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The Colors of Lacquer




We don't have to know the answer befare we understand Qi. In

different characters denoting QI now only one remains. Qi is botha tree

word cut implys human-genereated force. Chuang tzu once wrote, the lacquer

known products derived from sap are rubber, rosin and lacquer. Lacquer is similar or o

obtained from white sap. Lacquer is a translucent brown substance extracted ~frbm’fh‘€?exudwf

tree, we can call it "processed lacquer'. It is divided into different types based on dlﬁerent %

Colored lacquers except black are obtained by mixing lacquer with minerals in different colors. :
Black lacquer results from the oxidation of lacquer and iron, while red lacquer owes its vivid ¢ lor to

"Red & Black" could easily lead to morai consideration, so | prefer the word "vermilion” to "‘rﬁ'ﬁ |
for that: first, "Vermilion & Black" reminds me of two ancient scholars who had the two ceiors i 'th&l
respectively; second, the ancient classic Hanfei said, "the Great Yu made sacred utensils, he coated me:
surfaces with black ink and painted the interior with vermilion", the pair of black and vermilion is not with
an origin; third, compared with red, vermilion as a color seems to have an inner nobleness that isr,ln ne
Chinese traditional aesthetic. Red as a color, though passionate, is sort of aggressive. : ‘
Vermilion holds historical connotations while red is comparatively modern. V 3
In Chinese language, the character that denotes vermilion has another origin, a tree. The ancient dicti :
Shuowen(Origin of Chinese Characters) said, “the tree with red core belongs to coniferae". But nobody ki
exactly what it is. It must be a tree that red pigment can be obtained from. The name of the tree bec
name of the color, just like most color names in Chinese came from silk. And these colors had twcongn‘ls
and minerals. :

Vermilion lacquer, we can tell from the name, is a mixture of vermilion and lacquer, it is also called bri

lacquer. :

Black, originally in Chinese, meaned residue of smoky fire. In other words, it was something concrem
became the name of a color. A mineral called graphite has that color too. Like vermilion, »Ii' was ‘ﬁrstuse?
dye, paint and write. But later, the ink that Chinese traditional scholars used was obtained from smoked
twig or Chinawood oil. : :

The blackness of lacquer comes from the oxidation of iron. Black had become the mherent\colm ef

a classical book in ancient China said, "the only true color of lacquer is black!". | app!ectate the
proposition like this. This is what it is! '

The color black depends on lacquer itself. It is fathomless. It rernmds me of anoth . nan

~ Xuan, which roushly meanis black, dark and mcredlbte Black and Xuan, how.
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Me and the Lacquer Art

This is a story of pursuing the eternity, for the first time | saw lacquer.

In the pursuit of an eternal shell, people chose lacquer for coating. Faintly | recalled
that a lacquer man had once said: "This is the best paint for wood, looks great, and
would never get rotten for thousands of years in earth.”

Later in various literatures, | learned its 7,000 years history, and archaeological findings
tell us that lacquer would never decay In earth for thousands of years and would still
look brilliant. | learned in XiuShiLu, (Notes on Lacquer Art), a work studying lacquer
in ancient China, a classic description on lacquer-consistence in nature and luster in
color. | learned the incomparable beauty of lacquerwares in the Han Dynasty some
9 000 years ago. | learned the resplendent story of lacquer in this southern city where
| was born to and grew up, and it is extensively used in our daily life, in furniture, in
utensils, and even In clothes. It boasts a noble shine yet common in presence and
its commonness sometimes makes people neglect it.

This might be the cause of my rapturousness on ancient lacquer in the past two
decades or more.

In school | learnt lacquer, as a paint, may imitate various painting, like traditional Chinese
painting, and looks genuine canvas. We made a plan, and then express it by lacquer.
Such a facture and notion last for 7 or 8 years after my graduation. The difference
lies in that | tried to make it more superb and more expressive. And this made me
worried and tired. Recalling that period of time, | see no passion in painting. | was
fettered by re-expressing the plan, and could never find the tongue of lacquer itself,
Of course | got tired of the work. For some years | never painted, maybe | was still
painting, but that's for life, as a source of income. In that period of time, | was thinking
about the independence of lacquer. | tried to identify an area in which lacquer could
stand for itself. | paid adgreat deal of attention to the ancient lacquerwares, and the
furniture of the Ming and Qing Dynasties, trying to chase the trace of lacquer in the



human history. | was overwhelmed by the joy in my collection and findings. | even
developed a new hobby, restoring the damaged ancient lacquerwares |'ve got.

In 1994, | built a studio in Beifeng, Fuzhou, with an altitude of 300 meters. | found
accidentally a few varnish trees in the surrounding. | was extremely happy about this
and was convinced in the bond between lacquer and me. In those few years, | built
the house, the garden, witnessing the change of seasons and the growth of varnish
trees, in the brook by my door, in the rocks in the garden and the forest behind the
house. | saw their growth with seasons, the lush in spring, bunchy of fruits in summer
and numerous birds looking for food. In autumn, they are full of red and yellow. BY
the time all the leaves gone in winter, they like interlaced black lines. Local farmers told
me that it's those birds that inseminated the trees. They are the fruits and excreted the
seeds. That is how the trees come. | saw the latex that flowed when the trees were
tapped, first was white, then brown and black after abstracting. | think | saw the life
of lacquer, which made me in firm belief it is a substance with life, a stuff with life.

Ten vyears of life in mountains has a significant bearing on me than any other my past
experience. | comprehend the life of lacquer little by little. | discard all the notion of
design in the past and let the lacquer goes as pleased as | do. In my present works, |
could feel sometimes that | am interpreting myself heartily. Gradually | pick up my mind
and my happiness, anger, grief and joy. At the same time, | discovered vividness of
lacquer, which allows me to indulge my passion. It gave me happy surprises, and
accidental blows as well. As a stuff with characteristic, it needs temperature and humidity
to show itself, like man's mood that would be disturbed-by the outside world.

It strikes me that, when, such a 7,000 years old stuff, may be in unison with me. | long
for such a moment, just like | long for the seeds of varnish trees from the birds may
bring me a flourishing garden. That would be the paradise of lacquer in my dream.







