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To My Students:
“No work destined to become a classic can
ever look like the classic works that preceded it.”

Whatever you do, do your best! I wish you good
luck!

From:
Wei Yanyan

Changchun University of Technology
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Text A

*The Chinese Handicrafts ®

The Oriental Collections of the British Museum are divided between the
Departments of Ethnography, Egyptian Antiquities, Japanese Antiquities and
Oriental Antiquities. The Oriental Department deals with the cultures of Asia
from the Eolithic period to the twentieth century, with the exception of Japan,
and Iran and the Near East before the Arab conquest. Its vast geographical span
thus stretches from North Africa to Korea, and includes the islands of
South-East Asia. Unlike the Department of Ethnography, many of whose
collections cover the same geographical area, Oriental Antiquities have tended
to concentrate on urban, rather than traditional rural societies. The collections in
the Department of Japanese Antiquities range in date from the third millennium
BC. to the present day.
China

The earliest Chinese artifacts in the British Museum date from the Neolithic
period. Finds from Banpo @, an important western site near Xi’an dating to
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about 4500BC, belong to the Yangshao culture and illustrate the beginnings of

the fine painted pottery that characterizes many of the western Neolithic

cultures.

Fig.1-1 The Painted Pottery of Yangshao Culture

Early pottery from south-eastern China, whose lobed and articulated shapes
influenced later bronze vessels, is not represented in the collection. However,
there are fine examples of stone and jade tools, discs, and tall tubes known as
Cong, made by the peoples of the later Liangzhu culture (c.2500 BC), with
display the skill of early Chinese jade-carving. Face designs on the Cong were
the starting point for zoomorphic motifs, which form such a fundamental
element of bronze ornament. |

Cast-bronze vessels appear in China with little metallurgical precedent. The
simplest are found at Erlitou, a site after which the first major phase of casting is
named. The second phase is known
as Erligang, the name of a site at
Zhengzhou in Henan. This has
been identified as one of the
capitals of the Shang (c.1700-
c.1050 BC), the first ruling house

Fig.1-2 The Cong of Liangzhu Culture

or dynasty for whose existence

there is incontrovertible evidence. Unlike most other ancient bronze-workers
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the Chinese used cast bronze rather than other wrought metal to make vessels,
which were used to offer food and wine to ancestors. Ornament on these bronzes

comprised monsters, animals and geometric motifs organized within units

determined by casting techniques.

The last of the Shang kings was
overthrown in the eleventh century
BC by the Zhou peoples of
northwestern China. Before their
conquest of the Shang, the Zhou
(c.1050-221 BC) had already adopted

Shang ritual practices and their ritual

vessels, and so there is no very clear distinction between last Shang and early
Zhou bronzes. By the last quarter of the eleventh century, however, a Zhou style
of bronze vessels had emerged, which is well illustrated by a bronze vessel in
the British Museum’s collection called the Kang Hou Gui. The Gui bears a
highly important inscription recording the enfeoffment of the Marquis of Kang
as a reward for his part played in quelling Shang insurrection. Major changes in
ritual practice seem to have taken place
rather more than a century later, with
numbers of vessel types being much

reduced at that

time. Decoration
also  changed,
with  sweeping
wave  designs

dominating large

Fig.1-4 The Tong Hu of Zhou Guo

vessels, as may



be seen on the Museum’s Tong Hu. The designs of the early Zhou period
contracted into a dense geometric interlacement during the Eastern Zhou. From
the eighth century BC China was divided into many small states, of which the
major seven were constantly engaged in warfare. One of these states was the
southern state of Chu, whose working of lacquer, silk and wood contributed new
motifs and styles to bronze art. Beliefs in protective spirits are illustrated in the
art of Chu by an antlered wood sculpture in the British Museum.

Qin Shihuangdi the first Emperor of China united the former Zhou states
under one rule in 221 BC. His awesome power is reflected in his burial mound
and the nearby pits containing the magnificent army of thousands of life-size

terracotta warriors @, which were discovered in 1974. Qin Shihuangdi’s

Fig.1-5 The Terracotta Warriors of Qin

unpopularity led, however, to the overthrow of his dynasty. It was followed by
the Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220), a time of the restoration of Confucian
values, military expansionism and the beginning of the system of recruiting
officials by examination. The philosophy of Daoism was formulated at this time,
with its emphasis on everlasting life and its portrayal of immortals in Paradise.
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The Queen Mother of the West, who ruled over the Daoist paradise, is often
portrayed in art of the Han, as are Dong Wang Gong (the Lord of the East), the
animals of the four directions and the sun and moon.

Chamber tombs replaced earlier simple shafts and were decorated with
wall-paintings, stone friezes or moulded bricks, as if to create a dwelling-place
for the person’s afterlife. Burial objects changed too, with ceramics, lacquer and
silk replacing bronzes. Burial suits were made of jade, thought erroneously to
preserve the body. The Museum’s set of glass plaques would have had the same
function.

There was also a lively portrayal of the mundane activities of everyday life
in the tomb figures of the Han dynasty, which were made in low-fired
lead-glazed earthenware, as opposed to the high-fired ceramics with a greenish
lime-based ash glaze, which had been used for high-quality vessels from the
Shang period. During the Six Dynasties period (AD 220-589) the manufacture
of fine high-fired, green-glazed stoneware flourished in south-east China.
Known today as Yue wares, these ceramics were made in the shapes of toads
and lions, imitating small bronzes, and were also used for teabowls and tall
funerary vases with small figures and houses modeled on the top.

The British Museum’s most important painting is a Tang dynasty copy of a
hand roll by the early figure painter Gu Kaizhi (b. AD345). It is called
Admonitions of the Instructress to Court Ladies and illustrates advice on correct
behaviour given to ladies in the impérial harem by the court preceptors. The
painting is in ink and color, mainly vermilion, on silk. The fine-line drawing and
the floating draperies show courtly figure painting of the time.

The division of the country into many small kingdoms, some ruled by
foreigners, allowed Buddhism to be assimilated into Chinese culture. In the

north large complexes of caves containing enormous Buddhist sculptures were



Fig.1-6 Nv Shizhen Tu of Gu Kaizhi

created, particularly under the Northern Wei (AD 386-535) and Northern Qi
(AD 550-577) dynasties. A number of stone sculptures and small gilt bronzes
date from these periods. The massive figure of the white marble Amitabha
Buddha is dated AD 585. It was produced under the Sui dynasty (AD581-618),
which unified the former small kingdoms under one ruling house.

The capital of China under the Tang dynasty (AD 618-907) was Chang’an,
meaning “long peace” (present-day Xi’an). Chang’an was the most civilized and
cosmopolitan city in the world and stood at the eastern end of the Silk Route. It
was a centre for trade in exotic goods from Central Asia and the Near East. The
influence of Central Asia and of Sassanian Iran can be seen on Tang silver,
jewellery and ceramics, many examples of which have survived in tomb
deposits. ‘Three-color’ ceramic @ lead-glazed tomb figures of camels and
horses, foreigners and dancing girls, with their vivid splashed colors, served the
deceased after death. Fierce guardian figures reflected Buddhist influence,
which fluctuated during the Tang according to the religious inclinations of
different emperors. The earliest true porcelain dates from the Tang, although it
was solid and heavy, unlike European preconceptions of porcelain, derived from

much later wares.

A large collection of paintings and other antiquities from sites in Chinese
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Central Asia was acquired for the British Museum by Aurel Stein. Stein led three
expeditions to Central
Asia between 1900 and
1915. The antiquities he
collected mostly date
from the Tang and Five
Dynasties period (AD
618-960).

The paintings were
found in cave 17 at
Dunhuang and range from
large works on silk and
paper to sutra illustrations

in handscrolls and books.

Fig.1-7 Sancai Pottery of Tang

They are valuable sources
for the history of Chinese figure painting and architecture, and contain some fine
examples of early landscape painting in the scenes of the life of the Buddha.
Terracottas and architectural fragments show an interesting mixture of cultures,
with influences from Greece, Gandhara, the Near East and China.

After the Tang dynasty the Central Asian domains came under the control
of Tibet, while in northern China the Khitan tribes seized control and took the
title of Liao dynasty (AD 907-1125). Under the Liao fine porcelains, similar to
famous Ding wares of the Northern Song, and green-glaed low-fired wares in
the style of the Tang dynasty were produced. The nomadic origins of the Khitan
are reflected in the shapes of their pots, some of which were based on the leather
bags, which would have been slung on horse’s saddles. A figure in green, brown

and buff glazed ceramic from this period showing a seated Buddhist holy man is



one of the British Museum’s most compelling Chinese sculptures.

The classic ceramic wares of the Song dynasty are famous for their subtle
glazes and elegant shapes. In the Northern Song (AD 960-1127), when the
capital was at Kaifeng, stonewares and porcelains, such as Northern Celadons,
Ding, Jun and Ru were produced. Many of these were offered at court as tribute
for the first time. Both white Ding wares and the olive green Northern Celadons
were decorated with incised and carved motifs of flowers, waves and children at
play. As ceramics came to be produced in greater quantities, moulded decoration
was introduced. Apart from the refined porcelains and stonewares of court taste,
there was also a tradition of boldly decorated coarser stonewares for popular use,
called Cizhou wares. A fine example of these wares is a pillow decorated with a
dancing bear in the Museum’s collection. ‘

The Song period was a time of great achievement in painting, and court
patronage played an important role in establishing the taste that dominated later
generations. Several fine wooden sculptures illustrate the graceful style that the
Song had inherited from the Tang.

The development
of appreciation | of
Chinese art has much
to do with the history
of collecting in China.
From as early as the
Han dynasty ancient

bronzes were dis-

Fig.1-8 Ding Pillow of Song

covered by chance
and accorded respect, often being interpreted as omens. Possession of such

bronzes was indeed regarded as evidence of the legitimacy of a dynasty.



Emperors were just as eager to obtain calligraphy of renowned masters, whose
famous works were treated almost as talismans. From such origins emerged the
great art collections of the Song period, whose principal components were
bronzes, calligraphy and painting. The famous collector Emperor Song Huizong
had a catalogue of his treasures made that can still be consulted today.
Calligraphy was particularly treasured, and the southern tradition with its
flowing lines and elegant brush-strokes, as practiced by the master calligrapher

Wang Xizhi (AD 06-65), was adopted as the classic style, as opposed to the

AR

more regular northern style, which § P
derived from stone inscriptions.
Ceramics of the Southern Song
(AD1127-1279), such as Longquan
celadons with a milky-green glaze
and Guan wares with their finely
controlled crackle glazes, were made |
in the shape of ancient bronzes,
which would have been known from
the catalogues of bronze shapes

which scholars started to compile

Fig.1-9 Guan Vase of Southern Song

during this period. The tradition of
archaism continued for centuries. Black teabowls made in Southern Song were

particularly prized in‘Japan and were taken home by visiting Zen monks.

New Words
oriental [o(:)ri'entl] n. FHAN OUFEFEAMBAEN
adj. HEITEEK, TME, KITH
collection [ka'lek[ an] n WOES, BES



