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Overview

Wang Hui Huang Xiaofeng Tan Qiguang and Zhao Xiaofan

1. Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia and Xinjiang Areas

Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia, and Xinjiang are all located in the northwest part of China. Due to geographical
limitations, ceramic manufacture in these areas is rather undeveloped in comparison with the inland China. The
earliest proto-porcelains found in these areas can be dated to the eras contemporaneous with the Western Zhou
period, as evidenced by two finds, a proto-porcelain zun and jar from the burial at Baicaopo in Lingtai, Gansu.

Production of specialized ceramics begins in these areas during the Sui and Tang periods. The earliest ex-
amples currently known are Tang period white wares from Chengxian.

The height of Chinese porcelain development occurs during the Song, Liao, Jin, and Western Xia periods.

The quantity and types of wares greatly increase during these periods throughout the areas cited. Apart from
those ceramics from other parts of China such as Cizhou, Ding, and southern Longquan kilns, there are also
porcelains locally fired in these northwestern areas. In the eastern portion of these provinces, from the Tang pe-
riod on, Yaozhou type kilns achieve rapid advances. Not only are a large number of Yaozhou wares from exca-
vations in the eastern part of Gansu but kiln sites are also known. The Qin kilns in the area of Tianshui, for
example, belongs to the network of kilns making Yaozhou type greenwares. Most vessel types known currently
include bowls and dishes, and glaze colors are mostly green with light yellow hues. These vessels are typically
moulded with floral motifs inside and carved with designs on the exteriors. All these characteristics make the
Yaozhou type kilns very distinctive in terms of techniques and artistic representations. Western Xia ceramics are
the most distinctive ones made in this area of northwest China. Important kiln sites include Linwu kiln in
Ningxia, Ta’erwan kiln in Wuwei, Gansu and Xiwudang in Zhangye, Gansu. Western Xia kiln remains have also
been discovered at Huiminxiang, Lingwu; Chaqgikou, Helan; and Gangcijing, Yinchuan. In addition, there are
several important “localized” kiln sites in Gansu, such as Ankou and Pingliang in Pingliang area, and Agan in
Lanzhou area.

Western Xia ceramics are made of two types of kaolinic clays of varying quality. These clays are different
from those used in south China, and the dry weather in northwest China also makes it unsuitable to dry the
wares in open air. As a result, the drying process for Western Xia ceramics takes place with kang heated bed in-
side workshops. Such a practice is unique to northwest China, and workspace with heated bed for glazing and
drying processes has been found in workshop remains of the Lingwu and Ta’erwan kilns. The large number of
daily used round wares are all thrown on potter’s wheel. Sculptures such as human and animal figures and
chess pieces with impressed designs are usually made with moulds, in addition to a small number of hand-
made ones. A total of three kilns from the Western Xia period are discovered in Lingwu kilns. The No. 1 kiln,
with entrance ruined, is dome- or horse hoof-shaped with two symmetrical chimneys, and bears the basic fea-
tures of steam bun-shaped mantou kilns of northern China today. Cinder found in the combustion chamber
demonstrates that coal was used as fuel. Methods used for firing in kiln include rim-down stacked firing sup-
ported by trumpet-shaped prop (dingwan fushao), rim-up firing supported by ring-setter, stacked firing with I-
shaped kiln furniture, rim-to-rim firing with clay strips, rim-to-rim firing with unglazed mouth rims, firing of
smaller objects inside bigger vessels, a method called diantuo koushao, and firing with flat pads. Wide-mouthed
vessels such as bowls and plates are usually fired using the first method dingwan fushao, and the whitewares
usually demonstrate gritty rings in the interior, while those with colored glazes have rings of exposed body in
the interior. Footrings of bowls and plates are usually deeply cut and feature a thin bottom. In addition to
saggars, other kiln furniture discovered include trumpet prop with a shape similar to bowls, plates or bo (deep
round bowls), setters in the shape of strips, flat pads or rings, I-shaped setter, and steam bun-shaped kiln
furniture. Saggars include those with a flat bottom and bottomless cylindrical ones. Devices used for monitoring
temperature include huozhao (lit. firing tester) and lazhu (lit. pulling stick).

The style of Western Xia ceramics is distinctively wild and brazen. Vessel shapes are often large and vessel
walls rather thick. Glaze colors are rich and varied in tinges, in comprising brown, white, green, celadon, black,
tea-dust, purple, ginger yellow, and reddish. Bodies of white wares are first covered with a white slip before
glazing. Two shades preside: most whitewares look ivory yellow in color and a small number look pure white.
Some vessels have different inner and outer glaze colors. Most glazes are thick, usually uneven, and do not ex-
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tend to the bottom of vessels. Clay body color is primarily white with a small number that are gray. The most
significant vessel shapes are the large bowls on a high foot with everted rims and curving bellies, white-glazed
bowls on a high footring, white-glazed bowls with foliate mouth, bowls with sloping walls, white-glazed dishes
with carinated bellies, dishes with curving bellies, large mouth vats, four-lug jars with tall necks and dish-
shaped mouths, double-eared small mouth ewers, single ear spouted jars, deep bellied jars, double lug jars, flat-
sided ewers, flower pots, jingping vases (i.e., meiping “plum vases”), yuhuchun (spring in jade bottle, a wine
brand) vases, round pots (bo), cauldrons, cups, censers, lamps with saucers, lids, hooks, spindle whorls,
inkstones, weiqi and xiangqi game pieces. In addition, there are also sculpted pieces, architectural parts, and re-
ligious objects. Sculptures include human and animal figurines. In general, the products are rather roughly
fired, and glazes are not lustrous.

Ornament is created through various means, including glaze-incising, glaze-carving, slip-incising, slip-
carving, carved décor, molded décor, dotted color, perforation, underglaze black painting, and openwork. The-
matic imagery includes children playing, deer holding flowers (peony or lotus) in the mouth with reserved
panels, funereal and hunting scenes, plants, animals, geometric designs, knotted ribbons, and various other pic-
torial topics in reserved panels. Plant themes comprise sprays and scrolls of peonies and lotuses, dotted plum
flowers, sgraffito plum flowers, chrysanthemums with branches, birds holding branches in the mouth, and vari-
ous moving cloud motifs. Dotted plum flowers are of three types: those with five seven or nine dots. Décor is
simple and straight-forward. Some vessels bear ink inscriptions on the vessels with parts exposing the clay
body, such as inside the footring, shoulders or lower belly parts. Some are inscribed in Han script, others in
Western Xia script, Sanskrit or in Tibetan. Others are written in ink as emblems or as decorative motifs, as rep-
resented by one that appears as the graph for “shi”, “ten”.

Representative Western Xia ceramics include whiteware vessels and those with sgraffitos. The influence of
Cizhou and Ding kiln production on Western Xia ceramics is clear as is that of the Jin dynasty Yaozhou kilns. It
is recorded that in 1126 (the first year of Tianhui era of Jin dynasty), the Western Xia troops conquered Wuzhou
in today’s northwestern part of Shanxi near the Yellow river. Although its occupation of this area was short in
time, it’s most probably that the local ceramic craftsmen were captured and brought back to the Western Xia
territory. This shaped the styles and techniques of Western Xia porcelain manufacture, as is evidenced by the
Western Xia wares. Influences from the Jin dynasty Yaozhou kiln are witnessed in ginger yellow-glazed wares
with moulded designs. Cizhou kiln influences may be traced to the style of décor that feature reserved panels
and underglaze black painted motifs. The technique of rim-down stacked firing (dingwan fushao) is also com-
monly used at kilns in Shanxi, Shaanxi, and Hebei. Thus, it is evident that apart form the direct influence from
Shanxi kilns, Western Xia kilns were also directly or indirectly influenced by kilns in Shaanxi and Hebei.

Western Xia wares have been discovered not only in Gansu but in Ningxia, Qinghai and other places. Sites
with Western Xia ceramics are known in Gansu at Nanying township, Wuwei; a Western Xia tomb at the forest
station in the western suburbs of Wuwei; in Ningxia at Ciyaopu, Lingwu; Huiminxiang; Western Xia city site at
Shizuishan; in Inner Mongolia a Western Xia hoard at Yijinhuokuoqi; a Western Xia hoard at Zhungeerqi; and in
Qinghai at Huzhu. Stylistically, wares from Ta’erwan site remains and those from Ciyaopu in Lingwu are inti-
mately related. Specific examples from Ta’erwan that are comparable with Ciyaopu types include white-glazed
bowls with straight sloping walls, curving belly bowls, tall footring bowls, various dishes, single lug jars, flat-
sided ewers, double-lug jars, small mouth vases, cups, and lamps. Yet there are also clear differences with the
Lingwu production. For example, there are a large number of jingping vases and faceted foot pots produced at
Lingwu kiln that are not seen at Ta’erwan. Similarly there are a large number of vats, large-scale jar types, and
large-scale bowls at Ta’erwan that are not seen or only occasionally seen at the Lingwu kiln site. Ta’erwan style
of sgraffitto design green glaze is not seen at the Ciyaopu site either.

Yuan dynasty wares from the northwestern area are also plentiful. Kilns at Linwu, Ta’erwan, and Xiwudang
continue in use through the Yuan period. Ceramics excavated in this area include black-glazed vases, under-
glaze black/brown decorated jars; bowls with white glaze, celadon glaze, carved or multi-color painted décor;
blue-and-white porcelains such as yuhuchun vases yi pouring vessels and stem cups; and brown decorated stem
cups.

Ming and Qing period wares in Ningxia, Qinghai, Xinjiang and Gansu are few in number. Civilian kilns pro-
duce mostly daily used local wares.

2. Yunnan and Guizhou Areas

VI



Overview

Production of pottery and glazed pottery are known early in Yunnan. Porcelains do not appear until the late
Tang and early Song periods, namely during the late Nanzhao kingdom through early Dali state periods. By the
middle of the Yuan dynasty, due to the establishment and improvement of administrative control in Yunnan, in-
teraction between Yunnan and the interior vastly increases. Industrial ceramic production and techniques flour-
ish in inland China and at the same time some ceramic craftspersons move south to Yunnan, which stimulates
the development of the porcelain industry and the creation of kilns, such as Yuxi, Jianshui, and Lufeng.
Greenwares and blue-and-white wares characterizing the middle Yuan period become the two main porcelains
produced in Yunnan. Though no archaeological evidence has yet been found to support that there have been
many local kiln sites in Honghe, Dali, Chuxiong and Kunming, it is still very likely that the many porcelains un-
earthed in these areas were virtually fired locally. In 1381, Mu Ying and others pacify Yunnan and the next year
set up a military emissary and administrative official. Thereafter, Mu Ying gradually creates military,
commercial, and civil units, which are accompanied by a large-scale immigration of Han Chinese, thus enrich-
ing the presence of Han Chinese culture, art and craft techniques in Yunnan. At this time blue-and-white porce-
lains are produced in large numbers. Jingdezhen craftsmanship is copied and studied, with the result that blue-
and-white porcelain pictorial motifs are based on and borrowed from those produced at Jingdezhen. Brush-
work remains somewhat cruder than their prototypes and illustrations are often simplified. The porcelain clays
and cobalt pigments used at Yunnan kilns are locally mined and not of high quality. In addition, the clays and
pigments are not carefully refined either. As a result, after firing the clay body appears yellowish brown in
color and loose and crude in texture. Glaze surfaces appear bluish-gray, and the underglaze cobalt-blue pig-
ment appears bluish black. After the Qing dynasty, the Yuxi and Lufeng kilns gradually cease production. The
majority of kilns in Jianshui only produce various crude clay water jars and fine earthenware vessels, with the
result that these gradually become known as “Jianshui pottery.” It is worth noting that while Yunnan produc-
tion of blue-and-white wares benefited from interaction with more advanced kilns of other provinces, it also im-
pact the ceramic development in Southeast Asia. On other hand, from the Ming dynasty onwards, Yunnan blue-
and-white porcelain production also receive influences from Southeast Asian ceramics, especially Vietnamese
blue-and-white wares. As can be seen, interaction and mutual influence does exist between Yunnan and South-
east Asian ceramics.

During the Nanzhao era Yunnan begins producing greenwares, mostly in the form of jars with lids. Yunnan
greenwares made during the Dali state can be divided into three types: 1) a primitive and crude greenware in-
heriting the features of earlier times; 2) a greenware with brown décor, or greenware with appliqué ornament; 3)
a greenware imitating Yaozhou kiln types and Longquan celadons with impressed or incised décor. The
greenwares with brown décor or appliqué décor are of finer quality and workmanship compared with other
types, and are usually fired at the same time as the blue-and-whites. Jianshui is a representative producer of
Yunnan greenwares. The greenware produced at the Jianshui kiln include cups, dishes, and other small-scale
wares that usually have plain surfaces. Moulded or incised décor greenwares mostly imitate the shapes of
Yaozhou and Longquan wares, which indicates that at the time of Song and Yuan, local kilns had successfully
learned techniques of their neighbors of the interior.

By the early Yuan period Yunnan had begun creating locally blue-and-white porcelains of primarily one
shape, a shape that preserved the special type of greenware jar of the Dali state and is added with underglaze
cobalt blue decor. At this time, lids of these jars take the form of lotus leaves. The blue pigment appears as a
dark gray color, sometimes close to an ink color. Upper bellies of these jars are frequently painted with simple
floral sprays or with fish motifs. By the middle phase of the Yuan period, blue-and-white wares continue to be
produced in shapes of their predecessors yet new is the appearance of an added band of decoration, now in-
cluding plantain leaves and peony flowers. The leaf motif already manifests what is the special characteristic of
the Yuan, the shape of the double-gourd leaf. By the late phase of the Yuan, the shape and décor of yuhucun
vases and jars in Yunnan take on the same strong expression as blue-and-white porcelains made in Jingdezhen.

Archaeological investigation and excavation of Yuxi, Jianshui, and Liufeng kilns has laid a solid foundation
for understanding Yunnan porcelain production during the late Yuan through Ming periods. In general, the
blue-and-white wares produced at these kilns have a definite character. Although themes and decorative motifs
were influenced by those of Jingdezhen, the style of painting can be described as bold and abstract. Among
these three places, thematic images on wares from Yuxi and Jianshui are fairly complex and refined. Decorative
motifs of early period vessels produced at Yuxi kiln preserve Yuan characteristics yet vessel shapes reflect Ming
types. Dates of manufacture are late Yuan/early Ming through late Ming. Whether considering craftsmanship,
manufacturing technique, or décor, Jingdezhen is the major source of influence.
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Typical décor of Yuxi kilns include peony scrolls, fish with waterweeds, buildings, floral sprays, flowers and
fruits in reserved panels and rocks. The commonly seen supplementary motif is cloud design, with the most
commonly seen the ruyi-shaped cloud-collars, which usually occur on the shoulders of the vessels. Variations
are large splotches of cloud scrolls and cloud designs in cross shape. Other motifs on neck, shoulder and lower
belly portion include plantain leaves, lotus petals, cloud scrolls, waves, vajra, stylized chrysanthemums, and
flower medallions, brushwork is bold and free, and design is simple yet pure. Most clay walls of vessels are
thick, crude and loose, and colors gray-white to gray-yellow. Glazes are thin yet even, greenish-yellow in color,
and do not extend to the base of the vessel. Glazes on some vessels are cracked. The Jianshui kiln begins pro-
duction at the end of the Yuan, and matures during the transition between Yuan and Ming. Types of porcelains
are mostly daily used ones. Shapes include bowls, dishes, saucers, cups. While large-scale vessels are mainly
jars, vases, ewers, and items for display include only yuhuchun vases. The products of Jianshui kilns are prima-
rily celadon-glazed wares. These include celadon-glazed wares with plain surfaces or moulded or incised
designs, and those with underglaze cobalt-blue paintings, and the last is the most representative type of
Jianshui kiln products. During the early phase of production the underglaze cobalt blue designs appears mostly
blackish in color with crystal specks. By the middle and late phases, the blue appears suffused and blue-black
in hue, and pure and profoundly expressive. Vessel shapes of such wares with celadon glaze and blue painting
include jars, vases, bowls and dishes. The most distinctive ornament are fish (usually in a pair) in waterweeds
and lions coiling around balls. Outside of these, prominent motifs also include scrolled flowers, floral sprays,
chrysanthemum medallions, vajra, moon and plum, all of which are quite similar to those of the contemporary
Jingdezhen wares. Also found on Jianshui wares are dragon and phoenix designs and paintings of human
figures. Other decorative motifs around or beside the major thematic subjects include lotus petals, plantain
leaves, fretworks, tendrils, dots combined with diagonal streaks, and these are frequently found on mouth
edges, lower bellies, necks, shoulders, and are primarily used for framing the major themes. The most distinc-
tive vessels unearthed since 1973 in Lufeng area are the vessels with celadon green and blue painting, particu-
larly vases. A large number of such finds date to the late Yuan and early Ming. Distinctive shapes include
yuhuchun vases, plantain decorated vases, double lug vases with stands. In addition, a large number of crema-
tion jars are excavated in Lufeng area tombs. These jars share similar glaze color, body texture, coloring of blue
pigments, painting style and composition, and local products of the Lufeng kilns.

Another distinctive feature of Yunnan blue-and-white porcelain production concerns religious belief and tra-
ditional religious imagery. Many images reflect either Buddhist or Daoist religious themes. Other types of im-
ages include local beliefs and practices. Typical Buddhist and Daoist motifs represented include vajra, lotuses,
symbols of twelve zodiac, the Eight Immortals, emblems for magic implements and weapons of the eight
immortals, Star God of Longevity, eight Buddhist treasures, and miscellaneous treasures. Though these motifs
are also seen on vessels from central China, they are decorated at different portions on the vessels found in
Yunnan. Whereas these themes are used as major subjects and painted in the center of bowls and dishes from
central China, they are only used in a minor way on the Yunan vessels, as evidenced on the exterior walls of
bowl and dishes, centre of bowls, cover of jars, and shoulder and mouth of vessels. Yunnan blue-and-white por-
celains also bear decorative motifs with special meanings. Amidst all the representative motifs, fish is the most
meaningful, as “fish” in Chinese is homophonous with the graph “yu (richness)”. Another kind of fish motif fea-
tures various types of fish painted amidst lotuses and duckweeds, which symbolize “purity and honest”. Aus-
picious graphs on vessels include “yuan” and “chang jia”. Lion playing with embroidered ball motifs are quite
commonly seen on shoulders of cremation jars. Lion heads are usually large in size and depicted in a crude
way, which represents typical simple style of civilian kilns in Yunan. Phoenixes are usually painted with peo-
nies and chrysanthemums, as standardized as those from Jingdezhen kilns.

A large number of cremation burials have been unearthed in Yunnan that date from the Song through Ming
eras, e.g., the Heshangta cemetery at Luxi in Honghe prefecture, Xiaoyizi cemetery in Yuxi, and so forth. Most
of the tomb finds are blue-and-whites, greenwares, or soy-brown glazed vessels produced in local kilns. The
most popular type of cremation vessel is the blue-and-white lidded jar for bone ashes. Other significant blue-
and-white vessels include vases with dish-shaped mouths and long necks, yuhuchun vases, bowls, dishes,
saucers, round pots.

The earliest porcelain-type ceramics excavated in Guizhou come from tombs dated to the Wei-Jin and South-
ern and Northern Dynasties periods. Over 40 greenwares, with gray-white clay bodies and yellowish green
glazes have been unearthed. Vessel shapes include jars with two, four or six lugs, dish-mouthed ewers, chicken
head ewers, spittoons, bowls, dishes, cups, lion-shaped and frog-shaped water droppers, and inkstones. Décor
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includes relief and carved lotus petal motifs, in addition to string lines and band motifs. The most representa-
tive and stellar examples of greenwares were unearthed in 1965 from the Eastern Jin to Southern Dynasties tomb
at Machang, Pingba. These include various types, such as a jar with appliqué images of lotus flowers, a jar with
lotus flowers, a spittoon, a chicken head ewer, and a frog-shaped water dropper. Unearthed Song period wares
are few in number. The most important include a yingging (bluish-white) glazed dish with fish amidst water-
weeds décor, a dish with edge décor of lotus leaves, and yingging-glazed bowl unearthed in the Zunyi area. Ex-
cavated Ming and Qing porcelains are concentrated in the areas of Guiyang, Panxian, and Tongren. The most
popular porcelain type is the blue-and-white vessel in the shape of jars, vases, dishes, bowls, cup sets, and
saucers. Thematic images vary from landscapes, human figures, stories, animals, flowers and birds, to tendrils
and floral scrolls. Most of these are products of civilian kilns at Jingdezhen dating to the middle and late phases
of the Ming and the Qing dynasty.

3. The Tibet Autonomous Region

From the beginning of the 7* century on, Tibet continued cultural and commercial interchanges with the cen-
tral government. Tibet formally becomes part of the Yuan dynasty territory in the 13™ century. From this time
Tibet is under the control of the successive historical governments of Chinese dynasties. The Tibet government
preserves an intimate interaction with the central government of China, especially during the Ming and Qing
dynasties. As the relationship between the Central Chinese government and Tibetan government grows strong,
the Ming and Qing imperial house blessed Tibet with gifts. Since these gifts were offered to the elite, most are
imperial kiln products for temple use with a strong Tibetan flavor. A large number are traditional Tibetan vessel
shapes and décor, of exquisite beauty and design, and brought to Tibet as gifts over a long period of time by the
imperial house of Ming and Qing dynasties. For this reason, such porcelains are included in this catalogue al-
though they are not products of Tibet and few are from archaeological excavations.

Due to the influence of Tibetan Buddhism, Tibetan interests are already represented in types of vessels made
early in the Yuan dynasty, as reflected in the production of duomuhu type ewers and so-called monk’s cap ewers
(sengmaohu). During the early Ming period, when the imperial house establishes control of Tibetan Buddhist
policy, many Tibetan culture factors appear in Chinese porcelain, particularly during the Yongle and Xuande
eras. For example, one of the most distinctive porcelains produced during the Xuande era is the blue-and-white
monk cap ewer. Outside of the neck and belly that are decorated with traditional lotus and the eight Buddhist
treasure motifs, there often appear auspicious inscriptions written in Tibetan script on reserved ground. The
contemporary Jingdezhen manufactured wares for official and royal use appear to have been greatly influenced
by such Tibetan styles. Imperial wares from Jingdezhen with bands of auspicious inscriptions in Tibetan script
date from Xuande, Chenghua through Wanli periods.

With the execution of the Qing policy, “Xing Huang An Meng (support the Yellow Hat School of Tibetan Bud-
dhism and tranquilize the Mongols),” and the belief in Tibetan Buddhism under the Qing, imperial patronage
takes an important position in the daily life of royalty, and gradually impacts every aspect of life. Numerous
imperial porcelain vessel types of the Qing house reflect the influence of Tibetan Buddhism and culture. Repre-
sentative are zangcaoping or Tibetan Grass Vases, benba ewers, benba vases, zhaguzhayamu bowls, duomu ewers,
monk cap ewers, and oil lamps. Some of these vessels are gifts offered to Tibet, like during the Ming dynasty.
At the same time, a large number of these are also used in the imperial house of the Qing dynasty court and
play a significant role in the activities of the court. On the other hand, a large number of daily used porcelains
of the interior are used for display and tribute at times of cultural interaction between the Qing imperial house
and Tibet. Vessels with motifs of the Seven Buddhist Treasures (gizhen) and the Eight Buddhist Treasures (babao)
alongside Buddhist images and pagoda models, which are however seldom seen in Tibet, are frequently seen
items in the Qing royal house. These are stellar examples of Jingdezhen made tributes commissioned by the
Qing imperial court for royal Buddhist worship use. It also makes clear that the Tibetan Buddhism had played a
significant role in Qing royal beliefs. Some of the most exquisite and representative examples of Han daily used
wares and items for display were delivered to Tibet, either as tribute or trade, of which well represented in the
present volume are as follows: the Kangxi dated blue-and-white vase with plum design on ice crackle ground,
the Qianlong dated blue-and-white tripod he with lotus tendrils and eight treasure motifs, the blue-and-white
tube-shaped lug vase inscribed “fu shou (riches and long life),” the vase with three sheep-head appliqués and Ru
ware style glaze, and the Xianfeng dated blue-and-white tribute vase with lotuses and tendrils.
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