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Bl = Preface

As a component of the traditional Chinese
culture, traditional Chinese colors mirror
the politics, economy, social life and folk
customs, as well as the ideological values and
esthetical tastes of each era. The profound
Chinese culture has nurtured a distinct value
system of the Chinese people on colors:
passion for red, worship for yellow and
reverence for blue...

The rich connotation of the traditional
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Chinese color system has enabled its wide
application. Many aspects of the traditional
Chinese culture are indispensable from
the embellishment of colors: architecture,
costumes, paintings, Beijing Opera, carvings
and lacquer wares. Taking Chinese people’s
color orientation as the entry point, this book
shows the cultural connotation and the rich
forms of presentation of the Chinese color
culture through lively texts and colorful
pictures. It is our sincere hope that the book
will offer the readers the opportunity to
acquire an intuitive understanding of the

traditional Chinese color culture and perceive

the beauty of traditional Chinese colors.
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Color Onentatlon of the Chinese People
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The Chinese, one of the first peoples who knew how to use
colors, established long ago their color structure by associating
five basic colors (i.e. yellow, blue, red, black and white)
respectively with the five fundamental elements of the universe
(i.e., earth, wood, fire, water and metal). By incorporating their

ideas of the nature, universe, ethics and philosophy in colors, the

Chinese people have formulated a unigue culture of colors.
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> Passion for Red

If one is to describe the Chinese nation
in one color, red may be the most
appropriate choice. Red is the symbol
of passion, auspiciousness, happiness,
majesty, dignity, courage, justice and
so on. It has become an ingredient of
the Chinese psychological make-up and
will always be revered and loved by the
Chinese nation.

This love for red has something to
do with ancient mankind’s worship for
fire. In ancient times when the level of
productivity was terribly low, fire that

could drive away cold and darkness was

deemed as a symbol of the power of
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“agxcal powernagamst evil. Red, the

%'otor’ of flames, was therefore worshiped

by the ancient Chinese.
Sihc{: ancient times, the Chinese

people have
color and

arded red as an auspicious

d something red on
all festive occ  Ond
lanterns and coupl
papér on Chinese Ne
heat up a festive atmosphere; red satin
ribbon at a ribbon-cutting ceremony of a
grand opening, as a promise of booming
business; and at weddings where the
red color absolutely dominates: the
bride’s red dress, red shoes and red
veil; the groom’s red gown, red flower
and red band; red candles, red quilt and
sheet in the bridal chamber. All these
red elements bring the wedding to the
climax, bringing the couple to the starting
point of a married life. Since then the
family’s offspring will survive for many

generations.
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Couplets Written on Red Paper

Couplets, also known as 'pairs’, are some auspicious lines or blessings written on red papers and
posted on the sides of a door frame during the Chinese New Year.
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Bride and Groom in Red
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An Embroidery Work—Happily Married
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Red is also the color of upper-class
status. As early as in the Western Zhou
Dynasty, red was regarded as a noble color
and the nobles wore red clothes. In the
volume of Bin Wind : July in The Book
of Poetry—the first collection of ancient
poems, it says: “I dye the fabric in red
and make clothes for the young master”.
During the Ming and Qing Dynasties,
there were more stringent requirements
on the use of colors. The Great Qing
Code provides that the emperor must
wear a red court dress when attending a
ritual ceremony at the Temple of Heaven.
Red also became the primary option for
imperial buildings. The Forbidden City,

the Imperial Palace in Beijing where the
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Windows with Golden Frames and Bolts in the Hall of Supreme

Harmony of the Forbidden City, Beijing
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emperors lived and worked, has always
had purple-red walls and vermilion-red
(a red color in a higher rank) doors and
pillars. The red walls and yellow-glazed
tile roofs could create a strong visual
impact, interpreting the imperial power

into a great boldness of vision.
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Vermilion Beams and Pillars outside the Hall of Benevolence
and Longevity of the Summer Palace, Beijing
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Ancient City Wall in Nanjing, Jiangsu Province
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Red Ink Blocks Made During Qianlong
Period of the Qing Dynasty(1644-1911)

Besides palaces and temples, most
mansions and residences of the nobles
and the rich had vermilion doors and
pillars; and the houses of the commoners
had red window frames and red furniture,
though the red was darker, close to
reddish brown, as a symbol of wealth and

good fortune.
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An Elm Wardrobe Painted in Red and
With Gilt Patterns in a Style of the
Qing Dynasty(1644-1911)
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A Carved Red Lacquer Box

Carved Red Lacquer Ware—The
Exquisite Red

As one of the traditional handicrafts, the
Chinese “Red Lacquer Carving” first
appeared in the Tang Dynasty. Because
it involved mostly the application of
vermilion natural lacquer, it was also
known as “Red Carving”. In his book Ge
Gu Yao Lun,On Ancient Lacquer ware,
Carved Red Lacquer Ware, Cao Zhao
of the Ming Dynasty stated: “Carved
red lacquer ware, regardless of its age,
is valued for the thickness of the red
lacquer, brightness of the red color,
hardness and weight of the piece.” The
production process involves the painting
of many layers of natural lacquer on a
wooden or metal base until it reaches
a certain thickness, and then carves the
patterns on the lacquer layer. In fact, the
color of lacquer ware is not limited to
red; pieces in black, yellow, green and a
combination of colors are also common.
Although the process involves
only three steps, namely, base-building,
paint-coating and carving, each piece of
lacquer ware requires great craftsmanship
and a long manufacturing process. Such
a time-consuming process involves the

following steps: one, lacquer-making—
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A Carved Red Lacquer Table
Screen Inlaid with Jade
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A Carved Red Lacquer Bottle
with Nine Dragons Pattern
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blend a certain proportion of vermilion
pigment (bright red mercuric sulfide)
with natural lacquer to produce a bright
red paint; two, coating—apply evenly
the paint to the base of a piece over and
over again to build a coating of certain
thickness. A new layer is applied only
when the previous one is half dry. The
coating may consist of dozens or even
hundreds of layers and take months
or even years to dry; three, carving—
when the coating reaches a sufficient
thickness, a craftsman needs to carve out
delicate patterns before the lacquer dries
thoroughly.
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A Carved Red Lacquer Vase
with Plum Blossoms Pattern



