
Jingdezhen looking towards the southern mountains
and the source of the porcelain clay

Designer Sandy Bywater working on Sassan
prototypes in the Ming Qing Studios
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IN ANY OTHER pottery town in the world
the transaction would have been straight-
forward: you have the money, I’ll supply
the goods. But Jingdezhen isn’t just deep in
the heart of one of China’s most conserva-
tive provinces, it was once the centre of the
porcelain universe, for centuries the manu-
facturing base of exquisite imperial ware,
benefiting from ready access to unique raw
materials and levels of craftsmanship far in
advance of anything the West could then
imagine. We should have expected that our
glaze supplier would be a Grand Master of
the Arts and Crafts.

It wasn’t simply that he needed to know
what his celadon would be applied to in
order to proffer sound advice. He wanted to
build a relationship, to get to know us,
where we sourced our clay, whose studio
we were working in and, most importantly,
which kiln we would employ to fire our
pieces. “No, I’m sorry,” Mr. Huang said,
looking disconsolate, “but the kiln in the
sculpture factory – its chi (life force) is not
good for my glaze.” It took three visits, a
change of kiln master and the drinking of a
lot of Yaoli tea before we walked from the
Master’s workshop with a pot of his sump-
tuous celadon in our hands.

Some of this ritual is symptomatic of the
Chinese way of doing cordial business, but
in Jingdezhen Western entrepreneurs face
the added resistance of a mutually suspi-
cious history. Jingdezhen porcelain first
arrived in Europe as ships’ ballast for tea

clippers. The passion with which the 17th
century aristocracy embraced China’s
‘white gold’ triggered a feverish search for
the Arcanum. While the emperors held our
‘barbarian’ merchants at bay on the coast,
Jesuit missionaries with access inland were
enticed to wheedle out the production
secrets of the pure white china of China.

All the important secrets had been
uncovered by the 19th century, by when
pottery towns in Britain, France, Germany
and America were producing their own fine
porcelain or close equivalents. But in
Jingdezhen there remains an inherent dis-
trust of the ‘white ghosts’ (as Westerners are
called) and a firm conviction that they still
hold secrets we are keen to walk away with.
Time and again in our dealings we wit-
nessed small evasions indicative of their
suspicions. Nobody was openly hostile, but
we rarely received all the necessary infor-
mation, that is, until we had fallen on our
faces. We were bluntly accused of ‘spying’,
our interpreters were treated as ‘collabora-
tors’, and the simplest transaction felt like a
wade through Sun Tzu’s Art of War.

Our ceramics business is on the small side
of the SME spectrum. Known in the trade as
artist designers, Sassan Ceramic Designs
bridges the gap between studio ceramicists
and production industries like Spode and
Wedgwood. Specialists in porcelain light-
ing, each of our pieces is uniquely hand-
crafted from a small-batch production core
for an exclusive market. Our trips to

Jingdezhen have been in search of a work-
shop that can produce consistently high-
quality cores for our designer Sandy Bywa-
ter to embellish.

We might have hoped to forge a partner-
ship within a month of first arriving in
Jiangxi province, but six weeks into our
second visit and we were still struggling to
make sense of how the Jingdezhen potter-
ies, and therefore the town, operated. 

Three hundred miles as the crow flies
southwest from Shanghai, Jingdezhen is a
mountain backwater dealing in a specialist
commodity still highly prized in the West.
While boasting sizable industries producing
Changhe helicopters and Suzuki automo-
biles, ceramics represent two-thirds of
Jingdezhen’s economy and employment.
But we had no reason to expect organisa-
tions like the CBBC or any other trade
agency would have offices within a hun-
dred miles of the place, and appreciated we
were venturing into the unknown unsup-
ported. 

On her first foray, our designer located
herself at one of the two international
workshops exploiting the reputation of the
town to entice visiting artists from over-
seas. Hoping to use this as a springboard
into the workshop system, Sandy quickly
discovered that the claims of the grandly
named Sanbao Ceramic Art Institute were
not matched by the reality of what they
provided (or rather didn’t) on the ground.
Despite her frustrations and lack of head-
way, she returned to the UK with more than
an appreciation of how important history
can be for commercial dealings in China.

In the West the ceramics market suffers
from a stultifying purism that says the
piece you purchase is either made wholly
by the hands of a studio potter or has come
off an industrial production line. In China
they practice in the halfway house Sassan
aspires to occupy, where the ceramicist is
the ‘architect’ of the piece, subcontracting
but rigorously overseeing sometimes every
stage in the production of what remains a
unique article.

European retailers throw their arms aloft

White ghosts, white gold

Jingdezhen is renowned for its ceramics – a magnet, then, for John Stuart
Clark and his partner, who design, make and sell porcelain lamps. Getting
the business up and running was as intricate and refined as the designs on
his products, as he describes.
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in despair at the slightest suggestion any
element of your high-end product might
have been factored in the Middle Kingdom.
Easing our co-produced lamps into the
designer market was going to involve a
major challenge to Western prejudices.

By the same token, our first entrée
revealed that Jingdezhen does have a major
problem with quality control, and the
authorities openly acknowledge the need to
raise standards. They have invested mil-
lions in expanding the Tao Yuen Ceramics
Institute, building a vast new campus in
under a year, lobbying the state authorities
for university status. While this might have
an impact a decade down the line, right
now finesse is a victim of the migration
from the countryside. Lured by higher
incomes, whole families have relocated,
served time in separate workshops learning
different trades, then left to form their own
companies that undercut by skimping on
quality.

And the town’s reputation for fine but
functional pottery took a hammering in the
mid-1990s, when Beijing gave the nod for
the privatisation of huge complexes like the
Guang Ming Porcelain Factory. Fractured
into hundreds of specialist workshops, it is
now almost impossible to source anything
requiring more than one workshop’s skills
and retain any consistency. To use comput-
er jargon, there is no ‘cross-platform capac-
ity’, thus each component of a tea set, for
example, needs to be sourced from a differ-
ent workshop. When added to the set, dis-
cerning eyes can instantly detect disparities
in the glaze, minor disproportions between
cup and saucer, small incongruencies
between finishing touches - the sort of sub-
tle aesthetic clashes that give the overall
appearance of a shoddy product.

Believing we could break through this
complacency, Sassan returned to the Porce-
lain City armed with our own ‘secrets’, pre-
pared to play the game of ‘You show, I’ll
show’. We generated invitations to run
drawing workshops for ceramic designers
who had never lifted a pencil. We revealed
‘trade secrets’ and sensible short cuts

known to every ceramics student in the
West, but a blinding light in Jingdezhen.
We gave English lessons to interested par-
ties who might prove useful in future busi-
ness dealings, such as Mrs. Wang Li, senior
kiln engineer at the Jingdezhen Ceramics
Association. And to top our efforts at
ingratiation, we located ourselves in the
family-run Ming Qing Studios, headed by
the esteemed Grand Master Liu Yuan
Chang.

All this takes time that larger, less flexi-
ble businesses simply don’t have, but ours
is a unique product for a niche market wide
open for what a marriage between Euro-
pean design and Chinese craftsmanship
could create. And that market extends to
the Far East, because the one thing Chinese
ceramicists are stymied by is a crippling
lack of creative vision. Where education
and training is by rote, innovation is ham-
strung by an irrational adherence to tradi-
tions that are totally unreflective of modern
China. We encountered many ceramic
designers and decorators desperate to break
away from ideas forged during the Yuan
Dynasty (13th-14th centuries), and repeat-
ed ever since) but bemused by which direc-
tion to take.

Meantime, on the shop floor, over a half
century of communism has reduced craft
workers to automaton, locked into unad-
venturous working practices, resistant to
suggestions for improvement, particularly
from Westerners. In trying to push the
envelope, we learned the value of a good
translator. Despite its huge potential for
tourism and trade Jingdezhen lacks reliable
oral translation services, and anybody flu-
ent in English runs a million miles from a
role the locals have scant respect for.
Learning the language has therefore
become a high priority, and the good news
is that it really isn’t difficult. The problems
of ‘lost in translation’ lie in linguistic con-
text, and to unscramble that the West sim-
ply has to accept that we need to learn a lot
about the nation’s cultural context.

Despite being created by ages-old tech-
nology, our prototypes were finally
embraced as ‘new technology’. Delighted
that we were showing our hosts a possible
way forward, the bubble burst when we
bumped into somebody unconnected with
our business carrying one of our cores
down the street! In an industry built on
copying old masters, IPR is a headache the
local authorities are reluctant to even
recognise. Occasionally the police raid a
workshop or retail outlet to destroy moulds
and stock, but the Jingdezhen court is
notoriously lenient and until a proactive
IPR solicitor sets up in town one suspects
the 500-year-old tradition of, basically,
counterfeiting will continue.

Jingdezhen is a different country from
anywhere on the coast, and no amount of
legal documentation will intimidate the
copyists. At present, a sound relationship
with our suppliers is Sassan’s best hedge
against rip-offs - one that clearly spells out

the parameters and penalties in the con-
tract, one built on mutual respect and
shared ideas. In a system that has bred and
exploited distrust of thy neighbour since
1949, one can’t underestimate the power of
friendship or the lengths Western business-
es might need to go to in China to nurture
it. 

En route to finding our suppliers we were
led up blind alleys by well-meaning friends
of workshop managers who smelled pounds
sterling, thought they could hoodwink us
and ran sweatshops where women with a
baby on their hip sprayed lethal glazes
without so much as an open door for ven-
tilation. More commonly, they wanted pay-
ment up-front, some with possibly dishon-
est motives, others out of plain ignorance
of how the West conducts business. But in
a town that still stops and stares when a
‘white ghost’ walks by, that is openly racist
to even dark-skinned Hans, and literally
cowers when a cavalcade of ‘the Party’
drives through, we learned that time is a
major player in forging a business relation-
ship. Predictably, we found managers in
their late thirties or younger were the most
open-minded, particularly women.

If it seems our dealings with the
Jingdezhen ceramics industry has plunged
us into a quagmire of obstacles no progres-
sive business needs, we have no alterna-
tives. Unlike many who venture into the Far
East, we are not simply looking for cheap
output and higher returns. It is a quirk of
nature that this particular corner of the
Middle Kingdom has built its house on a
geological resource like none other in the
world. While we could simply export raw
clay to the UK, the Chinese have on site an
industry that once was second-to-none but
now is floundering under quality competi-
tion. We like to think our mission is recog-
nised by Jingdezhen’s potters as one that
gives as much as it takes.

John Stuart Clark is co-founder of Sassan
Ceramic Designs, which makes porcelain
lamps handcrafted in China and the UK
with the finest Chinese clay from
Jingdezhen. Contact: sassan.ceramics@ntl-
world.com 

Grand Master Liu caricatured on a Qing Hua porcelain
tile by John Stuart Clark


