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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

In her long cultural history China has produced a rich treasury of ornamental de-
signs. Unfortunately, too little has been done so far to collect, classify and organize
this vast cultural heritage in such a way as to make it more readily available to the
modern idea-hunting designer.

To contribute toward such an objective, we invested much energy and time to gather

a great variety of the best of Chinese traditional designs scattered in numerous local ”

and overseas museums, libraries, design resource centers, and exhibition catalogues.
Next we attempted to develop a basic classification system, consisting of seventeen
categories, taking into account the scope and uniqueness of Chinese decorative art.
Much time has been spent to retrace and redraw all of the collected designs to recap-
ture their original beauty and to present them in such a manner as to allow each
of these designs to speak for itself as a powerful source of inspiration.

Another objective was to initiate the establishment of a pictorial data base to
facilitate and stimulate continued research in the area of Chinese decorative art. There-
fore, we took care to identify each of the designs in terms of subject matter, source
object, geographic location, and historical period, on the basis of the information
presently available.

Three years of intensive work resulted in the development of an archive, presently
comprising more than four thousand individual designs, systematically stored in form
of microfiche.

Desiring to share the results of our pioneer effort in the field of Chinese decorative
art with a wider audience on the local Chinese as well as on the international level
we decided to publish part of our work in form of this pictorial design reference book.

Referring to the local scene, we believe that only to the extent that native design-
ers are thoroughly familiar with their own design tradition will they be able to cap-
ture its authentic spirit and in turn be captured by it. This will empower them to
refrain from mere imitation of past artistic expression and create something new out
of their own experience, something appealing to contemporary society and yet dis-
tinctively Chinese in spiric and feeling.

Referring to the international scene, we are living today in a world of increasing
cultural exchange between East and West. This exchange extends to all levels of hu-
man experience and expression thereof. As far as Chinese ornamental art is con-
cerned we believe that it is high time to draw increased universal attention to it and
to claim the international influence it undoubtedly deserves in the field of modern
design. For its intrinsic beauty and unique inspiration can indeed make a valuable
contribution to the world's treasury of design resources.

We hope to facilitate and intensify with the publication of these two volumes of
traditional design the ongoing process of mutual discovery, enrichment and enjoy-
ment between East and West, We also hope to assist and encourage native designers

to re-discover the rich artistic resoutces in their own cultural tradition wherewith




to feed and enkindle their creative imagination. Thus they will be enabled to assume
their special mission as Chinese designers in a modern world, and make a contribu-
tion all their own.

The designs presented in these volumes are derived mainly from art objects such
as pottery, porcelain, bronze, jade, lacquer, gold and silver, textiles, paintings, sculp-
tures, architecture, etc... Altogether there are about one thousand one hundred plus
design units. They were selected and arranged in such a way as to allow for a more
or less equal amount of subject matter representative of each major historical period.
Some colour pages are offered to give an idea of the colour preferences typical of
a given era. In order to avoid duplication of designs published elsewhere under a
special title, we omitted the inclusion of some of the more popular designs in the
area of windowpane-, bronze- and jade patterns, Han Dynasty wall rubbings, Tun-
huang paintings and good luck motifs of the late Ching early Chinese Republic peri-
od. The appendix offers a comparative chart illustrating the evolutionary changes
of selected motifs throughout Chinese cultural history.

We own special gratitude to the Deans of the College of Natural Sciences and En-
gineering of Fu Jen University, Dr. H. Hesselfeld and Dr. F. Budenholzer, for grant-
ing us financial support from the Divine Word Research Fund. Such support was
critical in promoting the research preceding the publication of this book. Futher-
more, 1 wish to thank Professor Tseng Yu, research fellow at the National Palace
Museum, for the stimulating dialogues during the initial stages of conceptualizing the
project and for his continued interest and encouragernent. Most of all, I need to thank
each of the team members Miss Lee Chuen-Fang, Ho Jau-Hwa and Liu Chuen-Yun
for the fine work and enthusiastic spirit throughout these three years of this cooper-
ative endeavor. My gratitude also extends to Mr. Wei Te-Wen for bis continuous
interest and advice in the process of publication.

Maryta Laumann, S. Sp. S.
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PREFACE

It was John Ruskin (London 1819-Brentwood 1900) and Eugene Viollet le Duc
{Paris 1814-Lausanne 1879) whowere the first European scholars interested in Gothic
architectural patterns. These patterns gave them a sense of national pride and eth-
nological artistic identity. This happened in Furope around 1850 half a century after
the industrial revolution; and the Chinese in Taiwap thirty vears after the same
experience look with candour and sympathy to Ruskin’s and Viallet le Duc’s interest,
although the pattern that interested them may be of a different origin.

Alois Riegl (Linz 1858-Vienna 1905) was the first Western art historian who adopt-
ed an objective method to analyse design pattern. He was keeper of the textile depart-
ment, Qesterreichisches Museum fiir Kunst und Industrie in Vienna. He devoted his
first baok ‘Altorientalische Teppiche” (1891) to the study of thé oriental rug in the
Austrian collection. In the same year, an American scholar W.H. Goodyear pub-
lished a study on Egyptian lotus pattern. The study of design pattern and its sig-
nificance is a relatively new branch of art history discipline, only covering a short
history of 90 years.

We Chinese are late-comers to this field of pattern analysis and iconology,
and naturally we are very much indebted to all the British, French, Austrian, Ameri-
can and Japanese predecessors whose working experience and methods have become
indispensable for us to approach pattern classification and analysis.

This is the first publication of the Fu Jen Universicy Textile Department’s Chinese
design archive. We hope many designers and art historians will find it useful for refer-
ence and study. We welcome more people to join us in this branch of creative work
and research. Eventually this archive will foster a new awareness of the beauty of
our traditional design among Chinese manufacturers and draw the public’s special

attention to the Chinese heritage in decorative art.

Tseng Yu
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FOREWORD

‘Westernisation, Chinese tradition, or a medley which is neither truly Chinese nor
Western? To copy, to reproduce, or to innovate?

Chinese decorative art and design in the twentieth century, like other aspects of
Chinese culture, is facing the biggest test of its history. This began with the cultural
impact of the Western pawers in the latter nineteenth century, when there was little
concensus about whether to discard or retrieve Chinese culture. Without a full un-
derstanding of its principles, Western decoration and design were imitated to excess,
while traditional Chinese decorative art was consigned to the limbo of neglect.

Another form of impact has sprung from the industrial revolution.. This originat-
ed with the late eighteenth-century British industrial revolution, which set the eco-
nomic pattern of large-scale production and large-scale consumption. In Europe and
America, with design confronting the contradictory claims of uniqueness versus in-
dustrial output, beauty versus function, and tradition versus modernity, there have
arisen since the last century a series of design reform movements aimed at addressing
the disparity between traditional handicrafts and modern technological development
and reacting to changes in art theory, philesephical thought, and social structure.
The industrial revolution occurred in China almost a century and a half later than
in the West, and only a short time has been allowed in China to think about pre-
cisely the same problems. A certain immaturity in our thinking has therefore been
the inevitable result.

Affected by this twofold impact, Chinese decorative art and design has developed
in the following directions:

1. Copying the West: due to the ebbing of national self-respect and selfconfidence,
spontaneous creativity was often lost in the desire to absorb as much of Western
civilisation as possible. The delayed arrival of the industrial revolution brought
complex politico-economic, social and cultural problems, but due to the need to
compete for survival in international markets we had no time, spirit or energy
to explore, address and solve the issues affecting design. The only viable option

was to follow Western trends.

o~

. Reproducing from tradition: neglected traditional design grew ever more incom-
patible with real life since hardly anyone continued to study it. The transplanting
to China of industrial production techniques further accelerated the decline in
traditional handicraft skills. All that was left was to produce large numbers of
reproductions of traditional antiques in order to satisfy Western curiosity about
Chinese culture and to assuage the feeling of guilt among Chinese for abandon-

ing their ancestral culture.

w

A medley neither Chinese nor Western: as a consciousness of uniquely Chinese
design gradually arose and became established. “Chinese style” became the most
common theme in Chinese design. This resulted in many designs suffering from

harsh juxtapositions and superficial formalism which were not only unacceptable




o Chinese people but provided no suitable solutions for Chinese design.

A further disadvantage was the fact that the late-Ch’ing artistic tradition we directly
inherited (i.e. what most non-Chinese regard as constituting “Chinese style”) was
not only weakened by foreign cultural invasion but in itself showed great fussiness
and complexity compared to the achievements of Chinese decorative art in other
periods. This indicated that it had already entered an impasse from the viewpoint
of design. The eminent American historian-of Chinese art Michael Sullivan formu-
lated the following assesstnent of Chinese decorative art and design in his book Chinese
Art in the Twentieth Century: “The fine textiles, porcelain, jade and jewellery represen-
tative of palace art reached their peak of technical skill in the Ming and Ch’ing dy-
nasties. But by the twentieth century only a bare shell survived in which excessive
surface decoration had lost purity and vitality of design. The more noticeable the
decoration, the more it lacked style....”

In contrast with the development of Western decorative art and design from com-
plexity towards simplicity, such complexity is at variance with the demands of com-
plex modern saciety for simplified design at every point. But this kind of complexity
in defiance of modern trends is becoming more and more marked.

What then is the direction in which contemporary Chinese design should be mov-
ing? It is surely that of innovation and simplification.

1. Innovation: in the realm of contemporary design the main point to be emphasised
is “new concepts and creativity”. New designs and new products are coming into
being every day. After such a long period of stagnation in the development of
Chinese decorative art and design, only incessant innovation can provide the motive
force to bring about its revival. Then superior designs can emerge which will win

international recognition and standing.

o

. Simplification: it is both an inevitable and an essential trend for Chinese decora-
tive art to develop towards greater simplicity. Only if excessive decoration is stripped
away can the true heart of a design idea be expressed, and the spirit and vitality
of a design be made manifest. In addition to corresponding with the spirit of con-
temporary life, this is the best way for mixing and merging Chinese and Western
decorative art.

However, innovation does not mean creating something out of nothing, neither
does simplification involve blindly stripping things away. For design must be able
to offer solutions to current problems and show awareness of the problems that lie
ahead, while remaining in touch with the past. Every area of design, whether ar-
chitecture, industrial products, cars, furniture, textiles and clothing involves similar
problems on the level of technology, art, society and tradition. These cannot be con-
cretely addressed in just a few sentences, and it would be beyond any individual's
power to attempt to do so. But perhaps we can take our strategy from the Chinese
authority on warfare who wrote “the key to victory is to know both yourself and
the other side.” In this context, “knowing the other side” would include understanding
the problems experienced by Western: design in the course of its development and
the solutions adopted for dealing with them. This would provide valuable lessons
while at the same time we catch up and explore the latest design problems in order
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to master current trends. “Knowing oneself” in this context includes thoroughly
researching traditional Chinese art and culture, and pendering the various problems
faced by contemporary Chinese design. In this way one may either derive inspira-
tion from indigenous tradition, or examine modern design issues from a unigely
Chinese viewpoint, or provide remedies for knotty impasses in contemporary Chinese
design. Any of these courses cannot fail to have some beneficial function.

‘When it comes to absorbing fresh knowledge about Western culture we never seem
satisfied with even quite big efforts, while we should truly be more ashamed for our
inadequate understanding of indigenous Chinese culture. Compiling a book of this
kind is a way of tracing our own roots, and may be considered a small contribution
towards preserving, exploring and understanding our cultural heritage. Our purpose
has not been to make it easier for the reader to copy traditional Chinese designs,
but rather we hope that this rich cultural treasure-house may become a source of
artistic inspiration,

In the last analysis, what significance does tradition have for us? How should we
go about studying it? These questions can be looked at from two different angles.
1. Traditional decorative art and design provides us with an infinity of aesthetic in-

spirations and pointers in philosophy of design, whether in the field of lineation,
proportion, demarcation, layout, disposition, coloration, texture, choice of sub-
Ject matter or symbolic meaning. It represents the accumulated experience and
solutions of our forbears to problems bearing on visual beauty, function, technique,
natural environment and society. Just as Western designers have constantly turned
to China and Japan for their creative inspiration and for theoretical backing,
as seen for instance in the design style and concepts of the Art Nouveau move-
ment, 5o should we be able to unearth new levels of mspiration from our cultural
heritage.

In addition to its conceptual influence on the level of intellectual ideas, tradi-
tional decorative art and design has a subtle transforming effect visually, Thus
the designer need not explain his reasons, for his inherited tradition together with
his individual visual experience and qualities of his character will naturally com-
bine to form a unique aesthetic approach.

o

. The development of Chinese decorative art has not taken place in a vacuum. It
has constantly mingled with other decorative styles from foreign cultures and adopt-
ed fresh manufacturing techniques in order to maintain its vitality. In the bronze
age it absorbed the zoomorphic style of Siberian nomadic peoples; in the Western
Han the opening of the silk road laid the basis for interchange between Eastern
and Western cultures overland, and artifacts from sites along the sitk toad show
many designs influenced equally by Eastern and Western styles; with the introduc-
tion of Buddhism to China in the Eastern Han, Wei and Chin dynasties, decora-
tive symbolism of Indian origin influenced Chinese religious art; in the T’ang dy-
nasty, despite its setbacks at the hands of the Moslem empire, Middle Eastern
and Central Asian art enriched T’ang decorative art, and twisting strings of beads,
paired birds, paired animals and coiled plant-stems became naturally intermin-
gled into Chinese decorative styles; blue and white porcelain is regarded almost




without question as one of China’s most typical decorative art forms, although

this glaze rechnique was only introduced into China from the Middle East as late

as the Yuan dynasty.

Today Chinese design is facing the biggest cultural impact in its history, but as
long as we choose appropriately, the admixture of outside culture will give Chinese
culture a richer content. Looking back over this long history of our decorative art,
an appreciation of the flexibility and adaptability it has acquired from contact with
foreign culcures will give us greater freedom and confidence when it comes to select-
ing the best from contemporary Eastern and Western cultures.

Some may say we have overemphasised the importance of tradition, that by doing
so we only place constrictions on ourselves, and that we should oppose tradition.
Unfortunately this attitude will never allow us to discard tradition entirely because
some understanding of tradition is essential if we want to pose an effective challenge
to existing experience and received ideas.

To question current experience and notions, in other words to examine things from
a different angle, is the best way to obtain creative inspiration from tradition. To
lend new expression to an old design, offering a fresh interpretation of tradition;
to seek in collective past experience for comparisons and corroboration of one’s own
design philosophy; or to discover truly original innovations which have never oc-
curred in history before — all these are viable ways of making a creative contribution.

Observe Shang bronzes, Han stone carvings and T’ang and Sung pottery, espe-
cially Kuan ware of the Sung period which is almost devoid of ornament and relies
on its form, the colour of its glaze and its sheer quality for all its effect; again, Sung
and Chin Tz'u-chou ware with its predominantly black and white coloration relies
on a few bold brushstrokes to achieve the highest expression of simplicity in decora-
tive art. For several centuries Western ceramic art has acknowledged the value of
the decorative techniques of Chinese porcelain, and the West has studied it and drawn
upon it for inspiration, even sometites being lost in admiration at the achievements
made by Chinese ceramicists many centuries ago. Why is it that we ourselves cannot
appreciate this strong simplistic spirit inherent in Chinese decorative art?

We are living in a pericd in which Chinese decorative art and design is undergo-
ing key transformations, and how we deal with our cultural heritage and the cultur-
al influences of Western cultures is going to prove decisive for the future develop-
ment of Chinese design. This editor earnestly hopes that Chinese designers will no
longer regard this rich tradition of decorative art and design as an historical burden

but rather as an inexhaustible treasurestore to draw upon.

Lee Chuen-Fang
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