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Aerial view of Phuket, 
showing the beauty of 
the Banyan Tree resorts.
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The Banyan Tree logo 
on a small goblet in 
Chiang Mai, Thailand.
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DEDICATION

“Women weaving 
The threads of life,
Tapestry of colours
Together, we unify.

We bond and ignite
The flame within
Thrive and define
The Goddess inside.

This narrative on the Pride of Craft 
salutes all the men and women who 
have laboured with their hands to 
produce all that is naturally beautiful 
and useful in daily living.

It is a tale celebrating the 
perseverance of Banyan Tree  
leadership  and management in 
aligning business and community by 
reinforcing creative development and 
upholding a sustainable economy.       

Our salute to all the associates 
in Banyan Tree Gallery, past and 
present, who believed in our 
business ethos and together helped 
build our collective memory in this 
meaningful journey.



OUR NARRATIVES: SHOPPING AS ART

Recognised as a responsible community 
retailer and winning awards for its efforts 
over two decades, Banyan Tree Gallery 
is a business narrative driven by culture, 
heritage and entrepreneurship. Our 
journey in commissioning village artisans 
to produce a whole range of products — 
pottery, ceramics, basketry, woodwork, 
fabrics, metalwork — sharpened our 
heightened sense of the need to conserve 
traditional skills by producing what is 
contemporary and market relevant.
 
We recognise that embedded in these craft 
creations the numerous hours of work 
that women and men have committed to 
producing them; and the generations of 
wisdom and skills which our forebears 
have passed on to us. We take pride in craft 
by accessorising the Banyan Tree group of 
hotels, our homes and public spaces with 
village handiwork and artisanal creations. 
This mission returns dignity to craftsmen, 
and makes shopping in Banyan Tree 
Galleries an artful experience.

Claire Chiang, founder of Banyan Tree Gallery

FOREWORD

A pair of hands support 
planet Earth,  a reminder 
that we must be united 
and nurture our children 
to be tomorrow’s leaders, 
as we strive to make the 
world a better place.
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Ceramic bowls await 
the kiln at Chiang 
Mai Celadon in 
northern Thailand.



  
Banyan Tree products in 
the middle of production 
at a crafts village in 
Chiang Mai, Thailand.

Dream big, think like an artist — and then 
work tirelessly to reach your dreams. It’s 
the kind of notion that could describe many 
of Asia’s success stories, and no less so than 
those of entrepreneurial Singaporean couple 
Ho Kwon Ping, and his wife and business 
partner, Claire Chiang. As the pair — and the 
brand that they built, Banyan Tree Hotels 
and Resorts — reflect upon two successful 
decades in business, it is important to focus 
on the fact that their story is one of resilience 
and creativity. For this was no direct and 
convenient path to fame and acclaim, and it 
was one that could not have been achieved 
without the help and buy-in of all the brand’s 
stakeholders, at each level of the organisation. 

Just as Claire would discover when it 
came to investing in artisan suppliers for her 
fledgling retail brand, Banyan Tree Gallery, 
the owners of this distinctly Asian brand of 
boutique hotels would also find out that their 
open-hearted investment in people would not 
only provide the brand a sustainable base for 
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growth, but it would pay them back — with 
interest — when the going got tough. 

Both founding partners had set off with 
a vision for the company that went beyond 
dollars and cents. They wanted a brand with 
heart, one that would go beyond economic 
considerations, and venture into ethics. 
When the couple started this family concern 
to diversify from agribusiness to resort 
development, the challenge facing them 
was to balance economic goals to appease 
the hardest profit-driven shareholders with 
the broader socio-environmental goals that 
could positively impact local communities.
From the outset, this mission was clearly 
and carefully established. Banyan Tree 
appeals not just to the wealthy, but also 
to those who seek a sanctuary for their 
senses and share the resort’s corporate 
ethos of environmental conservation and 
support for local communities. The name 
Banyan Tree itself hints at their philosophy, 
and resonates Bengali polymath Tagore 
Rabindranath’s refrain, “Trees are earth’s 
efforts to reach out to the listening heavens.” 
Endemic to India, this tree also represents 
Asian heritage and symbolises abundance, 
rootedness, shelter, protection and growth. 

For a global hospitality chain now with a 
presence in more than 25 countries, what 
is perhaps the most surprising fact is that 
the success of Banyan Tree was shaped 
by some measure of fortuity. “Our whole 
entrepreneurship career was actually 
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The exterior of Chiang 
Mai Celadon crafts village 
in Chiang Mai, Thailand.
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developed by chance,” Claire says. “We 
chanced upon this beautiful land in Phuket. 

We did not read the 1977 UN report that 
declared the land that we were developing 

was useless and undevelopable. Because 
we did not do our homework and 
because we were hot-headed young 
people, we decided nevertheless to do 
something with the land.”

Investing in a resort in Phuket with 
no beachfront seemed brave — but 
the abandoned tin mine needed 
significant work just to be fertile 
enough to grow a garden. 

The company pumped in 
a huge amount of money to 
recover the topsoil and brought 
in environmentalists, experts 
and business partners to create a 
destination that has since recovered 
and is now not only teeming with 

birds and fish but providing jobs for 
thousands of people. 

This move to rehabilitate the 
environment would also become a 

guiding ethos that Banyan Tree has 
sustained across its resorts and  

other subsidiaries. While many may 
focus on the success of the Banyan Tree, 

its story was one that was accentuated by 
bumps in the road, and more than just a 
little reinvention. The 1997 Asian financial 
crisis, the outbreak of SARS in the region 
in 2002–2004, and the 2004 Indian 
Ocean earthquake and tsunami were 
global events that impacted on the 
hospitality industry in a profound 
way, and could well have spelled the 
downfall of brands built on weaker 
foundations. But the resilience of 
the owners, their determination 
to use the downtime to further 
diversify — into growth areas 
such as spa and the gallery among 
others — and the ongoing support 
of their staff, helped see the Banyan 
Tree brand not only survive, but 
eventually flourish.

As the setbacks in Asia saw many 
companies relocate, and many fall, 
Banyan Tree managed to keep their 
heads above water because they 
stayed put, and stood their ground. 
“When the waves are hitting the 
beach, what do you do? You anchor. 
You put your feet down to the sand. You 
hold hands together so you’re stronger, 
forming a defence wall — you anchor and 
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support,” Claire says. “If you try to move 
forward,  
you’ll be swept by the waves. If you try to 
move backwards, you lose your balance. 
The thing is, if you don’t move, you’ll hold 
together stronger, resistant to the onslaught, 
and tilt your head above the water. And that’s 
what happened.”

Times were hard and sacrifices were 
shared at all levels. The staff pitched in, by 
having two dishes a meal, instead of the usual 
four. Everyone took one day off per month 
during the crisis periods. Other cost-cutting 
measures included management halving 
their salaries and staff taking unpaid leave, 
giving them an unexpected opportunity to 
learn the things that they had always wanted 
to, such as dancing and cooking.

When the good times returned, the 
company repaid the people who helped them 
through the crises and reinstated everything 
as it was before. Reflecting on the SARS 
crisis, Claire recalls a moving demonstration 
of loyalty by the staff. “We had 99.9 percent 
of staff pledge their commitment, and that’s 
when we all wore a band that said: ‘Unity in 
Diversity, Together We Unite’,” she smiles. 
“We’ve been through some tough times.”

Another key to growth was defining clearly 
what the brand stood for, and making sure 
that was clear and consistent across every 
level. At its core, the Banyan Tree brand 
value is about indigenisation, embracing 
the environment and empowering the 

community. These are corporate mission 
statements. So whether the brand operates 
as a hotelier, spa or gallery operator or is 
looking for partners and other people and 
partners to work with, the same mission 
values apply.

As the Banyan Tree Gallery brand grew, 
a lot of its work was in helping furnish each 
new Banyan Tree resort, a challenge that 
required specialist research into indigenous 
crafts, and research into the local 
culture and its artistic and architectural 
expressions. “We tried to create a sense 
of place in what we do,” Claire notes, “so 
we in turn take the inputs from the design 
team as to how they are going to accessorise 
the interior.” Often, the Gallery team 
would help to source or create the fabrics, 
ceramics and large-scale ornaments used 
across the resorts.

Furnishing all the resorts worldwide gave 
them the scope to support a number of local 
communities across the globe, too. And 
as they expanded, the work of the resorts’ 
procurement team gave Claire additional 
insight and contacts for stocking the 
Banyan Tree Gallery. 

The recurring motif of chance in Claire’s 
career had begun before 1994, when Banyan 
Tree Gallery was established. Tracing back 
to a key moment in 1989 , the evolution 
of the Gallery was, in part, inspired by an 
encounter when prominent women’s rights 
activist Shirin Fozdar approached 

Tassanee Yaja, the 
managing director at 
Chiang Mai Celadon, 
makes banana sticky rice 
sweets for students.
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An aerial view of  
Laguna in Phuket, taken 
in the eighties, showing 
the site of the first ever 
Banyan Tree resort.
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Claire for her assistance in a mission. Fozdar, 
knowing Claire’s background in sociology, had 
asked her to lend a hand in a Maun triangular 
cushion project initiated in the Yasothorn 
village community, north-east of Thailand. This 
encounter led to a commission for the Maun 
cushions and other traditional Thai crafts to 
furnish what were the first of the Banyan Tree 
resorts in Laguna Phuket. 

Not long after this encounter, Claire took 
part in a women’s development conference in 
Hanoi, Vietnam. The combination of the two 
encounters sparked a thought: how could she 
connect with village co-operatives, cutting out 
the middlemen — and possible exploitation — 
and help villages to realise a sustainable source 
of income? 

Revisiting the Thai village of Yasothorn 
provided an opportunity to further refine the 
concept. With her own eyes, she saw and found 
inspiration in the community, where work, 
family, play and kinship all rolled into one. 
Parents worked on their craft while supervising 
their children at play, and despite limited 
material wealth, they had discovered the joys 
of integrating work and family that many in 
high-powered jobs had failed to achieve. This 
community spirit struck a chord with Claire, and 
resonated with her childhood memories of 1950s 
Singapore, where she grew up with little, but 
where community was central to life.

Claire saw an opportunity: she could use 
her experience as a sociologist to enhance the 
status of women; and also start a meaningful 

business based on recognising the importance 
of female empowerment and self-dignity. And 
so the Banyan Tree Gallery was born. The 
birth of the first Banyan Tree Gallery flagship 
store in Banyan Tree Phuket in 1996 resulted 
in a profitable venture for the company and 
the artisans they worked with, while also 
empowering communities and protecting the 
heritage of craft.

Today, that one Gallery has grown 
considerably, with more than 80 outlets now 
spread across the world, showcasing indigenous 
crafts from spa accessories to home furnishings. 
The Gallery serves as a quintessential part of 
the Banyan Tree experience, giving guests the 
opportunity to immerse themselves in the 
culture of the locale and at the same time, helps 
to promote the traditional craft  of local artisans.

Those who have met Claire Chiang cannot  
fail to be impressed by her drive to get things 
done by escalating her visions to the highest 
levels to improve the world around her, be  
that encouraging the longevity of heritage  
crafts or making the lives of the artisan 
communities better. 

Banyan Tree has created transformative 
experiences, anchored by its core products: 
resort, spa and gallery. A stay with the brand 
goes beyond a mere holiday experience, but a 
stay — literally — for good. In fact, every aspect 
of the Banyan Tree has been designed with the 
intention of doing good in mind. 

There’s “Build for Good”, “Stay for Good”, 
“Meet for Good”, “Eat for Good”, “Spa for Good” 

An artisan’s hands 
covered in raw clay in 
Chiang Mai, Thailand.
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A worker holds up 
a tea pot shaped 
like an elephant in 
Chiang Mai, Thailand
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and at the Banyan Tree Gallery, the idea of 
“Gift for Good”. In their entirety, each of these 
pieces has been woven together to present a 
holistic experience, and a shared vision for a 
brand  
that successfully combines pampering with 
social responsibility.  

Although the opportunity to grow the idea 
exponentially is available, Claire prefers to 
keep the Banyan Tree Gallery on a close rein, 
in order to maximise the positive impact on the 
communities that promote the heritage of craft. 
The priority is to see Banyan Tree operations 
succeed, and to stay on course with the integrity of 
their mission. The Gallery satisfies guests who stay 
at their hotels. While e-commerce could offer even 
greater economies of scale, the risk would be to dilute 
the project’s soul and sense of mission. “You might get 
into commercial warfare with pricing and convenience. And 
that, for me, loses the breadth and depth of its impact,” Claire 
explains. 

Despite professing a love for craft traditions, and creations that 

you can feel and touch, Claire is not entirely averse to the 
benefits of a digital platform, to simplify training and 

education functions rather than to sell the craft. But 
more than anything, she hopes that it will drive people 

to physically go to the Banyan Tree destinations 
where they can experience the best of the shop and 

stay experience while also gaining a more total 
appreciation of the different types of craft, as art.

The Maun cushion that sowed the idea of a 
single Gallery has now seeded dozens of outlets 
across Banyan Tree resorts worldwide. “I was 
very happy with just doing one shop,” laughs 
Claire, “but now  we’re running more than 
80 stores. They’re meaningful, impactful 
and support the hotel.” For as long as resort 
expansion continues, so too will the Gallery 
flourish and grow. 

Yet though the Banyan Tree Gallery has 
flourished from its roots as a single showcase of 
artisan craftsmanship with that all-important 
sense of place, its core values remain. As a result 

of guests appreciating the works of the 
global collective of creators, 

many communities 
around the world 

have been able to 
improve lives, 

empower 
women 

and 

A man dips 
ceramics  
into a special 
glaze in Chiang 
Mai, Thailand.
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Artists in Chiang 
Mai, Thailand 
use their skills 
to breathtaking 
effect.
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As a language, craft is a thread that runs across the 
globe — a tapestry of age-old skills and traditional 
designs, handed down from generation to generation. 
Despite the thousands of miles separating 
craftspeople, there are ties that bind traditional 
craft industries globally. Eastern influences can 
be found in the West and vice versa — the result of 
the influence of explorers and travellers sharing 
indigenous products.

The Thai Craft Association (TCA), first launched 
by missionaries to encourage the promotion and 
longevity of craft, is a close partner of the Banyan 
Tree Gallery. The NGO was first established to help 
artisans earn a sustainable income from selling 
craftworks at a fair price, without exploitation 
by middlemen. Today, the TCA works with some 
70 artisan groups nationwide. The ethos around 
promoting a responsible craft trade is simple yet 

universal. By promoting the heritage of handicraft 
and enhancing the income of many scattered village 
producers, it is, in turn, more likely that craft 
can become a viable business. This then offers an 
alternative to low-level agriculture, which aside from 
being back-breaking work, can also be adversely 
affected by weather, soil degradation and other 
factors beyond the village’s control.  

 For instance, when unsustainable logging depleted 
the local forestry trade in the high slopes of northern 
Thailand, Mien villagers were forced to look to 
embroidery as an alternative income. For the tribal 
group, craft represents a regular source of income, to 
compensate for a diminishing return on agriculture.

With sustainability always a paramount concern, 
Banyan Tree Gallery tries to encourage the use of 
local materials over imports. The Gallery often assists 
craftspeople in blending their age-old techniques 

with materials that are more readily available and 
replaceable, such as weaving baskets with recycled 
paper instead of bamboo or grass. The product 
ranges have adapted and developed with a firm link 
to traditional techniques and are positioned for the 
prevailing tastes and environmental awareness of 
today’s buying market. Yet even to the well-trained 
eye, the work on each finished article still attests to 
its place of creation, and importantly, to techniques 
handed down through the generations. As such, a 
clear sense of place is maintained. 

For Claire and her team, they must visit and be 
immersed in each new destination to observe craft 
traditions and the spirit of the artisan, which serves 
as a powerful universal language that bridges cultural 
and language gaps. Searching and buying artisanal 
products for the Banyan Tree Gallery involves going 
beyond and transacting in different contexts, cultures 

and with different peoples all around the world, 
through art and through the items themselves. 

Creating an international craft emporium in 
Banyan Tree Gallery effectively showcases ethnic 
crafts, and helps to champion folklores and traditions 
to the rest of the world. Yet, it goes even deeper than 
communicating and bringing little known cultures 
and heritage to light. An important pillar for the 
Banyan Tree Gallery is the notion of empowerment 
through fair trade and the belief that by helping to 
design and produce a range of craft products, you 
can help safeguard the feeble, threatened heritage of 
craft, and empower its makers to improve their lives, 
and that of their families.

Improving the position of women within their 
communities is a key aim of Banyan Tree Gallery. 
Claire is the first to acknowledge that the best thing a 
mother can do for her daughter is to provide her 

A worker at  a crafts 
village in Chiang Mai, 
Thailand carves the 
Banyan Tree logo into a 
handmade ceramic piece.

A woman hand paints a 
small ceramic elephant 
in Chiang Mai, Thailand . 
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with an education. Despite few material 
possessions, it is what Claire’s own grandmother and 
mother did for her family: and it is one of her driving 
forces in helping to empower the craftspeople, who 
are predominantly women, to provide for their own 
children — especially for daughters in traditional 
cultures who often struggle to gain access to adequate 
schooling and opportunities. 

To this day, Claire’s maternal grandmother 
provides a constant source of inspiration. Originally 
a rubber tapper from Hainan Island in China, the 
family matriarch, despite being illiterate, had the 
drive and wherewithal to relocate her family to 
Singapore following the sudden death of her husband.

She had to handle everything in the plantation 
before emigrating, and was among the first, intrepid 
generations of people who left Hainan island, China, 
for Singapore. From her grandmother, Claire inherits 
the importance of self-sufficiency and independence  
— and to know one’s own destiny. Claire’s daughter, 
Ren Yung, also a keen exponent of craft, provides a 
constant reminder. “I see my grandmother’s hands in 
those of my daughter,” she smiles.

While the promotion of heritage and traditional 
craft may seem a challenge in a fast-paced world, 
it is interesting to note how in these times of mass, 
automated manufacturing, there has also been 
a nostalgic return to tradition — in particular, a 
look back to the notions of valuing heritage, craft 
and attention to detail. For many of the younger 
generation, learning to make things by hand again 
seems like a reaction against the idea that these age-
old techniques might die out.

Encouragingly, this same generation is also 
harnessing the power of technology and using the 
internet and social media to bring craft traditions 
to a wider audience, who may otherwise not have 

Claire Chiang, talking 
to traditional weavers 
about designing 
products for Banyan 
Tree’s Gallery. 
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had the opportunity to appreciate them. Claire says 
that it’s the thirst for meaning, and what the Gallery 
does that actually resonates and echoes their search. 
Her daughter, Ren Yung, founder of Matter, conducts 
around five trips each year to India, to look at block 
printers, find fabrics and design pants, which she sells 
online. 

Ren Yung is not new to being exposed to works of 
art and workmanship. When she was younger, Claire 
used to take her along on merchandising trips. Now she 
is doing it on her own — with a marketing spin, which 
Claire is as enamoured with as if the venture was her 
own. “She tells the story of each fabric and each motif, 
that goes into each pair of pants. It’s the pursuit of 
meaning, and finding it in what she does.”

Purposeful capitalism is what the Banyan Tree 
Gallery stands for and is a key reason it previously 
worked closely with companies like White Lotus, a 
craft-marketing agency focused on training and jobs 
for villagers in northern Thailand. Through the project, 
local women produce a range of saa paper products 
made from natural plant fibres, ensuring that both 
harvesting and production is ecologically sustainable.  

When they journey across the globe, the Banyan Tree 
team are not just sourcing products or interviewing 
artisans, but also looking to build meaningful ongoing 
relationships that will allow communities to not 
only arrive at financial independence, but to have the 
resilience to drive their own destinies.

When she holds conferences or talks to women, 
Claire now empowers them with the line, “Create your 
own village.” And in that village, she explains that 
autonomy means that anyone can be queen. Autonomy 
is a value that Claire learned from her mother, along 
with education, economic independence, reciprocity, 
recycling and conservation.

One of the greatest lessons Claire feels that she has 
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A woman hand paints a 
ceramic vase in Chiang 
Mai, Thailand.

A workers mixes glaze for 
ceramics at Chiang Mai 
Celadon crafts village in 
northern Thailand.

Banyan Tree 
customised tags 
for gift boxes.

been taught is inclusiveness, which lies at the core 
of the Banyan Tree philosophy. She grew up in a 
multicultural setting in Singapore’s Little India, with 
Indians, Malays and Chinese. Those early lessons in 
inclusiveness were a way of life as she regularly took 
food to Indian barbers or Malay neighbours — who 
returned the favour, especially when her mother had 
a stroke and was immobilised.

All of these life skills centre on building resilient 
communities, which drives the mission of the Banyan 
Tree Gallery. Through the Gallery and other related 
projects, the team attempts to help people leverage 
key competencies, drive them to look at goals, 
and help them to build a sustainable platform for 
craftsmen to earn an income while also preserving 
the heritage of craft.

Two decades of business experience have afforded 
Claire and her husband the opportunity to refocus 
on core beliefs formed years before. “Before I got 
married to Kwon Ping, we were always on buses, 
and we would see the need again and again for 
development in a more total sense — rather than just 
creating big companies. There’s a need for nurturing 
development at an appropriate level,” she explains. 

The opportunity to find a balance between work 
and family is another notion that Claire holds 
dear, something with which the fast-paced world 
of developed countries can often seem to be at 
odds. Through the Gallery, female weavers in 
Thailand were given the opportunity to find gainful 
employment without having to leave their villages or 
their families, producing pouches and slippers for the 
first Banyan Tree resort in Phuket. In another part 
of Thailand, the Banyan Tree Gallery also worked 
with Studio Naenna, a weaving cooperative launched 
by art historian Patricia Cheeseman in the 1980s, to 
revitalise traditional Thai textiles in a contemporary 

manner, fit for the modern world. Wherever 
possible, the craft found in Banyan Tree resorts  
has a sense of place, and is guaranteed to be the work 
of a local artisan. And where that work can be woven 
into the fabric of the interior of the resort, it is 
amplified. For example, in the Thai silk fabric covers 
for the Banyan Tree Spa menu produced by a Chiang 
Mai cooperative.

 It is not enough for these products to be purely 
pleasing to the eye. Claire and her team often visit 
the cooperatives to exchange ideas and enhance 
marketability. Working fairly and for a good price 
are paramount to the exchanges too; helping to build 
a relationship and a supply chain that will last, and 
benefit all those involved. 

The Gallery team knows that by creating 
something sustainable, many lives will be improved, 
so it’s equally important to know who is making the 
crafts, and how the efforts will contribute to sustain  
a community. 

A daughter, wife and mother, Claire knows the 
sacrifices women are willing to make for their 
families. By cultivating a spirit of entrepreneurship 
among the village women, the Banyan Tree is 
creating a win-win work family situation for all. It 
is important to her, then, to connect the goals of 
private enterprise with community development, 
to cultivate social entrepreneurism. This provides 
a means of living — and makes a vast difference 
between subsisting and poverty.

There’s no doubt that being personally entwined 
with the business, and its impact on the lives 
of others, can be an emotional affair. Claire 
acknowledges that in the early days, finding a 
balance could be a difficult task, ensuring that the 
products that arrived were suitable and that the 
costs were not prohibitive.
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Handcrafted by Thai 
artisans, the orchid motif 
seen on this green celadon 
vase is chosen for its 
association with complex 
and exquisite beauty.
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Reminiscent of Thailand’s lush green 
hills, the silky green-hued celadon 

ceramics have been a signature product 
of the kingdom for over 700 years. 

According to the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, celadon was so named  after the 
hero of a 17th century French comedy, 
whose robes were the same colour green.  
This style of ceramics was originally 
found in China, and later traced to Korea 
as well. The delicately cracked surface 
adds to their appeal, as does the rich 
jade green colour, infused by the iron 

and iron oxide in the clay. Some even 
consider the distinctive colour a man-

made attempt at replicating jade, the 
precious stone thought, by many 

Asian cultures, to bring good luck.

Simulating the delicate 
green of jade, crackle 
glaze celadon plates 
such as the one seen 
above, are integral to 
Thai culture and have 
been in production since 
the 10th century.

C R A F T E D  F R O M  C L A Y
The Pride of Craft
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The phoenix or phuong  in 
Vietnamese is a traditional 
emblem of virtue and grace 
and inspires the strong 
colours and elegant curves 
of this unique ceramic vase 
from Hanoi, Vietnam.

Ceramics is one of the most ancient art forms 
in the history of human civilisation. The first 

example, discovered in the Czech Republic, 
dates back to 24,000 BC, preceding even 

the advent of agriculture. From the 
processes of unearthing clay, to firing 

the moulded mix in sophisticated kilns, 
what is perhaps most outstanding 

in the process of creating these 
objects of art and function is man’s 
inventiveness and resolve to  
form a relationship with the Earth, 
through art. 

The root of the English word 
ceramic provides a glimpse into 
this intrinsic relationship with 
the earth. It is derived from the 
Greek keramos to mean potter or 

pottery, but the origin of the Greek 
word, dates back further in time to an 

ancient Sanskrit root meaning to burn. 
Combining both meanings from the 

Greek and Sanskrit, comes the ingenious 
idea of burning earth or substances, to 

create pots and jars that continue to help our 

Elephants have long been 
revered as symbols of royalty 
and strength in Thailand, and are 
used in the creative design of 
these cups for tea connoisseurs.

These blue celadon stoneware with 
swimming fish motifs capture the 
movements of the sea. Aside from 
everyday uses to store food and 
liquids, they are particularly treasured 
for their ornamental value.  

daily lives. The beauty of ceramics is such that the 
creation process translates across borders, although 
the creative expression may differ from the East 
to the West — depending on natural landscape and 
topography. Reminiscent of Thailand’s lush green hills, 
the silky green-hued celadon ceramics, for instance, have 
been a signature product of the kingdom for over 700 years.  

This style of ceramics originated in China, and later traced 
to Korea as well. The delicately cracked surface adds to their 
appeal, as does the rich jade green colour, infused by the iron 
and iron oxide in the clay. Some even consider the distinctive 
colour a man-made attempt at replicating jade, the precious 
stone thought, by many Asian cultures, to be a status symbol or 
to bring good luck.

Despite the commercial viability and convenience of plastic, 
Banyan Tree was intent on using the more sustainable and 
local celadon ceramics in the commission of containers for 
its guest toiletries. Introducing celadon items, such as the 
signature celadon oil burner with the Banyan Tree logo, was 
a deliberate move by Banyan Tree to invest more into its 
guest amenities, while helping to reduce long-term harm 
to the environment. Working with kilns in Thailand, the 
company was able to produce green and lead-free containers, 
which are as popular today at the resorts and 
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the Banyan Tree Gallery, as they were when first introduced.
As important as remaining chemical-free, is staying true to 

the spirit of the artisanship. Where other multinational 
emporiums may encourage producers to change 

techniques according to their new specifications, 
for the Banyan Tree Gallery, maintaining 
the heritage and story behind the product 
is a must. One way the Gallery does this is 

to encourage the artisans to restrain foreign 
imports and concentrate instead on a local source.
Preserving traditions does not mean preventing 

constant improvements to the products. Designers at 
Banyan Tree may provide creative ideas and suggestions, 

but the producers are given the freedom to reinvent and 
recreate — until impeccable. The process of satisfaction 

for the Banyan Tree team is seeing that their ideas 
can be achieved through very nimble hands that 

produce handiwork. With the pride of artistry, it 
is the artisans themselves that insist on redoing 
everything, until they reach perfection. 

Securing the future of such craftsmanship 
certainly does not come cheap. The Banyan 

Tree Gallery has made the decision to pay a fair 
price, in order to allow the artisans to preserve their 

handmade techniques. 
When one craft village disappears, seduced by the call 

of commercialism, the Banyan Tree Gallery seeks out other 
suppliers. The whole development chain means continually changing 

vendors, losing old ones and finding new ones. Or sometimes, it involves 
returning to original vendors that have recently gained a new lease of 

life through the use of new colours or specifications. This continual process 
highlights the innovative cycles of craftwork, with its mixed mediums, synergies 
and many permutations.
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Following a 200-year-old 
Chinese technique, these 
woven bamboo tea sets 
are made when artisans 
painstakingly tailor and 
weave bamboo strips over 
porcelain, without using glue.  
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Mount Sanqing  
provides a stunning 
backdrop to China's 
Jiangxi province, an 
area synonymous  
with ceramics.
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“To survive for 20 years, where 
many craft operators have died 
out, that for me, is a measure of 
success and satisfaction, 
we have kept to what 
we call the craft 
integrity, as 
well as to 
our mission 
integrity.” 
Influenced by blue and white 
Yuan Chinese ceramics, this 
Vietnamese teapot features the 
Chinese peony, dragon, phoenix, 
tortoise and mythical creature 
qilin, hand-painted as insignias 
of luck and abundance.
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These ceramic soap dish and 
plate are coated with an earth 
green finish and feature the 
signature logo of the Banyan 
Tree Hotels and Resorts, 
reflecting the company's 
sensitivities to nature and 
the environment.  

 Protecting the craftsmanship  
of artisans is of utmost 
importance to Claire Chiang,  
who ensures that visits to  
supplier factories is a regular 
feature of her travel itineraries.

Delicate shadows are cast when 
candlelight passes through the 
die-cut logo of this exquisite 
ceramic oil burner, creating a 
romantic ambience reminiscent 
of the tranquil Banyan Tree 
Hotels and Resorts.

Protecting the craftsmanship of the artisans 
and helping them to sustain their community 
is paramount, and it means working in 
collaboration and partnership with those  
who share Banyan Tree’s core values. To  
ensure that they stay true to their corporate 
ethos — “retail with a conscience” — Claire also 
ensures that visits to factories where suppliers 
produce are on her itinerary, satisfying the 
decency of suppliers. The supply chain is 
something that Banyan Tree continually 
monitors, to emphasise and ensure retail  
with a difference. 

To the outsider, doing business that is 
guided by core principles may seem like a 
complex procedure. Aside from everyday hotel 
operations, Banyan Tree, where possible, 
try to adhere to guidelines that cover water, 
electricity and waste management. The Gallery, 
too, follows suit. “We like to see that our 

suppliers have an idea of what we do, and use 
non-chemicals for our spa products, and no 
preservatives. We try to use natural dye where 
we can. We make sure that the lead content  
on any porcelain will be checked. So even  
down to soaps and shampoos, we have 
guidelines to follow: each product has to go 
through all the tests. And we make sure, too, 
that the factory conditions are acceptable,” 
explains Claire.

By working with the Banyan Tree Gallery, 
artisans in turn gain an invaluable window to 
the marketplace, learning how to improve their 
work and its commercial appeal — something 
that ultimately benefits their communities. 
Unless producers know what the market 
imperatives are and what new designs are in 
demand, their unchanged craftwork will be a 
vanishing handicraft trade, Claire explains. 
“The way to bring them out to the marketplace 
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“Protecting the integrity of 
the artisans and helping them 
to sustain their community 
is paramount, and it means 
working in collaboration and 
partnership with artisans who 
share Banyan Tree’s 
core values.” 

This intricately shaped candle 
holder from Hanoi, Vietnam, 
depicts a pair of dragons, the 
creature of legends long revered 
in Asian cultures for its association 
with prosperity and power. 

is to link them up with people like us who bring them the 
information and goodwill on a fair trade platform.” 

The revival of artisanship, in its truest sense, is at the core 
of the Banyan Tree Gallery, but the decline of traditional 
artisanship in recent times may pose serious difficulties 
in procurement. Compared to her visit to Bali 25 
years ago, Claire’s recent trip saw the diminishing of 
artisan strength and creative inputs at the bazaars 
she used to explore, discovering that often the 
items she wanted were only available in very 
limited quantities.

Claire recalls a time when the Balinese town 
of Ubud, known as a centre for traditional crafts, 
was awash with painters and artists. “I would 
go into the paddy fields and chance upon 
a house — and I’d know there would be 
some beadwork being done, fabric being 
woven. You don’t feel that robustness 
now. Today I see shop after shop 
of similar things, because there’s one 
business person or developer producing in 
volume, in some kind of cottage industry, and 
subcontracting it out to all the shops.”

The challenge is often a generational one: 
convincing a more prosperous generation to pick up 
the traditional tools of their forebears. “Young 
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Guan Yin, seen as a white 
porcelain statue, is the 
Goddess of Compassion 
and Mercy.  It is believed 
that she hears the prayers 
of the troubled, the sick 
and the fertility requests 
of barren women.
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people are not interested any 
more. A part of it is naturally 
vanishing — as the young 
people are going to the 
cities to work. Or if they 
are going to run this 
business, they want to 
be the manager, not the 
creative artisan. So it’s 
definitely an issue, but 
there are still many, 
many craft villages, 
and many, many 
cottage industries in 
the world. We still 
have an opportunity 
to find them.” 
The point, she 
emphasises, is that 
there is a need for more 
like-minded gallery operators 
that look beyond volume, and instead focus on 
adequate growth within its own context.

Though the appetite for becoming a craftsman 
may have diminished in some source markets, there 
is, on the other hand, renewed interest in tradition 
and in making things by hand — and in a simpler and 
more meaningful way of life. This is in both Eastern 
and Western markets. Claire admits that she relies 
on the idealism of the Y-generation. She observes 
that there seems to be a sort of “going back to 
basics” trend, and a yearning to learn from heritage 
traditions to recast and use its elements to compose 
something new. Even more encouraging is the search 

for provenance, in all that we 
create and produce.

While modern life may run 
counter to the interests of 

reviving traditional craft, 
advances in technology 

have certainly helped 
the Banyan Tree Gallery 
team in terms of 
navigation. In the early 
days of the Gallery, 
artisans were sought 
out without the 
help of the internet 
or Google Maps, 
major technological 
advancements that 
make procurement 
much easier today. 
Claire recalls that 

20 years ago, they didn’t have 
that kind of sophisticated technology, and finding 
these people was by word of mouth — and by writing 
to or visiting the Ministry of Trade’s emporiums. 
Thankfully, the logistics of moving crafts from 
country to country have improved and her trips 
today no longer require carting boxes  across the 
Chinese border by bus.

“It was ridiculous, but when you’re young, you 
think you can do all of this. And we were not carrying 
light things, we were carrying marble ornaments,” 
she recalls. “So I got wiser, by looking at lighter 
things that gave me a bigger profit margin rather 
than beautiful marble or wood that’s so heavy.”

Through the brilliant use of 
hues and traditional motifs, 
the rich Peranakan blend of 
Chinese and Malay heritages 
influenced in part by the 
West, is reflected in this 
enamelled incense holder.
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Since prehistoric man, metals have played a vital role in daily 
life. This is particularly true of silver —which is one of the oldest 
metals, having been in evidence since 4000 BC, and long used for 
adornment, utensils for everyday life, in trade and as valuable 
currency in many monetary systems across the globe. 

Today silver is no less coveted, and remains much sought after for 
its ornamental value. Introduced at the Banyan Tree Gallery in 2003, 
a silver repoussé bowl, for example, continues to be admired for its 
intricate and extruded patterns, thought to originate from northern 
Thailand with Burmese influences.

Unlike the flat surface patterns seen on bowls and ornamental 
centrepieces made in Bangkok, these distinctive pieces hail from 
the north in Chiang Mai, and are fashioned after the Burmese high-
relief designs depicting characters and symbolism from the Buddhist 
Jataka Tales along with scenes from the Hindu epic, the Ramayana.     
    Though silver may have enjoyed a long history, some of the crafts 

Featuring a classic  
design with minimal 
accents, this multi-
tiered brass candelabra. 
Crafted by local artisans 
in Bintan, Indonesia, is 
astunning centerpiece 
for any home.

Ironwork, particularly for 
decorative elements in 
churches and mansions 
began in Mexico during the 
Spanish colonial period and 
is fashioned after the Gothic 
and Renaissance eras.
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Inspiring strength and 
dependability, the 
horse has been painted, 
sketched and in this 
case, immortalised by 
villagers in East Java 
into a brass incense 
burner, representing its 
necessity and usefulness 
to the community.
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that utilise it are fast dying out. Few would 
dedicate years to learn repoussé and chasing 
techniques, which involve hammering malleable 
metals to create raised and sunken designs, and to 
develop an artistic sense to forge decorative cultural 
motifs. The ones who remain could well be among 
the last group of silversmiths who can preserve both 
the history and skill of this fine artisanship. 

Finding craftsmen who inherit and are willing 
to persevere in these techniques in the traditional 
way is often a challenge. And in the early days of the 
Gallery, before the advent of the internet, Claire and 
her team literally had to hit the ground running. 
But while technology eases the search today, many 
rural villages still do not use computers, much less 
the internet as a form of communication. According 
to Applelynn Teo, the Gallery’s senior director of 
design and merchandising who has been on many 

buying trips, these specialty craftsmen aren’t always 
tech-savvy, and the team has had to rely on phone 
networks to provide an invaluable link. 

As a result, the process can, at times, feel like 
a treasure hunt, where the inventory may go up 
and down almost arbitrarily. But Claire provides 
inspiration when this happens. “She always says that 
on every buying trip, sometimes we’ll find treasures, 
so we must buy them, because the next moment, 
they’ll be gone,” Applelynn explains. Despite the best 
efforts of companies like Banyan Tree Gallery, at 
times some of these traditional craft techniques do 
face the prospect of dying out, something that is felt 
more keenly as time goes on.   
Working very closely with villagers and seeing 
their passion and pride for the craft despite the 
dilapidated conditions that they work in always gives 
her a strong sense of admiration. By trading their 
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Designed for the opening of Banyan 
Tree Seychelles, this seashell-
inspired brooch is embellished 
with cubic zirconia. As a socially 
responsible retailer, Banyan Tree 
Gallery develops seashell-inspired 
items and discourages collecting 
seashells as it may pose a threat to 
the habitat of aquatic animals.   

Part of the Ramayana 
Collection, this northern 
Thai trinket box depicts 
a scene from the tale of 
struggle and romance in the 
Hindu epic, the Ramayana. 
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wares 
internationally, the 

artisans gain something 
that goes beyond the 

material too. They are proud 
of what they are doing, they are 

dying to impart skills to someone else — but 
often there isn’t anyone. What pains the team 
is that sometimes when craftsmen reach the 
age of 70 and have failing eyesight they may not 
have children or anyone else to pass their skills 
to. The question is often asked, ‘When you are 
gone, who will take over?’ and they reply, ‘No 
one else.’”

The work has also given the Gallery team a 
keen eye for the techniques employed in making 
each craft item by hand — techniques that 
communicate their own sense of place. When 
they see similar items in museums or at other 
retailers, they are able, based on experience, to 
elaborate on the way each item is made and the 

reasons they do not come cheaply. 
But the slow death and disappearance of craft 

is a worry. When the team come back from 
their travels, they share with their families and 
friends how these things are made — and how 
the art and technique is dying out. Explaining 
that they may see these items in a museum, but 
soon they will not be able to own them anymore. 
The battle can feel like an uphill one. People 
don’t value these things any more. Handiwork is 
not valued when the demand is for the new and 
readily available. So at times it’s a bit sad.

Persuading artisans in remote villages to work 
with the Banyan Tree Gallery can sometimes be 
a lengthy task too, and one that involves a slow 
change in mindset. Many village communities 
operate on the basis that “enough is enough.” 
As long as they can cover their basic needs, they 
can often be unreceptive to new ideas. 

Combining different talents gives the 
opportunity to offer a more diverse product 

range with wide appeal. The intention, Claire 
explains, was to have a craft emporium, with 
all mediums, reflected in the Gallery. In the 
hospitality industry, it is everyday for Banyan 
Tree to deal with visitors that come with 
different needs, likes and dislikes, so having a 
range in the collection — of clothes, jewellery, 
woodwork, wraps or silver — is an 
opportunity to provide customers with 
something that they might like.

The store environment, and 
the demands of guests, 
elevates the products 
from basic crafts, to 
items that might best be 
described as “ethnic-chic” 
— embodying heritage 
traditions of artisanship 
in contemporary items. 
By integrating craft 
techniques, such as 

A highly regarded metal 
for protection, healers 
from the Hmong and 
Karen communities in 
North Thailand use silver 
'soul locks' to fasten 
wandering souls of the 
sick to their physical 
bodies and to protect the 
young from illnesses.
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Solid brass bells are used 
to signal the end of spa 
treatments, seen here  
displayed on a bronze 
Vietnamese rain drum.



Mexico has been the 
world's largest producer 
of silver since colonial 
times, yet it faces a 
shortage of artisans who 
can create trditional silver 
metal works such as this 
beaded silver pendent. 

Handcrafted using 
sterling silver and 
zirconia crystals, 
skilled Thai craftsmen 
in Chiang Mai capture 
the majestic beauty of 
the Banyan Tree in this 
exquisite brooch.

The Miao people, an 
ethnic tribe with sub-
groups present from 
China to Thailand, adorn 
themselves with silver 
jewellery to ward off evil 
and as a status symbol.
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a basket with a lining of fine Thai silk, Claire 
and her team have managed to refine artisan 
talents in response to niche market tastes.

As she explains, right from the early days it 
has been important that these crafts combine 
all the elements — as one unique expression. 
“I want the holistic expressiveness when you 
want to adorn yourself. For women, you can 
find that T-shirt, that wrap, the pants, bags, 
which reflect that expression. For a table set, 
I want to have that plate, bowl, everything — 
so that you can actually host a dinner using 
all these ceramics.” The Gallery experience is 
about engendering creative compositions in 
the way we live," Claire said.

With more than 20 years of buying 
experience for the Banyan Tree Gallery, Claire 
and Applelynn have now developed a kind 
of sixth sense about the places they should 
visit next, to add to their ever-growing craft 
emporium. When the Banyan Tree Gallery 
first began, it was less clear, and sourcing 

0 5 8. 



Indian brassware is 
recognised for its exquisite 
and extensive range. 
A pot similar to this can be 
seen in the film Harry Potter 
and the Prisoner of Azkaban.
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would basically be from anywhere that communities were creating 
craft. 

“We had African beads. Some of the things from earlier batches 
were from Cape Town and Johannesburg in South Africa, when 
I was there. Where I travelled, I shopped,” laughs Claire. 
She admits that she can make for an occasionally erratic 
travel companion; such is her passion for seeking out new 
treasures.

“In Chinese, we say, “you shan wan shui - 游山玩水”, 
which means roaming the mountains, playing with 
water and “chi he wan le - 吃喝玩乐”, which directly 
translated, means eat, drink, have fun and be happy. 
So the Chinese will ask me, ‘Wow, that’s actually 
your work?’”, she laughs. 

“Yes. 都是工作, meaning This is my work. But 
it’s literally what I do in business development, 
whether I’m looking for new sites for the 
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 “A cultural trail for me is 
narrative, it’s a storyline. 
I want to bring guests 
to visit the production 
villages we procure from, 
and then impart the idea 
of an aesthetic and the 
ethos of craftwork and 
artisanship.” 

This environmentally-
friendly alternative to 
regular timber comes 
from aged palm trees 
grown in plantations. 
To enhance the appeal 
of the plain chopsticks, 
etched silver ornaments 
were applied.
 

The silver repoussé bowl 
from North Thailand are 
fashioned after Myanmese 
high-relief designs, depicting 
characters and symbols from 
the Buddhist Jataka Tales 
and the Hindu Ramayana.

F R O M  T H E  F O R G E
The Pride of Craft

0 6 2 . 



0 6 4 . 

Easily malleable, pewter 
is one of the choice 
metal alloys of artisans 
from Chiang Mai, 
Thailand and is used to 
shape and bring out fine 
details such as in this 
frangipani leaves tray.
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various brands of hotels – Angsana, Banyan Tree, Cassia and 
Dhawa (ABCD), or seeking craft ideas, I really do go up the 
mountains, to look for beautiful lakes and destinations where we can 
also enjoy good food. 

With experience under her belt, Claire has developed acumen for 
the future potential of reinforcing the resilience of village artisans, 
and, in turn, protecting their craftsmanship. In an age where easy 
travel is becoming the norm, it is somewhat surprising that she feels 
that greater car travel in developing countries have the potential to 
help perpetuate the work of artisans.

“The car travelling business is going to be huge in China. And that 
is going to be a boost to the craft industry. Because if you’re driving, 
you can stop by the pottery store and see the craft,” she explains. 
“It becomes like a cultural trail to get to the destination.” Then she 
pauses, smiling. “The only problem is that not as many people have 
the passion for craft that I have, right? That’s my challenge.” 

On the retail and procurement side, there is also the opportunity 
for Banyan Tree Gallery to reach out to the people who share that 
passion for craft — and for empowering the artisan women to create 
sustainable business. Even more important to Claire and her team, 
is being able to potentially connect the dots, by taking Banyan Tree 
guests to the places where craft traditions are centred. They see the 

Modern interpretation of 
bronze figurines used as a 
candle holder.
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Renowned for refined 
etchings, Vietnam is 
home to skillful and 
creative silver craftsmen 
who create complex 
patterns on handbags 
and ornaments that 
exude an old-new feel.    

Giving meaning to this 
brass bottle opener, is 
an old Asian saying that 
couples will receive 
good luck when they are 
presented with a pair of 
elephants as gifts.
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potential to create a kind of cultural trail that connects, with a true 
sense of place, the heritage of the past, to a modern appreciation of 
artisanship today as a living, breathing community. “A cultural trail 
for me is narrative, it’s a storyline. 
I want to bring guests to visit the production villages we procure from, 
and then impart the idea of an aesthetic and the ethos of craftwork 
and artisanship.” 

Wherever the cultural trail takes Claire, at the forefront of her mind 
is always the core reason for the Banyan Tree Gallery’s existence: 
empowering the artisan communities in the various producer 
countries to have the ability to be able to hone their craft and improve 
their lives. And it is the application of this ethos that won the Banyan 
Tree Gallery the Community Retailer Award at the 2015 Hong Kong 
Retail Industry Trade Awards.

The award underlined the important role that the Banyan Tree 
Gallery plays in promoting artisanship and perpetuating craft; a more 
wide-reaching objective than merely showcasing craftsmanship. In 
addition, the award committee also praised the Banyan Tree Gallery’s 
support for environmental conservation, through designing earth-
friendly products, as well as helping to sustain the craftsmanship and 
livelihood of village artisans.
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Carved from buayak, 
or crocodile wood, 
the garuda is a large 
mythical bird-like 
creature that appears 
in Hindu and Buddhist 
mythologies, and  
is Indonesia’s  
national symbol.  
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For the Gallery team, embracing each local 
environment, and connecting with its local 
craft culture, remains an enduring appeal 
to helping the brand stretch into new 
markets. Applelynn recalls a chance 
encounter with a local carver in 
Vietnam. “It was during a three-
to-four hour ride to the paddy 
fields. He was carving a lot of 
statues such as the Laughing 
Buddha and Guan Yin,” she 
explains. “What amazed 
me was that his carving 
skills were so good. He 
was carving on camphor 
wood, so the whole place 
smelled of camphor.

A  G R O W I N G  A R T
The Pride of Craft

Rich in artistic history, 
the idyllic town of Fuli 
in Yangshuo County, 
China, is the home of 
traditional painted 
paper fans that feature 
the area's picturesque 
karst mountains and 
meandering rivers.



Wood is the most direct derivative of nature itself.  
Its characteristic compositions — of smell, texture 
and hardiness — make it one of the most revered  
and ancient choices for artistic expression since  
the development of the first copper tools in 5000 BC 
opened up new opportunities for craftsmanship.

Embodying the characters of the trees themselves, 
no two pieces of woodwork are ever alike. It is a 
romance with the environment when craftsmen  
use wood as their preferred choice of material —  
that when held in the hand it almost communicates 
the songs of the forests and trees in all their  
varied seasons. 

To the Banyan Tree, wood is as close as their guests 
can get to experience nature — in a single piece of 
artisanship. Together with its silver collection, this 
romance is further accentuated or rather, married 
with designs featuring one of two great Indian epic 
poems and love stories, the Ramayana. 

The difference between the silverware from 
Thailand and the woodwork from Bali, of course, is 
to do with contextual interpretations, which present 
themselves quite distinctly from the original  
Indian art form. Where many retailers would 
indiscriminately choose the convenient, most 
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commercially available options, the Gallery is 
instead cautious about the types of wood used for its 
craft. Only fast-growing trees such Belalu or Sengon 
(a type of white softwood native to Indonesia) as well  
as mango wood, derived from mature mango trees 
that are no longer fruit-bearing are used. The 
support for sustainable materials, in turn, reinforces 
the brand’s position as a socio-environmentally 
responsible retailer. 

Embracing each local environment — and 
connecting with its local craft culture — remains an 
enduring appeal to helping the brand stretch into 
new markets. To that end, Applelynn recalls a chance 
encounter with a local carver in Vietnam.  
“It was during a three-to-four hour ride to the 
paddy fields. He was carving a lot of statues such as 
the Laughing Buddha and Guan Yin,” she explains. 
“What amazed me was that his carving skills were so 
good. He was carving on camphor wood, so the whole 
place smelled of camphor. The intricacies were in the 
facial expressions: fine facial lines, the proportions. 
How the hands ‘moved’, the slender fingers. I’ve seen 
a lot of carvings from Laos to India to Vietnam, and 
I thought that only that man got it all so well. It was 
almost perfect,” she recalls. 

Depicting mythical 
creatures and reflecting 
the richness and 
diversity of Asian 
heritage and culture,
the natives of 
Kalimantan, in 
Indonesia, use this 
mask during  
traditional dances  
for rituals, healing  
and ceremonies.

Lacquerware, since history of 
Lanna, Thailand, is a by-product 
of the struggle and bridging 
of two cultures, Myanmar and 
Thailand, which the Northern 
Thai area now borders.

A  G R O W I N G  A R T
The Pride of Craft



0 74 . 

They are personal keepsakes 
that carry with them a small 
memory of their destination, 
and contain threads 
that link them to 
years of tradition, 
encapsulated in a piece 
of handicraft 
that may even 
outlive its 
owner.

Lacquerware is one of 
the earliest industrial 
arts in Asia. Till today, 
artisans continue to coat 
the wooden bases of 
lacquerware with over 
40 layers of varnish such 
as in this Vietnamese 
lacquerware elephant set. 
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One of the Banyan Tree’s guiding brand pillars 
is the romance of travel — something that is never 
more present than in the Banyan Tree Gallery’s rich 
collection of crafts sourced from across the globe. 
It’s a treasure trove and showcase of artisan skills, 
and each piece has its own unique sense of place. 

In many cases, these styles and motifs have been 
handed down through the generations.  
The synergies of the world’s cultures is echoed 
in some of the patterns that repeat themselves, 
regardless of whether they originate from 
places as far away from one another as 
India or Morocco. Whether it is fabric 
from Mauritius or jewellery made in 
India, handmade products share a 
universal language: that of craft.

The threads that bind the 
artisans from the East to the West 

are endlessly fascinating. Claire’s love for style 
and design is why Banyan Tree Gallery adopted 
the mantra, “Shopping as Art”. These are not just 
products purchased as souvenirs for departing 
holidaymakers — they are keepsakes that carry with 
them a small personal memory of their destination, 
and contain threads that link them to years of 
tradition, encapsulated in a piece of handicraft that 
may even outlive its owner.

The similarities that appear in craftsmanship 
and design across the globe are intriguing, as 

influences criss-cross from East to West, 
and back again. You may find something 

from Mexico, Claire says, but then 
discover that Bali or even some 
remote village in China produces the 
same thing. “That’s why I say craft is a 
universal language. It unifies women, 

Dressed in traditional 
batik, this wooden turtle 
hails from Bali, Indonesia, 
and is made of wood 
from fast-growing, eco-
friendly mango trees.

The Chinese zodiac, 
known as the shengxiao 
or 'birth likeness', 
depicts a circle of 12 
animals as seen on this 
red lacquered drum 
used for decorative or 
celebratory purposes.  

For weeks, bamboo trunks 
are immersed in Vietnam's 
rivers and when softened, 
are stripped, cut, coiled and 
lacquered to laboriously 
achieve the effects of this spun 
bamboo plate atop a chest.  

in particular. It universalises, bonds 
and ignites.” To her, craft connects 
everything in the world, and it’s 
always linking up women. She recalls 
a poem that she created for one fashion 
event staged in August 2015: 

“Women weaving, the threads of life, tapestry 
of colours, together we unify. We bond and ignite 
the flame within, thrive and define the goddess 
inside.” - Claire Chiang

While the ethos “Shopping as Art” elevates the 
concept of craft, Claire is keen that the items do not 
become rarely used pieces, like museum artefacts 
consigned to a dusty shelf. “The art piece is also a 
daily, usable thing. It’s a life-craft. I use a Mexican 
paperweight every day: I put it on my table. Everyone 
thinks it’s lovely, especially the colours. And look at 
the precision,” she says, passing it around. “I don’t 
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Moroccan designs often 
feature geometric and 
floral patterns, out of the 
Islamic belief in avoiding 
the use of human or animal 
influences in architecture 
and creative works.

A  G R O W I N G  A R T
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think any  machine can arrive at that.”
She is referring to a small wooden animal head, 

intricately set with tiny beads that are so fine 
they almost appear to be embroidered. Made by 
craftspeople in a tiny village in Mexico, the discovery 
of this craft is a trip that Applelynn recalls clearly. 
As the Gallery’s senior director for design and 
merchandising, she and her team identified a number 
of craftspeople that were doing beadwork, glasswork, 
ceramics and ironwork, and stumbled upon a group of 
people known as the Daylight People in Mexico. The 
reason, she explains, is because they only use daylight 
and daytime to painstakingly piece every single one of 
those colourful beads onto a wooden sculpture. The 
moment the sun begins to set, they will prepare for 
the night, and have dinner. Come nightfall, they sleep. 

“I asked my colleague in Mexico if it’s boring to 
lead this kind of life. His reply was, ‘No, they see 
life as that. It’s that simple. It’s that minimal.’ I was 
speechless,” she recalls. “Back home, even when we 
knock off from work, the amount of energy we use 
after work, watching TV, switching on the lights 
to read a book, looking at our phones, makes us 
so distracted. Yet, we have this group of Daylight 
People who are contented leading their lives in such 
simplicity. I was inspired.” For Applelynn, such 

Mangowood is also 
used by Thai artisans 
in the creation of 
this well-seasoned, 
intricately designed 
vase as a sustainable 
source of craft material. 
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A wood carver uses a 
simple hand tool to strip 
the bark from mango wood 
in readiness for the design 
motifs to be carved.

0 8 0. 



0 8 2 . 

A  G R O W I N G  A R T
The Pride of Craft

The natural beauty of 
wood shines through in 
these wooden candle 
holders, enhanced with a 
batik print.
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encounters make her reflect on her own culture’s 
obsessions and priorities. 

“Every time I hear such stories, I am reminded 
to ask myself, ‘What do we really want? Do we 
really need to chase after material things? Or do 
we appreciate family bonding time more?’ Other 
times, we are so busy trying to achieve certain 
things in life that we may miss out on the other 
simple pleasures,” she says. “I constantly tell myself 
that sometimes life is so simple, it’s just that we 
complicate it ourselves.”  

Claire recognises that for Banyan Tree Gallery, a 
digital platform will be necessary for the continued 
success of the brand, and for the promotion and 
survival of artisanal crafts. The next steps in 
the Gallery’s growth plan will include learning 
more about how to go digital and investing in 
e-commerce. The question for now, she says, is less 
to do with employing a digital platform, than it is 
about the things to put in there. With the potential 
for wide reach, digital media could present a 
fantastic opportunity to showcase what artisans 
could do and educate the world about “Shopping as 
Art” — even if customers shop virtually.

While the message of responsible retail and 
fairer trade may be more difficult in places where 
an artisan’s perspective is less prevalent, Claire 
believes the Gallery’s path should be one of reaching 
out to potential fans around the world. Claire 
believes that markets are big enough for the Gallery 
to seek the like-minded, but in each destination, 
they cannot afford to go in blind and knock on the 
doors of people whom they need to 

Influenced by Indian 
art and literature, this 
intricate wood carving 
from Chiang Mai, 
Thailand,  tells the epic 
love story between 
Rama, an ancient King 
and his consort, Sita, in 
the Ramayana.   
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Prioir to their adoption 
of Islam and Christianity, 
early Batak people from 
North Sumatra, Indonesia, 
were heavily influenced 
by Hinduism, Spiritualism, 
and Shamanism as 
evidenced by their wood-
work and stoneware.  

The Huichols are native 
Mexicans are known for their 
masterful and detailed works 
of art created with beads as 
seen in this beaded wooden 
paperweight in striking yet 
complementary shades.

spend a lot of time 
convincing. The ideal people 

must have bottom-line 
mindsets that are in common 

with the Gallery — they too must 
believe in non-toxic materials, 

and supporting women and art. 
For Banyan Tree to perpetuate 

responsible retailing, she says, it 
must gather like-minded people.
Barriers to fairer trade can also arise 

in areas like logistics. “How  do we get 
the things from the communities to the 

next point, without having to pay so much 
on logistics, the supply, the supply chain? 

All these things are issues; because they’re not 
in free economic zones, we can’t get things that 

are wonderful from A to B so easily. So we lose out 
in those markets,” says Claire. The challenge could 

ultimately come from business disincentives, not the 
communities. 

“For the communities, where there is less pride or 
dignity in artistry, they don’t see craft as the growth path. 
That’s a disappointment,” she admits. “But it’s too bad. 
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We just have to look to communities where 
they love what they do with embroidery or 
weaving — and we just stay with them and 
give them enough orders so that eventually 
they will see  
its value.” 

Claire says the Banyan Tree Gallery  
will continue to look for items and partners 
that showcase the excellence of craft. She 
concedes that unless the team ramp up  
the impact of their branding and marketing 
to emphasise artisanship, there will 
continue to be an erosion of traditional 
 craft practices. 

Bucking this trend is a definite challenge. 
Claire and her team may have to rethink 
how to innovate that skill of creating 
beadwork and craftwork into applications 
for other things. Or learn how to market its 
value, integrating it into furnishings and 
bigger projects, so that people can see its 
impact on a larger scale.

"When we talk about craft, it should not 
just be about things that we buy in a shop. 
Craft could be big panels and huge furniture 
pieces, with beautiful craftwork pieces that 
accessorize the hotels,” she adds.
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Combining traditional 
craftwork and natural 
materials in a simple 
beauty, this basket 
made from papaya, 
shaded by a bamboo 
lid, is used for serving 
food at the table.
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Like many types of craft, basketry clearly 
evolved to service a specific cultural 
need. And indeed, while construction 
techniques may vary from country 
to country, if you take a basket made 
in Alaska, and show it to a weaver in 
Vietnam, the chances are that they can 
immediately see how it has been made. 
For Banyan Tree Gallery, bamboo and 
bulrush are popular indigenous products 
used as raw materials. Even recycled 
telephone directories and plastic bags 
have been converted into creative 
basketry. Krajood (bulrush) baskets from 
the fishing village of Narathiwat in South 
Thailand are commonly used for daily 
activities, ranging from storing bread to 
useful carriers. 

The indigenous 
peoples of Sarawak, 
Malaysia, make 
a living from the 
environment using 
natural materials such 
as rattan, bamboo and 
leaves to weave and 
plait into basketry 
from containers to 
this cylindrical bolster 
for sleeping.
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For the Iban people 
in Sarawak, Malaysia, 
plaiting baskets is not 
simply for convenience 
or functionality; the 
ability to demonstrate 
different techniques 
of plaiting fine baskets 
(below), in fact, would 
enhance the standing 
of a woman in the 
community.

Basketry is one of the most primitive forms of 
art and functionality in the history of human 
civilisation. The oldest, discovered in Faiyum, 
Egypt, is carbon dated between 10,000 and 
12,000 years old and predates even the ancient 
techniques used to create ceramics. 

But the use of unadulterated, natural materials 
shrouds this ingenious storage craft behind a veil 
of mystery, too. Woven using perishable materials 
such as wood, grass and even animal remains, it 
has been a source of frustration for archaeologists 
to identify precisely when this craft all began. 
Without proper preservation of the natural 
materials, the history of the craft simply decays 
alongside nature. 

Like many types of craft, basketry evolved to 
service a specific cultural need. And indeed, while 
construction techniques may vary from country 
to country, there is a good chance that a weaver in 
Vietnam will be able to keenly sense and replicate 
— using near-identical techniques — a basket that 
had been made in Alaska, USA. 

For the Banyan Tree Gallery, bamboo and 
bulrush are popular raw materials that the 
indigenous peoples, whom they work with, use 
to create aesthetically pleasing handiwork. Even 
recycled telephone directories and plastic bags 
have been converted into creative basketry. 

Krajood (bulrush) baskets from the fishing 
village of Narathiwat in South Thailand, for 
example, are commonly used for daily activities 
ranging from storing bread to useful carriers. The 
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strong, environmentally sustainable 
fibres make the baskets hardwearing 
and durable and regular support from 
the Banyan Tree Gallery has allowed 
female weavers to earn a living — some, 
even earning more than their husbands 
can make from the staple livelihood of 
fishing. Coupled with design advice by 
the Banyan Tree Gallery, these weavers 
have also started to diversify their 
range, taking into account the demands 
of international tastes, for a more 
certain future.

Traditionally, krajood grass is used 
to make a wide variety of woven daily 
needs from prayer mats to boat sails and 
containers for rice and salt. The items 
may appear simple, but the process 
behind preparing krajood for weaving 
is a backbreaking task. As soon as the 
grass grows to at least one metre high, 
the leaves are cut and bound into large 
sheaves before being dipped into mud. 
It takes two days for them to completely 
dry out. Then the real work begins. Like 
juicing grapes by foot to create wine, 
villagers walk up and down on the grass, 

pounding it with large wooden bats 
until the dried mud falls off and the 
grasses are flat, ready to be dyed. When 
dried, a single mat can take up to three 
to four days to weave, and uses between 
500 and 600 stems of grass.

The Banyan Tree Gallery’s promotion 
of basketry has also provided a lifeline 
for artisans outside of Thailand. In 
collaboration with Caston, a support 
group for Indonesian village women, 
Banyan Tree Gallery worked with these 
Indonesian artisans to help design 
craft pieces that utilise the indigenous 
local produce. Here, the villagers use 
local pandan leaves, also known as 
screwpine, to make unique folding 
jewellery boxes and placemats. A staple 
plant in Indonesia and Malaysia, the 
pandan’s uniquely fragrant aroma 
lends a distinctive note to local dishes, 
while its resilience makes an ideal raw 
material for weaving.

Craft is a universal language. From 
whatever material a basket is derived, 
regardless of location, be it a craft 
village in Mexico or in Morocco, clear 

S T O R I N G  T R A D I T I O N
The Pride of Craft



Skilled artisans from 
Narathiwat province, 
Thailand, weave a range 
of durable krajood 
(bulrush reeds) baskets 
and household items 
such as prayer mats and 
boat sails.

 As vibrant as the 
Balinese homeland where 
they are created, these 
hand-woven palm leaf 
baskets are given a facelift 
with a layer of colourful 
beads, showcasing ethnic 
designs of Southeast Asia.

similarities can be observed. “It reflects something 
fundamental about the human vision, human aesthetics and 

the way we see weaving,” says Claire, who notes that, like a lot of 
utilitarian items, basket construction and design worldwide differs little 

from one continent to the next. “Crafted work is fairly similar when it’s 
about use and function, whether they are baskets for keeping tea leaves, for 

carrying your child, for vegetables, rugs for keeping warm or bowls for eating. 
All those things that you need to use for your daily survival are fairly similar 
around the world. The difference is size and that’s when the cultural depiction 
comes about.”

She recalls a trip on which she took a basket she found in Alaska to show 
the Thai craftsmen and they immediately understood its construction and 
composition. “There is something to the notion that craft 
is a universal human expression,” she 

observes. Finding beauty in the 
everyday is an inherent 
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Claire sharing the design 
of Alsakan baskets  to 
convince the group of 
Hilltribe Mooser weavers 
to try weaving.
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value of many of the items sold in 
the Banyan Tree Gallery. Often, these 
are objects with an important use 
in everyday life, craft with a strong 
purpose and a sense of place.  

A lover of craft, Claire says that 
during her periodic craft-hunting trips, 
she leverages two distinct personas: 
a craft buyer and a shopaholic. When 
she visits a village, she goes through 
the process of seeking to understand it 
and looking for what she likes using the 
mindset of a shopper. To her, it’s always 
about the aesthetics and then the 
material source. Then the craft buyer 
in her surfaces when more discipline 
is needed for procurement, colour, 
specifications and design. Other tasks 
include scouting the local environment 
for locally sourced materials that might 
make production cheaper, such as 
grass or tatami, then adapting factors 
like colour around what is indigenous 
and sustainable. At the heart of the 
transaction, the Banyan Tree Gallery 
team try to make it into a community 
trade supply procurement, which is 

totally cost effective for the artisans.
  Claire is the first to admit that if 

she sees something she is unlikely 
ever to see again, she has to have it. 
These large-scale ‘treasure’ purchases 
invariably end up in her own home, 
as they are far too cumbersome for 
Banyan Tree guests to buy and enjoy. 
At one time she did aspire to create 
another brand, called Banyan Uniques 
to sell these large-scale ‘treasures’, 
but found that it wasn’t very practical 
due to the weight, the logistics and the 
size. In contrast, furnishings, such as 
runners, cushions or lamps are easily 
portable.

The Banyan Tree Gallery’s emphasis 
is on portable products; small 
beautifully crafted artisan works 
that guests can easily buy and take 
home. Yet, in spite of size, some of 
these artisan crafts can take weeks 
or even months to create. For this 
reason, Claire says pricing a product 
is something that is made with skill, 
passion and years of dedication. And it 
is a great challenge. The issue, she 
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Weaving is an age old tradition 
that can be seen in goods made 
from across the globe. The beauty 
is in its simplicity and range of 
applications from the everyday to 
the unusual.

says, is to determine the number of hours 
that have gone into making the craft, which 
also makes it important for them to see where 
it originates from.

The supply chain is something that requires 
great care and monitoring, so that the Gallery 
can continue to uphold the philosophy, “retail 
with a conscience”. 

Equally, creating sustainable products 
for daily use from local supplies is a critical 
goal. For instance, bamboo provides a tribal 
co-operative in Northern Thailand with 

sustainable sources that don’t impact the 
environment. Regular orders have 

allowed the co-operative of 50 to 
keep families together, and 

improve the income of 
the entire village.  

Meetings with the artisans are often 
special. Claire recalls a time when she sat 
down with one of the women and started 
to talk about other issues like her family 
and putting her children through school. 
On another occasion, she remembers 
interacting with an old man who couldn’t 
speak a word of English, but whom she 
could communicate with using hands, 
eyes, and smiles. “Those have been terrific 
journeys,” she remembers fondly. 

The lack of a common language has 
never been a barrier to communicating 
in these remote places, and the memory 
of dancing in the rain with an elderly 
Thai artisan, is a further reminder of 
the importance of human interaction to 
succeeding in the craft industry. 

These rich, personal stories all add to 
the uniqueness of each product line, and 
strengthen the bond with the producer. 
Claire maintains that originality holds 
the key to any craft producer earning its 
place within the Gallery. To maintain the 
heritage of the craft, she insists there is no 
move by Banyan Tree to “professionalise” 
either the products or the creative 
process, which need to speak with a sense 
of place, of the location, the heritage and 
the age olf culture of  the artisan. 

Internationalising the respective crafts 
is the work of Banyan Tree, and it is done 
outside of the small communities who 
would be unable to facilitate that sort 
of network or to pay the costs. Over the 
years, Claire says trust is built up between 
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These rich, personal 
stories all add to the 
uniqueness of each product 
line, and strengthen the 
bond with the producer. 
Claire maintains that 
originality holds the key to 
any craft producer earning 
its place within the gallery.

Besides creating 
everyday objects used 
for storage, artisans 
from North Thailand 
are diversifying into 
ornaments and wicker 
furniture such as this 
contemporary curved 
rattan lamp.
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The vine fern: yan lipao 
is used to create these 
famously beautiful 
and durable evening 
bags which are made in 
Thailand. A medium-
sized basket takes 
between seven and 
13 months to make, 
depending on the 
complexity of the shape.           
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Abundantly grown in 
Thailand, the resilient 
bamboo plant are 
stripped then strained, 
and interwoven 
with ratten before 
constructing these pretty 
yet functional baskets. 
This traditional basketry 
craft is reinvented by 
implementing the multi-
coloured basketry style 
of the Eskimos. 

artisan and buyer; and though they 
may not share the same language or 
knowledge of economics, continuous 
orders allow them to understand that 
Banyan Tree is a reliable buyer. 

From Banyan Tree’s point of view, 
commissioning pieces for the Gallery 
is all about sustaining a long-term 
relationship with craftspeople across 
the world, giving them an outlet for 
their craft, and the encouragement 
to carry on so that their legacy 
will continue. “That’s the biggest 
challenge; that succeeding generations 
will continue to do it. We’ve already 
had a few disappointments where 
people who make beautiful woven 
baskets are just gone,” she notes. 

Of all the trips that have been 
made over the years, one of the most 
challenging was to Thailand with a TV 
crew; a group of young people who had 
never been to this part of Thailand, 
who didn’t know the language, or the 
cultural understanding. So there was a 
lot of background coaching on Claire’s 
part. “Then we suddenly found 
ourselves in a situation where the bus 
wheels didn’t work and we had to push 
it in the rain, got caught in the mud, 
and we were all dirty. This, for us, is 
business as usual, but for this crew, I 
do not think they want to do it again,” 
she laughs. “Having to deal with that 
experience requires pure stamina and 
resilience.”
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An everyday item like a 
lampshade takes on a luxurious 
air when created in Thai silk.
Known for its lustrous texture  
and beauty, it is hand-woven  
and hand-dyed using  
traditional tools techniques. 
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This intricate Indian shawl 
took a yer to create by hand.
India has long been known 
for its fabric decoration 
using traditional weaving, 
dyeing and embroidery.has 
become synonymous with 
outstanding  workmanship.
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“Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only. Fashion is in 
the sky, in the street, fashion has to do with ideas, the way we live, 

what is happening,” so the icon Coco Chanel was once famously 
quoted. As a social agreement — one with power to make a man 

— fashion also has a widespread international appeal that 
connects the East to the West and vice versa. 

The history of textiles is an age-old tale of trade. The 
Silk Road, which began around  206 BCE during the Han 

dynasty, functioned as an important intercontinental link 
that bridged China, and its luxury fabric, to India and 
places as far away as Africa and Europe. 

The loom has long been at the centre of many 
traditional communities, and across the world, has 
woven collections of colourful threads to create cloths 
that serve a multitude of purposes from the fashionable 
to the functional. Textiles are the fabric of everyday life. 
From a piece of cloth, we can create a sarong to swaddle 
a baby or protect our modesty, or design a table runner 
or sofa throw to beautify the home.

 Delicate silks and complex patterns of batik may 
reveal how fabric is inextricably woven into Asia’s 

heritage and culture. But sadly, the traditional ways of 
producing some of these textiles is fast disappearing. By 

supporting and nurturing heritage craft techniques, the 
Banyan Tree Gallery hopes to secure a kind of cultural 

lifeline — a link to craft history. For instance, creating 
Mudmee ikat shawls is a vanishing skill amongst the 

Nongtakai village weavers in Thailand, a small village  
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bordering Cambodia. With the assistance of 
Banyan Tree Gallery, they are now able to offer 
their tapestries to a wider market, and help 
sustain local livelihoods.

Each culture has a story, expressed, stitch-by-
stitch, through years of observing traditions and 
telling mythology. The attention to detail makes 
fabrics as eye-catching as any artwork. The 
Mien cross-stitch embroidery is a good example, 
painstakingly stitched from the reverse, and 
made into cushions and bags coloured by 
significant motifs influenced by Taoist religion 
and Mien culture. 

Underlining the importance of these crafts as 
part of culture and living art, the Mien women 
of this small settlement in China continue to 
wear colourful traditional costumes: a black 

embroidered turban, with a black red-ruffed 
tunic and indigo dyed trousers.

For centuries, weaving and sewing have been 
at the heart of traditional culture and these 
are skills the Banyan Tree Gallery is keen to 
help perpetuate. A partner of the Banyan Tree 
Gallery, the Cambodian Handicraft Association 
(CHA) teaches needlecraft to villagers left 
disabled by landmines and polio, enabling them 
to earn an income and reintegrate into society. 
The Khmer silk pouches seen at the Gallery, for 
example, were a special commission from the 
CHA that helped safeguard a local craft, and 
empower a disadvantaged community.  

The chic ethnic traditional material is 
something with which Claire can personally 
identify. She claims that the batik kebaya 

An elderly lady from the 
Mien minority group 
embroiders. Embroidery 
is a skill taught to 
children from as young 
as four.



Delicate silks and complex 
patterns of batik may reveal 
how fabric is inextricably 
woven into Asia’s 
heritage and culture. 
But sadly, the 
traditional ways 
of producing 
some of these 
textiles is fast 
disappearing.
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A myriad of colours light 
up this batik beaded bag.
Hailing from Indonesia, 
batik is the traditional 
art of wax-resist dyeing 
cloth with distinctive   
motifs and colours.
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Misty morning sunrise 
over a strawberry field 
at Doi Ang Khang, a 
mountain in Fang District, 
Chiang Mai, an area rich 
in handicraft.



Designed by local batik 
master Sarkasi is this 
vibrant orchid batik 
print that showcases a 
diverse range of orchid 
hybrids, representing 
a sense of Singapore’s 
harmony in diversity. 

Maldivian fish are the 
inspiration behind this 
colourful cotton voile 
sarong. Found in the 
shallow reefs of the Indian 
Ocean, these fish are part 
of the delicate marine 
life that the Banyan Tree 
Maldives Marine Labs 
work to conserve, to raise 
environmental awareness 
and marine conservation.
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(a traditional blouse-dress combination that 
originates from Indonesia) was her unique mark 
during university days. 

“It was one way of showing off. I didn’t have 
enough money to buy things from the department 
store, the Western fashion — so I looked to what 
I felt was traditional, such as buying fabrics from 
those batik stalls at Chinatown or Arab Street. 
It was my differentiator; nobody bought them 
because they were hard to walk in,” she beams.  
No desire for designer brands and the bringing 
together of eclectic elements is a running theme 
in Claire’s own personal style. 

Known for an Asian-ethnic fashion that is 
unique to her, her look is a coming together in a 
blend that some have termed modern-ethnic or 
modern-chic. “People won’t see me in designer 
clothes,” she notes, laughing. The integrity of craft 

and ethnic artisanship is a value she holds much 
dearer than the expensive allure of luxury brands. 

One of Claire’s personal mantras now is to walk 
the talk, even if it sometimes goes against the flow. 
To her, modernising need not necessarily be about 
making everything in a mass-produced fashion 
— but instead making things with integrity and a 
conscience, and adding value without speeding 
everything up. 

To her, the same applies to craft: sometimes, 
small producers, for instance, need only look 
for a single small-scale partner. “If we can find 
somebody who is able to produce textiles, we 
can maybe give it to someone at a cheaper rate 
to design into pouches or dolls, and sew with 
it. Combined together, you can create the item 
that Banyan Tree Gallery wants, she says. “I like 
bringing people together, connecting the dots, 
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The Gallery at 
Banyan Tree Lang Co, 
Vietnam, showcasing 
a wide variety of 
handicrafts sourced 
from across the world.



Traditional Balinese 
weaving techniques 
are used to create the 
Banyan Tree Gallery’s 
beautiful shawls
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The intricate Thai Ikat weaving 
style is exemplified in the regal 
purples of an orchid motif shawl.
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using several mediums and collectivising them 
to produce something.”

This connection is as important to the Gallery 
team as it is to the artisans. When the samples 
are approved, they can see how happy the 
craftspeople feel too. They’re over the moon 
that someone is going to place such an order and 
change the colour, make revisions. For them, this 
is really a big deal. And the Banyan Tree Gallery 
team are glad to be able to do that kind of work.

While the Banyan Tree Gallery operates as 
a business, an impressive one that branched 
from a single outlet to over 80 today, it has not 
neglected or forgotten its ethos of fair price for 
craftsmanship. Most businessmen and women 
only look at the bottom line and the opportunity 
to cut a good deal — but Claire is not a fierce 
negotiator. The team agree that her ethos is 
to get as much as she needs to ensure that the 
business works, she doesn’t undercut, at the 
expense of the villagers, by squeezing the money 
so that they can’t afford anything. 

Unlike some mass players in the fabric trade, 
the Gallery won’t drive people below fair pricing. 
“We know that they would probably be making a 
loss if we were to do so,” says Claire. “That is why 
I feel that the relationship with these suppliers is 
still good and well-maintained after 20 years.” 
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Each culture has a story, 
expressed, stitch-by-
stitch, through years 
of observing traditions 
and telling mythology. 
The attention to detail 
makes fabrics as eye-
catching as any artwork.
This unique artwork of a 
Banyan Tree woven by Indian 
artisans, using jute. Jute is a 
natural fibre, more commonly 
known as burlap.

W E A V I N G  A  T A L E
The Pride of Craft



1 2 2 . 

R E N E W E D  L I F E
The Pride of Craft

To celebrate Earth Day, 
Banyan Tree Gallery created 
an environmentally-conscious 
collection handcrafted 
with preserved leaves from 
Thailand's Tong Tung tree 
(Dipterocarpus tuberculatus).



.
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When Claire Chiang was young, she thought 
nothing of reusing things, like wrapping a 
toilet roll holder in discarded wrapping paper 
to make a pencil holder. What was born of a 
lack of material possessions — and might have 
been termed years ago as good household 
management — is now known as recycling. 
As the world produces more and more 
packaging, which takes thousands of years 
to break down, there is an ever-greater need 
to be creative with useable products that are 
otherwise consigned to rubbish landfills, 
polluting the landscape and the environment. 
“Making something out of nothing is something 
that I’m always so excited by,” she says. “The 
whole idea of recycling comes about because of 
scarcity, and not wasting.

This colour gradient Spanish 
recycled glass vase was made 
from bottles, plates, and 
common household items 
that have been salvaged from 
urban recycling bins and 
converted into a one-of-a-kind 
environmentally-friendly vase.  

R E N E W E D  L I F E
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This scarcity of the niceties led to Claire giving new life to things others might 
throw away. What was born of a lack of material possessions — and might have 
been termed years ago as good household management — is now known as 
recycling. As the world produces more and more packaging, taking thousands 
of years to break down, there is an ever-greater need to be creative with useable 
products that are otherwise consigned to rubbish landfills that destroy the 
landscape and pollute the environment.

“Making something out of nothing is something that I’m always so excited by,” 
she says. “The whole idea of recycling comes about because of scarcity, and not 
wasting. And it’s a whole part of Singapore’s ethos,” she says. “I challenged myself. 
With nothing or very little, I created something beautiful.”

When you have the ability to make something out of nothing and breathe new 
life into it, it can be both rewarding and fascinating. Of the Gallery’s inventory of 
products, Applelynn says that she has a soft spot for the recycled products. “The 
craft is amazing, and working with these artisans is amazing. But artisans who 
give discarded stuff a second life are my soft spot. I’m always fascinated by what 
people call an ‘upcycle’.” 

Her favourite is the toiletries and cosmetic 
pouch woven from toothpaste tubes made in 
Indonesia. “No one would ever imagine it,” 
she says. “When you look at it, it’s really a chic, 
cool thing. It’s pure white, and pure aluminium. 
It looks as good as luxury brand. It’s functional, and 
inside, it’s all lined with waterproof vinyl.” Applelynn 
says that the interesting part is that you don’t see the 
print of the toothpaste tube anymore because the 
plastic has been treated, and disinfected with alcohol 

While this chic pouch 
looks as if it has been 
made from aluminium, 
it has, in fact, been 
creatively repurposed 
from used toothpaste 
tubes by a team of 
aurally impaired artisans 
in Jakarta.

A natural palette 
enhances these 
nptebooks, covered with 
preserved lotus leaves.
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A Thai woman dries naturally 
dyed lotus leaves under the hot 
sun to minimise before they 
are used to make new products 
such as notebooks, candle 
holders or containers.
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— causing all the paint to come off and the plastic be as 
prisitne as teh day it was first manufactured. 

In Jakarta the rubbish collectors gathered toothpaste 
tubes. Then, the homebound ladies, who wanted 
additional income, would treat, wash, shred and weave 
the products. Like many great opportunities in life, it 
was once again by chance that the Gallery team met the 
weavers and influenced the material of the product. “We 
chanced upon this group of people who were weaving: 
back then they were weaving with drinking straws,” 
Applelynn describes. “They asked if they could collect 
straws, but we thought straws were tougher to collect, 
and we didn’t want them to buy new straws to weave.” 

Their solution came when they saw one of the women 
using toothpaste tubes, creatively shredded and then 
woven. The team thought they had turned out very well. 
This was what they wanted. But it was so difficult to do, 
so they only had it for three to four years, and then they 
stopped. The difficulty, the Gallery’s senior director of 
design and merchandising explains, was weaving it into 
bigger pieces, and making it into tote bags, and then 
trying to retail it for $65. She recalls that five to six years 
ago, many people were not so taken with eco-friendly 
products, and didn’t really see the need to save the 
environment. “Some people would ask, ‘Why am I paying 
so much for trash?’” 

Despite their best marketing efforts, it was a product 
that didn’t get the reception it deserved. Today, people 
are more green and aware of what's going on and they are 

Recycled magazine 
baskets and containers 
made by homebound 
women from Malaysia.  
These women, who 
stay at home to look 
after children or elderly 
relatives, still find time  
to make these baskets  
to earn additional 
income to help subsidise 
household expenses.

Vietnamese artisans in Hanoi 
creatively assembled this beaded 
rattan lamp using thousands of 
seed beads on woven rattan, 
each meticulously beaded to 
create this one of a kind lantern.

The unique textures and 
marl-like colours seen on 
these photo frames are 
achieved by a laborious 
recyling process of 
collecting, cleaning, 
and discarded rolling 
telephone directories. 

pretty progressive — but unfortunately our supplier had 
already dispersed. It wasn’t easy.  

Some of the Banyan Tree Gallery’s most innovative 
products are upsycled from discarded goods, such as the 
wood-look photo frames made of telephone directories. 
Those frames offer disabled artisans in Thailand the 
opportunity of additional income and self-reliance, and 
in the process, has saved trees and reduced the impact on 
the environment. The pages of these unwanted directories 
were also shredded into strips, then glued and varnished to 
make baskets, before being softened with a quilted lining 
and oven dried. Some 350 pages were needed to craft a 
single basket and took about a week to make.

Working with artisans to provide contemporary 
products from discarded goods has also helped women 
in Chiang Mai, in the mountainous region of 
Northern Thailand, towards a decent income and 
an enriching job. The Banyan Tree Gallery's  
collaboration with the Product Development 
Craft Association, provided directory pages 
and used aluminium cans that the women 
creatively recycled into bags. It can be hard to 
imagine that it takes so little to offer a second 
chance to those in hardship. Were it not for 
the lifeline of craft, many of these workers 
would not have this alternative channel to 
survive. A case in point is a family in Chiang 
Mai, where the husband had died in an 
accident, leaving behind a wife with three 
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The sun shines  
through the dense 
canopy of a bamboo 
forest. Fast growing 
and durable, bamboo is 
widely regarded for its 
recyclable properties 
and is used today in a 
diverse range of goods 
—  from packaging  
to crockery.
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Fashioned from seeds, 
the naturally intricate 
patterns of this Brazilian 
necklace are preserved 
forever, burnished with 
lacquer through an 
electroplating process.
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This chic golden necklace 
was created from real 
seeds that have been 
plated through a metal 
plating process known as 
electroforming, producing 
a hollow and lightweight 
piece of wearable art. 

daughters. 
Amid despair and grief, the widow initially felt 

that she could not afford to bring her daughters up. 
But she was skilled in weaving and by working hard 
and joining a small credit scheme through the Thai 
Craft Association, she enabled her first daughter 
to complete college and become a nurse, help her 
second daughter to study at university, and finally, 
continue to fund her youngest for schooling. 

The diverse range of products that can be created 
from used materials is endlessly fascinating. 
Gallery products have included cans converted 
into stationery, and para rubber leaves made into 
decorative flowers, long after the latex has dried 
up. In Songkhla province in Southern Thailand, 

women create these flowers to supplement their 
income, which fluctuates as the demand for rubber 
ebbs and flows. 

The Banyan Tree Gallery’s lifestyle range also 
includes products that have been handcrafted 
with preserved leaves from the deciduous Tong 
Tung tree. This collection promotes earth-
friendly and sustainable collections to increase 
environmental awareness.

The local community from Northern Thailand 
is actively involved in this gainful endeavour as 
they provide the materials for this collection. 
The leaves are gathered from May to September, 
processed and dried, to protect them from 
gathering mould. Then they are laminated and 



“The safeguarding 
of the environment 
and its sustainability 
is not simply a token 
tick-box to Banyan 
Tree: it forms the very 
core of the business.” This chic necklace 

doesn't believe it's true 
roots: old, weathered 
tyres from Cambodia, 
which are used to make 
a range of eye-catching 
recycled accessories.
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treated with a waterproof coating to ensure 
durability and quality before going to production.

And it’s not only people and communities that 
such projects help. Since 2004, the Banyan Tree 
Gallery has been working with the Millennium 
Elephant Foundation, to design a range of paper 
products from elephant dung. Hailing from 
Pinnawala in Sri Lanka, the Foundation safeguards 
the welfare of elderly and disabled elephants, and 
educates locals about responsible farming for the 
future. The products also provide an income for 
the elephant mahouts who are often regarded as 
being on the lowest rungs of society. 

  This pro-environment movement toward 
recycling and up cycling has produced many 
exciting results. Through its earth-friendly efforts, 
the Banyan Tree has eliminated the use of ozone 
harming products such as plastics as much as 
possible throughout all its hotels and resorts; and 
in support for animal rights and dignity, no shell or 
ivory products are used or sold. 

Indeed, since just after the start of the new 
millennium, the Banyan Tree Gallery has been 
winning awards for recycling, notably the PATA 
Gold Environment Award 2001, for its innovative 
vision. The breadth and possibilities are wide and 
varied; from glassware made from recycled  
glass to Coca-Cola cans assuming a  
new identity as bamboo weave stationery 
accessories. The glassware, from Spain, is made 
of crushed glass, or cullet, that replaces raw 
materials. Every ton of cullet used conserves 1.1 
tonnes of raw materials and reduces air pollution 
by 20 percent and water pollution by 50 percent. 
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The skills of generations 
of artisans and the 
heritage of handicraft are 
evident in this beaded 
placemat, made in Bali.

 The safeguarding of the environment and 
its sustainability is not simply a token tick-

box to Banyan Tree: it forms the very core 
of the business, as it has been from day 

one. Environmental protection is both 
a commercial and private passion for 
Claire. 

She remembers that her 
grandmother was very good with 
her hands. What she did was to 
bring home discarded plastic 
strips to weave into baskets, 
which the family would use for 
storage. Claire’s background, 
living in cramped conditions 
with two rooms for a family of 10, 
necessitated that everything the 
family owned had to be created, 
including baskets for laundry, and 

those for covering food to prevent 
contamination from flies.  

“I think I started fairly early to 
learn about recycling,” she recalls. 

“Conservation is a value I grew up with; 
growing up in Singapore during the 

50s and 60s when scarcity of resources 
made us cherish the little we had. Our 

towels were never the size of the towels in 
the hotels that we use now, our towels were 

tiny, and it was all I owned. A morning towel 

for face and body was all I had.” Body lotion 
was an unknown luxury and a bar of soap was 
eked out by being cut into tiny pieces to be 
shared. 

Applelynn says that every time they go 
on a trip, the Gallery team sets out to learn 
something new. “And it’s that keen attitude to 
learning that allows people to continue  
to grow,” she says. 

“That’s important to us: having that 
kind of attitude and spirit to learn, so that 
you can constantly reflect and absorb new 
information, so that you don’t just blindly live 
life. Keep learning. You may not buy anything 
from the shop, but I’m sure that you will walk 
out learning that toothpaste tubes can be 
used to make bags,” she says, smiling. 

When new staff arrive, it is Applelynn’s job 
to brief them about the Banyan Tree Gallery 
and its products. The recycled section, she 
says, incites the most curiosity. “I do group 
orientations. And I’ll tell them that we have 
had products made even from dung — yet 
they can’t smell it. Those expressions are 
priceless,” she grins. “I’ll ask them to make a 
guess as to which materials they are made of, but 
when I tell them the real material from which 
it’s made, they can’t believe it. It’s the curiosity 
that you see in these people that gives you the 
satisfaction.” 
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As intriguing as any 
artwork, carvings of 
mythical birds, created 
by local Balinese 
artisans adorn these 
impressive doors.
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