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Luodian, also known as mother-of-pearl inlay,
refers to the inlay arts using the finest seashells
to create striking contrasts and richly colourful
decoration on the surface of lacquerware, wood or
metal. The craft is said to be originated in remote
ages. Its technological and artistic development
matured during the Tang dynasty (618-907), and
reached the apex in the Ming (1368-1644) and
the Qing (1644-1912) dynasties. Revered by

the court and literati, the craft was also popular
among the common folk and was widely used to
decorate furniture and daily utensils.

The craft of luodian inlay evolved into rich artistic
forms after over a thousand years of development
in China, with three major techniques of hard inlay,
soft inlay, and engraved inlay, which branched

out into shell carving. The craft was introduced
into and localised in Japan and the Korean
Peninsula in the Tang dynasty. Luodian treasures
have been collected and researched by many
world-renowned museums, including the survey
exhibition Mother-of-Pearl: A Tradition in Asian
Lacquer curated by The Metropolitan Museum

of Art in New York.
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In 2006, Yangzhou lacquerware decoration
technique which employs crafts including spotted
luodian inlay (dianluo) and polished flat luodian
inlay (pingmo luodian) was listed as a national
intangible cultural heritage item. In 2018, the
craft of luodian inlay was separately listed as a
Zhejiang provincial intangible cultural heritage
item. The craft is now marginalised due to

talent drought and the lack of academic research,
and its inheritance is facing hardship.
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The craft of luodian inlay is well-established, and it is said

to have become popular already in the Western Zhou dynasty
(c.1046-771BC). The ancestors of China favored the seashell
for its natural elements, embarking on this thousand-year
journey in developing the art and craft of luodian.

This inlay technique was used to depict details of animal
motifs in the ancient times, which can be seen on

the lacquerware unearthed from ruins of sites dated back
to the Shang and Zhou dynasties. Later in the Tang dynasty
(618-907), the golden age of ancient China allowed
lacquerware to develop into an art for appreciation. Due to
its colourful and luxurious decoration style, luodian inlay has
became an important and precious decoration method on
lacquerware. Decorative designs with new artistic features
emerged, as the fresh new subject was more about pictures
of people’s daily life, including human figures, flowers, birds,
insects and fish, as well as pavilions, terraces and halls.
During this period, such crafts were imported from China
to both Nara period Japan and Unified Silla period Korean
peninsula, and the techniques gradually developed locally
and still prevail today. In the Ming (1368-1644) and

the Qing (1644-1912) dynasties, this technique was widely
used among the common folk due to the popularity of
lacquer and wooden furnitures.

There were only very few names to attribute the luodian
lacquerware to in history, among whom the celebrated
craftsman Jiang Qianli from the late Ming dynasty has been
the most distinguished. Jiang's extraordinary skills and unique
style were direct influence on the development of luodian
lacquerware from the late Ming dynasty to the Qing, to even
today. Most of Jiang’s works bear his “Qianli” seal, making
the word “Qianli” a synonym of quality luodian lacquerware
from the Ming and the Qing dynasties, highly collectible with
great artistic merit.
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Luo refers to the texture of the inlay material while dian

refers to the decorative process. Luodian involved highly
intricate and elaborate procedures: various seashells’ colours
were examined to select the finest pieces for each section.
The shell was then peeled into fine leaves and trimmed into
varying shapes. Following the required designs, the artisan
inlaid the treated materials into objects to form the decorative
patterns. The craft of luodian inlay in China can be categorized
into hard inlay, soft inlay, and engraved inlay, and branched
out into shell carving (beidiao).
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Polished Flat Luodian Inlay (Pingmo Luodian)

The technique of polished flat luodian inlay belongs to
the hard inlay category. The seashells should be filed
down into thin slices for flat embedding on the surface of
lacquerware, and the artistic appearance of the outcome
is smooth like a mirror.

Mainly freshwater shells in the colour of light white, such

as mica and mother-of-pearl, are used in this technique.
Seashells in turquoise, yellow, red, and white are sometimes
added according to the design pattern. The choices of
seashells thus make polished flat luodian lacquerware in

an elegant and clean style. The production method is to grind
the seashells into thin slices and cut them into the desired
patterns, then adhere the pieces on the bare surface of the
lacquer body. However, the inlaid pieces are protruding from
the surface of the lacquer body at this moment, therefore the
entire surface will be coated with several layers of raw lacquer
to cover the inlaid pieces. When the lacquer dries thoroughly,
the surface will be sanded and polished until the inlaid pattern
is revealed from layers of lacquer coating.
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Spotted Luodian Inlay (Dianluo)

Unique to Yangzhou and renowned for its extravagance,
the spotted luodian inlay is one of the most famous soft
inlay techniques.

This technique mostly uses the iridescent inner layer of the
deep-sea shells such as marbled turban, to produce fantastical
artistic effects under the light. As this type of inlay is as thin
as cicada wings, such production demands highly skilled
craftmanship. The cuticle and limy layers of the nacre have

to be removed first, and only those parts in uncontaminated
colours would be taken and cut into dots, lines or slices, and
spotted on the black lacquer by a needle’s point.
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Shell Carving (Beidiao)

Shell carving is to directly carve on the whole shell,
based on the shell’s natural lustre, texture and shape.
Canton shell carvings often inlay the carved shells in

a gold and silver frame, and assemble them into unique
and practical containers.

Shell carving is accomplished through the meticulous
process of cutting, grinding, polishing, stacking, pasting and
other processes with delicate engraving skills. The difficulty
of this craft is so extreme that the finished products are
very rare, therefore shell carving artefacts are more valuable
than the other luodian inlay works.
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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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