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Sincc the ancient times, incenses are Prccious substance ubiquitous]g used in rc[igious
ceremonies, me&icine, cuisine, [iturgies and so on. In Nativity, the three wise men from
the Orient Prcscntcd to baby Jesus frankincense and myrrh, which were as valuable as go!cl
and were symbo[s of honour and holiness. Ancient Eggptians used frankincense and mgrrh
to embalm dead bodies. For thousands of years, gum and animal essence were often used in
Chinese medicine. The sensations given b}j various kinds of scents and aromas can be the reasons
for their aPP]ications, meanings and all sorts of social behaviour so derived- but this is a cleep
issue to Ponc{cr. As a kind of material culture, anthropologists have well noted the chvcrsitg and

complexit9 of incense in areas of food, gcndcr, religion, c’cl'micitg, consumerism and many more.
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necense culture & anthropology
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China has a long history of making incense,
the technology of which had great improvements
during Song (960-1279) and Ming (1368-1644)
dynasties. Ancient books on making incense such
as “Recipe for Incense” (Song), “Chen’s Family
Recipe for Incense” (Song) and “Historical Records
of Incense” (Ming) are handed down for generations
till today. In the past, incense was usually made into
forms of cakes or pellets. The major ingredients
included fragrant wood (e.g. costus, agarwood,
sandalwood), medicinal plants (e.g. Sichuan
lovage, Angelica dahurica, black atractylodes
rhizome), spice (e.g. cinnamon, clove, star anise),
gum (e.g. frankincense, benzoin resin, camphor/
Dryobalanops), and even animal ingredients such
as musk and ambergris. Depending on their
ingredients, the price of incenses varied so that
people of different income or social classes could
afford. In contrast to the burning of incense sticks
of an array of sizes and shapes today, in the past
incense cakes and pellets were baked in low heat
to emit fragrant fumes. In later centuries incense
tree became the main ingredient for making
incense products, which gave slightly different
scents at different temperatures. The extensive use
of incense tree was a milestone in incense culture.

Agarwood is also called “eaglewood” due to its distinctive appearance.
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Aquilaria crassna from Vietnam is the jewel of all agarwood.

Japanese incense art (of which Shino School and Oie School

are the main schools) claims Aquilaria crassna the classic of
Vietnamese agarwood and refer it as “kyara”, which means
black in Sanskrit.
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In my field studies among a number of Asian
countries, the history and application of incense is
intertwined with the socio-cultural relations of India,
Japan, China and the Middle-East. For instances,
traditionally Indians alleviate pain by massaging
the aching areas with agarwood oil; Chinese put
agarwood in medicine to soothe stomachache;
Japanese practice incense art (kodo) to relive
the ancestor’s yearning for nature; and Arabians
apply incense in religious rituals and to express
their social status. Agarwood oil is also used in
perfumes manufactured in European and Western
countries. Due to cultural difference, perfume
in Asian communities is largely associated with
spirituality instead of sex and desire as in the West.

Anthropological discussions on material
culture in recent years emphasize more on
socio-cultural diversity demonstrated through the
passing-on of the object, which differ from those
decades ago when the focus was on the analysis of
the appearance of the object or its exchange value.
When the studied object appears in multi-country

or multi-ethnic cultural network, the socio-political
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relations and globalized cultural phenomenon
revealed are more complex and fruitful.
My interest in incense making and
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agarwood trade has grown over the years.
| hope to investigate the history of incense
manufacture in Hong Kong and even China
and the development of agarwood trade in
Southeast Asia, and from these investigations
we may rethink the contradictions between

KEMEDANGAN GAHARU
WEMEDANGAN TGC

preserving cultural heritage and industry, and
nature conservation. So what is incense?
Why is it so important culturally- among Asian
countries? Let’s start from a story about
agarwood in Hong Kong.

EERMENNEHEWE 7 FXSHRNE
Various kinds of agarwood displayed in
Indonesia Agarwood-Association in Jakarta
e T I A . gt e i £l e T,
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Bﬂong Kong & Agarwood
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Agarwood, also known as aloeswood,
eaglewood, gaharu, jinko or oud, is a dark,
resinous heartwood of the family Thymelaeaceae
native to tropical lowland from East India to West
Papua. Today Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia,
India, Malaysia and Indonesia are major exporting
countries of agarwood and its resins, whereas
those yielded in Guangdong, Guangxi and Hainan
of China are mainly for domestic consumption.

The name of Hong Kong is closely related to
agarwood. According to the earlier investigation
by Professor Lo Hsiang-lin, a renowned historian
and researcher in Hakka culture, Shek Pai Wan
(nowadays Aberdeen) of Hong Kong Island was
already a vibrant hub of Aquilaria sinensis (a kind
of agarwood available mainly in South China)
trade during Song and Ming dysnasties where
this fragrant wood source was exported to other
regions. Hong Kong - “fragrant harbour” - was thus
named. Although the trade of Aquilaria sinensis
had ceased for more than 200 years, incense
making remained an important light industry of
Hong Kong for sometime. Sir James Haldane
Stweart Lockhart, who served as Register General
and Colonial Secretary of Hong Kong during
1895-1902, also pointed out in his report on
the New Territories that the villages at the foot
of Tai Mo Shan were key supply bases of Hong
Kong’s incense making industry. Till the end of
the 19th century, incense powder were ground by
watermills. Hill streams gave power to watermills of
the villages of Tai Mo Shan, such as Tso Kung Tam.

ED fE BB hNEZ BRAE T M B KSE

Perfume shop on Jalan Condet, Jakarta, Indonesia
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Large amount of incense products made from finely
ground powder were exported mainland China and
Chinese communities in Southeast Asia. Later,
the upper course of streams of Tai Mo Shan were
polluted by dyeing, and grinding incense powder
was soon left off. At the same time, the process
of grinding incense powder was mechanized, and
watermills in Hong Kong gradually vanished. In the
following decades, with increasing rent and keen
competition from mainland China, incense making
industry in Hong Kong was literally stamped out.
Many Hong Kong incense brands still exist, yet
all manufacturing processes were completed in
mainland China. Although incense products that
are exported via Hong Kong to Southeast Asia are
way less than those from Taiwan and mainland
China, during my field investigation in Singapore
and Indonesia, Hong Kong incense brands still
enjoy a very good reputation over there.

Apart from transporting incense products
centuries ago and incense making in the last
century, Hong Kong was famous for making
sandalwood fan in 1960s and 70s. Fan-making
houses sold quality sandalwood fans in Hong Kong
and overseas. Today, Hong Kong has only scant
amount of agarwood trade with Japan or with the
Chinese medicine shops in Central District and
Sheung Wan. Singapore has taken over Hong
Kong as the major transit port of agarwood due
to its geographical and cultural advantages with
Southeast Asia and the Middle-East, where the
buyers are.

03 P AL B HT B OKBE R R
Display of a perfume shop in Arab Street, Singapore
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Agarwood wholesale trade in Jakarta, Indonesia
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An lIrian Jaya (now West Papua)

Papuan agarwood from Indonesia. The
agarwood pieces were collected from a swamp.

Most of the agarwood you see in Hong Kong
today are species from Vietnam and Indonesia,
each with their distinctive aroma. Vietnamese
agarwood is crispy while the Indonesian species
is richer. People in Hong Kong prefer Vietnamese
agarwood more in general. There is a wide range
of price and grade of agarwood from different
parts of the Indonesian archipelagoes, such
as Sumatra, Kalimantan, Java, Sulawesi and
Papua. Indonesia exports mainly three kinds
of agarwood - Aquilaria malaccensis, Aquilaria
filaria, Gyrinop spp. The export amount tops
the world. According to my field investigation,
Indonesia exports the world’s 70% to 80% of
agarwood, which amounts to 600 to 700 tonnes
per year. In recent years Indonesia’s agarwood
export numbers further stand out as neighbouring
countries like Malaysia turn rainforests into palm
plantations to produce palm oil.
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Indian agarwood is darker in colour. This
piece of agarwood is a resin embedded heartwood.
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But the way agarwood is gathered in

Indonesia nowadays is quite different from what it
was like in other Southeast Asian regions decades
ago. During a field study last summer, a Malaysian
Chinese merchant told me that earlier last century
in Borneo, agarwood was mainly collected by
native Punan tribes, who then sold the agarwood to
other native tribes like Kayan or Kenyah, and from
them local Chinese would buy. These agarwood
pieces were gathered from fallen branches or barks
in the rainforests. They were limited in amount and
were very precious. Since 1980s the Middle-East
became rich because of oil output, and they soon
became the main purchasers of agarwood. The
huge demand for agarwood prompted extensive
logging of trees to extract resins. This is literally
killing the goose that lays the golden egg, and has
aroused much concern internationally.

A recent news report revealed that import of
agarwood to UAE has tripled over the last four years
- from 56 tonnes in 2004 to 162 tonnes in 2007.
This is an alarming figure. According to a report
on the use and trade of agarwood by TRAFFIC -
an international wildlife trade monitoring network,
it clearly revealed that UAE and Saudi Arabia
have taken over the traditional markets of Japan
and Taiwan as the largest agarwood importing
countries, while the demand for agarwood in
mainland China has also increased significantly.
To Indonesia, the demand in agarwood means
revenue, but this also worries the international
world on the sustainability and conservation of
rainforests. Kangwang Road in Guangzhou of
China has been a major jade market of southern
China. Recently agarwood shops began to appear
one after another. It is not surprise that agarwood
collection is catching on big in China’s affluent
coastal cities.
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The problems of unscrupulous yielding of
agarwood are not confined to Southeast Asia, they
have also happened here in southern China. In late
1990s, a large piece of wild native agarwood forest
was discovered in Dongguan. The interest in the
history of agarwood was thus rekindled. The incense
market of Liaobu in Dongguan was once one of the
four major market towns of Guangdong. There are
still a number of well-kept architectures from Ming
and Qing dynasties. The township government of
Liaobu organized a forum on incense culture to
discuss the potential of consolidating the town as
an incense-culture tourism destination. | hope that
we can understand more about incense culture,
and strike a balance between conservation of wild
agarwood and the wholesome development of the
incense industry. Only by this can we preserve both
precious natural resource and cultural heritage.
The scent of agarwood is long lasting; and the
production and application of agarwood is an
exemplar of cultural interaction and diversity in
Asia. Ancient wisdom and knowledge on incense
making and incense art are living witness of cultural
diversity, and they give insights into the context of
intercultural relations and preserving world heritage
from a transnational perspective. "é’
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In mainland China, Aquilaria sinensis is listed as a category Il protected plant in the “List of Wild
Plants under State Protection” since 1999. The species is also listed in the 2000 IUCN Red List of
Threatened Plants published by The World Conservation Union (IUCN), and regulated under the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). In Hong Kong, Aquilaria
sinensis has been well-preserved by both former villagers and local legislation, including the Country
Parks Ordinance (Cap. 208) and Forests and Countryside Ordinance (Cap. 96). Maximum penalty of
violating of the ordinance involves a fine of HK$25,000 and one year in prison.
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