
 
 
57. 
White Porcelanous Stemcup                              白瓷足杯   
 
Height: 5.0 cm. (2 in.) 
Diameter: 8.6 cm. (3 3/8 in.) 
Tang dynasty 

7th century A.D.        唐 

 
Provenance: A Japanese Collection          所蔵：日本 
 
Published: Tokubetsuten Kawaii Minichua, MOA Museum, Atami, 2005, pl. 48, p. 21.  
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The small stemcup is comprised of a wide shallow bowl with rounded sides curving upward to a 
slightly everted mouth rim, the cup supported on a tall solid foot with widely splayed base, narrow 
stem and a sharply cut small step surrounding the base of the bowl. Aside from the base, the vessel 
is covered with a minutely crazed, clear, colorless glaze pooling and darkening to a slight greenish 
tint where the step meets the top of the high foot and the bottom of the bowl. The body is an off-
white, hard and dense ware visible on the unglazed base, where tiny pinprick-like holes in the body 
are observable. The base is essentially flat aside from a slight concavity at the center.  

 
The engaging profile of this white ware 

stemcup, with the distinctive step at the base of the 
bowl,  is mirrored in that of cup excavated at the Xing 
kiln site, in Neiqiu in Southern Hebei province (fig. 1).  
Another was exhibited at the Nezu Museum in Tokyo 
in the late eighties (fig. 2). Whether this and the 
present cup were produced at Xingzhou or at another 
site of white ware production during the Sui-Tang 
period, the most likely possibility being Gongxian in 
Henan province, cannot be determined with certainty.  
What is certain is the importance of metal ware in the 
design of these ceramic vessels.   

A silver vessel that itself could have provided the 
model for these cups was in the Carl Kempe collection 
when published by Bo Gyllensvard in 1953 (fig. 3).1 
The method of construction of Tang-dynasty silver and 
gold stemcups to include a definitive step at the bases 
of the bowls (to serve presumably as physical as well as 
aesthetic supports) appears to have been a major one. 
not only for the present shape but the narrow goblet-
shaped stemcups that were perhaps even more popular 
during the Tang period.   

The impact of metal ware on ceramic art in 
China is a relationship between the two media dating 
from the Bronze Age and remaining viable throughout 
several millennia. In Tang-dynasty China, silver and 
gold vessels were greatly influenced by foreign metal 

shapes and décor, specifically those of Middle Eastern 
origin.  Chinese ceramics too, for example low-fired 
tomb wares, appear to have also been directly 
influenced by these imported wares. However, the 
Tang-dynasty potters creating white wares, such as that 
here, might have simply looked to domestic silver and 
gold wares as their models. Despite the engaging 
decoration on these metal wares, only the shapes, only 
the vessel forms, as in the stemcups here, were 
imitated.  The medium--the white porcelanous stone-
ware with colorless glaze---was the message.  

 This “plainness” was in great contrast to the 
sculptural décor on white wares of the 6th century with 
molded and appliqué elements related to 
contemporaneous Buddhist sculpture, a world in 
which adornment and motifs conveyed religious 
meaning, The plain undecorated white wares here 
might be interpreted as conveying a spirituality, a 
purity of intention, mind, and heart, which also reflect 
Buddhist belief. The relationship between these 
undecorated, subdued and simple ceramic white wares 
and the Buddhist sculpture produced in close 
proximity to the center of their production was closer 
than one might imagine, both deriving ultimately from 
and depending for their basic physical being on the 
same local white stone.  

 
1. Gyllensvard also refers to similar silver stem cups in the former Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm; the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; The Freer Gallery of Art,  Washington, D.C, and the Hakaku 
Art Museum, Kobe.  See Bo Gyllensvard, Chinese Gold & Silver in the Carl Kempe Collection, Stockholm, 1953, p. 171. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1: Xing ware porcelanous stemcup, Tang 
dynasty, 7th century A.D., excavated at the Xing 
kiln site, Neiqiu, Hebei, after  Wenwu, 1987:9, pl. 
I:2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2: White porcelanous stemcup, Tang dynasty,  
7th century A.D., after Tang Pottery and Porcelain, Nezu  
Institute of Fine Arts, Tokyo, 1988, no. 65, p. 100.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3: Silver stemcup, Tang dynasty, 7th century 
A.D., Carl Kempe collection, after Bo Gyllensvard, 
Chinese Gold & Silver in the Carl Kempe Collection, 
Stockholm, 1953, pl. 113, p. 170. 

 
 
 


