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Preface

'

Yun'ao He

Chief editor of the topics on the Culture of the Changjiang River

President of the Institute of Culture and Nature Relics of Nanjing University

Vice professor  of the History Archaeology Laboratory of the History Department of Nanjing University

The author of an unpublished book which a friend of mine brought from Beijing
requested me through him to write a preface for it. | had learned from our prior telephone
conversation that the book was about “primitive celadon”. As | thought | knew little about
this topic and would not be able to write anything at all about it | made a futile attempt to
decline the offer. However | found the draft of the book extremely interesting once it was
given to me. The author, Wei Qin, a lady, is not an archeologist by training and her baok is
intended to be anything but academic. Accordingly | do not have to make any comment at all
on her research results, which | might otherwise have had to with quite an effort. What
puzzles me most is the special passion Mrs. Wei Qin, a non-professional, has for “primitive
celadon”. Interestingly, she tries to avoid in her book the discussion of this issue from the
perspective of pure cuitural relics and archaeological studies. For instance, in her book,
strict taxonomy in archaeology is no where to be seen in determining the order of the
artifacts. Nor is there an employment of special jargons which are usually explained and
described in excessive detail in other circumstances. It is with passion and interest that she
approaches the topic of “primitive celadon” in conjunction with the discussion of esthetics, art
and life, sharing what she feels about them. Reading her book will make you feel as if those
ancient objects of two to three thousand years of age were live in front of all of you, with
which you can have a dialogue by sharing your emotions with them as you would do with
friends. Indeed they may transcend both time and space to touch your soul string as if your
soul were a musical instrument which then would react to them with ecstasies. Looking at
the style of the book, one may feel that its author is not looking for anything sensational or
practical. In fact, you may find that reading through it you feel like taking sa graceful
promenade, with a touch of romance found here and there. What the style reflects is an
interpretation of ancient ceramics from a new perspective. With this in mind, it is then natural
that she has complete new ideas in discussing history and relics. She has included dozens
of photographs and information to illustrate various articles in the book, which actually
enhances its academic value. You may say the intention of the author is to let all her readers
find the parts interesting to them. It is perhaps my ignorance that makes me say, for which |
apologize, that | have never read any book on “primitive celadon” with this style. This is a
brand new approach to the multi-facade nature of cultural relics, such as historical values,
scientific values, artistic values, cuitural values (by which | mean values of cultural
symbalism, cultural identity, cultural recognition, cultural heritage, etc), and emotional values.
Considering all this, | am pleased to write a few words for this unique work.

As is well-known, China got its English name from the word china, meaning a country of
ceramics. If there was an invention that proceeded the “famous four inventions” China is
known for, it should be ceramics. Ceramics and its manufacturing process have undoubtedly
made a major contribution to the civilization in East Asia and the whole world. It is natural to
talk about the “primitive celadon” when one talks about ceramics, and ceramics from China
in particular as archaeological evidences as of now indicate that China began to produce
ceramics in as early as the Yin and Shang Dynasties 3000 years ago. The earliest cultural
form of ceramics is the “primitive celadon™ or “primitive ceramics”. It is therefore useful to
spend a moment reviewing the development of the “primitive celadon” and research activities
related thereons.
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“Primitive celadon” was initially proposed as an issue for study by archaeologists. in the
1950s, scme ceramic pieces from the Shang Dynasty were unearthed at an archaeological
site of the Shang Dynasty in Henan Province, which roused an academic debate as to when
China began to produce ceramics. In August and September 1860, Mr. Jinkui An, an
archaeologist, published an article entitled A Few Issues of the Shang Dynasty Ceramics
from Zhengzhou on the journal of “Cultural Relics”. While affirming the four pre-requisites
that ceramics should have. Namely, it should have a body, made of kaolin (some body is
made of feldspar), it should have glaze, it is hard, with high temperature firing, sounds like
bell when knocked at, and the body does not absorb water. Chemical analysis of the Shang
Dynasty ceramics gives him reason to believe that “these ceramics from the Shang dynasty
unearthed at Zhengzhou have all the features of proto-ceramics.” Mr. An also propoeses that
these ceramics of the Shang Dynasty should have been made somewhere close to
Zhengzhou. Before this discovery it had been thought that China began to produce ceramics
in the Shang, Zhou, Han, Jin, Tang and even Song Dynasties. The article written by Mr. An
certainly would arouse great interest among archaeologists and ceramists. During the same
period of time when the article was published, Mr. Ren Zhou and some other people
conducted chemical testing of samples of ceramics taken from historical sites discovered at
Shangxi and Anhui. The conclusions reached were that these ceramics did not really qualify
as real ceramics and that they might have been produced at Wuyue region. (ref. Mr. Zhou's
articles can be found in the journal Archaeology, issue No.9, 1960 and issue No.8, 1961).
Obviously, archaeologists studying cultural relics and archaeologists studying ceramic
technology had different views about the definition and place of first production of “the
primitive celadon”.

In 1973, an article entitied Preliminary Studies of the Primitive Celadon was published
by Mr. Zhiyan Li in the journal Cultural Relics, in which Mr. Li presented his views which were
basically in line with Mr. An's. He also showed his research results about the primitive
celadon from the perspective of the body components, glaze elements, firing temperature,
porous structure, microscopic structure, etc., qualifying celadon ware from the Shang and
Zhou Dynasties as true proto-ceramics. He proposed that there were different stages of
porcelain development and maturity starting with the Shang and Zhou celadon ware, through
the Bei Dynasty celadon (Why didn't he mention the Nan Dynasty celadon?) followed by the
porcelain during the Tang, Song and Ming Dynasties. In that same year, the Institute of
Metallurgical Ceramics of the Academy of Sciences of China studied the celadon ware (i.e.
primitive ceramics) from the Xi Zhou Dynasty by analyzing its chemical components and
physical properties, and by making quantitative and qualitative analysis respectively under a
microscope and through X-ray. This study led them to conclude that the celadon ware tested
was fired at a temperature of 1200 degree Celsius, basically vitrified and almost waterproof;
and that its mineral composition was close to that of porcelain though it still could not meet
the definition of porcelain in terms of raw material treatment and paste preparation. In line
with this academic view which became prevalent in that year, Mr. Xianming Feng proposed
that it would be more appropriate to call this kind of celadon ware “glazed pottery” (Ref.
Cultural Relics, issue No. 7, 1973).

Two years later, in 1975, Mr. Keyou Li and Mr. Shifan Peng co-authored an article
entitled A Sort Study of the Proto-Ceramics Ware of the Shang Dynasty from Wucheng of
Jiangxi Province on issue No. 7 of Cultural Relics. In this article, they discussed the
evolution of its shape and decoration on the basis of the richness of Shang Dynasty
ceramics unearthed at Wucheng of Jiangxi Province. It was stressed in the article that the
results of chemical testing, conducted by the Jingdezhen Ceramics Research Institute,
showed that the ceramics unearthed at the Wucheng site of the Shang Dynasty had an
identical chemical composition with that of the proto-ceramics discovered at Erligang of



Zhengzhou, Yinxu of Anyang, Zhangjiapo of Xi'an, and Tunxi of south Anhui province. The
two gentlemen therefore concluded, “during the period of Mid-Shang Dynasty about 3400 to
3500 years ago, Kaolin or pottery clay was extensively used to produce proto-ceramics in
various places in both north and south China”. They went on to say, “The ceramic ware
unearthed at Wuchang and other Shang Dynasty sites were similar to the celadon from the
period of Wei and Jin Dynasties in terms of its body quality, firing, glaze color and physical
properties. it also had some basic features to sbe found on the porcelain products fired at
famous kilns from later periods. We therefore have every reason to believe that these were
the earliest ceramics from China”. Later, Mr. Jiazhi Li made further studies on “proto-
ceramics” from the perspective of scientific archaeology of ceramics, which also
demonstrated that the chemical composition of the “proto-ceramics” represented a major
difference from pottery ware including white pottery ware from the same period of time.
There was a qualitative difference between them, said Mr. Li (Ref. Issue No. 3 of Archaeology,
1978). As of now, despite the different views as regards the definition, name, place of
production, etc. on ‘proto-ceramics”, practically everyone agreed that they were ceramics.
This means that the academic debate about whether "proto-ceramics” were covered under
“porcelain” came to an end. As a result of this, the academic position of “proto-ceramics”
was fully recognized at the time when the book entitted A Histroy of Chinese Porcelain
published by Cultural Relics Press jointly written by Mr. Xianming Feng, Mr. Zhimin An, Jinkui
Zhu, Qingzheng Wang, and some other experts on ceramics archaeology was sent 1o the
press.

Looking at this long process, we can see that evidently some famous scholars from both
cultural archaeological field and ancient ceramics field tried to present their respective views
and theories on different academic battle grounds of Cultural Relics and Archaeology relying
upon their own information and methodologies. This actually encouraged many
archaeologists to continuously look for new evidences, learn from each other, discover
truths, and explain mysteries. Had there been only one voice and one methodology, we
would not have had the pleasure of enjoying such an excellent academic discussion.s

A telephone conversation | had with the author of this book makes me feel that
perhaps because she was in a different profession, Mrs. Wei Qin might not have been aware
of all the details discussed above, nor would she have realized the extraordinary position of
"proto-ceramics” had in the development of Chinese ceramics, and she might not even have
any clue to the research activities that so many scholars and experts had conducted on this
issue. | felt that she, relying upon her intuition of a knowledgeable woman with artistic
training, was able to see the crudity, purity, simplicity, undecorated elegance, and
straightforwardness of these ceramic ware, and realized gradually that they represented the
style of a time and culture and a technical system with an esthetic approach developed from
producing extraordinary objects out of ordinary clay. She therefore began to have a special
passion for it and strong desire and interest to understand it. At the same time, with long
time studies and an active involvement, she made a profound observation and study of it
from the perspective of “artistic archaeology” , therefore forming her own unique academic
views. This is something extraordinary and valuable in itself. And this has opened a new
field of study in primitive and early ceramics.

| would like to share with you my views on this term of “primitive ceramics”. This is an
issue that | and Mr. Wei Qin discussed many times over our telephone conversations. Since
academically speaking, it is recognized as having been covered under “ceramics”, why is it
that it is still labeled as "primitive ceramics™? Talking about "primitive”, one cannot help feel
that it is something primitive, with no technical and artistic value, and in a crude and ugly
form. As a matter of fact, a large number of the celadon ware from the Shang and Zhou
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Dynasties we see are not only elegant in shape, but also have pure and correct glaze colors
with glaze firmly applied on the paste, sounds like a bell when being knocked at, has
exquisite decoration and patterns, so much so that they were very sophisticated in makings
and firing technique. The qualification of “primitive” seems to have downgraded the
exquisiteness and position this category of ceramics deserve. Many researchers have made
exptanations of this terminology in the past, saying "the treatment of the raw material and the
firing of paste were not so fine, the body was not dense enough, and the vitrification was not
sufficient”. This is why this type of ceramics was named “primitive ceramics”. In terms of the
process of material civilization, however, almost all wares had room for improvement in
technology and appearance during their early stages and indeed various stages of
development. in the field of archaeology, there is not such thing as primitive pottery, primitive
jade ware, primitive lacquer ware, and primitive gold or silver ware. In essence, “primitive
ceramics” indicates it is already ceramics. Actually we would rather call it “early ceramics”
especially in consideration of its quality and stage of development, which was an expression
adopted by Mr. Jinkui An. Or you may also want to name it “primitive celadon” to better
reflect that fact that it has glaze on it as opposed to ceramics or celadon after the Dong Han
Dynasty. In this regard, | admire the excellent judgment of Mr. An, who not only conducted
systematic studies of “primitive ceramics”, but also formulated his own ideas as to its name
and the place of production. It is only some time later that he reversed to the terminology of
“primitive celadon” and even abandoned the theory which he had been defending for quite a
while that early ceramics from the basins of the Yellow River and the Yantze River had their
own places of origination, replacing this with the new theory that “Chinese ceramics most
probably originated from the middle and lower reaches of the Yantze River” (Ref. The present
Status and Prospects of Research on Ancient Chinese Ceramics, 1994, China Ceramics
Industry Press. Also Ref. A Collection of Archaeological Articles by Mr. Jinkui An, 1999,
Zhongzhou Guiji Press). As a matter of fact, Mr. An's earlier theory is still very useful for
today's study of early celadon. Of course, it was true that various experts had different
opinions about the name of “primitive celadon”. For instance, Mr. Boyin Song strongly
proposed to replace “primitive celadon” with simply “ceramics” (Ref. article by Mr. Boyin Song
contained in A Collection of Papers on Ancient Chinese Ceramics. I'd like to express my
appreciation to Dr. Nu Wei, an archaeologist from Nan Jing University, for having shared with
me this source of information). Despite all this, it seems archaeologists are still using this
terminology of “primitive celadon”. 1 have discussed this issue with Mrs. Wei Qin in many
telephone conversations. In our opinion, it is true that many of the "primitive celadon” as
recognized by archaeologists can be covered under “early celadon” or “early ceramics”
However, there are objects which were “neither ceramics nor pottery” from the period of the
Xia and Shang Dynasties, or even before. The “Round Base Celadon Zun" shown in this
book, for instance, from the early period of Ma Qiao Culture, appears to have certain
“primitive” features though no test has been conducted on its chemical property. This object
does not have a full feature of ceramic paste, its vitrification is not very deep, has a thin
glaze, and is not so fine in making. Indeed it is more like stamped hard pottery ware. Based
on the appearance of them it would be more appropriate to call them “primitive celadon”.
Can we therefore abandon “primitive celadon’? To which stage should “primitive celadon”
really belong? What are the real differences, if any, between “primitive celadon” and “early
celadon” or “early ceramics™? How then should these differences be defined? Itis likely that
debates around these issues will continue.

After a long period of development, “primitive cefadon” moved into the period of “early
celadon” and then “early ceramics”. According to the theory in the book entitled A History of
Chinese Porcelain authored by Mr. Xianming Feng and some others, early celadon ware
were rather extensively produced already by the middle of the Shang Dynasty as they have
been unearthed in such places as Henan, Hebei, and Shanxi provinces along the Yellow



River, and Hubei, Hunan, Jiangxi, South Jiangsu provinces along the Yantze River. There
were various types of these ware including Zun, Lei, bowi, jar, Weng, Dou, and Gui. Interms
of line ornamentation, there were such patterns as matrix, basket, tree leaf, sawtooth, music
string, straw mat, "S" shape, circle, rope twisting, zigzag, etc. In early period of the Chun
and Qiu kingdoms, the earlier method of celadon making which had been “construction with
paste ropes” was replaced by that of “wheel spin formation”, so that the ware shape became
more regular and neater and the paste wall was becoming increasingly thinner. During this
period, the quality of celadon at the middle and lower reaches of the Yantze River was much
higher with fine paste and bright glaze. A large variety of vessels also emerged. Some were
based on the shape of bronze ware or jade ware. Others were in the form of whole set of
Dings, group bells, or Chunyu. Some were even sculptured in the shape of animal head,
dragon body, bird, etc. All this demonstrated a major progress in firing technology, a larger
scope of usage, and an enriched cultural dimension, so much so that they were as important
as other mainstream cultures as in the form of bronze ware and jade ware. This also
showed that China, as a major country for ceramics, was well developed in terms of celadon
technology and culture, which laid a solid foundation for the unique role ceramics and
porcelains were to play in China's material and cultural civilization.

There has been disputes as to where the early ceramics were first produced. Some
thought it was south China and others both south and north China. It is our opinion,
however, that it should be more than one place of its origination as they were unearthed in
so0 many different places, covering a long period of time, and with differences in form, shape
and quality. | would say it is closer to fact by saying that they were originated in both south
and north China. Mrs. Wei Qin has a collection of celadon ware coming from both south and
north China, which also proves this pcint. Of course, it is understandable that relevant
issues are not discussed in this book as it is not academic in nature.

| believe this book only represents the first step Mrs. Wei Qin takes on her journey to
understand “primitive celadon” and early ceramics. With more learning and research, and
better understanding of their historic, artistic, scientific, and cultural aspects, she will surely
be able to come up with works that are more systematic and with higher academic values.
In this way, early celadon will have an opportunity to better interact with people of today and
future, demonstrating its contribution to the development of human history and culture.

In the archaeology researching institute,
Arts Building

Nanjing University

Sep. 9th, 2003
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