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The First Folding Chair in the Liang Yi Collection
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“To sit in the first folding chair”( di yi ba jiaoyi) is a common saying in Chinese,
meaning to occupy a position of leadership and power. It might seem odd to modern
ears to equate something as transient as a folding chair with a position of power, but
in ancient times, it was a status symbol as it was mainly used by dignitaries during
their travels. In Kazaks offering horses in tribute to Emperor Qianlong (1757) by
Italian artist and Jesuit missionary Giuseppe Castiglione (1688-1768), the painting
depicts the Emperor Qianlong (1711-1799) sitting on a folding chair as he received
horse tributes from the Kazakhstani envoys. According Marco Almeida, senior
director at Christie's Chinese department, fewer than 30 examples of huanghuali
horseshoe-back folding chairs survive today, counting both those in public and private
collections.. The evolution of the folding chair in China can be traced to the earlier

imported folding stool known as ‘huchuang’ during the Han dynasty (202BC-220AD)



which in turn can be traced back to the 18th dynasty of the New Kingdom era in
ancient Egypt (16th-13th century BC). In this essay, we will look at the origins and
history of the genre of folding chair, and deconstruct the stylistic development of the

first folding chair in the Liang Yi permanent collection.

Kazaks offering horses in tribute to the Emperor Qianlong by Giuseppe Castiglione (1688-1768), in the

collection of the Guimet National Museum of Asian Arts, Paris.
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History of the Folding Chair
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In China, the idea of sitting on raised furniture (rather than on the floor or floor mats)
was introduced in the 2nd century AD, but it took roughly 700 years for it to become
the norm. The folding chair, in particular, evolved during the Song and Yuan dynasty
(960-1368) from the earlier folding stool, known as ‘huchuang’, that was imported to
China during the Han Dynasty (202BC-220AD). Compiled by Fan Ye in the 5th

century, Book of the Later Han — Treatise on the Five Elements records that the “Ling



Emperor favours hufu, huzhang, huchuang, huzuo and hufan, which the nobles of the
capital city all covet”, which clearly shows that huchuang appeared as early as the
reign of Ling Emperor (1. 168-189AD). According to Wang Shixiang’s publication
Connoisseurship of Chinese Furniture (1990), the folding stool; ‘horse gate’ (mazza);

cross-legged stool; and huchuang were all different types of folding chairs
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Looking back at the origins of folding chair, the earliest evidence of the use and
manufacture of folding chairs can be traced back to ancient Egypt. According to
archaeological findings, a folding chair with a complex structure and luxurious
decorations was unearthed at the tomb of King Tutankhamun (1332-1323BC), dating
to the 18th dynasty of the New Kingdom period in ancient Egypt. The shape of this

folding chair shares similarities with the Chinese counterpart that appears later.
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The ceremonial chair excavated at the tomb of King Tutankhamun (housed at the Museum of Egyptian

Antiquities in Cairo, Egypt).

Huanghuali folding chair with fuanlong (round dragon) pattern
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Formerly in the collection of Marchese Taliani de Marchio (1894-1986) and his wife
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Comparing the above example with a traditional Chinese straight-back chair, the

appearances of the two are similar but there are differences in the structure of the



backrest. The biggest difference between the two can be seen in the support points of
the backrest: the Egyptian folding chair has a backrest with two additional supporting
legs. Even though there are visual similarities between the two, there is as of yet no
evidence of direct linkage. Perhaps it was simply a surprising coincidence in the

parallel evolution and transformation of chair design.
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An illustration of Confucian student Fan Xun sitting on a huchuang analysing books from Northern Qi

Scholars Collating Classic Texts attributed to Yan Liben (c. 600-673)
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The curule seat, an ancient Roman folding chair

A FIEPAENER TR iR RN PRI RS
IR BRI AE L - ER AR RHREHNE L ESEER P EE L |
SEFAEIEREIA SR R RIS EAREAR (RIS FmERA A
B Selifnpsy - mH - 98 CGCrarysEs : Bra itk lHIneR) — bl
fRaZE T EERALR - FHEIEE RS TV RB AT L E R - HBLA
HE RS E R IR LR B (QYATTRIUAC E AT — 14D ) » EIEIERY
fEfEgR X (Dt —Z20tHe) - MEEEERHEBEATE - 2T RATEHRR
RN EIERA thaaest - e B T DA iR s Bl e Ji ? S1RA
ATREE T P S B A AR AE RIS

Another type of chair that appears similar to huchuang is the curule seat from ancient
Rome. Whether it was from ancient Egypt or ancient Rome, current academia has
widely accepted and agreed that ~uchuang was imported into ancient China, rather
than of indigenous Chinese design. The article Wandlungen Des Faltstuhls:
Bemerkungen zur Geschichte der Euraischen Stuhlform (Development of the Folding
Chair: Observations on Euroasian Chair Forms) by Gustav Ecke makes historical
deductions - based on the folding chairs on Greek stone carvings and the folding

tables in Gandhara Buddhist art - that the folding chair in general first originated from



the Hellenistic-Roman era (approximately 4th century BC — 1st century AD); then
adapted in India during the Gandhara era (1st-5th century AD); and further imported
from India to China by way of Buddhism, alongside meditation stools. In early
Chinese literature from the Eastern Han dynasty (25-220), huchuang were also known
as the “barbarian stool”. As for the reason why Ahuchuang is designed with straight
legs with stretchers connecting the seat surface and the feet, it could be simply be a

sinicisation of the design.
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Evolution of the Folding Chair
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As mentioned, the Chinese folding chair has a long history and simple design, most
likely an evolved and improved version of the folding stool (huchuang) imported into
China during the Han dynasty. The simplest folding chair is constructed with eight
straight elements, with weaved ropes and leather straps to form the seat. It was not
until the Song and Yuan dynasty (960-1368) that the structure included a backrest -
round, also known as horseshoe-back; and straight-back. The straight-back was first
developed during the late 11th to 12th century, whereas round-back chairs developed

later in the 12th century.
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Huanghuali round-back folding chair with gilin pattern, 106.6 x 73.7 x 62.2 cm
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Perhaps one of the most famous examples of a horseshoe-back folding chair is the one
above, sold at Christie’s Hong Kong auction in May 2021. The hammer price for this
example from the late Ming and early Qing dynasty reached HK$65.97 million,
setting the world auction record for the type. According to reports, the same chair was
realised for US$248 thousand (HK$1.93 million) at Christie’s auction in New York in
2002. In less than two decades therefore, the price of the chair had appreciated by

nearly 34 times.
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This folding chair is in the horseshoe-back style with a curved back formed through
three joined pieces constructed with a generous use of huanghuali. The structure of
the chair is strong with a U-shaped crestrail that terminates in outswept hooks,
evoking a grand feeling - a classic style in folding chairs. At first glance, the back
splat looks like it is made from three separate pieces, however, it is actually carved
from a single piece of wood. The back splat gradually widens from the centre to the
shoe at the base, joining the long and narrow stretcher, for both structural and function

purposes. The back splat is carved in three registers, each with different patterns.
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Folding Chair with Two Birds Among Flowers



China, 13th—14th century
Carved lacquer on wood, rattan seat
96.5cm x 66.4cm x 43.2cm

Collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1969 (69.217)
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Another prominent folding chair example is housed in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art in New York, which is made from carved and lacquered wood and dates to the
13th to 14th century. It has a yokeback with protruding crest rails, as opposed to the
round-back chair, and is decorated with a meticulously carved geometric background

and a pair of paradise flycatchers among flowers.
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In Chinese collections, one of the most precious folding chairs is made of deer antler,
housed in the Palace Museum in Beijing. Originally in the Emperor’s summertime
mountain villa in Chengde, the chair is constructed from over 20 deer antlers and an

ivory panel in a simple and plain Ming style.



Deer Antler Folding Chair

China, Qing dynasty (1644-1911)
92¢m x 70.5¢cm

Collection of the Palace Museum, Beijing
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The Huanghuali Straight-Back Folding Chair in the Liang Yi Collection
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In 2021, Liang Yi Museum added its very first Auanghuali folding chair to its



permanent collection. It was once part of the Lai Family Collection and featured on
the cover of the 1992 catalogue Classical Chinese Furniture: A Legacy of Refinement
published by Peter Lai Antiques. The classical Chinese furniture pieces sold through
Peter Lai are guaranteed credibility at auctions. The Lai family has been in the antique
business for two generations, known for their unique appreciation and perspective of
furniture, and the many high-quality and masterpieces that had passed through their

hands.

(Classical Chinese Furniture: A Legacy of Refinement )

Classical Chinese Furniture: A Legacy of Refinement by Peter Lai Antiques, October 1992.
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It is a straight-back variety constructed with four horizontal stretchers to connect the
seat and the feet. The top stretchers are perforated and connected with silk ropes to
create the seat, and the footrest is formed by connecting the front legs with the bottom

post. The front legs extend upward diagonally and rise to form the stiles. The four legs



are crossed, with the area near the intersection slightly squared and iron bolts are used

as the axle at the point of intersection.
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Huanghuali Folding Chair
17th Century
Huanghuali

89.5x52.5x56.5 cm
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The back splat is connected by tenons on the top and the bottom, respectively joined
to the stretcher of the seat surface and the top rail, and the edge of the splat has
hanging spandrels. The back splat has a plain design that highlights the elegant and
beautiful wood grain. Metal mounts are only used at the feet to connect the slabs with
the legs. Overall, the style is simple and unpretentious, a typical characteristic of
Ming-style furniture. A similar surviving example is a set of four huanghuali folding
chairs with a tuanlong pattern that was formerly in the collection of the Italian Taliani

family.




A set of four huanghuali folding chairs with fuanlong pattern
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Formerly in the collection of Marchese Taliani de Marchio (1894-1986) and his wife
2017 FEAGBCFRATHRHA LT HKSS5,420 #psL
Auctioned at the 2017 London Bonhams Autumn Auction for approximately HK$54.2 million,

including commission.

Huanghuali folding chair in the Liang Yi Collection.
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A set of four huanghuali folding chairs with tuanlong pattern
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Folding chair comparison
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On the left, depicting the front leg structure of the Auanghuali folding chair in the Liang Yi Collection.
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On the right, depicting the common front leg structure among surviving folding chairs.
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Discerning readers may note the obvious difference in the detail and workmanship
between the Liang Yi example and the Taliani example, such as the metal furnishings
on the back splat of the Taliani example in contrast to the Liang Yi example, which is
made entirely from wood. The biggest difference between the two examples is,
actually where the front legs intersect with the seat stretcher. Although the front legs
of both folding chairs are made from a single piece of wood, the front legs of the
Liang Yi chair do not simply incline upwards through the seat stretcher to form the
stiles, but bend and curve before crossing the seat stretcher. This type of workmanship
requires the carpenter to possess absolute mastery over his craft as he must not only
consider whether the front legs are stable, but also whether the shape and position is

compatible with the seat stretcher. If the position of the two front legs are too high or



too low, there is a risk that the chair will break when the user sits on it while resting
against the back of the chair. In terms of material use, there is inevitably a lot of waste
involved, making this type of chair very rare. The chair is unparalleled in the world of
classical Chinese furniture and in fact, Peter Fung, founder of Liang Yi Museum,
states quite simply, "I have never seen this level of craftsmanship on a folding chair

before, in all my years of collecting Chinese furniture.".



