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This paper was presented at the 2022 SCA Annual Meeting in Visalia, California, as part of a series called 
Three-Minute Papers, Our Disposable Economy – Artifacts from Past to Present, organized by Julia 
Huddleson and Kimberly Wooten. In this article based on that paper, abundant and redundant nineteenth-
century Chinese ceramics recovered in northern California are used for art and education. 
 
 

Over the past few decades, excavations of Chinese sites on the West Coast have demonstrated that 
some types of ceramics are both abundant and redundant. Incorporating these distinctive artifacts into public 
art, rather than storing them in archives, can reach and educate a wide, general audience. 

Enormous quantities of food were shipped in brown-glazed, stoneware jars from China to Chinese 
communities on the West Coast of North America (Figure 1). Much of this food was eaten from decorated, 
porcelain (and porcelaneous) bowls and dishes, also imported from China. 

 

 
Figure 1. Upper left: Immigrants taking a meal on the American Ship Alaska bound for San Francisco, 
1876. Image courtesy of Bancroft Library. Upper right: Chinese brown-glazed stoneware food containers 
(Costello Collection). Lower right: Chinese porcelain bowls and dishes (Costello Collection). 

 
Most archaeologists encounter Chinese food containers in sites as broken, discarded, and abandoned 

fragments (Figure 2). These vessel remnants provide important insights into the lives of their users relating 
to trade, cuisine, economics, traditions, and demographics.  
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Figure 2. Chinese artifacts being processed. 
 
 

In general, about 90% of Chinese porcelains represent a limited number of forms and the same four 
patterns: Bamboo (Three Circles and Dragonfly); Double Happiness; Celadon (Winter Green) and Four 
Seasons (polychrome overglaze) (Costello et al. 2010:6.64-6.65) (Figure 3). 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Chinese porcelain ceramics. Clockwise from left: Bamboo, Double Happiness, Four Seasons (lower 
center), Celadon.  
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Many of these artifacts are recovered from disturbed or unstratified deposits, or from temporal and 
cultural contexts that can contribute little new information to history. It might be said that many types are 
abundant and redundant.  

Should all of these abundant and redundant artifacts be boxed and shelved in our precious archives 
(Figure 4)? Perhaps there are other options. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 4. Archive boxes stored on metal shelving (free stock online image). 
 

 

Double Happiness sherds can fill a cloud. Details of a cloud mosaic in Mokelumne Hill, California 
can be seen in Figure 5. 
 
 

 

Figure 5. Double Happiness in a Cloud. 
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Figure 6. Celadon and Four Seasons in a Dragon. Detail of dragon mosaic in Mokelumne Hill, 
California. 

 
 

 
Figure 7. Chinatown Gardens mosaic element. 

Celadon and Four Seasons sherds define the body of the dragon, while the bases of two tumblers 
become the eyes (Figure 6).  

This dragon (Figure 7) presides over a depiction of Mokelumne Hill’s Chinatown Gardens site (CA-
CAL-2144H), chasing his traditional flaming pearl. The four-acre property was purchased and preserved in 
2015 by the Mokelumne Hill History Society and includes remains of stone terrace walls that define garden  
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Figure 8: Library Wall Mosaic Art Project. Children inspecting the dragon and a larger 
view of the wall. 

 

plots, the location of a pond where water chestnuts were once grown, foundations of the Buddhist temple, 
several cabin sites with a pig roasting oven, a cistern, and water ditches. Chinese sherds used in the mosaic 
depiction of the Gardens are all from Mokelumne Hill’s Chinatown. 

The Chinatown Gardens element was the first to be installed in a mosaic mural decorating a wall of 
the town library (Figure 8). Depicting historic and modern aspects of the town, it is designed to educate 
and inspire its citizens and visitors. 

Perhaps there are many ways that artifacts can tell their tales (Figure 9).  
 
 

 
Figure 9. The dragon’s tail over Chinatown. 
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