
A Chinese bowl, 11th or 12th century 

 

 

The delicate white porcelain known as Ding has been praised ever since it was made in Dingzhou 

prefecture in China in the 11th and 12th centuries. The Song dynasty imperial court requisitioned Ding 

vessels for its own use and an author of the 12th or 13th century, Taiping Laoren, wrote that ‘the 

porcelains of Dingzhou are first under heaven’. Hundreds of years later, in the Ming dynasty, 

connoisseurs placed Ding ware in the top tier of Song dynasty pottery. It is reported that in the Ming 

dynasty fake Ding incense burners were sold for fabulous sums to gullible buyers. 

The Ding potters achieved this fame as a result of skilled manufacture using advanced ceramic 

technology. The pots are made from fine white porcelain clay covered with a thin transparent glaze 

that has a slight ivory tone, resulting from firing in an oxidising atmosphere (with an excess of air for 

burning the fuel). The glaze itself has an unusual composition, with a high magnesium content, 

designed to avoid the risk of fine cracks in the glaze which this clay poses. Incised or moulded 

designs are subtly revealed under this glaze, and this appealed to the Song dynasty taste for 

simplicity, restraint and unobtrusive decoration. The underside of the bowls was turned (shaved on 



the potters wheel) to give a very thin wall, producing some of the lightest of Chinese ceramics. The 

pots were fired to very high temperatures (between 1300oC and 1340oC) and to avoid the thin walls 

of the bowls distorting in the heat of the kiln they were fired upside-down, resting on their rims. 

These rims sat in the kiln on rings made of the same clay which therefore shrank at the same rate as 

the pots during the firing. To fit on these rings the bowls had to be made with very precise sizes. 

Because they rested on their rims in the kiln, the rims were unglazed. After firing, a delicate band of 

copper, silver or even gold was fixed to the rim to hide the unglazed area. This band was regarded as 

an attractive feature - sometimes even bowls with glazed rims had metal bands fitted. 

The Ding potteries started production sometime around the 8th century and initially they made a 

variety of pots with relatively thick walls and carved decoration. They started to imitate the pioneers 

of white porcelain at the time - the Xing potters who worked about 150 km from Dingzhou. The Xing 

potters were the first in the world to produce white pottery which had some translucency – by some 

definitions the first true porcelain. In the 10th century, as the Xing potteries went into decline, the 

fortunes of the Ding potteries rose, as their pots became more delicate and they started to employ 

finely incised decoration. Their most successful product was white bowls, which found favour with 

tea drinkers, probably because the white porcelain showed the colour of the tea better than darker 

vessels. By the middle of the 11th century most of their production was white bowls. The bowl (16 

cm wide) in the image at the head of this note is an example. At some time in its history it has been 

broken and repaired with metal staples, which I will discuss later in this note. 

Early in the 20th century the precise location of the Ding potteries was not known. Records from the 

time of the Song dynasty say they were in Dingzhou prefecture but in modern times no-one had 

been able to find their remains. Then in the 1930s a Japanese ceramics expert, Fujio Koyama, 

realised that the boundaries of Dingzhou had changed since the Song dynasty and, by studying 

Chinese documents, he established where the site of the pottery workshops and kilns should be, 

which is no longer in Dingzhou. In 1940 Koyama had the opportunity to verify this by visiting the site. 

The circumstances of this visit are slightly distasteful as he was with the Japanese army during their 

wartime occupation of China. He only had an hour at the site but in that time he was able to collect 

thousands of broken pieces of pottery which confirmed that this was where Ding pottery was made. 

In 1960 and 1961 the Chinese made a full excavation and were able to establish the changes in styles 

over time which I refer to above. 

Koyama found that 80% of the pieces of incised pottery he collected had designs based on the lotus 

flower, and the decoration on my bowl is clearly a lotus plant, with its characteristic pointed petals 

(see close-up on next page). The Ding potters were famous for the fluid and elegant lines and 

balanced design of their decoration, which are evident on my bowl. There are several possible 

reasons why the lotus plant was so popular as a design. In Buddhism the lotus symbolises purity, as 

its clean white flower rises from muddy water. In Confucianism it is taken to represent the incorrupt 

official or princely man. It is also one of the Chinese plants representing the four seasons – the lotus 

represents summer, which symbolises happiness in maturity. The two Chinese characters that make 

the word lotus also individually mean ‘successive’ and ‘harmony’, symbolising repeated luck and 

wealth. And, of course, we can’t ignore the possibility that the lotus was simply popular because of 

its beauty. 

Looking closely at the incised decoration on my bowl you can see that some of the lines have been 

cut at an angle, with one side of the groove shallow and the other side steep, producing shading 

which gives the impression of greater depth. This technique was developed in the Song dynasty and 

has been described as ‘one of the chief beauties of Song ceramics’. Many of the incised lines on my 

bowl have been skilfully doubled, with two almost parallel lines. This doubling technique, which was 



specific to the Ding potters, was no longer used after around the middle of the 12th century, 

indicating a latest date for my bowl. 

 

Until the middle of the 11th century the foot rings of Ding bowls were relatively tall and wide, but by 

late in the 11th century they were being made small and short, like the one on my bowl. Taken 

together with the doubled lines in the decoration this suggests that my bowl was made between the 

middle of the 11th century and the middle of the 12th century. The change to shorter lighter foot 

rings was probably driven by the desire to reduce the weight of the foot, to reduce the risk of 

distortion during firing, and also to enable the bowls to be stacked more closely in the kiln. 

Just visible on the underside of the bowl (see photo on next page) are faint circular marks running 

parallel to the rim. These are marks left by the turning process which was used to reduce the 

thickness of the wall. There are also patches where there is local thickening of the glaze, resulting in 

a darker coloration. In the image on the next page you can see where two drips of glaze have run 

down the side of the bowl during firing. These so called ‘tear-drop’ marks are a characteristic feature 

of Ding pottery and they were highly prized by connoisseurs in later times as evidence of 

authenticity. 



  

 Faint lines parallel to rim, left by turning, and ‘tear-drop’ marks caused by running glaze 

Translucency, where light can pass through the wall of a pot, is often considered to be a defining 

feature of porcelain. It occurs because a large proportion of the clay has been transformed into a 

glassy state during the firing. Ding pottery, although generally described as porcelain, is not usually 

translucent, but occasionally areas are thin enough to transmit a slightly orange-tinted light. There is 

one area of my bowl which is translucent in this way, in the centre of the bowl where carving the 

well of the foot ring has made it particularly thin (see photo below). 

 

Bowl with light behind, revealing translucency 

Around the middle of the 11th century the Ding potters started to use moulds to impress designs 

onto their bowls, rather than incising each design by hand, and by the 12th century moulded designs 

were common. This was a much quicker process as the same mould could be used repeatedly, but 

bowls with incised decoration continued to be made as well. It is easy to distinguish moulded and 

incised designs on Ding bowls, as the moulded designs, which it is believed were inspired by 



contemporary silverware, were much more intricate and densely patterned, crowding the surface of 

the bowl. 

The Song dynasty court stopped using Ding pottery early in the 12th century and there has been 

some speculation about the reasons for this. It has been suggested that the court objected to the 

metal bands on the rims, but this must be doubted if it is true that these bands were considered 

attractive features at the time. Others argue that the tear-drop marks on the underside of the bowls 

were viewed as undesirable defects. It may be that by that time Ding pottery was so popular that it 

had lost its cachet as something rare and special. Production at the Ding potteries was unaffected by 

this loss of court patronage – the pottery was always primarily made for everyday use by the citizen 

classes, merchants and officials. Even when the workshops were destroyed by the Tartar conquest of 

Northern China in 1127 it appears that this only temporarily interrupted production. However, the 

invasion of all China by the Mongols in 1234 did mark the start of a decline in the fortunes of the 

Ding potteries. Their high quality techniques were gradually abandoned and they started firing their 

bowls upright in stacks, with the foot of each bowl resting on an unglazed ring in the centre of the 

bowl underneath. It is believe that the Ding potteries closed for good around 1300 AD. 

The fame of the Ding potteries during the Song dynasty led to many imitators across China, but 

these were invariably either inferior or at least recognisably different, working with clays and glazes 

that were different to those which the Ding potters used. In later centuries the great pottery town of 

Jingdezhen produced imitations of Ding, which some people called ‘Southern Ding’. However most 

of those were fired in a reducing atmosphere (with restricted air supply to the kiln), producing a 

bluish coloration in the glaze rather than the warm ivory tones of true Ding. 

To end I want to say a few words about the repairs to my bowl. At some time it was broken into four 

pieces, which have been rejoined by the ancient technique of using metal staples. This involves 

drilling holes on either side of the breaks and carefully hammering bronze staples into the holes. The 

technique is thought to have originated in early times in China, but pots from ancient Greece have 

also been found with stapled repairs from that time. In the middle ages in Europe people used to 

travel from city to city repairing pots in this way, either using metal staples or tying the holes 

together with wire, at a time when even the simplest pot was a valuable item for a household. The 

method fell out of use in the 19th century as adhesive and fired ceramic started to be used to repair 

valuable items and increasing wealth meant that it often became preferable to replace an ordinary 

pot rather than have it repaired. 

On my bowl it is clear that, despite the thin walls, the repairer has not drilled all the way through the 

wall, and the staples are not visible on the underside. This raises the question of why the staples 

weren’t applied on the underside, leaving the decorated face of the bowl unblemished by the heads 

of the staples. Maybe it is a speculative step too far, but I wonder if the bowl was repaired in Japan, 

where there is a different attitude to defects and repairs, arguing that they should be embraced and 

made visible. When I bought the bowl at auction it came with what the auctioneer describes as a 

Japanese silk pouch (photo on next page), which supports the idea that it has been in Japan at some 

stage in its life. If the bowl was repaired in Japan then one has to wonder why they didn’t repair it 

using the Japanese technique of kintsugi, using lacquer and gold. Maybe when the bowl broke the 

pieces stayed held in place by the metal band on the rim. Kintsugi repairs require the pieces to be 

separated and then rejoined, so if the owner wanted to avoid damaging the metal band it could 

have been that a stapled repair was the only option. We will never know for sure. 

A popular story in Japan tells how this staple repair technique was actually the stimulus for the 

development of kintsugi. According to the story, a shogun in the late 15th century broke his favourite 



Chinese teabowl and sent it to China to be repaired. It was returned repaired with staples, which the 

shogun found so unattractive that he instructed his people to come up with a more visually 

appealing repair technique. Kintsugi was the result. 

 

 

Bowl inside its Japanese silk pouch 
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