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Introduction
This book maps the art and material culture of China province by province, tracing
how people shaped objects—and how objects, in turn, shaped social life. By following
four core media—ceramics, textiles, painting, and crafts—we illuminate local traditions
while tracking the routes of exchange that braided regions together. Markets,
pilgrimages, river systems, and overland caravans carried clay recipes, dye
techniques, motifs, and workshop practices across mountains and plains. What
emerges is a mosaic in which every province is distinct yet dialogic, innovating at
home while absorbing and transforming ideas from afar.

Our method is deliberately object-first. Each chapter introduces key sites of
making—kilns, weaving villages, temple workshops, merchant studios—and then
moves outward to the networks that sustained them: guilds, lineage associations,
court bureaus, export firms, and traveling artisans. Close visual analysis is paired with
materials studies: the chemistry of a celadon glaze, the twist of a silk filament, the
alloy of a bell, the underdrawing beneath a scroll. These technical observations are
never ends in themselves; they ground interpretive essays that link artifacts to the
labor regimes, belief systems, and ecologies that produced them.

Because questions of origin and movement matter to art historians and collectors
alike, the book integrates practical provenance guides. Readers will find overviews of
hallmark forms and signatures—kiln marks, seal impressions, loom patterns—as well
as cautionary notes on workshop imitations, later restorations, and the afterlives of
objects in temple sales, export trade, and twentieth‑century markets. Archival
vignettes and case studies model how to read inscriptions, merchant account books,
stele records, and gazetteers to situate an object within a credible chain of custody.

Geography anchors the narrative. River basins, mountain passes, and coastal harbors
mattered as much as dynastic dates. The Grand Canal linked northern stonewares to
Jiangnan literati tastes; the Silk Road funneled pigments, paper, and iconography into
northwestern murals; the Tea‑Horse Road braided the highlands with valleys through
caravans that exchanged ponies, salt, textiles, and ritual bronzes. Climate and local
resources—kaolin beds, bamboo stands, lacquer trees, pastures for sheep—shaped
what could be made, while taxation, sumptuary laws, and court patronage redirected
creativity toward or away from certain forms.

While the volume centers on provinces, it also treats major municipalities whose
workshops set benchmarks for technique and taste. Beijing’s imperial manufactories
and Shanghai’s treaty‑port studios exerted a gravitational pull that artisans across the
country navigated—emulating, resisting, or hybridizing metropolitan styles. Attending
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to these dynamics helps decenter simple core‑periphery models: a rural dye house
might pioneer an innovation later claimed by a city atelier; an export kiln might
preserve glazes long abandoned elsewhere.

Finally, this is a book about people—the hands that wedged clay, pounded bark into
paper, twisted skeins of silk, carved woodblocks, and inlaid enamel. Their skills were
often communal, learned across generations and stewarded by women as well as
men, by minority and majority communities, by monks, merchants, and migrants. In
recovering their stories, we also confront questions of preservation and ethics: how to
sustain living traditions without freezing them; how to collect responsibly; how to
acknowledge displacement and loss alongside ingenuity and renewal. If these
chapters succeed, they will not only guide attribution and connoisseurship but also
invite readers to see art as social history made tangible—crafted, exchanged,
repaired, and cherished, one province at a time.
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CHAPTER ONE: Anhui: Huizhou Merchants,
Inkstones, and Woodcarving
Anhui Province, nestled between the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers, sits at the crossroads
of Chinese cultural and economic exchange. Its rugged terrain and river systems have
long shaped the rhythms of daily life and artistic production. The southern reaches of
the province, known as Huizhou, were historically a bustling commercial hub where
merchants amassed wealth through trade along the Grand Canal and inland
waterways. This prosperity funded not only grand homes and temples but also a
thriving ecosystem of craftsmanship, from inkstones prized by scholars to
woodcarvings adorning ancestral halls. To understand Anhui’s material culture is to
trace how commerce and creativity intertwined, producing objects that were both
functional and deeply symbolic.

The Huizhou merchants, or Hui merchants, emerged during the Song and Yuan
dynasties as a powerful class of traders operating across southeastern China. Unlike
the salt and tea merchants of other regions, Hui merchants specialized in a wide array
of goods—including grain, silk, and timber—which enabled them to dominate markets
in distant provinces. Their success was not merely financial but also cultural. Many
invested heavily in the arts, constructing elaborate residences with intricate
architectural details and commissioning works that reflected their refined tastes. The
wealth they accumulated allowed them to patronize craftsmen, ensuring that local
traditions evolved in sophisticated ways. Their influence extended beyond economics;
they became custodians of regional identity, preserving and promoting the distinctive
aesthetics of Huizhou.

Inkstones, or yànshí, hold a special place in the artistic legacy of Anhui. These carved
stone tablets were essential tools for calligraphers and painters, holding the ink while
they worked. The Hui inkstones, produced primarily in Shexian County, were renowned
for their fine grain and durability. Local artisans sourced stone from nearby quarries,
selecting materials that could be polished to a smooth finish conducive to grinding ink
sticks. The process was labor-intensive, requiring careful carving and polishing to
achieve the desired texture. A Hui inkstone was more than a practical object; it was a
symbol of scholarly refinement, often inscribed with poems or personal dedications by
its owner. The inkstone’s role in the scholar’s studio connected it to the literati culture
that the Hui merchants both supported and embodied.

The aesthetics of Hui inkstones were marked by their elegant simplicity. They often
featured minimalist designs, with clean lines and understated decorative elements.
Some were carved with landscapes or floral motifs, while others bore inscriptions in
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seal script. The stones themselves came in a variety of colors and textures, from deep
black to pale gray, each with unique patterns formed by natural mineral deposits.
These variations meant that no two inkstones were identical, making them cherished
personal items. For collectors, identifying authentic Hui inkstones involves examining
the stone quality, the precision of the carving, and the presence of traditional
hallmarks or inscriptions. Later imitations, often made from inferior materials, lack the
craftsmanship and subtlety of genuine pieces.

Woodcarving in Anhui encompasses a wide range of applications, from architectural
elements to religious sculptures. In Huizhou, the carving tradition reached its zenith
during the Ming and Qing dynasties, when merchants commissioned elaborate
decorations for their homes and ancestral halls. These structures were adorned with
beams, brackets, and window lattices carved with intricate patterns. Common motifs
included dragons, phoenixes, and other auspicious symbols, as well as scenes from
nature such as bamboo groves and river landscapes. The carvings served both
decorative and symbolic purposes, invoking prosperity, longevity, and harmony with
the natural world. The skill of the craftsmen was evident in the fluidity of their lines
and the depth of their relief work.

One of the most striking examples of Anhui woodcarving is the decorative work found
in the ancient towns of the Huizhou region. These towns, preserved today as UNESCO
World Heritage Sites, showcase the height of this craft tradition. The Dongzhi Gate in
Shexian County, with its towering wooden arch and elaborate bracket sets, exemplifies
the grandeur of Hui architectural carving. Each beam is intricately carved, telling
stories of mythical creatures and historical figures. The work required not only artistic
vision but also a deep understanding of structural engineering, as the carvings had to
support the weight of the roof while maintaining their visual impact. Such projects
were collective endeavors, involving teams of craftsmen working under the
supervision of master carvers.

Religious sculptures in Anhui’s temples and shrines also reflect the region’s carving
traditions. Buddhist and Taoist figures were often rendered in wood, their forms
animated by flowing drapery and expressive faces. These sculptures were not merely
decorative but played a central role in ritual practices, embodying deities and serving
as focal points for devotion. The materials used varied depending on the deity’s status
and the temple’s resources. Common woods included pine, cypress, and nanmu, each
chosen for its durability and grain. The craftsmen employed a range of techniques,
from deep relief to fully three-dimensional carving, to create figures that seemed
almost lifelike.

The social history of Huizhou’s material culture is inseparable from the lives of its
craftsmen. Many carvers and inkstone makers were members of guilds or family
workshops, passing down skills through generations. Women often played crucial roles
in these processes, particularly in tasks such as polishing stones or preparing wood.
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The labor was physically demanding, requiring long hours of meticulous work. Yet it
was also deeply rewarding, as artisans took pride in their creations and the recognition
they received from patrons. The rise and decline of different crafts often reflected
broader economic shifts. When the Grand Canal’s importance waned, for instance,
some workshops turned to producing decorative items for a tourist market rather than
for scholarly or religious use.

Provenance research for Anhui artifacts requires attention to regional styles and
historical context. Hui inkstones, for example, can often be identified by their
distinctive stone quality and the presence of inscriptions in local dialects.
Woodcarvings may bear hallmarks or signatures carved into their bases, though these
are not always present. Collectors should be wary of pieces with overly perfect
finishes, as hand-carved objects typically show subtle tool marks that machine-made
reproductions lack. Understanding the typical forms and motifs of different periods can
also help authenticate works. For instance, Ming dynasty carvings often feature more
restrained designs compared to the elaborate Qing examples that followed.

Trade networks played a vital role in spreading Anhui’s artistic traditions. The Grand
Canal connected Huizhou to markets in Jiangsu, Shandong, and beyond, allowing
inkstones and carvings to reach scholars and officials across the empire. At the same
time, foreign traders brought exotic materials and ideas to the region. Jade from
Central Asia, for instance, was sometimes incorporated into inkstone designs,
reflecting the cosmopolitan tastes of wealthy merchants. These exchanges enriched
local styles, creating hybrid forms that blended traditional techniques with foreign
influences. The result was a dynamic artistic culture that remained firmly rooted in
Anhui while embracing the possibilities of broader interaction.

The environmental conditions of Anhui also shaped its material culture. The province’s
forests provided ample timber for carving, while its mineral deposits yielded high-
quality stones for inkstones. Climate patterns influenced the availability of these
resources, with seasonal flooding sometimes disrupting quarrying operations or wood
harvesting. Artisans adapted by developing efficient extraction and processing
methods, ensuring a steady supply of raw materials. The interplay between natural
resources and human ingenuity is evident in the durability of Anhui artifacts, many of
which have survived centuries of use and display.

Beyond their practical and symbolic functions, Anhui’s crafts reveal much about the
values and aspirations of their creators. Inkstones, with their association with learning
and scholarship, reflect the importance of education in Confucian society.
Woodcarvings, on the other hand, often emphasize themes of family continuity and
ancestral reverence, underscoring the social fabric of Huizhou’s merchant
communities. These objects were not static but evolved over time, adapting to
changing tastes and technological advances. The persistence of traditional forms
alongside innovations illustrates the resilience of cultural memory in a rapidly
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changing world.

Today, Anhui’s artistic traditions continue to thrive, though in modified forms. Many
workshops still produce inkstones and carvings using time-honored methods, while
others have embraced modern tools and techniques. Heritage preservation efforts
have helped maintain the physical structures that showcase these crafts, allowing
visitors to experience the grandeur of Hui architecture firsthand. At the same time,
contemporary artists draw inspiration from these traditions, creating new works that
honor the past while addressing present-day concerns. The legacy of Huizhou’s
merchants, craftsmen, and their material culture remains a vibrant thread in the
tapestry of Chinese art history.
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