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Notes on Names and Transliterations

‘Jingdezhen’ is the pinyin transliteration of the name [image: images], the city known as China’s porcelain capital. This name has been written in English using many other transliteration systems. I use pinyin throughout, but readers will on occasion see other spellings such as Ching-te-chen, Kingtehchen, and so on.

Many but not all of the names of individuals in this book are pseudonyms. Some ceramists specifically requested that I use their names as they hoped that my book might help their businesses. I use the names of some ceramists and cadres because they have appeared in publications. Readers who would like to purchase porcelain made by the ceramists whose experiences I present here should contact me at maris.gillette@yahoo.com.
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The World’s Most Famous Ceramics and the People Who Made Them

Jingdezhen. For many, the name is synonymous with fine porcelain. The Louvre, the British Museum, the Smithsonian, the Vatican Museums, the Hermitage, the Topkapi Saray, and many, many other institutions around the world have porcelain from Jingdezhen, China. Art historians describe its qualities and significance with superlatives, noting its formal perfection, refined decoration, and lasting influence on world ceramics. Collectors pay astronomical sums for Jingdezhen porcelain: for example, on 10 April 2014, CNN reported that Sotheby’s sold a fifteenth-century ‘chicken cup’, a tiny bowl painted with two roosters and a chicken tending her young, for $36.05 million USD.1 The world’s best-known ceramics manufacturers, including Wedgwood, Sevres, Meissen, Rörstrand, and others, were founded to compete with Jingdezhen. Numerous contemporary artists, of whom Ai Weiwei may be the best known, take inspiration from Jingdezhen porcelain, and travel to the city to create works.

And what is this porcelain? Jingdezhen ceramists have produced an incredible variety of wares over their long history of manufacture. The icy-blue glazed celadons called qingbai or yingqing – thinly potted ceramics with a hard white body incised and impressed with naturalistic designs and covered by a translucent glaze – were Jingdezhen’s first porcelain to achieve international renown. From the tenth through to the fourteenth centuries, qingbai were enormously popular in China and traded widely throughout Asia (see Plate 1). Numerous kiln sites across south China tried to replicate Jingdezhen’s celadons; according to ceramics scholars Rose Kerr and Nigel Wood, ‘few wares in China’s ceramic history have been copied more frequently and over a broader area than Ching-te-chen [Jingdezhen] chhing-pai [qingbai] ware’.2

Better known in Europe and North America is blue and white porcelain (qinghuaci), a striking innovation in world ceramics history that Jingdezhen ceramists began making in the early fourteenth century. The first blue and white wares were larger, stronger forms than the celadons, and painted with surface designs in cobalt pigment under a translucent glaze (see Plate 2). Near-Eastern scholar John Carswell suggests that Persian merchants played a role in the creation of this new commodity, by bringing to China the cobalt used for the surface design, and supplying the Persian metalwork and glass that influenced the shape and decoration of the wares.3 Over four centuries, blue and white porcelain captured an enormous, transnational market, becoming the most widely traded ware in world history. Jingdezhen blue and white stimulated numerous imitations, in China, Vietnam, Korea, Japan, Turkey, Persia, Egypt, and Syria.4 The potters of Delft made the best-known European blue and white ceramics, but ceramists in Italy, England, Germany and elsewhere also produced Jingdezhen-inspired blue and white wares.

Many other innovations accompanied these two breakthroughs. Jingdezhen ceramists used other pigments for underglaze decorations, and painted coloured enamels over the glaze, adding an additional firing at lower temperatures to harden the surfaces. They created numerous glazes, deep monochromes in yellow, red, and purple, and multicoloured flambé and peach-bloom. They trailed white slip (liquid clay) on the surface
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