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Foreword

Adrian Cheng

Founder and Chairman, K11 Craft & Guild Foundation

My passion for arts and culture stems from
my university years, when | majored in East
Asian Studies at Harvard. | spent two years
in Beijing before joining my family’s business.
| was moved by the local art community
there, but | also realised that some Chinese
do not fully appreciate the immense value of
our cultural heritage. The lack of a definitive
and holistic cultural identity in China means
that much of the Chinese art and cultural
landscape is either ignored or undervalued.
As China progresses, we need to reflect on,
or come to terms with, our cultural identity.
We should be proud of our cultural heritage
and embrace it. Moreover, we should share
our cultural knowledge capital—which is
embedded in our identity—with the world.

Over the past decade, while curating the

K11 experience and promoting Chinese
contemporary art through the K11 Art
Foundation, | have come across amazing
Chinese artworks and crafts. | am fascinated
by the power of craftsmanship, of what it
means to transform materials with our hands—
wood, clay, lime, glass, paper and metal—

into such wonderful and practical objects of
value. From our experience with K11, it is vital
to build a sustainable ecosystem, so that as we
operate our business, we can create shared
value with the community. Through promoting
arts and culture, we can contribute to China’s
efforts in rebranding its cultural image on the
world stage. With this in mind, | set up the K11
Craft & Guild Foundation (KCG) in 2018 to
provide an exciting platform to promote the
craftsmanship of artisans in Greater China.

The foundation is a platform; we are the
incubators. We want to transform the
landscape of traditional art and crafts in
Greater China, and present rejuvenated crafts
innovatively to the world. We see each piece
of work as a journey of imagination: starting
with our vision, we go beyond boundaries and
look for inspiration in the unconventional,
aspiring to make a difference and create
positive impact as a cultural shaper. We
believe that these traditional Chinese artisans
deserve attention in a more comprehensive
and appealing framework, and by curating
projects to tell their stories, we do not only
showcase craftsmen’s works to the public, but
also preserve them for posterity as a valued
part of our common cultural heritage. In this
way, the foundation is the curator, and this
attentive, creative work gives the brand its
soul, its distinct DNA.

Last year, | had the privilege to meet Mr Bai
Qun in Beijing. He is a sixth-generation master
craftsman from the Qing Imperial Workshops,
whose father, Mr Bai Deyuan, was a national-
level inheritor of Intangible Cultural Heritage.
He shared with me their lacquer art and
baibaogian craftsmanship. | was very
impressed by their artisanship and invited
them to collaborate with us. Sadly, Mr Bai
Deyuan passed away before | had a chance to
meet him. This highlighted the importance of
preserving the baibaogian craft—as well as
various other precious but dwindling traditional
crafts—and to support the craft industry so
that the practitioners’ skills and experience
can be passed on to the younger generation.
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Through the baibaogian project, | came to
know that the number of baibaogian artisans in
Beijing had dwindled from 130 practitioners to
only 30 last year. Some have retired or passed
away, while some were forced out of business.
By inviting artisans from China to collaborate
with KCG—Dby exhibiting their works in our
Curious Wonders exhibition at K11 ARTUS, and
displaying and selling their crafts at K11 MUSEA
and on other platforms, for example—we
create many more opportunities for craftsmen
to showcase their works and to make a living
from their creative practice. In fact, for some
of them, this increased demand for their

work has resulted in hiring more people. In

this way, we see ourselves moving away from
the traditional approach of corporate social
responsibility, to bringing business and society
together to create shared value and economic
benefits. Through building and investing in
infrastructure and design, we can generate
business for craftsmen and integrate their
skilled work into our projects, thus creating
employment opportunities. Artisans’ crafts
sold via our platforms will benefit themselves
directly. Through generating value and demand
for their work, we are helping to preserve part
of our cultural heritage, and encourage these
artisans to pass on their skills and experience
to the younger generation.

| am also keen to make crafts more accessible,
especially to the younger generation. After all,
we believe that art belongs to not just museums.
It should be integrated into everyday life and
become a source of inspiration, accessible

to all. Through showcasing antique works

of art and the works of Chinese artisans, we
encourage young people to explore the history
of their cultural heritage, inspiring them to
become creative, open-minded individuals. In
the long run, these efforts will have a positive
influence on society and generate more
employment opportunities in the creative field,
allowing creative individuals to thrive and share
their work.

While baibaogian may seem to be a niche
area, | am struck by its historical and aesthetic
value, as well as its immense potential. Our
appreciation of these objects provides us with
a glimpse of the past. Like the various other
crafts we curate at KCG—such as guangcai,
wooden architecture and plaster moulding—
we are keen to draw public attention to often-
forgotten crafts.

This research publication, which is part of a
broader series, is our first step in archiving and
preserving the craft. We are proud to launch
this academically rigorous project to rejuvenate
this exquisite art form. The publication has
inspired us to establish more collaborations
with artisans for a sustainable ecosystem.

| hope that you will enjoy what this book has
to offer and join us on this journey to discover
and be inspired by baibaogian. Through
learning to appreciate the history and richness
of this shared craft culture, especially the
talent and skills of artisans since ancient times,
we contribute to preserving these disappearing
art and crafts and help these industries achieve
sustainable growth.
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Foreword

Bonnie Lau
Author / Director, Hon Ming Gallery
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Growing up in a family with a long history in
woodworking and the antiques trade, | never
appreciated the old pieces that surrounded
us during my childhood. In fact, my siblings
and | were always envious of our classmates
having modern furniture in their homes. That
was until a few years into my first career

in banking; one day, | overheard my father
sharing with his friends stories about some
of these antique works and the adventures
he had experienced in acquiring them. It was
this oral history that sparked my curiosity in
antiques and the desire to delve deeper into
my family heritage.

Baibaogian is a niche subject about which
only a few books have been written. Since

| embarked on my journey to learn about,
and try to understand, Chinese antiques,
this ancient decorative inlay art has always
been very close to my heart. My intention
with this publication is to capture the
development of Chinese inlay decoration:
particularly how baibaogian artistry emerged
and evolved during the Ming (1368-1644) and
Qing (1644-1911) dynasties. As | discovered
these exquisite artworks, | was constantly
amazed by the vision, wisdom and mastery
that artisans achieved 400 years ago—how
their knowledge was expressed through the
ability to combine an array of materials and
carefully compose a harmony of colours; and
their skill in depicting the ‘spiritual’ essence of
the subject matter through precise carvings.
Without the aid of machine tools, the
exceptional technical expertise and artistic
flare of the baibaogian artisans truly made

them the avant-garde. It is this pursuit of the
craftsmen making great artworks that | would
like to share with the readers.

An antique decorative work of art is not only
ornamental in terms of aesthetic appreciation
and spatial decoration, but also a treasure of
rich historical value. Around 3,000 years ago,
the Egyptians had already created coloured
painting techniques with which they decorated
tombs and the sarcophagi where mummies
were interred. At a similar time, inlay skills
were being developed to embellish weapons
and vessels in ancient China. Decorative art
embodies our change in taste and documents
the innovations and advancement of human
progression. It has always been an integral part
of our everyday life.

The turning point, that brought a new sense
of dynamism in baibaogian technique and a
break from the conventional methodology of
Chinese art creation, was the involvement of
the Ming literati, who appointed themselves
as arbiters of taste and articulated the
parameters for what was considered ‘elegant’
and ‘vulgar’ in art. Not only did they gather to
share new ideas and insights about collecting
art, the unprecedented relationship with
artisans during the art design process inspired
craftsmen to break free from traditional
aesthetic approaches and experiment with new
ideas, thus enabling the creation of diverse
and innovative artworks. Baibaogian is a
great representation of such innovation. Each
baibaogian object carries significant historical
value: a witness to war and natural disasters,
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to family separation and reunion. This craft is
a window into a society and culture that no
longer exists. Through this book, | hope the
readers will share my passion and appreciation
for the craftsmanship and heritage of
baibaogian.

We now live in fast-paced, throwaway culture,
where furniture and daily objects are being
discarded after use. As this book celebrates

a craft that is all too quickly disappearing, it
gives rise to an important question for us all:
“Should we continue to follow this trend, or
repair and preserve objects that we may pass
on to future generations?” It is a question that
demands our attention more than ever.

B
About the Author
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Bonnie Lau is a third-generation specialist in antique Chinese

furniture. Currently, she is Director of Hon Ming Gallery, a renowned
establishment in Hong Kong founded by her father in the 1980s, that
specialises in Chinese classical furniture. Previously, Bonnie was General
Manager of Hong Kong’s largest private museum, where she curated

a number of diverse exhibitions and was a contributor to an array of
museum catalogues on Chinese furniture and jewellery. Bonnie received
her MA in East Asian Art from Sotheby’s Institute of Art, and is an
active member of the Hong Kong arts and culture community.
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