Chaozhou embroidery

Originating in the Tang Dynasty (618-907), Chaozhou embroidery is a major school
of Guangdong embroidery, one of the top four traditional styles of embroidery in
China. The earliest Chaozhou embroidery artworks discovered in Chaozhou were

decorations and buddha statues in Kaiyuan Temple built in 738. Since the Ming

(1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911) dynasties, Chaozhou embroidery works have fea-

tured in ordinary people’s daily lives. They vary in themes including animals, figures
and flowers and feature exquisite craftsmanship. Chaozhou embroidery has won
many national awards and had a huge effect on the arts and crafts sector nation-

wide. It has also been widely acclaimed at home and abroad. The craft was selected
as one of the first of China’s national intangible cultural heritage items in 2006.
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EMBROIDERER
GIVES TRADITIONAL
CRAFT ANEW
LEASE ON LIFE

By WANG XIN

At the top of a three-story studio on Paifang Street — a
popular tourist spot that has a host of well-preserved
ancient structures in Chaozhou, Guangdong province — 10
women focus on their embroidery work, their fingers deftly
moving in silence. While at work they resemble demure
portraits.

“Embroidery is a slow art,” said Kang Huifang, founder
of the studio, who is a national-level inheritor of Chaozhou
embroidery, a national intangible cultural heritage item.

A slower pace and burying
oneself in such traditional
craftsmanship can be a chal-
lenge for many amid the hus-
tle and bustle of urban lives.
But Kang has devoted herself
to Chaozhou embroidery for
more than half a century.

Born in 1948, Kang began
to learn embroidery at home
at the age of 15 to help sup-
port her family. She was

Kang Huifang, a national- )
level inheritor of Chaozhou quick to learn and showed

embroidery talent.
“Since I had decided to

earn a living from embroidery, I was determined to learn
from the best in the trade,” she said.

Chaozhou has a long tradition of the craft. It was bustling
with embroidery businesses during the Ming (1368-1644:)
and Qing (1644-1911) dynasties, according to historical
records. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, almost every
household in the city had family members involved in
embroidery. Yet the expert knowledge of Chaozhou embroi-
dery is not common, regardless of the period.

An important feature of Chaozhou embroidery is its pad-
ding techniques, which make the patterns look more vivid.

Kang’s talent and persistence opened a door for her to
approach experts. When she was 18, she won the opportuni-
ty to work at a local embroidery business and receive train-
ing from experienced embroiders. There she picked up the
craft and stood out from her peers.

When she was 33, she was admitted to a Chaozhou
embroidery research institute where she gained further
expertise from an inheritor of the craft. She recalled she
was also taught painting, sketching and the fundamental
principles of fine arts at that time.

Riding the wave of the country’s reform and opening-up,
Kang quit her job and founded her own studio in the 1990s.
She soon shot to fame in the industry for her prowess and
innovation. Some of her embroidery works have been given o
to foreign leaders as national gifts. o
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R S espite being close to the Guangdong-Hong

Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area — one of Chi-

na’s most dynamic regions teeming with the

hustle and bustle of business — Chaozhou

retains a lot of old-world charm, with tradi-
tional customs and a wealth of cultural heritage.

Situated in the eastern part of South China’s Guangdong prov-
ince and neighboring Fujian province, the city faces the sea to the
east. It has a long fishing history, dating back 8,000 years. Archaeo-
logical discoveries show that humans lived there, catching fish.

“Chaozhou’s culture is a dynamic, open system,” said Huang
Jingzhong, vice-president of Hanshan Normal University in the
city and an expert of Chaozhou culture. “It is an outgrowth of
interactions between indigenous and immigrant civilizations.”

During some periods in ancient times, the nation was split into
smaller regimes with frequent wars breaking out. To escape the
chaos, crowds of people originally living in the Central Plain areas,
roughly referring to the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow
River that were the economic and cultural center, went all the way
to the south. Some of them settled in Chaozhou.

Generally, only wealthy families could afford such a long trip,
and they were particular about their quality of life, Huang said.
“They brought not only production technologies but also values and
lifestyles, spurring the integration of farming and fishing cultures.”

Far-reaching effect

In addition to the immigrant population, officials dispatched
from the royal court were another force pushing Chaozhou ahead.

Among them was Han Yu, a noted high-ranking official and
philosopher during the Tang Dynasty (618-907). He created many
great works of literature, including On Teaching, an essay on
education, which is a standard section of high-school textbooks
in contemporary China.

Han was sent to Chaozhou in 819 to head up the city. He left a
rich legacy in Chaozhou during his eight-month service, spend-
ing almost all of his income at the time promoting education and
Marinated meat platter Confucianism. “Han’s greatest achievement in Chaozhou was his
role as a guide to cultural enlightenment in the city,” Huang said.
‘What Han did still has a far-reaching influence over Cha
character. Since his service, Confucius teachin gs an
education have gained common acceptance in th

In gratitude to Han, locals built a memo
worship him, which has become a n:
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school at the foot of the mountain evolved into today’s Hanshan
Normal University, which prepares future teachers for their
careers.

Chaozhou is a city of gratitude, a local official said.

Successful businesspeople from Chaozhou like to pay some-
thing back to their hometown.

Another example is Shantang, a type of traditional nongov-
ernmental charity organization, where Chaozhou people help
or donate to those in difficulty. They also hold gatherings and
cultural events there. Currently, Shantang facilities are active both
at home and abroad.

Elaborate efforts

People in Chaozhou prefer the finer things in life — that doesn’t
mean buying luxury goods and having an expensive lifestyle, but
rather, means that they make elaborate efforts to refine all aspects
of their daily life and appreciate things such as exquisite crafts-
manship and tasteful architecture.

There is an old saying that Chaozhou’s farming is likened to
subtle embroidery. It expresses the recognition of local farmers’
continuous efforts to improve technologies and increase the yields
of their crops.

Gongfu tea, alocal tea ritual, is an exemplary case to demonstrate
Chaozhou people’s attitude to life. It is so popular citywide that
almost wherever visitors go, they will be greeted with the ritual.

Different from the practice of brewing tea for a while in a nor-
mal cup in northern China, the typical tea set used in the gongfu
tea ritual can be described as being “miniature”. Instead of wait-
ing for the tea to cool down, it takes just a few minutes to serve
a steaming cup of tea during a gongfu tea ritual. After a sip of

the strong tea, the taste lingers with subtle sweetness that brings

relaxation and refreshment.

The ritual has a set of procedures p
times, which has bee] " ed among
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Citly in eastern Guangdong proovince and its people maintain traditions of cultural enlightenment
and education and pursue a high-quality life in all aspects, especially elaborate craftsmanship

and elaborate effort to make the tea.

There is no unnecessary step in the ritual — all the procedures
and standards were designed to make a cup of satisfactory tea for
guests — from choice of tea utensils to tea-making techniques and
tasting tips, he said. “The ritual itself is a dialogue between people
and tea, the host and guests. The intangible cultural heritage is
also a vehicle for communication, promoting the folk conventions
and unique lifestyles.”

The Chaozhou cuisine, a branch of Cantonese cuisine, has its
own unique style for processing ingredients. Among the most
favorite cuisines in China, it is famed for its freshness, mild yet
diverse flavors and nutritional health, as well as a rich variety
of ingredients. Signature dishes include beef balls, beef hotpot,
marinated meat, oyster omelets, and claypot seafood porridge,
to name just a few.

Residents from nearby regions often drive all the way to
Chaozhou, just to delight their taste buds.

In addition to Chaozhou cuisine and gongfis tea, the city is home
to another 15 national intangible cultural heritage items.

Onthe move

“Chaozhou people are a group on the move who have a strong
attachment to their homeland,” Huang said.

Since ancient times, many of them have taken advantage of the
city’s location and explored overseas, especially the Southeast Asia
region, and created success stories of their own business careers.
The group has even gained the name of ‘Chm?shaqg merchqilts,
which still carries weight in local communities.
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exquisite designs, succinct lines, rich colors and‘a high degree of his principles is to keep a critical eye on his own
n an elegant style, they combine functional and aesthetic value. works in a bid to make continuous improve-

ments and then, keep learning and be inspired
by other artworks.

Paired with gongfu tea, a local tea ritual, the
Chaozhou handmade teapot has a centuries-
old history.

The pot is mainly made of unique red clay,
which falls into the category of zisha earth
materials. It is more difficult to use the red clay
to make a teapot because it has a contraction
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% Main procedures:
Preparing the tea utensils.
Traditionally they include a
}{ group of three small cups,
d generally set in a triangle
like Chinese character pin,

meaning to taste (tea).

Gongfutea

Chaozhou's gongfu teais a local tradi-
tional tea ritual with given procedures,
and was included on China’s national
intangible cultural heritage list in 2008.
It has set standards for makingand
sipping tea in every detail, ranging from',_ A\ ‘.-‘ '\_‘
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preparing a tea set, generally of a small
size, and brewing techniques‘to the

way one holds the teapot and cups and ¢
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Xie said hi goals have varied in different
X oz MO YEATEINE
stages of his caree ?{ﬁksum‘;ppqu@sgtqmake
teapots come alive and exude an eternal charm.

artistic merit and can affect people’ emotions;”

for gor \“‘9 ;!‘ aid. A Th he said. “The more y6u look at it, the more you
le inhe ting traditional skills, Xie has ~ love it
a :“ 1 C y'm‘é,ﬁerial's and production Many of his works have won national awards

logie , turning the Chaozhou teapot and have been collected by top-tier venues,
including the National Museum of China and
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Rolling each cup in hot water
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the gongfu tearitual, guests [ ey
are served witha ste@min
cup of tea, so warming L\i‘)'

Fanning the flames in a Toasting the tea leaves on a piece Holding a pot of boiling water
stove. When the charcoal of clean paper over the stove to up and pouring the water from
turns gray, that signals its improve the tea's taste. During a high angle into a smaller
odor has gone and one can this process, the paper needs to teapot, which will help the tea
move to the next step. be moved up and down over the inside to improve its purity and
fire without pausing until the tea’s create a stronggr aroma. ‘e
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- Traditionally, craftsmen tended to keep their
know-how within their family, but Xie is open
about his expertise. He has offered training
for more than 10 years, benefiting hundreds
of people.

He noted: “The younger generation matters in
the inheritance of intangible cultural heritage”
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2l " UThe QX‘é‘t'Ghairigji Bridge, one of China'’s
SAY four most-famous ancient bridges, was
- installed in the hope of taming floods in
Chaozhou, South China’s Guangdong
province. There used to be a pair of oxen —
until one of them went missing in a flood.

prs ' Guangji Bridge

- 3 One of four most noted ancient Chinese bridges, Guangji Bridge in Chaozhou, Guangdong province,
' which was built in 1171, is a key national heritage site. The landmark tourist attraction spans the
Hanjiang River. It is opposite one of the gates of an ancient town across a main road to the east,

which once served as a crucial transportation link in ancient China. The bridge is unique in design
and structure. It includes two sections of stone-beam bridges with a string of various pavilions
in the eastern and western ends. The two parts are linked by a section of pontoon bridge in the

4_—_—— 1‘

The bridge is
connected with
18 wooden boats

86

Originally, the entire bridge was
a floating structure supported
by 86 huge boats

middle. Every afternoon, at around 5 pm, 12 of the 18 wooden boats that form the pontoon bridge
are tugged away to enable an opening for ships to pass through. In the morning, the pontoon bridge
is restored in place so people can walk through. Renowned bridge expert Mao Yisheng calls it the
world’s earliest open-close bridge. During holidays, there is a big fair on the bridge where local
craftsmen showcase their skills and promote the city’'s intangible cultural heritage items.
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The bridge has
30 pavilions
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g province,
said his team was to parl:i'cipite in another focused on
culture and tourism in order to showcase the charm of
Chaozhou woodcarving.

The tight schedule doesn’t bother Jin, as he is pas-
sionate about Chaozhou woodcarving art. Among the
time-honored schools of traditional Chinese woodcarv-
ing crafts, Chaozhou woodcarving features unique
characteristics. It uses a technique of hollowing out the
background to make the decoration stand out.

As a representative inheritor of the national intan-
gible cultural heritage, he has earned himself a good
reputation over his nearly five decades of craftwork.

Jin, a Chaozhou native, has been fond of fine arts and
folk art since childhood.

In 1973, he was admitted to an arts and crafts training
program in Chaozhou and worked as an apprentice in a
local woodcarving workshop.

In 1984, Jin founded his own studio, which was
assessed by the then Guangdong provincial department
of culture as a provincial intangible cultural heritage
inheritance base and a provincial production demon-
stration and protection base.

With nearly 50 years of practice in the sector, Jin is a
master of woodcarving, proficient in all kinds of carv-
ing techniques. At present, not only in Chaozhou but in
cities like Guangzhou, capital of Guangdong province,
Jin has created many woodcarvings.

Today, when visitors step into the Guangzhou Can-
tonese Opera Art Museum, they will be met by a mas-
terpiece created by Jin.

Entitled Bawxzan Heshou, or Birthday Celebration by
Eight Immortals, the woodcarving work, coated with
gold foil, features a double-sided carving. Jin was invited
to create it for the museum when it was about to open
back in 2015.

“It (the woodcarving work) was a first attempt to
integrate Chaozhou woodcarving with Cantonese opera.
You can imagine how difficult it could be;” Jin recalled.

On the 8-centimeter-thick camphorwood, Jin used
innovative carving techniques to allow the finished work
to be appreciated from both sides. It took Jin and his two
associates nearly 18 months to complete.
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animals and flowers as themes. They are.
mostly made of caﬁphof wood. There are
various forms of carving, such as relief,
circular carving and hollow engraving,
which allows the finished products to be
exquisite and rich in layers. With lacquer
coating and gold leaf, the woodcarved
products look resplendent, magnificent
and elegant. In 2006, Chaozhou wood-
carving was included on the first national

intangible cultural heritage list.
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Malaysian entrepreneur in 2013.
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“We are so far the only ones that are able to use the
hollowed-out crafting technique to create figures i

Chaozhou woodcarving;” he said proudly.‘ o g £
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Throughout his art career, Jin has been thiI;king
about how to better carry forward the cultural treasure

of Chaozhou woodcarving. -
With the development of modern science and tech-
nology, mechanical production of woodcarving can

imitate 80 percent of handmade work. It has affected

the manual woodcarving industry and replaced it to a
large extent, Jin said.
However, the most delicate parts of manual wood-

carving have not yet been replaced by machinery, Jin

noted.

Mechanical woodcarvings generally look stiff and
rigid, while manual ones are made with a craftsmen’s
thoughts and feelings, which inject life into their cre-
ations, he said. A craftsman’s inner world can be read via
his woodcarving creations, which are interlinked with
other arts like painting and calligraphy, according to Jin.

To attract more young people to learn Chaozhou
woodcarving, Jin gives lectures in universities. He also
participates in exhibitions to expand the influence of
the folk art.

To his delight, a growing number of young people
are interested in woodcarving, and Jin has recruited
apprentices at his woodcarving studio.

Each apprentice has to study for four to six years
before they can complete a single piece of woodcarving
on their own, Jin said.

“I have often told them to strive for perfection as a
craftsman, for a good work is like a graceful lady, who
will have admirers,” Jin added.

Connecting woodcarving products with the market is
another approach proposed by Jin, which is expected to
help promote the inheritance and development of the
traditional art.

Each woodcarving work is a creative cultural product.
It can strike a balance between artistry and practical
utility, as it can be used in decorating buildings and
furniture, Jin said.

If woodcarving products can expand in sales, it will
help to boost the development of the woodcarving
craft, Jin added.

;nf.':.‘-

-,;i

-
Lt
.




