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The Elder Statesmen sit on the mats, 

And wrangle through half the day; 

A hundred plans they have drafted and dropped 

And mine was the only way. 

 

Helen WaddellðLyrics from the Chinese 
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Prefatory Note 

 

The aim of this short study in the large field of Chinese furniture is a restricted one. The Royal 

Ontario Museum has in its collections a number of interesting, important, and unpublished pieces 

of evidence on the Chinese chair. It is with the double purpose of contributing to the discussion 

on the development of the chair and of making its material as widely known as possible that the 

Museum publishes this book. It is written by Louise Hawley Stone, and is based on a thesis 

presented by her for the degree of Master of Arts in the Department of East Asiatic Studies, 

University of Toronto. 

 

Gerard Brett 

Director 

 

Royal Ontario Museum of Archaeology 

Toronto, September, 1951 
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Introduction  

 

The art of cabinet making in China has received, up to the present time, little attention from 

Westerners, and has never been considered one of the major arts. The chair in particular is a 

utilitarian piece, and is so taken for granted that its history in China has never attracted serious 

study. There is little literature on the subject in either East or West. Chinese sources yield only a 

few entries in encyclopaedias and some woodcuts found in old Chinese Books, and Western 

sources afford little more. Actual pieces of Chinese furniture in collections are not numerous. 

China's history of fires, floods, and wars has not been conducive to the preservation of such a 

fragile thing as wooden furniture. Excavations have brought to light little actual furniture, 

although had more care been used in tracing the contours of the remains of furniture found, our 

knowledge of this art might have been greatly enriched. 

This paucity of source material is one of the most pressing problems which beset the 

research worker in this field. None the less the pieces of Chinese furniture available to-day reveal 

such distinction in execution and design that they stimulate further investigation. Their full 

appreciation by the West has been hindered mainly by lack of knowledgeða lack which it is 

modestly hoped may be partially met by the following brief treatise. 

 

The author wishes to thank those who have given both information and permission for the 

use of the photographs appearing in this volume: 

Dr. Arthur W. Hummel, Chief, Division of Orientalia, Library of Congress, Washington, 

D.C.; Mr. A. G. Wenley, Director, Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 

D.C.; Mr. Basil Gray, Keeper, Department of Oriental Antiquities, British Museum, London; Dr. 

L. Carrington Goodrich, Columbia University, New York City; Dr. Jane Gaston-Mahler, 

Columbia University, New York City; Mr. Langdon Warner, Cambridge, Massachusetts; Dr. 

Richard C. Rudolph, Professor of Chinese, Southern Branch, University of California, Los 

Angeles; Mr. Karl Kup, Curator, Spencer Collection, New York Public Library, New York City; 

Dr. Daniel S. Dye, West China Union University; Mr. George Kates, recently Curator, Chinese 

Department, Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, New York; Miss Helen Fernald, Curator, East Asiatic 

Department, Royal Ontario Museum of Archaeology, Toronto; Dr. Lewis C. Walmsley, Head of 

the Department of East Asiatic Studies, University of Toronto; Dr. C. C. Shih, Department of 

East Asiatic Studies, University of Toronto, and Bishop W. C. White, one-time Bishop of Honan, 

https://archive.org/details/chairinchina00ston


Curator emeritus, East Asiatic Department, and Honorary Librarian of the Chinese library, Royal 

Ontario Museum of Archaeology, Toronto. 
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CHAPTER I 

 

Early Archaeological and 

Literary Evidence 

(c. 1400 B.C. - 206 B.C.) 

 

For some centuries the Chinese have used the chair to a much greater extent than any other 

Eastern nation. It has been known to them for possibly 2000 years, yet many centuries passed 

before it attained anything like universal use in their homes. The earliest archaeological records 

indicate that the Chinese did not customarily sit flat, as many other people did, but knelt on the 

ground, leaning back on their heels; a posture which is portrayed in the archaic script of the 

incised bones known as the oracle bones.1 These date from about 1200 B.C. and contain among 

other items the pictograph tso  [zuo ]. Professor Yetts believes that the character tso  

meant "to sit," or, more exactly, to sit back on the heels while kneeling.2 This position protected 

the sitter in some degree from the cold and dampness of the ground. 

Further protection was afforded by mats. Judging from their frequent mention in ancient 

texts, mats were widely used from the earliest historical period. They not only added to the 

comfort of the sitter but also indicated social position. The I Li  [Yi Li ὔ ], the Chou Li [Zhou 

Li ] and the Li Chi [Li Ji ], ritual texts originating in the late Chou dynasty, contain 

many references to mats, which played a large part in the ceremonies of capping of boys, 

marriage, feasting, and sports. Mats, indeed, were considered of such importance that one section 

in the I Li is devoted to mats and another to "the rule for ascending and descending the mat." [

̆ ] The different materials of which the mats were made are also mentioned; some were 

woven of straw or rush, others were made from reeds and ornamented with a dark silk border. It 

appears from these ancient sources, in fact, that mats were common in early China, and they may 

safely be called the first pieces of seating furniture used there. 

 

The next step in the development of a seat was the low platform which was in use as 

early as the Han dynasty (206 B.C. to A.D. 221). These platforms were placed either under or 

over the mats, adding to the sitter's comfort by raising him from the ground. They became the 

basic units of much furniture in China and were used as beds, as platforms to kneel on, and as 

tables for food. 

A small low platform or table was used as an arm rest. This was known as a chi [ji] ₃ 

and was usually placed on the left side so that the arm could be supported and the discomfort of 

the kneeling position relieved; a good example of the use of the chi is illustrated on a stone slab 

                                                                                       
1 L. C. Hopkins, "Pictographic Reconnaissances," Pt. VI, J.R.A.S., 1924, pp. 421-7. 
2 W. P. Yetts, "Concerning Chinese Furniture," J.R.A.S., October, 1949, p. 134. 



of the Wu Tombs.3 The chi was gradually extended in length so that it could support both arms, 

and was then placed in front of the sitter; this stage appears on a bas-relief from Shan-tung, 

described by Chavannes as "un personnage assis, semble-t-il, dans un fauteuil."4 In this relief a 

kneeling figure is seen, with the long chi in front of him, partly hidden, however, by his large 

sleeves. A semi-circular chi with legs at three points, and placed in front of the user, was a 

further development. These semi-circular chi appear from the 6th to the 8th centuries A.D. in 

Taoist sculptures of the Heaven-honoured One, and in Buddhist stelae and rock carvings of the 

same period.5 

 
Plate DXXV from Chavannes: "un personnage assis, semble-t-il, dans un fauteuil." 

 

The change from the kneeling position to the use of the low platform, with or without 

arm rests, and finally to the sitting position with legs pendant, similar to that of today, was not 

made quickly. The earliest available record of a person seated with the legs pendant is a pictorial 

                                                                                       
3 E. Chavannes, Mission Archéologique dans la Chine Septentrionale, Plates, Part 1, Pl. LXV. [ ̆ᵝ ̆

ᾝ ᾝ ̂151 ̃Ȃ] 
4 Ibid., Vol. 1, Chap. V, p. 271, and Pl. LXXV, stones of Leang Tch'eng Chan. 
5 W. P. Yetts, op. cit., p. 135. 



one, found on one of the Hsiao-t'ang Shan [ ] incised stone slabs of the 2nd century A.D.6 

or a little earlier. Here a figure representing the Weaving Maiden is shown, seated on a stool or 

bench at a loom, with her legs pendant. A similar figure seated at a loom is found on one of the 

Wu Tomb slabs, also of the 2nd century A.D.7 These two illustrations suggest that a sitting 

position at the height generally accepted today, eighteen to twenty inches off the floor, was used 

in China, at least at a loom, about A.D. 150. 

 

The Erh-ya [Er Ya ] dictionary, usually attributed to the 2nd century B.C., contains 

the character i [yi]  . This pictograph originally suggested a tree (the ch'iu [qiu]  catalpa 

Kaempferi) and when chairs came into use, this symbol was borrowed to represent the chair.8  It 

may have been used for a chair as early as the Han dynasty although its presence in the 

dictionary is not a positive proof, and no actual chairs of that period have survived. No chair 

earlier than the Sung dynasty exists today, although it seems fair to presume that if chairs had 

been made of a less perishable material than wood, some traces of earlier examples would be 

extant. There is, in fact, some reason to suppose that wood construction of furniture was 

employed as early as the Shang dynasty (c. 1766-1123 B.C.),9 and one authority states that chairs 

were in use in the Chou dynasty (c. 1122-255 B.C.).10  Representations of chairs on objects 

ascribed to the Han dynasty, however, are available. 

 

                                                                                       
6 E. Chavannes, op. cit., Plates, Part 1, Pl. XXX, No. 53. 
7 Ibid., Pl. XLIV, No. 75. 
8 A. W. Hummel, personal letter to the writer. 
9 G. Ecke, Chinese Domestic Furniture. 
10 Herbert A. Giles, History of Chinese Literature, p. 5. 

https://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E5%AD%9D%E5%A0%82%E5%B1%B1%E9%83%AD%E6%B0%8F%E5%A2%93%E7%9F%B3%E7%A5%A0
https://zh-classical.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E7%88%BE%E9%9B%85


 
PLATE I 

Miniature bronze, Han dynasty. 

Excavated at Hsin Hsiang in North Honan. A person seated in a chair with legs folded under. 

Height 2 ρς".         NB. 2778 

 

Royal Ontario Museum of Archaeology, Toronto. 



CHAPTER II 

 

The First Chairs in China 

(206 B.C. ïA.D. 221) 

 

One of the most significant archaeological finds relating to the development of the chair in China 

is a small bronze now in the Royal Ontario Museum of Archaeology. It is in full round and 

shows a figure seated in a chair (Plate I). According to Bishop W. C. White, the object was said 

to have come from the Hsin-hsi'ang Hsien area in North Honan, and to have been associated with 

other characteristically Han material. The redness of the bronze is typical of Han, as is the 

extensive patination of the object, while the head of the figure is similar to the cruder bronze 

figurines of the late Chou period.1 The figure is seated with the legs either crossed or folded 

under, thus giving a clear view of the front of the chair. This is in one solid piece with two cut-

outs, leaving a simply carved splat in the middle, a pattern of ornamental cut-outs developed 

during Han.2 Here these cut-outs appear to represent the first step toward the support of the seat 

by legs, rather than by solid sides or a solid base. The back of the chair has two legs, one at each 

corner, which stand without stretcher for support. The arms and back appear to be of one solid 

piece of wood, which is devoid of ornament. There is a horizontal projection at each end of the 

top of the back, which does not support any construction and would seem to be added solely for 

appearance. The whole figure is crude in design and construction. 

Two other chairs from objects attributed to the Han dynasty are shown in Plates II and 

III. These photographs are of rubbings3 taken from bricks which were in the possession 

                                                                                       
1 Wm. C. White, Tombs of Old Loyang, passim. 
2 G. Ecke, op. ext., p. 14. Daniel S. Dye, A Grammar of Chinese Lattice, pp. 30-1. 
3 The rubbings are in the possession of Miss Helen E. Fernald. 



 
PLATE II 

Stone rubbing, Han dynasty. 

A female figure seated in a straight chair with legs pendant. 

 

Miss Helen Fernald, Toronto. 

 



 
PLATE III 

Stone rubbing, Han dynasty. 

A male figure seated in a straight chair with legs pendant. A companion to Plate II. Possibly 

these two are a husband and wife. 

 

Miss Helen Fernald, Toronto 

 



of Lord Li of Shanghai in 1929,4 and are said to have come from Loyang, Honan, and to date 

from the Han dynasty. They show a man and a woman seated in chairs. The figures are 

represented as dressed in long loose skirts, but it can be seen clearly enough that they are seated 

with legs pendant and with their feet on the floor. In each case the front and back legs of the 

chair are joined by three stretchers, two close together about the middle of the legs and one 

almost at the foot. A single stretcher, on a line with the latter, is indicated between the front legs 

(Plate II). The backs are both obscured, but, judging from the posture of the figures, they are 

straight. These chairs show an advance in design over the previous example. The crude cut-out 

base has been replaced by four separate legs joined near the bottom by plain stretchers; both the 

chairs and the figures seated in them have an air of refinement which is completely lacking in the 

bronze model. 

 

Any clue to an early Chinese chair is always exciting to the research worker in this field. 

The chair shown in Plates IV and V5 is particularly so, first because the stone on which it is 

carved was discovered in its original location, and second, because of the style of the chair itself. 

This chair was carved on a stone in a Han tomb in Hsin-ching in the province of Szechwan. 

These tombs, called by the Chinese the "Tombs of the Man Tzu"  or Aborigines, occur in 

caves in the hills along the lower Min River . Some of them date as early as 316 B.C.6 The 

main entrance was small and led into a long narrow corridor with many small chambers opening 

off it; once the main door was opened, all the small chambers were readily accessible, with the 

result that many of them were rifled years ago. Some coins, wu-chu and pan-liang, are about all 

that remains, other than the carved stones which adorned the walls. These stones are all Han in 

character and of the Hsin-ching type. The chair carved on this slab could be as early as A.D. 1 

and can certainly not be later than A.D. 200.7 This is the earliest 

 

                                                                                       
4 Lord Li is a nephew of Li Hung-chang. 
5 Photographs from rubbings in the possession of Lewis C. Walmsley. 
6 From conversation with Daniel S. Dye. 
7 From conversation with Daniel S. Dye. 



 
PLATE IV 

Stone rubbing, Han dynasty. 

A chair with curved back rail and legs crossed scissors fashion. 

 

Lewis C. Walmsley, Toronto. 

 

 

 

 

 




