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Examiner’s Report 

 

The dissertation attempts to fill a knowledge gap about the current state of small-scale, handicraft 

porcelain production in the city of Jingdezhen, its social settings and relationship to major 

transformations in modern Chinese society, such as growth of tourism, increasing access to higher 

education and decentralized development, promoted by local governments based on broad 

incentives from the state. Unlike most existing literature on the subject, the author focuses on the 

microlevel and documents how continuity of traditional culture, industrial heritage, modernization 

and individual preferences of modern porcelain makers converge to create a dynamic craftsmen 

community, an artistic space in Jingdezhen, the century-long capital of Chinese porcelain production.  

A large part of the text consists of a compilation of general factual material about Jingdezhen, the 

history of the porcelain-making industry and the current steps towards reviving its glory taken by the 

local and central governments. The author employs several methodological frameworks to knit these 

divergent threads together, but often remains on the surface and relies on literal reading of 

government decrees and news stories. The most enlightening and innovative part of her work are 

chapters 4 and 5, where she combines this general corpus of knowledge with her own observations 

gained during fieldwork in Jingdezhen, while immersed among the practitioners and conducting 

interviews with several of them, mainly from the younger generations. 

The dissertation avoids a simplistic dichotomy of tradition and modernization, arguing instead for a 

subtler process of adaptation of traditional culture to modern conditions and needs. While this 

emphasis on continuity is refreshing and logical in the setting of gradual change from large scale 

handicraft to factory production to small scale renewal of traditional crafts as a form of art, it evades 

a thorny question of what makes particular forms of porcelain making “traditional”; is it the use of 

specific techniques, or a reliance on specialist embodied and localized knowledge transmitted in a 

traditional mentor-disciple relationship, or a more general sense of community with past 

practitioners and their norms… These questions should be addressed more explicitly than they are in 

order to measure the relevance of particular illustrations of the current state of porcelain making for 

the perseverance of “traditional porcelain culture”. 

The dissertation argues against frequent views in the scholarly literature that modern economic 

exploitation of traditional culture is actually subversive and damaging to its long-term persistence; 

rather than challenging the damaging effect of urbanization, commercialization and integration into 

global market on traditional culture as such, the author argues that there is a “happy marriage” 

between traditional porcelain making and modern tourism and urban art scene, which preservers the 

tradition in an adapted form able to prosper. The fieldwork notes, however, do not clearly bear this 

out; although the actors frequently describe in the interviews with the author the allure of 

Jingdezhen, its Tao community of practitioners, vibrant art scene, commercial opportunities due to 

presence of connoisseurs and collectors, as well as excellent technical infrastructure, it is not clear 

what to them constitutes the “tradition” beyond the uninterrupted existence of the porcelain-

making industry in Jingdezhen and the fame of the city. In other words, it is not clear if the tradition 

is, in a literal but abstract sense, the mere continuity of the practice and the basic forms of the final 

products, or a more tangible line of succession leading from the craft of the high Qing era to the 

present. 



In summary, the author demonstrates her familiarity with the scholarly field and adds valuable first-

hand material to deepen the understanding of how a transformation of traditional porcelain-making 

culture into modern, outdoor-facing art and handicraft scene is experienced by the actors 

participating in this transformation; on the other hand, her text takes the traditional culture too 

readily for granted without questioning, and trying to answer through her observations and 

interviews, what tradition actually means to the modern practitioners and, on the other hand, what 

it means for the traditional culture to be damaged or lost. While the text as it stands is sufficient for 

the fulfilment of the requirements of a doctoral dissertation, these concerns should be clarified in 

the event of a publication of the results of this work. 

The dissertation is mostly written in free-flowing idiomatic English with competent use of both 

scholarly terminology and more general figurative language, however at times the syntax and even 

basic grammar are awkward and, occasionally, outright incorrect. Again, this does not prevent the 

work to be defensible as is, but for any publication, a thorough revision of the language would be 

due. Also a major revision of the bibliography is needed: The author sometimes cites her Chinese 

sources in the original (but without Chinese characters), on other occasions only uses English 

translations of titles of journals, articles, books etc., which are evidently also Chinese-language 

publications (e.g. Wang Zhongda, Chen Guoyin – Modern Economic History of Jingdezhen etc.). Many 

online sources are not included in the bibliography at all and only linked to in footnotes, which does 

not conform with good citation practice.  

 

In conclusion, I recommend the dissertation to be approved by the degree committee as the partial 

fulfilment of requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 
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