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THE INTANGIBLE WITHIN THE TANGIBLE

I am honored to have been asked to write this foreword for Gao Xing's latest book. Over the years, I have
been inspired by Gao Xing's ongoing pursuit of documenting fading handcraft culture. His writings and
photographs allow us to delve into the rich history and ancient methods; however, they also remind us as
citizens of the ever-modernizing world that we are losing, or have lost, many of the deep connections with

our physical and cultural environments.

Modern life is full of machine-made and mass produced objects-objects sold by large stores with bright



lights and banners. When we purchase these objects, their origin is unknown, the people who designed or
manufactured them are anonymous, and their value is based on their function, materials, and price. We
needn't have a hand in the creation of the objects that fill our everyday lives; we only need the money to buy
them. As citizens of a modern world, we are primarily consumers, rarely creators, and our hands needn't be
skilled.

In the past, our connection to the world was formed in large part through the physical work of our hands. The
strength of that connection manifested itself in the form of quick and precise movements, calluses, thickened
fingers, and dark creases. Our mechanized and digital world is quickly erasing those characteristics from our

physical beings, and along with it, both tangible and intangible connections to our own cultural heritage.

Gao Xing's book presents us objects from places and cultures remote from the modernized world, objects
derived from skilled hands. We can easily admire their beauty. However, the greatest importance of his book
lies not in the objects, but in the intangibles that they embody - knowledge, skill, culture, and history.

Several years ago, on a photographic excursion to a Tibetan village, while visiting with a local woman in
her home, I recall Gao Xing picking up a very mundane object from her kitchen, a ladle, and asking to buy
it. The woman probably questioned in her mind his interest in such an ordinary object, especially since a
new ladle could be bought in any market. However, the object itself wasn't entirely that he was interested in.
Undoubtedly, the ladle had been crafted by a local artisan; it was designed to meet the local culinary habits
and needs; and years of use and wear were visible on its surface. As mundane as the ladle was, it was deeply

imprinted with local handcraft tradition, Tibetan everyday life, and the passage of time.

The creation of the tangible handcraft is reliant on intangible knowledge, skill, culture and history. Utilitarian,
decorative, or both, a handcraft's material, crafting process, and form must align to create an object that
has relevance and resonance within its cultural context. A master craftsman imbues his works with his own
philosophy on how they bridge material and purpose, leaving his indelible, though not necessarily visible,
mark. Material objects at a basic level serve practical and/or decorative functions. On a deeper level, they are

a reflection of the creator and the society for which they are made.




Our material world is continuously formed and molded around our evolving needs and ideals. A handcraft's
survival is dependent on whether or not society recognizes it as matching its needs and values. It must remain
relevant, sometimes renewed or recreated, and passed from generation to generation; otherwise the craft
is entirely lost. As rayon substitutes for cotton, plastic crowds out wood, and pixels replace ink, we must
be aware that, although we are gaining material wealth, we are losing our deeper intangible connections to
our physical environment and cultural heritage. Although handcrafts can be collected and preserved, the

intangibles fade under the neon lights of modernization.

I would like to thank Gao Xing once again for the opportunity to introduce this book. It is my hope that his
work will serve as a reminder to many that an object's beauty lies not only in its form or function, but also in
its cultural resonance. I would also like to thank him for inspiring me to revisit my own collection of Chinese
handcrafts. Beyond each of the objects is a recalled place, a person's face, or a story — fibers of the rope that

forms my personal connection with China.

Kim Roseberry




