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Collecting, Curiosity,
Coincidence and Compulsion

An American humorist, Dave Barry, once observed that
there is a very fine line between a “hobby” and mental illness.
Those who do not play golf need no convincing of this, but did
you realise that collecting can be just as compulsive, regardless
of what you collect?

Take my own case as a warning. I
have always enjoyed fossicking
around antique shops, but I
had been put off Chinese
porcelain by all the stories of =
fakes and the need for both .
expert knowledge and deep
pockets. So there I was one
Saturday afternoon, delving
about in the dim interior of a
shop I had not visited before,
looking mainly at little jade
fob ornaments. Finding
nothing of interest, I turned to
leave and suddenly noticedan
elegant antique cherrywood
frame hung high in the
stairwell. Since I like good wood, I
persuaded the somewhat grumpy proprietor to take it down for closer
inspection. Imagine my surprise, when I found that what I had taken
to be four blank spaces in the frame were in fact four beautifully
carved unglazed tiles. “Diaoci,” (A % carved porcelain) said the
proprietor in response to my query. “What’s ‘diaoci’?” 1 asked. “If
you don’t know, you don’t know,” he replied!
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It was three years after this inauspicious beginning that
my wife and I finally persuaded the dealer to part with the tiles.
In the meantime, we had not noticed anything similar, but
strangely enough, having acquired these first examples of carved
porcelain, we began to come across other bits and pieces. We
also noticed that some of them bore personal seal marks. This
aroused my curiosity, as the only marks I had previously heard
of on Chinese porcelain were the reign marks from the imperial
kilns at Jingdezhen (7 #&4%). So I began to ask around friends
and friendly dealers and to look in books for any references I
could find. I did not draw a complete blank, but neither did I
discover very many clues.

Slowly, however, the bits and pieces began to accumulate,
most of them items for the scholar’s studio such as brushpots,
brush washers, pen and ink stands, ink mortars and table screens.
To our astonishment, wherever we went, we kept coming across
new examples. Visits to museums in London, Paris and Geneva
revealed a small number of very fine quality. We picked up odd
items on our travels round China, as well as in places as far
apart as Bangkok, London, New York, Taipei and Tokyo. Little
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by little, and without any conscious decision on our part, a small
collection came into being. Little by little, a database of images
was assembled from books, exhibitions, auction catalogues and
e-mail enquiries with museums around the world. Little by little,
comparison of the pieces, their styles and signatures revealed a
lot more about the genre.

Coincidence and serendipity also played a part. Nine items
from a ten-piece desk set were each bought separately; the tenth
was located in a London museum. Three pieces of another set
were found on a day trip to Macao; we stumbled across the fourth
three months later in a shop in Hollywood Road. Still more
remarkable, poring over pictures of an unusual vase from an old
collection, which had been dispersed at auction several years
earlier, I wondered idly what had become of it. Two days later,
I found it winking at me from a cabinet in Central!

Not long after this, our colleague Stephen Selby stopped
me in the street and asked if I would give a talk on the subject to
the Hong Kong branch of the Oriental Ceramic Society. My
research was far from complete, so I agreed rather reluctantly
and spent an anxious Christmas and New Year holiday trying to
turn my notes into a lecture. In the end, it was more of a slide
show with accompanying commentary, but it attracted sufficient
interest for someone in the audience to suggest an exhibition,
and another to put me in touch with Peter Lam Yip-keung of the
Art Museum at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. What
followed still seems a little unreal.

Peter admitted candidly that no one had ever researched
this particular genre before. He was enthusiastic about the idea
of filling a gap in the history of Chinese porcelain and gave me
the run of the Art Museum’s library. He also put me in touch
with his counterparts in specialist museums elsewhere,
including Jingdezhen, and these provided invaluable advice and
ideas. Enthused by the novelty of the venture, several also
agreed to loan pieces for the exhibition and it quickly became
a collaborative affair, involving both Hong Kong and overseas
collectors. So while other fanatics
spent their weekends on the golf
course, I spent mine in the
library patiently piecing W
together the puzzle of the potters  #¢%"
who dared to sign their names.*
Or perhaps “patiently” should read
“obsessively”?

* Editor’s note: Those who missed the exhibition can find the
potters’ story in the author’s essay in the catalogue, Elegance in
Relief — Carved Porcelain from Jingdezhen of the 19" to Early
20™ Centuries, published by the Art Museum, the Chinese
University of Hong Kong. This beautifully produced volume
includes photographs of all the 168 exhibits.
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‘When making a speech or writing an article, we sometimes employ imagery
to make it more figurative, whether knowingly or unknowingly. Imagery is a
group of words that help the audience or readers create a mental image by
appealing to any of the five senses: sight, touch, smell, hearing or taste.

In a passage, the recurrent and consistent use of imagery can add impact
and produce profound effects. Imagery is a common rhetorical device in literary
writing. When someone says that a performance “brings the house down”,
where “the house” refers to the part of a theatre where the audience sits, we can
at once imagine how thunderous the clapping or cheering of the audience is.
Many great writers, William Shakespeare for one, are known to be masters of
imagery. For example, Hamlet, the best known Shakespearean tragedy, abounds
with the imagery of disease and decay. This increases the impact of Hamlet’s
loathing of the incest between the queen, his mother and his uncle and the
“rotten state” of his country.

More often than not, we visualise our ideas by employing a set of
images. Below is an example with the imagery associated with construction
embedded within the lines.

The manufacturing industry used to be the mainstay of our
economy. But as Hong Kong emerges as a knowledge-based
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Visualising Your Ideas

economy, finding its right niche in a new era has become an
issue of overarching importance. As a window overlooking
the fast-expanding market of the Mainland, which serves as a
platform for reaching out to more business opportunities, Hong
Kong is in the best position to benefit from economic
integration. In this, the manufacturing industry will remain a
fundamental building block.

Here the use of construction imagery not only helps visualise the ideas
expressed, but also improves the link between sentences by making the whole
passage more cohesive. Imagery, if employed aptly, is often able to give
readers or audiences a more vivid impression than just plain description.

An image may occur in our daily language so often that the picture it
originally carried no longer springs up in our mind when we hear or use it.
Say “The Mainland has further liberalised its distribution services by lowering
the market entry thresholds.” Or “Eligible students will be provided with
financial assistance in the form of loans, the ceiling of which is at the tuition
fee level.” Here, “threshold” denotes the minimum requirement while
“ceiling” the maximum amount. From these sentences, we get the meanings
readily without being aware of the image of a physical threshold or ceiling.

Architecture is inhabited sculpture.
Constantin Brancusi
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Strolling down the
streets of Cambridge, I
felt as if I was walking
back in time. The town
was endowed with a
cultural ambience, and
the historical buildings
all around gave it such
an aura that even a
layman in architecture
like me would be held
spellbound. Lined
with an abundance of
centuries-old buildings,
the streets were filled with a nostalgic atmosphere, taking me back
to the days before William Shakespeare. Touching the age-old bricks,
I could almost smell the odour of the past centuries. As I walked
down King’s Parade, the main street of Cambridge, I was struck in
awe by the grandest college chapel in town — King’s College Chapel,
with its altar end facing east in the direction of the rising sun. The
chapel took one whole century to build and was completed in 1515.
Let’s get our microscopes ready to see what this Gothic gem is like,
and how it came into existence.

The magnificent King’s College Chapel, being exemplary of
the height of the English Gothic period, stands prominently on the
main street of Cambridge. The Gothic period, commencing from
the Norman Conquest in 1066, may be divided into four phases for
the sake of simplicity — Norman Gothic, Early English Gothic,
Decorated Gothic and finally Perpendicular Gothic. This last phase,
stretching from the late 14" century to the early 16" century, saw
the birth of the breathtaking King’s College Chapel. The word
“Gothic” is derived from the name of a barbaric tribe, the Goths,
who ravaged Rome in the twilight of the Roman Empire. It was
used derisively by Renaissance critics to describe what they
considered to be the tasteless deviation of the medieval French style
of architecture from classical lines and proportions. The adjective
“perpendicular” was used due to the pronounced use of vertical lines
in the buildings of the period.

Composed of twelve bays in the interior, the
chapel is distinctly characterised by strong vertical
lines, seen most markedly in the stone tracery.
More elaborate and ornate examples can be found
at the upper part of the windows, where thin and

curvilinear tracery stretches
like lace. The use of pointed
arches and flying buttresses
works to heighten and
widen the windows,
which are filled with
richly coloured
biblical stories
and all sorts of
symbolic religious
expressions. This
maximisation
of windows and
minimisation of walls allow a flooding
of light into the interior of the chapel,
introducing not only an element of
spaciousness, but also an iridescent
effect given by the beautiful stained
glass.

King’s College Chapel
A Gothic Gem

Sonia Ma
Official Languages Olfficer I
Transport Department

Another feature that
makes the chapel a wonderful
example of the Perpendicular
Gothic period is the fan
vaulting of the ceiling, so
called because the vaulting
ribs spread outwards in a fan
shape. It is this most awe-
inspiring structure that makes
the chapel so special and
impressive to me. Decorated
with intricately carved Tudor
motifs and coats of arms, it
was completed in just three
years between 1512 and
1515, and has become one of
the best and most admired of
all Gothic ceiling structures.

Construction of the chapel began as early as 1441 when
King Henry VI desired the chapel to be a building unequalled
in size and beauty, and it was he who laid the foundation
stone in 1446. The construction works were, however,
carried out intermittently during the reigns of the York kings,
and the final works were left to their Tudor counterparts. It
was during Henry VII’s reign that the chapel
was structurally turned into a complete
building. The main work, especially the
window glazing and interior woodwork,
should however be attributed to Henry VIII.
Miraculously preserved through the ravages
of a civil war as well as the Second World
War, it is a tremendous treasure not only for
the English, but also for the rest of the
world.

The chapel is a work of art and heritage
handed down through the generations.
Having stood the test of times, it is a valuable
link between the past and present. It can be
regarded as a living monument that
transcends time and gives meaning to the
present. The fact that people still feel
embraced by the past of Cambridge is due
largely to efforts made to preserve the old.
A place like Cambridge, where architectural styles of different
eras coexist, serves as a living record of the evolution of these
styles, as well as representing historical elegance. A place
without history is like an empty shell, and it is this wealth of
history that gives Cambridge the great charm that I could not
resist.
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Architecture is a communicative art that tells a story.
Daniel Libeskind

(6]



Llitural
1erna

Dedicated to the Virgin Mary, Notre Dame de Paris, or
“Our Lady of Paris”, is a Gothic cathedral situated on a small
island in the middle of the river Seine which flows through Paris.
With a history of about 700 years, the cathedral took almost 200
years to build and has survived two World Wars. It is often seen
to epitomise French Gothic architecture, and is a place that no
visitor to Paris will miss.

Despite its sacred grandeur, the cathedral does appear
somewhat macabre. Most appalling are the monstrous gargoyles
perching on the twin towers. They overlook the riverbank as if
they were guardians of this holy place. The flying buttresses
supporting the fine walls of the cathedral are like limbs stretching
out in various directions, echoing the internal ribbed vault and
accentuating the sense of being confined in a skeletal structure.
The great height of the sharply pointed spire piercing into the
sky was interpreted by people of the time of its construction to
represent closeness to heaven.

This both awe-inspiring and grotesque setting forms the
backdrop of the best known masterpiece of the French writer,
Victor Hugo (1802-1885), — The Hunchback of Notre Dame (or
Notre Dame de Paris in French), which was first published in
1831. It was a trip the author made to the cathedral that inspired
this great novel. One day Hugo climbed into the bell tower and
caught sight of the Greek word “ANAI'KH” meaning “fate”
carved on the wall. Suspecting the mark to have been left by a
soul in pain, he began searching for the story of the doomed
fellow who had made the inscription. In the course of this, he
came up with the idea of writing a novel about people associated
with Notre Dame.

It is a story about love, hate and fate. Quasimodo, the
hunchback of Notre Dame and also the protagonist of the novel,
was abandoned at the cathedral as a baby and taken in by Frollo,
archdeacon of Notre Dame. Thereafter, he finds shelter in the
dimly lit bell tower of the cathedral, charged with the duty of
ringing the bell. But the din of the bell-ringing soon deafens
him.

Archdeacon Frollo becomes infatuated with Esmeralda the
gypsy girl when he sees her dancing in the street. He orders his

Cl-[ugo, Quasimodo and Notre Dame

foster son to kidnap her, but the plan is thwarted by Phoebus, captain
of the King’s archers. Quasimodo is pilloried and humiliated in
public for his evil attempt. But he finds comfort in Esmeralda’s
kindness when she comes forward to offer him water.

Esmeralda falls for her rescuer Phoebus instantly, but Frollo,
driven by undying lust, stabs him during his rendezvous with her.
Esmeralda faints on the spot and is later convicted of murdering
Phoebus. Frollo offers to save Esmeralda if only she gives herself
to him. The girl prefers choosing death to submission. Just about
to be hanged on the gallows, Esmeralda is saved by Quasimodo,
who swings down on a rope from the bell tower and seizes her.
He then harbours her in the sanctuary of the cathedral where she is
temporarily safe. But out of selfishness, Frollo removes her from
safety. Esmeralda is eventually hanged, and Quasimodo, realising
that it is Frollo that has caused her death, kills him by pushing him
off the parapet of the cathedral. Quasimodo disappears after that,
and it is only years later that the skeleton of a humpback is found
next to the remains of Esmeralda.

Ugly as he looks, the misshapen Quasimodo embodies the
inner beauty of good nature. Rejected by society, he saves all his
affection for his guardian Frollo. Itis only when Esmeralda comes
into his life that he finds love. In the finale, seeing Esmeralda
swinging from the gibbet and Frollo lying motionless at the foot
of the tower, Quasimodo yells in despair, “Oh, all that I ever loved!”

Aside from telling the story of Quasimodo, there was a further
intention of Hugo to revive people’s respect for ancient architecture.
At the time he wrote the novel, Notre Dame de Paris was falling
apart. Hugo devoted many pages to the description of the cathedral,
and following the publication of The Hunchback of Notre Dame, a
massive restoration programme of this ancient monument began.
It is said that the wide popularity of Hugo’s masterpiece aroused
the French people’s interest in medieval life and their awareness
of the importance of conserving historical buildings. Thanks to
Hugo’s efforts, Notre Dame is maintained in its original state, and
in the way we see it now when strolling along the river Seine.




Not=a=Mindboggler

Word Builder

The structure below consists of twelve building blocks, each
bearing an architectural term but with some of the letters missing.
With the clues given, see if you can complete the construction work
by filling in the correct letters. Each clue points to one word. When
all the building blocks are in place, a word will be formed in the
central column. Please write it down in the box provided.

" Clues:

O A recess in a wall, often containing a window.
A covered area at the entrance to a building.

A platform above the ground level that projects from the wall
of a building, usually surrounded by a wall or railing.

A passage or entrance that has a curved roof.
The top part of a column or pillar.
A small house usually found in the country.

O A tall pointed tower on the roof of a building, such as a church
or temple.

Ornamental work of interlaced and branching lines, especially
the lacy openwork in a Gothic window.

O A structure built on a roof or dome with open sides for letting
in light and air.

Tall solid upright stone posts erected to support a building or
for decoration.

O A space in a wall where a door opens and closes. The word in the central column:
O A structure that forms the skeleton of a building. D [ m
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