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Preface

The Shuowen Jiezi, a dictionary compiled by Xu Shen during the Later Han Dynasty, defines seal as an
object used for verification of authenticity in administration. The seal or chop was invented in China; used
mainly to confirm identity or to facilitate the exercise of administrative authority, the seal has always been an
important tool among government officials and ordinary citizens. The use of seals in China can be traced
back to the Shang Dynasty. Over the millennia, seals gradually evolved from purely practical objects into
works of art that were collected and admired by the literati; they came to possess both utilitarian and artistic
value.

In ancient China, a wide range of different materials were used for seal-carving, including gold, silver,
bronze, jade, and ivory. Stone did not become a popular material for seal-carving until the Yuan Dynasty,
when Wang Mian created the first milk-stone seal; by the Ming and Qing dynasties, stone seals were in
widespread use. Stone provides just the right degree of hardness and the right texture for carving seals; the
adoption of stone as a material gave literati seal-carvers more scope to exercise their creativity. Besides the
seal proper, the knobs or handles by which they were held also developed into works of art. Seal knobs
evolved out of the earlier practice of drilling holes in seals so that cords could be threaded through them to
make them easier to carry. Over time, seal knob carving developed into a unique and highly skilled art form.

As stone came into widespread use as a material for seal-carving, seal carvers began to experiment with a
wide range of different stones. The stone type that is generally considered to be the finest stone material for
seal-carving is the Shoushan Stone (agalmatolite) that is quarried near Fuzhou. Shoushan Stone can itself be
sub-divided into a wide variety of different types. The Guan Shi Lu, a treatise on Shoushan Stone written by
Gao Zhao in the early Qing Dynasty, and the Hou Guan Shi Lu, a continuation of Gao’s work written by Mao
Qiling, divide Shoushan Stone into three broad categories according to on whether it is extracted from the
fields, from water sources, or from the hills. The extraction of Shoushan Stone from water sources can be
traced back to the Ming Dynasty. As the strata lay under the outlets of aquifers, the stone had to be quarried
out underwater; this was an extremely difficult task, and the amount of stone that could be extracted was
limited. Having been in contact with the underground water from the aquifer for an extended period,
Shoushan Stone from these sources had a lustrous sheen to it; this stone was harder, purer, and more
translucent than stone quarried out of the mountainside, and the epithet “water-source stone to be treasured
for a hundred years™ came to be applied to it.

The present exhibition is a collaborative project between the National Museum of History and the Chinese
Seal Stone Collectors Association, whose members have made available over 100 examples of water-source
Shoushan Stone seals carved with Buddhist images. These seals display exquisite craftsmanship, in which the
natural luster of the stone is exploited to maximum effect to create true masterpieces of the seal knob carver’s
art. Besides the Buddhas, bodhisattvas, arhats, heavenly kings and guardian warriors typical of Buddhist art,
the seals on show in the exhibition also include a unique set of 88 Buddhas based on the Great Compassion
Mantra; the different Buddhas are marvelously rendered, each with their own unique features. We would like
to take this opportunity to thank you for visiting the exhibition, at which you can experience the striking
artistic power of this combination of Buddhist art and water-source Shoushan Stone seal carving.

y R LY

Director

National Museum of History
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Lustrous Stones from the Out-flowing Water; the Lifting of the Clouds
Leaves the Air Clean and Fresh

Preface for the Exhibition of Shuikeng Seal-stones with Buddhist Images

Buddhist art constitutes one of the most important strands in the Chinese carving and statuary tradition.
Beginning in the Jin and Sui dynasties, when Buddhism first began to spread from the west into the North
China Plain, through the Tang, Song, Yuan and Ming dynasties right through to the present day, different styles
of Buddhist carving have emerged, thrived and then been replaced by something new, time and time again.

Buddhist art, which has its origins in mankind’s deep-seated religious needs, has followed its own particular
course of development. All of the pieces that are still extant — regardless of whether they have been handed
down through the generations, or uncovered by archeologists — share certain features in common. The special
characteristics of Buddhist carvings and statuary can be approached in terms of the physical form, the carving
techniques used, or the cultural significance of the work. Whether solid and plain, or refined and exquisitely
detailed, time adds luster to their aesthetic appeal; for those capable of appreciating it, all of them can provoke
wonder and awe. More in-depth study of the materials used, and the sources of those materials, reveals an even
more complex and fascinating picture. The Buddhist faith is an ancient one, and over time it has given birth to
numerous branches and sects. To portray in stone the appearance of every single boddhisatva and arhat —
whether merciful and compassionate, or fierce and awe-inspiring — along with all their different accoutrements
would be no easy task. The collection of Shoushan Stone Buddhist statuary and carvings that is being
exhibited at the National Museum of History is the fruit of years of painstaking planning and preparation; the
carvings themselves are the product of an immensely complex, multi-stage process that involved finding a
suitable source of stone, seeking out first-rate craftsmen, comparing and choosing the material to be used,
creating a model to work from, carving, and polishing. Special thanks are due to the previous Chairman of the
Association, Mr. Lu Chung-Shong, for his unstinting commitment to the creation and preservation of these
works of art. Over the years, Mr. Lu’s dedication never wavered; his tireless efforts (both in Taiwan and in
mainland China) have created a collection that is of immense importance from the point of view of both the
history of religion and art history.

The friendships that spring from a common interest in literature or art are one of the most pleasant aspects of
human existence. Our common passion for Buddhist art has made Mr. Lu a valued teacher and friend to me for
many years. Ever since Mr. Lu began collecting palm leaf sutras — which are accorded great reverence by
followers of Buddhism — he has experienced a series of amazing events. I myself have had the good fortune to
share in some of the blessings that have been bestowed as a result of his devotion, which strengthened the
Buddhist faith in which I had been brought up as a child, and encouraged me to dedicate myself to turning the
Hui Kuang Temple in my home town of Tainan and the Pu Men Care Home in Matou (which has been in
existence for over 40 years) into powerful forces in their respective local communities. During the period in
which Mr. Lu was organizing the carving of this series of Buddhist statues, I accompanied him to Fuzhou and
to the neighboring towns of Putian and Luoyuan to discuss the details of the project with local craftsmen. This
experience gave me some idea of the immense difficulties that Mr. Lu has had to overcome to make this vision
a reality, and of the effort that he has expended. Shoushan Stone comes in a bewildering variety of forms, and
in many cases the stone has to be quarried out from underwater, which is a very difficult task. Rising demand
in recent years has made Shoushan Stone horrendously expensive, creating serious problems for collectors. If
Mr. Lu had not begun the preparations for the project at any early date, it is likely that his efforts would all

_ have gone for nothing. The carving of stone statues is an even more complex and demanding process than seal-
carving. Shipping the finished carvings back to Taiwan without them being damaged in the process was an
even bigger challenge. The fact that we are able to admire the completed carvings here in Taiwan today is
cause for celebration; truly, we should consider ourselves to have been blessed. Besides taking this opportunity -
to thank Mr. Lu for his immense contribution to the project, I would also like to thank the experts at the
National Museum of History for compiling this beautiful catalog to accompany the exhibition. Besides serving
as a record of the exhibition, the catalog will also help to display the beauty of the statues, and to spread the
religious message they embody. I am confident that both the exhibition and the catalog will be of great interest
not only to religious people, but also to all lovers of stone and stone carving. As I write this, the merciful,
compassionate visages of the Buddhas, boddhisatvas and arhats portrayed in the statues are constantly
appearing in my mind, intoning the words: “Lustrous stones from the out-flowing water; the lifting of the
clouds leaves the air clean and fresh”.

Li Chuang-Yuan,

Chairman
Chinese Seal Stone Collectors Association
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