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Preface

When 1 first received the manuscript of Beijing Gold Lacquerware & Marquetry by Mr. Bo Deyuan, one of my old
friends, pleasant surprise seized me, and I'm proud to have been the first reader of the book. Now I am writing my
afterthoughts and making them a preface to it.

I have never got a clear, thorough idea of gold lacquer inlaying despite 40 years of lacquer experience, including my
several visits to Beijing Gold Lacquer & Marquetry Company Ltd, and cooperation with experts there. The reason
is this: lacquer has an ancient history and made in various places of China, involving many materials and techniques.
Hence great varieties of lacquer works. Lacquer may be called differently as it may be studied from different angles.
Gold lacquer inlaying itself is a very general and loosely termed concept. However, it is explicitly delineated in this
book. Just as the title suggests gold lacquer inlaying consists of two categories: gold lacquer and inlaying, each having
various sub-categories. For instance, gold lacquer includes gold painting and gilding by drawing, carving and filling
and cutting with a needle or knife. Inlaying includes shell inlaying, hundred-treasure inlaying. Anything that involves
gold lacquer or inlaying, or both, may belong to gold lacquer inlaying, almost accounting for 2/3 of lacquer varieties.
Beijing was designated as the capital of China in six dynasties, in history, where men of letters tended to gather
together. In dynasties of Yuan, Ming and Qing ,Beijing lacquer wares were highly developed due to royal support.
In Yuan Dynasty, Paint Bureau was established under the Ministry of Works which appointed an assistant director to
be responsible for lacquer works. Then in Ming Dynasty Orchard Mill was set up for the same purpose. In following
Qing Dynastry lacquer workshop was instituted in General Service Department under the Ministry of Internal
Affairs, responsible for manufacturing lacquer works for court use. Hence a typical style came into being for Beijing
gold lacquer inlaying: simplistic yet elegant, magnificent and splendid. As Yang Ming, who lived in Ming Dynasty,
acclaimed in his preface to Records of Lacquer Decoration by Huang Cheng, the art of lacquer works by that time
had reached the state of “numerous exquisite varieties of lacquer pieces, hard for us to name all.” China embraced
another glorious age in lacquer history after the period of Warring States and Han Dynasty. Since the founding of the
Republic of China after the decline of Qing Dynasty the art of lacquer—the former royal art—commenced to spread
among civilians; lacquer workshops mushroomed in various places of China. However, the prosperity did not last
long. Since July 7 Incident in 1937 China’s lacquer industry went back to decline again until the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China. In following years Beijing gold lacquer inlaying has resumed and developed its previous
royal style. This book relates the ups and downs of Beijing gold lacquer inlaying in history.

As modern industrial civilization moves forward, traditional, natural and costly handicraft is giving its way to
modern, synthetic, cheap and mechanical products—an irresistible trend. Historically, traditional lacquer works was
challenged by chinaware, whose role in the field of practical arts was reduced. The severe shock of modern synthetic
paints is putting traditional lacquer craft into the corner of distinction. Recent years have seen lacquer manufacturers
switching to other products or going bankrupt. Beijing gold lacquer & marquetry has its moments of glory and those
of difficulties. Mr. Bai Deyuan has made himself from an apprentice who came to study lacquer handicraft at the age
of 15 into a master of arts and crafts, a factory director, not only a professional in Beijing Gold Lacquer & Marquetry,
but also a leading authority in that field. It was by his leadership that Beijing Gold Lacquer & Marquetry turned from
a plant into a limited liability company in national transition from planned economy to market economy. He has well




balanced the relation of inheriting and developing. He is aware of his duties to retain traditional lacquer techniques, and
will not throw the culture of lacquer away from his own hands. Once he said: “We shall be sorry for our ancestors and
our descendents if we drop our tradition.” He bears deep feelings for the tradition. In one of his letters to me he wrote:
“Looking back at my 45 years of experience in lacquer, I have had learned a lot, done a lot and thought a lot. I think I
should refine my ideas to make contributions to the development of our country’s lacquer culture.”

He has realized the importance of innovation to develop the lacquer industry. Or it is impossible to continue the culture,
which can go to no other place than a museum. Innovation, however, must be based on tradition, and it is not advisable
to indiscriminately replace natural lacquer with synthetic paint. It will be the suicidal of lacquer as a form of arts if we
value tradition alone: it will be the homicide of lacquer if we blindly change natural paint for synthetic paint. Based on
such a correct, guiding principle, Beijing gold lacquer and marquetry has struggled out of a dire situation. This partly
explains why Beijing gold lacquer has got rid of depression.

Moreover, Mr. Bai Deyuan is fully aware that lacquer is related to the public’s material life; that its practicality is
above all, while its decorative and aesthetic nature is secondary. They focus their efforts on lacquer furniture, which is
indispensable in life, and will never retire from the stage of history. They boldly seek modern elements from furniture
dated to Ming Dynasty and Qing Dynasty, blending modernity and classicality. Their products are warmly welcomed
in the market. Also, they make great efforts to specialize in indoor screens—essential means of partition and interior
decoration as well as of displaying varieties of lacquer. There are lacquer boards and tablets. In Beijing where plaque
culture is highly developed similar products are seen in Imperial Palace, the Summer Palace, and other royal gardens as
well as in commercial communities. Their numerous products are the outcome of combination of lacquer and modern
life, a guarantee for success in the market.

Beijing gold lacquer and marquetry is a part of China’s precious heritage. As the voice of protecting non-material
cultural heritage is becoming stronger at home and abroad, Beijing Gold lacquer and Marquetry will certainly be
welcomed. It is an easy, interesting book open to the public. It will popularize lacquer knowledge among those who
are interested in traditional Chinese culture, yet know little or nothing about lacquer. I am happy for its publication,
but feel a little sorry that the introduction to the varieties of gold lacquer inlaying is too brief. I hope the author will
write another book— The Techniques of Beijing Gold Lacquer & Marquetry—to specify for each process: material
selection, tools manufacture and repair, material recipe subject to different seasons as well as operational procedures,
technical requirements and quality standards, etc. for reference. Such a book has to be written by a lacquer professional.
For no theorist will attempt to write it. Nor is he competent for the task. If local lacquer experts all write and exchange
their expertise, this will be more conducive to retaining our traditional culture. I am looking forward to the appearance
of Mr. Bai Deyuan’s The Techniques of Beijing Gold Lacquer & Marquetry

Qiao Shiguang
chairman of Lacquerware Professional Committee of China Arts and Crafts Institute
Professor at Academy of Arts & Design, Tsinghua University
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