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Jade, Silk and Porcelain: the Materials of Asian Art

 Gifts of Nature, Transformed by Hand 

New Exhibition Explores Fundamental Beauty of Materials

PASADENA, CA – Translucent porcelain bowls, lustrous silk robes, dazzling jade bangles…the beauty and value of the arts of Asia begins with natural materials. 
Jade, Silk and Porcelain: the Materials of Asian Art, opening March 9, 2007, introduces many of the primary substances—silk, porcelain, lacquer, ivory, bamboo, paper, gold, wood, jade, and stone—from which Asian art is made. Using video and still photographs, it will also explain some techniques used to craft the materials into works of art and feature outstanding examples of such works of art from different parts of Asia. The materials will be introduced in ten sections, each featuring the specific substances in their natural state and in a finished form as a utilitarian, ornamental, or religious work of art.  There will also be examples of art works made from each of the materials available for visitors to touch. 
Many of these materials, most notably, silk, porcelain, lacquer, bamboo, and paper, were discovered, invented, or first worked in Asia. They pervade every aspect of traditional life—practical, religious, and artistic and many have special spiritual significance in the Asian cultures that influences their form and use. The symbolism of these materials will be explored in this exhibition comprising works of art from Pacific Asia Museum’s permanent collection and select private collections. Jade is hard and durable so is associated with immortality in China and has long been used to fashion burial objects, such as jade disks and body ornamentations. Bamboo symbolizes flexibility and integrity in East Asia as it sways without breaking in the wind, and is often found among objects on a gentleman-scholar’s desk in the form of brush handles and brush pots. 

For centuries, certain materials used in Asian art were considered mysterious and exotic in the West. For example, the Chinese jealously guarded the secret of silk making, and foreigners once believed that silk was made from flower petals found in the Chinese desert. We know that porcelain is made of a fine clay, but the ancient Italians once thought that it was made from ground up white shells, or porcellana. Most Asian paper is traditionally made from mulberry wood pulp, not rice. Lacquer, now used for luxury decorations, was originally a protective coating on food vessels, since it is heat, water, acid, and insect-resistant. Jade is so hard that it cannot be carved; to create sculptures and ornaments, it is actually abraded. This exhibition will help to clarify many of these concepts.
 

The exhibition is guest curated by Meher McArthur and is based on her recent book, The Arts of Asia: Materials, Techniques, Styles (Thames & Hudson, 2005).

Pacific Asia Museum is located at 46 North Los Robles Avenue, one half block north of Colorado Boulevard in Pasadena.  The museum is open Wednesday through Sunday from 10 a.m. – 6 p.m.  The exhibition is included with regular museum admission: $7 general, $5 seniors/students. The museum will offer programming related to Jade Silk and Porcelain: the Materials of Asian Art, including a curator’s tour and book signing events.  For more information check www.pacificasiamuseum.org  or call (626) 449-2742.  
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Images are available from the Pacific Asia Museum press office at j.caballero@pacificasiamuseum.org or 626.449.2742, ext. 12.

