Examples From Shen’s Special Collection...

Small Wooden Jewels, Utilitarian Wares, and Functional Objects
-Written by April Shen

When it comes to Chinese furniture, in the recent years the emphasis has been placed heavily
on the objects made of exotic hardwood. Although the hardwood furniture had long been the
representation of social status for the Chinese people, more recently the trend of buying
anything made of hardwood, whether authentic antiques or reproduced, whether the object is of
good design and good craftsmanship or not, has surfaced because of the new wealth in China
associated with China's incredible economic growth which needs more outlets for
re-investment. Thus, any Chinese objects made of expensive material became the new favor for
many from this trend. While this is a fact, we must also recognize the essence of art when
considering what is artistic and what are the important elements of art.

Below are some beautiful smaller size furniture pieces and other wooden objects that might be
of interest to some looking for the opportunity to study the examples of beautiful Chinese wood
work with interesting or practical functions in everyday life. Behind it, it is really the aesthetics
and unique cultural richness one is after. After all, these are the elements that shape our life.

Wood furniture and wooden objects bear some similarities in quality compared to other
Chinese art objects made of different material as well as some differences. For an example, the
wood material is a perishable material and rots easily through time. It can also be damaged
easily from improper use or simply from being used for a long time, unlike other art objects
made of different material such as jade, porcelain, other hard stones, stone, metal, and even
lacquer, and so on. On top of that, it is harder to store furniture pieces than some other smaller
art objects because of the size factor. Therefore, many furniture pieces do not survive the time
of political changes, wars, and other events requiring moving these pieces.

So, this brings up an interesting question: How old is a furniture piece considered very old?
Judging from the existing examples available today, furniture pieces from the mid Qing
Dynasty to early Ming Dynasty and earlier, roughly from the beginning of the 1800 to the
1600's should be considered extremely rare and very old and are worthy of conservation work
if the piece is of good design with good craftsmanship, and if the frame work and the major
part and most parts of the piece are original. For some furniture pieces with heavy restoration
or alteration on the finish, it will depend on if the finish is an enhancement to the overall
quality of the piece or a destruction.

While good design and good craftsmanship are essential to evaluate a piece of furniture, we
also need to take into consideration of the usage of the piece and the geographical source where
the piece came from in order to determine how special the piece is, giving the different
geographical cultural uniqueness and richness behind each piece made. While it can be difficult
to obtain some of the information, it's the overall experience of the cultural aesthetics the piece
represents and the aesthetics of the object itself one is after.

While furniture pieces are generally created for functional purposes, a lot of the old pieces are
no longer used in the modern homes any more. This makes it interesting to examine these old
pieces based on their cultural and historical background. After all, the aesthetics embedded in
these pieces can not be separated from the culture which provides a meaningful background for
the art created.

There are so many varieties of functional everyday wares and furniture pieces when it comes to
Chinese furniture and related wooden objects. Shown below are just a tiny fraction of this vast
and intriguing treasure of woodwork for studying Chinese art and culture that directly relates to
the everyday life.

This one is made of Zitan hardwood and is a common design for holding a
tub for washing both hands and the face. Because of the stability, one can see
that some of the stands shown here share a similar construction with either a
five-star or five-petal design for the even distribution of the weight. The

stands were often fitted with a wash bowl either made of wood, porcelain,
clay, or metal with water in it.

Shown in the picture is small wash tub with a rare and
popular carved motif of double coins in cut-out style.
Judging from its height, this is a wash tub for washing the
tect. This picee is from ncarby Shanghai arca and is made
of Ju wood, a southern Chinese elm that is a much denser
and rarer tropical wood than the northern Chinese elm. The
construction of the legs elevates the tub away from the floor
and makes it casy to use while putting onge foot into the tub,
bending over to wash the foot with the help of the two
hands. People in many areas and countrigs in Asia still
retain this habit of washing one's feet at the end of a day or
before going to bed. Not only does it clean the feet, it also
promotes better blood circulation for a better sleep when
soaking one's feet in hot water before going to bed at night.
The coin or double-coin design is an auspicious symbol for
wealth or plentitul for the people living in the home using
this tub to ensure one is rid of poverty. Additional wash
stands in a variety of styles and with different heights are
also shown here.

A larger size well-built Qing Dynasty wash stand made of thick exotic
hardwood. Note the exira pin that is inserled into a spol next o and outside
of the joinery that connects the different horizontal center supports to further
secure the joinery. This is a fine example of combining good workmanship
with the generous use of the good material.
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A rare pair of old traveling style folding stands made of Huanghuali hardwood with
interesting woodwork. The small and thin rectangular wood piece in the middle that all
supports of the legs are attached to is loosely fitted and inserted in between an open slut
without being glued down. This allows the center wood piece Lo move and adjust to the
opened legs which might be at different angles when spread open. This kind of consideration
allows for the quick mobility of folding and unfolding the stand without accidentally
breaking the stand by force. There is also an additional tiny wood pin fitted tightly right on
top of the joinery in the same groove where the verlical leg and the horizontal support
connect to additionally secure and prevent the joinery from coming apart. Many caretul
considerations had been made [or crealing this pair of carrying style folding stands with light
weight.

An 18h century Huanghuali hardwood wash stand with superb
and sophisticated design and joinery

Two detailed photos showing other wood stands with similar but slightly
different joinery.

Shown are two tea casks made of Zitan and other hardwood used to carry a teapot during the cold weather. The inside of the tea cask is
usually stuffed with cotton around a poreclain teapot in order to keep the tea warm. Old Chinese residence often was built as a large family
compound that housed generations of the family with other relatives. Tea could get cold when being carried from one room to another in a
large or layered living compound during the cold weather, The Jocking bar on the top of the tea cask is usually fitted with a movable wooden
picee at the end to allow the bar to slide and be taken oft when taking the 1id of the cask off. The double-happiness motit on one of the tea
cask with organic red color pigment suggests that this tea cask was madg as part of a dowry for a bride trom a Tucrative family.

A brazier stand made of Yu wood in the form of a cabinet.
Such piece is usually fitted with a brass pan , a clay stove, or a
porcelain bawl on top to use to burn coals during cold weather.
It's an essential item for many of the areas in China with a cold
weather.

Another example of brazier stand made of Huali wood with a cover and
a drawer at the bottom for tools such as stir-ups.

An elaborately carved shrine made of two different hardwoods. Shrine is essential in many Asian countries where Buddhism thrives. However, this is a Doaist
shrine with the “Eight Immortal” figures carved on top made of Zhar-Zhen hard woood. The intricate carving and the types of hardwood used suggest that this
shrine is possibly from the Su-Zhou or the bigger Zhiang-Zhe area where best wood carvers were employed to create the best woodwark.

A good cxample of a larger size tea table from Ningbo arca, The usc of the many
different materials for this piece including an exotic hardwood top, bone-inlaid
decoration, and the darker Hong-Mu decorated waist is a special character of the
woodwork from the Ningbo area. The use of the different woods and materials in
woodwork from this arca suggests the prosperity of generations (with many difterent
branches and leaves). Ningbo was known for many highly court-ranked scholars during
the ancient China, It is part of the Chinese culfure to regard high ranking in court of a
scholar to be the sign of high social status and suceess.

Another tea table made of Golden-Thread Nan-Mu hardwood with a Huanghuali
wood top with an elegant design. Tea table is among most common furniture in a
Chinese household. It is often matched with a pair of armchairs for each side of
the tea table. One enjoys a leisure conversation with guest while drinking tea on
this tea table. Many Chinese homes today are still furnished with this traditional
furniture setting.
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A rare 17-1%th century Ju wood Sedan chair that was used in an Shown is anather example of chairs with a lower seat. Chairs with a
enclosed unit carried by four porters. Tower scat were often used in a lady's bedroom by a bed. or in a living
setting that required lower seating.

An carly style Tu wood chair with old rattan and a phoenix carving. This chair
was made for a southern Chinese lady with a smaller size and a lower seat.
Phoenix, contrary to dragon, is a symbol for the highest excellence for female
in Chincse culture. There are very few Chinese furniture picees with old rattan
have survived through time.

Majority of Chinese chairs were made with a much higher seat because many
old Chinese houses were built with a cement floor that is cold and can create
dampness. These higher chairs were often built with a bottom stretcher at
front called “foot rest” to allow one to sit high and resting the feet on the foot
rest to avoid the cold Qi (Evil Qi) to enter the body (from fect) for health
reason and sometimes for proper posture. Many Chinese tables were also
proportionally built with higher legs.
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A 17-18th century square stool with organic red color pigment and a
classical Su-Ping (Flushed Corner) style joinery. This elegant stool. one of
an original pair, with elegant rounded edges was made for a bride from a
Tuerative family as the red color came from a mineral similar to cinnabar or
Zhu-Sha that supposedly costed as much as gold during the ancient time.

A simple beneh made of Yu wood with a curved pillow shape
top. The bench is very simple yet comfortable. The varied
new replicas of this design has [or many years appeared on
many western home decorating magazines and stores. Tt
shows that a good design can be very simple and loved.
Similar antique pieces can still be found.

Another square stool with similar but different joinery made of Huanghuali hardwood.

Two out of a set of four 18th century garden style round stools made of
hardwood with a burl wood top. Such elegant pieces define a classical
setting with a good sense of design in woodwork. These stools are low and
well built for sturdiness.

Stools, benches, and chairs are among most comumonly used Chinese
household furniture pieces.

An carly style wider one-person's bench fitted with bamboo slates on top.
This beneh is made of Zhou wood which is equivalent to American oak. It
has a well balanced form.,

A beautiful 17th century Kang table carved with bambao motif and made of Yu
wood, norithern Chinese elm. This fine example shows how furniture made of
ardinary wood can be incredibly beautiful. Kang tables are low tables used on
a Chinese Kang bed that is usually built with bricks as a living quarter besides
far sleeping. A Kang bed has a hollow space underneath for building wood fire
for warming up the area during a cold season when there was no elecuricity.
Because it might be the only place that was warm in the house, besides kitchen,
other activities occurred on the Kang bed, such as reading, writing, or eating,
and so on. Thus, furniture used on top of or by a Kang bed is called a Kang
table, a Kang cabinet, ete. In Northern China and other colder areas, there are
still many homes using a Kang bed to keep warm.
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Shown is a fool resi made of Zitan hardwood. The [ool rest was often used underneath a scholat's desk or a table, or in fronl of a bed, 10 resi the feel
on while sitting. The ice-ray pattern, also called “cracked-ice” possibly originated from the Sichuan area where the weather was hot and muggy during
the summer lime. This beautiful pattern was created on the doors, windows, and walls of the old architecture for the imaginary cooling ellect and has
hence become a popular motit in woodwork.

Other examples of foot rests made of different hardwood with different styles and constructions.
Please note the additional peg on the Te-Li wood piece in the detailed photo.

An old scholar's table top tray made of Huanghuali wood with simple yet fine design

A Huanghuali wood scholat's box for storing writing objects

An 17th century scholar's box made of burl wood with original fitting

A 17th century lacquered table top tray with hard stone inlay

Shown here is an interesting old stool constructed with curved legs. It shows clearly the woodwork of
Jjoinery from outside. The seemingly casual use of the material, of the irregularly shaped bent wood picces,
tickled an imagination for the simple yet wonderful woodwork and design.

Speaking of the imagination, although Chinese furniture is
known for its incredibly sophisticated joinery, here are two very
strange and very low benches out of a small group of collection.
These whimsical small benches were made and carved from
roots of the trees without any kind of joinery. The first one has
four legs. The second one, which looks like an insect, has only
three legs. Regardless the seats are way too low, they are
incredibly sturdy when sitting on. Such combination of using
what nature has to offer and the wild imagination of the creator
shows that there is no rule or limitation when it comes to
imagination and creativity!



