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Preface

A business trip to Hong Kong in mid-Summer 1979 was where the story began. When [ strolled about
the antique shops 1 was deeply attracted by two picces of tzii-t'an furniture: a book cabinet of earty Ch’
ing dynasty and a throne carved with dragon motif belonging to the Ch’ien Lung period. Since most
furniture available in Taiwan at that time were either of hua-li or hung-mu wood, this was the first time
[ ever saw the wood called tzo-t"an. Its exuberant beauty enchanted me like a spell. T found 1ts grains
extremely fine and close, its body very heavy and dense, and its design amazingly elegant and exquisite.
A sced of interest began to grow in my heart and thenceflorth I started collecting tzu-t’an items.

Ten years ago. I established My Humble Housce to deal with a wide range of precious antique objects
and special cfforts were madce to introduce tzii-tan items to the collectors. Since tzu-t’an products were
still extremely rare in Taiwan, the public knew not much about this kind of wood. For instance.
nowadays many pcoplc still think that hung-mu is equivalent to tzi-t’an, and many hung-mu items
Hlustrated in Japancse catalogues arc wrongly captioned as tzu-t’an. It is widely known that tzo-t’an
surpassed hung-mu and hua-li in being the most precious of all woods. But since Taiwan pcople of two
decades back had never seen tzu-t'an before, they mistook hung-mu for tzii-t’an and hua-li for hung-mu.
Even now, the “Thung-mu” fumiture commonly sold in Taiwan are in fact hua-li products tinted with
red lacquer. In Hong Kong, hung-mu is usually called suan-chih, literally meaning “sour-branch”, a
name probably deriving from the acidic flavour it gives when being sawed open. Now this name 1s also
aaining popularity in Taiwan. Decades ago, antique tzi-t’an furniturc was an absolute rarity in the
market. the only known picces were the sct of tzi-t'an furniture in the National Palacc Museum of
Taipei. the collection in the Palace Muscum of Beijing and some scattered examples in Hong Kong.
They are even rarer in Japan, Europe and America. In recent years, a wide range of elaborately carved
tzU-t"an furniturce of contemporary workmanship,, said to be made from tzu-t'an wood originated from
India and Victnam. is available in the market. However, these products differ from old tzu-t'an
furniture in three ways. Firstly. they are mostly made by joining small timbers while the old ones are
usually made from large timbers. Sccondly. they are lighter in weight and the cow-hair grains are not as
clear and vived as thosc on the old ones. Lastly, unlike the old tzii-t"an wood which had to be stored
for a period of time to increasc its stability. the new ones are hastily made into furniture after being cut
down and thus more liable to crack and deform. The thick lacquer that serves to hide such defects has
unfortunately robed the wood of its primitive beauty.,

Though tzii-t'an is greatly treasured by the public, little pcople know enough of it. This catalogue 1s
thus published in hope of sharing with the collectors, local and overscas, the connoisseurship of this
precious wood. It will lead you to a fascinating world centuries back in the Ming and Ch'ing dynasties
where this beautilully grained wood was spontaneously shaped and exquisitely carved into a whole
range of magnificent furniture and scholarly items.
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An Introduction to Tzu”-tan X ood

Tzi-t'an, a kind of wood also named 1zu-yu, 1s mentioned in Ts’ui. Pao’s Ku-chin-chu (Notes on
ancient and modern matters) as early as the third century (late Eastern Han period). Since ancient times,
Chincse people already considered tzu-t'an wood the most precious of all timbers. Since tzi-t’an trees
grow extremely slowly, it takes centuries for a tree to mature into usable timber. Execssive lumbering
during the Ming times had caused drastic dwindling of these resources and now fresh tzi-t'an wood 1s
nowhere to be found no matter how high a price people are willing to pay. The rarity of this wood
cxplains why tzu-t’an furniture i1s much fewer in number than that of other wood. Large examples are
particularly hard to comc by and therefore, excecdingly valuable.

According to Ch'en Jung’s The Classification of Chinese Woods, there are around fifteen species of
tzu-t’an wood, all belonging to the genus Pterocarpu of the Leguminosae family. They grow in small
numbers mainly in the tropical rcgions of South Asia in India, Indo-China and the Chincse provinces of
Yunnan, Kwangtung and Kwanghsi. They are known to be an evergreen arbor with a trunk that can be
as tall as five or six chang (about 18 to 21 meters). The compound leaves are of butterfly shape and the
fruits becar wings. The timber 1s reddish 1n colour, dense and heavy, 1t sinks 1n water, does not deform
and would not decomposc casily. It is the most close-grained, hardest and heaviest of all hardwoods. It
1s rccorded 1n Yuen Ming Yien wu-liao ch’ing-chung tz’e-li (Weight specifications of construction
materials for Yien Ming Yuen) that it weighs 70 catties per cubic ch’ith (about 42 kilogram per 0.05
cubic meter), much hcavicr than other timbers. Different species of tzu-t’an vary in grain pattern and
colour. Apart from the most commonly seen black-purple, they also come in deep-purple, reddish-purple
or cven lacquer-black with grain pattern hardly discernible. As seen from unprocessed timber or
processed planks, tzi-t'an wood with a diamcter or width over once ch’ih 1s extremely rare. The annual
rings shown tn 1s cross-scction scrve to testify its extremely slow growth. This wood is not only
luxurious and resplendent in appearance, it also exudes an air of solemnity and serenity which finds
little parallel in all other tumbers.

According to rescarches madce by connoisseurs and art historians, tzi-t’an can be classified into three
actegorics according to grain pattern and colour. They are the "gold-fleck tzt-t’an”, " chicken-blood
tzo-t'an” and “hua-li grained tzii-’an”. Gold-fleck tzi-t'an, the finest and densest among the three, is
black-purple 1n colour, very close in grain and resembles animal horn 1n texture. A closc observation of
it would reveal an amazingly beautiful scene-its surface being faintly highlighted with hair-thinned flecks
of a golden colour. Chinkecn blood tzii-t’an derives its name from the famous Ch’anghua soap-stone
with chicken-blood colour suffusions. It is lighter in colour than gold-fleck tzii-t’an and its surface often
carries orange-red strips of diffcrent widths. Hua-li grained tzt-t’an has long and twisted grains like
cow’s hair and therfore, also called “cow-hair tzt-t’an”.

During the Ming dynasty. huge volumes had been written by artists, scholars, opera writers, pocts,
painters. collectors and connisscurs o investigate into the style and acsthetic interest of the furniture of
their epoch. Emphasis was put on “elegance”. and archaic elegance” was keenly pursued. The best
pieces had to be “archaic” and “exquisite”. Ming literati had a special love for ancient objects and their
desired furniture had to be archaic not only in form, but also in spirit. From the finest examples of
Ming furniture, we notice that all tables, chairs, stools, cabinets and beds share the same characterisitics
of being simple in form and devoid of unnecessary decoration to allow the full manifestation of the
wood’s natural bcauty. The design of Ming furniture was directly affected by the aesthetic taste and
antiquarian inclination of the litcrati. In other words, the auccinct beauty of Ming furniture 1s endowed
with the aesthetic appeal of the Ming literati. With its exceptional beauty and distinct quality, tzu-t’an
was widely appreciated not only by the ordinary pecople, but also by the Ming Court.
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Every year, the Ming Court would dispatch officials to the Southeast Asian archipelagos to scarch for
the finest timbers. Scven great maritime expeditions had been made by Cheng He to promote trade in
Southeast Asia and bring back as much tzi-t’an wood as possible to be stored in Beijing for future use.
For this reason, all tzu-t’an trees in South and Southeast Asia, the only area on earth where tzl-t’'an
tree grew, were cut down and sent to Beijing, capital of the Ming Empire. The inventory was so large
that 1t proved to be sufficient to fulfill the enormous demand of the Ming and the Ch’ing Court for six
centuries. [t was eventually used up during the ecphemeral reign of the Hung Hsien Emperor in the
beginning of this century.

During the Ming times, Europeans also held tzu-1’an objects in great esteem. Since most tzii-t'an items
they came across in Europe were of small size, they had the wrong impression that all tzii-t’an timbers
were very small. This misconception persisted until the Westerners came to Beijing in carly Ch'ing
period to visualize all sorts of huge tzi-t'an furniturc. They found this extremely amazing and began to
rcalize that the finest and best tzu-t"an was assembled in Beijing. They made many purchascs and sent
them back to their own countries. Nowadays, all tzu-t’an furniture in the Western world are originated
from Beyjing, and so are those remarkable pieces that come up with exorbitant prices in international
auctions.

Since tzu-t'an is no ordinaryy hardwood. the carfting of which is governed by some rules that are quite
distinct from the others. One of these rules is the banishing of carved decoration to allow the full
manifestation of its natural beauly, a practice stemmed from the ancient acsthetic of ~beautiful jade
needs no carving”. This is cvidenced by the common employment of curvilinear shapes and
round-sectionecd members in most Ming furniture. If angular-sectioned members are used, often the
corners have been rounded off to create a scnsc of archaic modesty and majestic wholeness. Contrary to
this, another rule is to decorate the picces with the most exquisite and elaborate acrvings, taking full
advantage of the extremely closc grains and high plasticity of the wood. Motifs include patterns taken
from archaic jades, bronzes and geometrical designs, usually carved out in relief form against a recessed
ground. Since rococo style of French aristocratic origin was greatly favoured by the Ch’ing emperors
and the affluent, tzu-t’an furniturc of this period are often decorated with Western motifs such ans
scrolling tendrils, shclls, roses and Western lotus.

The golden age traditional furniture, no matter when quantity or artistic valuc is concerned, refers to
the period from the Chia Ching and Wan Li reigns of the Ming to the K’ang Hsi, Yung Cheng and
Ch’ien Lung reigns of the Ch’ing dynasty. Tzi-t’an wood was always of first priority whenever
furniture was intended to be made for the Ch’ing Court. Special officials were dispatched to supervise
the selection of timber and crafting of furniture. They carried out their duty with extreme caution and
scrutiny-timbers of different species would never be used together and each piece of furniture was best
to be made from one single piece of timber. The timber had to be even in colour and should show no
burl, no scar and no vestiges of bark. Unsatisfactory materials were abandoned to guarantee the best of
quality. Structurally speaking, large members were preferred to small ones so as to avoid variation of
grain and colour. Take some beds for instance, in order to make sure that the convex apron or the
vigourously curved cabriole legs were uniform in grain and colour, they were often shaped from one
single piece of timber. Of course, wastage was unavoidably great but the finished piece would look
remarkably majestic, weighty and stable. Tzi-t’an is the most precious of all hardwood furniture, and in
particular, those made from large timbers are absolute rarities.

Centres of artistic creations flourished throughout China during the K’ang Hsi period. They worked in
concert and competed with the imperial workshops, prompting an artistic interflow between them and
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cpitomizing the quintessence of traditional art and craft. The Archives of the Imperial Household
Workshops at Yang Hsin Tien, now kept in the China First Historical Archhive Library in Benjing.
contains very detailed information of the imperial furniture. It mentions about different styles of
tzu-t’an furniture including table with revolving top-board, desk with roundsectioned legs and stretchers
and high table with removable legs being produced in the reign of Yung Cheng. A number of talented
persons, comprising Chinese and Westerners, had contributed greatly to the design of these magnificent
works of art. The most notable among them 1s Tang Ying who began his service in the Imperial
Houschold Workshops at Yang Hsin Tien at age sixteen and helped to design a large number of
impcrial furniture in the next twenty years. This period is said to be the heyday of the Impenal
Houschold Workshops. It was superintended by eminent officials with a sound knowledge 1n art and
cralt and an independent power to manipulate the business. [t also owned the best team of craftsmen
sclected from all over the country to work out the most refined objccts. After nearly a century’s
recuperation, the Ch’ing Empire reached the height of its power during the reign of Ch’ien Lung. The
distinct thoughts and spirit of this period i1s vividly represented in the style of its furniture.

Furniture of the Ch'ien Lung period, imperial ones in particular, are known to be made from the finest
material and the most supcrb craftsmanship. A rich variety of precious materials including gold, silver,
jade, gemstone, coral, ivory, cnamel and “hundred precious objects inlay” havce been applied onto the
tzU-t’an wood to creat beautiful motifs. It is recorded that Emperor Ch’icn Lung, an antiquarian and
art connoisseur, was greatly in favour of tzu-t’an. He took part in the design, production, prescrvation
and repairing of all imperial furniture. He also gave precise directives on the style, dimension and
modification of each individual piece. Nearly every piece of impenal furniturc made in his reign was
produced under his closc supervision. This was particularly true in the mid years of his ruling. It 1s
recorded in the Archives that hardly a day past without receiving 1nstructions from the emperor on
furniture production. Iis aesthetic interest was to have a great influence on the form and style of
imperial furniture. Every piece was embossed with his distinct thought, spirit and aesthetic appeal.

Ch'ing furniturc are majestic looking and sturdily constructed. Their rectilinear outlines contrast sharply
with the curvilinearity of Ming examples. A great varicty of themes have been employed. Some pieces
arc largely plain and sturdy. highlighted only in parts with exquisite carvings. Innovative ideas have
been boldly adopted to add special interest to traditional forms and styles, as seen from the k’ang table,
triangular shaped table, barrel with open sides and cabinet with additional shelves. Ming and Ch’'ing
furniture differ slightly in design and decorative sytyle, the former with more regard for the mood and
the latter greater concern for the form. Nevertheless, both are held in high esteem, cach representing the
spirit and thoughts of the period they belong.

[n the Chiangnan region centuries back from now, distingushed literali and eminent artists often came
together to enjoy tea and wine. Emthusiastically and whole-heartedly, they discussed and cxchanged
views on the sutle relationship between tzii-t’an wood, furniturc and themselves. With their wisdom and
design talent, they played a significant role in the history of Chinese furniture. Under their 1intluence,
the quintessence of formativc art was cpitomized into a rich renertoire of simple and clegant furniture.
Tzu-t’an furniture are not merely household items but also eminent works of art imbued with archaic
modcsly, majestic ease, intellectual wisdom and scholastic elegance. Through the superb skill of the
craftsmen, the miraculous power of nature and the ingenuity of the human mind arc perfectly merged
and displayed. The quintessence of nature, as shown in a rich choice of scenes and objects, are extracted
and refined into artistic images to be incorporated into the design of the furniture. As eminent works of
art, ancient Tzu-t’an furniture invite spiritual comfort and peace of mind. They slso add artistic
inspirations and romantic touches to the life of their owner and beholder ,allow their heart to resonate
with history and nature. The pleasure invoked by them is beyond words.
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