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Evolution of Techniques at the Cizhou Kilns

— The Transition from “Carving” to “Painting”

TAKAG]I, Daisuke

The Cizhou kilns (and related kilns) in China began porcelain production from the late Five
Dynasties period through the Northern Song Dynasty, forming a cluster of folk kilns in northern
China whose operations continued into the modern era. Characterized by white-glazed porcelain made
from grayish-brown clay as their foundation, they developed diverse decorative techniques. Particularly
renowned as a signature expression of the Cizhou kilns is their style emphasizing the contrast between
white and black color surfaces.

This paper focuses primarily on the Guantai kiln, the most typical and largest-scale kiln within
the Cizhou kilns. It represents the Northern Song Dynasty period, marked by high artistic achievement,
as its peak. It focuses on the transition in techniques from the sculptural “white-ground and black-
scraping (known as sgraffiato)” method using a knife to the pictorial “white-ground and iron-painting”
method primarily employing brushwork. Previously, this transition was understood in archaeological
excavation reports and prior research as a simplification of techniques or a change in production
systems.

However, a close examination of extant pieces and excavated materials reveals diverse
experimentation during the shift from “carving” to “painting.” Specifically, examples aiming for
pictorial expression through scraping or pieces retaining sculptural characteristics despite being iron
paintings reveal a noticeable divergence between expressive intent and technique during this transitional
period.

Therefore, this paper subdivides and redefines the terms of methods “white-ground and
black-scraping” and “white-ground and iron-painting” to reexamine the substance of this technical
evolution. Specifically, it reinterprets a group of “white-ground and black-scraping” works aiming for
painterly expression as unique attempts that appeared before the establishment of “white-ground and
iron-painting.” Furthermore, it suggests the possibility that artists were exploring a so-called “carved
painting” expression—one that made a leap from the shallow line-carving techniques derived from

metalware, took ink painting as its model, yet utilized the unique texture of porcelain.
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