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LATER EUROPEAN AND CHINESE AMBER
ARTWORKS

By the late 18th century amber had fallen out of fashion,
displaced by newer luxury materials such as porcelain.

Only in the Baltic regions did it continue to be valued as

a national heritage. In terms of style, 19th-century Baltic
designers retained the original shape of the raw amber in
their jewellery and decorations as much as possible. In Ching,
amber had fully entered the Chinese artistic repertoire by the
Ming dynasty (1368-1644), with artists transforming amber
pieces info miniature creations that catered to the taste of the
elites. Qing rulers (1644-1911) continued to hold amber in
high esteem, perhaps due to their shared ancestry with the
Qidan, their nomadic precursors. Qing artworks demonstrate
great technical mastery, exploiting amber’s various colours to
achieve very different effects.
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20TH-CENTURY AMBER

Between the two World Wars, European designers like Cartier,

Mauboussin, and Lacloche Fréres, combined amber with gold,
diamonds, and coral in wonderful Art Deco designs. For the
middle-class market, amber accessories were fashionable,
such as men’s cufflinks and cigarette holders. In the Baltic
states, amber’s role was affected by the Soviet occupation;
countries like Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and Poland became
centres of amber mining and production. Workshops
produced such standardized objects as tankards, candlesticks,
and necklaces for the tourists. Only after the Soviet occupation
did local artists and designers begin reviving amber’s artistic
heritage and traditional styles, leading to a rejuvenation in
amber jewellery and design.

— it 4ea9E53A

EMRERREZE » BUNBIERSmEI0-REE » Mauboussin
Mlacloche FreresiiEiniims ~ SHAMMMIES > RME
SRS EM AL E - AREREKHIET » FRIAEHYE
176 > SIINAES TN RERSE - ERFINERNHEX
1% A RITIAAMINKS| 7] o FEREREER » BRHHE AN
STIINNAE o UMEIE - fRED - 2 EEAIKMEER
P ATIAR R R EERD - TIEARELEEMEER « &
HE ~ BEMRRE ERMHGES - EEIFHLGBETE > 4t
BYZRAIT 5 R sk 5t Bl 75 74 A SR ERIR Y AT R St S (B AL
% > BEIRINE A ERET o

CONTEMPORARY WORKS IN AMBER

Few European designers work with amber today, in part
because of Modernism’s rejection of decorative elements,
and in part because of amber’s limited availability. However,
a renewed interest in traditional arts and crafts has led

to creative and often startling uses of amber, for instance
on furniture and ornamental objects. In the Baltic regions,
artists are consciously reappropriating amber, a material
seen as representing their culture for thousands of years.
Their new explorations highlight amber’s multi-faceted role
as an independent object, a compositional element, and a
decorative feature within a larger design.
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CODA: FAKE AMBER

The history of fake amber is almost as long as that of amber
itself. Both Roman and ancient Chinese authors document the
fabrication of materials that mimic amber and deceive buyers.
Over the ages more sophisticated means have produced
better imitations, especially with the use of 20th- and 21st-
century technology. For instance, synthetic materials can
simulate the translucent quality and texture of amber, while
adding amber powder can replicate its smell. These make it
more difficult to distinguish the true from the false, although a
few traditional methods can still work—by the object’s weight
(amber is extremely light and floats in water); by its smell when
heated (for a pinecone odour); and by its appearance under
ultraviolet light (amber will glow blue or green).
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AMBER: BALTIC GOLD

Divided into six sections, the exhibition highlights key moments
in amber’s artistic trajectory over the last 4,000 years. The first
infroduces its origins and its significance for scientific research;
the second presents ancient amber objects from the Baltic
regions; the third focuses on amber art during the Liao dynasty
and in medieval Europe; the fourth traces amber’s popularity in
the Ming and Qing dynasties, in contrast to its decreasing use
in 19th-century Europe; the fifth explores amber’s role in 20th-
century Latvia; and the last looks at amber in contemporary
artworks. The exhibition concludes with a few examples of
fake or composite amber masquerading as original pieces.

IR RENEREE

REDZNERD - ERFINEB AN T EE2MHMBT PRI
BEFZ c F—MWONBIIENEFRREHRBEMANES >
BEORTKERNSMENEAFNERIRIEXY > =
WA REFRARPHACENAITTIREN > BB EMIRIA
ERRBRAR TR E R —H BN E At AC R IRIRRI A
RN > BEEARRIFINE T HCHRETNAR > &
BREAZM RPN > MEEUAGEHEHAITIHE
m {E4E ©

AMBER'S CONTRIBUTION TO GEOLOGY
AND PALAEONTOLOGY

Amber results from fossilization which occurs when the original
resin is protected from all natural degradation. The sudden
insertion of the resin material into the ground triggers the
fossilization during which the organic elements are replaced
by mineral elements contained in the soil. The oldest pieces of
Baltic amber date back more than 35 million years. Fossilized
amber is a treasure trove for palaeontologists, providing
precious information about the original ecosystem. Amber

can entrap small vertebrates or more often invertebrates like
insects. By studying these, scientists can determine their species
(discover new ones) and better understand the evolution of
early life on earth.
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ANCIENT AMBER

Amber was already being used as early as the Upper
Palaeolithic period (40,000 to 10,000 BCE). In Latviq,
processed amber survives from the Middle Neolithic Period
(around 4,100 BCE). Baltic peoples started trading amber
quite early and it appears in China around 1,000 BCE, valued
both as a fragrance and even more as a gemstone. While
some amber pieces survive from the Han dynasty (202 BCE-
220 CE), these reflect the localized influence of trade rather
than a genuine appreciation of amber itself. Only under the
influence of nomadic kingdoms in North China, especially that
of the Liao dynasty (207-1125) established by the Qidan, does

amber emerge as a highly prized artistic material.
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AMBER IN EARLY MODERN EUROPE AND
THE LIAO DYNASTY

The Liao dynasty (916-1125) and the nomadic kingdoms

were especially fond of amber—a taste not initially shared by
the Han population. The Liao greatly valued amber obijects,
especially long amber necklaces worn by the nobility, and
their amber jewellery, pendants, and small figurines display

a high level of craftsmanship. In Europe, the wars of religion
directly affected the amber trade. German rulers occupied the
Baltic regions—the main source of amber—and controlled its
harvesting and production. As Protestant states, the German
Baltic regions focused more on creating secular artworks and
kept the highest quality amber for themselves. Catholic states,
however, had a great need for more religious amber artefacts,
such as rosaries and chaplets, then fabricated using cheaper

beads.
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