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FOREWORD

The recognition and study of the Tang Sancai earthenwares in China could have been started in as early as the
Late Qing Dynasty or the early period of the Republic of China. The Sancai, literally means®three colors”, is coined
as the polychrome lead-glazed earthenware in opposition to the various monochrome wares. Museum catalogue and ex-
hibition of the Sancai could have developed in a much later period. The rapid expansion of the cultural relics and ar-
chaeological affairs since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China have given rise to an enormous increase in
the recovery of the Sancai , particularly from the archaeological contexts of Tang graves in Henan, Shaanxi and Jiang-
su provinces. Following the discovery of the Huangye Kiln site of Gongyi, Henan, in 1957, another two Sancai kiln
sites have been found in Tongchuan of Shaanxi province and Neigiu of Hebei province respectively. Subsequently, the
study of the Sancai has been greatly broadened and deepened. Topics of interest like the locations of kilns, typology,
decorative motifs, chronology, technology, and chemical composition of glaze have been systematically discussed by
both Chinese and international scholars. While the exhibitions of the Tang Sancai earthenwares were held in muse-
ums, some catalogues were also published. However, a systematic catalogue of a Sancai kiln site and its earthenwares
has yet been compiled.

The locations of kilns is one of the most intriguing questions of Sancai study. In 1957, the Chinese archaeolo-
gists located a Sancai kiln site on the bank of the Huangye River in Gongyi Municipality (once known as Gongxian
County), Henan province. It is evident that the Huangye Kiln was one of the major workshops that fired these inter-
national renowned, exquisite, elegant and colourful Sancai earthenwares. Among all Tang Sancai kiln sites we have
found so far in China, Huangye kiln site, as the earliest-discovered Sancai site, is the largest one in scale and finest
one in quality. The Tang Sancai earthenwares being discovered in Xi’an and Luoyang are mainly from the Huangye
kiln. So this discovery is one of the major contributions of Chinese archaeology in recent years. Tang Sancai wares
are decorated with low temperature lead glaze. It was a new ceramic product by applying a glassy coating on the sur-
face. The Sancai was introduced during a period of unprecedented growth of ceramic industry in the Sui and Tang dy-
nasties. The craftsmen of Huangye Kiln fired these appealing Sancai and marbled ceramics generation after genera-
tion. The kiln was located on the outskirts of Luoyang, also known as the Eastern Capital. On the one hand, geo-
graphically the site situated on an area of tremendous political, economic and cultural significance. On the other hand,
the land yielded rich and abundant clay, water and fuel sources. The craftsmen intelligently and skillfully mastered the
unique characteristics of the local materials. They continuously experimented, improved ,and innovated in the areas
like clay preparation, shaping technology, stylistic design and decoration, and kiln structure and firing. As a result,
assemblage after assemblage of exquisite Sancai and marbled wares were produced. Thus, raised a distinctive banner
on the North China Plain and brought Gongyi the glory of “The Homeland of the Tan Sancai”.

For over five centuries, from early Tang to the Song ande Jing dynasties, the Sancai production at the Huangye
Kiln had never been interrupted. It went through stages of incipient production, developing, flourishing, declining,
and eventual termination. The rich material remains, the thick and extensive cultural deposition, and the kiln features
of the site, as well as the numerous excavated and collected Huangye wares all over the world testify that the Huangye
Kiln had been consistently producing high quality and uniquely styled Sancai and marbled products during the heyday
of Chinese feudalism of the Tang Dynasty. Moreover, the Huangye Kiln was the earliest, the largest , operated for
the longest period of time, and the most productive Sancai kiln workshop ever discovered. It was then the largest
supplier of Sancai earthenwares for the consumption of different social spectrums, from the royal family, the elite, to
the commoners. The Huangye ceramics were sometimes used as sumptuous crafts in diplomatic exchanges. Neverthe-

less, the majority of its products involved in international trade in East Asia, Southeast Asia, West Asia, as well as
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Africa and Europe. They had great impact in these countries and regions.

The significance of the Huangye site is that it provides the most ideal arena for the systematic study of Sancai ce-
ramics. The fact that the site has not been excavated in extensive ,systematic and scientific ways constrains our study
to a certain exten. Numerous questions about the Huangye Kiln and its products remain unanswered at this point. For
instances, the evolution and development of styles and motifs of several centuries need to be articulated through the
study of seriation and typology; there are many areas in the production processes and decorative patterns need to be
addressed. These questions have already gained the attention in the Chinese and international ceramic study circles.

The above sitvation motivated researchers from the Gongyi Municipal Office for Cultural Relics Protection to
compile the current volume, The Tang Sancai Huangye Kiln. This work, mainly carried out by Mr. Liao Yongmin
and Liu Hongmiao, has been finally finished in two years with unremitting efforts and the help of their comrades.
Their goals are to systematically publish the previously recovered material of the Huangye Kiln , to further elucidate its
cultural contents, to increase the domestic and international exposure of Huangye Kiln, and to disseminate the splendid
material culture of our nation. We hope that this publication can broaden and intensify the study of Sancai ceramics.
We also hope that we can inherit the ancient technological legacy of The Tang Sancai and marbled ceramics in an in-
novative fashion, and contribute to the current economic and cultural development of our country.

As an archaeologist of Henan province, I would like to express my gratitude and admiration to the hard work of
the editors when The Tang Sancai Huangye Kiln is going to be published. The publication of this book, obviously,
is of great value to the studies of archaeology, ancient porcelains and arts. Therefore, I venture to write this “fore-

ward” to express my congratulation.

Chang Jianchuan
1999.5.31.
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