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Abstract 

Intangible cultural heritage is a treasure of world civilization. Gray carving, as a part of 
intangible cultural heritage, should be protected, inherited and developed, but the art of 
gray carving is dying. Grey carving is a unique art type in Southeast Asia. It originated in 
the Pearl River Delta, the Lingnan region of China. Due to the development of industry 
and technology, the traditional gray carving is in a state of dying, coupled with the impact 
of northern Chinese culture and the integration of western culture, the gray carving has 
been endowed with a variety of connotations, becoming a visual symbol and a unique 
regional culture. This paper uses the literature research method, the field investigation 
method and the comprehensive analysis method to carry on the research. The main 
research content is the decorative elements of gray carvings and the design science of 
gray carvings. The damaged gray carvings are compared with the restored gray carvings 
to analyze the humanistic thoughts of Lingnan gray carvings. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Lingnan means the south of China's five ridges, which in the broad sense means China's 
Guangdong, Guangxi, Hainan, Hong Kong and Macao, and in the narrow sense means Guangdong, 
Hong Kong, and Macao. The Lingnan area is complex and has a long coastline. Therefore, foreign 
trade is prosperous and cultural exchanges are frequent. Gray carving is the main traditional 
decorative art of Lingnan folk architecture. It originated from the Tang Dynasty and flourished 
in the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Gray carving once flourished in Shunde architecture, with 
strong folk culture, nationality, and craftsmanship, and belong to China's national intangible 
cultural heritage. The most representative building of gray carving art is the Qinghui garden in 
Shunde, Foshan city, Guangdong province, China. Qinghui Garden was founded in 1607 and is 
one of the top ten gardens in China. It is the most exquisite garden of gray carving. It is a famous 
tourist destination in China with a mild climate, beautiful scenery and very convenient 
sightseeing. Qinghui Garden is rooted in the native culture of Lingnan on the basis of inheriting 
the traditional decoration methods of Chinese classical gardens. Qinghui Garden likes to use 
symbols, allegories, prayers and other decorative techniques to express Lingnan's unique folk 
customs through aesthetics. 

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The research design of this study involves qualitative methods of field surveys, direct 
observations, and literature analysis. The site of this field survey is one of China ’s top ten 
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gardens, Shunde Qinghui Garden with a history of more than 400 years. Its historicity, 
characteristics, and research objects of the subject are of key significance. The survey involves 
a wide range of fields, including folk customs Science, archaeology, linguistics, anthropology, 
and so on. We will directly observe the elements, pictures, structure, etc. of gray carving. At the 
same time, based on scientific books, academic papers, and reference to the research theories 
of the humanities, we will focus on the analysis of the regional culture and folk morals of gray 
carving in Lingnan. 

3. RESEARCH ON DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF GREY CARVING 

3.1. Bird Element 

Birds are a common element in gray carving art, often combined with flowers, similar to the 
theme of flowers and birds in Chinese painting. In the gray carving of Qinghui Garden, there are 
individual birds, pairs of playful birds, and groups of birds flying together. Usually, the drawings 
in gray carving murals have a theme and the theme is marked with text, but most of the murals 
have been damaged because of age, so the text on many murals is not clear. As shown in figure 
1, "sunset clouds and solitary ducks fly together", the theme of which comes from the poem 
"preface of king Teng's pavilion" in the Tang dynasty of China. The meaning of this poem is that 
the sunset clouds have fallen to the sea level, and the solitary ducks fly on the sea, and the water 
reflected by the sunset clouds is the same color as the sky. Therefore, in the picture, the stillness 
of sunset is compared with the dynamic of the flight of the solitary duck. This view corresponds 
to the beautiful view of Qinghui Garden. Part A in the picture shows that the solitary duck looks 
very proud and confident. Although the color has faded, golden spots can still be seen, just like 
stars shining. Part C is the theme of " sunset clouds and solitary ducks fly together " using 
Chinese lettering. 

 

 

Figure 1. The picture of Sunset Clouds and Solitary Ducks Fly Together 

 

Flowers and birds represent wealth and prosperity, full of vitality. Flower-and-bird paintings 
are full of the painter's wish for a rich life. As shown in Figure 2, part C in the picture, a flying 
bird is pecking towards a peony flower, maybe it is pecking at insects, or it just wants to fly to 
the branch to rest for a while. In Guangdong province, China, peony is the flower representing 
wealth and honor. A bird is flying to peony, just like the Cantonese are pursuing economic 
development, progress, and prosperity. 

 



World Scientific Research Journal                                                      Volume 6 Issue 7, 2020 

ISSN: 2472-3703                                                       DOI: 10.6911/WSRJ.202007_6(7).0028 

195 

 

Figure 2. The picture of birds' twitter and fragrance of flowers 

 

Each kind of bird element used in the gray carving has a storyline. As shown in Figure 3, the 
two birds are on the branch. From the appearance, they should be two parrots. The parrot on 
the left is turning its head to sleep, and the parrot on the right is looking upwards. It seemed to 
be watching whether there were enemies around it, or it saw prey. In the picture, the parrot's 
feathers are very lifelike, the movement and expression are very lifelike. The two parrots seem 
to symbolize the unswerving love, which makes people very envious. In addition to two parrots, 
a single bird can also perform a lively story. As shown in Figure 4, a rooster with his head up is 
pecking the plum blossom on his head. Although the chicken head is damaged, we can still see 
the momentum of the rooster and the strong power of its wings. Looking closely at the feet of 
the rooster in Figure 4, although only two joints are carved out, the dynamics of the rooster 
standing upright appear to be a rooster that will never fall. 

 

 

Figure 3.  

 

 

Figure 4.  
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The shape and dynamics of bird elements are the charm of gray carving art, and every kind 
of bird's movement is carved to lifelike. As shown in Figure 5, the peacock in the gray carving 
turned around, the two finches frolicked, the two parrots looked at each other, the lone duck 
arrogantly, the swan swimming and so on. 

 

 

Figure 5. Various bird elements gray carving parts 

 

Generally speaking, bird elements are more common in magpies, cormorants, parrots, cranes, 
and phoenixes, but they are rarely used alone, and they are usually used with flowers. But 
flowers are not the same. Flowers are often used alone, and they are also a common element in 
gray carving. 
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3.2. Flowers Element 

 

Figure 6. Fresco of flower elements 

 

Flower elements are more common in lotus, begonia, peony, orchid, narcissus and so on. In 
terms of plant elements, we can see such species as plum, orchid, bamboo, chrysanthemum, 
ancient pine and banana. As shown in figure 6, we can see the peony, lotus, bamboo and other 
elements in the mural appear alone without the accompanying birds, which is enough to 
support the whole picture. Therefore, we can learn that the elements of plants and flowers can 
be used alone in the art of gray carving, echoing the beauty of Qinghui Garden. 

 

Figure 7. Floral element mural after repair 
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In the gray carving mural in Figure 7, we can see the gray carving with color after restoration. 
Among the plant elements are peony, plum, bamboo, etc., but more common are peony. Because 
peony flowers symbolize prosperity in Guangdong, Hong Kong, and Macau, everyone likes 
peony very much. Therefore, we can see more peony in the gray carving works. 

3.3. Fruit Element 

 

Figure 8. Fresco of fruit elements 

 

Fruit is also a common element in the art of gray carving. It can be painted alone or mixed. 
For example, in Figure 8, we can see Lingnan good fruit such as pineapple, papaya, carambola, 
pomegranate, gourd and so on. We can also clearly see the inscriptions in the murals, which 
read "durian fragrance". There are two meanings, one is the fragrance of durian, and the other 
is the fragrance left. More is engraved with the words "heavily laden with fruit", meaning that 
people harvest, make great achievements, also means success. What's more, fruits can also 
appear together with flowers and birds to form a beautiful painting, which will further 
sublimate the theme of harvest. 
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3.4. Utensil Element 

 

Figure 9. Fresco of utensil elements 

 

Utensils are traditional Chinese crafts. The elements used in the gray carving include eight 
Taoist instruments, vases, musical instruments, ancient money, Medicine furnaces, ceramics, 
bronze and so on. Utensils are tools for holding things. As shown in Figure 9, we can see baskets 
with large pumpkins, vases with flowers, and jars. However, according to the data, the utensils 
element used in the gray carving are all daily necessities of people, and a small part is sacrificial 
items, such as incense burners. 
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3.5. Folk Element 

 

Figure 10. Fresco of folk elements 

 

Historical figures, folk stories, landscapes, flowers, and birds are all common themes of the 
art of gray carving. As shown in figure 10, we can see many details of the story, such as the 
posture of people drinking tea, drinking wine and taking a nap. Many folklore stories are 
silhouettes of people's lives, full of the intimacy of life. Lingnan is far from the political center 
and cultural center. Lingnan culture is a distant Confucian and secular culture. The architectural 
style tends to be more free, flexible and pragmatic. 

 

 

Figure 11. Fresco of various elements 

 

The allegorical and themed decorative themes commonly used in the Lingnan area include 
myths, folk customs, historical stories, exotic animals, flowers and fruits. Lingnan gray carving 
comes from life, many decorative patterns are a direct reflection of life experience. For example, 
the gray carved gables are often decorated with bats. In Chinese, bat homophone is the same as 
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"blessing". Despite her looks, she is hailed as a symbol of happiness and blessing because of her 
homophony. At the same time, her appearance also has the effect of deterring away bad luck 
and removing evilness. As shown in Figure 11, we can see that there are blessing beasts such as 
Kylin, Furui, etc. The gray plastic theme reflects the rich and diverse folk psychology, which fully 
reflects the thinking and spiritual needs of the people at that time. 

 

Figure 12. Gray carving for different purposes 

 

Shunde culture is a combination of foreign culture and native natural and humanistic culture. 
To carry forward the cultural charm of Qinghui Garden, we must emancipate our minds and be 
good at creating. Shunde's unique natural environment and climatic environment have 
cultivated Shunde's open, pragmatic, compatible and accessible cultural personality, which is 
reflected in Qinghui Garden's gardening philosophy and style, which is based on flexible 
changes in life. Qinghui Garden has a variety of architectural styles and is more flexible in the 
use of gray carvings. As shown in Figure 12, gray carving can be used for advertising pictures, 
arches, window decoration and so on. Grey carving can also be combined with Chinese and 
Western, such as the use of Romanesque arched doors and windows and Baroque stigmas, 
stone-made masonry ponds, cast iron flower stands outside the hall, and so on. Art creation 
must combine the protection, inheritance, and development of cultural heritage with the 
essence of foreign cultures. Qinghui Garden is a successful example of this kind of creation. 

 

 

Figure 13. Arches decorated with grey carvings 

 

Pursuing the elegance and realm of meaning is the tireless pursuit of masters of garden 
designers who have been engaged in garden design for more than a thousand years. It is also 
the charm of the famous Chinese classical garden. The infiltration and transformation of garden 
space are mainly formed through the treatment of space separation and connection. Many doors 
and windows of Qinghui Garden were decorated with gray carvings. Moreover, looking out the 
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doors and windows is a perfectly composed landscape painting, as shown in the third picture 
in Figure 12 and Figure 13. Qinghui Garden's concept of creating a sense of space is to separate 
a large space with appropriate connectivity so that people's vision can penetrate from one space 
to another, showing the spatial change of space. 

4. RESEARCH ON THE RESTORATION OF GREY CARVING 

 

Figure 14. Comparison before and after repair 

 

Gray carvings have a history of thousands of years. Because gray carvings of different 
generations have different degrees of damage, most of the gray carvings that can be seen will 
not be repaired. Only gray carvings with very serious damage will be repaired. As shown in 
Figure 14, its restoration is a renovation. We can see that the birds are almost invisible, or the 
shape of the flower is damaged, and the color is gone. Then it can be renovated and repaired, 
and the color can be repainted, or the composition and creation can be re-created. 
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Figure 15. Comparison before and after repair 

 

However, the repair method in picture 15 is different from that in picture 14. As shown in 
Figure 15, it is a partial repair. We can see that only the head of the bird is damaged, the flower 
shape is intact and only the color disappears. We can perform a partial repair to maintain the 
original ancient charm. 

5. DISCUSSION 

He so-called "symbol" is actually a medium with a certain referential meaning, and its role is 
to facilitate the mutual communication and communication between people. Thus, the symbol 
can be understood as a carrier that has a certain symbolic meaning and can carry the message 
sent by the two sides of the interaction. In the development process of Lingnan grey carving 
decoration, its technical characteristics, cultural era spirit, and humanities are closely related. 
In the course of historical development, Lingnan is far from the political center of Beijing, and 
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Guangzhou has always been a trading port. The Western culture brought by Hong Kong and 
Macau has influenced the political, economic, and cultural development of the Pearl River Delta. 
Due to the relationship between Guangzhou, Hong Kong, and Macao, the grey carving art has 
thus integrated with western culture and spread to southeast Asia, becoming an element 
symbol in modern history. Because of the development of various places, the current research 
on the culture of gray carving has been full of limitations, and the interpretation of the symbols 
of gray carving elements in different regions is also different. Therefore, this study focuses more 
on the interpretation of traditional gray carving in ancient literature. 

6. CONCLUSION 

The grey carvings have strong lingnan characteristics because they are located in the south 
of lingnan and are influenced by the unique geographical environment, natural climate and 
economic culture rooted in lingnan. The essence of Lingnan culture is fully displayed in Lingnan 
gardens. Lingnan people pursue the truth of life, pay attention to the process and significance 
of life, and care about and need the experience of reality and body and mind, not staying on the 
surface of the decoration and illusory elegance. Gray carvings contain a variety of blessings and 
auspiciousness, the pursuit of happiness, the pursuit of children and wealth. It expresses the 
unique value orientation of being realistic and practical and applying to the world. The culture 
of gray carving embodies the charm of the water town in the Pearl River Delta and the language 
charm of Cantonese. For example, take the bottle as homophonic as decorative patterns, 
meaning for the peace of the "ping". Taking grapes as decoration, it means more children and 
more happiness. There are also Lingnan characteristics of papaya and star fruit and other 
tropical fruits, meaning a good harvest. There are also homonyms for "wish" in Cantonese, 
"bamboo" and "fish" as decorative patterns, which are unique to Lingnan. 
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