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lHlustrious
New
Achievements

Bi Ke-guan

During the First Jingdezhen International Ceramics Festival, | came to the newly completed buildings of the Ceramics
Research Institute of Jiangxi Province, a modern architectural feat of elegant edifices with spacious halls and chambers. |
stepped into the exhibition hall lined with a thousand vases of ineffable beauty — such have been the illustrious new
achievements made by the Ceramics Research Institute since | last visited it five years ago.

China’s civilian kilns producing traditional folk porcelain painting have kept up their distinctive characteristics
throughout the past dynasties. The Tong-guan kilns of the Tang Dynasty were known for their delineation of the artist's
mental mood touched with a decorative interest. In the Song and Yuan Dynasties, the Cizhou Kilns produced naively
simple yet lively animated articles that pushed mood delineation to a new height. The cyanic flora of the Yuan Dynasty
sought for fullness of color and beauty of finish, yet preserving a clarity of expression and orderliness in profusion. In the
Ming Dynasty, civilian kiln cyanic flora partly followed the trend of the official kilns featuring elaborate descriptiveness,
‘though the overwhelming majority still followed the trend of spare, naive mood delineation. Looking over the civilian kiln
porcelain painting through the dynasties in both the elaborate and the restrained schools, we find each has excelled in its
own field, each reaching a high aesthetic standard. Stepping into the Qing Dynasty, the civilian kiins inherited the fine
traditions of past ages. and produced many works of great excellence, and that especially in the reign of Kangxi, a period
of vigorous innovation. But toward the middle and later ages of that dynasty, when China suffered from foreign invasions
as a result of corruption in court and officialdom, the nation was greatly weakened. What was more, the ruling classes, to
display their wealth and authority, excessively sought for luxury and ostentation, thus leading art on to the road to profuse
elaboration and excessive decoration. For a time, the mistake of stereotyped and effeminate artistry ruled. Though good
productions were not absolutely wanting in this period, yet the past strokes of simple strength and lively animation were
rarely seen. This trend gravely corrupted and displaced the art of civilian kiln porcelain painting, pushing the civilian kiln
cyanic flora ot the late Qing Dynasty toward a downward path. Though the civilian kilns still made their contributions, the
glory of the past several ages was hardly to be seen

What is most deplorable is that during the middle and later Qing Dynasty, the mistakes causing this downward trend in
the development of porcelain color painting in China have not for a long time been seriously recognized. The phenomena
of taking failings for merits have not been rare. In my humble opinion, this situation described above has exercised very
great influence over the artistic performance of current porcelain painting in China

What made me claim in the above that the Ceramics Research Institute of Jiangxi has achieved note-worthy
successes is that it has shown, through its actual performance, its genuine sincerity to learn from the excellent art traditions
of the civilian kiln, and that, by making break-through contributions, it has shattered the long prevalent stagnancy in the art
of porcelain painting.

This advancement is chiefly seen in the cyanic flora procelain painting. Willing to be humble pupils, artists like Qin Xi-
lin have discarded vulgar conceptions and acknowledged the higher aesthetic tastes of folk porcelain painting. At the same
tiem, they realize the change of times and infuse into the traditional the fresh blood of new aesthetic conceptions, so that
their works shine with the light of the age.

Two big difficulties can be said to exist in the study of civilian kiln porcelain painting. The first is that it is easy to paint
but difficult to express the artistic mood. To express artistic mood looks easy when achieved, but is never the same thing
as a random stroke of the brush. Mood delineation is an extraction of the spiritual reality of an objective. It is a refinement,
a distillation. Every line and dot must be forged with a depth of feeling. It is an aesthetic practice at creation, founded only
on the strength of the hand (intra-pictorial) and the strength of genuine imagination (supra-pictorial). Many of these
marvellous works by the Ceramics Research Institute are a crystallization ot the artists’ assiduous labors in this direction
The second is that it is very difficult to learn from the ingenuous naivety of the aesthetic taste of civilian kiln porcelain
painting. Artless simplicity and naturainess is the distinguishing difference between civilian kiln procelain painting and
official kiln porceiain painting. It is not easy for us moderns to return to natural simplicity, though it is the goal of many
artists’ endeavors. This is because an artist's aesthetic interest is closely related to his or her native temperament. Erush-
work must be founded on exercise and practice, but without aesthetic interest, it loses its vitality, excessive imitation tends
to show affectation and forsakes true naturalness. This is not the accomplishment of a day. and is not to be acquired
through mere desire for immediate success or gain. We laud the excellent cyanic flora works by the Ceramics Research
Institute just because they have kept up this unsophisticated aesthetic criterion. If we say that the many new works of the
Ceramics Research [nstitute fall a little short of consummate perfection, then it is just in the two above-men-tioned
directions that the artists should still strive to labor

Following works in cyanic flora, the Ceramics Research Institute is also conducting studies in five-color porcelain, color
enamel. porcelain carving. typedesing of vessels and the use of new materials Within a short period of time. it has made
achievements worthy of high praise

On the occasion of the publication of the Second Volumn of the “Works of the Ceramics Research Institute of Jiangxi
Province”. | wish to express my feelings. Warm Congratulations on the outstanding successes won by all its members!'

Beijing. Summer 1991
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