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Ceramic Pillows of Tang and Song Dynasties

Liu Xinyuan

Before the 20th century, people who were used to soft pillows made of cloth regarded ceramic pillows of
Tang and Song Dynasties as burial objects. In 1922, archaeologists found some ceramic pillows placed on
a bed in a habitation site of Julu City of Northern Song Dynasty, which was flooded by the Yellow River.
Some words, such as ‘Xin XU’ (new son-in-law) were written with ink on the pillows. It was not until then
that people began to believe that those hard and cold ceramic pillows were daily used bedding rather
than the funerary objects.

In the 1950’s, Mr. Chen Wanli selected forty ceramic pillows from those handed down and published the
book Ceramic Pillows. It was the first monograph concerning ceramic pillows and ceramic pillows began
to get the attention of the society. Mr. Yeung Wing Tak from Hong Kong published a catalogue showing
a large number of ceramic pillows collected by him. During the last two decades, though there are some
catalogues of ceramic pillowé, the impact seems to be limited.

Mr. Sui Weimin, being a collector from Hong Kong and Shanghai, concerns of the Chinese cultural relics
lost abroad. In recent years, he selects over sixty ceramic pillows mainly of Tang and Song Dynasties
from his collections and compiles the book The Quintessence of Ancient Ceramic Pillows, which is the
monograph of ceramic pillows following the steps of Mr Chen Wanli.

In order to confirm the date of pillows in this book, the author compares them with those dated relics at
home and abroad. The dates of some pillows are confirmed with thermoluminescence analysis reports
of Oxford. So the dates of these pillows are reliable.Besides, the author compares the pillows with the
unearthed specimens from ancient kilns in Zhejiang, Hunan, Jiangxi, Henan, Hebei and Shanxi. With the
help of the experts taking part in the excavation and survey of the kilns, the kilns of these pillows can be
further confirmed.

Among the over sixty pieces of pillows, the shapes of surfaces range from rectangular, bean-shaped to
square and ruyi-shaped. Nearly one-third of them have three-dimensional sculptures under the surfaces,
including the lion, rhinoceros and tiger forms. Under the protection of these animals, people are kept
away from the evil spirits when they are sleeping. The habit of using auspicious animals to decorate
pillows started from Tang Dynasty and inherited in the kilns of Song Dynasty. Some pillows in this book
are depicted with the human figures. On one Dangyangyu ware sancai glazed rectangular pillow, the story
of Wang Xiang seeking carp in the winter for his mother is incised. An elder walking with a white deer is
depicted on one Cizhou ware pillow. The Ding ware pillow carved with boy design and the boy carved on
one Hejin ware octagonal pillow are so vivid that rival some works of Matisse.

The Hutian ware gingbai glazed bean shaped pillow of Song Dynasty is incised with lotus and moulded
with a sleeping female figure inside, which seems to be inspired by the story of Mr. Lu entering the dream
world through the hole of a celadon pillow. What is particularly worth mentioning is that the floral design
against ring-matted ground, the peony on the Ding ware pillow, the egret walking on the Changsha ware
pillow and the bird standing on the branch are all full of vitality, expressing the beauty of nature.

As a reader, I would like to thank the collector for sharing his collections and happiness with the public.
Special thanks to the Shanghai Fine Arts Publisher for this exquisite catalogue of ceramic pillows with
reliable dates and explicit kilns.
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Ding Ware White Glazed Ruyi Shaped Pillow in
the Form of a Lion (Early Northern Song Dynasty)
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Ding Ware Green Glazed Bean Shaped Pillow
with Peony Design (Jin Dynasty)
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