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Lesson One The Brief History of Chinese Furniture

The early history of Chinese furniture record-
ed in excavated material, engraved stone and
stamped brick reveals a mat-level furniture cul-
ture. The ancient Chinese knelt or sat cross-
legged upon woven mats surrounded by various
furnishings including low tables, screens, and
armrests (fig.1) . Examples of excavated lac-
quer furniture from the ancient kingdom of Chu
(ca. 500 BC) demonstrate an aesthetic of mini-

malism and simplicity, and others are decorated

with unique colorful patterns and bear finely carved decoration in relief and open-
work. The blending of artistic form with practical functionality can be seen as a
common thread running throughout the long history of Chinese furniture.
Developments toward high seating were influenced by foreign customs and the
migration of Buddhism. During the second century AD, the Han emperor Lingdi

fig.2

was recorded to have had a fascination with
things foreign , including the foreign or “barba-
rian” seat (huchuang )® (fig.2) . This term
referred to the folding stool , which at that time
was commonly used by nomadic tribes in the
more remote northern and western regions
where it was also used for mounting horses.
Being easily carried over the shoulder, it quickly
became a popular seat for traveling or hunting.
Low platforms were another early form of

raised seating furniture which were used as

honorific seats by high officials and religious dignitaries during ceremonial and sac-
rificial rites. Records from the Han dynasty (206 BC—220 AD) indicate that these

sitting platforms were called ta (fig.3).
With the eastward migration of Buddhism
from India, chairs and raised platforms began
to appear with more frequency as the status
enhancing seats of great masters, along with
the custom of disciples gathered around seated
upon stools. Hourglass-shaped stools (fig.4)
made of straw and basketwork also begin to




appear during the Northern and Southern Dynasties (386—586 AD) period; simi-
larly shaped stools of rattan are still found throughout modern China.

fig.5 fig.6

During the transitional period-from mat to chair-kneeling and cross-legged posi-
tions upon the seating platforms was common. (fig.5)

Additionally, the raised platform also began to function as a large , medium-height
table for dining.

By the Tang dynasty (618—907 AD),stools and chairs had become common a-
mongst the elite and those of rank. Prototypes to the yoke back chair (fig.6) as
well as the round back chair appear in contemporary paintings and wall murals
which depict the sitter with legs both pendant and crossed.

By the Northern and Southern Song (960—1279) periods, many types of high
furniture had developed and were commonly used throughout all circles of life.
Scenes recorded within contemporary paintings as well as archeological finds reveal
that tables, chairs, stools, and benches of the architecturally related recessed-leg
style® were widely used.

Waisted corner — leg®furniture(fig.7) is evidenced in Song paintings, which ap-
pears to have been reserved for the elite and for activities of ritualistic and ceremo-
nial significance.

Many basic patterns established during the Song dynasties continued to mature
throughout the Yuan and Ming periods into beautiful well-rounded and robust
forms that were smoothly finished with thick lacquer coatings and finely detailed
with painted decoration (fig.8) . During the late Ming and early Qing periods, fur-
niture of a minimal classical style was abundantly produced in durable tropical hard-
woods®after a ban on imports was lifted in 1567. The use of these hard, dense
woods spawned advancements in joinery techniques permitting the creation open,
elegant forms previously unattainable in softer woods®. This popularity of this fur-
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niture, which often reflected the restrained, elegant tastes of the scholar official’ s

class, also spread through the rising nouveau-riche merchant class.

After the fall of the corrupted Ming ruling house
in 1644, China again flourished under the benevo-
lent rule of the early Qing emperors. While early
Qing furniture-makers generally held to classic pat-
terns, a tendency towards refinement emerges cor-
relating to that which permeated all of the decora-
tive arts. Qianlong’ s fascination with antiquity
stimulated archaistic decoration and styles in furni-
ture design. Qing-style furniture® is more angular
in form,and the surfaces are often elaborately deco-

rated (fig. 9).

New Words and Expressions

excavate [ 'ekskoveit] v. ZH# ¥, B H

engrave [in'greiv] v. BEZ| &K (XZF , BAR)F—Fm L BT OO L),

#ic, %zl

stamp [ stemp | n. HBEE,ENZE,ED, B2 45, BiC, BRI, W 2

v. BR(HED,B(R), KEp
mat-level adj. f&E LT 28 B9
cross-legged adj.& adv. ¥ FE A (HL)

lacquer ['leko(r)] n. B, B8H «w. ARBRT... FEXEALE
aesthetic [is'Oetik] adj. RFEH, FEH ,HHFEZRY




relief [ri'lif]  ». REFH)WE, (G50 %5, BT, BN, 2/, 2
openwork [ 'suponwakk] n. BREL T ; BILEY
buddhism [ 'budizom] n. ##
fascination [feesi'neif(o)n] n. BEI1, AR 8 1, K70, 5@ Z 4
barbarian [ba:'besrion] 2. ME LA A,BHEAN adj. HER, HEK
nomadic [neu'meedik] adj. FRHHYI
honorific [ jona'rifik] adj . BHE, BRMER , B/ n. [1%] BB
dignitary [ 'digniteri] ». B3, &E,.&ME, OLHEHST)BEAY
sacrificial [saekri'fif(a)1]  adj. R
disciple [di'saip(a)1] =n. 51,5 F, (14
hourglass ['auaglais]  n. (FrBFHETRE) ViR s KE; K

adj . WG, BEFR 40 Y , v ] A2 1Y
straw [stror} n. FGE,EH
basketwork [ 'baskitwark ] n. LY
rattan [ra'taen] n. %ﬁ:,%%
transitional {treen'zifonal] adj. ZBiFH, i EH K
elite [ei'lit]  ».[BRABEIEE KBE, HRYT
prototype ['preuteutaip] n. JFH
Yoke [jouk] n. Y5, 50Ky, E, R, Ll v. 8 ... ELY, GG EHE
mural [ 'mjuar(a)l] adj. H5EE L#) n. BEME , BEif
depict [di'pikt] wur. #R, M5
pendant [ 'pendent] n. FMi, T EY
archeological [ aki'olodzikel] adj. FHFMW
ritualistic [ ritjus'listik] adj . V&)
ceremonial [ seri'mounial]  n. X adj. EXH
well-rounded adj . W HEEEK, 23 B8
robust [ro'bast]  adj. #5SCHY, R R A B K 1 R B
coating [ 'koutin] n. A&, KK ERE KR LR Z
minimal [ 'minimol] ady . B/ B/NBR B, B TR R Y, B T AMAY
spawn [spon] n. (KN, (FHY)EL, ™Y v. 7
joinery ['dzoinori] . #AARFEW , KTEHWY ». HALE
nouveau | nwvoul] adj. FEBBEH,FEZER
benevolent [ bi'nevalont] adj. EHEK
antiquity [een'tikwiti] . &R, HE, HIRRBEY
archaistic [ akei'istik]  adj. # XUHT, A B9
elaborate [i'laeborat]  adj. ¥g /O HIAER , 40 b iR 5, 4 48

o. K5O HIE, TEAE B




Notes

@ huchuang: #ABE, LBt R AT LB “ DL "B SH” . IEEI XA BT, B A1T14 4 25t
WHEENERHLE AEANGEHEATE, WERR, ERNEER/\ARKEAR, T
HEEMER, TS BHATE,

@ recessed-leg style: W2 BB, 15 A B &K H A BB 3 78 R BAR P ORI AL B, TR T AR
ML . 5 “corner-leg style” , B £ 3 B A X,

Qcorner-leg: AAIEMAEMIEHNENAR ST ELN Y AMEE, TS I HRE"
(waisted corner — leg) f1“ W F "R, HBFTLUERELXRE , Wil LIEBRIE; ki
B RERNARS MR IEBE, LtsiiMEREBERSUENER,
@Hardwood: FE I #f, Bk, A SO R RAD R E A, 45 4 ER BN R Bk R . 4
K GRERERRARM .

®Softwood: 141, Bk, A0 RMBEREAI A, TH I EABRER, WA,
A R EAE,

®Qing-style furniture: ERAFK E ., HHORERBEFEZEZKENE, FENER 5.5
O REHER DO, A ROFEN#EL ., XERE MERR, B THRK, AR
LK, ZHHEFR,ZHIZEE.

Exercises

I Translate the following words into Chinese or English.

1. cross-legged 1. %8 5R . &2

2 .openwork 2. WMARTE

3.lacquer 3. Wode BB =X

4 . aesthetic 4. P9 EH

5.rattan 5. 9.5 R

6. pendant 6. HsLwy, B IE A
7 . basketwork 7. AR

8 .mural 8. RNt HE, R

9. hourglass 9. &A1, #AF

10 .mat-level 10. ¥4 5

[ Answer the following questions in English.

1. Did the furniture in early times look like those in modern times? Please describe
them.

2. What can be seen as a common thread running throughout the long history of
Chinese furniture?

3. What influenced high seating developments?

4. Why did huchuang become a popular seat for traveling or hunting?

5. What shape of stool begins to appear during the Northern and Southern Dynas-
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ties period?

6. When were many types of high furniture commonly used throughout all circles
of life?

7. Why can furniture-maker in Ming dynasty create so open, elegant forms which
unattained in previous times?

8. Whose taste can be reflected in Ming Dynasty [urniture?

9. Please describe the characteristics of Ming Dynasty furniture.

10. Please describe the characteristics of Qing Dynasty furniture.

[l Translate the following sentences into Chinese or English.

1. Techniques of wood joinery were born from an ancient technological culture and
developed through continuous evolution of timber architectural systems.

2. The blending of artistic form with practical functionality can be seen as a com-
mon thread running throughout the long history of Chinese furniture.

3. The use of hardwood or lacquered softwood to simulate the construction of bam-
boo furniture was popularized during the transitional 17th century.

4. Indeed, many pieces of furniture—cabinets and canopy beds, for example—use
not only some of the same design features as architecture but are also similar in
joinery and engineering.

5. While much of the furniture in these rooms could be used interchangeably in

various parts,other pieces were designed to be used in a specific area.
CHEHEAENE S, RE LI R ANERSHBEAREET K.
. R BEARFRHEEIMSGE, TLUE RS,
.20 thag 80 A, FE MR, XFWE T PERXRSZH AR AER.
o — o rp R B KRR R AT RS o
10. ZARMBREN HEEARANMET N LT FEHENHESHEED T 18
MR

\OOO\]CJ\

IE 3 % X
FEXREE

B WY AR AR D B0 P E R R T S AT AR B — R LT AR T Y
FAX, FEHERITEALKERLERAGFET L, ARA SRR, G FHERE FNX
MREF(E 1. AEE(AITH 500 F)H LM —LRBRR(B2)BRE T S AR
W ANE R HE R, WA K AR AR GRS MR ER TR S BT R
i, TUES EFEFREERMELT LT HRENEHNIANEEFEREH—
TR R

R R A RKRRENZR ST IR BEEANEW . #HiC8, EAT2 it
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@, W T AR ERRTE, BFESE ARRIEFRAKRRAER)(E 3), #K
HEHREITRRE LN VRIHAHNANLRERREA A RS DR EARNSE R,
HAAXMETRAEZITER L, B LCERR B ANTIRST FURF 5 i 52 R a2 B,

BRERA—FMEANENERSELR, EREEANIINKRELSE REMREH
RFRMEE AL R, BEINH(AITH 206 F£—ATT 220 F)WIDR, XL HHEHRA
wm(E4),

FEE BN ERARIH, LR R R AR SR A, AR TINREERLFE
RFEWIBRERRT HF MR BIFE L, ErmIL 8N (2T 386—586 4F)
HHRTHBEMNERFRAVRIEREF(E 5). AL E &L E T LUE 235N
EREMBIET

MIE BB PR 3, B AL B AR A E L B E B R FE R R Flat, B B A B
FHESETEREMABET ATHE,

ATEHBEFTRRETEZERRANTEEAREE, WREFTH(E o) NERK KR
RIHBAEYN A EEMEE L, BrRMer e ERAEEMAE, AR mE,

FERAMILRE P (AT 960—1279 ), HRFXRANMEH - L F B, MABH &
MEMANFTEEEH, RIAYHLETCRER, UREERAF BN, ERAF
R RERRHRF BT ETRKECE ZEM.

ERBHLEFEATHRENAERZR(B 7). SHRXAEYNFRESEE
BRAMEAN, NEREERNILESINERLGEHEM.

ERPELHAMNFEEFFZALMACHMAABAHE - LHERE, N BRR.
HEREERER, RITEAE, MELELHAH, REH - ZEEMEABEEERN, A 0L
BB (E 8). 1567 4F , Yt 1 A AE S BB LUS , FE R E W, LA A B9 A BE A
FOR BRI E RS R BGBIREAE ., XEREAEHAMKEAESHARTEAR
P TR KRS WA AR AR A A AU RN E RN ER, XMHEHE
RBXAN FLMEFEFBORA BB RXAMZATHXORANEANZENEE

1644 &, B HABRERKEFMBULE  EFHRHFTEROTHCEIT, FEAXE
PIMEEK, EHARY, FRETEXRSGIARAARSHER, FN, — M8 R
BHBT FEBBHRFEHRMERT X, TEEH X H DR TERXRBTT
T X0 o e A XUR R, TR R R RS ek A 4 B, T ELR I K W 2 K 40 R e MM

(B 9),

Supplementary Reading
A Taste for Austere Luminosity

The harmonious simplicity of form and the sheen of polished hardwood endow
Chinese classical furniture with an austere luminosity. That light lies on the surface

and in the wooden heart of the pieces and gives them their plain magnificence. The
7




twentieth century discovered this furniture as art,and this revaluation commanded
the attention of private collectors, museums, and scholars. These wood objects,
which I perceive as functional sculptures, effectively generated a taste for austere
luminosity.

Chinese classical furniture, also known as Ming-style furniture, is made from
dense hardwoods valued for their grain patterns and natural beauty. The materials,
design ,and workmanship are of the highest quality. In the twentieth century this
furniture was called classical because, as Laurence Sickman pointed out in a 1978
lecture before the Oriental Ceramic Society; its basic structure descends directly
from antiquity and possesses the traits of restraint, balance, and grandeur that are
associated with a classical style in any medium or culture. Classical,in this sense,
refers to a style and an aesthetic taste rather than necessarily to a particular period.
Scholars and connoisseurs have appropriated the epithet classical to accord high es-
teem to plain hardwood (as opposed to ornate, lacquer, and softwood) furniture.
Recently the word vernacular has been adopted to distinguish later softwood furni-
ture from classical hardwood pieces.

In China once a form was created it continued to exist as a viable artistic
possibility for later imitation and development. So while the classical furniture style
had its main origins in the Song dynasty (960—1279), it did not reach its apogee
until the late Ming and early Qing dynasties (1550—1735). Only in the mid six-
teenth century did the Chinese begin to use hardwoods widely for furniture; this is
the period then they lifted the ban on maritime trade and began importing large
quantities of tropical hardwoods from Southeast Asia. The use of hardwoods per-
mitted the creation of austere, slender-legged chairs and tables relying on the lus-
trous beauty of the precious wood for their decorative effect. This classical hard-
wood furniture was, however,only one of the furniture styles found in the cultured
homes of the rich. Plain lacquered pieces were especially prized, as were poly-
chrome, carved, and inlaid lacquer pieces. In addition there was an abundance of ce-
ramic stools, pieces fashioned from gnarled branches or roots,and even light bam-
boo furniture, which hardwood pieces sometimes imitated.

One associates classical furniture with the wealthy social elite, especially the
literati or scholar-officials who, after passing rigorous examinations in the Confucian
classics, obtained coveted government positions. The literati were the most educa-
ted and cultured members of society as well as the most respected artists, writers,
and connoisseurs of refined taste. Of course, classical furniture was also found in
the palace and in the houses of wealthy merchants who aspired to imitate the
literati life and tastes.

In daily life, furniture must fulfill the basic needs of supporting and containing.

So a desk or dining table must be sturdy and provide ample leg room for those sea-

8




ted around it. And a bed should have a comfortable soft-mat seat with a firm yet
yielding surface. Cabinets for storing large scroll can be easily inserted and will not
fall out when the doors open. A long side table with exerted flanges,for example,
may stand under a painting in a reception room and hold an incense burner and a
vase of flowers. But when there is a death in the family, the same table may be
used as an alter table for performing the funerary rites. And on occasion it is pulled
out into the middle of the room to serve as a desk for scholars seated on either side.

When created by highly skilled craftsmen, this furniture is often infused with an
artistic force that transcends the bounds of time and place. These functional sculp-
tures in wood are thus as much at home in a contemporary American house as they
were created. The finest pieces are imaginative and harmonious variations of a long
tradition. They have an energy, unity, and beauty not found in routinely repro-
duced copies. In contrast to the place of furniture in the rest of the world, Chinese
furniture distinctly incorporates other arts in addition to architecture. So a Chinese
screen may contain a painting or poem,and at once we have calligraphy, poetry,and
painting. In furniture the balance between them embodies the same aesthetic prin-
ciples as calligraphy. And furniture shares with ceramics, metalwork,and textiles a

decorative vocabulary of auspicious characters and pictorial motifs.

New Words and Expressions

harmonious  adj . K, TrBEY, MEER, HE B
sheen n. HE . AN, EHHEE

austere  adj. FEIRE, I B, B AT L — 2R E 1, AN
luminosity n. ZJtE

trait  n. BHFRFES T

grandeur n. JE/=, K

connoisseur n. (EARMIDERRE, EEFK,NIT
epithet 2. 285 K5

vernacular  adj . A E

maritime adj. ¥ EA L, BEEN,BZ2H R
lustrous adj. B IGCER,EERN

polychrome adj. #ifil) n. ZEZ AR
gnarled adj. ZREK D

literati n. 3CA,3C2EH

evert n.[B][E]HRMHPHEAR, O

flange n. (] 24

incense burner n. HFIP

infuse v, BEWY,EALBIBOE (2 H%) B LEHE o BT




transcend vt . AAEK, B

calli.graphy vt. AIEARKPE(HEH)
auspicious 7. FIEHI,FEiBEHY

motif n. FE,EE,HHL,EE

GASEER

I Translate the following words into Chinese or English.

1. #ERY 1. coating(s)

2. BERE T 2 .joinery

3.8 .68 HBER T ... 3. recessed — leg style
4. FEH¥M,HEM 4. straw

5. AL R 5. Yoke

6. FEMi, TEY 6. robust

7. /Y 7.corner — leg

8. REmH ,BEiH 8. hardwood

9. UIRIERE 408 9. softwood

10. J& b 1M A Y 10. elite

I Answer the following questions in English.

1.

~N OB W

No, they are different. In early times, the ancient Chinese knelt or sat cross-
legged upon woven mats surrounded by various furnishings including low tables,
screens,and armrests.

. The blending of artistic form with practical functionality.

. Foreign customs and the migration of Buddhism.

. Because it is portable,and can be carried over the shoulder easily.
Hourglass-shaped stools that made of straw and basketwork.

In the Northern and Southern Song (960—1279) periods.

Because the use of hard, dense tropical woods spawned advancements in joinery
techniques, so furniture-maker can create open, elegant forms previously
unattainable in softer woods.

It reflected the restrained, elegant tastes of the scholar official’s class.

. Beautiful , well-rounded, robust, smoothly finished with thick lacquer coatings,

finely detailed with painted decoration.

10. Classic patterns, refinement, archaistic decoration, archaistic styles, more angu-

lar in form, the surfaces are often elaboratedly decorated.

Il Translate the following sentences inte Chinese or English.

1
2

CHAARLTIZEETHARS U EEARERERG AR E LA E .
EPERERRAOBRE SRR ERM LA A RREE - IT RN,
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9.

o fE AR BB A AR BT IT AR KR 17 2R+ R,
W8 FERE W NEERNEENR AN ESRAA - EHANERS G, THEESH

MLEEBSEAMMAM

CXEERR B E KA UME B E A, WA KR R R 8 X EA.

In daily life, furniture must fulfill the basic needs of supporting and containing.

. A piece of furniture,depending on time and situation, can be used for many pur-

poses.

. China’s opening to the outside world in the 1980s led to a tremendous surge of

interest in Chinese furniture.
Some of the earliest Chinese furniture was made from common bamboo.

10. Further heights of sophistication and refinement were reached during the Ming

and early Qing dynasties along with the manufacture of hardwood furniture.
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