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NUS Museum is a comprehensive museum for teaching and research. It focuses

on Asian regional art and culture, and seeks to create an enriching experience
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Ways of Seeing Chinese Art

Jades, bronzes, ceramics, paintings and calligraphy and other
works of art were created for functional and aesthetic purposes.
When exhibited in museums, they assume a new identity as works
of art. They then have a new meaning to their purpose - to be
displayed.

How do we define Chinese art? How do we link the qualities of
these art works? How did artistic expression and technique evolve
over the years? How did art affect social development?

As you join us in admiring these art works, try to answer all these
questions.

Chen Jiazi, Exhibition Curator
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Here are more than 200 objects on display featuring ceramic,
jades and bronzes. The material culture presented covers the
Neolithic period to the early 20th century. All the artworks displayed
belong to the Lee Kong Chian Art Collection.

The 115 ceramic objects dating from prehistory to the early 20th
century, are not only in complete chronological order, they
represent works from the major kilns, and are grouped according
to unique technigues. This exhibition presents a complete history
of Chinese ceramic art.

Since the NUS Museum opened in 2002, this exhibition has
provided educational opportunities for NUS students and the
general public to admire ancient art and understand Chinese art
history. Now, the exhibition has been refreshed, through
rearranging, replacing and regrouping of the exhibits. We look
forward to admirers of Chinese art savouring and appreciating
this new presentation.
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Jade and Stone -
Function and Symbolism

For millions of years, human beings had used stone as the major
resource to make tools.

During the Neolithic period (6000 - 1500 BCE), the people living
in what is now known as China'’s territories used stone tools for
agriculture and other economic activities. When social hierarchies
began to emerge during the late Neolithic period, some forms of
stone weapons such as thinner stone axes, became associated
with power.

In ancient China, jade referred to all kinds of beautiful stones
and was always highly treasured. Jade ornaments were important
ritual objects as well as markers of power and status.

Divination and Oracle Bone

During the Shang (16th — 11th century BCE) and Western Zhou
(11th century — 771 BCE) dynasties, divination was a very important
method for kings to legitimize their political rule. It was also
believed to be the means to communicate with ancestors

and supernatural forces and to ask for good fortune.

Diviners used turtle shells and shoulder blades of ox, deer, sheep,
and other animals. They bored or chiselled hollows into the bones
before heating them to produce cracks. Only the kings had the

power to interpret the meaning of these fissures.

The inscribed words on oracle bones are currently the earliest
known pictogram and they hold certain significance for the
Chinese script. The inscriptions cover a large variety of topics
such as disasters, agricultural output, military strategy,
hunting trips and health.

£ ARNIHESRIE

BLLEHCE T AR
FlH .

N B 28 FF 06 LA AT Sk Jhy 2 S 110 R AT % o i S 1

WA 2 (A JCHT6000 - 15004F) , EiEES P EHENM AR D
SENFERERLEFEPERA LT R, HaseQEm, s
SAEWHIM R, AFRPASENRA T RMERANE .

PlEEGEY, EAREAXEROARMGEGE L, ENARLEAR
I 2, 285 B B0 06 1t 02 25 b S0 ep AN T gl A (g AL AL 8%, (LI
th GAEAT BRI AL 2 A

b NSHE T

mAS (AJCHT16 - 1IEL) FPGA R (AJCEinttL - 7714F) , & b
S EREATBURGEIR I — B T B, R AR S5 A [ AR 2 AT
i BRI .

M EE bR P, B, FESPHME. & Mk
Bl b LR, B A A s, A A e X
S R EE AT BUH TR .

g BRSc T, RETRAE TR R RRIE T, R P
R, HAFEF T AN R B, Y, L R
iU

02

03

Political Significance
of Chinese Bronze

Besides being used as dining ware, ancient Chinese bronze was
used for ritual and war. Ritual and war were the major affairs of
the state as well as the instruments of political power.

The Chinese began to cast bronze vessels around the 21st century
BCE. Kings, nobles, and priests of the Shang (16th — 11th century
BCE) and Western Zhou (11th century — 771 BCE) dynasties used
bronze vessels in rites dedicated to deities and ancestors. There
were strict regulations to ensure monopolistic use of bronzes by
the royal family and the nobility.

By the Eastern Han Dynasty (25 — 220), the days of the Bronze
Age in China were numbered. Bronze was used primarily for
coins, mirrors and decoration for horse carriages.

Bronze Weapon and Mirror

When bronze casting technology appeared about 4,000 years
ago, the prehistoric weapons made from stone and bone were
gradually replaced by the sharper and stronger bronze arrowheads,
spears and swords.

During the Warring States period (475 - 221 BCE), frequent wars
between small rival states spurred the development of the bronze
armaments industry to its peak in Chinese history. Bronze
weaponry dominated these wars.

The bronze mirror as an art form was the beneficiary of a long
history of bronze casting. Besides the apparent function of
luminous reflection, the designs on the back of a bronze mirror
provide rich information about the aesthetics, thoughts,

myths or legends of the period in which it was made. Bronze
mirrors thus assume symbolic, spiritual and artistic significance.
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The Invention of Pottery

Chinese production of pottery started in the early Neolithic period.
In China the earliest known pottery comes from the south and
dates back to 12,000 years ago.

The appearance of pottery transformed human lifestyles drastically.
It changed the ways people stored and cooked their food. People
could stay indefinitely in one area. This fostered settled village life.

Early pottery had simple and abstract decorations. Most of the
motifs are related to things from everyday life, such as the sun,
the moon, fish nets, frogs, fish and different animals. The
development of social structures led to technical advances in
ceramic production which laid the foundation for many other
technologies, such as bronze metallurgy, brick making and
engineering.

Breakthrough in Ceramic
Technology: Glazing

The discovery of glaze is a great advancement in Chinese ceramic
industry. The earliest evidence of glazed stoneware dates back
to the middle of the Shang Dynasty (16th — 11th century BCE).

Glaze gives a glossy, vitreous finish to ceramics. It is not only
decorative; it also protects the clay body. Chinese scholars refer
to this type of early highfired glazed ware as yuanshici
(protoporcelain). The finegrained protoporcelain led to the
eventual production of Chinese porcelain.

Wares with impressed designs appeared about 4,000 years ago.
The glaze was applied onto these wares as a new kind of
decoration.
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Eternal Life and Worldly Desires

In the Han Dynasty (206 BCE - 220 CE), it was generally believed
that human life consisted of the spirit and the body. Each was
governed by a soul. At death, the soul governing the hun (spirit)
and the soul governing the po (body) separated. The hun
ascended into the realm of the immortals. The po stayed in the
grave where the body was buried.

Manifesting the idea that the afterlife was a continuation of the
present, burial items provided the material comfort for the po.
The burial items revealed a vision of eternal life in which worldly
honours and pleasures were prolonged. The commonly seen
burial items are made of ceramic watch tower, house, animal
pen, stove, lamp stand and other daily accessories.

Burial Attendant

In the Shang Dynasty (16th century — 256 BCE) human attendants
were buried alive in burial rites. In the Spring and Autumn period
(770 — 221 BCE), figural representations of live animals and
attendants gradually became the new practice. The use of

clay models of attendants was a way of displaying the deceased’s
status and wealth. The clay models' appearances, decoration
and clothing provide information of the cultures and aesthetics
of the society at that time.

Tomb guarding deities were intended to ward off evil. Different
types of strange beasts and the Buddhist lokapala, all assumed
this symbolic role in the grave. Burial items such as door gods
and tomb guarding beasts appeared during the Three
Kingdoms (220 - 280), Northern and Southern (265 - 589) and
Tang (618 — 907) dynasties. They were wellknown for their sancai
glaze of yellow, green and white.
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Green Glazed Ware and Yue Ware

The earliest green glazed ware appeared in the middle of the
Shang Dynasty (16th — 11th century BCE). A transition from
protoporcelain to early porcelain took place during the Eastern
Han Dynasty (25 — 220) and production boomed in the north
and south. By the Tang (618 — 907) and the Song (960 — 1279)
dynasties, the firing techniques of green glazed wares reached
its peak before gradually losing its lead.

Yue kilns are one of the earliest kilns in the history of Chinese
ceramics. These southern kilns are famous for its green glazed
ware. Yue kilns continued to develop after the Han Dynasty (206
BCE - 220 CE). By the Tang Dynasty (618 — 907), they had
developed a unique style. Yue wares come in a rich variety of
forms. Its jade green colour was admired by the literati.

Changsha, Black Glazed
and White Glazed Wares

Changsha kiln is an important kiln of the Tang Dynasty (618 - 907).
The greatest contribution of Changsha ware is its underglazed
painting of brown and green colours, flowers and birds, animals,
and decorations of sayings, proverbs and poems. Such painting
and decorative styles of Changsha ware created an excitement
over the craftsmanship of ancient Chinese ceramics. The wares
were exported in large quantities to South Asia, Central Asia and
Southeast Asia.

Black glazed ware developed from the foundation of the green-
glazed ware. Its production reached its peak in the Tang and the
Song (960 — 1279) dynasties. White glazed wares appeared around
the Northern Dynasty (386 — 581), but its glaze still has a tinge of
yellow or grey. During the Tang Dynasty, craftsmanship for white
glazed ware progressed rapidly, such as Xing kilns in Hebei province
that were able to produce glazes that are pure white.
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Ding, Yaozhou and Jun Wares

Ding ware of Hebei province has been highly cherished to this
date for its beautiful form and elegant decoration. Its beautiful
vessel shape is adorned with carved, incised or moulded
decoration. A unique feature is concealing the unglazed rim
with a metal band. Ding ware had been used as tributes during
the Tang (618 — 907) and Jin (1115 — 1234) dynasties.

In northern China, Yaozhou ware enjoyed equal prominence as
Ding ware. It is decorated using similar carving and moulding
technigues of the Ding ware, and has a glaze colour of olive green
or brownish yellow. Yaozhou ware attained such a high standard
that it was given as tributes to the imperial court of the Northern
Song Dynasty (960 - 1126).

Jun ware is appreciated for its deep, rich glaze that ranges from
blue to lavender tones. The colours are obtained by firing in a
reduction kiln atmosphere. Although the imperial kilns closed
after the Northern Song Dynasty ended, private kilns continued
to operate during the Jin and Yuan (1271 - 1368) dynasties.

Jizhou and Jian Wares

Jizhou ware was the folk ware of Jizhou in southern Jiangxi
province. The bestknown types are those with underglazed leaf
and papercut decorations. Jizhou kilns also produced “oil spot”
glazes, golden brown and black “tortoiseshell” glazes, bearing
a close relationship with Jian ware in the south.

The glaze used by Jian kilns has complex compositions. The
addition of iron oxide in varying proportions produced a dark,
shiny surface that is mottled densely with spots or streaks. The
resultant “oil spot” or “hare’s fur” effect gives Jian ware its
distinctive character.
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Qingbai and Longquan Ware

The glassy glaze of Qingbai ware carries a faint greenish tinge.
The production of Qingbai ware during the Song Dynasty (960 -
1279) represented the transition from green to white wares in the
south. Many kilns in Raozhou in Jiangxi province produced
Qingbai wares. Jingdezhen kilns were the most prominent. These
wares were made for the local market, with some exported to
Southeast Asia and the Near East.

Longquan ware is a new type of green glazed ware which replaced
Yue ware in the south. The glaze of Longquan ware is thick and
opalescent. Its varied shades of green give the pottery a jade
like quality. The flourishing domestic and foreign trade during
the Southern Song (1127 — 1279) and Yuan (1271 - 1368) dynasties
boosted the production of Longquan ware. The major kilns were
located in eastern and southern Zhejiang province. There were
also kilns in Jiangxi and Fujian provinces that were imitating the
Longguan style.

Blue and White Ware

Blue and white ware is derived by using cobalt blue in underglaze
painting on white-bodied porcelain, and glazing the porcelain
with increasingly transparent glazes.

Underglaze blue decoration on pottery was already in use during
the Tang (618 — 907) and Song (960 — 1279) dynasties. During
the Yuan Dynasty (1271 — 1368), Jingdezhen kilns were already
skilled in producing blue and white ware. During the Ming (1368
- 1644) and the Qing (1644 - 1911) dynasties, Jingdezhen became
famous for its blue and white ware.
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Export Ware

Ceramics such as Yue ware, Changsha ware, Qingbai ware,
Longquan ware, and blue and white ware, had long been China’s
important export ware.

The old trade networks linked China to other countries in Asia,
Middle East and North Africa. As shipping networks expanded,
China integrated into the rapidly expanding global economy
through continual involvement in maritime trade. Exquisite wares
were produced in large quantities to meet the diverse demands
of different markets.

Jingdezhen Export Ware

During the Ming Dynasty (1368 — 1644), Jingdezhen in Jiangxi
province was China's only ceramic city. The strategic location of
Jingdezhen allowed all of its products to be transported to
Fanyang Lake and Yangtze River to be distributed to the rest of
China, and exported overseas from the ports at Quanzhou and
Fuzhou.

From the mid to the late Ming Dynasty (early 17th century), high
demands for export wares made Jingdezhen a huge production
and distribution point for ceramics. Jingdezhen export ware
became Europe’s most expensive luxury good and was
indispensable to their royalties’ daily use. They named it “white
coloured gold”. At that time, many shops specializing in Chinese
ceramics appeared in Europe, Southeast Asia and Japan.

By the mid and the late 17th century, Jingdezhen’s volume of
production and export reached its peak. New export ware
appeared, such as rolwagen, long neck vase, brush pot, gu vase,
lotus jar and large plates.
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Zhangzhou Ware

What is known all along as Swatow ware was mostly ware
produced in Zhangzhou in Fujian province. During the Song (960
—1279) and Yuan (1271 - 1368) dynasties, Zhangzhou was already
an important production centre for Fujian export ware. After the
Ming Dynasty (1368 — 1644), its production volume increased,
and so did the variety of ware.

Ceramic ware from Pinghe, Zhangpu and Nanjing counties in
Zhangzhou usually have sand grains attached to their foot, and
are therefore known as “sand foot ware”. The purpose of the
sand layer is to prevent the wares and the saggar from sticking
together, and the base from collapsing or distorting in high
temperature.

Zhangzhou kilns produced green glazed ware, white glazed ware,
blue and white ware, coloured ware and wares with glazes of
dark brown, blue and yellow. Green glazed ware was the main
type of ware and formed the largest quantity.

Dehua Ware

More than 180 kiln sites have been found in the Dehua county
of central Fujian province. From the Song (960 — 1279) to the
Qing dynasties (1644 — 1911), Dehua was one of China’s important
coastal producers of export ware.

During the Song Dynasty, Dehua kilns produced green glazed,
Qingbai glazed and near white glazed wares. During the Yuan
Dynasty (1271 - 1368) it produced mainly Qingbai glazed ware.
During the Ming (1368 — 1644) and the Qing dynasties, it
successfully produced wares that were hard and had an ivory
white glaze. These included daily wares and sculpted Buddhist
figures.

Dehua ware has many decorative styles, using technigues such
as underglazed blue and white, moulding, incising, decalcomania
and sculpting to portray flowers, insects, fish, and animal motifs.
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Coloured Ware

Underglazing is a method of applying a layer of white transparent
or green glaze over colours painted on shaped clay, and firing it
once at more than 1,200°C. This type of decoration craft had
been in use since the Three Kingdoms (220 - 280) period and is
still in use today.

Overglazing, on the other hand, is a method of applying colours
on fired glaze, and then refiring it at a low temperature of 700 ~
900°C. This type of decoration craft had been in use since the
Song (960 — 1279) and Jin (1115 - 1234) dynasties.

Sancai, Wucai and Famille Rose refer to colours on the glaze,
which are usually red, yellow, green, blue and purple. During the
middle and the late periods of the Ming Dynasty, the Wucai ware
of Jingdezhen in Jiangxi province was popular. Famille Rose ware
however appeared only in the late Kangxi period of the Qing
Dynasty (1661 - 1722).

Imperial Ware

Imperial kilns are built and operated by the court. Its wares are
meant only for imperial use. They were able to obtain quality clay
and ingredients, congregate all the capable craftsmen, and control
glaze formulas and techniques. Their products undeniably
represented the highest standard in the ceramic industry of their
times.

By the Five Dynasties (907 - 960), there were already wares of
imperial nature. During the Northern Song Dynasty (960 - 1127)
‘imperial kiln’ became an official reference. The imperial courts
of the Ming (1368 — 1644) and Qing (1644 — 1911) dynasties sited
their kilns in Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province and produced ceramic
wares according to imperial demand.

The imperial kilns in early Qing Dynasty (17th — 18th century)
achieved the highest standard in the Chinese history of ceramic
making. Its clay is pure and compact and its craftsmanship is
very fine, The wide selection of designs and the elegant decoration
is appreciated by many.
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Chinese Historical Periods and Dynasties
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MNealithic Period £.B000 - 1500 BCE
Yangshao Culture ©.5000 - 3000 BCE
Banpo Culture 2.5000 - 4200 BCE
Majiayac Culture ©.3300 - 2050 BCE
Banshan Culture £.2700 - 2400 BCE —
Dawenkou Culture £.4300 - 2500 BCE
Hongshan Culture c.4700 - 2820 BCE
Liangzhu Culture £.3300 - 2200 BCE

Shandong Longshan Culture  © 2500 - 2000 BCE

Shang Dynasty 18 - 11* century BCE
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Western Zhou Dynasty 11¥ gentury - 771 BCE f———
Eastern Zhou Dynasty 770 - 256 BCE T ——
Spring and Autumn Period 770 - 476 HCE
Warring States Period 475 - 221 BCE V—
Bin Dynasty 221 - 206 BCE .
Han dynasties 206 BCE - 220 CE ———
Western Han 206 BCE SP—
Eastern Han 25 - 220 —_—
Three Kingdoms Period 220 - 280 -
Southern dynasties 265 - 588 —
Waestern Jin 265 - 316 —
Eastern Jin 317 - 420 —
Northarn dynasties 386 - 581 R —
Northern Wei 386 - 534 —
Eastern Wei 534 - 550 -
Western We/f 534 - 557 -
Sui Dynasty 581 - B18 -
Tang Dynasty B18 - 807
Five dynasties 807 - 960 .
Liso Dynasty 816 - 1125
Song dynasties 8B0 - 1278
Northern Song 8BO0 - 1127 —_—
Southern Song 1187 - 1278 [E—
Jin Dynasty 1116 - 1234 —
Yuan Dynasty 1271 - 1368 —
Ming Dynasty 1368 - 1644 ——
Bing Dynasty 1644 - 1811 —
Republic of China 1912 - 1948 -
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