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Preface

S
tep into the magnifi cent Imperial Palace in Beijing and 

feast your eyes on the throne and screen with dragon 

and phoenix designs. Walk into the Qiao Family Grand 

Courtyard in Shanxi and caress the rough, simple tables and 

chairs. Wander around Wu Town, a small town along the lower 

reaches of the Yangtze River in Zhejiang, and marvel at their 

king-size antique beds with intricately carved patterns. In all 

these places you might wonder how this furniture was created. 

You might also wonder at the lives and experiences of the owners 

of these pieces.

Chinese furniture refl ects many of the country’s historical 

and cultural accomplishments, and has evolved in response to 

changes in lifestyle and the development of new technologies 

and skills. It is no longer a simple necessity or an expression 

of craftsmanship. Today, furniture is evidence of China’s 

development and a symbol of its culture. Its masterpieces 

demonstrate a distinctive oriental style.
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CHINESE FURNITURE 

A small bronze stand. Warring States Period.

It was discovered in King Cuo of Zhongshan’s Mausoleum, in Hebei province. 

Though its surface is damaged, the high-quality decoration is still visible.

Bronze and Lacquered Furniture 
in the Shang and Western Zhou 
Dynasties

A simple stack of stones might be the earliest piece of 

Chinese furniture. A Tu Kang (a sleeping platform made with 

adobe bricks which was used until around 7,000 years ago) 

was uncovered in Banpo Village in Xi’an, Shaanxi province. 

The Tu Kang is only 10 cm in height and is regarded as the 

ancestor of the bed. A decorated wooden table was found in 

the Taosi Remains, Xiangfen County, Shanxi province, in 1978. 

This table, painted on the top and on the sides of its feet, is 

regarded as the oldest piece of wooden furniture discovered 

so far in China.
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Historical Overview

China entered the Bronze Age during the 

Shang Dynasty (1600–1046 BC), when 

sacrifi ce was still a common practice. 

The bronze chopping block used 

to slaughter animals and display 

animal sacrifi ces and the bronze jin, 

a type of table used to display 

wine vessels, are regarded as 

early examples of furniture.

The bronze ornaments made 

during the Shang Dynasty 

were often unsophisticated. 

Quality improved during the 

Western Zhou Dynasty (1046–771 

BC), when advanced techniques 

such as separate casting, welding, 

and inlay emerged. Items from this 

Dynasty often demonstrate exquisite 

workmanship. Dat ing from the 

Warring States Period (475–221 BC), 

the square bronze table discovered in 

the tomb of King Cuo of Zhongshan 

uses a pattern of four dragons and 

four phoenixes. Patterns of four deer can be seen on the round 

base and an arch supports the rim on both sides of the table. 

Other bronze bases unearthed at the same time are decorated 

with tigers, bulls, and rhinoceros.

Both productivity and living conditions improved greatly 

during the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring 

States Period (770–221 BC). As iron-making techniques 

improved, tools and equipment emerged that made it easier 

to manufacture wooden furniture. According to a traditional 

A bronze lamp hanger. Warring 

States period.

Discovered in the Tomb of King Cuo 

of Zhongshan, in Hebei province, it 

is decorated with bronze dragons, 

monkeys, and birds. 
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CHINESE FURNITURE 

A lacquered screen. Warring States period.

Found in the tomb of Wangshan in Jiangling, Hubei province, this screen is 51.7 cm wide 

and 14.7 cm high. The carving includes more than 50 animals.

story, a carpenter called Lu Ban invented the saw, drill, plane, 

shovel, carpenter’s square, carpenter’s sink marker and other 

tools during one of these early periods. Lu Ban is 

regarded as the father of carpentry.

At the time, the main examples of wooden furniture 

included beds, tables, desks, clothes racks, and screens. 

Tables and desks were very low, because sitting on the 

ground (either on one’s knees or cross-legged) was the 

custom in ancient China. The oldest bed found to date 

was unearthed in Xinyang, Henan province. The bed 

is supported by six feet and is painted with a cloud 

pattern. The surface and feet are both beautiful and 

strong.

The use of multiple tenon joints was an important development 

in Chinese furniture. Mortise-and-tenon joints were first used 

during the Warring States Period (475-221 BC). Records suggest 

that screens were first used during the Shang (1600-1046 BC) 

and Western Zhou (1046-771 BC) Dynasties. Fairly advanced 

carpentry and decorative techniques were used during the Spring 

and Autumn Period (770-476 BC) and the Warring States Period.

Most wooden furniture is finished using lacquer, and 

lacquering techniques are featured in ancient literature. In 

ancient times, lacquer was obtained from the rhus vernicifera tree. 

Lu Ban

Lu Ban (507–444 BC) 

was a keen obser ver 

of ever ything around 

h i m . H e i s s a i d t o 

have invented many 

carpentr y tools. One 

s t o r y s a y s t h a t h e 

invented the saw after 

cutting his fi nger on the 

serrated edge of a blade 

of grass. He is honoured 

as the Chinese master 

carpenter and is said 

to be the founder of 

carpentry.
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Historical Overview

Archaeological fi nds suggest that lacquering was used on beds, 

tables, chests, and other furniture during the Shang Dynasty. A 

lacquered zu (a small table used in rituals) was discovered in a 

Western Zhou Tomb. Lacquering techniques improved during 

the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period as 

bronze was replaced by lacquered wood. Many new varieties of 

lacquer emerged and the technique began to be used in a number 

of different ways.

A well-preserved, lacquered wood chest (the earliest to be 

found in China) was unearthed from the Tomb of Marquis Yi of 

the Zeng State in Suizhou, Hubei Province. The chest dates from 

the early Warring States Period. It was painted with mystical 

patterns including monsters, the legendary Fu Xi (god of fi shery 

and husbandry), the story of Houyi (a legendary hero) and a 

diagram of the constellations. Such patterns are indicative of 

people’s conception of the universe during the Warring States 

Period.

An early carved wooden desk, discovered in Xinyang, 

Henan province, was finished using lacquer, colored paint 

and artistic carvings. A painted and lacquered screen dating 

from the Warring States Period was found in Wangshan, 

Hubei province; this screen displays an elaborate scene of 

birds, deer, snakes and frogs. The technique used to fi nish the 

metal was very advanced for the time. The square bronze table 

discovered in the Tomb of King Cuo of Zhongshan (mentioned 

above) was decorated with a pattern of dragon scales, phoenix 

feathers, and clouds using a metal-fi nishing technique which 

makes the pattern appear more vivid. Ivory inlay was also 

being used by this time. Clearly, over 2,000 years ago, Chinese 

craftsmen had mastered advanced ornamental techniques 

including lacquering, painting, carving, and inlay.
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CHINESE FURNITURE 

Low Furniture in the Qin and Han 
Dynasties

Only a few years passed between the unification of China 

under the Emperor Shi Huang and the end of the Qin Dynasty 

(221–206 BC). It has been said that the E-Pang Palace, built during 

the Qin Dynasty, was so large and its furnishings so sumptuous 

that when it was burnt down the fi re lasted three months.

It was the Han Dynasty (206 BC–AD 220), however, which 

marked the first golden age of China’s feudal society. The 

large number of murals, stone reliefs, and pieces of furniture 

discovered in tombs are testament to the workmanship of the 

period. There are plenty of examples, including the Yanyin Baixi 

Tu, which was discovered in the Eastern-Han Tomb in Dahuting, 

Mi County, Henan province; the Yinyan Tu, a portrait from the 

Han Dynasty unearthed in Chengdu, Sichuan province; a mural 

unearthed in Zhucun, Luoyang, Henan province; and murals 

from a Han-Dynasty tomb in Wangdu County, Hebei province.

During the Han Dynasty, sitting on the ground was customary. 

As a result, most furniture was no more than 50 cm in height. 

Bronze furniture had fallen out of favour in this period, while 

lacquered wood furniture had become more commonplace. 

Yanyin Baixi Tu (scene of a banquet and acrobatics show), from the Eastern Han Dynasty.

This fragment of the murals of the tomb of the Han Dynasty in Dahuting, Mixian County, 

Henan province, shows the tables and mats that were used at the time.
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Historical Overview

Many different types of furniture were used during the Han 

Dynasty, including beds, couches, cabinets, and the huchuang (a 

kind of seat). Most furniture had no permanent position and was 

distributed on an ad hoc basis.

During this period, beds were also used as dining tables. Some 

members of the upper classes added screens, curtains or even 

jewellery to make their beds more beautiful and display their 

status and wealth. Couches were lower and smaller than beds. 

According to an old saying, “Bedding that is 3.5 chi long is a 

couch and bedding that is 8 chi long is called a bed.” Couches 

could sit one or two people and were used by dignitaries or 

guests.

There were also various styles of desks and tables. Tables 

(rectangular or circular in shape and supported by small feet) 

were similar to modern trays. A lacquered table unearthed in No 

1 Han Tomb at Mawangdui, Changsha, Hunan province, had a 

60 x 40 cm surface and a fl at base. It was supported by small feet 

at each corner, and was 6 cm in height. Its surface was decorated 

with an elegant cloud pattern. Most chests and cabinets were 

small and exquisite, while some early wardrobes look more like 

small storerooms, due to their large size and roof-like top.

Brought from the western regions, the huchuang exerted a great 

infl uence on the traditional lifestyle of the Chinese people during 

the Eastern Han Dynasty (25–220 AD). The huchuang is a type of 

seat that was fi rst used on horses. It is collapsible and portable 

and eventually evolved into a type of folding chair. The huchuang 

changed the custom of sitting on the ground, and encouraged the 

shift from low furniture to tall furniture.

The lacquering process used during the Han Dynasty also 

underwent changes. The embossed lacquer technique, which 

uses a very thick lacquer to create a pattern, emerged during the 

period. Some particularly dazzling examples are decorated with 

precious metals, jewelry, and glass.
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CHINESE FURNITURE 

Producing this type of furniture required both manpower 

and resources. The lacquered screen with bronze frame which 

was discovered in the Nanyue King’s Tomb of Western Han 

in Guangzhou is some three meters wide, and is incredibly 

well preserved considering it is over 2,000 years old. A writing 

table incorporating patterns of eight dragons playing in the 

water, which was discovered in the Han Tomb of Tangzhuang, 

Lianyungang, Jiangshu, is another exquisite example from this 

period.

Th e New Approaches of the Wei, Jin 
and Northern and Southern Dynasties

China was in a state of anarchy and war for many years 

during the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern Dynasties 

(220–589 AD), but cultural exchange developed on an 

unprecedented scale. This was one of the few periods of ethnic 

cultural fusion. People’s spiritual lives were free and open 

A lacquered table. Han Dynasty.

Discovered in the Tomb of the Han Dynasty at Mawangdui, Changsha, Hunan province, its 

colors demonstrate the romantic aesthetic of the time.
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Historical Overview

and doctrines such as Buddhism began to emerge. Moreover, 

improvements in architecture helped increase indoor space. 

The lifestyle of people from the northwest gradually exerted 

an infl uence on populations in the Central Plains, especially 

regarding the change of sitting posture from the kneeling 

position to sitting with legs apart. Another position, sitting 

with two legs drooped, also became popular at that time and 

is common to this day. As customary postures changed, so did 

the height of furniture.

Unfortunately, very few examples of tall furniture survive from 

between this early period and the close of the Ming Dynasty 

(1368–1644). It appears from statues and murals found in the 

Dunhuang Grottoes and the Longmen Grottoes that tall seats 

became popular around this time. New articles of furniture, 

including armchairs, round tables, and wardrobes, were also 

seen. The average height of beds increased greatly, with curtains 

Luo shen fu (Luoshen Appraisal Painting), by Gu Kaizhi, from the Eastern Jin Dynasty.

This painting shows an example of a low couch.
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