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Baibaogian, literally meaning “hundred-treasures
inlay” in Chinese, refers to the intricate inlay work
comprised of variegated semi-precious materials,
such as jade, agate and pearls, on premium
hardwood (for example zitan and huanghuali)

or on lacquerware. The inlay art thrived in China
throughout the late period of the Ming dynasty
(1368-1644) and Qing dynasty (1644-1912)

and is found on almost all types of furniture and
furnishings, including cabinets, screens, chairs,
tables, washbasin and mirror stands, dressing
cases, ink cases, paperweights, and storage boxes
used by well-off families during the times.

The application of the luxurious inlay to objects
was once a class marker of the Chinese elite and
commanded a high value. Each inlay component
is carefully and skilfully carved separately in relief
before the pieces are assembled together

to make up a pictorial image that usually
expresses an auspicious theme. The resulting
inlay work is a true feast for the eyes —

rich in colour, texture and depth. The intricacy,
texture and depth set baibaogian apart from
other inlay techniques.
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In 2017, the baibaogian technique was listed
as a provincial intangible cultural heritage item
in China. Today, only a handful of craftsmen
possess the skills and knowhow to make this
rare form of art, and only a small and valuable
antique collection from the Ming and Qing
dynasties survived.
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Dating back to the late Ming dynasty, the baibaogian

inlay technique marked an important development in

the genre of the shell-inlaid lacquer. A renowned master
carver named Zhou Zhu established his own creative vision
and distinct style during the Jiajing period (1522-1566).
Being controlled by the then Prime Minister Yan Song,

Zhou had to create craft items exclusively for the imperial
court and the country’s ruling elite. The master’s baibaogian
creations were made accessible to the common people

only after Yan’s downfall.

The inlay art became a highly esteemed technique during
the Longqing period (1567-1572) and reached its zenith

in the Qing dynasty, especially during the reign of Qianlong
Emperor (1736-1795). Pieces bearing the hallmarks

of Zhouzhu (cast by Zhou) or Zhouzhi (made by Zhou)
were immensely popular. Originated in Yangzhou,

a 2,000-year-old city in eastern China well known for

its artisan traditions, the craft gradually propagated to
other large cities such as Suzhou, Guangzhou and Beijing.
During the Qing period, baibaogian inlaid objects were
amongst the finest items and products that were offered
as tributes to the emperor. As opposed to these gifts,

the Chinese court also received baibaogian pieces produced
in the Palace by the Imperial Workshops, which recruited
the best craftsmen in the realm. Wang Guoshen and

Lu Yingzhi were amongst the most celebrated baibaogian
craftsmen during the Qianlong period.

Very few baibaogian works from the Ming and Qing
dynasties remain today. Rare antique works are found
in museums including the Palace Museum, Beijing;
British Museum, London; and the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York.
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Baibaogian is a demanding craft that requires precision

and skill. Due to the great variety of materials — agates,
turquoise, nephrite, seashells, mother-of-pearl, pearls,

coral, amber, ivory, tortoise shells, wood, gold and silver —
being used, artisans need to possess a full arsenal of skills,

as well as a strong aesthetic sense for the overall inlay
composition. Production is thus mainly a coordinated effort
conducted in workshops, where a master specialising in

the art of composition leads a group of specialised craftsmen.

After a design draft is made, materials are selected

based on their colours, textures and patterns to compose
one of the many elements of the overall composition.

Each individual component is then worked on by a craftsman,
who applies carving skills specific to the material and

cuts out of it a required profile, that is, an outline that is
either protruding from or flush with the wood surface.
Cavities are made in the wooden body by tracing the profile
of the overall composition before all inlay pieces are glued
and pinned in place. Embedded inlays with lacquer coating
around them would be kept securely to the wood surface.
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Landscapes, figures, birds and flowers are common themes
found in baibaogian works in the Ming and Qing dynasties.
Depiction of hunting scenes was also popular during

the Qing period. Many of the inlaid works carry symbolic
associations and auspicious themes, such as “one hundred
boys”, “lingzhi (longevity)”, “bats (good fortune)” and
“pomegranate (many sons)”.

According to the Luyuan Conghua by scholar and calligrapher
Qian Yong (1796-1820) in the Qing dynasty, hundreds of
zitan objects commissioned for the Yuanmingyuan during the
Jiaging period (1796-1820) were decorated with baibaogian
inlay (Zhouzhi) of auspicious themes, such as “pomegranates
with one hundred seeds (liu kai bai zi)”, “ten thousand
generations of everlasting spring (wan dai chang chun)”,
“the immortal lingzhi promises longevity (zhi xian zhu shou)”,
“eternal longevity with everlasting spring (wan shou chang
chun)”, “blessings with nine autumn flowers and plants

(jiu giu tong qing)”, “good fortune with sons (fu zeng gui zi)”,
and “longevity with many grandchildren (shou xian lan sun)”.




WKk ~ ANPRIAGE RS > B 5 SR WIS 30T B4 SRR A Bl e
BEAh > RIS R HAE TRk TR IE - S

Fe b B SRS B Bl a7l T2 (R&HF) -
[ | (Z8) > UKTAR](ZT) % -

PR AR S L R Bk (1759-1844) A H2Z 4 i Rl 3% 5% )
Firddt » J 35 A% BEAR 4] (1796-1820) » [B] W] [/ A1

BT P SR A P B R L () > BRI
BFEMEEE 7]~ [EIRE] - TZ2AHE] - [EHERE] -
[IUEKIR B | ~ TR T ) - [ R %5 o

20






B R EE SN 1NOogyv

24

Founded by Adrian Cheng in 2018, K11 Craft & Guild
Foundation (KCG) is a registered charity of arts and culture
in Hong Kong. We are cultural crafters who conserve

and rejuvenate fast-disappearing Chinese artisanship to
create craft ecosystem with sustainable social impact.

By incorporating Creating Shared Value (CSV) to bring
crafts, businesses and the society together, we make crafts
more accessible to the community, educate the public with
research initiatives and curate collaborations with artisans,
aiming to bridge the gap between culture and economy.

Adrian Cheng, Cultural Entrepreneur and the Founder

of K11 Art Foundation and Culture for Tomorrow, founded
the charity with the aim to conserve and rejuvenate
fast-disappearing Chinese artisanship, while Creating
Shared Value (CSV) for the society. He believes that

the power of business lies not only in generating profits,
but also in supporting and empowering other stakeholders
in the community. He believes that the new vision of

CSV will bring a sustainable and positive impact to the
local community.
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Cultural Entrepreneur Adrian Cheng is the Founder of

K11 Art Foundation and Culture for Tomorrow. In 2018,

he founded the non-profit organisation K11 Craft & Guild
Foundation (KCG), with the aim to conserve and rejuvenate
fast-disappearing Chinese artisanship, while Creating Shared
Value (CSV) for the society. Adrian believes that the power
of business lies not only in generating profits, but also

in supporting and empowering other stakeholders in the
community. He believes that the new vision of CSV will bring
a sustainable and positive impact to the local community.

Originally from Hong Kong, Adrian received his education

in the United States and graduated from Harvard University
with a Bachelor of Arts (Cum Laude) honours degree in

East Asian Studies. He was further educated at the Stanford
Kyoto Center for Japanese Studies. He received an Honorary
Doctorate of Humanities degree from the Savannah College
of Art and Design (SCAD), and an Honorary Fellowship

from Lingnan University in 2014. Adrian holds directorial

and committee-level positions in a number of prominent

arts and cultural organisations, including the Public Art Fund,
the Museum of Contemporary Art, MoMA PS1, and the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, the US; Centre Pompidou,
France; the Royal Academy of Arts and TATE, the UK;

the National Museum of China Foundation and CAFAM
Funds of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Mainland China;
Asia Art Archive and Le French May, Hong Kong, etc.

He was the youngest person in Hong Kong to be awarded
Officer in the Order of Arts and Letters (Officier de L'Ordre
des Arts et des Lettres) by the French Government in 2017,
and was named the first Global Ambassador of the Council
of Fashion Designers of America (CFDA) in 2019. His Asian
and western experiences made him the bridge between

both cultures, through which he introduces a new dimension
to the community.
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