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The Muwen Tang Collection Series

Preface

Of the four great civilizations of the ancient world, China is the only one
that survives today. Over the years it has become the repository of a vast
quantity of artifacts, dating as far back as the Neolithic period. Collecting
Chinese antiquities is perhaps one of the most effective ways of enriching our
understanding and appreciation of Chinese art. As Confucius said in his Lunyu
(Analects): ‘1 was not born with knowledge; I acquired it through my fondness
for antiquity and constant perseverance’ (Book VII, Shu Er). The spirit of
‘fondness for antiquity’ has infused the Chinese psyche for the last three
thousand years. The earliest collector of Chinese antiquities was probably Lady
Hao of the late Shang dynasty (circa 1600-1100 BC), in whose tomb at Yinxu
in Henan Province jade ornaments datable to the Hongshan culture (cirea
4000-2500 BC) of the Neolithic period were found (see Yinxu fuhao mu (The
Tomb of Lady Hao at Yinxu), Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1980, plate 162(1),
164(1)). These objects were therefore at least 1,000 years old in Lady Hao’s
time. Similarly, jade artifacts from the Liangzhu culture (cirea 3300-2200 BC)
were discovered at a late Shang dynasty site in Jinsha, Sichuan Province (see
Huang Jianhua, Jinsha Yizhi (Jinsha Remains), Chengdu: Sichuan Wenwu
chubanshe, 2003, P.74) It is thus evident that the tradition of collecting

Chinese antiquities began in China at a very early age.

Major collections of Chinese art today can be divided into three main
categories: former imperial collections, archeological discoveries and private
collections. The imperial collections were restricted to the tastes of the ruling
classes, with vernacular objects being rejected as vulgar and of little worth.
Material excavated from archeological sites mainly consists of burial goods;
although historically important, aesthetically they may have less value.
Moreover, the majority of such finds in China are housed in museums near the
place of their discovery, and it would be difficult to form a thematic collection
from such a wide distribution of sources. Private collections, on the other
hand, have much greater diversity. Embracing both the sophisticated and the

common, they are far more representative of the indigenous culture of ancient

China.



The bulk of the Muwen Tang Collection was formed by the Kwan family
in the last quarter of the twentieth century, with substantial holdings being
acquired in more than twenty categories. Since the original motivation for
forming the Collection was based on academic interest, new themes that were
traditionally not considered ‘collectables” were explored, including ancestor
portraits, modern Chinese ceramics, bamboo baskets, early glass and ancient
jewelry. In the last fifteen years, only eight catalogues of the Collection have
appeared, leaving a large number of works unpublished. Hence, in early 2003,
it was decided that a ‘complete catalogue’ in a standard format should be
produced to serve as a permanent record. After eliminating some of the weaker
sections, sixteen topics were identified for inclusion. In early 2004, it was
decided to enlarge the catalogue to include eighteen topics (subsequently two
more volumes were added in 2009). Each topic will take up a single volume,
and catalogue entries will be bilingual in Chinese and English, while a more
detailed study of the pieces will be published separately later on. It is hoped
that this ‘complete catalogue’ will form a database for further research by other

scholars and collectors of Chinese art.

Today, as the world heads towards ‘globalization’, an understanding of
and respect for others’ values and cultures will be of utmost importance for the
people of all societies and races to live in peace and harmony. Art and antique

collecting and exchange could play a major role in achieving this goal.

Life is transient; collecting is no more than a temporary custody of objects
by an individual. Works of art change hands over time. The Muwen Tang is
dedicated to promoting an understanding and appreciation of Chinese art
through the sharing of knowledge. It is our belief that human heritage is

common property that should be enjoyed by people of all nations.

Simon Kwan

28" June, 2004
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Foreword

The Muwen Tang has collected Song ceramics for forty years, and in July,
1994 205 pieces were selected for exhibition at the Hong Kong Museum of Art
and published in the catalogue Song Ceramics from the Kwan Collection.
Seventeen years later, this volume is no longer in print, and the collection has
changed. Data obtained through recent archaeological work has also grown,
giving a basis for the dating and determining the kilns of origin of Song
ceramics. With the continual updating of data has come the need to revise the
catalogue of Song ceramics in the Muwen Tang Collection. 262 items from the
collection have been selected and re-photographed for inclusion in a new

printing of The Muwen Tang Collection Series.

We were fortunate to have Mr. Liu Xinyuan of the Jingdezhen Ceramic
Institute write the introduction to Song Ceramics from the Kwan Collection, in
which he gave a detailed explanation of Song Ceramics, including their textual
information, history, and kiln features. To avoid repetition, this volume does
not reprint this introduction, and instead Mr. Li Zhiyan, an expert on Chinese
ceramics, has been invited to write “Introduction to Song Ceramics and Their
Artistic Achievements” to serve as an introduction. Mr. Li has studied Chinese
ceramics for over fifty years and has investigated countless kiln sites all over
China, gathering innumerable ceramic shards. With his incredible intimacy
with Song ceramics, the Muwen Tang is fortunate to have this article by Mr.
Li Zhiyan as well as the shards he has provided from kiln sites, which add
much to this volume and provide a reference for readers. For this, I humbly

offer my sincere thanks.

There were prototypes of Chinese ceramics as early as the Neolithic
period. Nearly all of the ceramics used today had their early counterparts in
prehistoric pottery, and basically all of the shapes of containers used by
modern man, whether they be plates, bowls, cups, spoons, vases, jugs, pots, or
vessels, were created by prehistoric man (see 7he Muwen Tang Collection Series
3: Chinese Neolithic Pottery. For thousands of years, ceramic artisans have
improved and beautified ceramics in response to the social customs of the
time, causing ceramics to become indispensible tools and objects of beauty.
The “humanistic spirit” revered during the Song caused an unprecedented

focus on the ceramic arts. Official imperial ceramics were classically elegant



and dignified, seeking pure beauty in shape and lines. Private pieces were
bright and lively, seeking impromptu movement and an aura of life—each
style had its own merits. By the Yuan, blue-and-white and coloured ceramics
became popular, the ceramics of the Ming and Qing were mostly painted,
emphasizing the decoration of the pieces. In particular, in order to satisfy the
emperor’s desire for luxury, Qing dynasty official kilns created crafty works
that did not shy from complexity, and continually pushed the limits of the art,
creating something that was worlds apart from the aesthetic interests of the
Song. Song ceramics were sublimely elegant, substantial and not ornate, and
still appear fresh today. They were an outstanding achievement in Chinese art
history, and have been highly appreciated by scholars and the elite throughout
the ages. Even though the more than two hundred Song ceramics in the
Muwen Tang collection are but a meagre offering, they have given me much

joy over the years, and it is my great pleasure and privilege to share them with

you.

Simon Kwan

July, 2012
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