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Preface

The lamp originated from the discovery of fire and human’ need for a light source. An oil tray, fuel, and a wick
are all that a basic oil lamp requires to function, but the craft of oil lamps will eventually develop into a union between
practicality and esthetics.

The earliest lamps were similar in appearance to the porcelain food container/vessel “dou” with an oil tray on
top connected by a column to the base. Although its construction was simple, it was the basic, conventional model for
Chinese oil lamps. Oil lamps developed to the point where they were no longer just practical objects from the Spring
and Autumn Period to the Han Dynasty. Along with other vessels, oil lamps became the sacrificial vessels of the era,
which reflected the rules, regulations, and laws in society and politics. During the Wei, Jin, and Southern & Northern
Dynasties, following the technological maturity of celadon ceramics, celadon oil lamps began to replace bronze oil
lamps. Because the material costs of celadon oil lamps were low, the designs of the oil lamps became more complex
and decorative, making it a popular item among the common folk. Between the Late-Sui and the Early-Tang Dynasties,
makers began using new materials to construct oil lamps, including copper, iron, tin, silver, jade, stone, wood, and glass.
During the Song Dynasty, each kiln produced a unique type of ceramic oil lamp, as a result of the developing ceramic
industry, and the oil lamps of the Liao Dynasty displayed the characteristics of the ethnic minorities. Finally, during
the Ming and Qing Dynasties, blue-and-white porcelain and famille rose porcelain oil lamps became the new style.
Thereafter, foreign oil lamps began influencing Chinese oil lamps, and the emergence of incandescent lamps in the
twentieth century finally ended the several thousand years of oil lamp history.

In Chinese history, the oil lamp is not only e;. practical tool for daily use, but it also reflects the society, economy,
culture, and popular customs of each dynasty. Our museum particularly would like to thank the Chang & Fung Art

Collections, among others, for its participation and assistance in jointly creating this display of approximately 100 oil

W g A B

Director
National Museum of History

lamps from across the dynasties.
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Introduction to Chinese O1l Lamps
by Liisheng Chen

Oil lamp was initially invented due to the discovery of fire and the need for light
by human kind.According to archaeological records, the Peking Man of the Paleolithic
Age dated as early as 700,000 to 200,000 years from now has been using fire in their
daily activities already.Lamp vessels in defined shapes could be identified as we go
into the Spring and Autumn Period of Chinese history.Ancient Chinese historical
record shows that oil lamp vessels have appeared as early as the legendary Huangdi
(or the Yellow Emperor) period.Passages from the Rites of Zhou indicate that there has
been special Court Attendants who were solely in charge of lighting.

As a mere lighting tool, an oil lamp can realize its function by the dish-like vessel
that holds the fuel. The invention of variously shaped lamps we see today is the result
of combining practical and aesthetic values by the human kind.Lamps in the early ages
draw similarity to the porcelain food vessel Dou, with the dish connected to the base
by a thin cylindrical bar.Although simple, this particular design sets the fundamental
guidelines to the shaping of Chinese oil lamps.Through the cultural renovation brought
by the Bronze Age, especially the more advanced metalworking, oil lamp along other
vessels made important development in the visual elements.This has brought the art
of Chinese oil lamp to a new height.From the Spring and Autumn period to the Han
Dynasty, the rapid development of the oil lamp has surpassed its practical needs.
Like other vessels, it has become a ritual tool that defines a certain period, and gives
reflection on the social and political structure of the time.

As celadon-making techniques mature throughout the Jin period and Southern and
Northern Dynasties, celadon lamps have started to replace their bronze counterparts.
The low cost of celadon resulted in the wide spread of decorative oil lamps among
commoners as well.The structure and design of the oil lamp also took changes due to
the special technique in celadon making.Up until the White Porcelain Resting Dragon
Lamp and the Tang Sancai (three-colors ceramic technique) Lion Lotus Lamp that
appeared in the late Sui and Tang period, new materials such as copper, iron, tin, silver,
jade, stone, wood and glass were constantly put into the making of oil lamp, creating
spectacular variations in each dynasty.Then there came the dominance of blue-and-
white porcelain and the famille-rose porcelain in lamp-making during the Ming and
Qing dynasties, which was succeeded by western styled oil lamps newly brought into
the country.The thousand years of history that revolved around technological and
artistic developments finally ended in the 20th century at the invention of electric light
bulb.

hinese oil lamps could be divided into two categories based on the use of fuel:



tallow or candle lamps, corresponding to oil lamp or candle holders today.Based on
function, it could be divided again between practical (for lighting purpose) and ritual
(for religious purpose) lamps.Based on structure, there are stationary lamps (such
as table, wall, lamps that could serve as both,) and movable lamps, and lamps that
could function as both.The history of Chinese oil lamp is not only closely related to
China’ s cultural and technological change, but also to its unique style of visual art.
It reflects scientific development and aesthetic trends.For example, in order to solve
the problem of smoke and dust, bronze lamps of the Han Dynasty are equipped with
smoke pipes; for saving fuels, Song Dynasty invented ' Jia-ci Zhan ; (oil-saving
lamp); To prevent mice from eating up the oil, Yuan Dynasty came up with the design
of built-in lamps (Qi-si-mao); in Ming and Qing Dynasty dynamic principles were
applied to invent lamps that could function on both table and wall for practical reasons.
In terms of aesthetics, human-shaped lamps of the Warring States Period and animal-
shaped lamps of the Han Dynasty both applied certain imagery into the design so that
apart from practicality, they also carry special cultural meanings.Most of these lamps
also acquire the characteristics of careful measurements, thoughtful structure, dramatic
designs and exquisite decorations, all of which hold great aesthetic values.The blue-
and-white porcelain and famille-rose porcelain lamps of the Ming and Qing Dynasty
introduced painting into the decoration, which precisely reflect the artistic trend of the
time.Like any other object, forms of oil lamp are distinguished by its user. Whether it
be the court or the commoners, the difference in their social position determines the
simple or luxurious characters of lamp.Such contrast in aesthetic elements results in
the division of the two prominent systems of Chinese oil lamp, which can be examined
in great depth.

Oil lamp has been an existence inseparable from mankind” s daily life. Its noble
nature of lighting others’ path by sacrificing itself has been the subject of admire by
many poets and scholars.Oil lamp in China is not merely seen as a useful vessel; it is

also the carrier of the country’ s abundant culture.
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Ceramic West Maharanee Oil Lamp with Two Calices
Han Dynasty

Pottery

Height 23 cm
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Ceramic West Maharaja Oil Lamp with Two Calices
Han Dynasty

Pottery
Height 37.5cm
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Ceramic Phoenix Oil Lamp
Han Dynasty

Pottery

Height 13 cm
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Ceramic Oil Lamp
Han Dynasty
Pottery

Height 13.2 cm
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Ceramic Oil Lamp
Han Dynasty
Pottery
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Ceramic Oil Lamp
Han Dynasty
Pottery




TR EBAZAE

e
= 16 A%
Green Glaze Tortoise-shaped Oil Lamp

Han Dynasty
Height 16 cm
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