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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the wood carving art of the Wang Grand Courtyard, aiming to
uncover its intrinsic artistic value and formal aesthetics through a systematic
investigation grounded in fine arts research. Emphasis is placed on analyzing the
visual structure, compositional logic, and material expression of the carvings, while
also considering potential strategies for their preservation and reinterpretation in the
context of contemporary art.A qualitative research methodology was adopted,
involving ten semi-structured interviews with selected participants, including
intangible cultural heritage (ICH) inheritors, traditional craftsmen, and art scholars.
The sampling adhered to principles of purposiveness and representativeness to ensure
both technical insight and disciplinary diversity. The interviews explored key
dimensions of wood carving practice, such as motif selection, technique application,
compositional design, symbolic layering, and current transmission practices. Data
were thematically coded and categorized through inductive analysis, with the aid of
NVivo software to support visual mapping and pattern recognition. The theoretical
framework integrates semiotics to decode visual symbols and structures, while
formalist aesthetic theory guides the interpretation of linework, spatial rhythm, and
compositional harmony, emphasizing the internal visual logic of the works.The
findings reveal that the wood carvings exemplify refined craftsmanship and a highly
structured visual language, articulating order and symbolism through form rather than
narrative. Based on this, the study proposes strategies such as digital modeling,
art-based pedagogy, and contemporary design adaptation to ensure the ongoing
relevance of traditional carving within fine art practice. By situating wood carving
within a formal-aesthetic discourse, this research contributes to a deeper
understanding of traditional Chinese visual systems and expands the methodological
toolkit for contemporary fine arts scholarship.
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SENI HIASAN UKIRAN KAYU SEBAGAI PEMELIHARAAN DIWANG
GRAND COURTYARD DI CHINA

ABSTRAK

Kajian ini memfokuskan kepada seni ukiran kayu di Wang Grand Courtyard, Shanxi,
dengan tujuan mendedahkan nilai artistik dalaman dan ciri-ciri keindahan formal
melalui analisis seni halus yang sistematik. Penyelidikan ini menumpukan perhatian
kepada struktur visual, logik komposisi, dan ekspresi material dalam ukiran kayu,
serta meneroka strategi perlindungan dan penafsiran semula dalam konteks seni
kontemporari.Penyelidikan ini menggunakan kaedah kualitatif dengan menjalankan
temu bual separa berstruktur ke atas sepuluh orang informan, termasuk pewaris
warisan budaya tidak ketara, tukang tradisional, dan sarjana dalam bidang seni.
Pemilihan sampel berdasarkan prinsip purposif dan representatif, bagi memastikan
keseimbangan antara kepakaran teknikal dan profesionalisme. Kandungan temu bual
merangkumi pemilihan tema ukiran, teknik pengukiran, reka bentuk komposisi,
lapisan simbolik serta keadaan semasa dalam proses pemindahan ilmu. Data yang
diperoleh dianalisis melalui kaedah pengekodan tematik dan induktif, disokong oleh
perisian NVivo untuk pemetaan visual dan pengecaman corak. Dari segi teori, kajian
ini menggabungkan kerangka analisis semiotik untuk mentafsir struktur dan makna
simbolik dalam imej ukiran, serta menggunakan teori estetika formalis bagi meneliti
susunan garis, irama ruang dan keharmonian komposisi, dengan penekanan terhadap
logik visual dalaman karya.Dapatan kajian menunjukkan bahawa ukiran kayu di
Wang Grand Courtyard memperlihatkan kawalan teknik yang halus dan bahasa visual
yang tersusun secara struktur, di mana ekspresi bentuk membina makna simbolik
yang lebih utama daripada naratif figuratif. Berdasarkan hal ini, kajian mencadangkan
strategi seperti pemodelan digital, pendidikan seni, dan ekspresi kontemporari sebagai
cara untuk menterjemahkan semula ukiran tradisional dalam wacana seni halus masa
kini. Kajian ini memperluas pemahaman tentang sistem visual tradisional China
daripada perspektif estetika formalis, serta menawarkan pendekatan metodologi
baharu dalam penyelidikan seni kontemporari.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

Chapter One serves as the starting point of this study, with the primary purpose of

establishing the overall structure and fundamental logic of the research. It acts as the

theoretical foundation and methodological orientation for the entire dissertation. This

chapter begins by introducing the background and rationale of the research topic.

From the disciplinary perspective of fine arts, it briefly reviews the current

developments and research trends in the relevant field, identifying key areas of focus

and theoretical gaps concerning traditional carving within the context of

contemporary art discourse. Through this review, the academic entry point and

research motivation of the study are defined.
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The research further clarifies the central research problem and sets out the

corresponding research objectives and questions. These inquiries revolve around three

major aspects: formal language, symbolic expression, and carving techniques, which

together form the core analytical framework of the study. The research not only

focuses on the visual and structural analysis of wood carving imagery but also

emphasizes the interconnection between theoretical constructs and artistic expression,

thereby achieving an organic integration of form, technique, and symbolism within

the context of fine arts research.

This research outlines the academic significance and expected contributions of

the study. Through the integration of theoretical interpretation and methodological

design, the research aims to offer valuable outcomes across multiple dimensions,

including visual analysis of traditional art, theoretical development in fine arts, and

the reproduction of artistic language. The chapter also defines the scope and

boundaries of the study, specifying the research focus and analytical pathway, in order

to ensure a coherent and clearly directed investigation.

This research provides a brief introduction to the theoretical framework and

methodological foundation that support the research, highlighting the roles of

semiotic theory and formalist aesthetic theory. It also offers an overview of the

dissertation’s structural organization. Through this introductory chapter, readers are

offered a clear understanding of the overall design and conceptual layout of the study,

laying the groundwork for the detailed discussions in the chapters that follow.



3

1.2 Background of the Study

The Wang Grand Courtyard, located in Lingshi County, Shanxi Province, stands as

one of the most significant architectural complexes in northern China, celebrated for

its intricate wood carvings and rich historical heritage. Built by the Jingsheng Wang

family—one of the four prominent families of Shanxi during the Qing Dynasty—the

complex consists of five alleys, six fortresses, and one street, with a total construction

area exceeding that of the Forbidden City in Beijing. It has earned the titles “Chinese

Folk Forbidden City,” “Shanxi Forbidden City,” and “The First Residence of Chinese

Residential Architecture,” representing the culmination of Qing Dynasty residential

architecture and a symbol of power and hierarchy (Wang et al., 2023). One of the

defining features of this vast complex is its decorative wood carving, renowned for

exceptional craftsmanship, deep symbolism, and its embodiment of cultural values.

These works serve as a vital lens through which to examine the historical, social, and

cultural contexts of late imperial China, making them a significant subject in art

history, cultural heritage, and fine arts research. Ancient Chinese architecture was not

merely a place of residence but a site for sustaining family traditions and moral

education. As Tang and Pan (2000) observed, material production was initially

intended to meet practical needs, which were inextricably tied to human values and

the principles of life. Such architecture fulfilled basic living requirements while also

serving as a bearer of intangible cultural connotations, transcending its utilitarian

function.

This research examines three core aspects of the Wang Grand Courtyard’s

wood carving: the symbolic meanings embedded in its motifs, the artistic techniques
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and materials employed in its production, and its role in cultural heritage preservation

and influence on contemporary artistic practices. By exploring these aspects, the study

aims to deepen understanding of how traditional art forms bridge historical

preservation and modern creativity. The carvings are an outstanding representative of

traditional Chinese residential wood carving, uniting aesthetic form and symbolic

meaning. From a formalist aesthetic perspective, as articulated by Clive Bell and

Roger Fry, these works exhibit “significant form”—an arrangement of lines, shapes,

and volumes capable of eliciting direct aesthetic emotion independent of narrative

(Yang, 2023). The refined craftsmanship emphasizes the purity and tactile vitality of

wood, producing a sensory engagement rooted in form itself. From a Saussure

semiotic viewpoint, the motifs function as signs, with their signifiers linked to

culturally specific signifieds (Valdivieso Benavente, 2023). In this way, the carvings

operate as visual texts encoding philosophical, ecological, and social values of the

Qing period.

Covering more than 250,000 square meters, the Wang Grand Courtyard

comprises numerous courtyards and halls, each adorned with elaborate wood carvings

(Ma & Wen, 2025). The decorative vocabulary encompasses mythological figures,

historical personalities, and natural motifs, each associated with virtues or cultural

ideals. For instance, dragon-and-phoenix imagery—central to Chinese totemic

culture—symbolizes imperial authority, marital harmony, and auspicious blessings

(Garrido, n.d.). Floral motifs also hold layered meanings: bamboo for resilience and

advancement, peony for wealth, pomegranate for fertility, and pine for longevity

(Rong Xiping, 2018). These carvings, while aesthetically compelling, also act as

carriers of shared cultural values. Technically, the works demonstrate mastery of
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traditional carving methods—including high relief, openwork, and carving in the

round—executed primarily in durable elm or cypress. Material choice enhanced both

longevity and visual richness. As Mariam et al. (2024) note, the visual elements of

wood carving embody decorative beauty and the sculptor’s intended message, yet

such symbolic depth often remains unrecognized by the broader public.

Chinese decorative wood carving has a long history, serving both functional

and symbolic roles in architecture, religious spaces, and furnishings. As Wang, Yuan

et al. (2024) observe, these works integrate varied visual symbols into coherent

programs governed by established cultural and aesthetic principles. In the traditional

context, they conveyed social rank, expressed religious devotion, and articulated

moral instruction, drawing from mythology, Confucian ethics, and Buddhist

iconography (Wang, 2019). The Wang Grand Courtyard’s wood carvings belong to

this broader tradition but stand out for the exceptional integration of technical

precision with symbolic complexity (Anwar, 2024). Their preservation aligns with the

wider field of cultural heritage conservation, which, as Jigyasu (2021) emphasizes,

demands both physical protection and recognition of intangible cultural value.

Auspicious decorative patterns—merging traditional architectural craft with Chinese

auspicious culture—constitute an important cultural legacy (Wu Yan, 2022). However,

threats such as environmental deterioration, neglect, and shifting social values

necessitate sustained preservation efforts.

The diversity and refinement of decorative patterns also reflect evolving

aesthetic sensibilities, with modern interpretations enriching the traditional repertoire

(Chen Lei, 2022). Increasingly, contemporary artists draw on traditional motifs and
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methods, reimagining them in digital media, installation art, and design. The Wang

Grand Courtyard’s carvings thus remain an active source of creative inspiration,

exemplifying the productive dialogue between heritage and innovation. Grounded in

Saussure’s semiotics and the formalist aesthetics of Bell and Fry, this thesis treats the

Wang Grand Courtyard’s wood carvings as both aesthetic compositions and culturally

coded texts. By integrating these frameworks, the research illuminates the layered

historical, artistic, and symbolic meanings of the works, offering theoretical

foundations for their protection and transmission. The selection of ten representative

carvings for detailed study was based on location, subject matter, size, and technique.

Field documentation and expert consultation ensured these examples hold high

scholarly value and effectively support the research objectives.

1.3 Statement of Problem

The decorative wood carving art in traditional Chinese residential architecture

represents a profound integration of architectural structure and craft aesthetics,

particularly prominent in the Shanxi-style courtyard buildings of northern China. As a

hallmark of Qing Dynasty Shanxi merchant architecture, the wood carvings of the

Wang Grand Courtyard are distributed across gates, hanging panels, bracket sets,

beams, and columns. These carvings not only demonstrate exceptional craftsmanship

and aesthetic sophistication but also encode regional cultural symbolism and ethical

values. Through precise carving techniques, they enhance the architectural visual

dynamics while embodying the aesthetic philosophy of traditional Chinese culture,

which “imbues meaning in objects and conveys aspirations through form” (Yao & Fan,
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2023). Consequently, the Wang Grand Courtyard’s wood carvings form an

intersection of folk art, patriarchal ideology, and social hierarchy, making them a

critical lens for studying the relationship between decorative art and cultural identity

in traditional Chinese architecture.

Previous scholarship has examined the Wang Grand Courtyard’s wood

carving art from various perspectives, primarily addressing motif content, stylistic

features, and historical value. For example, Zheng (2020) analyzed brick, wood, and

stone carvings as part of a regional visual narrative system, while Liu (2022)

emphasized the artistic characteristics of composition, modeling, and technique. Dai

et al. (2023) have begun exploring its intangible cultural heritage attributes and

potential for contemporary transformation. Sun (2022), drawing on Saussure ，

semiotics, highlighted the reinterpretation of traditional Shanxi wood carving motifs

within modern cultural contexts.Recent studies have also emphasized that the

symbolic meaning of architectural decoration is inseparable from its formal and

technical construction, and that decoding such symbolism requires an integrated study

of design, material, and craftsmanship (Nilam, 2023).

Despite these contributions, significant gaps remain. First, while prior research

acknowledges the cultural and artistic value of these works, few studies systematically

investigate the design logic and symbolic mechanisms underlying the decorative

forms. Specifically, there is insufficient analysis of how formal elements such as line,

composition, modeling, and structural arrangement generate and communicate

symbolic meaning. Second, the interaction between carving techniques and material

selection— and how this interplay shapes aesthetic form and symbolic clarity—
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remains under explored. Finally, there is a lack of integrated studies on how these

carvings contribute to cultural heritage preservation while inspiring contemporary

reinterpretations through innovative adaptations . As Partarakis（2025）note, bridging

the historical significance of traditional craft with its modern applicability is essential

for sustainable heritage transmission.

This research addresses these gaps by adopting a semiotic and formalist

aesthetic framework to analyze the Wang Grand Courtyard’s wood carvings. It

systematically examines the design structures and symbolic content of selected

examples, investigates the relationship between carving techniques and material

qualities, and evaluates their role in sustaining cultural heritage while fostering

innovative reinterpretations. Through detailed case studies of ten representative

carvings, the study not only reconstructs their multilayered symbolic system but also

redefines them as autonomous sculptural artworks with independent visual language,

offering theoretical and practical insights for the preservation and revitalization of

traditional wood carving art.

1.4 Research Questions

RQ1：What are the symbolic expressions embedded in the decorative wood carvings

at Wang Grand Courtyard, and how do they demonstrate elements of art?

RQ2：In what ways do the artistic techniques and materials used in the wood

carvings at Wang Grand Courtyard contribute to the expression and preservation of
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symbolic meanings?

RQ3：How do the wood carvings at Wang Grand Courtyard contribute to

preserving cultural heritage and influencing contemporary art?

1.5 Research Objective

RO1：To identify the design and symbolic meanings embedded in the decorative wood

carving at Wang Grand Courtyard.

RO2：To examine the wood carving techniques and aesthetic characteristics

that define the decorative art in the Courtyard.

RO3： To analyse how wood carvings at Wang Grand Courtyard support

cultural heritage preservation and inspire reinterpretation in contemporary art through

the balance of tradition and innovation.

1.6 Significance of Research

This study takes the wood carving art of the Wang Grand Courtyard as its research

object, aiming to explore the intrinsic relationship between its formal language,

carving techniques, and symbolic expression from the perspective of fine arts(Fang,

Li, Gao, Liu, & Cheng, 2024). By introducing semiotic theory and formalist aesthetic
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theory, the research constructs an analytical framework that simultaneously addresses

both the construction of symbolic meaning and the organization of visual form(Guo,

2024). This framework contributes to expanding the theoretical discourse on

traditional Chinese carving within the contemporary academic system of fine arts.

The primary significance of this research lies in its in-depth analysis of visual

language in traditional Chinese carving (Wang et al., 2025). The wood carvings of the

Wang Grand Courtyard feature a diverse array of motifs, compositional structures,

and narrative symbols, forming a highly codified yet varied visual system. Through

the classification of these images, symbolic interpretation, and structural analysis, the

study reveals their complexity in terms of visual grammar and compositional logic

(Lin, Chen, & Tang, 2024). This helps fill a gap in fine arts research, which often

lacks a systematic account of the interrelationship among image, form, and meaning

in traditional wood carving. The findings not only enrich the field of sculptural

language but also offer new empirical cases for iconographic and decorative arts

studies.

By closely examining the formal language and carving techniques of

traditional wood carving, the study highlights its composite structure as an integration

of material, technique, and artistic form. Techniques such as relief carving, openwork,

and carving in the round each present distinct visual effects and expressive structures,

contributing to the unique aesthetic performance of wood carving in terms of spatial

depth, light-shadow interplay, and compositional order. The use of technique as a

medium of form-building exemplifies the unity of craft logic and aesthetic principle,

providing a substantial foundation for theoretical inquiry into the concept of
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"technique as expression" within the fine arts (Dai & Yu, 2024).

This research emphasizes the inspirational potential of traditional wood

carving imagery within contemporary art contexts. By extracting and analyzing the

structural and formal logic of traditional patterns, the study explores how elements

such as modeling language, compositional rhythm, and symbolic sequencing can be

extended into contemporary artistic creation. In this way, traditional carving is not

only “understood” as a subject of academic inquiry but also “translated” into a

reservoir of visual resources, establishing a dynamic dialogue between historical art

forms and current practices in fine arts.

The significance of this research lies in its rigorous theoretical vision and

systematic methodology, which advance the interpretation of Chinese traditional

wood carving from a fine arts perspective. More importantly, the study builds a

conceptual bridge between traditional visual language and contemporary artistic

expression. Its outcomes contribute to deeper inquiry within the discipline of fine arts,

particularly regarding how traditional imagery generates formal order and constitutes

artistic expression, while also offering a sustainable foundation of visual resources

and theoretical insight for the development of carving, decorative arts, and their

modern applications.
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1.7 Operation Definition

Some key words used by the researcher in the study: Decorative art, wood carving,

Wang Grand Courtyard ,Preservation need to explain its operation.

1.7.1 Decorative art

Decorative arts:Decorative arts are artistic disciplines focused on the design,

embellishment, and aesthetic enhancement of objects that serve functional purposes.

Unlike fine arts, which prioritize autonomous artistic expression, decorative arts

integrate beauty with utility, often manifested in furniture, textiles, ceramics,

metalwork, and architectural ornamentation (Cicalò, 2024). As Nikolaus Pevsner

(1936) famously stated, “Decorative arts represent a domain where the line between

artistry and craftsmanship is blurred, emphasizing both the visual appeal and the

practical application of an object.” In this sense, decorative arts may be understood as

plastic arts, as they involve the physical shaping of materials; yet they are “attached to

a subject,” meaning their artistry is directed toward fulfilling external functional or

symbolic purposes. As such, decorative arts play a vital role in material culture by

transforming utilitarian objects into carriers of cultural, symbolic, and aesthetic

meaning (Dormer, 1997), serving not only practical needs but also expressing identity,

taste, and social values through crafted form.
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1.7.2 wood carving

wood carving: wood carving also belongs to the category of folk art. It is a kind of

work separated from carpentry, which is called ‘ fine carpentry’ in the industry

terminology. Can be divided into architectural decorative wood carving, ornamental

wood carving. Craft techniques are divided into flat carving, bas-relief carving,

picking carving, translucent carving and sticking carving, inlay carving (Rong Xiping,

2013).

1.7.3 Wang Grand Courtyard

Architectural complexes of the Ming and Qing Dynasties in Shanxi Province, China.

The Wang Grand Courtyard is located in Jingsheng Town, east of Lingshi County,

Shanxi Province. It is a residential complex of the Wang family, one of the four major

families in Lingshi County and a descendant of the Wang family in Taiyuan. The total

construction area exceeds that of the Forbidden City in Beijing. It is commonly

referred to as the "Chinese Folk Forbidden City", the "Shanxi Forbidden City", and

the "First Residence of Chinese Residential Buildings".(Wang et al., 2023).

1.7.4 Preservation

Preservation, in the context of cultural heritage and archival science, refers to a

systematic range of preventive conservation activities designed to prolong the life of
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records, objects, or cultural properties while minimizing alterations to their original

state (Mendoza, De La Hoz Franco, & Gómez Gómez, 2023).

1.8 Summary

As the opening chapter of this dissertation, Chapter One provides a systematic

overview of the research background and academic context, clearly identifying the

problem domain and theoretical focus of the study. By reviewing the development of

relevant fields and summarizing existing scholarly achievements, this chapter

highlights the current gap in fine arts research regarding the lack of systematic

exploration into the relationship among visual form, symbolic structure, and technical

language in traditional wood carving. The Wang Grand Courtyard, as a representative

Qing Dynasty official-style residence, features wood carving art that combines formal

regularity with rich visual diversity, making it an exemplary case for investigating the

visual language of traditional Chinese carving.Based on this context, the chapter

further clarifies the core issues addressed in this research, and outlines specific

research objectives and questions. It also lays a solid foundation for the analysis

progress of the subsequent chapters.
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