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Precious as the Morning Star:
12th-14th Century Celadons in the Qing Court Collection

—— Preface

“Precious as the Morning Star: 12th-14th Century Celadons
in the Qing Court Collection” is a special exhibition at the
National Palace Museum organized by Dr. Yu Pei-chin,
Chief Curator of the Department of Antiquities, that follows
her presentation of “Obtaining Refined Enjoyment: The
Qianlong Emperor's Taste in Ceramics” (2011-2012) as a
more research-oriented exhibit. It was also back in 2011
and 2012 that Dr. Yu received two research grants from the
Republic of China’s Ministry of Science and Technology to
pursue the topics of “The Southern Song Guan (Official)
Kilns” and “"Exploring the Ge Kiln,” respectively. In
these two studies, she combed through textual records,
investigated kiln sites, and examined excavated objects,
her solid research forming a firm foundation for this
special exhibition. Not only does this exhibit present
general audiences with the beauty of Song dynasty celadon
glazes, decoration, and forms, it also allows her to offer
views on questions that have emerged among scholars

since the 1930s, helping to provide answers.

The exhibit title, "Precious as the Morning Star,” comes
from a line of appreciation writter‘{‘by the Qing dynasty
emperor Qianlong to express his admiration for Song
dynasty celadons in the court collection of ceramics. As
far as Qianlong was concerned, Guan (Official] celadons
of the Song dynasty included Ru, Northern Song Guan,
Southern Song Guan, Longquan, and Ge wares. Despite

not offering reasons to support his judgment, the evidence

from traditional textual accounts and even modern
archaeological excavations all testifies to the fact that
this eighteenth-century Chinese ruler had an exceptional
eye when it came to connoisseurship. For this reason,
Dr. Yu as curator of the exhibit used this line of poetry by
the Qianlong emperor, “So are viewed as a morning star
the official wares the Zhao Song dynasty,” to organize an
exhibition following the connoisseurship and collection
of this ruler. With Southern Song official ceramics as
her foundation, Dr. Yu selected Ru, Southern Song Guan,
Longquan, and Ge wares to examine the relationship
between them in terms of glaze and form. The exhibit is
divided into four sections on "Ru Wares and the Northern
Song Official Kilns,” “Southern Song Official Kilns,” “The
Crackle of Celadon,” and “Connoisseurship and Discovery.”
Examples of Song dynasty celadbns in the National Palace
Museum passed down from the Qing court on display and
also juxtaposed with each other to allow audiences to
compare and contrast their glazes, classical and upright
forms and period styles, and unique beauty of celadon
crackle. Complemented by concise explanations and
illustrations, and including excavated celadon shards and
hoard discoveries for comparison, audiences can gain a

fuller understanding of celadons from this period.

Since the special exhibit opened on December 25 of 2015,
it has received both popular and critical acclaim from both

visitors and scholars, who praise Song dynasty porcelains

3
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in the National Palace Museum collection as unparalleled
in the world both in quantity and beauty. Many collectors
and enthusiasts of ceramics have expressed a desire
to purchase a catalogue for the exhibit. And, according
to Museum custom, a catalogue is usually published to
accompany the opening of a special exhibition. However,
Dr. Yu wanted to make sure that the printer reproduced
as exactly as possible the subtle shades of celadon colors
and to complete in detail her study on “Song and Yuan
Dynasty Celadons from the Qing Court Collection and
Related Issues” in order to answer many of the questions
that have been raised concerning Song dynasty celadons.
They include, for example, the uncertainty whether
Northern Song official wares actually existed. What exactly
were their defining features? Does the similarity between
Southern Song Guan and Ru wares suffice to see them
as “remnants of production from the old capital?” If so,
is it possible to deduce that Ru porcelains were indeed
Northern Song official wares? The same question of
relationship also arises with Southern Song Guan and
Longquan wares: did Longquan wares follow after Guan
wares? Furthermore, is Ge ware actually the same as the
remains excavated from the Yuan dynasty stratum at the
Laohudong kiln site? And what is their relationship with
Longquan wares? These complicated questions related
to the development of celadons have challenged scholars
of Chinese ceramics and long attracted the interest

of Dr. Yu in the hope of trying to resolve them with her

own views to help find the answers. | greatly admire the
diligent scholarship of Chief Curator Yu and her ambition,
and since the exhibition runs until April 18, 2017, so |,
as director of the Museum, consented to her request to
delay publication of the accompanying catalogue. When |
recently had the opportunity to examine a galley proof of
the catalogue, | was not disappointed. | found the editing
and layout quite appealing and refined with a classical yet
buoyant quality. The descriptions are also quite complete,
marking another fine achievement by Dr. Yu Pei-chin
combining research and display in the footsteps of her
“Obtaining Refined Enjoyment: The Qianlong Emperor’s
Taste in Ceramics” (2011-2012) and “A Special Exhibition
of Porcelain with Painted Enamels of the Yongzheng Period
in the Qing Dynasty” (2012-2013), making it all but certain
to be acclaimed by specialists in the field of Chinese

ceramics.

. Fun; /‘ﬁy-dm

Director, National Palace Museum
April 30, 2016
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Introduction

Precious as the Morning Star: 12th-14th Century
Celadons in the Qing Court Collection

“Precious as the morning star” comes from poetry by the
Qianlong Emperor in the 18th century. Both "Precious
and few as morning stars” and “The morning star truly
is precious” are lines that compare something rare and
treasured to the fleeting and infrequent phenomenon of a
morning star. Qianlong’s line for “Viewing Guan (Official
wares of the Zhao-Song dynasty as morning stars” clearly
indicates that he valued specifically Song Guan porcelains

as precious treasures.

Judging from historical records, so-called “Official kilns”
of the Song dynasty refer to sites producing porcelains for
the court in the Northern Song and those in the Southern
Song at Xiuneisi and Jiaotanxia. In more recent times, the
exploration and study of Southern Song Official kilns trace
back to the 1930s with evidence gathered and fieldwork
by Chinese and Japanese scholars. Though Southern
Song Official kilns could not be clearly distinguished at
the time, the appreciation for celadons they produced
and the issue of solving related questions continued until
now. In particular with the discovery of the Laohudong kiln
site in Hangzhou City, Zhejiang Province, many scholars
have come to recognize that it and Jiaotanxia as indeed
where official wares were fired in the Southern Song. In
comparison, our understanding of Northern Song official
kiln sites has not only progressed along lines revealed
by textual analysis but also by researching imperial

poetry from the Qianlong Emperor and excavations at the

Qingliang Temple site in Baofeng County, Henan Province.
In doing so, the Ru kilns have become considered as

possible sites for the Northern Song kilns.

The National Palace Museum has in its collection a large
number of celadon porcelains from the former Qing court,
and even the places where many of them were stored can
be traced. Furthermore, based on the imperial poetry on
some, we can learn more about the ideas that the Qianlong
Emperor gained by sifting through texts and about the
ideas and categorizing of Guan wares in the eighteenth
century. Using the past to view the present, how do we
ultimately view these precious works from the ages? This
exhibition takes into consideration the question of how to
use cultural artifacts to not only trace the history of the
Qing court collection but also how to integrate modern
viewpoints in art history as a way of reinvigorating our
understanding of the places, periods, and related issues
behind the production of individual wares. This exhibition is
divided into four sections on “Ru Wares and the Northern
Song Official Kilns,” “Southern Song Official Kilns,” “The
Crackle of Celadon,” and “Connoisseurship and Discovery.”
It is hoped that bringing together these historical objects,
textual records, and archaeological materials will
illuminate the background for celadon production in the
twelfth to fourteenth centuries, the emotions engendered

by their appreciation, and the features of specific works.



