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Pottery with design of human(Majiayao
Culture, 3800 B.C.-2000 B.C.)

Traditional Chinese handicrafts originated
in the Paleolithic Age. Those chipped
stone tools, such as choppers, scrapers
and points, contain primitive practical
and spiritual implications, and can be
considered the initial form of traditional
handicrafts and the precursor of Chinese
plastic arts.

The primitive stone implements,
jade articles, bone objects, woodwork,
lacquerware, fabric, knotwork, and
particularly, pottery, during the Neolithic
Age (approx. 8,500-4,500 years ago)
distinctively reveal the creative thinking
and craftsmanship for traditional Chinese
handicrafts which equally highlight
practicality and aesthetics, and show
ancient people's mastery of material and
artistry as well as their knowledge of and

abidance by the rules of beauty in form.
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Jade deer-shaped pendent (Western Zhou
Dynasty, 1046 B.C. - 771 B.C.)
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Rectangular bronze Ding with animal-
mask design and upright handles (Shang
Dynasty, 1600 B.C .- 1046 B.C.)

The Shang and Zhou Dynasties
(1600 B.C.-256 B.C.) saw epoch-
making progress in traditional Chinese
handicrafts, with practical and spiritual
implications of artifacts being enriched
and deepened. Social and religious
consciousness began penetrating into
traditional handicrafts, giving them an
aesthetic feeling of sublimity. Primitive
celadon and lacquerware gained initial
development, while great achievements
were made in bronze ware and jade
carving.

Handicrafts from the Spring and
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Autumn and Warring States Periods (770
B.C. — 221 B.C.) to the Qin and Han
Dynasties (221B.C . =220 A.D.) showed
the development of early economic
strength and ideologies in the Chinese
feudal society. The rise of the rational
spirit led to the organic unity between
the pursuit of practical and social
values and the passionate and romantic
forms of art which had continued the
primitive cultural tradition. The vigorous,
robust, powerful and simple aesthetic
characteristics, which emerged thereof,
were thoroughly manifested in ceramics,
lacquerware and silk.

The transition during the Three
Kingdoms Period, Western and Eastern
Jin, and Southern and Northern Dynasties
(220-589) in politics, economy, military

affairs, culture and ideology led to
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Colored painting on the lacquered coffin from
the Tomb of Marquis Yi of Zeng (Warring States
Period, 475 B.C. - 221 B.C.)

The Tomb of Marquis Yi of Zeng, excavated in 1978 in
Leigudun, Suizhou City, Hubei Province, is the grave
of Yi, monarch of the State of Zeng (or Sui) during the
Warring States Period. Thousands of funerary objects
have been unearthed in the tomb, and the coffin is
also exquisitely decorated.
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Lidded celadon Zun in the shape of a lotus
(Northern Wei Dynasty, 386-534)
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changes in craftsmanship and in pursuit
of values. The production center moved
gradually from northern to southern
China, along with an inclination to reveal
intrinsic personality and temperament in
artistic creation. The value orientation
of advocating subjectivity and the
aesthetic inclination towards peace and
plainness had profound influence on
the overall development of traditional
Chinese handicrafts. Great achievements
were made during the period in celadon,
architecture and religious crafts.
Traditional Chinese handicrafts
gained full development and became
prosperous during the early and peak
Tang Dynasty (618-907). Dyeing and
weaving, firing, casting and forging,
lacquering and woodwork were all
unprecedented in craftsmanship and scale
of production. The developed economy,
the exchanges between domestic and
foreign cultures, and the liberation of
human mind led to the unrestrained and
grand inclination, ingenious and elegant
decoration, and mellow and gorgeous
appearance of the handicrafts at that time.
During the Song Dynasty
(960-1279), traditional Chinese
handicrafts became fairly mature and

perfect, reflecting to the full the cultural
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spirit and aesthetic consciousness of
the Chinese nation. The developed
handicraft industry, coupled with a
cultural atmosphere in which arts were
advocated and Neo-Confucianism was
stressed, promoted the harmonious
development between artistic creation
and the ideal of subjective aesthetics,
and gave rise to the aesthetic paradigms
of arts and crafts featuring calmness and
elegance, plainness and implicitness,
and unity between mind and objects.
This was manifested best in porcelain.
The principle of creation revealed in arts
and crafts of the Song Dynasty still has
practical significance at present.

After the Mongols unified China,

traditional handicrafts gained certain
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Celadon pot with a hoop handle from
Yaozhou Kiln (Northern Song Dynasty,
960-1127)
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Cage gilded with gold and silver (Tang
Dynasty, 618-907)
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Blue-and-white pot with design of interlocking
branches of peony from Jingdezhen Kiln
(Yuan Dynasty, 1279-1368)
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development. Gold-wefted brocades, the
blue-and-white porcelain, and porcelain
decorated with underglaze red patterns
represented outstanding contributions
during this period. Affected by the
warlike nomadic culture, the Yuan
Dynasty's arts and crafts tended to be
bold, rugged and magnanimous in style.

During the Ming Dynasty
(1368-1644), another prosperous era
in the Chinese history, traditional
handicrafts entered into a new stage as
social productivity improved. All-round
development was seen in traditional
handicrafts such as silk, cotton spinning,
dyeing, porcelain, lacquerware,
metalware, furniture, and architectural
decoration. Arts and crafts of the Ming
Dynasty continued the aesthetic pursuit
of the Song Dynasty and developed
towards stylization and perfection,
with the aesthetic features of elegance,
conciseness and robustness.

Traditional Chinese handicrafts were
even closer to perfection during the Qing
Dynasty (1644-1911), which came in
more varieties, exquisite craftsmanship
and more diversified techniques than
that in the preceding dynasties. The
values highlighting craftsmanship, which

originated from the noble's aesthetic
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Jade hill featuring Yu the Great controlling

the water (Qing Dynasty, 1644-1911)

taste, were strengthened in arts and crafts
of the Qing Dynasty, with the tendency
of lavish ornamentation.

After the Opium Wars (1840-1842,
1856-1860), the traditional Chinese
handicrafts took on a different look in
production pattern, product structure,
craftsmanship, and artistic style. The
handicrafts, which followed the tradition
of the Qing Dynasty, went downhill
under the impact of modern industrial
civilization. Under the new historical
conditions, the traditional handicrafts,
though deprived of its originally
dominant status in practical fields, steered
into aesthetic fields via its peculiar and

irreplaceable sentimental superiority.
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Rose wood armchair with a round openwork

back (Ming Dynasty, 1368-1644)
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The first “pottery making” by using
clay meant the first time of human control
over fire for creating purposes, while
the transformation of clay into pottery
marked the first creation of synthetic
material. From then, fire became an
extension of human creativity, and people
thus love saying the firing of pottery and
porcelain as a “baptism of fire” . The
so-called “baptism of fire” is realized
by the action of heat and flame on clay.
Heat here, i.e. firing temperature,
is not merely a physical indicator for
demarcating “pottery” and “porcelain”, but
also a technical precondition for the craft of
ceramics. Generally speaking, pottery is fired
between 700°C and 1000°C, and porcelain
above 1100°C. Mature Chinese porcelains
are largely fired at about 1300°C. The most

primitive form was open firing, of which
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Dragon-shaped Kiln, Longquan, Zhejiang Province

the heat could only reach the lower limit
of temperature for firing pottery and
resulted in poor-quality pottery. It is
still used today in some remote areas of
China. The emergency of kilns marked
a great progress in firing techniques.
Archeological discoveries indicate that
as early as in the mid-Neolithic Age,
Chinese potters already widely used
horizontal and vertical kilns to lift
temperature up to around 1000°C, which
considerably improved the quality of
pottery. After that, the potters continued
to improve kiln structures and developed
up-draught kilns into down-draft ones,
and invented dragon-
shaped kilns, bun-
shaped kilns, terraced
kilns and egg-shaped
kilns with much
better performance,
increasing heat up
to about 1300°C. In
the history of ancient
civilizations, no other
nation could employ
kiln techniques to
“cultivate” heat into
the realm of making
porcelain like China
did. That revealed the
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Firing

wisdom and intelligence of the Chinese
in controlling fire.

Flame, i.e. the atmosphere of firing,
is a chemical factor to determine the
color of pottery and porcelain, and also
the technical precondition for the craft
of ceramics. A flame has two properties,
oxidizing and deoxidizing. According
to modern scientific explanations, the
property of a flame is determined by the
content of free oxygen and that of the
deoxidizing component, carbon dioxide.
Generally speaking, a flame is oxidizing
flame when the content of free oxygen
is between 4% and 10%, and reducing
flame when the oxygen content is below
1% and the carbon content is between
4% and 8%. Empirically, in the case of
oxidizing flames, the fire inside the kiln
is clear and bright; when reducing flames
dominate, there are billows of smoke and
flame inside the kiln. The property and
change of the flame has a direct effect
on the matrix, color of glaze, luster,
and texture of ceramics. For instance,
a glaze containing copper takes on the
beautiful color of green or blue when
fired with oxidizing flame, while it turns
lovely red in reducing flame; in the case
of a glaze containing iron, the color of

glaze fired with the two types of flame is



