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A Study on Ivory and Bone Objects Donated from
the Yii-ting-ning Studio:
The Han and Pre-Han Period

Chi, Jo-hsin

(National Palace Museum, Taipei)

ABSTRACT"™

The National Palace Museum in Taipei is home to a wealth of precious

works of Chinese art. Objects carved from ivory and bone are certainly not
lacking, but they mostly date from the Ch’ing dynasty (1644-1911). None, in
fact, are from China’s antiquity. In 1997, a selection of the finest carvings in
ivory, bone, and bamboo; and weod (spanning 5-6,000 years of Chinesé history)
were donated from the Yii-ting-ning Studio to the Museum by Director Ch’in
Hsiao-yi (who had amassed them over the years). The works total 237 sets (296
individual items) that range in date from a late Neolithic stone-inlaid bone knife
to elephant ivory and bamboo carvings of the late Ch’ing and Republican
period. The present study involves a selection of representative ivory and bone
objects from the Han and pre-Han period. Through comparison with other
objects in collections and archaeologically excavated materials as well as taking
into consideration the current state of research, a study and analysis of these
objects offers a glimpse into the achievements and historical development in the
art of ivory and bone carving from prehistoric times to the Han dynasty in
China.

Thousands of years ago in the Paleolithic age, early man already was able
to fashion simple tools for everyday use and decoration from the bones and
ivory of the animals they hunted or caught. By the Neolithic age, the craft of
ivory and bone carving had already come full circle as these materials were

used to make a variety of tools, such as awls and knives, and ornaments. In the

" The article in Chinese appears from page — to U /\.

" Translated from the Chinese abstract on page — by Donald E. Brix.

1



Shang dynasty, artistic focus turned to bronze casting, but the art of ivory and
bone carving continue to advance. Craftsmen not only exploited the basic
features of these materials, but they were also inlaid and decorated with other
materials, such as turquoise. The Western Chou followed Shang styles, and
bone and ivory carving co-existed with the art of inlay. In the Eastern Chou, the
art of painting rose, adding another dimension of decoration to bone and ivory
works. In the Han dynasty, the art of engraved lacquerware became popular and
the ivory and bone objects of this period were also decorated using this
technique of fine engraving. In addition, the lines were often filled with
pigments to add an opulent beauty to the objects. The end of the present paper
concludes with a glimpse at the development of combs as seen in ten hair
combs and comb handles among the objects donated from the Yii-ning-ting
Studio.

bone and ivory carving B REX
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