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Lacquerware is an artifact decoratively
covered with natural lacquer. China is
recognized as the world’s earliest country to
use lacquer and manufacture lacquerware.
In this civilization with a history of more
than 5,000 years, lacquerware has been
satisfying the aesthetic demands of people
living in different times with vitality and
updated artistic forms, outstanding not
only in the cultural history of China but
also in the history of human civilization.
Lacquerware features a long history, a wide
variety and fine techniques. Early in the
Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.), Chinese
lacquerware had spread overseas and left a
deep imprint in the history of international
exchanges.

This book presents to readers a holistic
view of Chinese lacquerware illustrated

with beautiful pictures, including its
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development, techniques, forms, patterns
as well as famous lacquerware with local
characteristics, with the hope that readers
will know more about Chinese lacquerware

and also learn to appreciate its artistic

beauty.
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Development of Lacquerware
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The development of lacquerware in China can be divided into three stages:
emergence, maturity and prosperity. The red wooden bowl unearthed at
the Hemudu Site (5000 B.C.-3300 B.C.) in Zhejiang Province marked the
beginning of China’s lacquer culture. In the Xia Dynasty (approx. 2070
B.C.-1600 B.C.), Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.) and Western
Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.—-771 B.C.), lacquerware manufacturing was
brought to maturity, accompanied by the flourishing of the lacquer culture.
Lacquerware prospered when it came to the Spring and Autumn Period
and the Warring States Period (770 B.C.-221 B.C.) more than 2,000 years
ago and witnessed its first peak in history in the Han Dynasty (206 B.C. -
220 A.D.). Gold and silver Ping Tuo lacquerware in the Tang Dynasty (618-
907), plain lacquerware in the Song Dynasty (960-1279), and carved lacquer
objects in the Yuan (1279-1368), Ming (1368-1644) and Qing dynasties
(1644-1911) co-formed the climax in the development history of Chinese

lacquerware.
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> Emergence

China is the world’s first country to
discover lacquer. In the Neolithic Period,
ancient Chinese already recognized
the properties of lacquer and used it to
make objects. Through practice, they
discovered that tools made of wood were
more easily broken than those made
of stone and that raw lacquer extracted
from lacquer trees could provide some
protection for wooden tools. Based
on this discovery, raw lacquer was
extensively used in various ways from
tools to buildings. A large number
of lacquer objects were excavated by
archeologists from the Neolithic sites,
including the earliest lacquer object: the
red wooden bowl in the Hemudu Site in
Yuyao, Zhejiang Province (5000 B.C.-
3300 B.C.). Its two sides are painted with
a thin layer of red dope. According to

chemical and spectral analysis, this dimly
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Life in the Primitive Society

In the primitive society, people hunted animals for food with tools made of wood or stone. But as wooden
tools were easily damaged if often soaked in water, lacquer was painted on them to prevent this.
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Lacquer Wooden Bowl
Unearthed at the Hemudu
Site in Yuyao, Zhejiang
Province

This bowl is about 5.7cm high,
oval-melon shaped, wooden-
bodied, with its mouth turning

inward and its foot shaped like a
ring.
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Lacquer Pot with Geometric Pattern (Liangzhu Culture in the Neolithic Age, 3300 B.C.-2200 B.C.)
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shining red dope is raw lacquer, proving
that lacquerware manufacturing in China
boasts at least a history of 6,000 to 7,000
years. In this period, most lacquer objects
had wooden bodies but some had purely
lacquer bodies. Categories ranged from

daily utensils such as bowls, stem-bowls,
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basins, cups, boxes, plates, earthen bowls
and pots to percussion instruments such
as wooden lacquer drums and funeral
utensils, including wooden coffins. They
were colored red, black, yellow or white
using natural minerals and mostly had
geometric patterns such as cloud, fret and
stripe pattern. In addition, lacquerware
integrated jade inlaying techniques, thus

adding some aesthetic value to primitive

lacquer objects.
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Lacquer Trees in Ancient China

Lacquer trees were ubiquitous in ancient China. Raw lacquer was an article of tribute during the
reign of Yu in the Xia Dynasty (approx. 2070 B.C.-1600 B.C.). After the Zhou Dynasty (1046
B.C.-221 B.C.), lacquer trees became major cash trees under the administration of officials
designated by the government and owners of lacquer forests were considered prosperous. By
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the Ming Dynasty(1368-1644) and the Qing Dynasty(1644-1911), the imperial court attached
special importance to the planting and management of lacquer trees. The first Ming Emperor Zhu
Yuanzhang built the imperial lacquer-tree garden in Yingtian Prefecture (today’s Nanjing City),
in which a lot of lacquer trees were planted. Its site is still preserved in Xiaolingwei, Nanjing
City. In Niuwangmiao of Pingli, Shaanxi Province, people can still see tablets of the Qing
Dynasty for lacquer forest administration. Lacquer can be extracted from lacquer trees aged 5 to
10 years old. You cut an opening with a knife and insert bamboo tubes to draw out raw lacquer
or natural lacquer, a kind of white colloidal liquid that turns red and then black upon contact with
air and that can produce a lacquer coat after being set aside for a long time. Raw lacquer can also
be turned into diversified colored lacquers after some processing and refining and be painted
on the surface of objects to make daily utensils or artifacts, collectively known as lacquerware.

Lacquerware is a traditional handicraft invented in China.
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A Worker Extracting Lacquer from Lacquer Trees
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Silk-woven Black Lacquered Handle
with Cloud and Thunder Pattern (Shang
Dynasty, 1600B.C.-1046B.C.)

This is the handle of an ancient weapon, on
which is the checkered cloud and thunder

pattern finely woven from five layers of silk with
black lacquer painted all over it.

> Maturity

In the Shang Dynasty (1600B.C.-1046B.
C.) and the Western Zhou Dynasty
(1046B.C.-771B.C.), lacquerware began
appearing in large numbers and lacquer
manufacturing techniques were elevated
to a relatively high level, allowing people
to inlay turquoise on the patterns and
paint colored lacquer after carving motifs
on the wooden body. Manufacturing of
lacquerware gradually matured.
Unearthed lacquer objects of the
Shang Dynasty (1600B.C.-1046B.C.)
were limited in number, divided into
early and later periods. The early period
was typified by boxes, plates, coffins and
other lacquer objects from the Xiaotun
Yin (Yin, another name for the Shang
Dynasty) excavated from the ruins in
Anyang, Henan Province, the Erlitou Site
in Yanshi, Henan Province and the Taixi

Site in Gaocheng, Hebei Province. They
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Relics of Colored Thunder Pattem
Lacquerware (Shang Dynasty,
1600B.C.-1046B.C.)

were carefully made and complicatedly
painted. Lacquerware of the later period
was excavated in the Tianhu Tomb in
Luoshan, Henan Province, such as the
silk-woven black lacquered handle with
cloud and thunder pattern. Lacquerware
in the Shang Dynasty has many
patterns, such as the Tao Tie (a mythical
gluttonous animal) pattern, the Kui-
dragon (a one-legged mythical animal)
pattern, the cloud and thunder pattern
and the dot pattern, vividly reproducing
the dignified style of lacquerware in that
society. For example, on some wooden
objects is carved the Tao Tie pattern
and painted with red and black lacquer,

with the eyes of the Tao Tie inlaid with
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Yin Ruins in Anyang, Henan Province
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Discovery of the Yin Ruins

The Yin ruins, situated in Xiaotun Village, Anyang City, Henan Province, are relics of the
late Shang capital, the first capital ever to be verified in Chinese history. Emperor Pan Geng
moved the Shang capital to Yin in 1300 B.C. and settled there until the demise of the dynasty
under Emperor Di Xin in 1046 B.C. For 273 years, Yin was the political, economic, cultural
and military center of the later Shang Dynasty. After its demise, Yin was reduced to ruins, and
remained unknown until more than 3,000 years later when the ancient capital saw the light
again with the discovery of oracle bones in 1899. Since then, people have found historical sites
of palaces, mausoleums, city, sacrificial pits, tribal settlements, family tomb clusters, handcraft
working shops and oracle bone caves, as well as a large number of artifacts such as lacquerware,
oracle bones, bronzeware, jadeware, porcelain and bone objects, etc. With the help of these
cultural relics and the historical site, people today can get a picture of what production, life,
culture and art were like 3,000 years ago in the Shang capital.
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B8 Site of Yin Ruins
B8 Site is the largest construction
in the relics of palaces and
temples in the Yin ruins. It consists
of four parts within an area of

1,233 square meters. To date, 153
plinths have been discovered.
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In the Western Zhou Dynasty
(1046B.C.-771B.C.), lacquerware was
brought to greater perfection and found in
every facet of society: daily necessities,
transportation means, sacrificial vessels,
instruments, weapons, funeral objects and

even pure lacquer artifacts. Lacquer forms



