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Ceramics of the World
By Prof.Chen Jinhai

Preface

Earth is the element that covers all land, and it is the foundation of all things. Fire not
only burns dying wood but accelerates growth; it is the soul of nature. In antiquity, people
observed; “Even a prairie fire cannot destroy the grass; it grows again when the spring
breeze blows. " Their view is proof that everything in nature is full of vitality.

When earth and fire are mingled to become ceramic wares, we can view and appreci-
ate the new objects. The act of appreciation expresses an integration between substance
and the human spirit, most especially the inexhaustible expressions of mankind’s creativ—
ity Ceramics have also long retained ancient peoples’ emotions transformed into sub-
stance.

Although useful, such notions do not necessarily make it easier to understand the
history of ceramics worldwide, including, of course, ceramics’ various origins, develop-
ments and improvements. Nor do they assist to reveal ceramics’ different characteristics
in various cultures, and to determine the relationship between ceramics and civilization.
We have to admit that difficulties exist not only in controlling such a vast abundance of
artefacts but also in estabishing theoretical outlines that any large number of people can
agree upon.

This study seeks to relate earthenware and porcelain to civilization, and to link the
work of the potter with the culture in which he works. Standard discussions of Chinese
civilization and culture invariably invoke the inventions of gunpowder, the compass, pa—
permaking and printing, Ceramics, which depend on a process invented far ahead of all
the others, gain far less attention. Is this because ceramics are made only of base earth?
Consider also that, although gunpowder can destroy enemies and win victories, its original
purpose was to ignite firecrackers and fireworks; even though the navigational function of
the compass is to help people to master the oceans, its original purpose was to guide the
geomancer; and, even if paper and printing have long functioned to communicate tech—
nological knowledge, their original purpose was to transmit Buddhist scriptures. By con—
trast, ceramics have remained closely related to people’s daily lives, so that it is difficult
to compare them on the same level as China’s Four Great Inventions. However civilization
may evolve, ceramics’ basic functionality in the service of daily life never changes. But,

whether their functions are practical, aesthetic or even both, ceramics are commonly de—




fined as products of the ceramic arts as well as included in any canon of the arts.

Some people think that the word “art” is restricted to “works of art”, and, in defin-
ing such a notion, they cooperate with the artists who make such works. People enjoy and
savour works of art because they have particular forms and specific intentions. In this
sense, they may be considered as real works of art and their creators as artists. Pottery and
porcelain wares were made by unknown potters. They seldom express the distinet individ—
ual characteristics of their creators in the way that say Qi Baishi and Picasso’s paintings
do — an irony since both painters assimilated much from the ceramic arts. Over long peri-
ods of time, the relatively unchanging shapes and decorative patterns of utensils were de~
termined by the quite conservative factors of ceramics’ means of production and their
function in people’s lives. This may account for the division between ceramics and pure
art,

Indeed, the shapes and patterns in ceramics seem simple and even repetitive. How—
ever, they store long-held and profound cultural intentions. Their perfect forms drew on
superb skills. As anthropologists and students of aesthetics point out, the ahstract and
simple shapes of ceramics embody rhyme schemes, rhythm, volume and measuxes that are
the formal basics required by the visual arts. The most perfect patterns in ceramics were
improved gradually over many generations, with the result that they include abundantly
the intentions of civilization and the alluring aura of art. Obviously, ceramics do not
function simply as material practice, for they are also carriers of mankind’s spiritual aspi—
rations. If we consider this dual embodiment of matter and spirit, ceramics comprise a
highly specific kind of art.

As civilization evolved and new generations replaced old, the art of ceramics revealed
new forms and features, but the close relationship between matter and spirit inherent in
ceramics never weakened. The creators of ceramics were consistently a group of people
who made pottery wares and porcelain by means of a division of labour. Thus, the material
element of their productions is very stable, and indeed more prominent than the makers
themselves. However, this material refers not only to an object’s existence, but also to the
dynamic processes of controlling pottery and porcelain, the skills needed to manipulate
them. Therefore, ceramics express many things. cooperation between people, the rela—
tionship of mankind and matter, the fusion of science and art, and, not least, the combina-
tion of practice and appreciation. The ceramic arts are truly the perfect combination of
natural matter and human spirit. Moreover, ceramics’ artistic forms have never been far
removed from people’s daily lives. This key combination of matter and spirit— as well as

science and art~ is the real value of the ceramic arts within the history of mankind.




Thanks to this, the Chinese ceramic arts provide the symbol of China’s ancient civiliza—
tion. Not for nothing are ceramics named after the name of the country that foreign people
call “China” .

We should note that the concepts *“art” and * science” came from the rational
classification of modern western civilization. The classification is equally a separation of
science from art. One of the results of science’s rapid development has heen the changes
in ceramic production from the single hand-made produet 1o the mechanized output of
mass production. Considered scientifically and techonlogically, this change no doubt sig-
nals great progress. The Chinese ceramic industry, although for long far advanced beyond
that of western countries, was quickly overtaken by the mechanizing ambitions of modern
western civilization. During the modern era, it has remained an overriding Chinese goal to
surpass western science and technology, and thus China has paid attention only to ad—
vancing the means of material production while neglecting the spiritual values that materi—
al productions, especially handicrafi, also represet. In fact. handicraft is invariably re—
garded as a backward occupation and consequently discarded by its practitioners,

This imbalance brings to mind the famous story from Zhuangzi: “On his travels to
the state of Chu, Zigong came back from Jin and passed along the southern bank of the
Han river where be saw someone trying to raise crops. The planter had dug a well, and he
was working a water jar to irrigate his fields. He was working hard but not very efficiently,
so Zigong asked: “There is a kind of machine for this; since it can irrgate a lot of fields in
one day, it is most efficient. Why don’t you want to use it?” The planter looked up and
asked: “How does it work?” Zigong said: “To make this machine with wood you need a
light front end and a heavy rear. Then it can draw water easily. It is called a gao. ” The
planter was indignant and said dismissively; “My teacher once told me: if you have ma—
chines, you will have what machines produce; bat, if you have the products of machines,
you will cetrtainly have machine-like heart. A machine -like heart in your chest will
make you impure. And, if you are impure, you will have no peace of mind . Once you have
no peace of mind , your own way( dao will be lost to you. I know of the machine that you
describe, but I don’t think it is any good and I don’t plan to use it. ” Zigong felt quite
ashamed, and, lowering his head, he could not reply. ” Obviously, as this story relates,
machines provide convenience, but absolute reliance on machines leads to a sort of death
of the senses.

For a long time now, science has promoted the advantages of productive forces, and it
has accelerated the rate of social development. People thus think that science can deter—

mine everything, believing also that anything from their cultural heritage belongs to a




;N

metaphysical and necessarily impractical sphere without hope of advance and deserving
only harsh criticism as a hindrance to the more general development of science. Of course,
it is a pressing consideration that China keeps pace with the west, but at the same time we
should not lose sight of spiritual sensibilities and therehy widen the gulf between science
and art. In the modern world, “the invention and creation of science and technology pro—
duced fifty thousand nuclear warheads; the economy of industrialization has upset the e—
cological balance of several continents; the distribution of wealth and service reduce about
a hundred million to poverty and starvation. The indisputable fact is: mankind as a species
and the world are in a terrible plight. ” (Blaine: 7he Story of Vaiversal Creation ).

My book, then, attempts to explore the cultural intentions of pottery and porcelain
products which people equate with the highest achievements of human civilization. My re—
search concerns the culture of ceramics and its significance for human civilization; it ex—
plores what kind of effect ceramics have had in human history and what their status in
modern civilization now is . It is no exaggeration to say that in today’s information society,
the efficiency of the computer is one hundred times greater than former mechanical aids. It
creates even more convenience in the work and lives of millons, but many are now addict—
ed to the unreal world that computers generate. It is very important that computers do not
master human thinking and the action of human hands. Only the operation of thought can
distinguish an unreal world from the real. For this reason, I advocate a rejuvenation of our
handicraft culture in which people can take an active part. It may offer a return of the hu—
man spirit. Certainly, it will awaken us to a true understanding of the profound meaning of
Zigong’s experiences in the story from the Zhuangzr .

Cultural development is a process of balancing matter and spirit, practice and ap—
preciation, and science and art. Once the balance is lost, human existence and human
nature are threatened. The differences between cultures determine their diversity. Even
today, in an age of economic globalization, the cultures of the world cannot be easily in—
tegrated, slmply hecause the developmental orientation of every kind of culture is found—
ed on its own traditions and reality. Even so, different cultures can strengthen themselves
through exchange as well as mutual understanding and respect. If my hook can contribute

to that aim, it will have achieved my original intention.

Chen Jinhai ( X|3#3h1% )

Academy of Arts and Design

Tsinghua University
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