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The Concept of Confucian-Daoist Complementarity in the Art of

Court-Produced Ru Ware of the Northern Song

Wu Keyou

Abstract

During the reigns of Emperor Zhezong and Emperor Huizong of the Northern Song Dynasty,
which lasted about twenty years, Ru kilns only made celadon for the royal family. Its main
features are the sky-blue glaze (tianqing glaze), grey body (xianghui clay), sesame-like pinholes,
and crab-claw crackle. Thanks to its superb craftsmanship and fine quality, Ru ware won
mainstream approval and is one of the five famous kilns of the Song dynasty. During the Northern
Song, porcelain was officially established as the standard ritual ware, marking a shift in the ritual
system's focus from the value of materials to the essence of spirit. The forms of Ru ware conform
to the intrinsic functions of the vessels, with the sky-blue hue as the most esteemed. The glaze,
which is lustrous and softly radiant, precisely aligns with the Daoist (i Z% ) concepts of
“simplicity (££%)” and “profound tranquility (% 7% ).” This quality enabled the vessels to move
beyond the symbolic functions of color and form, becoming a vehicle for the scholar-officials to
“ride the things to wander the mind (34 LA##%.0»)” and embody their transcendent sentiments.
Key Words

Ru kiln, complementarity of Confucianism and Daoism ({7 & H.#f), ritual vessels, imperial porcelain

(EIEEA)

According to the archaeological analysis of the Baofeng Qingliangsi Ru kiln site (£
B R S Z I8 ), as detailed in New Discoveries of the Ru Kiln ({3 22 ) #7 9%
H) ), and the study of extant Ru ware artifacts, it is known that the Ru kiln began
firing in the early Northern Song Dynasty and long functioned as a folk kiln. It was
not until the late Northern Song period, approximately during the twenty years from
the first year of the Yuanyou reign period (JG#4 7G5, 1086 AD) of Emperor Zhezong
(R 5) to the fifth year of the Chongning reign period (5% % T.4F, 1106 AD) of

Emperor Huizong (2R #{55%), that, after producing large quantities of folk wares for a
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long time, the kiln was selected by the court for its superb production quality and was
subsequently commissioned to produce imperial wares.! The subject of this study is
the batch of imperial celadon (hereinafter referred to collectively as Ru ware or Ru
porcelain) fired by the Ru kiln for the court during this aforementioned twenty year
period. These vessels are characterized by their plain and elegant form, pure and moist
color, with the sky-blue glaze, an ash-gray body, sesame-seed spur marks, and
crab-claw crackles as their main features. It was this batch of ceramics, with their
exceptional craftsmanship and quality, that secured Ru kiln’s place among the Five
Great Kilns of the Song Dynasty. Compared to the folk ceramics of the Ru kiln, this
group of imperial wares—produced for a short period, small in quantity, and more
refined in quality—is the Ru porcelain most widely known to the public. As imperial
tribute ritual vessels produced for court use against the backdrop of the Northern Song
ritual system reform, they embody the standards of Confucian Li (rite, &), while
simultaneously featuring aesthetic characteristics that permeate Daoist thought. By
integrating both Confucian and Daoist philosophies within a single vessel, they fall
under the aesthetic category of the complementarity of Confucianism and Daoism.
Confucianism and Daoism are the two core intellectual traditions of Chinese
culture, together shaping the spiritual essence and the underlying values of Chinese
culture. The complementarity of Confucianism and Daoism is a new proposition
introduced by Li Zehou (%572 )5) in his 1981 publication The Course of Beauty ( {3
[’] 8 #£ ) ) as the main thread of Chinese intellectual history. It was later fully
expanded in The Chinese Aesthetics Tradition( {#£ = 3¢%%) ) as the main thread of
ancient Chinese aesthetic history. Li Zehou’s view on the complementarity of
Confucianism and Daoism is that Daoism, represented by Zhuangzi, serves as both a
counterpoint and a complement to Confucianism, represented by Confucius. Although
the proposition of the complementarity of Confucianism and Daoism put forward by
Li Zehou has been widely accepted, his specific thesis that the relationship is one in

which “Confucianism is primary, and Daoism is supplementary (LAfi A5 3. PLiE 4
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##)” has been met with both support and skepticism among scholars. Nevertheless,
applying his perspective to the analysis of Northern Song Ru porcelain, which
possesses the attributes of a ritual vessel while exhibiting Daoist aesthetic
characteristics, is a reasonable approach.

1. “The Vessel Houses the Rites (3% PLji##&)”—The Normative Role of Confucian
Rites in Ru Porcelain

1.1 The Ritual Vessel Attributes of Ceramics

In Confucian philosophy, li (&) isn’t just about simple rituals; it’s the core principle
for keeping social order, managing relationships, and passing on beliefs. Vessels (#%),
as the concrete carriers of rites, function as a material medium that transforms abstract
ritualistic thought into something perceptible and practicable. In the Analects ( { &

#&) ), Confucius raised a question: “They say, ‘Rites! Rites!” —is it just jade and silk?

They say, ‘Music! Music!’——is it just bells and drums? ({& £, 8%, £ B EFik?
geE | 40T BT T # 7). In Confucius’ view, jade, silk, bells, and drums are
merely the carriers, not the essence, of Li and Le (music, %%), fully reflecting his idea
of “containing vessels within rites.” Generally speaking, ritual vessels are objects that
incorporate a didactic function and serve a social purpose under the norms of
Confucian rites. Besides the jade, silk, bells, and drums mentioned by Confucius,
other common ritual vessels include bronzes and ceramics, all used in ancient ritual
activities.

The Chinese civilization has a long history of using ceramics, in which porcelain
developed from earthenware. Earthenware first appeared during the transition
between the late Paleolithic and early Neolithic periods; the pottery excavated from
the Xianrendong site in Wannian, Jiangxi (YL 78 & Sl A\ i& 1ik), dating back about
13,000 years, is currently the earliest known example of pottery in the world.? The
earliest forms of porcelain appeared during the Eastern Han Dynasty, following

advancements in raw materials, firing temperatures, and technology in the pottery

production techniques. Initially, ceramics were used as daily necessities due to their
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heat resistance, ease of shaping, and low cost. Later, with the formation of the social
ritual system and the strengthening of political authority, they acquired the function of
ritual vessels alongside their practical use. They began to symbolize social status and
maintain the hierarchical order, and were subject to official regulation across
successive dynasties. Legend holds that an office of Tao Zheng (g 1F) existed during
the time of the Yellow Emperor (% #7), and that Emperor Shun (%#) personally made
pottery by the riverbank.® Official positions specifically managing ceramic
production, such as Tao Zheng and Tao Ren (g N ), existed as early as the pre-Qin
period. The Book of Han ( ({83 ) ) records that the Qin Dynasty established the Shao
Fu (/> Jif) and Jiangzuo Shao Fu (#%1F /> Jif) to oversee potters, with subordinate
officials managing specific tasks; the Han Dynasty followed the Qin system with
minor adjustments.* Clear systems for supplying ceramics ( 5 ‘& il &) to the court
were in place during the Tang and Song dynasties, with local areas regularly paying
tribute of high-quality porcelain to the central government. The Northern Song saw
the emergence of truly official porcelain kilns, which were funded by the government
and whose product flow was controlled by the state. These included the Ru kiln, the
Guan kiln (‘B %), and the Jun kiln (% 2%). During the Ming and Qing dynasties, with
the strengthening of imperial absolutism, dedicated Imperial Kilns (2! %%) emerged
exclusively for the court and royalty, such as the Jingdezhen Imperial Kiln (3512 $5 &t
2Z), Jiangxi. The requirements for making ceramics are really strict, and the products
are made exclusively for the royal court. Private production and circulation among the
people are banned. All of the above fall under official kilns.

1.2 Ru Porcelain in the Context of Northern Song Ritual System Reform

The Northern Song Dynasty made Confucianism the guiding principle for governing
the country, so respecting Confucianism and valuing ancient traditions became really
popular. The country places special importance on etiquette. In the face of the chaos
left behind during the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period, Confucian ideas

about etiquette became really important for rebuilding social order and strengthening
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governance. Over more than a century, the Northern Song underwent multiple ritual
reforms, during which ritual texts such as the Kaibao Tongli ( (B £ #+&) ) and the
Taichang Xinli ({ X #1124 ) ) were compiled, thereby constructing a formalized ritual
system. This ritual reform reached its zenith during the reign of Emperor Huizong,
with the core goal being to standardize national sacrifices and court assemblies to
reinforce autocratic imperial power through a clearly defined hierarchy and political
stability.

The Northern Song ritual reform was also accompanied by changes in ritual
vessels, the most significant of which was the shift in materials, transitioning from
bronze, gold, and silver to ceramics. In the sixth year of the Yuanfeng era (JC % 754,
1083 AD), civil officials and ritual specialists proposed a discussion on the system of
ritual vessels to Emperor Shenzong (< #f 5%). The emperor subsequently issued an
edict to use ceramics for making some ritual vessels. Historical records state: “Vessels
shall be made of pottery and gourd to symbolize the nature of Heaven and Earth...
Currently, the ‘lan, gui, zun, dou’ (% . B. &, &, types of vessels) used in suburban
sacrifices are not ceramic, which does not accord with the intent of the Rites. It is
requested that in the two places of Huangiu (the circular mound for worshipping
heaven) and Fangze (the square marsh for worshipping earth), as well as in the
sacrifices at the main and auxiliary positions, all the ritual vessels, such as lan, gui,
zun, and dou, used should be changed to pottery (%% P58, IR Rz .. ... A58
LERESE B, REMREE, &5E L7 EE IR A i 8BS & 05U e
5 ).”> This shows that the Northern Song court, when choosing materials for
ritual vessels, wasn't just about chasing changes in form. On the contrary, it closely
follows the Confucian philosophy of 'harmony between heaven and humanity,' trying
to enhance the sacredness and rationality of these rituals by aligning the materials of
the vessels with nature and the universe. Ceramics were officially recognized as
standard sacrificial vessels, breaking away from the previous tradition of focusing

rituals on bronze, gold, and silver as symbols of wealth and power. On the contrary, it
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pays more attention to the ceremonial intentions shown by the objects, marking the

shift in the Northern Song ritual vessel system from valuing material preciousness to

emphasizing spiritual essence.

Figure 1. Zhao Ji, The Literary Gathering, painting detail, Northern Song Dynasty. Collection of the
National Palace Museum, Taipei.

In this context, Ru kilns stood out among the many kilns. The celadon it
produced is characterized by a fragrant ash-colored body, sky-blue glaze, crab-claw
patterns, and sesame-like speckled tails, which earned favor and praise from officials.
In the surviving Northern Song documents, Xu Jing's Xuanhe Tribute to Goryeo
Hlustrated Record (H AN Z: 5 /5 REEI4S ) mentions 'ancient secret-colored ware from
Yuezhou, new porcelain from Ruzhou Gk & FS €, M HFr&Eds) 0 directly
comparing Ru ware to the Tang and Song tribute-producing Yue kiln, substantiating
its status. In the painting "Wen Hui Tu ( {3 & [&]) ),' it is said that Emperor Huizong
created this artwork, which depicts a gathering of the Northern Song emperor and his
ministers. Many of the ceramics on the table resemble Ru ware in both glaze and
shape(figure 1). Since Emperor Huizong's reign was indeed the peak period for Ru
kiln porcelain production, some scholars speculate that these are actually Ru kiln
porcelains. Although it's hard to confirm further because the painting is very old, the

ceramic details are hard to make out, and there's a lack of clear written evidence,
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there's no doubt that Ru ware enjoyed a high reputation both officially and among the
people during the Northern Song period.

The period during which the Ru kiln operated as an official kiln was brief.
Following the Jingkang Incident (¥ Ff 2 5%#) and the southward relocation of the Song
court, Ru ware production ceased abruptly. The core ceramic techniques were
unfortunately lost during the turmoil of war. Extant artifacts became increasingly rare
due to wartime damage and dispersion, leading to the situation where, as early as the
Southern Song Dynasty, Ru porcelain was already especially hard to acquire, thus
highlighting its extreme rarity. The Qing scholar Sun Hao (f##) lamented the then
“empty kiln and cold smoke” state of the Ru kiln in his poem: “What to do about the
empty kiln and cold smoke? Wild coal emerges in spring on the ancient plain (2% %543
B ZAT? BPIREEF A TR ELD),”7 expressing feelings of nostalgia and sorrow for the
present.

Both the Ming and Qing dynasties highly regarded the Ru kiln and gave it
extremely high praise. Lii Zhen’s Xuande Ding Yi Pu ( { E{E55%) ), a canonical
work compiled specifically to standardize ritual and sacrificial vessels during the
Xuande (‘E %) reign, states: “The elegant styles of the famous kiln wares—Chai, Ru,
Guan, Ge, Jun, and Ding—stored in the Imperial Treasury shall be sketched and
submitted for selection (& FT4E. . B & #). E5H4Z R ML,
% & M 2 k1% )% Ru ware was thus listed, alongside other famous kilns, as a
reference standard for ritual vessels. Dong Qichang’s Thirteen Discourses on
Antiquities ( {'‘FE T =51) ) records: “The world refers to the Five Kilns: Chai, Ru,
Guan, Ge, and Ding (tHF2%. #&. B. #. ©HZE, UELEH), classifying the
Ru kiln as one of the Five Great Kilns of the Song Dynasty. In Kui Tian Wai Sheng
( {FHKAPIFE) ), Wang Shimao (F {H:##) stated: “The ceramics of the Song Dynasty
regard Ruzhou as the first, and the Official Kiln made in the capital second (RFF 22 45
DA 2555 —, i Al B BB 257k 2),”° placing the Ru kiln as the foremost among

Song famous kilns. Although the Ming and Qing dynasties attempted imitations, the
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core techniques were missing, and aesthetic tastes differed, making it impossible to
truly replicate the spiritual charm of Song Ru kiln; their creations were only referred
to as Ru-style porcelain ({/j & 25 % 2%).

In conclusion, pottery has been used in human society since prehistoric times,
and from its earliest emergence, it has possessed ritual and sacrificial functions
beyond the practical, such as the painted pottery tubular vessels and ritual vessels
combining jade and pottery of the Hongshan culture (4L 111 3C4k), the black pottery
ritual vessels of the Liangzhu culture ( K ¥ 3 f£), and some painted pottery of the
Yangshao culture (137 3 4k). During the Eastern Han Dynasty, breakthroughs in raw
materials, temperature, and technology in pottery craftsmanship gave rise to the
earliest porcelain, marking its first appearance in the history of Chinese civilization.
By the Song Dynasty, under a culture that emphasized rites and officially designated
ceramics as sacrificial and ritual vessels, the Ru porcelain commissioned by the court
became a quintessential example that both inherited the tradition of “the vessel houses

the rites (2% LAJE4% ) and perfectly met the ritual needs of the era.

Figure 2. Ru Ware Pale Sky Celadon-glazed Tripod Furnace (% %1% X 5 B 5% &0 = & 1% X 4 ),

ceramic, Northern Song Dynasty, Collection of the Palace Museum, Beijing.
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2. “The Vessel Carries the Dao (3% DA #; & )”—Daoist Aesthetic Manifestations in
Northern Song Ru Porcelain

From the perspective of function, Ru kiln, as an official kiln producing porcelain
for the court, was regulated by the imperial ritual system and thus functioned as a
ritual vessel within the context of the ritual reform in the Northern Song Dynasty.
From an aesthetic perspective, Ru kiln was profoundly influenced by the aesthetic
trends of the time, predominantly manifested in Daoist aesthetic characteristics.
Daoism experienced two major periods of official endorsement during the Northern
Song Dynasty.

The first occurred from the reign of Emperor Taizong ( K X %) to that of
Emperor Zhenzong (K H 5%), when the state promoted Daoism to maintain rule and
appease the populace.

The second peak happened during the reign of Emperor Huizong. Huizong called
himself the Daoist Emperor (& £ & 7). He placed Daoism above Confucianism and
Buddhism. Through this official promotion, Daoist thought spread through many
levels of society. Its aesthetic ideas were increasingly shown in artistic works. The Ru
kiln's imperial porcelain was also affected by this trend.

In form and function, Ru ware was mainly used for sacrifices and rituals. It also
included everyday wares. Overall, Ru ware looks dignified, archaic, restrained, and
elegant.

For example, there is a Ru Ware Pale Sky Celadon-glazed Tripod Furnace (7% 2%
RREMIZA = )%, figure 2). It is kept at the Palace Museum in Beijing. It
mostly imitates Han Dynasty bronzes. Its shape is regular. It has a straight-barrel form.
It has faint raised bands (73 7% #Y). It has no complex patterns or exaggerated forms.
This design follows the Daoist principle of "the great way is simple" (CKIE £ f#). It
showcases the spirit of 'reaching the ultimate in emptiness and maintaining calmness
(BE R, SFEFE). In this way, objects avoid being overly decorated, so as not to

affect the peaceful appreciation.
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There are also biomimetic designs (/i 4 #%71), exemplified by the Lotus-Shaped
Warming Bowl in Light Bluish-Green Glaze, Ru Ware (1% %5 75 % 7 {8 ;iR B, figure
3) at the National Palace Museum, Taipei, and the Ru Kiln Azure Enamel Mandarin
Duck Type Smoke Furnace (14 2K 75 Mg JE 4 & J¥ FE M 25411, figure 4) at the Henan
Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology. The lotus-shaped warming
bowl adopts the form of a half-open lotus flower, and the mandarin duck smoke
furnace is modeled after a mandarin duck. By integrating the natural charm into the
vessels, these pieces embody “the spirit of emulating nature (FfiyZk H #X).” Overall, Ru
ware’s forms conform to the intrinsic functions of the vessels, representing the
embodiment of the Daoist concept of “can you cleanse your insight and be without
fault? (IR % B, A M0 -F),” aiming for a state of washing away the artificial and
returning to unadorned simplicity.

When it comes to glaze color, Ru kilns really value the sky blue after the rain.
The glaze is shiny, with a subtle and restrained luster. Ru kiln added agate into the
glaze, giving the surface a shine like set cream, with bubbles sparse like morning stars.
This creates a natural, inherent texture. This calm and subtle celadon color perfectly
matches Taoism's pursuit of simplicity and mysterious tranquility. Crazing in the glaze
is another main feature of Ru ware. Cao Zhao's 'Essential Discussion on Ancient
Models ( {5 E 5% ) ) says: 'Ru ware. . .light blue in color; the ones with crab-claw
patterns are authentic, but the ones without patterns are even better(JZ 25 2%.. VA &
HEENAU AR, BAUE LI The cracks on the surface of Ru ware are fine and
dense, not deliberately added as decoration, but naturally formed due to the different
shrinkage rates of the body and the glaze.This perfectly reflects the Daoist 'wu wei(
%5 ) aesthetic: it doesn't strive for flawlessness, but appreciates the beauty of
imperfection that comes naturally. This is quite different from Confucianism's focus
on symmetry and standardised aesthetics, putting more emphasis on simple
authenticity.

In summary, Northern Song Ru ware, as imperial court ware, deeply integrated
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Daoist thought into its aesthetic manifestations. Whether it is “the great way is simple”
and “emulating nature” in its form, which pursues an antique, back-to-simplicity (iX
BE 7 F) state, or the beauty of simplicity and profound tranquility embodied by its
noble sky-after-rain blue glaze, or the aesthetic of non-action contained in the natural
crackles—all clearly delineate the profound influence of the Daoist aesthetic on court
art within the Northern Song’s specific historical context. Ru ware is not merely a
ritual vessel under the Northern Song ritual system; it became a carrier of the Dao,
demonstrating, through its subtle and elegant artistic language, the Song people’s
spiritual pursuit of achieving emptiness, maintaining tranquility, and washing away
artificial ornamentation, thus becoming a classic example of “the vessel carries the

Dao (%% LA#{1H)” in the history of Chinese ceramics.

Figure 3 Lotus-Shaped Warming Bowl in Light Bluish-Green Glaze, Ru Ware (1 2575 %38 1t Uil ),
ceramic, Northern Song Dynasty, Collection of the National Palace Museum, Taipei.

3. The Aesthetic Ideal of Complementarity between Confucianism and Daoism in
Northern Song Ru Porcelain

3.1 The Complementarity of Confucian Ethical Concepts and Daoist Aesthetic
Thought

In The Course of Beauty, Li Zehou points out that although Confucian and Daoist

philosophies appear to be opposed—Confucianism emphasizing engagement with the
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world (A ) and active commitment, and Daoism advocating transcendence from
worldly affairs ( i ) and withdrawal— they are, in fact, complementary. He

(133

suggests that “‘governing the whole world’ and ‘maintaining one’s own integrity’
constitute complementary life paths of the scholar-official, while ‘being in the world’
and ‘keeping the imperial court in mind’ represent their habitual mentality and artistic

conviction ( “HEER T B “MRE 57 R ORM AN AR, SR
B CMEBER R L E O B RS ).

Figure 4. Ru Kiln Azure Enamel Mandarin Duck Type Smoke Furnace (% % 7% B3 I8 & & 2 E4E
# #l), ceramic, Northern Song Dynasty, Collection of the Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural

Heritage and Archaeology.

First, Confucianism and Daoism are fundamentally opposed to each other. From
a Confucian perspective, Ru porcelain, as a form of tribute ware produced under the
Northern Song ritual reforms concerning court vessels, strictly adhered to imperial

ritual norms and represented one of the highest standards for court porcelain at the
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time. The Xuanhe Fengshi Gaoli Tujing places it alongside the tribute wares of the
Yue kilns of the Tang and Song periods, while Southern Song sources such as
“abandoning Ding in favor of Ru (# & H{%)” and “Ru kiln as the foremost (¥4 22 %%
#E)” likewise rank it at the top of Song ceramics. Its rarity and elegance became a
symbol of social status, representing the worldly and institutionalised aspect of
Confucian rites on a material level. From the perspective of Daoism, Ru ware takes
simplicity and plainness as its aesthetic core. The whole piece is glazed, treating
natural cracks as a kind of beauty, and shows a soft blue like the sky after rain. It
pursues the ideal of 'cleansing the mysterious reflection (%% 2% B&)' and reflects the
Daoist spirit of being extraordinary and detached from the mundane.

However, Confucianism and Daoism can also be complementary and
harmonious. Li Zehou’s concepts of the complementary paths of “governing the
whole world” and “maintaining one’s own integrity,” as well as the conventional
psychology of “being in the world (£ 7EYLi#)” and “having the court in mind” (0> 1%
2 BJ ), help to elucidate the underlying logic of the Confucian-Daoist
complementarity embodied in Ru porcelain. For Confucianism as taught by Confucius,
“ordering the state and bringing peace to the world (V& [B°F- KX T)” is not the sole or
ultimate meaning of human life. After the fulfillment of social responsibilities and
moral self-cultivation, the ideal of “achieving success and retiring (If) il & i8)” and
self-love represent a higher state of life. Just as in the dialogue between Confucius
and his disciples, Zeng Xi’s (% %) pursuit of a state of “singing and returning home
(WK1 #7)” after worldly achievements (A [ 1) 3£) were made and musical cultivation
(18 44 %1k,) represents a higher aspiration than the emphasis on worldly success and
ritual order displayed by Zilu (¥ #%), Ranyou (#} H), and Gong Xihua (7~ P8 #£). In
the quote, “Knowing it is not as good as loving it; loving it is not as good as
delighting in it (A1 %, AtF 2 & F2 ¥, A8k &, The Analects, Chapter
% 1), knowing how to do and loving to do cannot compare to delighting in it.

Therefore, compared with an exclusive emphasis on worldly relations such as “loving
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others (% N)” and “being loved ( A\ %),” this focus on one’s own inner spiritual
world—expressed as a reflective turning toward the self (% C.)—constitutes a higher
life ideal with Confucianism, and this very state shares common ground with the
transcendent spirit of Daoism as advocated by Zhuangzi, making the complementarity
between Confucianism and Daoism possible. It is precisely because of this
non-utilitarian, transcendent spirit or attitude that scholar-officials (4= K 5K across
dynasties, while striving for achievements and serving the public, could gain powerful
spiritual support. This spirit is not primarily reflected in their life paths, but rather
manifests more profoundly in artistic creation and aesthetic appreciation. As Li Zehou
stated: “Zhuangzi helped Confucianism establish a genuine aesthetic attitude toward
life, nature, and art.”!?

The success of Ru porcelain lies in its perfect integration and complementarity of
the worldly norms of Confucian ethics and the transcendent spirit of Daoist aesthetics
within a single object. It employs the standardized forms of Confucianism to embody
ritual order and ethical values, satisfying the institutional and ritual demands of the
Northern Song court for “using pottery and gourd for vessels ( #% H g % ).”
Simultaneously, it employs the pure glaze color and natural texture associated with
Daoism aesthetics to endow this ritual vessel with a transcendent, unadorned, and
authentic aesthetic meaning. Together, they satisfy the dual spiritual needs of the
scholar-official class. Ru porcelain’s worldly attributes made it a medium for
expressing authority and maintaining ritual order, aligning with the Confucian ideal of
“ordering the state and bringing peace to the world (77 [#~F- K 7 ).” Conversely, its
transcendent and detached aesthetic corresponds with their spiritual pursuit of
“singing and returning home” and “maintaining one’s own integrity.” When they
practiced their Confucian aspirations in their careers, Ru porcelain served as a symbol
of the ritual system; when they engaged in spiritual cultivation and aesthetics beyond
the political sphere, Ru porcelain became an aesthetic vehicle for conveying their

ideological sentiments. This unity of “The Vessel Carries the Dao” and “The Vessel
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Houses the Rites” represents the extremely high aesthetic realm achieved by the

cultural and ideological concept of the complementarity of Confucianism and Daoism

in the material civilization of the Northern Song Dynasty.

3.2 The Construction of Confucianism and the Deconstruction of Daoism

Chen Yan ( [ # ), by absorbing and developing Li Zehou’s concept of the

complementarity of Confucianism and Daoism, argues in his essay “The Construction

of Confucianism and the Deconstruction of Daoism ( {f& ZK 1] “ &4 7 HiE K 1
“fARE” ) )’ that views emphasizing one philosophy over the other—whether

prioritizing Confucianism over Daoism, or vice versa are unilateral and fail to grasp

the dialectical relationship between Confucian and Daoist.

He uses the construction of Confucianism and the deconstruction of Daoism to
elaborate this complementary relationship. The core of Confucian construction lies in
providing aesthetic activities with an orderly, ritualized, and symbolic set of rules,
such as the integrated system of poetry, music, and dance within li-yue culture,
thereby establishing the collective aesthetic mentality of the nation.'* The core of
Daoist deconstruction lies in dissolving the alienation produced by Confucian
construction—such as excessive formality and utilitarian tendencies—through the
dissolution of ornamentation, rules, and symbols, thus preserving the free creative
vitality of art.!* The logical premise of this theory of complementarity is that
Confucian being (construction) precedes Daoist non-being (deconstruction), and this
sequence cannot be reversed. Daoist non-being functions as a dissolution of the
excessive prescriptiveness of Confucianism. Confucian construction requires Daoist
deconstruction as a safeguard against alienation, while Daoist deconstruction requires
Confucian construction as a safeguard against nihilism; the two interact dialectically.

The construction of Confucianism provides aesthetic activities with orderly,
ritualized, and symbolic rules and conventions. In Ru porcelain, this form of
construction is embodied in its material attributes and ethical norms as a ritual vessel.

Construction of Symbolic Rules: Ru porcelain, as the imperial ritual ware
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produced under the ritual reforms of the Northern Song Dynasty, is itself a symbolic
manifestation of Confucian Li, fulfilling the function of enshrining ritual. Its firing
standards were exceptionally high. Its ware was extremely rare. Because of this, it
became a material symbol of hierarchy and imperial authority. This emphasized the
social principle of differentiated love (H Z%5).

Ru porcelain aims for regularity, dignity, and stability in its form. It deliberately
avoids novelty and cleverness. This is the visual expression of the Confucian ideal of
'moderation (H1A1) ' Its qualities of subtlety, restraint, and inwardly contained luster
correspond to the Confucian moral standard that “a gentleman compares virtue to jade
(F ¥ 4 j2 £ ),” thereby requiring that the vessel conform to the cultivated
character of a gentleman (£ ¥-), who is described as “both refined and unadorned (3
HM).”

The deconstruction of Daoism, by eliminating ornamentation, rules, and symbols,
counters the potential alienation arising from Confucian construction, thereby
maintaining the free creative vitality of art. The aesthetic features of Ru porcelain
constitute a powerful deconstruction of the overly formalized Confucian construction.

Deconstruction of Ornamentation, Return to Simplicity: In its pursuit of
refinement, Confucianism can easily drift towards the alienation of intricate carving
and excessive formality. With form grounded in the principle that “the Great Way is
simple,” and with its pure sky-after-rain blue glaze, Ru porcelain deconstructs such
excessive ornamentation. It pursues the state of “beholding the simple and embracing
the uncarved block, reducing the self, diminishing the desires (5, & H#It%, DRFEAK),”
restoring artificial beauty to a primordial and uncarved state, and thereby achieving
the aesthetic realm of “cleansing the profound mirror and returning to unadorned
simplicity (IFPR % 58, RBEEFI).”

Deconstruction of Principles, Appreciation of Non-Action: Confucian aesthetics
often constructs artistic principles according to the ethical standard of “expressed in

emotion and restrained by ritual and righteousness ( 5% - 1%, 1k J-18 3).” The
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naturally formed crackles on the surface of Ru porcelain, however, deconstruct this
man-made principle. These crackles are a natural texture produced by the differing
shrinkage rates of the body and the glaze, rather than intentional decoration by the
artisan. This embodies the Daoist thought of the “Dao follows nature (I& % H #X)”
and the ideal of non-action, which does not seek moral perfection or flawlessness, but
instead appreciates the imperfect beauty brought forth by natural authenticity. In this
way, it transcends the limitations of ethical standards and enters an artistic realm of
purposiveness without purpose.

3. Deconstructing symbols and seeking deep tranquillity: Confucianism built a
system of symbols in language and colour by maintaining order. On the other hand,
Taoism believes that “the Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao (GEF[IE, FE¥
J&) 7, meaning that finite symbols—Ilike shapes, colours, and names—can't express
the infinite Tao. The post-rain sky blue glaze of Ru porcelain is light and elegant,
subtly glossy, and can be seen as a deconstruction of the strong colour symbolism
warned against in the saying “five colours dazzle the eyes(f. 44 A H &).” Through
its mysterious and tranquil tones, it achieves the aesthetic ideal of “great form has no
shape” (K% f£J£) and emphasises the state of mind of “being so pleased that words
are forgotten” (15 & 1Ml /= 7 ). In this way, objects go beyond just being symbols of
colour and shape, becoming a medium through which scholars and officials can 'let
their minds wander with things' and show a sense of detachment.

During the Northern Song dynasty, Ru ware gradually showed an aesthetic that
blends Confucianism and Daoism through a dialectical unity of construction and
deconstruction. It maintained the cultural order of the Song Dynasty through the
standardised forms of Confucian ritual vessels, while at the same time breaking the
formalism and sense of alienation of traditional ritual vessels through the simple and
natural aesthetics of Taoism. This kind of tension allows Ru porcelain to achieve
aesthetic freedom and continuous creative vitality, making it a classic example of

harmony between beauty and truth in Chinese art history.
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4. Conclusion

Although the history of Northern Song kiln celadon is short, it is very brilliant. It is a
typical example in the history of Chinese ceramics. It shows the complementary
philosophical ideas of Confucianism and Daoism. It was a royal piece made for the
court in the late Northern Song dynasty. Its core aesthetic value lies in the fusion of
Confucian ritual norms and Daoist transcendental aesthetics.

From a Confucian perspective, Ru ware became a court ceremonial vessel during
the ritual reforms of the Northern Song dynasty. Through its standardized form,
excellent quality, and rarity, it is the material embodiment of “vessels embodying
etiquette(#% LB #8) . It reflects Confucian ethics in the real world. These ethics build
social order and maintain hierarchy.

From a Taoist perspective, the blue glaze of the sky after the rain, the shapes that
reflect the “great Tao is simple( K i& £ f),” and the naturally formed crack patterns
are all aesthetic expressions of “the vessel carrying the way(#§ PA#{1E).”

These traits reflect Daoism's spirit of transcendence, breaking down the sense of
formality and distance that might come from Confucian structures, aiming for
simplicity, deep calm, and the ideal of non-action. The artistic achievement of Ru
ware lies in how it balances the Confucian ideas of structure and morality with the
Daoist ideas of simplicity and nature. It not only fulfilled the political ambitions of the
scholar-officials to govern the world, but also met their spiritual need to maintain their
own integrity. The unity of the vessel carries the Dao and the vessel holds the rites not
only solidified its status as the top of the five famous kilns of the Song Dynasty, but
also reflected the high aesthetic level that ancient Chinese philosophy reached in the
realm of material civilization.

Henan University
WU KEYOU (2002-), MFA, Studied in the Fine Arts College of Henan University, majoring in Fine
Arts.
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