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Preface

Traditional arts and crafts which manifest the long-standing history and civilization of the Chinese
nation have created world-famous consummate artistry and also cultivated large groups of
outstanding artisans. As a result these traditional handicrafts have become one of important means to
carry forward and develop the Chinese culture, and become an important component part of national
economic construction. They are a gem of Chinese civilization.

The Beijing handicrafts feature imperial court art and other distinguished local specialties. In recent
years, with the great concern from and under the protection of Beijing municipal government and
Party committee, inspiring progress has been achieved in cultivation of talented artisans, protection
of artistry, development of market, industrial integration and innovation of products, thus bringing
about great contributions to the flourishing of traditional arts and crafts of Beijing and adding charm
to their innovations as well as more room for their development in China’s capital.

This book contains the excellent art works by the national-level and Beijing first-grade and second-
grade industrial artisans created in the past years, reflecting their great efforts made in the protection,
development and innovation of these arts and crafts.

When this second volume of Artistic Treasures of China comes off the:press, I want to take this
opportunity to express our thanks to all the persons from all walks of society who have made great
contributions to the development and innovation of traditional arts and crafts of Beijing and those

who have made their efforts in the publication of this book.

Lu Hao

former deputy mayor of Beijing, is first secretary
of the Secretariat of the Central Committee

of the Communist Youth League of China.
March 2008
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Continuous Cause

I. My Congratulations

The second volume of Artistic Treasures of China will be off the press soon. First of all I extend
my cordial greetings to those artisans whose works have been included into this volume. Also I
want to express my thanks to them for their sustained efforts in the past decades to hand down
excellent workmanship of Beijing arts and crafts. Through their works they demonstrate their
wisdom and workmanship, enabling young generations to appreciate these great national-level
works featuring Chinese national culture and art and to understand the greatness and profoundness

of the Chinese arts and crafts.

Beijing handicrafts are appreciated as gem, in my opinions, for two reasons. First is for their
value. From their raw materials to workmanship and finally to works, they are elegant. Second is
for the artisans themselves. In view of the national culture, all of them are national treasures. So
Artistic Treasures of China either publishes some of the best works created by these master artisans
or introduces their experiences and achievements in their creations. This book illustrates dual
significance of the “gem” and reflects the proud of Beijing arts and crafts and also Beijing culture

and civilization.

Beijing handicrafts are most important ones which reflect the salient features of royal arts and
crafts of China’s Ming and Qing dynasties and, in a certain extent, demonstrate the progress
achieved in Chinese arts and crafts. So the artistic works included into this book belong to Beijing

but also to China and even humanity.
II. Quality Materials and Excellent Workmanship, History and Culture

Ministry of Works: Artificers” Record from Ritual of Zhou written more than 2,000 years ago
points out a basic rule of having “opportunities and geographic convenience, quality materials
and excellent workmanship” while summing up experiences in creating goods and materials. Just
talking about quality raw materials and excellent workmanship, Beijing handicrafts, including
jade, cloisonné, ivory carvings and carved lacquer ware, demonstrate rare, elegant and unique
raw materials which comprise a foundation for their different quality. Without quality materials,
it is difficult to demonstrate the excellent carving workmanship. While bringing into full play
the workmanship according to raw materials, raw materials are the basic and guarantee. Viewing
all kinds of China’s arts and crafts, it is easy to find raw materials and skills serve each other.
Workmanship is demonstrated through the quality of raw materials, and also the quality of



materials is reflected through excellent workmanship. Each of them cannot be valued highly
without other. Artisans use different skills to create handicrafts of different quality materials, and
carve jade and wood art works but sculpture clay figurines and cast golden works. The quality of
raw materials and special skills are one of the attributes of arts and crafts.

The value of these arts and crafts falls into two kinds: economic and cultural. The economic
value is related to their quality of raw materials and reflects in their practical value, the value of
raw materials and others. It can be reflected through their price. The cultural value includes non-
material values such as artistic value, historical and cultural value, the value of workmanship and
aesthetic value. These values, together with that of raw materials and others, are reflected through

the artistic works as a whole.

So the arts and crafts we see are material products but also art and cultural products. As art and
cultural products, their unique value also depends on their history. Their technological skills,
modeling concepts, forms of expression and styles demonstrate their history. These arts and
crafts feature quality raw materials, excellent workmanship and also history and culture. So they
distinguish themselves from the arts and crafts from other nationalities. In addition, they record
down the relations between culture and handicrafts from different historical periods. All arts and
crafts reflect and symbolize culture and art from different historical periods. There is no exception

in modern times.
I1I. Three Traditions of Arts and Crafts

The arts and crafts in China have a history of 10,000 years at least. When ttheir history started
depends on the definite of arts and crafts. If the bone necklace discovered in the cave of Peking
Man or the remote stone articles were treated as arts and crafts in a broad sense, the history of the
arts and crafts will be longer than 10,000 or 20,000 years. We say the arts and crafts have a history
of 10,000 years because we counted it on the pottery which emerged 10,000 years ago according
to the archaeological data. The history of arts and crafts can be divided into three stages: classical
stage starts from its original to the late Qing Dynasty and passes through the feudal society. This
stage is important, in which various kinds of arts and crafts emerged, developed and matured. Many
of them changed, and even disappeared. During this stage, the Chinese arts and crafts developed
to have their own unique art and cultural features and became an important symbol of Chinese
culture and art. The second stage is from the late Qing Dynasty to the 1980s. During this period,
the Chinese arts and crafts experienced a historical change from private to collective production
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systems. Their production experienced declination, flourishing and development and these classical
and traditional arts and crafts experienced great historical changes. After entering into the modern
society, they became a part of modern culture and economic production and began its modern
historical track. The third stage is a contemporary one from the 1990s to today and has faced the
coming of a so-called consuming society (mainly in cities). Great efforts in modernization enabled
the living standards the people increased and let them have new understanding and demands for
arts and crafts. The Chinese arts and crafts have been in its new and special stage for changes.
Many arts and crafts have changed to adapt themselves to the modern life. The most important
thing is that the arts and crafts as a whole have started to experience a modern reform and have
been facing with a problem of adapting to new life, integrated with new culture or even creating
a new form of art and culture. In one word, new social culture and living way have pushed the

modern arts and crafts enter into a new stage.

The arts and crafts in these three stages mentioned above have developed their own traditions:

classical, modern and contemporary traditions.
IV. Carrying Forward and Innovation of Arts and Crafts

The contemporary arts and crafts have been operated under the conditions of market economy. So
as a result, parts of traditional arts and crafts have been developed to adapt to the market demands.
Otherwise they found difficult to survive and a few even disappeared. In other hand, as society
and economy develop and living standards increase, people have new demands on arts and crafts.
Thus the time and life have provided new chances for arts and crafts to develop. Such demands
in essential require arts and crafts to change or to be innovated. So arts and crafts fields in fact are

facing two tasks: carrying forward and innovation based on the first.

Both carrying forward and innovation are old topics but still need to be studied and discussed

further here.

Carrying forward and innovation are two aspects of the problem and they cannot be separated.
First let us talk about carrying forward of the arts and crafts in Beijing. The arts and crafts in
Beijing are different with that in other parts of the country and symbolize the royal ones from the
imperial courts. They reflect the features of royal ones, in both raw materials and technical skills.
In details, such arts and crafts use precious and quality raw materials and are created with excellent
workmanship with complicated aesthetic ways. Therefore the carrying forward of the arts and
crafts of Beijing should be done first of all to carry forward those from the imperial courts.

We know in feudal society the royal handicrafts were owned only by the nobility. Today handing
these royal handicrafts down and their production are first a certain kind of production of a certain
kind of commodities under the market economy or have a new attribute or new laws. Here the



market has played an important selective and decisive role. Second, as products to be collected
or daily articles demanded by ordinary people, their original basic characteristics such as value
quality, sophisticated workmanship and complicated aesthetic standards remain the same while

their collectors have changed.

Ordinary people do not refuse to accept these handicrafts which belonged to the nobility in the
past, but depending on their demands for handicrafts and aesthetic views. The Chinese people’s
aesthetic views fall into two kinds. In artistic forms, they are the beauty of the royal handicrafts and
that of folk handicrafts. The first seeks after the precious and quality raw materials and excellent
workmanship and their complicated artistic decorations while the latter seeks after the concise and

simple style.

The production of royal handicrafts is mainly to meet the needs of those people for seeking after
the beauty with valuable raw materials and excellent workmanship. Among Beijing handicrafts
great parts are folk handicrafts, such as kites and decorated lanterns. These handicrafts are made of
general raw materials, with simple skills and concise decorations. Broad masses like them for their
simple beauty. But in today’s production of handicrafts, the royal handicrafts are the main body.
But both the royal and folk handicrafts are confronting with the historical task and duties to be

handed down one generation after another.

Opposite to carrying forward is innovation. Without doubts, making innovations is need of the
time and is an inevitable requirement of the development of arts and crafts. Why and how? How
to make innovations is a practical problem and needs explanations in details. Here I save space
for discussing the reason. I believe the innovation of arts and crafts has its historical necessity
resulted from the demands for them and other related conditions. It can be said any innovations are
related closely to the needs of the life, the prerequisite. New life needs new handicrafts and gives
up some handicrafts which are not suitable for new life. This is the results of the selection of the
life. Take clay toys. Such toys have a long history and were popular among ordinary people. But
after the plastic, mechanical and power-operated toys came into being and have become popular,
the clay toys disappeared gradually. This is a result of development of toys. If we emphasized
the innovation of clay toys, there is a positive significance in the handing down of its culture, but
the results are not good as expected. Even in the rural areas such clay toys are not welcomed by
children today. In modern society full of great varieties of commodities, people have much more
rooms for selecting goods. Many handicrafts which were in great demand in history have lost their
necessity and conditions for selection and their market has decreased. The famous clay figures
from Wuxi, although they can be toys and also decorations, are not in great demand as in the past.

Such innovations should be done based on the old ones and with the efforts to carry them forward.
These innovations are limited. Take the traditional Beijing handicrafts. First of all Beijing

handicrafts have been handed down from the imperial court and feature their rare and quality
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raw materials and excellent workmanship. All these handicrafts are high-grade decorations
and symbolize the social position of owners and the appreciation value, collection and value-
preservation. Their owners keep and collect them still for these features.

Innovation is one of the ways to preserve or carry forward these traditional handicrafts. Innovation
is the only way to hand down these traditional handicrafts, to give them a new life or adapt them to
the new life. Each historical stage demonstrates the life and need of its features and the handicrafts
in different stage have their own forms and contents. Many traditional handicrafts with fierce

animal patterns are not suitable for the new times.

In views mentioned above the innovation of handicrafts means the innovation of contents.
The contents of the handicrafts are not only that of the designs but also of their functions and

compositions.
V. Conclusion

The skills of arts and crafts are the gem of traditional handicraft workmanship and are the
accumulation and summary of practical experience of artisans from various historical stages. Under
the modern society of science and technology, it is a problem we should consider conscientiously
on how to preserve the gem of handicraft skills, to carry forward such workmanship and to make
them to serve modern life and become a part of new culture. The protection and development of
Beijing arts and crafts rely on carrying forward of such workmanship and making innovations of
design. The achievements and growth of these artisans have proved that it is not a short-term task
or an easy thing to carry forward these handicraft workmanship. It needs wisdom, devotion and
willpower of those who have done for this purpose for generations. In the society full of seduction
and impetuousness, it is even more difficult. Therefore we should have a long-term view, high
historical attitude and responsible spirit and wisdom. Also we should train successors for arts and

crafts as an important event in developing arts and crafts.

In this field, artisans are experts and have duties. We wish them train a new generation of their
successors while creating excellent artistic works in order to carry forward Beijing arts and crafts

one generation after another.

Li Yanzu

Professor from Fine Art Institute, Tsinghua University
February 2008 in Jixu Study



