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Abstract: Chaozhou-colored porcelain is an integral aspect of traditional Chinese ceramic
art, distinguished by its vivid colors, intricate patterns, and culturally embedded decorations.
While numerous studies have investigated its technical attributes and artistic expressions,
comprehensive semiotic analyses remain relatively scarce. Addressing this gap, this paper
employs semiotic frameworks—specifically indicator symbols, symbolic symbols, and
representational symbols—to systematically analyze the decorative motifs of Chaozhou
colored porcelain. Initially, the article delineates this porcelain tradition's historical context
and distinctive artistic traits. Subsequently, it examines prevalent decorative patterns through
semiotic theories, elucidating the embedded cultural symbolism and underlying social
implications. Findings highlight that Chaozhou-colored porcelain transcends aesthetic value,
functioning significantly as a cultural medium that conveys the Chaozhou community's
regional identity, traditional values, and collective aesthetics. Consequently, this research
enriches existing scholarship by introducing a novel analytical perspective and reinforces
theoretical foundations for further cultural and artistic investigations.
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1. Background of Study

Chaozhou, located in Guangdong Province, China, has long been a prominent center of ceramic
production, particularly known for its vibrant and refined colored porcelain. The region's
favorable geographic conditions—including access to maritime routes and abundant high-
quality porcelain clay—have historically facilitated the development of a distinct ceramic
tradition. As a result, Chaozhou porcelain emerged as a key representative of southern Chinese
ceramic artistry, marked by its exquisite decorative techniques and symbolic richness (Cal,
2019; Qiu, 2005).

The historical trajectory of Chaozhou porcelain can be traced to the Tang Dynasty, during
which early ceramic forms primarily consisted of celadon. The craft underwent significant
transformations over subsequent dynastic periods—especially during the Song, Yuan, Ming,
and Qing dynasties. Artisans in Chaozhou fused northern and southern techniques, resulting in
a unique artistic identity characterized by brilliant glazes, delicate brushwork, and culturally
embedded motifs (Sun, 2022; Chen, 2023). These artistic developments eventually culminated
in what is now known as Chaozhou-colored porcelain, a form distinguished not only by its
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visual appeal but also by its capacity to convey layered symbolic meanings through pattern and
color (Wu, 2014; Du, 2015).

Chaozhou-colored porcelain typically features symbolic decorations such as dragons,
phoenixes, lotus flowers, and peonies—each with specific cultural connotations. These motifs
are not merely aesthetic embellishments but serve as vehicles for expressing social ideals,
religious values, and folk beliefs (Yu, 2022; Shen, 2008). For instance, the lotus symbolizes
purity and transcendence, while the peony signifies prosperity and status. Thus, the porcelain
surface is a cultural canvas on which moral virtues, cosmological concepts, and communal
aspirations are visually inscribed.

As a form of visual language, the decoration of Chaozhou porcelain transforms ceramic
surfaces into symbolic texts. Glaze acts as ink, porcelain as paper, and motifs as signs that
communicate narratives of auspiciousness, longevity, filial piety, and cosmological order (Cao,
2019). The rich iconography encoded within the decorative repertoire reflects the Chaozhou
community’s values and spiritual sensibilities. These symbols often appear in daily ritual
objects, wedding wares, and religious paraphernalia, reinforcing their significance within both
private and public spheres of cultural life.

While a considerable body of research has explored the technical, historical, and aesthetic
dimensions of Chaozhou ceramics (Luo, 2019; Wu, 2014), there remains a notable gap in the
scholarly literature concerning the semiotic analysis of its decorative elements. Most existing
studies emphasize material culture, glaze chemistry, or stylistic comparison. However, few
examine the more profound cultural meanings embedded in the visual signs of Chaozhou
porcelain from a semiotic perspective.

Semiotics—the study of signs and symbols in cultural communication—offers a powerful
theoretical lens for examining how ceramic decoration functions beyond surface-level
aesthetics. Peirce’s semiotic trichotomy categorizes signs into three modes: indexical
(indicator), symbolic (conventional), and iconic (representational). This framework allows
researchers to analyze how images, patterns, and colors operate as signs that encode specific
cultural messages (Wu & Wang, 2014). For example, the dragon motif symbolizes imperial
power and cosmic order, while floral forms such as the chrysanthemum and plum blossom act
as representational signs that evoke seasonal cycles or ethical virtues.

The semiotic framework developed by Chinese scholars such as Xiao and Chen (2005) further
expands the application of sign theory in Chinese art and design. According to this model,
decorative patterns in traditional crafts—including ceramics—are not arbitrary visual choices
but form a coherent symbolic system through which cultural identity, religious belief, and
social order are expressed and transmitted. As Zhao (2016) suggests, even practical objects can
embody symbolic meaning when viewed within cultural and historical contexts.

In this light, Chaozhou-coloured porcelain is an artisanal product and a semiotic artifact—a
medium through which the Chaozhou people articulate their worldview, historical memory,
and communal identity. By applying a semiotic lens to the analysis of its decorations, this study
aims to uncover the cultural meanings, social functions, and artistic logic underlying its motifs.
Furthermore, it examines how these symbols have been maintained, reinterpreted, or
hybridized through historical exchanges such as those along the Maritime Silk Road.
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This research seeks to fill a significant academic gap by exploring Chaozhou colored porcelain
through semiotic theory. It argues that the porcelain’s decorative system functions as a mode
of cultural communication that transcends aesthetic value, enabling the transmission of values,
beliefs, and identities across time and space. This inquiry contributes to the expanding field of
visual culture and material semiotics and provides a deeper understanding of how traditional
arts serve as repositories of collective meaning.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Current Research Status of Chaozhou Coloured Porcelain

The historical development of Chaozhou colored porcelain can be traced back to the Tang
Dynasty, during whichChaozhou, a significant coastal port, benefited from its active
involvement in maritime trade and frequent cultural exchanges. These favorable conditions
played a vital role in nurturing a thriving ceramic industry. The selection of raw materials in
Chaozhou-colored porcelain is particularly notable; local, high-quality porcelain clay is
meticulously processed through multiple grinding and refining stages. This ensures the clay's
purity and delicacy and enhances the final products' texture, translucency, and chromatic
quality—Ilaying a solid technical foundation for porcelain production in the region.

Chaozhou porcelain has evolved from its early form as celadon ware to the more elaborate and
stylistically mature colored porcelain. During the Tang period, Chaozhou ceramics were
primarily limited to celadon products characterized by their warm glaze and delicate texture.
These ceramics were primarily utilitarian, intended for daily use (Sun, 2022). At this stage,
color decoration was not yet widely adopted; only minimal examples of glazed-colored
porcelain existed. However, by the Song Dynasty, significant advancements were made. The
Northern Song period marked a turning point, as Chaozhou artisans began incorporating color
painting techniques into the established celadon tradition. This integration led to a distinctive
artistic style in which decorative motifs included natural elements, human figures, and
animals—features that gained popularity among literati and scholars for aesthetic and symbolic
reasons (Chen, 2023).

The Yuan Dynasty witnessed further artistic flourishing in Chaozhou-colored porcelain, with
the introduction of a more vibrant and diverse color palette, including red, yellow, and green.
These enhancements greatly enriched the visual and expressive qualities of the ware. Artisans
skillfully combined these new color glazes with painting and glazing techniques to produce
works with intensified regional flavor and ornamental appeal (Du, 2015). By the Ming and
Qing Dynasties, the porcelain-making techniques had reached new heights in complexity and
sophistication. Chaozhou-colored porcelain had become a recognized component of the
broader Chinese ceramic tradition. Not only did it gain popularity in domestic markets, but it
was also widely exported to regions such as Southeast Asia, Europe, and North America,
establishing its influence on a global scale (Luo, 2019).

The defining feature of Chaozhou-coloured porcelain in decoration is its reliance on hand
painting. Artisans apply their considerable expertise to paint intricate floral, figurative, and
animal motifs directly onto the ceramic surface. These decorations are achieved using various
techniques, such as carving, stamping, underglaze and overglaze painting, relief carving,
pinching, scratching, engraving, and hand-painting. Combining these techniques enhances the
richness of the artwork and reinforces the regional identity embedded in the decorative style.

17


https://asianscholarsnetwork.com/asnet-journals

Asian
. Haak Asian Journal of Research in Education and Social Sciences

e-ISSN: 2682-8502 | Vol. 8, No. 1, 15-24, 2026
. https://asianscholarsnetwork.com/asnet-journals

The brushwork styles used for floral and bird patterns are particularly notable, emphasizing
meticulous line work and carefully layered color application. The “writing” technique focuses
on expressive, gestural lines that capture spontaneity and natural movement. Blue and white
porcelain remains dominant in underglaze decoration, whereas overglaze styles use various
colors, producing vibrant, layered visual effects. The floral patterns and auspicious symbols,
in particular, demonstrate a high level of craftsmanship, complexity, and symbolic depth.

Several studies have also explored the cultural meanings of Chaozhou porcelain decoration,
specifically its relationship with local beliefs, folk customs, and religious practices. These
motifs often reflect Buddhist iconography, moral ideals from Confucianism, and Taoist
cosmology. Symbols such as blooming flowers, mythical animals, and historical figures are
used for their aesthetic qualities and more profound cultural implications. They represent
aspirations for good fortune, longevity, harmony, and social status—thus transforming the
porcelain into a cultural artifact-rich with spiritual significance and regional identity.

2.2 Application of Semiotic Theories

At the core of semiotic theory lies the categorization of symbols into three fundamental types:
indicator (indexical) symbols, symbolic (conventional) symbols, and representational (iconic)
symbols. This tripartite classification provides an essential analytical foundation for
interpreting the function of symbols in cultural and artistic contexts (Xiao & Chen, 2005).
When applied to the study of Chaozhou colored porcelain, semiotics facilitate a structured
analysis of how decorative elements—such as pattern, color, form, and composition—encode
symbolic information. It enables researchers to explore how these elements function as
decorative devices and conveyors of social meaning, aesthetic values, and cultural identity.

The relevance of semiotics to ceramic art has been further explored by early scholars such as
Zhao Yuanren, who distinguished between theoretical and applied symbols. Zhao argued that
every object or human behavior with a practical function might also possess symbolic meaning.
This conceptualization laid the groundwork for applying semiotic analysis to utilitarian and
artistic objects. Building upon this, Zhao Yiheng (2016) proposed that semiotics is
fundamentally a study of meaning, asserting that all symbolic forms—visual, textual, or
behavioral—are embedded within cultural systems and historical contexts.

In this framework, the symbolic function of Chaozhou porcelain is better understood. The
ornamentation found in these ceramics—from depictions of flowers and mythical creatures to
calligraphic characters—can be interpreted through semiotic analysis to reveal their cultural
and social functions. Each symbol comprises three interrelated components: the signifier
(form), the signified (concept), and the meaning generated by their connection. For instance, a
painted peony may signify beauty and wealth, while a bat (homophonous with “blessing” in
Chinese) symbolizes good fortune. Such associations are not inherent but are culturally
constructed and shaped by shared social knowledge.

Semiotic theory is particularly valuable in art and design research, as it helps scholars move
beyond the surface-level interpretation of artworks to uncover multiple layers of meaning.
Artworks are, by nature, symbolic carriers. Their forms, colors, and compositions act as sign
systems that convey specific ideas, emotions, and worldviews (Cao, 2019). These meanings,
however, are not fixed. The same artwork can yield different interpretations depending on the
viewer’s cultural background, social positioning, or historical context.
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In traditional Chinese ceramics, ornamentation is a crucial symbolic language. Motifs are
semiotic elements that carry cultural codes on handicrafts, such as porcelain, textiles, and ritual
objects. The semiotic theory thus offers a methodology for deciphering these visual codes and
understanding their symbolic significance within broader systems of meaning.

When examined through semiotics, Chaozhou-colored porcelain reveals its role as a medium
of visual artistry and a conduit for conveying cultural identity, religious beliefs, and societal
values. From this perspective, the porcelain functions beyond aesthetic appreciation, instead
serving as a visual communication embedded with symbolic meaning. Common decorative
motifs—such as the phrase “double happiness” used in wedding traditions and the
representations of dragons and phoenixes—encapsulate themes related to marital harmony,
imperial authority, moral virtue, and cosmic balance. These symbols are deeply rooted in
traditional Chinese cosmology and hold significance in ritual and everyday cultural practices
today.

This study employs semiotic analysis to provide a more comprehensive framework for
interpreting the multiple meanings embedded in Chaozhou-colored porcelain. Semiotic theory
opens new avenues for understanding how visual forms operate within cultural discourse and
social interaction. It shifts the analytical focus from the artifact’s material or technical aspects
to its role as a symbolic medium in transmitting tradition, identity, and communal values.

3. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative methodology grounded in semiotic theory to examine the
decorative elements of Chaozhou-colored porcelain. Drawing on the tripartite classification of
signs proposed by Peirce and elaborated by Wu and Wang (2014), the analysis categorizes
motifs according to three principal types of signs: indicator (indexical) signs, symbolic
(conventional) signs, and representational (iconic) signs. This framework provides a systematic
lens through which the cultural, social, and aesthetic meanings embedded in porcelain
decorations can be interpreted.

The analysis proceeds by identifying key decorative motifs—such as floral patterns, auspicious
symbols, and color schemes—and interpreting their meanings within the cultural and historical
context of the Chaozhou region. The approach aligns with Xiao and Chen's (2005) view that
semiotic structures are essential for decoding traditional visual culture, particularly in ceramic
design. Furthermore, the research draws upon Zhao’s (2016) assertion that everyday functional
objects, such as porcelain vessels, often serve dual roles as symbolic carriers, reflecting broader
cultural, religious, and philosophical worldviews.

By integrating this semiotic framework, the study seeks to move beyond purely aesthetic or
historical readings of Chaozhou-colored porcelain. Instead, it focuses on how decorative
elements serve as communicative signs that articulate social values, regional identity, and
cultural continuity. The semiotic analysis enables a deeper understanding of how Chaozhou-
colored porcelain functions as a material artifact and a visual language of cultural expression.
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Figure 1: Research Framework for Semiotic Analysis of Chaozhou-Colored Porcelain Decoration
Note. The figure illustrates the theoretical foundation, analytical dimensions, and research outcomes of this study.
The framework integrates Peirce’s semiotic trichotomy, Xiao and Chen’s semiotic system theory, and Zhao'’s
cultural context analysis to interpret the cultural meanings embedded in decorative motifs.

4. Findings

4.1 Semiotic Interpretation of Decorative Motifs in Chaozhou Coloured Porcelain
Chinese auspicious culture has historically embodied the collective desire for harmony,
prosperity, and protection from misfortune. These symbolic aspirations, deeply rooted in
traditional Chinese cosmology and social ethics, have persistently been expressed in visual arts,
especially ceramic decoration (Liu, 2024). In Chaozhou, a prominent ceramic production
center since the Tang Dynasty, this cultural heritage is vividly expressed in the iconography of
its colored porcelain (Qiu, 2005).

Decorative motifs in Chaozhou colored porcelain frequently incorporate signs that convey
specific cultural messages, aligning with Peirce’s semiotic model of indicator (indexical),
symbolic (conventional), and representational (iconic) signs (Wu & Wang, 2014). These signs
are not isolated artistic gestures but encode regional beliefs, social hierarchies, and ritual
traditions, transforming ceramic surfaces into meaningful cultural texts.

The following analyses three major motif categories based on semiotic classification.

(a) Dragon and Phoenix Motifs

The dragon and phoenix, frequently appearing as paired motifs, are prominent symbolic signs
in Chaozhou-coloured porcelain. The dragon represents power and masculinity (associated
with imperial rule), while the phoenix symbolizes grace, femininity, and virtue (Shen, 2008).
Together, they signify marital harmony and the balance of yin and yang, making them
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especially popular on wedding wares. These motifs exemplify symbolic signs, understood
through historical-cultural conventions and perpetuated across generations.

(b) Floral Motifs

Flowers are common representational signs in Chaozhou porcelain. Each flower carries
specific symbolic connotations:

e Lotus: Purity and moral integrity (Du, 2015),

e Peony: wealth and honor, historically deemed the "King of Flowers" (Yu, 2022),

e Chrysanthemum: resilience and longevity, linked to Taoist ideals of transcendence.

These visually pleasing motifs express Confucian virtues and social aspirations embedded in
Chaozhou’s cultural landscape (Cao, 2019).

Figure 3(eft): Lotus Motif — Chaohou—CoIored Porcelain Decoration by Master Chen Jian (Chaozhou,
China)
Figure 4 (Right): Peony Motif — Chaozhou-Colored Porcelain Decoration by Master Xie Jinying
(Chaozhou, China)

(c) Auspicious Character Motifs (Fortune, Luck, Longevity, Happiness)

Motifs such as "Fu" (fortune), "Lu" (official rank), "Shou" (longevity), and "Xi" (happiness)
function as symbolic signs. These are widely used in birthday or wedding porcelains and
sometimes combined into compound compositions like "Fu Lu Shou Xi," representing
blessings for all aspects of life (Sun, 2014; Li, 2024; Zhuang et al., 2023). Bat imagery, a visual
pun on the word "fu" (bat and fortune share the same pronunciation in Mandarin), often
accompanies these symbols to reinforce the auspicious message (Li, 2024).

When interpreted semiotically, these decorative characters illustrate how linguistic and visual
signs converge in porcelain design to transmit hopes for longevity, prosperity, and generational
continuity.

4.2 Symbolic Function of Colour in Chaozhou Porcelain

Color in Chaozhou colored porcelain is an aesthetic component and a significant symbolic
system that reinforces the meaning of visual motifs. The application of red, green, yellow, and
blue hues adheres to traditional Chinese symbolic color logic, often reflecting cosmological
associations and emotional values (Liu, 2024).
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e Red: Most commonly used in marriage and festival wear, it symbolizes joy, prosperity, and
vitality (Li Shan, 2024).

e Green: Signifies renewal and fertility, often used with lotus or fish motifs to express
harmony with nature.

e Yellow: Associated with nobility and imperial power, reinforces the symbolism of dragons
and peonies (Cheng, 2023).

e Blue/Cyan: Evokes tranquility, elegance, and spiritual reflection—qualities reflected in
celadon glazes (Leung Shin, 2024).

Through semiotic analysis, these colors act as supportive symbolic signs, enhancing the
messages of the accompanying motifs and contributing to the holistic cultural narrative
embedded in the porcelain.

4.3 Social Functions of Chaozhou Porcelain Symbols

The symbolic elements of Chaozhou-colored porcelain play functional roles in everyday life,
particularly in rituals such as weddings, religious ceremonies, and familial celebrations. For
instance, wedding ceramics featuring dragon-phoenix motifs and “double happiness” symbols
create a festive and sanctified atmosphere, reinforcing social recognition of marital union and
gender harmony (Foo, 2003). In religious rituals, motifs such as immortals, longevity peaches,
or sacred fungi visualize mythological stories and religious values, maintaining the cohesion
and continuity of cultural memory.

4.4 Cultural Transmission and Intercultural Dialogue

During the maritime trade expansion of the Tang to Qing dynasties, Chaozhou porcelain was
widely exported and adapted in other cultural contexts, notably in Southeast Asia and Europe.
This intercultural circulation led to the hybridization of symbols—floral motifs, for instance,
were adapted into regional iconographies while preserving their core symbolic value (Qiu,
2005). Through this lens, semiotic analysis highlights how visual signs act as transcultural
communicators, facilitating both the preservation and transformation of meaning across
borders.

4.5 Artisanship and Cultural Identity

Finally, Chaozhou-colored porcelain is a medium for artisan self-expression and identity
construction. While many motifs follow inherited templates, individual artisans innovate by
introducing subtle variations in color blending, brushstroke technique, or compositional
arrangement. These modifications reflect personal style and localized interpretation,
reinforcing community identity and individual authorship (Cao, 2019).

5. Conclusion

Chaozhou colored porcelain, as a significant exemplar of traditional Chinese ceramic
craftsmanship, embodies more than visual elegance—it functions as a symbolic vessel that
carries the cultural identity, aesthetic values, and spiritual aspirations of the Chaozhou
community. This study has applied a semiotic framework—comprising indicator, symbolic,
and representational signs—to interpret the layered meanings encoded within the decorative
motifs and color schemes of Chaozhou colored porcelain.

Through this triadic lens, the research has revealed that indicators such as naturalistic

depictions of flowers and animals reflect a direct connection between visual form and symbolic
meaning—representing values like abundance, longevity, and vitality. Symbolic signs,
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including dragon and phoenix motifs or auspicious character patterns, derive meaning from
historical conventions and collective cultural memory, communicating ideals such as power,
harmony, and fortune. Representational signs, such as refined floral brushwork and landscape
elements, illustrate artistic skill and philosophical notions of unity between humanity and
nature.

This semiotic approach has allowed a deeper understanding of Chaozhou-colored porcelain's
visual and symbolic vocabulary. However, its decoration is also within broader cultural,
religious, and social contexts. The motifs examined are not merely decorative—they serve
functional roles in weddings, religious rites, and familial celebrations, acting as communicative
tools that reinforce social cohesion and express shared values.

Furthermore, the study highlights how Chaozhou porcelain has historically facilitated
intercultural exchange, particularly through circulation along the Maritime Silk Road. Its visual
symbols, while deeply rooted in local tradition, have shown adaptability in transregional
contexts—contributing to a dynamic process of cultural fusion and reinterpretation.

This research contributes a new interpretive framework to studying Chinese ceramic art by
bridging semiotic theory with motif analysis. It offers insights into the symbolic systems of
Chaozhou porcelain and how material culture functions as a mode of storytelling, identity
formation, and heritage preservation.

Future research could explore integrating ethnographic perspectives—such as interviews with
artisans and collectors—to contextualize the cultural meanings of porcelain symbols further.
Comparative studies with other regional ceramic traditions may also illuminate the broader
semiotic landscape of Chinese decorative arts and their evolving relevance in contemporary
cultural practice.
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