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ITH THEIR RARE combination of
spotted bamboo and precious huanghuali,
this remarkable pair of cabinets from
the Flacks Family Collection exhibits the
sophisticated elegance and masterful craftsmanship
that characterize the best of 17th-century Chinese
furniture. Possibly unique, these cabinets are the
embodiment of the Chinese literati ideal; refined and
understated, yet void of any ostentation.

The affinity between the Chinese scholar and
bamboo is amongst the most important and enduring
themes in Chinese history. The upright and dignified,
yet flexible, qualities of bamboo were greatly
esteemed by scholars, who sought to emulate these
qualities in their own lives. The daring use of this
humble material in conjunction with huanghuali, one
of the most costly timbers of the late Ming dynasty,
is a testament to the status of bamboo at the time.

Christie’s is honored to have the opportunity to
present this remarkable pair of cabinets this fall,
particularly as it marks the 20th anniversary of our
groundbreaking sale of pieces from the Museum of
Classical Chinese Furniture in 1996. It is our hope
that their subtlety and elegance will be appreciated

by a new audience of collectors in the 21st century.

Tina Zonars
Deputy Chairman, Americas
CHRISTIE’S






CURTIS EVARTS

Reflecting a Culture of Literati Ideal and Elegance
A Pair of Small Speckled-Bamboo Cabinets

Speckled bamboo encasing a tea cabinet
Red clay molded as a rice-cooking stove
With the present fully sufficient

What need for superficial striving?

Bo Juyi’s lines recall scenes of literati hermits in their mountain retreats or perhaps
those forest gatherings, wherein a small tea cabinet and tea brazier are set out for
the simple pleasure of visitors or those assembled in the name of virtuous pursuit
(fig. 1). Bo’s cabinet of ‘speckled bamboo’ is a rare, early reference to the genre,
and also brings to mind the equally rare pair of speckled-bamboo cabinets now in
the Flacks Family Collection. Both have given rise to the following work on the
appreciation and use of this elegant, naturally spotted material within the context
of the literati culture.

Material bamboo and its implied moral characteristics have ancient associations
with literati gentry. Before the development of paper, classic texts and imperial edicts
were recorded on uniform-length slips of bamboo, which were then one-by-one
stitched together to form a scroll. The hierarchical association of bamboo with the
literati official class is also evident in ancient texts. The Book of Rites (Liji) notes, ‘For his
memorandum-tablet, the son of Heaven used a piece of sonorous jade; the prince of a
state, a piece of ivory; high officials, a piece of bamboo, ornamented with fishbone;
ordinary officials, bamboo, adorned with ivory at the bottom’; the Western Han
Miscellaneous Records from the Western Capital (Xifing zaji) further notes that the emperor

used low tables (ji) of jade, while those used by high officials were of wood or bamboo.

After the collapse of the Han dynasty, many scholar-officials were frustrated
by politics and chose to live a simple life in the countryside. Such were the
‘Seven Sages of the Bamboo Forest’, whose reclusive lifestyle became associated
with bamboo.

An early expression of bamboo as a representation of a literati gentleman’s
moral character appears in the writings of the Tang dynasty scholar Liu Yanfu.

A jungzi, or a truly moral gentleman, has to compare his morality to the
bamboo. The bamboo stem is firm and its joints are strong. It does

not succumb to snow. This is masculine toughness. Bamboo leaves are
green and stirred by the wind. This is its feminine delicacy. The bamboo
stem is straight and hollow inside. It has nothing to hide. This is its

Fig. 1:

Painting detail from
Literary Gathering, Zhao Ji,
Northern Song Dynasty

1 JEREIAY
(CErTE ) R

il 45
J W vty A SN B AR B ST A A — S S I A A A

BEAT R
FARIEE ST
M iy 48 Ffr A
S A A2

F i 5 B g N ] AR A sl rh i B3 s MORESR i BN - =52/
AL T i AT AR (2% 1) » Hm SR [ BEAT A | 2 —1fH
FLIIAE T HEA 0 2 5 AR 8 o AR o L SO S H RO Y — i AR AR
HACATRIME T o 38 FAR ORIt 3 BSOS 56 T IS AT 2 P AR
FALL T IBIESE ©

Py AT AR T I AR R R oy RO A A B AR TR IR » ARSI 2
Hil » AESCHLEE BARGCAEAT I L IR AR » A Bt AFEAR I Y B R AE R Bt
DEAHE o CREC) st [ 25 : RPRIRE ; shfRME s ROREASZE. 3T 5 A%
A AT o | PHEE CPYRUMEC ) il [ R EJL- - ARE DAL | -

W EFBTR - A NI B T e K3 L B I o o6 AR AR
BnAT R B R IR B2 E T R BT M B

BRI AT ST i b PR 48 v S A3
A RIE S -

AT PRI R UK S A B, AN 52 76 55, W)
R 5 22 5 SR A R O T L, R
B AP CASER:, AR AN, 2 th; BER G

SRUE, 2N BRUGUR P58, ety DUIRy— B, SRIEANIR,

s .. RILEBE, W] PARCR 1 HCA R 2 TR,
AHEABA, R L H 56, ELAE DA T REHE AR 2 R, MG H ( BIRMEATRE )
W fE o



loyalty. Bamboo does not stand high alone as do trees. It always grows
in abundance and the plants rely on each other. This is righteousness.
Although bamboo is full of vital force, it does not compete with other
plants for splendidness. This is humbleness. Bamboo prospers for all
four seasons and never fluctuates. This is its constancy... These good
virtues are a good match for a gentleman. Therefore, I plant bamboo
in my courtyard and exclude other plants. I want its singular beauty
without distraction. I am afraid that some people may not understand
me. Therefore, I wrote this book ‘Liu’s Journal of Planting Bamboo’ as
a tribute to its morality.

Somewhat later, Bo Juyi’s A Record of Growing Bamboo also lists the inspirational
qualities of bamboo. Likening bamboo to the scholar-official gentleman (junzi)
became popular throughout the Tang dynasty, and by the Song dynasty, the aesthetic
of bamboo further developed in association with the practice of self-cultivation.

The more qualified association of ‘speckled bamboo’ with the literati tradition
has its origins with the legend of the sage king Shun and his two wives, as recorded
in the Jin dynasty (265-420 CE) work Bowu zhi. Shun had judiciously ruled the re-
gion of the Xiang River, but suddenly died while helping his people. Upon receiv-
ing the news, the teardrops of his two grieving concubine-wives fell upon the local
bamboo, and ever since, the bamboo there has grown with spotted markings. For
this reason, it has been variously called ‘bamboo of the Xiang concubines’ (xiang-

feizhu) "teardrop bamboo’ (leizhu) as well as ‘speckled or spotted bamboo’ (banzhu)
in honor of their fidelity.

Speckled bamboo has been found in a number of regions in Southern China.
The legendary origins associated with Shun’s concubines took place in regions
around the Jiuyi mountains in southern Hunan province. This mountainous
region was also cited by the Yuan dynasty painter Li Yan in Bamboo Compendium
(Zhupuxianglu) as a source for ‘teardrop bamboo’ (leizhu). The early Ming work
Geguyaolun cited neighbouring Guangxi as a source and also noted its characteristic
‘fine, haloed markings accented with purple spots at the centre, resembling those
on the luwei reed’. These lovely haloed markings are said to result from fungal
infections that are indigenous to the regions of its production. Those with sharp,
concentric markings are most highly prized; those with obscure, indistinct markings
are considered inferior. Recent supplies have been coming from Yunnan province.

Throughout the Tang dynasty, the varied references to ‘speckled bamboo’ began
to appear with increasing frequency. Such is Bo Juyi’s poem Strolling on East Slope,
which contains the lines:

Idly wandering with a speckled-bamboo staff
Slowly dragging yellow jute sandals

Again the desire for recognition comes and goes
Green weeds becoming a clear path

Fig. 3:
Painting detail from
The Gathering in

the Apricot Garden,

Cui Zizhong, Ming
Dynasty

AV E
(A BRI ) Rl

AEMR, P B (REATRC ) WA B BORTE R IATRAE o AR 1 LEfse 2 1 R ok
S 7, BT RAG, A7 SR R 2R AR BT R L

ooty AR SEL 1 110 R A7 B SN A A 4 055 ol 4 B3 ] — R B i R - R adit ) (Ao
265~4204F ) (MRS b TSRS, ZEZ2IC  FIMIRN > B - —4dhs - DLRIEAT » A7
PEo | BEAFERALLEMME - fedn [Waerr 1o SOu TIRAT 1 & T BET | BAZRM AT i Rk -

ST I B R 5 1 — Ll [ o B 40 TRV 1 ) A A ) e R LB L [ o STAGE
KPR KT alarsk ) thacHl « [ PR RMULBELT - | Rl 25 ) Baddl - [T R -
PEANTG 3R > A — B > BUEEE B | BREIE RN [ pRBE | 2 MR AR AT
M — TR B BLAR - G B WTIBAE - A5 RITAWIE A2 T i o SrACRI LA E i
RIP P eaEeR oS ] T

AR - SRERIIICAHT . BEAT . BATA R ks -
RO VR R o o e iR I

PR BERTAL

WG {(EX O

R %

Pl 2o P S5 I R SRR Bl 35 s R 6 SCAL I R 8000 - A
WA AAR SRARBET L » 0 G UG 5 ST I S

NEAS RIS BE & AR - & RIEE BN 2
T oA AR T T R E AR RATESS (2% E2)
o JUAR (AP ERD ) v IEAR GRS (9 Ja AR 3 A [FIB B G 2EA i
AT R SR E A 5 2l s L -

Wl B R ROCREZ S A ko SR - o
MBI 2 o B RE ML BATHERE AR 3CE
JERE BT & 2 -

FAAR CMLRETH ELIE ) 155 SO 7E ke _EARBI AN - S AR SR B IR S5 38 W SO S 21 D
e - DGR ( RYE) Bl PIRE  [WWASRE . R4, UEE. BoE. 8. &%
W > TAEE. MeEs BT ] > GRS TSR RHE ] - AL > HICAT BLSCERAE fh i
Bl PR AT E 15 B 4F ] BEE



Here the bamboo staff, which is a cross-cultural symbol for philosophical and
religious pursuit, catapults bamboo into realms outside of Confucian morality.

Speckled bamboo is generally of relatively small diameter and thus was
especially well suited for brush handles. Such popularity during the Tang period is
evident from the several examples that have survived at the Shosoin in Nara, Japan
(fig. 2). Further association with the writing instruments of the poetic, literati
tradition appears in the Northern Song work Taiping Guang ji (d. 978):

Often recorded are the beautiful literary works of loyal ministers and

righteous scholars whose works were written with three types of brushes:

those with handles of gold or silver and ornamented with decoration,
and those made with speckled bamboo. Works of loyalty and filial

piety were all written with gold-handled brushes; works of pure moral
integrity were written with silver-handled brushes; and those of elegant

style were written with speckled-bamboo brushes.

In the Song painting Whiling Away in the Summer Shade of a Locust Tree, capped
brushes of speckled bamboo stand in a brush rack on the table behind where a
scholarly gentleman enjoys a leisurely nap upon a daybed. In the late Ming work
Zhangwushi, Wen Zhenheng further acknowledged the various types of brush
handles that had been used since ancient times, as well as the recent use of brushes
with zitan handles or elaborately carved decoration; he proclaimed, however, that
only those with speckled-bamboo handles fulfilled the standard of perfected
elegance. Thus, over several hundred years, the association of speckled bamboo
with the literary works of scholars had become established.

By the end of the Ming period, the use of speckled bamboo had also broadened
considerably. A speckled-bamboo daybed is clearly illustrated by the Yuan dynasty
Zhejiang artist Qian Xuan (ca 1235-1305) in Helping the Drunkard. Throughout
the Ming period, the speckled-bamboo daybed was a common theme for artists.
Wen Zhenheng, Gao Lian, and Tu Long, who were late Ming period aficionados
of taste, frequently noted a preference for speckled-bamboo furnishings such as
daybeds, mediation chairs, curtains, door decoration, brush pots and fan frames; its
popularity is further evident from frequent depiction in Jiangnan literati paintings.
Daybeds aside, meditation chairs also appear in works such as Du Jin’s (1465-1528)
Seven Sages of the Bamboo Forest and Eighteen Scholars, Qiu Ying's Appreciating Antiques in the
Bamboo Garden, and Cui Zizhong’s The Gathering in the Apricot Garden (fig. 3); and this
is without specific mention of numerous other examples that also appear in late
Ming period book illustrations.

While cabinets rarely appear in Ming dynasty paintings or illustrations, Wen’s
Zhangwuzhi entertains a relatively lengthy discussion upon the subject. Therein,
he specifically extols the ‘air of antiquity’ of small cabinets made with speckled
bamboo, nanmu burl, chishui or luo wood (these latter two still remaining a mystery).
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Fig. 2:

Brush with Speckled
Bamboo Handle and Cap,
Tang Dyansty, Shosoin
Collection
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Fig. 4:

From Album of erotic paintings,

Yin Qi, active in mid-19th
century. Photo. ©2016
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Elsewhere he also suggests keeping such small
cabinets in the bedroom for storing medicinals
or curiosities.

The pair of small cabinets in the Flacks Family
Collection may well have originated from such
an ethos. They are of typical tapered-cabinet
construction with frame members made of
huanghuali wood, and the standard of Jiangnan
region workmanship is evident in their overall
proportions and detailing. The subdivided frames,
with narrow waist panels, reflect an early style
that was common throughout the Ming dynasty,
and while also appearing throughout the Qing
dynasty, the pattern appears as an archaistic style
in contrast to the single-panel constructions that
had developed. Unique, however, are the door
and side panels, which feature narrow strips of
finely patterned spotted bamboo, which appear
as curtain-like encasements rather than fixed
partitions of security. Perhaps, too, there is a
relationship to the treatment of architectural
doors decorated with slanted strips of speckled
bamboo—a decorative style in the Suzhou region
that was also promoted by Wen. Besides their
aesthetic qualities and cultural significance, these
lovely cabinets are truly rare objects that stand far
beyond the few others with bamboo-inlaid panels
that are known.

During the early Qing period, the use of
speckled bamboo (like many other aspects of the
Jiangnan culture) found popularity at the Imperial
Palace. Details from the series of paintings of the
Yongzheng emperor’s concubines depict chairs,
stools and tables of speckled bamboo furnishing
their elegant apartments. Tribute records from
the Yongzheng and Qianlong reign periods
also indicate a number of speckled-bamboo
furnishings presented to the court from the
Jiangsu region. Its common depiction in Qing
period erotic art in scenes of lavishly furnished
apartments also suggest that speckled bamboo
became a fashionable luxury item amongst the

—10—

nouveau riche (fig. 4). Its expense also led to the
technique of artificially marking plain bamboo
with hot irons and coloured dye to produce a faux
speckled appearance (tangfei). Notwithstanding,
faux or genuine, due to the ephemeral nature

of the material, few of these fine objects have
survived. Today, small works of speckled bamboo
are commonly found in the handicraft markets,
reflecting the renaissance of crafts, new-found
sources and ancient traditions.

Both the aesthetics and use of bamboo have
evolved over the centuries. From the earliest
times the material itself had associations with
literati status, literature and the instruments of
its creativity. Throughout the Tang and Song
dynasties, an aesthetic of bamboo developed
to mirror the moral virtues of the perfected
scholar-official (junzi). Bamboo stained by the
teardrops of the Emperor Shun’s grieving widows
further extended the aesthetic into the realms of
constancy and fidelity, and calls to mind this sage
king’s counsel toward his successor, Yu the Great,
who was initially overwhelmed with a lack of
confidence when called to duty:

The mind of man is restless, prone (to err);
its affinity to what is right is small.

Be discriminating, be uniform,

and sincerely hold fast to the Middle.

Perhaps after all, it is the transformation of
invisible teardrops that truly gave rise to the
concept of the bamboo-like sage. The affinity of
speckled bamboo with the Jiangnan literati during
the Ming dynasty largely appears in the context
of retreat from the duties of the court and the
pursuit of an elegant lifestyle. By the Qing dynasty,
the fashion was both embraced at court and began
to drift into mainstream secular life. Nonetheless,
the Flacks Family cabinets, which fall in the
midst of this reshaping dynamic, remain unique

treasures that reflect a profound cultural aesthetic.

Shanghai, Spring 2016
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