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Overview

Chen Yong Wang Jingchen Jin Xudong and Peng Shanguo

1. Tianjin Area

Tianjin is located in the northeastern corner of Huabei Plain. Bound on the north by the Yan mountains, on
the east by the Bohai sea, crossed by the Daging and Ziya rivers, the Northern and Southern canals, Hai and
Jiyun rivers, Tianjin from antiquity served as a major crossroads for sea and river commerce.

The Tianjin area has for years been known to have archaeological remains extending from the Paleolithic
through Ming and Qing eras. Yet, Wei-Jin and Northern Dynasties period remains are few. The earliest dateable
ceramic wares come from the Sui dynasty. These wares are characterized by uneven glazes that are usually yel-
lowish green, by a clay body that is rough, and by types including bowls, bo deep round bowls, vases, and jars
with four loop-lugs.

By Tang times, ceramics found in Tianjin area exhibit a major development. Glaze colors increase in number.
In addition to a green glaze, black and white appear. Techniques also show a new mastery, particularly in the
control of firing glazes, and in determining their color and translucency. At the same time clay matrixes are
pure white, and slips are used. Representative types include bowls, cups, jars, and handled ewers.

During the Song and Liao eras, Tianjin was located at the intersection of the two states, thus ceramics un-
earthed derive from both Song and Liao empires. The techniques of Song ceramics were more advanced than
those of the Liao. Glazes are pure and translucent, clay bodies refined, and construction sophisticated. Those
glaze colors preserved include celadon, white and soy-brown in the form of primarily ewers and bowls. Liao ce-
ramics are primarily known through excavations at Daliang pagoda in Wuqing district and Dule-si Temple pa-
goda at Jixian. Ceramic types include daily used vessels, such as dishes and pots. Pagoda models are also
discovered. Liao glazes are primarily white slightly tinged with green. Clay bodies are thin yet refined, and
most vessels are white-slipped.

Jin dynasty finds from Tianjin are few in number. Vessel types are limited to daily used items, including
bowls and dishes. White glaze predominates and shows little difference in technique and manufacturing from
those found for the Liao period.

During the Yuan dynasty, with the rise in use of sea and riverways, exquisite ceramics from every part of
China were transported to the Yuan capital of Dadu. Tianjin was aptly located as a cornerstone for sea and ca-
nal commerce, thus ceramics unearthed from this area show an unusually high level of craftsmanship. Glaze
and vessel types are numerous and varied, and exhibit a high level of artistry. Glaze types include primarily
white, black, celadon green and Jun styled colors. Vessel shapes include four loop-lug vases, jars, zun, lamps,
bowls, stem cups, cups, dishes, tripod burners, and lion and human figurines. Frequently seen décor include
sgraffitos, moulded motifs, transmutation (yaobian) caused by temperature and atmosphere variations in kilns,
and colorful paintings.

Ming and Qing period porcelains from the Tianjin area are quite spectacular. Types include vases, jars,
handled ewers, bowls, and various dishes. Bodies are made usually out of refined clay and tend to be delicately
thin. Porcelain types include those with underglaze blue or red designs, and those with black, white, soy-
brown, bluish-white (gingbai), or black-and-white colored glazes. Techniques of creating ornament are various.
Themes featured on blue-and-white wares include primarily plantains, stylized grasses and leaves, cloud
scrolls, floral scrolls, lotus petals, hollowed rocks, and coiled dragon motifs. On the undersides of circular feet of
vessels one frequently sees the mark of studio names, known in Chinese as “tang kuan.”

Based on archaeological excavations, ceramics mostly derive from site remains, tombs, and pagoda
foundations. There is a pattern to the finds. For example, ceramics from the early phases derive primarily from
southern parts of Tianjin yet during later phases (especially Yuan, Ming and Qing eras) finds derive from both
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sides of the Canal. No remains of kiln sites have been discovered in the Tianjin area over the past fifty years.
Thus, we attribute the source of most of the ceramic finds as coming from outside Tianjin.

2. Liaoning Area

Based on current archaeological data, the majority of Liaoning ceramics derive from tombs. The earliest finds
include a six loop-lug greenware jar from the tomb of Han Ji at Chaoyang, dated to 612 of the Sui dynasty (the
8th year of Daye). During the Tang, Chaoyang (the then Liucheng city) was the administrative capital of
Yingzhou commandery ; it was the country’s northeastern stronghold, thus the area has a significant number of
Sui and Tang tombs. The most commonly witnessed vessel type is the multiple loop-lug jar, a hallmark of
northern greenwares. Most clay bodies of these vessels are rough and thick, with uneven glazes that do not
carry to the bases. Teardrops or candlewax type drops often appear on glaze due to its flowing during firing.
Appearances are crude. Liao period ceramics are influenced by Central Plains practices yet are characterized by
local Khitan stylistic preferences. Liao ceramics may be divided into two types, including those that are charac-
teristic of the Central Plains, as represented mostly by white-glazed wares in the form of jars, basins, boxes,
bowls, dishes, saucers, ewers, cups with saucers, warming bowls. These wares appear mostly in early period
Liao tombs. Except a few exquisite Ding ware vessels, the majority are Liao imitations of Ding wares that were
made in the Gangwa kilns in Chifeng, Inner Mongolia. The rather large number of Liao vessels from early pe-
riod Liao tombs are represented by tombs at Hailiban in Fuxin, Houliu dongtun in Kangping county, and
Baiyudu in Fuxin.

The second style of ceramics belong to the local Khitan style, as represented by cockscomb ewers, phoenix-
headed ewers, vases with dish-shaped mouths, ewers with dish-shaped mouths or long necks, and ewers with
tab handles. Outside of white glazes, Khitan style vessels also appear in green, soy-brown, yellow and sancai
colors. In addition, a small number of celadon type vessels were found in certain early and middle phase Liao
tombs, as represented by the celadon bowl from Tomb No.2 at Chaoyanggou village in Zhangwu county. The
latter is a standard product of the Yaozhou kiln in Tongquan, Shaanxi. The production of vessels with white
glaze and green décor, as represented by the lugged ewer unearthed from the Liao tomb at Baiyudu, Fuxin,
clearly shows the influence of the ceramics produced at the Changsha kiln in Hunan. The uniquely shaped tab
eared ewer on the other hand, exhibits a completely Central Asian style, indicating that the Liao were in com-
mercial contact with their neighbors through the grasslands. Many Liao tombs in Liaoning are dated. Several
standard ceramics may serve as chronological markers. After the Liao royal house signed the Chanyuan treaty
with the Northern Song government in 1004 (22" year of Tonghe), a large number of yingqing (bluish white)
porcelains manufactured at the Northern Song kilns of Jingdezhen were sent as tribute and trade to Liao sites,
thus these wares commonly appear in middle and late period Liao tombs. Other valuable wares from hoard
burials and city sites include whiteware dish-mouthed jars and meiping with peony design incised on black
ground.

During the Jin dynasty, the majority of ceramics are Cizhou type wares and mainly include whiteware jars,
bowls, and dishes with black painted motifs. Imagery.includes human subjects, floral, dotted patterns, and geo-
metric designs. Black-glazed headrests and white-glazed three or four loop-lug jars with black designs are also
popular and distinctive. Inscriptions appear on the bellies of such jars, recording, for example, “ci yi ping hao
jiu” which may be translated, “to drink a bottle of good wine” or “a wine bottle of Li You” which is homopho- -
nous with the expression “there is wine in the bottle.”

During the Yuan period, the majority of ceramic wares come from tombs, and some from hoards. Most are
Cizhou type jars with white glazes and black décor. Other wares represent bowls and dishes from the southern
kilns of Longquan, purple splashed bowls and incense burners from Jun kilns, and white-glazed yuhuchun (lit.
spring in jade bottle, a wine brand) vases. The Cizhou examples are large in scale, thick in body and thematic
subjects show changes, as represented by the dragon and phoenix decorated jars. The dragon and phoenix, a

VI
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subject which can take on a thousand guises, is wonderfully celebrated by a style of execution that is both life-
like and mythically heroic. In the 1990’s underwater archaeological excavation of China’s National Museum dis-
covered a Yuan dynasty shipwreck at Sandaogang in Suizhong county. There were hundreds of porcelains
recovered. They represent masterpieces of Yuan dynasty porcelains. Representative examples include a bowl
with fish motifs, a jar with black painted imagery of children, a jar with black painted floral sprays, and jars
with dragon and phoenix images. These finds are exquisitely painted lively themes and demonstrate what por-
celains were made for export and trade on the high seas.

3. Jilin Area

Jilin is located on China’s northern frontier, far away from the well-known porcelain manufacturing centers
of the Central Plains and Yangtze River valley. Ceramics came late to Jilin. Archaeology work have recently
been very active in Jilin. A remarkably large group of finds derive from Ming tombs in Fuyu county. Porcelain
types vary from famille rose, wucai (five colors), blue-and-white, to white. Themes vary from flowers and grasses,
birds and insects, floral scrolls, to inscriptions. Vessel types include bowls, dishes, stem cups, and yuhuchun
vases. Ceramic figurines of dogs, rams, and human heads have also been excavated from the Tahu city site of
Liao and Jin period date.

The earliest glazed vessels from Jilin derive from the Koguryo (Gaogouli) kingdom which lasted from 37 BCE
to 668 CE, with Ji’an county as its capital during the middle period. Most are burial goods, including low-fired
four lug pots, basins, dishes, cauldrons, vases, cup stands, bowls, incense burners, and models of stoves. Glazes
vary in color from yellow to yellow green, brown green, white, to soy-brown. Glazes are unevenly applied and
do not reach the bottom of vessels. Vessel shapes are not standardized. Glaze dripping are common. Clay bod-
ies are not refined but are rough with deformation and evidently local products of the kingdom designed for
burial and not suitable for daily use. Although glazed vessels are few in number they represent the initial phase
of porcelain production in Jilin. The low-fired glazed wares are without difference from those in the Central
Plains. It is known from mural paintings that the Koguryo kingdom was familiar with domestic wares, includ-
ing food containers, such as bowls and dishes, though we cannot identify for sure whether the vessels on paint-
ings are true porcelains or not.

During the Bohai era, equivalent to the Tang through Five Dynasties period, the minority of the northeast
known as the Mohe tribe established a capital known as “Jiuguo”in Aodong-cheng in Dunhua. Glazed and
sancai wares appear. Major shapes include dishes, round bowls, lids, and inkstones. Clay bodies appear in hues
of gray white or gray yellow. Glazes are green, yellow, and bluish-white. Rare examples of first quality include
the 1988 discovery of a sancai long neck vase and a sancai bowl with marbled body from an earthen and stone
chamber burial at Beidadi, Helong. Under the influence of Central Plains techniques, Bohai craftspersons cre-
ated various glazed tile types and post supports. In the early 1960, six white-glazed bowls were unearthed at
the Shangjing (Superior Capital) site in N ing’an county, Heilongjiang. The glaze color varies from white to blu-
ish white, and glazes do not extend to the bottom of vessels. Bellies are shallow, feet rings are short, and
mouths are wide. The emergence of sancai vessels indicates major development of ceramic techniques during
this period.

The most commonly seen ceramics in Jilin are two types of the Liao and Jin periods. One includes those that
are crude and local, created out of rough clays that are not washed and refined. Some vessels show marks left
from three-pronged supports used during firing. Glazes do not reach the bottom of vessels and tend to be
mostly white with light yellow hues and soy-brown with iron-rust colored motifs. Vessel types include bowls,
dishes, jars, cockscomb ewers, and four lug flat-sided ewers. Firing temperatures are relatively high and for this
reason this vessel type is described as gangtaigi (ware with vat-like hard bodies). Gangtaigi are the hallmark of
Liao Jin wares in Jilin. Most are daily used types discovered at sites and within burials, Also produced are Liao
sancai, which together with Tang sancai and Persian sancai are famous as the world’s three greatest colored
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vessels. Many of the craftspersons in Jilin at this period came from the area near the Ding kiln in Hebei. Based
on their familiarity with Ding kiln wares, these immigrants produced whiteware that imitated Ding wares, with
the result that they represent a major peak in the production of northeastern porcelains. The Other type shows
exchanges with the Central Plains and Yangtze River valley and these include primarily Ding porcelains of
white color that are extremely thin, in addition to celadons of Longquan kilns. Vessel types include bowls,
dishes, and jars. Liao and Jin period city remains in Jilin are rather numerous, including excavated finds from
Pianlian city, Tahu city, and Chengsijiazi city. These city sites were all the capitals of ancient prefectures, and
there were also finds from places where the ancient county seats located. Archaeologists have found in this large
area numerous city sites, which promise to be rich in finds as archaeological excavations continue.

Yuan period finds inherit Liao and Jin traditions, yet are represented by few excavated porcelains whose
shapes can be identified.

In 1992 a group of Ming period tombs was excavated in Fuyu county. Vessels appear in groups of representa-
tive well-preserved examples, including both local crude wares and imported blue-and-white and colorful
painted porcelains. These finds are unsurpassed examples of Ming porcelains excavated in Jilin. Types include
porcelains with polychrome decorations and white porcelain bowls with underglaze blue inscriptions. The
finds are rich and valuable data, corroborating not only the Ming date of the tombs but underscoring the inter-
change between the different parts of the Ming empire. The most distinctive porcelains from the well-known
city sites, including Wulajie city, Yehe city, and Huifa city, comprise bowls and dishes, with many carrying
reign marks. These ancient cities belong to the “Four Hulun tribes” (Hulun Sibu) during the Ming dynasty.

Qing porcelains exist but unearthed examples are small in number. A few come from areas of “forbidden to
the public” in antiquity and with little archaeology work performed in modern times. There are many Qing dy-
nasty porcelains handed down from generations in Jilin, although these are not discussed in this article.

In summary, the low-fired glazed wares found in Jilin reflect an important phase of the evolution of Chinese
ceramics. There are two major sources of ceramics as evidenced by the archaeological finds unearthed in Jinlin,
one is represented by the locally manufactured Koguryo glazed wares, the Bohai glazed wares, and also those
coarse wares of local origins fired during the Liao and Jin eras. Though kilns in Jinlin have rarely been
discovered, excepting the ones excavated at the Tahu city site, it is quite certain that all these wares are local
products, as is shown in the clays used and firing temperature estimated. Ceramic trade also contributes large
numbers of porcelains, as are shown in the archaeological finds of ancient imports from the Central Plains area
during Koguryo, Bohai, Liao, Jin, Yuan through Ming and Qing dynastic periods.

4. Heilongjiang Area

Heilongjiang, located on the northeasternmost edge of China, is one area that has not yet revealed evidence
of an ancient kiln site. The earliest ceramic remains currently known come from the Bohai period
(contemporaneous with Tang dynasty) Longquan prefecture (the Shangjing or Superior Capital) in today’s
Ning’an city. A total of ten porcelains have been unearthed from the residential area in the western part of the
city; No.1 Buddhist Temple in the eastern part; administrative office in the eastern part of the palace area; and
royal residence in the western part of the palace area. Nine of these are white-glazed bowls, and only one of
which can be restored and may be characterized as having a lipped mouth, inwardly sloping belly, a jade disk-
shaped base. Another is a black-glazed jar with damaged mouth, straight belly walls, and a flat base. Similar
bowls and jars have been discovered in Tang tombs of the Central Plains, suggesting that these vessels were
manufactured there.

A few white-glazed wares represented by bowls, dishes, jars, gourd-shaped vases have been unearthed from
Liao tombs in the western part of Heilongjiang, at Guanghouercun, Longjiang county, and at Sanhe Brick
Factory, Meilisi, Qigihaer. From another tomb, commonly suggested as Liao in date, at Fulaerji in Qiqihaer
come several wares with the refined stylistic characteristics typical of Jin (Southern Song). These include a
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