
THE WEST CHAMBER:
A LITERARY THEME IN CHINESE

PORCELAIN DECORATION
Paper read by Mr Craig Clunas on 11th May 1982

The drama Xi Kiang Ii, generally referred to in English as The West
Chamber, was one of the best known and perhaps the best loved drama
of pre-modem China. Itwas the source of innumerable literary allusions,

and the source too of much decoration on Chinese ceramics of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. It is this last role with which the following article is
concerned.
The story of the drama is a relatively simple one. J The talented but

impoverished Zhang Sheng, 'Scholar Zhang', meets the beautiful Cui Yingying
while she is staying with her mother and her maid in a lonely monastery.
Madame Zheng, the mother, opposes a marriage, but a clandestine liaison
develops, egged on by Hongniang, the vivacious, scheming maid. When a
furious Madame Zheng learns of the affair, Zhang Sheng is peremptorily
despatched to the capital to seek literary success, returning in inevitable
triumph to claim his bride. This synopsis ignores the plot's many twists and
turns, and the faltering progress of the young couple's love, but it contains
many of the features visible in the earliest version of the story. The prototype
is a Tang dynasty prose tale, Yingying Zhuan, 'The Biography of Yingying', by
Yuan Zhen (779-831). This is a brief, lapidary poignant tale of passion and
abandonment, which ends on an inconclusive downbeat. Whether or not the
story is autobiographical, as some scholars have suggested, it acquired enough
popularity to be developed by the twelfth century into a work in the genre
known as zhu gong diao, 'miscellany'. This is a long ballad for a single
performer, also supplying musical accompaniment, and is ascribed to Dong
Jieyuan, a native of the Peking region.' Dong added many incidents, together
with the character of Hongniang and, crucially, a happy ending. All of these
were in tum adopted by Wang Shifu, another native of Peking, who is
credited with the authorship of the major portion of the zaju drama which was
to hold its own on the Chinese stage to the present century.
The thirteenth century, the age of Wang Shifu, was the first golden age of

Chinese drama, as well as a first golden age of secular book illustration. As Dr
Roderick Whitfield has pointed out, scenes from drama were painted on
ceramic pillows produced under the Jin and Yuan dynasties in north China.'
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1 Vase, porcelain decorated in
underglaze blue. Fourteenth century.
C.8-1952

1_ i i_ , ........1

2 Woodblock illustrations to Xi Xiang [i.
From an edition published at Jianyang,
Fujian province, and dated Hongzhi 11
(1498)
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However, no Xi Xiang Ji scenes have been identified on pieces of this type, nor
are any illustrated editions of the drama known from the first major centre of
book illustration, the region of Pingyang in Shanxi province.
The earliest ceramic on which scenes from Xi Xiang Ji can be identified is the

famous fourteenth-century blue and white vase which, like all the pieces
illustrated here, is in the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum. This
object is one of a small but highly important group which combine the three
then innovatory art forms of zaju drama, woodblock illustration and porcelain
decoration in underglaze blue to striking effect. The identification of the scenes
shown with the action of Xi Xiang Ji, as made by Saito Kikutaro, seems con-
vincing." On the side illustrated (PI. 1), Madame Zheng threatens Hongniang to
discover the truth about her daughter's amours, while the distraught maid
covers her face with her sleeve (XXJ IV, 2). On the reverse Yingying, accom-
panied by her maid, bums incense in the monastery garden (XXJ I, 3).
A lost illustrated edition of the drama may well stand behind the drawing on

this vase. Certainly the manner of handling rocks and plantain leaves which it
displays is still visible on the earliest extant printed version, produced a little
over a hundred years later (PI. 2)' This edition was published in the eleventh
year of the Hongzhi reign, equivalent to 1498, at Jianyang in northern Fujian
province, a centre of book publishing which, suggestively, enjoyed good
communications with [ingdezhen." In common with most early illustrated
books the pictures run across the top of the text.
Despite the existence of this and perhaps of other editions, late fifteenth- or

sixteenth-century ceramics showing Xi Xiang Ji scenes are rare. One example
identified as an early sixteenth-century jar (PI. 3) appears to bear exactly the
same two scenes as the earlier vase discussed above. Here Yingying bums
incense, while the constellations which determine the fates of unhappy lovers
glimmer over her head. The congruence between the subject matter of these
two pieces points less to a common lost edition of the drama on which both
draw, than to the existence of traditions as to which are the key scenes
deserving illustration. Such traditions as to which scenes 'matter' were, as we
shall see, of considerable importance.
The comparative rarity of sixteenth-century ceramics decorated with any

scenes from the drama is all the more strange when one considers that this was
the period which saw a great florescence of the woodblock print as an art form.
Both single sheet prints (now largely lost) and illustrated books were pub- .
lished in great numbers at lesser centres such as Peking and Hangzhou, as well
as at the three major areas of Nanjing, [ianan in northern ·Fujian province and
Xinan (modem Shexian) in southern Anhui. The last named region, source of
the largest group of Ming illustrated books for which publishing details can be
verified,' was also the home of the so-called Huizhou merchant network, a



lRANSACTIONS OF THE ORIENTAL CERAMIC SOCIETY

3 Jar, porcelain decorated in underglaze
blue. Early sixteenth century. C.U6--1928.

4 Woodblock illustration to Xi Xiang Ii.
From an edition published at Nanjing in
the Wanli period (1573-1620)

commercial grouping dependent for its wealth on distribution of often luxury
goods, and known to have had dealings in Jingdezhen ceramics.

By the middle of the sixteenth century, regional styles would seem to have
developed in these various centres. Nanjing prints are often characterised, for
example, by boldness of outline as in PI. 4, where the hero's first, inadvertent
sight of the heroine can be seen as portrayed by the carver of this edition from
the Wanli period (XX! I, 1). The wide stylistic variation possible within the
limits of the medium can be seen by comparing Pis. 5 and 6, which depict the
same scene from two separate editions, both of the Wanli period. In both
versions, the heroine reads a note from Zhang Sheng which the maid has
concealed in her toilet box (XX! III, 2). In PI. 6, however, the treatment of the
scene, and particularly of the rock behind Yingying's head, is considerably
more 'painterly', attempting as it does to imitate the zun strokes of brushwork.

This allusion to techniques of painting, allied to the knowledge that a high
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degree of division of labour was practised in the workshops of Ming pub-
lishers, raises the question of the involvement of known artists in book
illustration, and hence of their influence on the decoration of ceramics. Major
artists such as Qiu Ying, Ding Yunpeng and Chen Hongshou certainly
designed blocks for book illustrations. The prestige of these names was such
that they were subsequently appropriated by ceramic connoisseurs as inspira-
tion for porcelain painting. Both the Tao Ya of 1906, and Xu Zhiheng's Yin Liu
Zhai Shuo Ci 'Talks on Ceramics from Yin Liu Studio' of around the same date
contain the statement:

'Painting [i.e. porcelain painting] of the Kangxi period is supreme in the
Qing dynasty. All seemed to follow old models - Chen Hongshou and
Xiao Yuncong in figure painting, Wang Hui and Wu Li in landscape, and
Hua Yan in flower painting."

5 Woodblock illustration to Xi Xiang Ji.
From an edition published at Nanjing in
the Wanli period (157:>-1620)

lliE WEST CHAMBER IN PORCELAIN DECORATION

6 Woodblock illustration to Xi Xiang Ji.
From an edition of the Wanli period (157:>-
1620)

73



TRANSACTIONS OF THE ORIENTAL CERAMIC SOCIEfY

However Tao Ya more realistically states at another point:

'Those who paint on paper and silk do not concern themselves with
painting on porcelain; and those who are skilled at painting on porcelain
are not usually skilled at painting on paper or silk. '.

It is the latter statement which seems to accord more fully with reality, as
tested by study of Kangxi period ceramics themselves. For despite 'influences',
which undoubtedly existed, it seems largely the case that the anonymous
designers of Jingdezhen preserved throughout the Qing period styles which
went untouched by the art of a Chen Hongshou or a Wang Hui. A glance at
Chen Hongshou's handling of the letter scene, taken from an important Xi
Xiang Ji edition of 1639 (PI. 7), is enough to show the distance between this
artist and the producer of a typical piece such as the dish in PI. 8. Chen's
angular, almost caricatured figures, his empty backgrounds, and his witty
touches such as the transposition of the ubiquitous plantain on to the screen
behind Yingying are all highly distinctive, and cannot be paralleled by
anything observed on the blue and white porcelains of half a century later.
Few, if any, startlingly exact parallels can so far be drawn between illustrated

editions of Xi Xiang Ji and individual ceramic pieces of the Qing dynasty. This
is partly a research problem, in that reproductions of Chinese woodblock
prints have tended to stress the finer sixteenth century examples, leaving the

7 Woodblock illustration to Xi Xiang li.
From an edition of the Chongzhen period
(1628-1644),after designs by Chen
Hongshou
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8 Plate, porcelain decorated in
underglaze blue. Late seventeenth
century. C.733-1910
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later editions less well known. Partly also, this results from the likelihood that
porcelain painters did not use books open in front of them as exact models for
their work. The Jingdezhen Tao Lu, in its discussion of production techniques,
usually speaks of 'drawing' as a separate activity from the decoration of the
object itself, and this probably means the drawing of a design by a specialist
designer, who mayor may not have based himself on printed material. Books
supplied not so much exact patterns in every case, as traditions of which
scenes to be utilised, and how rendered. The connections between book
illustration and ceramic design are often obscure, but there can be no doubt of
the ultimate primacy of woodblock prints as the original source of much, if not
most, of the Qing repertoire of figurative decoration.
One immediately obvious point of difference between book illustration and

ceramic decoration is that the former is executed within the rectangular frame
of the page, while the latter must adapt itself to the rounded contours of bowl,
plate or vase. Generally speaking, the figures on porcelain are both larger and
more prominent than their printed counterparts, as a comparison between
PIs. 9 and 10 shows. PI. 10 also illustrates the typical concern for foreground
definition, here achieved by the insertion of rocks, but which can lead in some
cases to contrived attempts to give a scene a 'bottom edge' by intruding an
object such as a stairway or the roof of a tent. This seems almost invariable in
the case of the ceramics, while prints are more relaxed in their approach to this
problem.
A resource not available to the book illustrator, but freely employed by the

ceramic decorator, is the use of graded washes. Prints such as the one in PI. 5
may contain areas of solid black, but they lack the subtlety of shading possible
in underglaze blue. They are further still from the naturalistic colouring
achieved on pieces such as the overglaze enamelled furniture panel in PI. 11,
where Zhang Sheng conducts his first interview with the abbot of the
monastery (XXJ I, 2).
Common to both prints and plates, however, is the fact that the scenes

chosen for illustration are not those which a Western reader would judge to be
the most dramatic. Chinese literature is rich in static climaxes, and this
preference for the brief, still moment of heightened perception can be seen
clearly in Xi Xiang [i, where the scene acknowledged by traditional critics as
the highpoint of the drama is the one entitled 'Listening to the Qin' (XXJ II, 4).
Zhang, crushed by Madame Zhengs rejection of his suit, in which his beloved
Yingying seems to acquiesce coldly, sits by night playing his qin, the solo
stringed instrument which is the Chinese gentleman's constant solace. The
fervour with which he pours out his soul in the music is such that the listening
Yingying is overwhelmed by his sincerity, and her glacial heart is touched.
This is the single scene from the drama most frequently observed on ceramics
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9 Woodblock illustration to Xi Xiang Ji.
From an edition published at Wuxing in
the Tianqi period (1621-1627)

10 Pair of plates, porcelain decorated in
underglaze blue. Late seventeenth
century. Left, C.73S-1910, Right:
C.737-1910

of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (PI. 12). The passionate
consummation of the affair, which might appear by European dramatic canons
to be the climax of the work, is not only extremely rare (PI. 13), but is by Qing
standards of morality flagrantly obscene.
The very undramatic nature of many of the dramatic scenes painted on

porcelain may make identification difficult. For example, in PI. 10, were it not
for the fact that the plate on the right shows the clearly identifiable scene in
which Zhang Sheng climbs the garden wall for a night assignation (XX] III, 3),
one would be hard put to recognise in its pair on the left Zhang Sheng's page,
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Qintong, bringing him presents from Yingying following his success in the
examinations (XX! V, 2).

If anything, the ceramics are slightly more 'dramatic', and contain rather
more action, than such book illustrations as I have examined. If they in fact do
represent a coarser taste then this must lead on to the question of the market
for which they were intended. The fact that we will probably never have any

11 Panel, porcelain decorated in enamels.
Second half of seventeenth century.
C72-I954

13 Plate, porcelain decorated in
underglaze blue. Late seventeenth
century. C727-I9l0 (detail)

lliE WEST CHAMBER IN PORCELAIN DECORATION

12 Plate, porcelain decorated in enamels.
Late seventeenth-early eighteenth
century. Cn72-I9l0
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answers about differing markets for, and tastes in, ceramic goods in pre-
modern China should not stop us from asking the question whether they
existed.
An approach through the status of Xi Xiang Ii in the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries at once reveals ample evidence of its undesirability in
polite or elite society. Central government and regional officials' prohibitions
on the drama in general, and in particular on what were seen as its licentious
aspects, were rife throughout the Ming and Qing dynasties, and reached a
climax in the censorious atmosphere of the Qianlong period. In 1753XiXiang [i
was specifically named as an undesirable work which it was forbidden to
translate into Manchu. 10 Private scholars were equally condemnatory. Yu Zhi
cites the cautionary tale of a youth of good family who wasted away in seven
days after a surreptitious perusal of the dangerous text, while the later
eighteenth century writer Wang Yingkui called it quite simply, 'a book which
advocates licentiousness'. II Numerous moralist literary critics consigned
Wang Shifu to hell for daring to write a work which celebrates so shamelessly
the joys of sensual love, while the great eighteenth-century novel Hong Lou
Meng contains a vivid evocation of the risque atmosphere which surrounded'
drama in the mansions of the cultured:

'Who do you think I am? I've been naughty too. From the time I was six or
seven I was a real handful. Ours was a cultured family, and my grand-
father had a passion for book collecting. In times gone by there were a lot
of us, with brothers and sisters all together - all with a horror of orthodox
studies. Some of the boys loved poetry, some loved lyric drama, things
like "The West Chamber", "The Lute" and "One Hundred Yuan Plays" -
they were all there. They would sneak a read of them behind our backs,
and we would sneak a read of them behind their backs. Later, when the
grown-ups found out, there were beatings, cursings, burnings, and it was
all over. -r z

However, if Xi Xiang [i was viewed as dangerous and undesirable by some
sections of the Qing elite, there were other areas of society where it was
presumably welcomed and admired. The wealthy salt merchants of Yangzhou
and Suzhou, whose gaudy and expensive tastes were renowned throughout
the empire in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, patronised lavishly a
form of drama known as huabu. To the disapproval of the refined, this style
allowed actresses on to the stage in the company of men. Romantic themes
were its staple, and sensual indulgence celebrated rather than condemned.
The above diversion into literary history is necessary if one is to tackle the

question of the extent to which the oft-quoted turning point of 1683mattered
in the context of ceramics with decoration derived from the drama. Did the
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reassertion of imperial interest in the kilns of Jingdezhen in that year lead to
large-scale fluctuations in the type of subject matter on which the ceramic
decorator drew? I would argue that it did not. Sir Harry Gamer put forward the
view that the seventeenth-century growth of interest in pictorial wares
reflected a loosening of imperial control in the wake of dynastic decline. 13 Yet
it appears that it is largely after 1683and Cang Yingxuan's famous commission
that a rapid expansion takes place in the number of pieces with identifiably
theatrical decorative schemes. The still mysterious processes of taste and
fashion must be invoked here. If, among historians, past focus on imperial
actions and pronouncements is only beginning to give way to a subtler
understanding of the forces at work in the Chinese body politic, an under-
standable fascination with imperial patronage of the arts still obscures the
complex and multifarious networks of non-imperial craft producers and con-
sumers. We now realise just how thinly the agents of imperial executive
authority were spread in Qing China. The agents of imperial taste were spread
far thinner still.
Nevertheless, perhaps a sequence can be established for the relatively brief

period from the mid-seventeenth to the early eighteenth century when the
vogue for theatre scenes on porcelain was at its height. During these seventy
or so years no drama seems to have achieved the popularity of Xi Xiang [i as a
theme. Forerunners of the group of objects to be discussed exist in blue and
white porcelain of the 'Transitional' style, two of the finest in British public
collections being those from the Reitlinger Collection, now at the Ashmolean
Museum. 14 Rather later in date is the type represented by the saucers in PIs. 14
and 15. These have no rims, and are distinguished by their large, clumsily
drawn Kangxi marks, by the fact that the 'ground' on which the figures stand
is still washed in in blue, and by the texts which identify precisely the Xi Xiang
[i scene depicted (a device, incidentally, dismissed by Xu Zhiheng as 'vulgar').
Other pieces from the same group, which Gamer dated to before 1683 are
illustrated as nos. 107and 108 in Transitional Wares and their Forerunners, Hong
Kong 1981, where they are described as 'early Kangxi'. From rather later in the
reign, perhaps, comes the magnificent vase in PI. 16, which carries the entire
story of the drama in a series of panels (thus enabling many otherwise
tentative identifications to be verified), and which is decorated at the shoulder
with a distinctively seventeenth-century range of diaper patterns. These
patterns can also be seen on the rim of the plate in PI. 8, and on the pair of
plates in PI. 17. As the seventeenth century gives way to the eighteenth, there
appears a tendency to reduce the number of rim diapers to one, and to a rather
perfunctory one at that, as in PI. 10. Cartouches on the rim also become more
sketchy, the figure scenes of PI. 8 giving way to less elaborate floral sprays.
These figure cartouches raise the interesting question of the degree to which
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14 Saucer, porcelain decorated in
underglaze blue. Third quarter of the
seventeenth century. C.S87-192S

15 Saucer, porcelain decorated in
underglaze blue. Third quarter of the
seventeenth century. C.S86--192S

16 Vase, porcelain decorated in
underglaze blue. Late seventeenth
century. C.8S9--191O
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17 Pair of plates, porcelain decorated in
underglaze blue. Late seventeenth
century. Left: C.76:>--1910, Right:
C.764-1910

these wares, purely Chinese though their subject matter may be, were intended
for export to Europe. The common vertical orientation of the figures on the rim
of Pl. 8 certainly suggest that the plate may have been designed for display. 15
Given the European fondness for decoration involving human figures, did the
Chinese porcelain painter of the later seventeenth century simply tum to
woodblock book illustration as the most readily available repertoire of suitable
subjects? This is a question which would involve comparisons with con-
temporary Chinese export lacquers and other media, and which deserves
further study.
Plates such as that shown in PI. 10, which typically bear Chenghua marks or

no marks at all, are, along with bowls, the most common types of late
seventeenth- early eighteenth-century ceramic to be decorated with scenes
drawn from Xi Xiang [i. Vase forms would appear to be less common, but
furniture panels, such as those shown in Pis. 11 and 18 can be identified, as
can porcelain lanterns.
A development in the decoration of ceramics which involves motifs drawn

from drama (or at least from book illustration of drama), but which is presum-
ably independent of trends in the graphic arts, is the growing use in the
eighteenth century of resolutely non-naturalistic subject matter, or rather of a
combination of elements from different sources to achieve a non-naturalistic,
almost surreal effect. A good example of this is the plate, decorated in
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18 Panel, porcelain decorated in enamels.
Late seventeenth century. 784-1883

underglaze blue and overglaze enamels, illustrated in PI. 19. A comparison
with PI. 18, which shows the commonly portrayed scene of Zhang Sheng's
sorrowful parting from Yingying, suggests a shared source for the idea of the
horseman turning in his saddle, with his servant boy bearing his luggage on a
carrying pole. However the scene on the furniture panel is an integrated
whole, it is part of a story, which is told by the relationship of the characters to
one another, and by the inclusion of well-known devices, such as the wild
geese which fly with melancholy cry over Zhang Sheng's head. The scene on
the plate, by contrast, makes no such point. Mysteriously huge pieces of
furniture appear to float in the sky, their scale unrelated to that of the human
figures, who appear discrete and unconnected. Though the painter of this
piece may have borrowed elements from the dramatically inspired decorative
tradition, the interest in telling a story appears to have lapsed.
A loss of interest in the purely narrative content of decoration appears

typical of the eighteenth century. Xu Zhiheng was aware of this, and remarks
that by the Qianlong period theatrical scenes on porcelain are 'very rarely
seen." Certainly it has not proved possible for the purposes of this paper to
locate a piece decorated in the yangcai enamel palette in the Chinese taste with
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19 Plate, porcelain decorated in enamels.
Earlyeighteenth century. C.119G-1910

a scene identifiably drawn from Xi Xiang [i. Though the drama itself retained
its popularity throughout the century, a major change in fashion would seem
to have swept away the wares on which scenes from the drama, scenes which
owed their inspiration, if not their precise delineation, to woodblock prints,
had predominated. Precisely when and why this revolution in taste took place
must be an urgent subject for further research.
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20 Saucer, porcelain decorated in
enamels and gilt. Late eighteenth century.
C.49-1932

Scenes from the Xi Xiang ]i enjoyed a lingering afterlife as a subject for the
decoration of export porcelain in the later eighteenth century. PI. 20 shows a
saucer, decorated in overglaze enamels with a lavishly gilt border, dating from
c 1790-1810 and showing Zhang Sheng laboriously scaling the garden wall for
his nocturnal assignation (XX]III, 3. Pis. 10 and 14). That this is not an isolated
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example is shown by the comparably decorated tureen in the Mottahedeh
Collection, on which is painted the scene in which Yingying bums incense in
the monastery garden." This is the very scene painted on the Yuan dynasty
blue and white bottle decorated over four hundred years previously, a striking
example of the survival of elements of the Chinese decorative repertoire in
radically changed contexts. By the time these export pieces were painted,
scenes from drama had disappeared from most ceramics on the domestic
market, taking with them figures dressed in the approximation of late Ming
costume perpetuated on the stage and in book illustration. This is not to say
that ceramic decoration abandoned its links with the graphic arts, but the
centre of innovation in the latter had shifted to Suzhou, with its multi-coloured
single sheet prints. These stately beauties and their porcelain equivalents tell
no story and are part of no dramatic sequence. Elegance has displaced narra-
tive completely.

The fashion for drama scenes on porcelain may have been relatively brief,
but it was influential, not least on the abiding European image of China and
its inhabitants. Coinciding as it did (whether by chance or not) with one of the
high tides of Western interest in and purchase of Chinese ceramics, the style of
decoration derived from illustrated books made a deep impression on how
China was visualised. That this was so is demonstrated by William Chambers,
whose influential engravings of the Chinese scene were widely praised in
their own day, and have been since, for their accuracy and acuteness of
observation. He admits, however, that the costume in his book was not drawn
from life, though he confidently states, '1 know them to be exact representa-
tions.' They are not. A good number show the late Ming dress which was
prolonged in the decorative arts long after fashion and Qing decree had
restricted its use to funerals, weddings and the stage. 18

The above discussion is restricted to only one of the many literary sources of
Chinese ceramic decoration. Xi Xiang Ji was one of the narratives most
exploited in this way, but it was not unique. The very 'un-dramatic' nature of
many of the episodes portrayed almost certainly means that considerably more
theatre scenes than we now recognise are depicted on ceramics. The great
complexity, yet basic homogeneity, of traditional Chinese culture meant that
only the lightest, most passing of allusions sufficed to identify scenes to even a
non-elite, not fully educated audience. For a westerner to acquire even a
fraction of this sensitivity to the areas of reference drawn on by subject matter
in the decorative arts will require a great deal of time, and a greater deal of
effort.
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