
204. The David Vases 

Yuan Dynasty, China. 1351 C.E. White porcelain with cobalt-blue underglaze 

 Video at Khan Academy 

 These vases are among the most important examples of blue-and-white porcelain in existence, and are probably 

the best-known porcelain vases in the world 
o were made for the altar of a Daoist temple and their importance lies in the dated inscriptions on one side 

of their necks, above the bands of dragons. The long dedication is the earliest known on Chinese blue-

and-white wares 

 Originally the vases, modeled after bronzes, had porcelain rings attached through the elephant head shaped handles. 

 These vases were owned by Sir Percival David (1892–1964), who built the most important private collection of 

Chinese ceramics in the world. 

 Context + artistic choices:  

o Kublai Khan, Genghis Khan’s grandson, founded the Yuan Dynasty and established a “Pax 

Mongolica” that created an environment for flourishing trade after the chaos of the Mongolian 

invasions. Chinese potters, taking advantage of destroyed local pottery industries in the Middle 

East, sought to appeal to their new markets. The blue and white aesthetic was already entrenched 

in present-day Iran and Iraq, and a production of blue and white porcelain sprang up in China 

that made use of Iranian cobalt pigment. In fact, although we so connect blue and white porcelain 

with China, the Chinese called cobalt hui hui qing, or “Muslim blue,” testifying to the external 

roots of the aesthetic. 

 What is undisputedly Chinese is the origin of porcelain itself. It is created by firing clay at extremely 

high temperatures, between 1200—1400 degrees Celsius. This process creates an exceptionally hard and 

shiny ceramic ware that is able to hold water, unlike other porous clay wares. When Marco Polo visited 

China, the best way he could describe this foreign and utterly new ceramic was by comparing it to 

cowrie shells, or porcellane in Italian slang (porcellana literally means “little piglet,” an apt description 

for the shell’s shape), and this is the derivation of our “porcelain.” 

 

 

 


