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Preface

Regina Krahl

China, in many languages, is synonymous with porcelain, and for centuries, porcelain was synonymous with China,
since porcelain was made nowhere else. The proficiency of craftsmen in a single city - Jingdezhen in Jiangxi province
- made China’s porcelain world-famous and had a transforming effect on ceramics worldwide. Three Ming dynasty
rulers, the Yongle (r. 1403-24), Xuande (r. 1426-35) and Chenghua (. 1465-87) Emperors, marked out the route for
China's ceramic art through unprecedented patronage of the Jingdezhen manufactories; and the imperial kilns
created ceramics unsurpassed in beauty and quality. They form the subject of this exhibition.

The exceptional standard of the porcelains of the early Ming dynasty (1368-1644) had long been recognized, since
fine examples from the Chinese imperial collection and some royal collections abroad had been handed down.
The excavation of their manufacturing area at Zhushan in Jingdezhen, led by Professor Liu Xinyuan, however, threw
overboard all conventional wisdom about the aims and abilities of the Ming imperial kilns and the skills of China's
potters. It represents perhaps the most momentous single discovery for the history of world ceramics.

The excavations of these fifteenth-century workshops have revealed a porcelain industry of an awesome technical
capacity; design concepts of admirable stylistic clarity and sophisticated attention to detail; and experimental
laboratories far more ambitious and adventurous than we could have imagined. The treasure trove of porcelains
buried at Zhushan is due to unparalleled quality control imposed by the imperial court. The ‘failures’ then rejected,
broken and interred appear as marvels of artistry to us today. This exhibition of the amazing finds from the Ming
imperial kiln site is the first ever to feature the three towering reigns in the history of Chinese porcelain side by side
and as such is a historic event most appropriate for the occasion of the Shanghai World Exhibition.

The Yongle, Xuande and Chenghua imperial workshops each had their own repertoire with a distinct aesthetic
focus. The Yongle Emperor was a great innovator, probably the most enterprising of all Ming rulers, and in touch with
many parts of the world. The grandiose projects he initiated stimulated the country’s cultural and artistic resources
ina major way: the compilation of an encyclopaedia, for example, the largest such project ever undertaken in China,
enlisted the services of thousands of scholars; gigantic and unequalled maritime expeditions throughout Asia and
as far as East Africa brought hundreds of ships with tens of thousands of men to foreign shores to exchange ideas
and goods; and the move of the capital from Nanjing in the south to Beijing in the north with the construction of
a new palace complex, the Forbidden City, occupied an army of craftsmen for years. Imperial commissions thus
revived and supported manufactories throughout the empire to create works in many different media to imperial
standard, for use both in a secular and a religious context. The inscription of the reign name, first in form of a
dedicatory phrase on Buddhist sculptures, then in form of a reign mark on works of art, stems from this period.
Some of the greatest blue-and-white porcelains date from the Yongle reign and reflect the cosmopolitan flair of
this era: Middle Eastern metal forms of an unaccustomed angularity appeared in the repertoire at the same time
as designs inspired by traditional Chinese ink painting — marvels of brush painting never before seen on ceramics.
Vessels of extraordinary dimensions, complex and in some cases still unexplained shapes, and attempts to master



the difficult copper-red pigment or various new enamel colours were only some of the technical tours-de-force
Yongle potters embarked on. Some of the finest wares ended up in the royal Persian (Safavid) and Turkish (Ottoman)
collections, perhaps through official exchanges, since such wares are not otherwise found in excavations outside
China.

The Xuande Emperor, a talented poet and painter himself, was a man of stability and consolidation, less enterprising
than the Yongle Emperor, but in his own way also a keen patron of the arts. Workshops in many different media
started to produce wares more specifically designed for use at court. Classic motifs that visibly reflected imperial
power, such as dragon and phoenix designs, became more prominent. The court absorbed virtually the complete
output of the imperial kilns, and some special shapes for palace use such as cricket cages and bird feeders are
unique to this reign. The imperial reign mark became customary and reign-marked porcelains were not exported.
The blue-and-white designs of the Yongle and Xuande reigns became classics revived time and again, particularly
in the following Qing dynasty (1644-1911). Colour became a more important factor as monochrome glazes were
expanded in variety and enamel painting was tried out; but a true polychrome style still appears to have been
restricted to some ritual vessels for use in Tibet, where bright primary colours were traditionally revered. Think the
HK person mistook your meaning on Tibet?

After a gap of several decades court patronage was revived by the Chenghua Emperor, an introvert and placable
ruler,intent on good government but without aspirations of grandeur. His personal role as an active patron of the arts
is unconfirmed, and the influence of the notorious concubine Wan Guifei may have contributed to the eclectic taste
manifested in this reign. As other media such as lacquer or cloisonné declined in importance, porcelain regained its
erstwhile singular role, and imperial production took a new turn. Delicate forms, small sizes and charming, artless
designs suggest use in the intimacy of the inner court rather than the desire to project imperial might to the outside
world, at home or abroad. The porcelain itself is marked by an unsurpassed tactile quality that invites handling.
Porcelain painters managed to avoid mechanical perfection; their nature scenes and designs retain a pleasing
softness and an uncontrived simplicity that makes them irresistibly attractive. It is the colourful doucai [dove-tailed
colours] style that became a Chenghua trademark, and the iconic Chenghua chicken cups are still among the most
coveted porcelains today.

Many of the extraordinary items included in this exhibition are unique, and many forms and designs on view here
are known only from the Zhushan excavations. The endeavours of the imperial kilns in these three reigns were
ambitious and much of what was then undertaken has never again been achieved. In the Qing dynasty, when far
advanced technical facilities enabled the most complicated porcelain projects, Yongle and Xuande blue-and-white
and Chenghua doucai wares were glorified like the mythical wares of the Song dynasty (960-1279) and provided
points of reference for the potters. Yet even the Qing Emperors could not have imagined the stunning cache waiting
to be uncovered at Zhushan.
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