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Overview

Wang Hongxing and Li Jianmao

1. The Hubei Area

Hubei is traditionally viewed as a place without famous porcelains, kilns, or collections, but this is not the
truth. For example, beautiful white pottery plates made using fine quality clays by prehistoric peoples of the
Tangjiagang culture in Hunan some 6000 years ago are matched by comparable wares unearthed at the similarly
dated site of Lijialou in Luotian, Hubei. Some researchers propose that the glazed ceramics hard-fired to 1100
degrees C from the Early Shang site of Panlongcheng in Hubei easily compare with proto-porcelains excavated
at the Early Shang city of Zhengzhou in Henan. Firm evidence for proto-porcelains in Hubei is of Western Zhou
date and is documented by a stem bowl (dou) unearthed from remains at Jiaodun in Huangmei. Other unusual
and outstanding proto-porcelains include a vessel from the Warring States tomb at Yuwangcheng in
Huanggang, a double lug jar from Jiudian in Jiangling, a Western Han pot (bu) from Yuzui in Qichun, and these
proto-porcelains are no inferior to wares of other places with more advanced ceramic technology. In particular,
the greenware (gingci or “green porcelain”) jar from a late Eastern Han tomb at Liujiazhongzi in Danyang is con-
sidered a standard example for mature porcelains by experts. All these finds demonstrate that Hubei was also a
center for the origin and development of porcelain manufacture in China.

Porcelain production quickly evolved as an art during the Wei and Jin, Northern and Southern Dynastic
periods, achieving what may be considered the period of universal appeal and popularity for greenwares.
E’zhou (Hubei) in history was not only the area where Sun Quan established his capital but is also where Chi-
nese luxuriated in greenware. In numerical terms, only 10% of excavated wares come from the lower reaches of
the Yangtze River, outside of Hubei, and 90% are products of Hubei kilns. In terms of clay, glaze and ornament,
imported wares tend to be higher in quality than local products. Imported wares are refined, light or dark gray
in clay body color, with a green color glaze. Fusion between clay and glazes is generally strong and surfaces
shine. Local greenwares are primarily gray to white in clay body color, rather thick, and glazes vary from green
to light yellow in color. Fusion between clay and glaze are rather loose. Glazes are frequently crackled and
usually cover only upper parts of the vessel. Imported wares and local wares are similar in many respects in-
cluding typological evolution sequence, but they also differ from each other in other respects and have idiosyn-
cratic features of their own. Amongst the vessel shapes of this period, including many new, are daily life items
such as bowls, dishes, ewers, and jars. More elite types include chicken-headed ewers, water pots, inkstones,
washers, lamps, censers, tiger pots (huzi), and vessel supports in different animal shapes. Minggi (burial goods)
ceramics imitate courtyard residences, houses, granaries, stoves, wells, various domestic animal and bird
enclosures, horses, carts, human figurines, pangolins, and tomb guardian figurines. Ornaments also vary in in-
cluding carved, incised, impressed, appliqué, and perforated types, which allow for novel and unique effects.
The greenware lamp in human figure shape unearthed in Yichang, for example, is unusual for its life-like
quality. The greenware zun unearthed at Wuchang, decorated with lotuses (lianhua zun), is particularly out-
standing as an example of the creativity that appeared in the art of greenware production during this Southern
Dynasties period in Chinese history.

During the Sui and Tang eras, the phenomenon known as “Greens of the South and Whites of the North” was
well established. Greenware further matured. Representative are the Yue kilns in Zhejiang, which stand out for
refined glazes. Although ceramics produced in Hubei during these periods were not as varied as they had been
during the Six Dynasties period, fusion between glaze and clay bodies was more successful. Glazes remained
comparatively thick, light yellow in hue, and standardized in shapes. Common types include jars with dish-
shaped mouths, high stem dishes, high stem cups, cups, saucers, spouted pouring ewers, and inkstones, with
the most popular being the jars with dish-shaped mouths . All burials seem to have possessed one of the latter.
In addition, a large number of ceramics produced in Changsha kilns of the neighboring Hunan province appear
in Tang dated burials.

Bluish-white porcelains produced in Jiangxia were the representative ware of the two Song dynastic eras.
The largest group of kilns in Hubei have been discovered near Husi-xiang township, Jiangxia, Wuhan. One
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hundred and forty-five of kiln assemblages and 170 kiln firing chambers have been discovered along the banks
of the Futou and Liangzi lakes, in an area measuring approximately 40 km long, south to north, and 30 km
wide, east to west. These remains date to the late Tang and Five Dynasties through Yuan and Ming eras. The
most productive era is identified with the Northern and Southern Song periods. Greenwares were produced pri-
marily during the late Tang through Five Dynasties periods, and bluish-white porcelains thrived during the
Song eras.

Five seasons of archaeological investigations and excavations were performed during the 80’s and 90’s at
various kiln sites of the Husi area. Archaeological results include 1: the distribution of these kilns and their ear-
liest and latest time of production; 2: the design and composition of the complete dragon kilns used for firing
greenwares and bluish-white porcelains, as reflected by the workspace in front of the kiln and in chambers for
firing, holding ceramics to be fired, and controlling smoke; 3: excavation of large number of kiln furniture and
porcelain fragments, including some that could be completely reconstructed as vessel types, and many inscribed
with specific dates. Methods used to fire porcelains include both stacking and supporting through small-scale
setters. Kiln furniture include saggars, small clay-made setters for supporting/separating vessels during firing
(zhiju or zhishao ju), and small clay devices for testing temperatures (huozhao).

Unearthed porcelain types are primarily bluish-whites, with some green-, white- and black-glazed wares.
Most are utilitarian in function and designed for domestic commercial use. The greenwares are mostly charac-
terized by a brown red clay body that is thick and a surface that is plain. Glazing techniques mostly involve
dipping the vessel into a glaze slurry (zhanyou); interiors are completely covered with glaze through shaking the
glaze slurry inside the vessels (dangyou); and exteriors are limited to glaze around the lip or upper half of the
vessel. Some vessel interiors exhibit unglazed areas of uneven rings (sequan) or patches exposing the clay
bodies, which results from stacking during firing. Bluish-white wares are usually characterized by grayish
white or white clay bodies and are glazed using the immersion method. Most have unglazed circular feet or flat
bases. In a few cases, high stems of vessels are glazed on the outside. Most of these bluish-white glaze layers
are thin, with fine cracks. At this time, production of headrests reach a peak in workmanship. Jingdezhen blu-
ish-white vessels have also been discovered in large quantities throughout Hubei and in terms of clay and glaze
are superior in quality by comparison with those of the Husi kilns. Other ceramics excavated in Hubei include
jadeite-like Longquan celadons; colorful painted Cizhou wares with a rough and wild, bold appearance; beauti-
ful blackwares of the Jizhou kilns; and Yaozhou greenwares made with exquisite workmanship comparable to
jade wares.

Based on a thriving commerce and enfeoffments of the Ming royal house, porcelains from tombs of the Yuan
and Ming periods in Hubei are well represented. Yuan tombs appear throughout Hubei and those of the Ming
royal domain are known at Wuchang (Prince Zhao of Chu), Jingzhou (Prince Jian of Liao and Prince Xian of
Xiang), and Zhongxiang (Prince Jing of Ying and Prince Zhuang of Liang). A variety of valuable porcelains
survive, especially in the category of blue-and-whites. Refined, exquisite examples include the Yuan dynasty
underglaze red lidded jar with phoenix motif and tianbai- (sweet-white) glazed lidded jar of the Yongle reign
era of the Ming dynasty, both unearthed in Jingzhou; the peony decorated pagoda style lidded jar dating to the
6™ year of Yanyou of the Yuan dynasty and the blue-and-white yuhuchun (spring in jade liquor bottle) vase, both
unearthed at Huangmei; the blue-and-white meiping vases with the theme of “Four Pleasures” or dragon de-
signs , both unearthed from the tomb of the Ming dynasty Prince Jing of Ying at Zhongxiang; and the high stem
bowls with dragon or human figure paintings unearthed from the Ming tomb of Prince Zhuang of Liang.

From the discussion above, it is evident that the Hubei area witnessed the appearance of proto-porcelains
during the Shang and Zhou eras, the classical evolution and peak of greenwares during the Six Dynasties
through Sui and Tang eras; the production of exquisite bluish-white porcelains of the Song dynastic periods;
and the gradual thriving of porcelains with colorful decorations during the Yuan, Ming and Qing periods. The
development of porcelains is also well represented by the expansion of local kilns, some of which are large in
scale and continued to fire for thousands of years. Contact and interchange with outside Hubei through trade or
enfeoffments are represented in the archaeological finds from Yue kilns, Changsha kilns, Ding kilns, Jun kilns,
Longquan kilns, Yaozhou kilns, Dengfeng kilns, Cizhou kilns, Jizhou kilns, Jingdezhen kilns, Jian kilns, Dehua
kilns, and so forth. All these comprise the exquisite collections of the museums in Hubei, and only a very small
part of these ceramics are published in the present catalogue.

VI
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1. The Hunan Area

Ceramic manufacture in Hunan has a long and multi-faceted history. The Neolithic site of Yuchanyan in
Dao-xian county is where the earliest remains of rice cultivation were discovered, dating as early as 10,000 years
ago, and where the earliest pottery sherds are documented. Ceramic production evolved and advanced with
distinctive aesthetics and ceramic types from Shang through Warring States periods. Particularly distinctive are
lacquer painted pottery, proto-porcelain, green-glazed pottery, pottery painted with tinfoil (xitutao), and pottery
painted with unfired pigments. By the Eastern Han period “greenware (gingci, lit. green glazed porcelain)”
emerged in Hunan, and production continued to excel.

Over 400 kiln sites, spanning the time from Eastern Han through Qing periods have been discovered in
Hunan. Ceramics earlier than the Tang period unearthed in Hunan was overwhelmingly local products of the
province. A large number of greenwares have been discovered at sites and tombs of Eastern Han date, and kiln
site remains have been discovered at Shimenji, Wangcheng in Changsha and at Qingzhusi in Qinghucun,
Xiangyin county. Evidence for early greenware production in Hunan is provided by a greenware fragment
found at Qingzhusi kiln site, which dates to the second year of the Han’an reign era of the Eastern Han period.
A type of ware with whitish glaze has been discovered in several Eastern Han burials in the area of Changsha.
These are called by some researchers as “proto-white porcelain” and were probably also produced in the kilns
of Qingzhusi. Another type of ware, with an unclear origin of production is characterized as half pottery and
half porcelain. These are primarily green glazed beads or human figurines.

During the Western and Eastern Jin periods, masses of people relocated in migrating from north to south. At
this time types and styles of minggi reflect the adoption of practices of the Central Plains. Yet, glazed pottery
tomb figures popular in the Central Plains area were replaced by porcelain ones in South China. Many figurines
in this new mode were produced at the Xiangyin kilns. In 1958 over 120 porcelain figurines were unearthed
from three Jin burials at Jinpenling in Changsha. The majority are made by hand in a variety of different
visages, carved and modeled with life-like appearances, and date to the second year of Yongning era of the
Western Jin period. This find is valuable dated evidence useful for understanding society, economy, culture,
and arts of the time.

During the Six Dynasties period, major kiln sites were located around the seat of Xiangyin county, encom-
passing “Shuimen in the north through Xiwaihejie, Xujiafen, Lixinping, and Xiangyin lundu to the old Dongting
Temple in the south. The site measures 672m long, north to south. The western end is the Bin River, extending
150 m at Jianshe Street.” (Zhou Shirong and Hunan Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology, ed., Ancient
Burials and Kiln Site Remains in Hunan, Yuelu Pub., 2004, 410). In 1975 the site was surveyed and in 1998 salvage
excavations at Mawangkan were carried out in connection with local construction in the area. The discovery of
saggars indicates that porcelains might have been fired within such devices since the Southern Dynasties
period.

The major form of ceramic ornament at this time is the lotus, a motif made popular with the influence of
Buddhism. A bowl fragment impressed with the mark “Da Guan (translatable as Royal Food Management)” has
been found in the kiln site, and in the collection of the Hunan Provincial Museum is a bow] with the same mark.
These wares should have been the products commissioned by the Liang royal house of Xiao Xian who ruled
Hunan and Hubei for a few years at the close of the Sui dynasty. In 1973 large number of greenwares were exca-
vated from a Sui tomb in the Xiangyin county seat, dated to the 6th year of Daye. These wares were primarily
produced at the Xiangyin kiln, and serve as dateable markers of the Sui era.

Tang dynasty kiln site remains have been identified at Yaotoushan, Baiguta, and Yaohuali in Xiangyin.
Yaotoushan (lit. Kiln Top Mountain) is locally associated with the legend: “Piling high one’s shouldered contain-
ers with gold and silver is to open (the kilns at) Yaotou-shan Mountain.” Ceramics produced at this time were
primarily designed for daily use. During the Tang, Xiangyin was under the administration of Yue-zhou
Prefecture, and for this reason is called the Yuezhou kiln. The products of the Yuezhou kiln are highly praised
in the Classic of Tea by the Tang dynasty Lu Yu.

Although the Tang dynasty kilns of Changsha have lain unnoticed for a long time, this is where Chinese col-
orful decorated ceramics were born. Changsha kilns rose during the middle and late Tang eras. After the An
Lushan rebellion and mass migration of families from north to south, potters and ceramic techniques also
moved south, with the result that northern styles of manufacture were digested and adapted, in creating a
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wholly new and novel type of ceramic. These new types of ceramics are associated with the kiln site located in
Wazhaping, Shizhu, in Wangcheng county. Based on the Tang poem, “Shizhu” by Li Qunyu and an inscription
on a bowl from the Belitung shipwreck it is evident that the Changsha kilns were called Shizhu kilns in Tang
times. This Changsha kiln holds an important position in the history of Chinese ceramic production. A variety
of ornament types and decoration methods intermingled with local traditions in producing what may be con-
sidered noteworthy and idiosyncratic in style. Examples include the popular use of underglaze decoration, the
use of multi-colored palette, and particularly the emergence of copper-red colored glaze that signified a major
advancement in ceramic decoration. What had earlier climaxed in the creation of “Greens of the South and
Whites of the North” disappeared in being complimented by the popular multi-colored production of porce-
lains created at Changsha kilns. The arts of calligraphy and painting were adapted as a new form of ornament
on vessels. This adaptation represents a novel artistic application innovated at the Changsha kilns. The contents
vary in interest and richness of representation: images painted as underglaze motifs may include representa-
tions of folkart painting and popular poems and songs that reflect the beauty and popularity of Tang period
literature. Another singular contribution of Changsha kilns is in the use of brown-colored appliqués of moulded
decorations, which originated under the influence of Central Asian gold and silver working techniques. The
earliest evidence of this influence is in Tang sancai wares, and such Changsha wares were exported for sale to
western markets. Wares produced in Changsha kilns are not only represented outside Hunan in other provinces
and cities of China but are also seen in East Asia, South Asia, and Western Asia, and as far as the northeast part
of Africa.

After the decline of the Changsha kiln, new ones gradually arose on the upper reaches of the Xiang River as
far as Hengyang, Yongzhou and Chenzhou, with a gradual influence reaching porcelain production in Guangxi.
At the end of the Tang and beginning of the Five Dynasties period the Jiangjia kiln was created, which contin-
ued to be used through the Song. In 1981 a kiln was discovered in the area of Jiangjiaci in Gaoshancun on the
eastern shore of the Xiang River in the southern suburbs of Hengyang. A greenware lotus-shaped censer un-
earthed from the kiln site is inscribed “made in the Baizhu kiln of Hengzhou,” which evidence identifies the
kiln site as Baizhu. Glaze types copy Yue kiln types which tend to be yellow in color. Most vessels are daily
used ones for eating and drinking. Particularly popular are the bowls with wide mouths impressed on the inte-
rior with a chrysanthemum petal design or the bowls with five or ten lobed mouth rim. Often impressed on the
bottom of dishes are two different terms, either “gaozu-pan (tall stem dish),” or “gaozu-wan (tall stem bowl).”
However, none of these vessel types has a tall foot, thus, it has been suggested that this term originated in a lit-
erary reference (during the rule of Gao Conghui of the Five Dynasties period): “Wares around the Jingzhou re-
gion all have tall feet. These are used by commoners and officials alike and are called tall stem bowls.”

Another distinctive vessel type produced at the Jiangjia kiln is the covered and spouted waterpot in the form
of a bird that share some elements of Changsha wares. Wings, however, are not represented and the handle,
where the tail of the bird would theoretically be located, morphs into a double carp fish shape. This fish motif
relates to the appliqué double fish ornament popularly produced at Changsha kilns. During later stage, the
double fish motif gradually morphs into a circular handle shape, with head and tail parts of the fish linked. An-
other vessel type is the long spouted handled ewer whose spout is a single or double tube shape, marked by a
slight carination at the middle or bottom of the spout. Several kiln tools are inscribed with dates the Song
dynasty. The kiln that rose after the Jiangjia kiln is the Hengshan kiln. The kiln remains are known in the sites
of Zhaojiadui and Dukoubian at the northern shore of the Xiang River in Hejiaxiang, Hengshan. Hengshan kiln
remains are similar to those at the Pingyao kiln in Wangcheng county and at the Baimei kiln in Xiangyin. Char-
acteristic of these wares are their multiple colors used to paint images over slip. Clay bodies are usually crude,
and few from site and tomb remains have survived intact.

During the transition from Northern to Southern Song eras, families in the north moved south, leaving the
Central Plains preoccupied with war. The influence of northern ceramic styles on the south is clear. Apart from
the influence from the Hengshan kiln, Central Plains influences are easily recognized in ceramics produced at
the Qizigiao kiln, located on the northeast shore of the Shuifu Temple in Xiangxiang and at the Qianjiadong kiln
in Jiangyong. All these influences were brought in together in showing a combination representing both the lo-
cal styles and those from the Central Plains area.

Since the Yuan period, porcelain manufacture reached a new height at Jingdezhen and, as northern influences
in Hunan gradually receded, those of Jingdezhen multiplied. Initially, kilns making bluish-white (gingba)
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wares appeared, as represented by the kilns at Yangwuling in Yiyang and Moxing in Leiyang. During the Ming
and Qing eras blue-and-white porcelains gradually gained in popularity. In addition to Yangwuling and
Moxing kilns, the Longjing kilns in Huaihua and Liling kilns in Zhuzhou also produced blue-and-white wares.
Since the demise of the Changsha kilns, porcelain production in Hunan was rather crude, without refinement,
and had a limited distribution, as is determined by comparison with other well-known and more competitive
kilns of the same era. Products are primarily manufactured for daily use of the local people.

Apart from local products of Hunan, wares made in other famous kilns outside Hunan are also frequently
discovered, indicating the two types coexisted in Hunan. During the 1980’s, several exquisite Mise (lit. mysteri-
ous color) Yue wares were unearthed in the garden of Zhongnan University in Changsha. From several Tang
site and tomb remains in the Changsha area a large number of white porcelains were unearthed, some incised
with “Guan (lit. official)” or “Xin guan (lit. new official)” marks. Amongst these, some were Ding kiln products
and others are still being debated as to their origins. Apart from famous wares found in tombs, are those from
hoards, primarily fired at Longquan kilns in Zhejiang and Jingdezhen kilns in Jiangxi. In March of 1955 a batch
of Yuan period porcelains were discovered in the Liulong Academy in Guiyang, Hunan. All 43 wares were ei-
ther Longquan celadons or Jingdezhen yingging wares. In April of 1986 a batch of about 90 Longquan celadons
was discovered in a hoard burial at Tuziwan, in Taojiang county. Other hoards with Longquan wares have been
discovered in Zhuzhou and Hengyang. A hoard of three Yuan dynasty blue-and-white porcelains was discov-
ered in 1956 in Changde. One of these is a yuhuchun vase and the other two are both large plates with fish
décor. Also discovered in Hunan are some hoards dating to late Ming and early Qing. In 1996, 32 blue-and-
white porcelains were unearthed at Pushi in Luxi, western Hunan and in 2004, 236 blue-and-white porcelains
and five white-glazed porcelains were unearthed from a hoard at Zhijiang in Huaihua. All these finds are sig-
nificant data for studying interactions and development of the porcelain industry in Hunan.
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