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Introduction

People are always fascinated with and interested in large amount of pictures and decorative patterns left by our ances—
tors. These traces of history record our ancestors' unusual artistic imagination, and attract me to think about and enjoy our
cultural history:--

The decorative pattern is an important part of human visual art, forms visual arts together with plastic arts. [t develops
with the development of human civilization. The decorative pattern can also be regarded as a "sign" or "mark", which is the
most distinctive expression of human beings apart from animals.

Ernst Cassirer, a contemporary German philosopher, thinks that "symbolic activity" is the major difference between hu-
man beings and other animals. All human cultural forms are symbolic forms. The application of symbols, that is the ability of
symbolic activities, has played a decisive role on the development of human culture. The major purpose of people using
symbols is to meet the requirement of exchange and expression. The research on "symbols" has become an independent
subject in American and European countries in the recent forty years, covering such fields as clothes, food, housing, travel,
art, languages and writting. As for the nature of signs, Charles S. Peirce from the United Sates thinks that signs can be di—
vided visually into three categories, including icon, index and symbol, and their major expressions are plastic art and decora—
tive patterns.

In the human culture, the development of the decorative pattern was earlier than written languages. It changes from
the requirement of recognition and expression to decoration as the major content. So some scholars think that art originated
from decoration, and decoration is the expression of the love for beauty. But, besides psychological needs, the purpose of
decoration is also to show the function of expression and recognition. We can say that the decorative pattern is one of the
major symbolic activities in the human culture. The large amount of classical decorative patterns remaining to this days have
become a part of the treasure of the human culture. Whether it is in the East or West, the decorations on human bodies,
objects and buildings are the expressions of spiritual culture. View from the aesthetics, decorative pattems in any time can
express the special spirit of the national culture of that period.

This collection covers over ten thousand decorative patterns, and is divided into four volumes, including objects, ani-
mals and plants, auspicious patterns, people and general. The purpose is to make it convenient for us to appreciate, under —
stand, learn, research and recreate, as well as provide further instruction on current and future design, so that we can find

inspiration from the traditional decorative patterns, ‘learn with understanding” and "expression spirit with forms".
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GENERAL PREFACE

Decorative patterns are generally called designs. Judging by their artistic nature, they
depend on handicrafts and industrial products for existance. Decorative patterns are the
art of decoration, with functional basis, symbolic meanings and aesthetic values. Its dec—
orative value is shown in the aspects of reinforcement, slippery prevention and opening
of objects, etc.

Symbols are the products of human creative activities. They are marking objects, and
are generally called biachao and biaoshi expressing symbos in ancient China. There is
semiotics that refers to the study of linguistic signs. In modern times, there is also sym-
bolic aesthetics, and studies symbols in the field of esthetics because symbols are
thought to be closer to arts and crafts. The symbolic meaning of decorative patterns is
that they are the common recognition of everyone, and reflect conventional ideas.

In arts and crafts, most ancient patterns have symbolic meanings. They have more
marking function than interpreting function, and more symbolic meanings than esthetic
meanings. The primitive patterns on painted potteries mostly have the function of sym—
bols, and they are the signs of totems and tribes. Most patterns on bronze ware also have
symbolic meanings. The patterns of four gods in the Han dynasty have the most com-
plete and typical symbolic meanings. After the Tang dynasty, though most patterns are
flowers and grass, they still have symbolic meanings. The auspicious patterns in the Ming
and Qing dynasties are the further development and expansion of the symbolic mean—
ings.

From the culture of painted potteries, patterns as decorations on objects have a his—
tory of over six thousand years. In this long development of patterns, the gradual evolu—
tion of decorative patterns is prominent according to the existent decorated objects.

The development of decorative patterns can be divided into several periods, the pat—
terns of geometrics, animals, flowers and grass, and various patterns.

The period of geometric patterns produced abstract geometric patterns on various
painted potteries in the primitive society of the New stone Age, including classical plants,
animals, simplified or abstract geometric shapes. Geometric patterns have a common
nature in the primitive decorative patterns of different countries in the world, and are the
common arts and crafts cultural phenomenon. With their abstract shapes, geometric
patterns were extracted from the sensual recognition of natural phenomenon, and repre—
sent the fundamental perceptual knowledge of people in the primitive culture.

The period of animal patterns produced real animals and imagery animals. It lasted
about half of the ancient time in China, from the Xia, Shang, Zhou dynasties to the Wei,
Jin, South and North dynasties. Animal patterns have a major position in decoration,
which reflect people's idea of taking superb power expressed by animals, in order to
overcome external forces psychologically.

In the period of flower and grass patterns, from the Tang dynasty to the modern
times, decoration is mainly of flower and grass patterns. Flower and grass patterns used
in decoration appeared early, such as the flower petals on painted potteries, cornels in the



Han dynasty, the honeysuckles and lotus petals in the Six—dynasty period, etc. How—
ever, the main decorative patterns in these periods were still animals, and flowers and
grass had the second positions. The use of flower and grass patterns began formally
in the Sui and Tang dynasties, which marked the change of people's aesthetic con—
ceptions, and the spiritual freedom from gods in heaven. Self-enjoyment was taken
to an important position, and the people's pursuit of beauty began to change from an-
imals and gods to flower and grass patterns used to decorate their daily articles and
fabrics.

In the period of general patterns, with the development, improvement and ad—
vancement of time, science and life, people have requirements for various motifs in
decoration to meet the different needs of their life. Besides the patterns of flowers
and grass, animals, geometrics and people, there are motifs reflecting modern sci-
ence.

The research on decorative patterns is extremely complicated and involves exten—
sive fields, but on the whole it has two focuses. The first is about the content of the
decorative patterns, and the second is about their shape. The former concentrates on
studying the implications and symbolism of their motifs, the latter studies the develop-
ment of their shapes and styles. According to the research on the origin of decorative
patterns, most pre—historical patterns are related to the religious believes of primitive
people, or the totem they worshiped, or reflect the real life of primitive people. There—
fore, the study of the origin of these patterns is helpful to the understanding of their
primitive meanings and symbolism, and useful for tracing back the roots of national
cultures.

The research on decorative patterns, from the aspects of their motifs and con-
tents, can help us understand the origin of national cultures and provide true reflection

on real cultural characteristics of various periods.

Decorative patterns are closely related to people's life. The various animal and
plant patterns are the results of people's real life practice. The art of animal and plant
patterns not only reflect people's ideas, feelings and believes, but also their natural
environment.

This volume provides an introduction to the patterns of painted potteries, bronze
ware, fabrics and other objects such as containers, drinking sets, tools, weapons and
decorative objects.

Painted potteries, painted with various patterns on ceramic bases, using black
and red colors were produced in the primitive society. Painted potteries have beautiful
patterns, and according to their different shapes and decorations, they can be divided
into categories belonging to different periods and regions. Painted potteries were
painted first and then baked, so the patterns were not easy to peel off. The patterns
are mostly celestial phenomena, geometrics and simple animals. Though there were
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only a few varieties of patterns in this period, the organization of patterns was already
rather complete, with versatility and good skills.

Bronze is a great invention in human history. Over six thousand years ago, our an—
cestors discovered and began to use copper. The bronze knife unearthed in the Maji—
ayao Cultural Site (about 3,000 BC) is the earliest bronze ware discovered in China, and
is the evidence for China's entering the Bronze Age. Compared with the West Asia,
South Asia and North Africa who entered the Bronze Age about 6,500 years ago, the
Bronze Age appeared in China rather late, but originated independently, because there
was an age in China that copper ware and stone ware were used at the same time,
about 5,500 to 4,500 years ago. Bronze ware were mainly divided into ceremonial mu-
sical instruments, weapons and miscellaneous objects.

Eaves tiles were largely used on ancient Chinese buildings and are also called tile
ends. They are mostly in the shape of semicircle or full circle, decorated with patterns or
characters. They have the function of both protecting the house from bad weather and
beautifying the eaves. The art of eaves tiles is a plastic art. Besides the shapes of the
eaves tiles, the design of the patterns is also important. The round tiles give a sense of
motion and rhythm, and served as the background and setting of patterns, they form a
picture that combines stillness with motion, square shape with round shape, producing
a sense of harmony and strengthening the aesthetic perceptions of artistic design.

Bronze mirrors were used by ancient people. On the back of these mirrors, there
are often decorated with patterns of classical beauty, unique conception and superb
imagination. The history of bronze mirrors can be traced to over 4,000 year ago. The
tremendous achievement of bronze mirrors is not only shown in their superb manufac—*
turing technique, but also in the rich decorative patterns. The patterns have elegant de—
signs and beautiful characters appearing in refined poems. With their brilliant technical
language and images, they demonstrate the change of people's idea about beauty and
the development of folk customs. Like ancient calligraphy and paintings, these patterns
on bronze mirrors play an important role in the ancient history of culture.

The patterns on fabrics refer to all the patterns on various kinds of textile and wo-
ven products. These patterns have extensive motifs and are rich in content. The motifs
generally used are flowers, fruits, animals, fish, insects, as well as religious treasures
and auspicious patterns. Most of the patterns are from real life and people are familiar
with, and the rest are from people's romantic imagination, such as dragons, phoenixes,
unicorns, heavenly deer and orioles, etc.

The production of objects is not only science and technology, but also art; not only
material creation, but also the reflection of the human cultural spirit. The research on the
traditional decorative patterns can help people understand the essence of national cul—
tural spirits and the symbol of national culture.

Collecting large amount of decorative patterns on bronze objects, painted potteries,
bronze mirrors and eaves tiles, as well as the patterns on objects, containers, decorative
objects and weapons ,This volume shows different artistic features and tastes in the

ancient and the modern times, and at home and abroad.
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