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Abstract. Th e paper examines Chinese porcelain collected at the Chinese fortress in the Khovd 
city, Shar Sum monastery and two archaeological sites in the Barun Khurai Depression in southwest 
Mongolia. Th e sites were built for Chinese military administration and Mongolian Buddhist clergy 
during the Qing period. Th e study concludes that the decorative motives of the porcelain refl ect the tastes 
of the mentioned categories of Mongolian population and is predominantly related to Tibetan Buddhism 
elements of the Chinese folk culture. Th e discovered material also indicates originally “non-Han” 
components of the Chinese history. Th e results of the study play an important role in understanding 
stylistic preferences in Chinese porcelain outside China. It also serves as a reference for a better 
evaluation of Chinese porcelain export trajectories within Central Asia and in the territories up north.
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Резюме. Исследование представляет обобщающий анализ китайского фарфора, собранно-
го на китайской крепости в г. Ховде, руинах дацана Шар-Сум и двух памятниках на территории 
Барунхурайской впадины на юго-западе Монголии. Названные объекты служили целям китай-
ской военной администрации и представителям буддийского духовенства Западной Монголии 
в период Цин. По итогам анализа очевидно, что в декоре фарфоровых изделий преобладают ти-
бето-монгольские элементы китайской народной культуры, а также частности, отражающие «не-
ханьскую» часть истории Китая. Результаты исследования играют важную роль для понимания 
стилевых предпочтений в фарфоре за пределами Китая, а также для изучения траекторий пере-
мещения китайского фарфора через Центральную Азию далее на север. 
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Introduction
geographical position of Mongolia and China predetermined their long shared his-

tory. During more than two millennia of Chinese and Mongolian statehood there were 
a number of periods when the dominating positions interchanged between the two power 
centers. Th e fi rst large scale confl ict between the Chinese empire and the steep nomads fol-
lowed the rise of the Xiongnu empire which existed between 209 BC and 93 AD. Th e confron-
tation lasted for three centuries and ended in the collapse of the latter. Th e Xiongnu hordes 
retreated to the outer Mongolia and their territories were occupied by the Xianbei, the Rou-
ran, the Tujue, the Uyghurs, the Kyrgyz people and the Mongols who continued the confron-
tation with China. Weakening Chinese Empire failed to resist the nomads, and in 1260–1280 
the Mongols defeated the Chinese army. Beijing throne was conquered by a fi rst non-Han 
dynasty which subsequently was overthrown by the Ming dynasty in 1386. In 1629 Mongo-
lia submitted to the Manchu who captured the Forbidden city in 1644 and ruled for over 300 
years (Kurc, 1929, p. 7). 

Political turmoil between Mongolia and China directly infl uenced the culture of these 
two empires. Th is is clearly refl ected in historical records, and is also demonstrated by the ar-
chaeological fi nds analyzed in the paper. Th e authors focus on the Chinese porcelain shards 
collected from the Qing period sites in Western Mongolia: the ruins of the Chinese fortress 
in the Khovd City, the Shar Sum datsan outside the city, a fortifi ed construction and a datsan 
located in the Barun Khurai Depression near Mount Oshka.

Th e preliminary studies of the sites have been presented in a number of publications 
(Ozheredov, 2005a, 2005b; 2009a, 2009b; Ozheredov, Ganbold, 2009; Ozheredov et al., 2008; 
Ozheredova, Ozheredov, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c, 2012, 2015), however some degree of incom-
pleteness and inaccuracies were inevitable at the initial stages of the research. As time went 
by, more fi nds and information collected by the authors allowed diff erent approach to eval-
uating the overall material. It resulted in the present paper aimed at summarizing the infor-
mation available so far.

Historcial Background of the Archaeological Sites
Considerably large addition to the collected material was made over the years with the new 

fragments from the Khobdo fortress, located at the left  bank of the Buyant river within the ter-
ritories of the modern Khovd city (Fig. 1.-1). Th e fortress was built three times. Its history be-
gan in 1718 at the Khovd river, however the exact location of the fi rst building has not been es-
tablished (Pozdneeev, 1883, p. 307). Two works by Pozdneev mention close but diff erent dates 
of the construction: 1731 (Pozdneeev, 1883, p. 334, 335, 340; Kiselyov, 1957, p. 101) and 1730. 
Th e new city, or, to be exact, the fortress was built “…at the Khobdo river with the purpose to 
station leading garrison there and in order to have supply warehouses for the troops”. Th e war 
with the Dzungar people was the main reason for building this fort (Pozdneev, 1896, p. 304).
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Fig. 1. The map of the archaeological sites in West Mongolia: 1 — Khobdo fortress; 2 — Shar Sum 
datsan; 3 — The sites in the Barun Khurai depression

Рис. 1. Карта археологизированных объектов Западной Монголии: 1 — Крепость Кобдо; 2 — 
дацан Шар-Сум; 3 — памятники в Барунхурайской впадине

Modern Khovd city, where Chinese porcelain shards were collected, was founded in 1762 
on the right bank of the Buyant river, about 40 km to the south-west from the previous for-
tress, which is now called “Old Khovd” among the local people (Pozdneeev, 1896, p. 304).

According to the staff -captain Printz, who was seconded to Mongolia in 1864, the city “…
was built half a versta away from the water, on the right bank of the Buyant river…A small 
brook divides the city into two main parts: the northern administrative one and the southern 
trade district — the northern part of the city … is constructed as a fortress, surrounded by 
a stone wall in a shape of a square with sides 130 sazhens long. Th ere are towers in the corners 
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of the square. Crenellated walls are 1½ sazhens thick and about 2 sazhens high” (Printz, 1869, 
p. 8). A detailed description of the fortress can be found in Pozdneev ‘s Mongolia and Mon-
gols (1896, p. 303–337).

Aft er the revolution of 1912 the Qing administration departed from the city and the for-
tress was destroyed. Parts of the ruined adobe walls and old poplars — remnants of the former 
park — are the only reminder of the original constructions. For a long period of time the city 
land was ploughed for gardens, cut by irrigation canals and roads. Th e destruction of the cul-
tural layers led to shift ing artifacts between diff erent levels which resulted in accumulation 
of ceramic shards on the surface. 

Similar material was discovered at the ruins of the Buddhist datsan Shar Sum, located 
about 1 km to the north from the fortress (Fig. 1.-2). Short history of the site, its architectural 
reconstruction, collected artifacts and their preliminary study have been discussed in a num-
ber of works (Ozheredov, 2005a, 2005b; Ozheredov et al., 2008; Ozheredov, Ganbold, 2009; 
Ozheredova, Ozheredov, 2012), here we would like to focus on the basic information.

Th e fi rst documented Russian description of Khovd and nearby territories was done by 
Printz and doesn’t off er much information about the Shar Sum monastery (1869, p.8). More 
detailed introduction appears in Potanin’s studies where it is mentioned among the build-
ings constructed by the order of Chinese emperor to provide residency for Mongolian high 
rank religious administration — gegens (Potanin, 1881, p. 40, 78–79; 1948, p. 63). According 
to the Mongolian chronicle Erdeni-yin erike, the temple was built in 1762 by Olot lama Don-
dok, supposedly, as a mobile monastery consisted of yurts. Only in 1766 the Chinese emper-
or ordered to build a stone datsan, which was fi nished in 1767 (Pozdneev, 1896, p. 327, 334). 
According to Grum-Grzhimailo, aft er some time local residents started calling it “Shar Sume” 
(Grum-Grzhimailo, 1926, p. 251).

Th e ruins of the sites in the eastern part of the Barun Khurai depression near Oshka moun-
tain represent the remains of fortifi ed constructions with ramparts and a moat. Two of them 
have a typical fortress architecture. Within the outer fortifi ed elements of the third one we 
identifi ed some fragments of a stone foundation and, supposedly, the remains of a kang type 
heating construction. 

According to the written records this territory traditionally was populated by Oirat Zakh-
chins, who guarded the frontiers of Manchurian China from hostile Dzungaria (Grum-Grzhi-
mailo, 1926, p. 263–264).

Oral communication with an ethnologist from Hovd State University M. Ganbold re-
vealed that one of the sites used to be a Tibetan style datsan built by the lamas from Shar Sum 
monastery to facilitate spiritual practices of local Zakhchins. Grum-Grzhimailo also docu-
mented a large monastery (200 lamas) on this territory populated by the same ethnic group 
(Grum-Grzhimailo, 1926, p. 261).

Chinese Porcelain Analysis
Th e fortress in Khovd and the Shar Sum datsan are in relative proximity from each oth-

er. Th e sites near Oshka Mountain are located considerably far from them (about 300 km 
to the south-west) (Fig. 1.-3), however, according to the written records, they are related to 
the Shar Sum monastery. Apart from the verbal sources the indirect connection of all three 
locations is confi rmed by the archaeological data recovered by the authors — the fragments 
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of Chinese porcelain with similar technological and decorative characteristics. 44 fragments 
of Chinese porcelain produced between the 17th and the beginning of the 20th centuries were 
found on the territory of Shar Sum within the areas where religious ceremonies would take 
place (hure) and at the living quarters of the lamas (bayshina). 158 porcelain fragments from 
the 18th — beginning of 20th centuries were collected on the territory of the Khovd fortress. 16 
fragments of the late 19th — the beginning of 20th centuries were gathered at the constructions 
in the Barun Khurai depression. Th e analysis of large fragments suggested that most of the ob-
jects represented utilitarian tableware — cups (bowls) and small plates. 

Th e shards found at the fortress and within the territory of the monastery confi rm Pota-
nin’s records about Chinese merchants who came from Beijing to Khobdo once a year with 
special goods, that included porcelain (Potanin, 1881, p. 74). According to the participants 
of the expedition to Mongolia organized by Tomsk Society of Siberian and Mongolian Stud-
ies in 1910, “In some places it is possible to see Chinese faience and porcelain tableware. Many 
Chinese stores sell cheap faience tableware. But this type of ware is unlikely to be in big de-
mand among nomads…”, because “the Mongols eat and drink tea, other beverages and liquid 
food from wooden bowls ayaks, and every Mongol has a bowl like this. Th e bowls are brought 
by Chinese and are known for their durability” (Bogolepov, Sobolev, 1911, p. 140–141). Lat-
er, Grum-Grzhimailo wrote that tableware sets in Khalkha Mongol families “consist of sever-
al wooden bowls, and only on a rare occasion they are replaced by porcelain” (Grum-Grzhi-
mailo, 1926, p. 330).

Considering the fact that there are much more porcelain fragments in the fortress that is 
not much larger than the monastery, it is possible to suggest that the discovered Chinese ar-
tifacts mainly belonged to the ethnic Chinese and a small group of local people (lamas). Ac-
cording to Printz, about a thousand Chinese lived in the fortress and the neighboring trade 
district maimacheng in 1864 (Printz, 1869, p. 8). Th e population stayed the same even about 
50 years later in 1910 (Bogolepov, Sobolev, 1911, p. 22).

Stylistic characteristics of the decoration applied to the Chinese porcelain fragments serve 
as an important source of information about the preferences in decorative household art com-
mon among the residents of Mongolia during the mentioned historical period. Th e analysis 
of the material demonstrates a clear dominance of religious and auspicious symbolic motives 
that were popular in Chinese folk art. 

One example is the group of the fragments with a Chinese character shou(壽寿) “longev-
ity”. Shou already appears among the pictograms on the neolithic ceramics. Th e association 
of this symbol with the concept of long life is traced back to the period before the 3rd centu-
ry BC. Th e so called “longevity culture” that started to form in 8th century BC represents one 
of the basic components of Chinese worldview (Yin Wei, Yin Weiran, 2005, p. 147; Su Kem-
ing, 2009, p. 102).

Th ere is a large collection of styles applied to the ideograph shou in Chinese tradition. Su 
mentions 13,822 variants of this character found only in written sources (Su Keming, 2009, 
p. 103). As applied to ceramics there are 1000 diff erent styles just on a single zun vase from 
Kangxi period (Johan’s autumn auction…, 2018, p. 48–51). 

Th e most common motif on the fragments from Shar Sum and Khobdo is stylized sanscrit 
symbols Fanwen (梵紋) combined with a character shou (Fig. 2.-1–3). Th ere are more frag-
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ments with this decoration at the fortress, and in general it constitutes one fourth of the fi nds 
from all of the mentioned sites in Mongolia.

Fig. 2. Chinese porcelain fragments from West Mongolia (the images are provided without scale): 
1–2 — Central character shou (?) on the porcelain fragments decorated with Fanwen motif; 3 — 
Porcelain decorated with Fanwen motif on cavetto; 4 — Porcelain with Wufu shou motif; 5 — Tuji 

mark; 6–7 — Porcelain decorated with Lingzhi motif

Рис. 2. Фрагменты китайского фарфора из Западной Монголии (иллюстрации даны без 
масштаба): 1–2 — центральный иероглиф шоу (?) на фарфоре с орнаментом Фаньвэнь; 

3 –фарфор с орнаментом Фаньвэнь в зоне каветто; 4 –фарфор с орнаментом Уфу шоу; 5 –
марка типа Ту Цзи; 6–7 — фарфор с изображением магического гриба Линчжи
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Fanwen is very oft en rendered in cobalt blue on white, with parallel rows of Sanskrit sym-
bols. Th is ornament can either cover the whole body of an object (a vase or a bowl), or only 
a part of a piece, for instance a cavetto of a plate on the outside or inside (Fig. 2.-3). Apart from 
the parallel lines of the Sanskrit symbols some plates also have a large image of a character Shou 
in the center (Fig. 2.-1–2).Th ere are researchers who believe the central character rendered 
in the similar style as the fragments from Mongolia represent a Sanskrit symbol Om (Brown, 
Sjostrand, 2004, p. 106–107). However, there are examples of the plates with identical Fanw-
en motif on the cavetto and a character Shou in Regular script or in round form in the center. 
Hence highly stylized central symbol on the porcelain found in Mongolia merit further aca-
demic research. Th e authors are more convinced with the second interpretation and suggest 
that the style of the character shou on the objects from Mongolia is close to Mongolian square 
script also called Phags-pa script, or to Chinese Seal script Zhuanshu.

Fanwen is relatively common motif in Chinese art of the 18th — 19th centuries, and it is 
used for utilitarian as well as for ceremonial ware. Some of it was discovered in Chinese bur-
ials dated to Qianlong period (Yu Jiadu, 1997, fi g. 224). 

Despite the diff erences in interpretation, the cultural and historical context of this motif, 
in one way or another, is related to Tibetan Buddhism element of Chinese culture. Th ere is 
an opinion that objects decorated with fanwen were specifi cally produced for export to Tibet 
(Vestfalen, Krechetova, 1947, p. 28).

Another auspicious ornament that includes shou was discovered in Barun Khurai depres-
sion (Fig. 2.-4). It consists of the character shou surrounded by bats and called Wufushou, “fi ve 
blessings and longevity”. Th is combination of symbols also belongs to a large group of auspi-
cious ornaments popular in Chinese folk art. Interestingly, the bowls with the similar orna-
ment that were found in Olun Sume are viewed as porcelain produced for export to Mongo-
lia (Vestfalen, Krechetova, 1947, p. 53). 

One more group of shards found at the Khobdo fortress and Shar Sum datsan consists 
of the bottom parts with marks Tuji (Fig. 2.-5) also called Doufu Gan, “dried tofu”. It belongs 
to a larger category of marks referred to as Huayang Kuan “marks-pictures”. According to 14th 

century Chinese historian Tao Zunyi, the introduction of this type of marks to Chinese dec-
orative art is directly connected to the Manchu and other non-Han ethnoses, so called “the 
colored eyes”, who held high rank positions in the Yuan government, however, could not write 
or speak Chinese. As a result, the objects previously marked with Chinese characters to in-
dicate the higher quality and status instead started to be branded with pictures and patterns. 
Later, during the Ming and Qing periods, this tradition spread onto more coarse mainstream 
household porcelain (Zhongguo gu taoci…, 1998, p. 345). 

Another large group of porcelain fragments has a plant motif based on the image of the mag-
ical mushroom lingzhi (Fig. 2.-6–7). Lingzhi is associated with Daoist immortals who lived 
on the magic islands in the Eastern Sea. In order to fi nd them one would require this mush-
room (Grube, 1912, p. 145). Hence the motif is closely connected to the “longevity cult” pop-
ular during Ming and Qing period. Multiple discoveries of this type of porcelain at the trade 
shipwrecks (Christie’s Amsterdam…, 1995, p. 124; Tek Sing…, 2000, p. 115) suggests that it 
was produced in large numbers and met the demand outside China. 
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A large portion of the porcelain collection from Khobdo and Shar Sum is taken up by light 
green celadon also called douqing or “bean green”. Celadon history started in the Shang pe-
riod when this type of glaze was a result of a natural chemical reaction during the fi ring pro-
cess. Only in the end of the Han dynasty Chinese ceramists managed to develop a technology 
which would allow them to control the color and texture of this glaze. According to some re-
searchers, celadon became popular due to its resemblance to bronze and jade objects (Gom-
pertz, 1968, p. 23–30). Interestingly, the history of the Chinese export ceramics is also close-
ly related to celadon, as the objects covered with this type of glaze were already popular out-
side China at the early stages of its production. 

Conclusions
A complex analysis of the collected material suggests that the Qing porcelain in Mongolia 

was mainly used by Chinese military administration and Mongolian Buddhist clergy. Th e dec-
orative motif applied to the porcelain refl ects basic values of Chinese folk culture, however 
the design elements predominately signal Tibetan Buddhism stylistic framework. Th e decora-
tion also refl ects the preferences originally related to non-Han components of Chinese culture. 
Hence these two characteristics allows us to suggest that the porcelain exported to Mongolia 
was intended for local tastes, even though it was used predominantly by Chinese population.

Identifying the porcelain in Mongolia provides a better understanding of how Chinese 
products corresponded to the needs and decorative preferences of the neighboring territories. 
It also demonstrates the degree of cultural interchange between diff erent territories. 

In addition, the study sheds more light on the trajectory of porcelain trade routes that ran 
across Central Asia further west and north. Th e discussed Chinese artifacts serve as a refer-
ence for a more complete interpretation of Chinese porcelain fragments recently identifi ed 
among archaeological material in Siberia. 
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