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DILIGENCE HAS ITS OWN REWARDS:
ZHENG CHONGYAO'S
LACQUER PAINTING

by Lin Yinxuan

Zheng Chongyao is a master of lacquer painting, an art form that demands nothing less than extraordinary patience. A lacquer
artist for decades, Zheng considers lacquer painting his life. It is then no wonder that Zheng contributed greatly to the field.

Zheng’s origins were very common for a man of his stature in art—He comes from an area near the Min River in Fuzhou. His



father was a doctor of traditional Chinese medicine. He is the third of seven brothers and sisters. He was unable to continue

his schooling beyond elementary schooling because of his family’s poverty. He instead, became an apprentice and through self-study,
managed to pass the entrance examination for Fuzhou School of ‘Arts and Crafts in 1956. His major was lacquer painting.

The school was located on the first floor of Fuzhou Arts and Crafts Institute, close to the White Horse River, near the Fuzhou
Arts and Crafts Bureau, the Second Bodiless Lacquerware Factory, Wood Engraving Crafts Studio and Shoushan Stone Carving
Studio. The school is part of a special arts community in Fuzhou. For a variety of reasons, however, only 15 graduated among the
first enrolled students. Zheng was one of these graduates. Just after its founding, the school invited a group of famous artists
instead of teachers.

Zheng was highly respected as a diligent and intelligent student. His teacher Li Zhiging remembered his excellent craftsmenship
but he was equally well-versed in theory.

Before his graduation in 1959, Zheng joined in decorating the Great Hall of the People with his classmates. This experience
offered Zheng a great opportunity to develop his creative talents. Zheng and his colleagues studied the history of Chinese lacquer-
ware from the celebrated lacquer expert Zhu Jiajin and feasted their eyes on some of China’s finest Chinese lacquerware at
Beijing's Palace Museum. They also had the chance to attend two lectures by famous Professor Shen Congwen on the Design of
Dragon and Phoenix and Chinese Ancient Costume. These experiences deeply influenced their work especially involving the art and
design of the Ming Dynasty.

Zheng was chosen to organize the 1st Chinese Crafts Exhibition held in 1959 because of his outstanding artwork. His gradu -
ation piece, a bodiless lacquer vase, was graced with an orchid etched in silver and delicate color drawings. Famous artist, Huang
Miaozi particularly praised this work, one of the highlighted selections of the exhibition.

Zheng is both facile with painting as well as lacquer decorative technique. During my period as the vice-president of the
school in 1960, Zheng was asked to remain at the school and teach. He taught two popular courses —Bird-and-Flower Painting
and Lacquer Painting, At the time, lacquer painting was new and so was the teaching methods. Zheng developed special teaching
techniques. His teaching has made a great contribution to the field in his 30 years of teaching. Scores of lacquer painters have
been trained by Zheng.

Zheng's techniques in lacquer painting have developed over his 30 years of teaching and painting. The majority of his work is
polished lacquer painting. It is one of the most difficult art forms. The painting is created by designs painted on a lacquer board
with inlays of gold, silver,mother-of-pearl, and egg shell added, followed by many coats of lacquer. Once the lacquer is dry, the
entire painting is polished several times to show off the designs.

Lacquer painting is a particularly difficult art which cannot begin to be compared with other types of painting, and demands long

hours and much energy. It is a diminishing field as fewer and fewer artists these days seem willing to continue to work in this art.

Zheng’s work is a combination of innovative ideas and techniques and traditional Chinese art. Incredibly he finds the art form

a perfect embodiment of his inner world, incredible because the work demands not immediate expression but is developed over
time and laborious stages.

Nevertheless, he manages to give this art life and a lightness of spirit.

Zheng Chongyao’s every work is the result of his diligence and every creation brims over with confidence and joy.
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