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Art as Artifact

Qualities of Pre‑19th Century Chinese Art

(adapted from Encyclopedia Britannica's ASIAN MAN CHINA Program)

1. Art reveals the lives of people

2. China has produced over 4,000 years of artwork.

3. This has taken the form of decorated pottery, metal utensils, painting and calligraphy (developed to serve as a medium of communication as well as a form of artistic expression).

4. From prehistory through the mid 19th century, Chinese art incorporated and expressed the meaning of life.

5. Art was ingrained with a sense of harmony that existed between the individual and the universe. In the tradition of Taoism, it was produced by the force of the Tao to express the Tao.

6. The unity of the artist and the forces of the universe took expression as Chi or Qi.

7. In Chinese Chi means the breath or vital matter and for early artists (Tang Dynasty to the 19th century) it was literally the breath of life translated in and through their works of art.

8. Modern artists often try to recapture this quality in their work.

9. Contemporary interest in Tai Chi is based on the expression of Chi through movement of the body. As a form of meditative exercise, it is intended to bring about the experience of balance and harmony through movement. This can be seen every morning in practically every public park in urban China.

10. It is the application of Chi by the artist that captures the Chi in all animate and inanimate animals and objects. It is then translated in such a way that the created object or work of art transmits Chi to the observer or user of the object.

KEEP THIS IN MIND WHEN YOU EXPLORE THE INTERNET'S MUSEUMS

Questions to ask when you interrogate a work or object of art as an artifact:

1. Who made this?

2. When was this piece of art created?

3. Where was it made?

4. What information does it reveal about the civilization or culture of the artist?

5. What else does this work of art make you want to know about it, its creator or the   culture of the artist?

