Ceramic Pillows
by Malcolm Wright
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made of wood, stone, or ceramic, the pupils of your eyes will
grow strong and you will be able to read fine print by the
dark of night (in your old age}.
From writings compiled by Koo Lien in 1591, adapted from
transiations by Heien Chapen,
Dr.Steven Bushell, an English physician residing in Peking at
the turn of the century, wrote that pillows under eighteen in-
ches in length were used only for the dead, and those larger
than cighteen inches were used by the living. He urged the
destruction of the corpse pillows out of respect for the dead,
but as it turns out there are no pillows over eighteen inches
in length. It is clear that Chinese measurement systems have
changed, and that Dr, Bushell misunderstood the length
referred to in the ancient texts, It is his translation, along
with our concept of the pillow as a soft object, that has col-
ored Western understanding of hard-type pillows.
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twenty-fifth century s.c. in Egypt and India, and from the fif-
teenth century n.C. throughout Africa. King Tutankhamen’s
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history of ceramic pillows. They suggest the possibility that
the ancient pillows were used, but it is clear that none of the
authors had ever put their heads on these objects. Only the
catalogue, Chinese Art from the Newark Museum, states direct-
ly that the pillows were intended for use.

My first clue that Chinese pillows had any theraputic use
came from the fact that the acupuncture point at the base of
the skull is called the jode pillow point. Indeed. I have located
two jade pillows—one in the Newark Museum, and one in
theMampolkmMm

me are, "Why, if
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China, did ceramic pillows appear only in the eighth century?
Why werent there more, and older, jade pillows? When, in

The earliest pillows were made of marbleized clay, and it
has been suggested that the potters were attempting to im-
itate wood grain in this way.

There were two main hun‘ log of
pillow making. First was the with
already mentioned, Secoudwnd;emvmnof'lmtln»
dian Buddhism into China. Tantric Buddhism has to do with
the flow of energy in the body, and the jade pillow point~
the juncture of the spinal column and the skull-has
everything to do with this flow of energy. The connection
between Tantric Buddhism and the jade pillow point can be
seen in the base of the jade pillow in the Newark Museum.
This magnificent plece is compased of a very large, thin
piece of old jade mounted on a wood base of a later date,
and profusely decorated with carved Tantric symbols.

Tantric Buddhism is echoed in the Alexander technique- a
contemporary system of postural reeducation ~and Tai Chi
Ch'uan, a traditional form of meditative movement - which
also aim at establishing a free flow of energy through the

body.

The Alexander technique uses the prone, sitting, and stand-
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In the Al der Techni dent lies prone; the
knees are raised - thmlhnuﬁnglhenmlloflbehckmd
lengthening the spine -and the head is supported at the cor-
rect height to realign the juncture of the skull and spinal col-
umn, further lengthening and freeing the back.

There is a Chinese pillow in a collection in Lund, Sweden,
which is stamped on the bottom ~along with the maker's
name~‘use for good results” implying that the therapeutic
results were known to the Chinese.

The beight of the pillow is critical, depending on the length
and curvature of the neck, and varies from as little as two
inches to over four inches. The height also depends on the
thickness of the mat, rug, or bedding on which the individual
is resting. The history books give the maximum dimensions
of the pillow, not the functional height; but on examination,
the old pillows are all in the comfortable and correct range of

All Chinese pillows have a rather large hole on the side of
the base. Historians tell us that these holes exist to let the air
out during firing. However, one pillow in the Yale University
Museumn has only & small pinhole in the base, proving that
the Chinese knew that a large hole was not necessary.

Ceramic pillows are cool in summer, but need to be

fact, did the jade pillow point enter the language, if
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century A.D.J? The jade pillows don't appear until the Yuan
period {fourteenth century A.D.) or later.

Ceramic pillows form an unusual and varied group of
objects—some sculpted, but most slab built. They flowered
and developed over a 500-year period to become some of the
most exciting objects~in both form and decoration ~of the
Tang and Sung periods, when all other forms were wheel-
thrown or molded.

d in winter. When filled with hot water, they are as
hing as & heating pad. Historians also tell us that because
the pillows are not glazed on the inside, they will not hold
water, but the clay is of a fine grain and fired to & moderate-
Iy high temperature.

There are many kinds of Chinese pillows, including in-
tricately carved celadon pillows; incised and inlaid clay
pillows; pillows with holes for burning incense; small
sculptural pillows—some in the shape of a leaf which cradles
the head, others where the head fits into the small of the

Malcolm Wright, Square Pillow #37, Chun bue glaze, 94" x 10" wide, 25" high at the neck rest, &° high overall, 1982.

back of a human or animal figure. There is a Tang pig pillow
with a slot on the rump and & smile on its face; there is 4
smiling reclining tiger pillow with a scene painted on the sad-
dlelike headrest. The pillows from Tr'u-chou are the most
common and are well documented. They are quite varied,
some extravagant in form and decoration. A number of the
pillows are decorated with illustrated stories. There is a
beautiful series of pillows with small bases and very large
cup-shaped tops that cradle the head all around, extending
radically behind and above the headrest itself. Some of these
have beautifully Incised patterns— calligraphic symbols mean-
ing patience or forbearance, and on one, a standing bear
which symbolized the desire to conceive a male child, ob-
viously not a corpse pillow theme.

The only functional part of the pillow is the area about
three inches in diameter and of the correct height. The rest
of the form is for decorative purposes only, leaving plenty of
room for exploration.

Rest on such a pillow, in the late afternoon for ten to
twenty mi will bring d energy and enthusi

to go back to work.

Maicolm Wright is a fulltime production potter who fives at
The Twmpike Road, Box 63 Mariboro, Vermont 05344,

Thanks for assistance and direction in this project goes to
Professor John Rosenfield, Fogg Museum of Art, Harvard Univer-
sity, Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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