
A Chinese jar about 2500 years old 

 

 
The middle of the first millennium BC must have been an uneasy time to live in China. In the 
8th century BC attacks from western ‘barbarians’ and internal revolts drove the king of the 
Zhou dynasty to flee east and this was accompanied by a general migration to the eastern 
region of central China. In the scrabble for territory about 60 or 70 independent states were 
formed, and the next 500 years were a time of almost incessant conflict as these states 
fought for dominance, until eventually China was unified in 221 BC. It has been calculated, 
by referring to records at the time, that between 535 BC and 286 BC three hundred and fifty 
eight inter-state wars were fought, and the period between 480 and 221 BC is officially 
known as the Warring States period. Initially, warfare was mainly conducted between the 
ruling classes and their retainers, mainly because bronze weapons were so expensive to 
make that they could only be produced in limited numbers. However, by the 5th century BC 
iron manufacturing technology had developed, and iron weaponry could be mass-produced 
cheaply. This meant that it was possible for the whole male population to be armed and 
there is a record of a state pressing every male 15 years old and over into their army. During 
this period individual states had armies of up to a million soldiers. It was a recognised 
objective of war at the time that if you could not take charge of the enemy’s territory then at 
least you should kill as many of their people as possible, to weaken their fighting capabilities. 
 
You might think that this constant warfare would hinder social and intellectual advances, but 
in fact this was also a time of great social and intellectual progress. The aristocracy was in 
decline, many farming families became independent and had their own (or rented) land, and 
a new class of intermediate officials developed, known as the shi. Officials from the shi class 
were responsible for the many bureaucratic, economic and philosophical advances during 
this period. Confucius was born into the shi class in 551 BC and other philosophers followed 
him in the next three hundred years, so that the period from 551 BC to 221 BC is often 



referred to as the Age of the Philosophers. The ideas that developed then on how to live and 
to govern have been referred to in China ever since. 
 
Maybe these uncertain times did impact the production of pottery though as there were no 
significant advances in pottery technology. In fact, although the production of glazed 
stoneware, which first started a thousand years before, continued through this period, it was 
in reduced quantity. The most characteristic pots of the middle of the first millennium BC 
were squat utilitarian jars, like the one (11 cm tall) in the photo at the top of this note, with 
a body between low-fired earthenware and high-fired stoneware. This has been variously 
described in the literature as ‘high-fired earthenware’, ‘hard pottery’ or just stoneware. 
When I tap my jar it doesn’t have the ringing tone of stoneware and when filled with water it 
very gradually seeps out – definitely more earthenware than stoneware. 
 
The most characteristic feature of these jars is the patterned texturing of the external 
surface. I first saw pots like this when I visited museums in China, and I found the textured 
surface particularly appealing. There are a wide range of different designs, some looking like 
fabric and some more geometric (see photos below). It is often said that these designs 
imitate woven fabric, but for some patterns the potters seem to me just to be taking joy in 
the detailed repeating design, and at the same time producing a roughened surface which 
aids grip when carrying the jar. Impressed designs like these were used on pottery in China 
from around the 10th century BC, or maybe even earlier, but jars like mine, with a wider 
range of patterns and harder earthenware, were probably mainly made between the 7th and 
5th centuries BC. 
 
Examples of impressed designs on similar bowls: 
 

  
 
       Fine mesh         Squares inside squares 
 



  
 

Vertical and horizontal bars        ‘Cloud and thunder’ pattern 
 
The design on my jar consists of an alternating array of simple disc shapes and square 
shapes made of four tiny triangular impressions at the corners of the square and a small 
square impression in the centre (see close-up below). It appears to have been produced 
using a carved paddle or rocker, which is repeatedly rolled across the surface. Looking 
closely at the disconnects in the design produced in this way, which are unavoidable on a 
curved surface, I think the carved tool was probably three repeats wide by five long – i.e. 
about 3 cm x 5 cm. The potter clearly took care to maintain the regularity of the pattern as 
much as possible.  
 

 
 

Close-up of design on my jar 
 

Although the potters wheel had been in use in China long before my pot was made, the old 
manual potting methods were also still in use, probably particularly by potters working on 
their own or in small groups. Half-way up the inside wall of my jar there is an irregular band 
and a slight change in the angle of the wall, suggesting to me that the bottom half was made 
inside a bowl-shaped mould and the rest of the pot was then built up from there using coils 



of clay.  The interior of the jar is a bit irregular and lumpy, possibly made by the fingers of 
the potter inside resisting the pressure of the tool making the impressed design. 
 
A few of this type of pot have been found with small plain lids with a shallow dome shape. I 
can’t tell if my pot originally had a lid, but it is certainly possible as it is common for ancient 
pots to lose their lids between their time and ours. I can only speculate what my pot would 
have been used for. Maybe it was used for serving hot food – even without a lid the 
incurving rim would help to keep the food warm. 
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