
 Art Critics, Connoisseurs, and Collectors in the Southeast Asian
 Rain Forest: A Study in Cross-Cultural Art Theory

 STANLEY J. O'CONNOR

 When Joseph Conrad sailed on the Vidar from Singapore harbour to the small coastal
 trading stations on the eastern coast of Borneo, the round trip took three weeks. The

 most difficult part of the journey occurred at the estuary of the Berau River where the
 Vidar would have run in, past the shifting bar and mud flats, and followed slowly up the
 mangrove-lined banks of the main branch to a settlement almost forty miles inland. It
 was here in 1887 that Conrad encountered the trader Charles Olmeyer whose existence in
 this remote place provided such an enduring focus for Conrad's imagination. In his first
 novel, Almayer s Folly, Conrad drew a portrait of Almayer (Olmeyer) as an exile, living
 on the banks of the Berau River in a sullen recoil both from the wilderness that gripped
 the settlement in its green immensity, and from the customs and values of those with
 whom he shared almost the entire course of his adult existence. Drawn to the outermost

 reaches of the earth by greed, Almayer's life, as conceived by Conrad, was the very
 symbol of rootlessness and alienation.

 Today, less than one-hundred years after Conrad's slow voyages, oil exploration
 teams criss-cross that same steaming coast daily in helicopters, covering in minutes what
 took hours in the Vidar, and international timber companies encroach on the great
 forests with logging roads and lumber camps. As inhabitants of what has now become a
 global neighborhood, it is unlikely that the men working in these enterprises think of
 themselves as Almayer chose to see himself, "lost to the world". The fantastic intrusion of
 a distant world of developed technology continues relentlessly, and one of the
 consequences of this shrinking of spaces and twining of fates, is that the textiles,baskets,
 and carvings of the rain forest villages now fill museums, art galleries, and homes in the
 major cities of the world. Unlike Almayer, many of us who live in those cities have been
 moved and delighted by the vigour and presence of these works. We have entered into
 relationships of active concern and intimacy with objects produced by people whose lives
 follow patterns radically different from ours.

 But although we may attend to the same physical works, do we see them in the same
 imaginative frame? Do we speak of them, value them, assign meaning to them in the
 same way? Is it possible that those who inhabit a world shaped by industrial technology,
 a literate, largely secular, world, reasoned about in very rigorous forms of logic, can
 come to the immediacies of experience demanded by art works in the same way as those
 whose lives have such an utterly different shape? While the differences are all too
 apparent, are we therefore constrained to be, like Almayer, always on the outside of
 others' deepest experiences, not, of course, willfully like that stony isolate, but never
 theless in a bafflement that is, if genial and generous, nevertheless real? Are we encap
 sulated in cultures that are forever getting in the way when we encounter those things

 This is a revised version of a paper presented to a Social Science Research Council-sponsored Conference
 on Southeast Asian Aesthetics held at Cornell University on 23-25 August, 1978.
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 that matter deeply to others? Are the hauntingly beautiful works with which we live daily
 or view in museums only constant affirmations of that poignant statement of Clifford
 Geertz's "that the significant works of the human imagination (Icelandic saga, Austen
 novel, or Balinese cremation) speak with equal power to the consoling piety that we
 are all like to one another and to the worrying suspicion that we are not"?1

 Although this confusion of estrangement and intimacy may be beyond repair, there
 is nonetheless something deeply perennial about the structures of human experience.

 We are bound together by a common fate on a small planet. It may be possible to
 narrow our differences and to recover something of the imaginative life of people
 removed from us in space and intellectual habit. In this paper we will try to bring to
 light those informal, unspoken, but foundational premises that provide some Southeast

 Asian villagers with a way of thinking about art. If we can recover the lineaments
 of their art theory, we will be able to judge whether it provides a system of expectations
 about aesthetic experience and affirmations about the nature, origin, and defining
 characteristics of art that are parallel to our own reigning convictions.

 Although these latter views were developed in England and Europe during the
 eighteenth century within the context of a special set of institutional and economic
 circumstances, they now have a cosmopolitan acceptance and are regarded simply as
 the "modern" way of talking about what M. H. Abrams in a recent, unpublished
 paper calls "art-as-such". It is the assumption here that collectors, critics, and the
 generality of the interested, urban, literate art public subscribe implicitly, at least, to
 some of the following: art is a realm of its own differentiated from other activities
 of life; that art works are autonomous, self sufficient and that their purpose is simply
 to be, rather than to instruct, to edify, or to function usefully; that the artist creates
 out of some kind of inspired freedom and in this way his work differs from that of the
 craftsperson who is subsumed to purpose and constrained by craft prescription; and,
 finally, that the proper response ofthe viewer is disinterested contemplation ofthe object
 of art for its own sake rather than as an instrument of the viewer's purpose or desire.

 Despite the misgivings of some philosophers about generalizing or theorizing about
 the arts, it is impossible to be innocent about them, because to see something as
 something, to discuss the meaning of what we see, and to connect that to other regions
 of concern, we are required to see from some perspective, with a focus of attention,
 and with some procedures for making distinctions and judgments about what we see.
 Our theories rise with us from the familiar world that is our daily life, and most of the
 time those theories are not wholly systematized and explicit; they are usually informal
 and implicit. But, as M. H. Abrams has recently argued, there is "a pervasive and varied
 role of theory in applied criticism" even though these theories do not fit easily with
 formal logic and empirical reasoning. But in the fluid, interdependent, complex ways
 that people speak about art ? what Abrams, following Wittgenstein, describes as a
 "language-game" ? there are coherent, if implicit, orientations and theoretical premises
 present in the language we choose to use or do not use, and in the connections we make
 or do not make, and in the values and meaning we assign or do not assign.2 If, then, we
 look at what people do and say, we should be able to find something about their
 theoretical premises on the arts, even if, as in village Southeast Asia, these are rarely
 expressed as theoretical propositions or systematic definitions.

 'Clifford Geertz, "Found in Translation: On the Social History of the Moral Imagination", Georgia
 Review XXXI, 4 (Winter, 1977): 796.

 2M.H. Abrams, "What's the Use of Theorizing about the Arts?", in In Search of Literary Theory, ed.
 Morton W. Bloomfield (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), pp. 30-33; "A Note on Wittgenstein and
 Literary Criticism", ELH, A Journal of English Literary History 41, 4 (Winter, 1974), pp. 541-54.
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 Applied Criticism
 We will attempt to discriminate some critical assumptions that Southeast Asians make

 about one kind of artwork: ancient, high-fired ceramics. These have been collected
 and valued in the region for many centuries, and today they are still treasured as
 heirlooms. Ceramics should permit truly comparative study in connoisseurship and
 criticism, since both highly self-conscious, urban collectors and village people collect
 and value precisely the same kinds of pots. After years of relative neglect and disdain,
 museum curators and collectors are avidly seeking the export ceramics that were traded
 widely throughout Southeast Asia, probably from as early as the eleventh century and
 continuing into the nineteenth century. Now, from looted graves, from the galleries of
 long-houses, from boxes of family heirlooms, these wares, which were anciently traded
 from coastal entrep?t to remote up-river villages, are flowing in reverse direction, out
 to Singapore, Djakarta, Manila, Hong Kong, and to the dealers of Europe and America.
 There, they are being traded, studied, classified, written about, and exhibited, at an
 almost feverish pace in that interrelated web of commerce and scholarship that is the
 modern art world.

 We have in this instance a congruence of obsessions across a wide cultural gulf.
 An incident that captures this perfectly was recounted recently by Malcolm MacDonald,
 the former British High Commissioner for Southeast Asia. Beginning in 1946, and
 throughout his ten years of residence in Singapore and Malaysia, MacDonald collected
 the abundantly available Chinese export wares, including such examples as the large
 jars loosely called "Martaban", that are highly valued by Bornean peoples. On a formal
 visit to the paramount Iban chief, Temonggong Koh, in interior Sarawak, MacDonald
 brought along a Martaban jar as a gift to be added to the Temonggong's substantial
 collection. Following the presentation of the gift, there was an anxious period
 for MacDonald since the jar was not immediately accepted. The Temonggong
 and several of his subordinate chiefs scrutinized it with great care while engaging in a
 lively discussion of its relative merits. When at last issues presumably involving
 authenticity, provenance, dating, qualities of form, glaze, and decoration were resolved
 and the gift accepted, the then British pro-consul for Southeast Asia reports that he was
 "relieved that this knowledgeable collector agreed with my taste in such matters".3

 Deep in the rain forest, we feel the shock of recognition. Despite the smoked heads
 hanging in the long-house galleries and other marks of cultural differences, we seem to
 find shared patterns of interest and thought. But do we really talk about pots in the same
 way? Let us look at some lore concerning pots collected among tribal people in Borneo
 and also in the Philippines and some of the islands of the Indonesian Archipelago.
 Instead of treating these statements as either charming anecdote or confused causal
 explanation that a little exposure to science will put to rest, we will regard them as
 embodying theoretical propositions about the origin and nature of ceramics so that by
 learning what ceramics are, we will also be learning what may be said of them.4

 At the outset we should recognize that among tribal and village peoples of maritime
 Southeast Asia, these ancient ceramics circulate through a much wider network of
 relations than anything comparable in industrial societies. For the collector or scholar,

 3Malcolm MacDonald, Foreward to I. L. Legeza, A Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the
 Malcolm MacDonald Collection of Chinese Ceramics (London, 1972).

 4This has been put succinctly by Joseph Margolis: "It is clear that one's account ofthe nature of criticism
 and of the nature of a work of art are conceptually linked in the most intimate way. What we indicate we are
 talking about and what we may justifiably say of it depend on what it is; and what it is will be conceded by
 considering how it may be fixed and identified and what may be said of it."; "Works of Art as Physically
 Embodied Culturally Emergent Entities", British Journal of Aesthetics 14, 3 (Summer, 1974): 187.
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 involvement with these wares is limited to only a few situations, either as exhibits to be
 viewed passively in display cabinets, oras objects of specialized study in the laboratory or
 library. By contrast, in Southeast Asia, at least until very recently, they participated in

 most of life's salient occasions. These included head-hunting ritual, curing ritual, marriage
 ceremonies, ancestor worship, mortuary practices (as containers in both primary and
 secondary burial and as associated grave furniture), status display, and, of course, the
 large jars are at the center of many ceremonies involving the drinking of rice wine.5

 They are not employed in these contexts merely as neutral containers, as artifacts
 subsumed in their functions. They are not mere handy crockery but are marked with a
 potency that makes them active agents. This quality may be inferred to arise from their
 physical properties, from the hardness, the denseness of their bodies, the smoothness of
 their surfaces, the ring of their bodies when struck. The aura that surrounds these
 ceramics seems to have been formed before the age of mechanical reproduction, or it
 would, in any event, be difficult to think of it developing at a time of limitless availability
 of cheap, industrially-produced ceramics.6

 Many references to these ceramics and to their incredibly high value in local exchange
 are scattered throughout nineteenth-century European accounts of Southeast Asia.
 Especially useful compilations of stories about their origin, nature, and special
 capabilities can be found in the works of Henry Ling Roth, Fay-Cooper Cole, Charles
 Nelson Spinks, and in a number of papers in the Sarawak Museum Journal.1 It will be
 useful, even if arbitrary, to isolate in these accounts implicit propositions about the origin
 of ceramics, their nature or ontology, and the modes by which knowledge of them is
 achieved. These are at least some of the issues that we raise when we attend to works of

 art; they are instrumental in controlling our understanding of what art works are, what
 they do and how they are judged. It is disagreement on these matters that lead to
 differences in criticism and interpretation.8

 Origin: By origin we mean here the ultimate source ofthe ceramics. Although jars and
 other high-fired wares circulate through trade, war, inheritance, even accidental
 discovery, their genesis is very often attributed to divine agency. For example, on the
 island of Ceram in the Moluccas, ceramics, described as Chinese porcelain dishes, and
 other valued objects such as metal knives, brass gongs, and golden earrings were
 miraculously excreted during a major religious festival by the divine maiden Hainuwele.

 5It would be tedious to inventory references for all of these activities. They are amply documented
 in ethnographic literature and archaeological reports. Ceremonies to invoke the ancestors and other ritual
 uses of ceramics among the Bataks of Sumatra were recorded by H.H. Bartlett, The Labors of the Datoe and
 Other Essays on the Bataks of Asahan (Michigan Papers on South and Southeast Asia No. 5, 1973),
 pp. 16, 33, 57-58. Ceramics used in head-hunting rituals are discussed in T. Harrisson, "Ceramic Crayfish
 and Related Vessels in Central Borneo, the Philippines and Sweden", Sarawak Museum Journal 15,
 30-31 (July-December 1967): 1-9; and S. Kooijman, Ornamented Bark Cloth in Indonesia (Leiden:
 Mededelingen van het Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde, No. 16, 1963), pp. 35-36. For ceramics as status
 markers, see R. Pringle, Rajahs and Rebels (Ithaca, N.Y., 1970),p. 24. Forjar burial see P.C.B. Newington,
 "Melanau Memories", Sarawak Museum Journal V (1949): 33. I am also indebted to Professor Marilyn
 Sweedler who presented a paper on the ritual uses of ceramics in Southeast Asia at a Cornell University
 seminar in 1972.

 6The implications of the loss of this traditional aura as a result of mechanical reproduction of artworks
 and artifacts has been explored by Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
 Reproduction", in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken, 1969), pp. 222-23.

 7H. Ling-Roth, The Natives of Sarawak and British North Borneo II (Kuala Lumpur: 1968),
 pp. 284-87; Fay-Cooper Cole, Chinese Pottery in the Philippines, Field Museum of Natural History,
 Publication 162, Anthropological Series, Vol. XII, No. 1 (July, 1912), pp. 12-19; Charles Nelson Spinks,
 The Ceramic Wares of Siam (Bangkok, 1965), Chapter X.

 8For a helpful schema of basic critical questions see the editor's Foreward in Richard Macksey (ed.),
 Velocities of Change (Baltimore, 1974).
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 This unwonted largesse led to her murder and dismemberment. From the pieces of her
 body grew the tuberous plants that are now the principal food stuff of the people of
 Ceram.9

 Among the Ifugao in the mountains of Luzon, ceramic jars and other heirloom
 property are believed to have been given to the tribal group by the Bulol, a wooden
 figure kept in the rice granary and that is considered to be divine.10 Similarly, Cole offers
 several accounts of jar belief among the Tinguian of Luzon, which also point to a divine
 origin.11 In Borneo, the origin of imported ceramics is traced to the cosmogonie act.
 Carl Bock reported that tribal people of the interior believed that jars were made of the
 same clay from which Mahatala (the almighty) fashioned the sun and the moon.12
 According to Sch?rer, ancient ceramic jars were believed by the Ngaju-speaking people
 of the Katingan River in South Borneo to be gifts from divine powers.13

 What is remarkable here is that none of these explanations trace the provenance ofthe
 ceramics to kilns in South China, Vietnam, or Thailand. While scholars are occupied
 now with locating these kilns, analyzing the processes of firing and the physical
 properties of glaze and clay bodies, these are non-issues in traditional thought.
 Apparently, the almost miraculous qualities of stone and porcelain wares ? their
 very differences from locally produced earthenware ? simply require commensurate
 powers of production, and this can only be imagined in terms of divine grace. Neutral
 technical capabilities cannot be imagined to provide causal explanations for the
 experience of works of such power because, in the world as it is lived locally, those
 capabilities do not exist.

 Mode of Being. In their nature and mode of existence, jars are seen to be centers of
 vital power. They are not mere substance shaped in a certain way, rather they are like
 persons or subjects capable of action, even of transformation. They are sexed, can beget
 children, they often speak and are sometimes of quite mercurial disposition.

 Among the Melanaus of the Sarawak coast, a group that have been notable collectors
 of Chinese ceramics, there are many stories relating to the mutability of jars. Often jars
 begin life as an animal or a fruit and then only after some adventure do they become
 ceramics. The owner of an unusual blue and white porcelain bowl said that it was found
 by his great grandmother in this way:

 She took a gupa fruit and broke it to eat it, whereupon it changed suddenly into a
 white stone. She kept the stone for a long time and eventually it changed into a
 white bowl which she called makok gupa puteh.14

 Another Melanau, a woman who was 80 years old, recounted the history of a jar that
 originally belonged to her grandfather and, although the jar was sufficiently reticent
 never to reveal the fact during the original owner's lifetime, it subsequently disclosed that
 it was deeply ashamed to be seen "naked and without any clothes". The jar was given a
 shirt to wear.15

 19An English translation of the myth can be found in J. Campbell, The Masks of God: Primitive
 Mythology (New York, 1959), pp. 173-76. For a recent study see, J.Z. Smith, "A Pearl of Great Price and a
 Cargo of Yams", History of Religions 16, 1 (Aug., 1976): 11-19.

 ,0Aurora Roxas-Lim, "Art in Ifugao Society", Asian Studies XI, 2 (Aug. 1973): 56.
 "Cole, Chinese Pottery, pp. 12-13.
 ,2Carl Bock, The Head Hunters of Borneo (London, 1881), p. 198. For similar beliefs see also,

 G.A. Wilken, Het Animisme bij de Volken den Indischen Archipel (Leiden, 1885), pp. 131-32.
 ,3Hans Scharer, Ngaju Religion: The Conception of God Among a South Borneo People, trans. Rodney

 Needham (The Hague, 1973), pp. 166, n. 1.
 ,4T. Kaboy and E. Moore, "Ceramics and their uses among the coastal Melanaus", Sarawak Museum

 Journal XV, 30-31 (July-Dec, 1967): 22.
 'Mbid., pp. 19-20.
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 There was a belief, apparently with some wide currency during the nineteenth century,
 that the Sultan of Brunei possessed a jar that could foretell the future. When heard to

 moan and make other melancholy sounds it was discovered to be announcing impending
 misfortune. This included, among other items of intelligence, advance notification ofthe
 death of the Sultan's first wife.16

 While living among the Tinguian on Luzon, Cole repeatedly heard tales of a jar called
 Magsawi that could talk, frequently went on long journeys, and was married and had
 children. Other jars were credited with sticking out their tongues, rolling about and
 being in a state of hunger.17

 Connoisseurship\ Here we seem to enter more familiar terrain. As elsewhere,
 authenticity is a matter of concern and various authors have referred to the deliberate
 efforts of traders to sell jars that were of recent origin as if they were heirloom pieces.18
 Despite the enormous difficulties in discriminating differences in classes of objects that
 often persist for centuries with little change, there is an active and objective scheme of
 classification and exchange values. These seem to be based on objective, formal criteria
 involving form, glaze, decoration, and physical properties of the body. An example of
 the reliability of the kind of local classification has just been provided by archaeology at
 Siraf in the Persian Gulf. There, excavators found examples of a green-glazed stoneware
 jar long considered by the Dusun of north Sabah in Borneo to be among the most ancient
 jars imported into that island. Although their assertions were viewed with some reserve,
 the matter of chronology is now settled conclusively in their favor since "Dunsun jars"
 were discovered under the floor of a mosque that was buried in the first quarter of the
 ninth century.19

 Dayak ability to distinguish recent imitations from ancient originals and other points
 of connoisseurship are alluded to by Charles Hose and William McDougall.20 Both S.
 M?ller and Sir Spencer St. John have also given descriptions of classes of jars and the
 relative prices they commanded in Sarawak at the time they were writing in the
 nineteenth century.21 Much of the weight of discrimination appears to fall on such
 features as decoration, color of glaze, and attached elements such as lugs or ears.

 Now, while the above procedures seem not too far removed from the connoisseurship
 of a Morelli or a Berenson, there are other modes of knowing ceramics that are not
 included within the realm of systematic thought today. These frequently include dreams,
 either direct or through the mediation of a shaman. Good examples of this kind of access
 are contained in stories collected by Kaboy and Moore among the Melanaus. Another
 source of knowledge is listening. Since many pots are capable of speech, they are able
 to reveal or disclose something about their desires, properties and capabilities.

 Ceramics and the Sacred

 Can we detect any unifying structure or movement of thought in this conspectus of
 local lore about imported ceramics? If we hoped to gain judgments about formal
 relationships and aesthetic qualities, or facts about the modalities of trade in ceramics,
 then we are disappointed. We are told nothing either about a special subjective

 ,6Ling-Roth, Natives of Sarawak, 2:286.
 ,7Cole, Chinese Pottery, pp. 12-13.

 18A.B. Ward, Rajahs Servant (Ithaca: Cornell University, Southeast Asia Program, Data Paper 61,
 1966), p. 64.

 ,9David Whitehouse, "Chinese Stoneware from Siraf: The Earliest Finds", in South Asian Archaeology,
 ed. N. Hammond (Park Ridge, N.J., 1973), pp. 244-46.

 20Charles Hose and William McDougall, The Pagan Tribes of Borneo (London, 1912; second printing
 1966), 1:50,62-63.

 21Ling-Roth, Natives of Sarawak, 2:284-87.
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 psychological response to the ceramics as a source of affective pleasure. The focus
 of interest in these stories resides neither in the bare objecthood of pots, nor in some
 realm of delight in their sensuous qualities. What we do see here, I think, is an account of
 pots as they are experienced, as they would appear to someone grounded in a tissue of
 memory, expectation, imagination, that is, a world. We are directed in these stories to
 look not at pots as self-sufficient entities but at the traces of their activity, as something
 that Gadamer has called the "effective history" of an art work.22 It is the power of these
 heirlooms to seize and exert a controlling pressure on the imagination, to enforce their
 vital presence in a field of experience, that is the most striking characteristic of the myths.
 Ceramics seem to be things that lean on, or arouse, an immense latent content. They
 serve as the nexus of a fine relation, what van der Leeuw means when he describes "an
 object related to a subject, and a subject related to an object".23 This latent content, the
 aura around these wares, the radiance that shines through them, is the quality of a thing
 experienced as sacred.

 In these stories, ceramics are not made, they are discovered. They are prior to the
 realm of daily life. The origin and ground of these wares is not human skill but a power
 and ultimacy that precedes that skill. Men are able to apprehend this concentrated power
 because it is present in the appearance of the pots, in the manifold of extraordinary
 qualities that they exhibit. It was, for example, the maiden Hainuwele in Ceram or
 Mahatala in Borneo who brought these wares into existence and who provided these
 objects with their radiance. Among the Dayak they are also considered to be gifts from
 the gods, given as the fruits ofthe Tree of Life. They have their roots and their power with
 original powerful actions such as the creation of the world, or they originated in a time
 before the fall from paradise. They are the signs of an ontological reality in which the
 social and the existential are ultimately grounded, but which can be experienced only
 through certain objects, myths, symbols, or in the processes of ritual.24

 I would suggest then, although I cannot prove, that in these heirloom ceramics we are
 dealing with a dimension of religious experience rather than some enchanted enclosure
 of self-sufficient, disinterested, aesthetic concern. By religion, I do not mean any
 particular sphere of life, or thought, or institution, but "...rather that entire effort ofthe
 imagination to take hold of its world in the dimension of ultimacy".25 These ceramics
 appear to be embedded in a vision of the world as meaningful, as being alive with
 significance to be read through phenomena both natural and cultural. It is tempting to
 see in these heirlooms the same kind of thinking that Professor Anderson points to in the
 power-filled pusaka (heirlooms) such as krises, spears, sacred musical instruments that
 Javanese rulers concentrated in their possession in order to demonstrate their control
 over such potency.26 It may be quite parallel ideas that make heirloom ceramics
 possessions of such prestige and value in the tribal villages of Southeast Asia. There is,
 for example, a consonance between these tribal myths of ceramics and the many stories

 22Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York, 1975), p. XIX.
 23G.van der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation, trans. J.E. Turner (London, 1963), 2:671.
 24For a discussion of religious experience through which the sacred is read as appearance in both cultural

 and natural phenomena, see: Charles H. Long, "Prolegomena to A Religious Hermeneutic", History of
 Religions 6, 1 (Feb., 1967): 254-64; Mircea Eliade, "Methodological Remarks on the Study of Religious
 Symbolism", in The History of Religion: Essays in Methodology, ed. M. Eliade and J. Kitagawa
 (Chicago, 1959), pp. 86-107.

 25Nathan A. Scott, Jr., "Criticism and the Religious Horizon", in Humanities, Religion and the Arts
 Tomorrow, ed. H. Hunter (New York, 1972), p. 54.

 26B. R. O'G. Anderson, "The Idea of Power in Javanese Culture", in Culture and Politics in Indonesia, ed.
 Claire Holt (Ithaca, 1972), pp. 10-15.
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 that surround the heirloom krises (daggers) so highly revered in Java, Malaya, and
 elsewhere in the archipelago. Krises are associated with the ancestors, they are made
 from the marriage of an ordinary substance, terrestrial iron, with an extraordinary
 substance ? meteoric iron ? and they are made by smiths who have special knowledge
 and spiritual capacities. The krises themselves are full of potency and vital force, moving
 about and performing other acts of will and desire. In all of this they resemble jars, and
 there would thus seem to be a similar frame of thought present in the tribal villager's
 conception of other heirloom objects such as beads, gongs, cannon, and textiles.

 By now it should be obvious that our conventional contemporary style of discourse
 about art-as-such is not likely to be in harmony with the tribal villagers'view ofthe place
 of ancient imported ceramics in his life. He is confronted by objects that have the power
 to intrude upon his life in a most direct and compelling manner. His stance before them is
 not that of passive delectation, but in his transactions with them his deepest interests are
 aroused and engaged. Ceramics are prominently implicated in many of his most
 important life events, and the very possession of them may be seen as a sign of grace.
 What is most intriguing in the above survey is the striking consistency of imaginative

 frame in which high-fired ceramics are experienced, valued, and employed. To use our
 familiar term, there seems to be a commonality of aesthetic attitude toward imported
 ceramics. How does it come about that there is this "family resemblance" in emotional
 and conceptual attitude persisting over time, throughout a vast area of space, among
 such a diversity of tribal peoples whose elaborately patterned ways of life differ from
 each other so markedly in so many other important respects? How do aesthetic attitudes
 and art theories arise?

 Such complex movements of the mind do not submit readily to causal explanation. The
 search for a single point of origin is likely to yield only an arbitrary and unconvincing
 answer. Yet, I think it is possible to demonstrate that beliefs about the sacredness of pots
 were "in the air" in this very region long before the introduction of imported high-fired
 ceramics; that these ideas are exhibited in the jar burials that have been recovered by
 archaeologists in Vietnam, Philippines, Bali, Borneo, Java, Sumatra, Sulaweisi, and
 Sumba from sites dating from as early as the later second and the first millennium b.c., a
 practice that has persisted into the present in some areas.27

 The jar burials bear silent witness to elaborate death rites marking the transition
 from the physical release of death to the ultimate spiritual release of the soul and its
 integration into the realm of the perfected ancestors. In much of the region under review,
 death is not regarded as an immediate terminal event. Between death and the final
 release of the soul there is a period of transition when the soul is homeless, distraught,
 unsettled, and potentially a source of mischief to the living. This intermediate period
 is often of considerable duration and ceramics play a central role in this drama of
 transformation either as containers for primary burial of the corpse or as the receptacle

 27A convenient survey of jar burials in Southeast Asia can be found in Peter Bellwood, Man's Conquest of
 the Pacific (New York, 1979), pp. 191-221. Some other helpful sources are: Robert Fox, The Tabon Caves
 (Manila: National Museum, 1970), pp. 67-166; Tom Harrisson, "Early Jar Burials in Borneo and
 Elsewhere", Asian Perspectives XVII, 2 (1974): 141-44; Wilhelm Solheim, "Introduction to Sa-Huynh",
 Asian Perspectives 3, 2 (1959): 97-108; Henri Fontaine and Hoang-Thi Than, "Nouvelle note sur le champ
 de jarres fun?raires de Phu-Hoa, avec une remarque sur la cremation au Viet-Nam", Bulletin de la Soci?t?
 des ?tudes Indochinoises L, 1 (1975): 10-50; Edmond Saurin, "Le champ dejarres de Hang Gon, pr?s Xuan
 Loc (Sud Viet Nam)", Bulletin de l'?cole Fran?aise d' Extr?me-Orient LX (1973): 329-58; Wilhelm G.
 Solheim, "Jar Burial in the Babuyan and Batanes Islands and in central Philippines, and its relation to jar
 burial elsewhere in the Far East," Philippine Journal of Science 89, L (1960): 115-48.
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 for the secondary burial of the bones.28 They also serve as votive offerings in the grave.
 It was into this already elaborated web of belief that high-fired imported ceramics were

 folded. Ceramics were thus already linked to eschatology, they played a role as
 surrogate body for the spirit, and perhaps the very processes by which clay was
 transformed through fire into a new order of being became an analogy for processes of
 spiritual transformation.29 The jars seem to have a foot in both the world of men and
 the world of ancestors, emblems of transformative processes and capable themselves
 of transformation, as our survey of local lore illustrates. It is plausible that this habit of
 thought persisted and gave a frame and a coloration to the imaginative apprehension
 of the imported ceramics, with their quite miraculous qualities of form, glaze, and
 decoration.

 It would thus appear that the answer to our question about the origin of an aesthetic
 attitude seems to lead not to some special province reserved for an affective response to
 privileged objects, but is instead rooted in social customs concerning death and a
 speculative investigation into the nature and destiny of the soul. The aesthetic does not
 seem to be a realm apart, a world of its own, but is a dimension of other fundamental
 human concerns and is elaborated within the context of those concerns.

 28 A recent study of this intermediary period and its elaboration in death ritual is Richard Huntington and
 Peter Metcalf, Celebrations of Death (New York, 1979). The book is an extended development of Robert
 Hertz's theoretical study of secondary burial practices in Borneo and elsewhere in the Indonesian
 Archipelago. For an English translation of Hertz by R. and C. Needham, see Death and the Right Hand
 (Glencoe, Illinois, 1960). I am indebted to Professor James Boon for bringing the Huntington and Metcalf
 book to my attention.

 29Professor Penny Van Esterik has traced the symbolic association between ceramic jars and death in
 Southeast Asia from pre-historic jar burials in Thailand to their incorporation into their function as
 Buddhist reliquaries: "Continuities and Transformations in Southeast Asian Symbolism", paper presented
 to the 31st annual meeting of the Association for Asian Studies, Los Angeles, 1979.
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