone and style there
is the difference of the elegant and the popular,and in skill and technique there is the difference of exquisite-
ness and consummateness. Exquisiteness requires great care and precision in carving , while consummateness
asks for great sk'ill in careless and inattentive handling,and boldness and vigorousness and simplisity. Both
exquisiteness and consummateness are considered as excellent.

Huizhou is a “state of culture” and has many historical sites and cultural relics. Bamboo carving repre-
sents in a way the historical development and constitutes an important relic. Recently the historical relics are
abruptly growing in value,and handicraft bamboo articles have become goods in great demand. Merchants and
collectors keep pouring in. They vie with each other and seem to have the desire to buy up. Hence the handi-
craft bamboo articles with historical value become the rarity of rarities. Bamboo carvings have suffered a
“havoo of civilization”. Some works are carried away ,and they are now scattered in the remotest regions of
the earth. This makes the work to collect,sort out and study bamboo carvings more difficult,and also brings
great difficulty to the publication of the book “Art of Bamboo Carving of Huizhou District”.

“Art of Bamboo Carving of Huizhou District” is published in this circumstance. It will make known the
works of bamboo carving of Huizhou left by our forefathers and make up for the loss to some extent. The
works included in the book are only one thousandth ,may be even one ten thousandth of the actual quantity of
the works produced ,and the varieties may not cover all. If this book is appreciated by loves of bamboo carving
and other readers and proves to be of some help to them we will feel honoured and comforted.

Translated by Zhang Zuwu



