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INTRODUCTION

The particular porcelain which is the
subject of this exhibition has been variously
known in the past in China as Fu Yao (jif &%),
Chien-vae (it 7%) and Te-hua Yao (4 (L 57},
The first two names are derived from the
name of the province, Fukien, in which the
Te-hua district (fsierr BR) is situated, but the
term Chien Yao also applies to a distinctively
different product of another district of Fukien,
that is to say the "hare's-fur” glazed tea-bowls
of Chien-vang. The term Fu-yao seems always
to have applied to the wares from Te-hua but
it still suffers from being too general. In the
west, this ware has been known as bfanc de
Chine, and sometimes as Te-fAuwa. The meaning
of “blanc de Chine” is, of course aven more
generally embracing than “"Chien-yac™ or "Fu
Yao”. Even if it has the sanction of a long
period of usage it is liable to confuse the
uninitiated, It also causes difficulties in de-
finition when one is referring to earlier wares
made in Te-hua before exports to Europe began
in the seventeenth century. For the sake of
clarity, the name Te-hua is used in this cata-
logue.

Inspite of the confusion of names few
observers will faili 1o recognise a piece of
Te-hua, old or new, cnce they have been
shown an example. Te-hua ware owes its
distinctive quality to the clayin and near Te-hua
from which the porcelain is made. Analyses of
the clay used in Te-hua in the present day as
well as sampies of Sung and Ming Te-hua
ware all show that the clay has a high alkali
content. This is perhaps the chief cause for the
porcelain to vitrify at a lower temperature than
that of the porcelain of Ching-te-chen, and
the wares of the Te-hua may be classified as
“soft porcelain”. The physical characteristics
of this ware is that it tends to warp during
firing and it scratches easily in use. One way
of minimising unwanted changes of shape
during firing is 10 increase the thickness of
walls of the vessels. This measure is especiaily
necessary in the case of figures — which often

show “firing cracks” on the inside of the thick
walls, On the other hand, because the porcelain
is completely vitrified, the surface takes on a
most attractive liquid quality which is en-
hanced by the air bubbles trapped in the glaze
giving it a pearly sheen.

The high plasticity of Te-hua clay lends
itseif to moulding as a means of shaping.
Students of Te-hua porcelain have often
remarked upon the fact that early Te-hua
pieces are often moulded as opposed to being
thrown, even in the case of circular vases or
bowls which might have been more effactively
and efficiently formed on the wheel. The use of
moulding as the chief shaping process also
explains why there are relatively few circular
forms in the repertory of Te-hua wares

The decoration techniques are also to a
certain extent conditioned by the properties of
the clay. The mest cammaonly employed means
of decorating Te-hua wares are moulding and
appligue, both of which are particularly suited
to working with a plastic clay. Moulded designs
on the earliest wares are distinguished by very
fine freely-drawn lines engraved into the mould
giving the effect of decorating by “slip-
painting” on the plain surface. Moulding is
the most persistently used technique through-
out the entire history of the ware, whereas
the applied technique was mainly used in the
sixteenth to seventeenth centuries. Incised
designs were also popular in the seventeenth
century, the decoration being floratl in the late
Ming and mostly calligraphic in the early
Ching. Piercing does not agree particularly
well with Te-hua clay and probably was not
emploved as a decorating technique until well
into the Ching period.

Underglaze decoration is known both
from surviving examples and in the form of
sherds faund at the old kiln sites, but it praba-
bly began only towards the end of the Ming
period. All the underglaze decorated sherds
illustrated in the kiln investigation reports look
late eighteenth century at the earliest. How-




ever. the fact that Te-hua produced any blue
and white at all seems to have been largely
forgotten in recent times. Sung Po-yin'*, who
has written the most compretiensive report on
the Te-hua kilns so far, remarks that i[ is
curious that there should be aimost no existing
record of Te-hua blue and white. The brush
pat (No. 53} in the exhibition is the more rare
because it is neither underglaze red or blue.
The shape of the pot and the style of the brush
work suggests an early Kang-hsi date.

Again, overglaze enamel decoration seem-
ed to have begun during the Ming/Ching
transitional period, judging from surviving
examples. It is interesting tc note that Wang
T'iac-hsing?! reported in 1336 that a certain
amount of overglaze decoration was still
carried out at Te-hua at the time.

The Te-hua potters are justly famous for
the invention of the so-called “‘climbing down-
droughtkiln™, It consists of a series of five to ten
inter-connecting chambers built on an ingline of
15 to 20° This is a development of the “dragon
kiln" widely used in South China from an unde-
termined early date and was especially popuiar
in the Sung and Yuan periods. The celadons of
Chekiang, for example, were all fired in dragon
kilns up to the Yuan period, as have been shown
by excavations at Lung-chuan. Until recently
the dragon kiln was used at Shek-wan, the
famous pottery at Fu-shan, Kwangtung, and
there survives in Castle Peak in Hong Kong
today a small dragon kiln built after the Shek-
wan model. The climbing downdrought kiln, or
the stepped kiln (or the "egg-shaped™ kiin,
as it is sometimes called in China), retains afl
the advantages of the dragon kiln such as
simplicity in construction, a relatively even
distribution of temperature within the kiln and
a large capacity which reduces the cost of
preduction. The major additional advantage of
the stepped kiln is a more easily controiled
reduction atmosphere resulting in greater
umformity in the quality of the products. The

stepped kiln was subsequently adopted by
many potteries in Fukien, Hunan, Kiangsi and
Southwest China, and remains in use in these
areas even today. The large scale brick kilns
operating in Hong Kong today is basically of
this same construction, although it is com-

* Numerals refer to the bibliography at the end
of the Introduction.

monly known in the trade as the “Taiwan”
kiln, probably because it has been introduced
from Taiwan. The design of Japanese Kilns is
also greatly influenced by the stepped kiln of
Te-hua. Because of its wide occurrence this
kiln is often referred to in general books on
pottery kiln as the "typical Far-eastern climbing
downdrought kiin™.

The date of the invention of the stepped
kiln is not exactly known. The normally reliable
and exact Chou Jen* simply states that it came
into existence in Ming/Ching, and the investi-
gators have so far found no kiin structure in
Ming or earlier sites in Te-hua. Howevet, if one
may associate the quality of the porcelain
with kiln design, then one can postulate that
the stepped kiln probably began at the turn
of the sixteenth century — as the quality of
Te-hua wares become noticeably better at this
time. This improvement can be demonstrated
by two pieces in the exhibition; a tripod incense
burner with a “"dropped base” (No. 35) and a
covered box {(No. 3). The former is dressed in
an uneven warm-coloured “Ting-type” glaze
and can be dated to the early fifteenth century
on account of its form (the constricted mouth,
“dropped base” and animal mask legs) which
can be compared 1o celadon pieces of the
early Ming period. The latter is in a uniform
liquid white glaze and can be dated to the
late fifteenth or early sixteenth century by its
petting and the vertical ribbing on the sides
which is characteristic of Te-hua pieces of
that period. The improvement in the quality of
the porcelain must have occurred over some
time in the second half of the fifteenth century —
point to an advance in firing methods and
perhaps improved kiln design.

It has been generally believed that Ming
pieces display a warm pinkish colour by
transmitted light while Ching pieces are white.
This “rule” is much frowned upon nowadays
but is perhaps not entirely untrue. A series of
colour slides were taken at the Art Gallery
of a selected group of Te-hua pieces (from the
present exhibition) by both reflected and
transmitted light under the same conditions.
These show clearly that:

(1) the pink colour of Te-hua porcelain

by transmitted light is a property of



the glaze. Where the body is exposed
on both surfaces, such as the base
of covered boxes and some incense
burners, the colour is always white.

(2} Pink patches are not related to the
thickness of the glaze.

(3) The incidenceof pink colouris higher
among pieces of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. It is rarely
observed in either very early or
modern pieces.

{4y On earlier pieces the pink colour by
transmitted light is not uniformly
distributed over the surface even if
the colour is quite uniform by re-
flected light. By the early eighteenth
century the colour, whether pink oy
white, is more uniform by both re-
flected and transmitted light.

These pink patches are probably caused
by a higher concentration of Fe' -~ - ions over
Fe ' * ions in the glaze. Yeh Che-min® asserts
in a very general way that the atmosphere in
Te-hua kilns in the mid-Ming period was
oxidising, thus giving rise to Fe' - ions.
This seems to be corroborated by the results
of the analyses of the glazes of samples of
early Te-hua ware at the Research Institute
of Silicate Chemistry and Technology, Aca-
demia Sinica®. The Ming sample showed a
higher percentage of Fe' - than Fe .,
whereas the glaze of a “Sung” Te-hua bowl
contained only Fe~ © ions. Needless to say,
further analysis of more examples must be
dane before firm conclusions are drawn.
Perhaps Maossbauer spectroscapy would be
the best method for this study {of Fe -/
Fe : ' ! ratio and the environments of the ions).

The exact beginning of Te-hua pottery is
as problematic as the beginning of the stepped
kiln. While Chinese investigators all declare
the earliest type of Te-hua to be Sung, art
histarians in the west generally believe the
same type of ware, excavated in large numbers

in the Philippines and Indonesia along with
the “early blue and white”, to be Yuan. At the
same time most catalogues iist certain types
of celadons found together with thase early
Te-hua's and blue and whites as Sung. While
the archaeological evidence is not conclusive,

a late Sunjy date would agree well with the
historical records on the flourishing trade
between the Fukien coast and the Philippines
in late Sung times. However, this is minor
peoint and sooner or later we ghall know the
answer for sure. What is well established by
both archaeologists and historians is that the
earliest wares of Te-bua were mainly produced
for the export trade. The forms of such pieces
were singularly limited. Circular boxes, straight
edge circular dishes and some dishes moulded
in the shape of a wooden tub comprise the
major part of the repertory. Throughout the
fifteenth century, covered boxes and bowls
remained the most common forms although
the quality of the glaze continued to improve
and gradually took on a warmer tone — as
previously discussed. Then came the change
in the trade pattern in South-east Asia with
the coming of Europeans in the sixteenth
century. The overseas market for Te-hua
weakened temporarily and this coincided with
what is known amongst contemporary his-
torians in China as the period of incipient
capitalism in the Chiang-nan area. The ecaono-
mic prosperity, combined with the long tradi-
tions of scholarly and artistic activities in this
area, resulted in a great flourishing of every
farm of art from calligraphy and paintings to
decorative objects fashioned out of a great
variety of materials — with the cities of the
lower Yangtze valley as the centres of activity.
The potters of Te-hua, having participated in
the earlier overseas trade boom and having
themselves perhaps acquired some of the
tastes of the incipient bourgeosie now turned
their attention 1o the production of finer
articles to suit the tastes of the weli-to-do
home market — in the Chiang-nan area. This
resulted in the creation of one of the most
attractive groups of porcelain ever produced in
the history of Chinese ceramics. The charac-
teristics of this group may be described as
“restrained baroque’ and “creative archaism’.
These seemingly contradictory descriptions
happen 1o fit the spirit of the age which was
indeed full of contradictions. Exhibits 54 and
55 serve to illustrate. No one would deny that
these articles for the scholar's tabie are elegant
and tasteful objects, but there are elements of




extravagance in the disposition of the bodies
of the dragons on top of the seals and in the
folds of the Bodhidharma on the desk screen,
In spirit one might compare such objects to
the paintings of Chen Hung-shou and others
like him in the seventeenth century. The
creative archaism is illustrated by an incense
burner (No. 43}. Itis made to look like an abject
of antiquity, but of course nc person in
antiquity would even imagine using, et alone
making, an object like this. Thus the description
of creative archaism may seem to fit the case.
In a way, the two characteristics of this style
are really one. One may say that the archaic
elements in this ceramic composition provides
the restraint to the almost over-inventive
imaginaticn of the potter resulting in tendencies
towards the barogue. Exhibit Mo. 40 illustrates
both characteristics well. lts basic outline is
simple but not uncomplicated in parts, it
suggests antiquity but in the spirit of the late
Ming. Sometimes the restraint is the stronger
element, as in the two wine pots (Nos. 33, 34),
and sometimes the restraint is complete as in
the case of the bottle (No. 23} which approxi-
mates to the great expression of Chinese
cerami¢ art in the late Sung. Sometimes the
archaism is pure, as in the case of this Ku-
shaped vase (No. 24). That these objects, in
particular the ku-shaped vase, were made in
the Wan-li period is confirmed by the find of
a ku-shaped vase (see Figure) in the tomb of
Emperor Shen-tsung.

Apart from these tasteful objects the
Te-hua potters began in the late Ming to make
figures of popular deities, Buddhist or otherwise
{Nos. 74, 75). Stylistically the late Ming Te-hua
porcelain figures are closely related to those
carved in wood, bamboo and ivory. On the
other hand, there was relatively little change in
the style and treatment of these figures until
well into the eighteenth century. The method
of construction was to mould or sculpt indivi-
dual parts such as heads, bodies and hands
separately and then assemble them before
glazing. Again this technigue persisted to at
least the middle of the Ching dynasty. The
dating of Te-hua figures is further complicated
by the persistent use of signatures, in seal or
written form, of famous potters who lived in

i R A T
Figure: Ku-shaped white Vase found in the
tamb of Emperor Shen-Tsung of Ming.

the late Ming and early Ching periods.

Some of the “archaistic” elements in the
decorative motifs commonly used in late Ming
times were inherited, perhaps without break,
from Yuan times. Such elements are the ele-
phant trunks in No. 40 and the “lion mask’
in Nos. 36-38. The latter is found on the sides
of incense burners of the Yuan period, which
has its ancestry in the circular “monster masks”
on sixth century Buddhist sculptures {as dis-
cussed by Wai-kam Ho®) rather than the
“p'u-shou” masks holding ring handles on
vessels of the Han period. This mask was
re-introduced into China during the Yuan
period and has remained ever since after being
transformed into the “lion mask".

Another peoint of interest regarding the
incense burners such as Nos. 37, 38 is that it is
on such censers that the marks of Hsuan-te
and Cheng-hua most often appear. Although




most of them must have been made in the late
Ming and early Ching periods, the question
must remain that some of them may be of the
period of the mark, or, at least, they were made
from Hsuan-te “proto-iypes’” — as is the case
with bronze incense burners.

As, inthe figures, the early Ching shapes of
Te-hua vessels are difficult to distinguish from
those of the fate Ming, especially as there is
hardly any difference in quality. It is not until
the eighteenth century that new forms begin
to emerge making it possible to date certain
types with greater accuracy. A pair of small
cups in the exhibition {No. 12) can be
compared with the foerm of many monochrome
cups of the Yung-cheng period, and the
incense burner (No. 50) can simitarly be
judged to be eighteenth century by its shape
and the mark of “"Hsuan-te” which is in a
Ching style of seal script. The vase (No. 32)
whose form is determined by decorative rather
than functional considerations may also be-
taken to be of an eighteenth century date on
account of this characteristic as well as the
guality of the glaze. Ching archaism can be
distinguished from Ming archaism in that it is
neither creative ar restrained. Further it often
shows a remarkable lack of sensitivity to the
aesthetic quality of the objects copied even
if it is more accurate” in certain details
(No. 44},

It remains to reiterate that most dates
attributed to Te-hua wares of the sixteenth to
eighteenth centuries are by no means certain.
Although the work of P.J. Donnelly® has
considerably advanced our knowledge of
Te-hua wares and their dating, especially in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
many problems still remain. Until more accurate
information is obtained from excavations at
the kilns, there is still plenty of scope for
analytical and comparative studies on Te-hua
porcelain.

J.CY. WATT
Curator

Note. This introduction 15 a revised version of a paper
delivered to the Heng Kong OQriental Ceramic
Society in March, 1976
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CATALOGUE

10.

11,

12

13.

14.

COVERED BOXES

. Covered box with moulded decoration of lotus.

Yuan-early Ming.
D:10.5 cm.

Covered box with moulded decoration of peonies.
Mid-Ming, late 15th

century/early 16th century.

D: 15cm.

Covered box with moulded decoration of peanies,
Mid-Ming, late 15th

century/early 16th century.

D:13 cm.

DISHES BOWLS cups

Shallow bow! with moulded floral pattern,
Yuan.
D:10.5 cm.

Shallow bowl.
Yuan.
D:19cm.

Small bow! with moulded decoration of floral scrolls.
Ming, 15th century,
D: 10 em.

Large dish with incised decoration of peony.
Late Ming.
D: 34 cm.

Plain dish,
Early Ch'ing.
D:20cm.

Bowl with incised decotation of peonies. Ch'ing-chih mark on base.
Late Ming to early Ch'ing.
0: 16 cm.

Large dish with wide rim,
Early Ch'ing.
D: 24 cm.

Stem-cup.
Ming.
H:13.3 cm.

Pair of small cups.
Ch'ing, (first half 18th century),
D: 8cm.

Pair of small bowils.
Ch'ing, (first half 18th century).
D:7 cm.

Pair of actagonal cups with impressed decoration. Lozenge mark on base.
Early Ch'ing.
D. 6.3 cm.




15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23,

24,

25.

26,

27.

28,

29,

Cup with incised decoration of pine, bamboo and prunus and inscription

incised through the glaze.
Early Ch'ing.
D: 10 cm.

QOctagonal cup with appliqué decoration of the eight immortals, ”prur‘ius"

mark on base.
Early Ch'ing.
D: 9.5 cm.

Small cup with twig-handle.
Late Ming.
L: 7.6 cm.

Small spoon with a phoenix handle.
Late Ming.
L: 93 cm.

Cup in the form of a rhinoceros horn with appliqué decoration of magnolia

and prunus.
Early Ch'ing.
L:135cm.

Cup in the form of a rhinoceros horn with appliqué decoration of

prunus.
Early Ch'ing.
L: 8 cm.

Cup in the form of a rhinoceros horn with appliqué decoration.
Early Ch'ing.
L: 14 cm.

VASES JARS BOTTLES

Vase with two monster masks.
Late Ming.
H: 185 cm.

Slender vase.
Late Ming to early Ch'ing.
H:18.5 cm.

Ku-beaker with incised floral decoration.
Ming (late 16th century to early 17th century).
H: 22 cm.

Vase with incised decoration of flowers and a poetic couplet.
Ch'ing, 18th century.
H:21.5cm.

Pair of hexagonal vases.
Ch’ing.

H: 13 ¢m,

Large "tan-p’ing” vase.
Ch'ing.

H: 32 ecm.

“Tan-p'ing” vase with appliqué decoration of “chih”-dragon.
Ch'ing, Early 18th century.
H:11 cm.

“Tan-p'ing” vase with applique decoration of prunus flowers.
Early Ch'ing.
H:10.5 cm,




