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pair of cabinets

Qiangjin and Cathui lacquer on red background embellished
with baibao* inlay,

Qing Dynasty; late 17th/carly 18th century;

127x198x63.5cm, old German then American collection.

* baibao include mainly: mother of pearl, glass, colored glass,

colored bone, colored soft wood, jichimu, zitan, rosewood, mala-
chite, ‘\14';III‘I<'. other hardstones, 2€SS0o ;III(//J(':/[I( T

(circa 1670—1740)
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his exceptional pair of cabinets delivers an image of wealth and sophis-

tication together with that of power rendered by its solid yet elegant pro-

portions. It is a rare example which combines four techniques of lacquer
ornamentation, Qiang Jin/Caihua, Tianqgi and Baibao Qian, resulting in a rich
and strong contrast between the black background of the door panels and the red
colors that dominate the rest of the cabinets. The most striking feature of the orna-
mentation is achieved by the skilled use of the hard stones, colored glass and mother
of pearl carved elements inlaid in the black lacquer background. Their jewel like
quality gives the four doors a precious and vivid visual impact.

Of classical square corner style, each cabinet closes with two doors without a cen-
tral bar. The shape of the front apron continues on the sides. Below the side aprons,
a stretcher reinforces the structure'. The inside is equipped with two horizontal
drawers and shelves.

The decor of each door is composed in the same manner as Chinese windows, with
three registers, a large upright rectangle in the center, above a square one and below
a small horizontal rectangle. The three dimensional effect of the high relief inlays
adds to the sense of depth obtained by the stark contrast of the lacquer colors so
that the black scenes really open a third dimension in the red surface of the cabi-
nets. The variety of materials with such bright colors as the electrical blue infuses
the pieces with the energy of life and joy. To render even more realistic images, the
artists took great care in minute details, the candle painted behind the transparent
glass lantern, the openwork behind the glass of a window, among others, adding to
the whole poetry.

The theme of the frames ornamentation depends on the position. The lower regis-
ter shows birds among flower branches. In the middle one, a scholar spends time in
leisure, outdoor in a garden. At the top register, the scholar sits at home attended
by his servants. The move from top to bottom goes from the most inside intimacy
to the most detached scenes of nature. It shows the enlarging circle around a man:
familly, society, nature. Some of the figure scenes might illustrate the good behavior
of the virtuous sovereign (see details infra by Zhang Zhihui). Those scenes were
included in the exclusive books for the good education of the crown princes, pre-
sented by the reigning Emperor to his sons. The style of those figure scenes recall
strongly the paintings by Jiao Bingzhen (active ca. 1680-1726) and his student Leng
Mei (ca. 1670-1742). The extensive use of the blue colours for the garments, the
soft rounded faces, the elegant and dignified body shapes, the refined details of the
architecture and the furniture are typical of this style. Both are important masters
known to have work for Kangxi for paintings and illustrations as well.

1. On all the cabinets (lacquer or hardwood) with baibao inlay the apron is cut out of the same
line and a stretcher reinforces the sides. This stretcher has been removed on some hardwood pieces.




The frames of the doors and all the surfaces of the bodies of the cabinets are
treated solely in Qiangjin/Caihui and Tiangi techniques. The frames of the fronts,
the sides and the doors are composed of a succession of cartouches filled with
flowers against a dense brocade pattern achieved in tiangi technique. The pictures
displayed on the sides of the cabinets reveal a high level of composition skills. They
make a powerful use of the available space. Each image shows a pair of birds down
the side of a cliff where blooming flowers of the four seasons are challenging the
gravity. They imitate real scroll paintings. First grade painters of the period might
have provided specific drawings for those images. More often, on lacquer cabinets,
cartouches of different shapes are to be found at this location, displaying images
after woodblock prints taken from popular albums. The quality of the composition
is served, here, by an exquisite engraving work. Not only the outlines of the images
but also the feathers of the birds and details of the flowers are highlighted by golden
engraved lines. Their numerous quantity enlightens the cabinets with a precious
glow, which reveals in particular under the warm light of a candle or at sunset.

Outstanding gilded brass mounts complete those luxurious pieces. The hinges and
the lock plates, cut in thick plates of brass, are deeply engraved with small coiled chi
dragons detailed with a flowery style.

All the features of this extraordinary pair of cabinets convey a feeling of happiness
and joy for the benefit of an exemplary life spent in precious surroundings, nonethe-
less filled with quietness, ease and poetry.

Luohan, 2017

glass inlay

The most interesting and at the time the most precious material to have been used
for inlay in the ornamentation of this pair of cabinets is glass. Glass then could
not be used without an authorization by the Emperor in person. It was carved by
specialized jade workers. There are three kinds of glass on the cabinets. The white
crystal clear transparent glass, a deep blue opaque glass and a middle blue opaque
glass. All the other colors are obtained by painting the desired color behind the
transparent white glass.

Chinese workers were not very skilled in the making of glass material in the early
Qing. In particular, they could not produce good colored glass. A deep blue glass
bowl in the Bristol museum is given a late Ming early Qing date. The bowl had
crizzled. It means that the surface had gone through a chemical process that ate
up its glossiness for a mat and dried aspects. This is due to a bad proportion of
the different ingredients composing the glass basis. Interestingly on the cabinet the
inlaid blue glass had also crizzled, when discovered. A special treatment during the
restoration process enabled it to give back its luster.

Emperor Kangxi were fond of fresh and bright colors and sent several time envoys
to Europe to request enameller and glass makers to come to China. After one of
those requests made in 1684 to the French king Louis XIV, for specialized craftsmen,
among other’s four French missionaries arrived in Beijing in February 1688. One of
them, Louis Le Comte, SJ (Li Ming, % 87) presented Emperor Kangxi with several
books about the Arts and Architecture, including a book entitled « La Verrerie »
about glass making,

In 1696 father Kilian Stumpf, SJ (Ji Lian, %2 3% %¢) started to establish the glass
making house in the French missionaries quarters of the Imperial City, close to the
French church (on Canchikou - &, o).

It is therefore most probable that the glass elements used on the cabinets were
made during the last decade of the 17th century. When the Chinese glass makers
were experiencing new approximate recipes coming from Europe, before the full
establishment and running of the glass making workshop under father Stumpf’s
supervision. This one quickly achieved red, yellow, green and many different co-
lors as listed in 1705 of gifts made by Emperor Kangxi. (See : Irench Missionary
Records for the Kangxi Emperor’s Glass Workshop, 7% B 1% 20 4+ £ 32 3% 69 B B AF
3% 3 T A/EY5 , Emily Byrne Curtis).

References

Although small table objects such as boxes or ink stones do exist in the collections
of the Forbidden City, which shows similar joined techniques, no other large piece
of furniture as those is known to us. I'or each technique, we can name :

. Several black lacquer cabinets with baibao inlaid, most of later date, are
kept in the collection of the Palace Museum Beijing.

. A pair of red lacquer cabinets inlaid with baibao is displayed in the
National Museum, Beijing. These cabinets show scenes with numerous people.
Although with a Wanli mark, they are of typical Qing style. A first gold ornamen-
tation with dragons among clouds is evident below the current decor. The baibao
inlaid should be of middle to late Qing Dynasty.

. A pair of Huanghuali cabinets with dingxiang with similar style of birds
and flowers ornamentation is displayed in the Metropolitan Museum, New York.

. The Guimet Museum, Paris shows a small black lacquer cabinet with a
very fine work of baibao illustrating a landscape.

. The Guimet Museum displays also a cabinet with four doors enlivened
with birds on rocks among flowers treated with the Qiangjin/Caihui technique,
much in the style of our cabinets (the work of the feathers, the size of the birds,
the colors, ...)

Provenance

The pair of cabinets comes from an extensive Germano-American collection of
Asian art (more than 1000 pieces) mostly dedicated to jade.
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English an Chinese Translation :
Max Cao

Photographic credits::
Francis Rhodes






