CRAFTSMANSHIP OF
MOTHER OF PEARL INLAY
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INTRODUCTION TO
MOTHER-OF-PEARL
INLAY CRAFTSMANSHIP
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"Mother-of-pearl inlay," also known as shell inlay, is
a traditional decorative technique where shells are
embedded into wood or lacquerware. Shells were
historically regarded as symbols of wealth, which is
why mother-of-pearl inlay became a luxurious
embellishment on furniture. The technique of
mother-of-pearl inlay can be divided into two types.
One 1s thin mother-of-pearl inlay and the other one
1s thick mother-of-pearl inlay. Thin mother-of-pearl
inlay involves grinding the shell into thin, delicate
pieces, which are then cut into intricate patterns and
adhered to the surface of wood or lacquer by using
glue or lacquer. This method is commonly seen in
Japanese lacquerware. , Our progarm follows the
thick mother-of-pearl inlay technique, The thickness
is maintained between 2 to 3 millimeters.
Approximately 1.5 to 2 millimeters is carved into the
wood, and the shell is then inlaid into it before the
surface is smoothed. Thick mother-of-pearl inlay
not only requires meticulous attention to details but
also demands extensive carving and cutting
techniques, making it a highly valued traditional

craft with significant artistic merits.
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Mother-of-pearl inlay was introduced to Taiwan
around 1950. Hsinchu was a major county for
furniture craftsmanship hundreds of skilled artisans.
However, due to the complex production process
and the difficulty of sourcing materials. This
traditional technique has gradually faced decline
and the risk of being lost. In an effort to revive and
pass on the art of lacquer inlay, Warden Tseng
Wen-Chin personally visited Hsinchu’s nationally
recognized master artisan, Chen Fu-Chiang, hoping
to bring this traditional craftsmanship into the
prison system. This initiative led to the
establishment of the Lacquer Inlay Craft Workshop,
paving an unexpectedway for the sustainability of
this heritage. It also embodies the philosophy that
"Craftsmanship is a form of spiritual practice, and

creation is a means of healing."
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INSTRUCTOR

INTRODUCTION

National Treasure Lacquer Inlay Master — Mr
Chen Fu-Chiang is currently recognized as a
preserver of Hsinchu City's Cultural Heritage. He is
of Chen Chih-Sheng, the

first-generation inheritor Together with his father,

also the son

he contributed to the production of furniture for
prestigious establishments such as Zhongshan Hall,
the Shilin Official Residence, and the Grand Hotel
Taipei. Now over 70 years old, Master Chen
Fu-Chiang dedicated  to

mother-of-pearl inlay works, never wavering in his

remains creating
passion and commitment to this traditional craft.
More than just a highly skilled artisan, he is a
practitioner of cultural preservation and a social
educator. He has transformed mother-of-pearl inlay
into a medium for life education, planting the seeds

of art within the high walls of prisons.
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APPRENTICESHIP
CEREMONY
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To reinforce the determination to passing on the
mother-of-pearl inlay technique in Hsinchu within the
prison Traditional
Ceremony and Mother-of-Pearl Inlay Skill Exhibition
was held in the Auditorium on March 8,2024. This
eventshowed the spirit of respect for teachers and

students of the

system, a Apprenticeship

dedication to learning. The

mother-of-pearl inlay program presented the

traditional Six Ceremonial Gestures of Respect to

09

their teacher, symbolizing their reverence and
commitment to hard work. They also followed
ancient customs by preparing Apprenticeship
Invitations and Return Invitations as part of the
formal disciple-acceptance ritual. This ceremony
marked the beginning of a new chapter in the
continued legacy of

mother-of-pearl  inlay

craftsmanship at the prison.
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TRANSFORMATION
AND REBIRTH-—

A New Life Path Bestowed
By Mother-of-pearl Inlay
Art Trechnique

Since the establishment of the mother-of-pearl Inlay Workshop on March 30, 2023, the
students have continuously acquired new knowledge and refined their craftsmanship
daily. They have mastered various techniques, including cutting shell inlay materials,
assembling and adhering inlays, and polishing shell components to a fine finish. Gradully
, the students are now capable of creating exquisite and practical craftworks.

On June 19 of the same year, the workshop transitioned into an independent
operation,and started to produce mother-of-pearl inlay products. Items such as
double-sided mirrors and wooden combs have become exclusive signature products of
the prison. This initiative deeply integrates "correctional education" with "intangible
cultural heritage preservation," redefining prison as notonly a place of discipline but also
a platform for craftsmanship and spiritual healing

Through mother-of-pearl inlay artistry, the student transfrom their broken past into the
brilliance of art, proving through their actions that—regardless of past
mistakes—anyone who is given the opportunity and guidance can become an artisan

capable of creating beauty.
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THE MOTHER-OF-PEARL
INLAY PROCESS

25 STEP
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Design Patterns

Create a design based on
the size of the wood to be
inlaid. The pattern should
be appropriately sized,
avoiding excessive
decoration. Traditional
motifs with auspicious
meanings, such as flowers,
animals, and landscapes, are
commonly used.
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Decompose Patterns

After finalizing the design,
break it down into
components, number each
part, and cut the design into
smaller sections by using
scissors.
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Selecting Shells

Prepare the shells by
cleaning their surfaces and
removing defective parts.
Match their luster, color,
and texture to enrich the
design.
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Pasting the Shells

Cut the design into sections
and paste each section onto
the shell using white glue or
adhesive.

P 2450

EEAT R TR B
A% T DT

H5& o

% 5 > HE i
PR A T EIC iR %
RO FIERECHBRZ YW
LET,

Saw Wires

Use a traditional bamboo
tool tied with steel wire to
cut the shell manually.
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Saw Shells

Precisely cut the shells along
the pattern lines to shape
the inlays.
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Trim Shells

Sand the edges of the cut
shells with a high-speed
grinding wheel to remove
roughness and refine the
shapes.
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Flatten Shells

Smooth both the front and
back surfaces of the shells
while maintaining adequate
thickness.
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Assemble Patterns

Combine the prepared shell
pieces tightly, ensuring there
are no gaps between them.
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Combine

Use glue to fix the
assembled shells together.
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Arrange and Fix

Place the assembled shells
onto the wood or object in
the desired arrangement.
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Draw Lines

Trace the edges of the shell
shapes to create a clear
outline on the surface.
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THE MOTHER-OF-PEARL
INLAY PROCESS
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Remove Shells
Temporarily remove the
shells to prepare for carving
grooves.
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Make Grooves

Use a trimmer to carve
grooves on the wood
according to the guidelines,
and then clean out the wood
dust.
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Inlay Shells

Insert the shells into the
grooves in order , ensuring a
snug fit. Adjust if necessary.
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Glue and Fix

Apply glue inside the
grooves to secure the shells.
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Fill Scams

Check for large gaps
between the shells and
wood. Use wood powder,
pearl powder, or soil to fill
them.
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Smooth

Sand the surface to remove
any excess glue and ensure
smoothness.
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Smooth Again

Ensure the inlaid shells are
level and smooth by sanding
them again.
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Draw Carving Lines

Use a pencil or black pen to
sketch lines on the shell
surface to guide carving,
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Carve Lines

Enhance the layers and
details by carving the shell
surface with an electric
engraving pen or knife.
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Rinse

Clean the surface with a
damp cloth to reveal the
carved lines.
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Apply Black Soil

Coat the inlaid surface with
a layer of black soil and let
it dry.
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Polish Again

After the black soil dries,
polish the surface with
sandpaper to make the
black lines on the shells
stand out.
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Z STEP THE MOTHER-OF-PEARL
INLAY PROCESS

I8 FER
T e b AR R AR AR
TR EEREEN IR

IRy RS717
AV S UN:
F L CHEL EHLET,

Wax and Complete
Apply wax to the final
product and polish it for a
brighter and more vibrant
finish.
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