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Foreword

Ancient people used seals as an evidence of promise
or trust. Liu Xi in Shi Ming (Interpreting Names) says,
‘Seals represent promises.’ Seals had a wide usage and
were tools for exercising authority in national
administration.

Seals from the various dynasties, especially the
ancient ones, contained names of various official posts,
places and individuals. They have a high academic value
because they give first-hand reliable information for the
study of official hierarchy, history, geography, family
pedigree, and tribal relationship. Researchers often attach
great importance to them. The seals that are found from
the various dynasties are also works of art that blended
calligraphy, carving, and casting together. Thus, they
have won the favour of many people. Seals also have
played an important role in the history of Chinese Arts.
It is especially so when seals of the Ming and Qing
Dynasties contributed to seal carving being regarded as
an independent art form, which competed directly with
traditional Chinese calligraphy. The characters cast or
carved on the seals are also valuable sources of
information on the evolution of structure of ancient
Chinese characters — especially those from early Qin
or Han. As Cao Liwei says in a poem dedicated to Ding
Jing, ‘The magic brush of outstanding artists can turn
broken bronze and rotten jade into something
glamourous’. Because of that, the seals of various
dynasties are valuable objects in the eyes of collectors,
be they private individuals or public organizations.

The Zhejiang Provincial Museum has put much
emphasis on seals from various dynasties and has
maintained an important collection of them. The core
of the collection on ancient seals mainly came from the

late Mr. Huang Binhong. Since the 1950s many important

seals have been discovered in various places in Zhejiang
Province. For instance, a Tang Dynasty seal Hui /i Xian
Yin was found in Shaoxing in 1958 and another Tang
Dynasty seal Jin Shan Xian Yin was discovered in Anji
in 1968. Both of them were inside a bronze seal covered
box when they were found. Not only is that two rarely

found Tang Dynasty seals have been discovered, but also
they have shown to people the first time how official
seals were kept during the Sui and Tang Dynasties. Apart
from the above, the eight Navy seals of the Southern
Song found in 1978 at Ganpu, Haiyan County during
evacuation work of a drainage project have also provided
some new information for the study of Song Dynasty
Navy. They have helped to fill up gaps and correct some
mistakes about the Navy as what was recorded in Song
Shi (History of Song). Other examples are the three Yuan
Dynasty seals Hun Lan Chao Yin found in 1955 during
the dredging work of Xihu (West Lake) in Hangzhou.
The seals were used to cancel the paper money that had
become nullified. They are important material for the
study of the currency system of the Yuan Dynasty.
Hangzhou is the cradle of the Zhejiang school of seal
carving. Because of favourable geographical location,
the Zhejiang Provincial Museum has a good selection
of masterpiece of seal carvings from the renowned “Xiling
Bajia” (Eight Masters of Xiling), Mr. Zhao Zhiqian and
Mr. Wu Changshuo. This pieces have been a special
teature of the seal collection of the Museum.

The Art Museum of the Chinese University of Hong
Kong since its inception in 1971, it has devoted in
collecting ancient Chinese seals. Based on the seals
donated by Bei Shan Tang, the collection of seals in the
Museum has increased significantly during the last two
decades, and has now amounted to over a thousand. Many
of them are exquisite pieces newly unearthed from the
Mainland and imported to Hong Kong. They entered
the Museum collection through Mr. Wong Yan Chung’s
discovery and identification. The collection of Chinese
seals from various dynasties has now become an
important feature of the Art Museum of the Chinese
University of Hong Kong.

The Zhejiang Provincial Museum and the Art
Museum of the Chinese University of Hong Kong have
long maintained a friendly relationship. There are frequent
exchanges between scholars of the two museums. I had
been to Hong Kong twice between 1997 and 1998 as



visiting scholar at the Institute of Chinese Studies, The
Chinese University of Hong Kong. During my stay I
have acquired a deeper understanding in the collection
of seals at the Art Museum through my contact with
colleagues there. The idea to hold a joint exhibition on
Chinese seals was initiated and quickly got the
endorsement of Dr. J. S. Lee. The proposal got off the
ground immediately after Mr. Peter Y. K. Lam assumes
the Directorship of the Museum. After much effort from
both parties, the exhibition has finally become a reality.
It is hoped that this exhibition can give an enjoyable
experience to Hong Kong collectors and those who love
the art of seal carving. I would like to take this
opportunity to express my gratitude to Dr. J. S. Lee and
fellow colleagues at the Art Museum of the Chinese
University of Hong Kong for their hard work in preparing
for this exhibition.

Cao Jinyan
Deputy Director
Zhejiang Provincial Museum



Foreword

Seals have been a mark of authenticity, authority,
possession or prestige. Thus, in an Eastern Han (AD25-
220) dictionary Shi Ming, seals have been defined as
‘something for securing objects as a sign of trust’. In the
West, seals were likewise described as ‘devices to make
honesty unnecessary’. As can be seen from archaeological
excavations and historical records, seals have all along
fascinated mankind and have a long history. The stamp
seals of the Ancient Near East in the Fifth Millennium
BC were probably one of the earliest to appear.
Impressions of these seals were often found on clay
sealings and bullae, while regional variations of the seals
appeared in Ancient Egypt and the Greater Indus Valley.
The early stamp seals developed into cylindrical seals,
with a design in intaglio and generally pierced
longitudinally. These seals were rolled out over a piece
of clay leaving behind a continuous impression of the
design. Cylindrical seals and stamp seals were used side
by side in Ancient Egypt, but for the latter category, and
peculiarly for Egypt was the scarab. The Egyptians worn
them as amulets and talismans, and believed that they
had magical properties. Seals are works of art in miniature
and those from the above regions have been mostly carved
from stone, at times, rare or semi-precious stones from
the lapidary workshop. They have been known as gems
and are therefore jewels in their own right. The practice
continued in the West into nowadays.

All Chinese seals belong to the stamp type, and
cylindrical seals and scarabs are unheard of in China.
While the exact date for the first appearance of seals in
China is still a hotly debated subject, by the Eastern Zhou
period (770-256 BC) at the latest, seals were already in
popular use. As such, it is significantly later than the

other early civilizations in the Ancient Near East, Egypt

and the Indus Valley. But the Chinese seals have all along
maintained their own unique characteristics and features.
The seal legend has always been calligraphic, and together
with Japan, Korea and Vietnam they form a distinct seal
tradition in Asia. Chinese art historians, paleographists,
and historians have regarded ancient seals as a branch of
jinshixue (study of ancient inscriptions on bronzes and

stones). The contents of the legends often provide useful
information in the study of government institutions,
administrative practices, geography, tribal relationships,
paleography, historiography, and ancient names and
surnames. Since the 14th century with the introduction
of soap-stones as a media for the seals, the Chinese literati
blended seal carving with calligraphy and painting, and
successfully transformed a practical utilitarian object into
an objet d’art. It has been customary for artists and
calligraphers to carve their own seals, and seal inscriptions
began to be viewed as an art in their own.

Since its inception in 1971, the Art Museum , as one
of its earliest collecting policies, has set an objective to
build up a collection of ancient bronzes and stones with
inscriptions. Seals naturally fall into this category. In
1973 an important group of 278 ancient bronze seals was
given to the Museum by the Bei Shan Tang Foundation.
This group was formed by the late Mr. Wu Shiu Wan,
master of Huashen Binong Guan, and some items were
originally in the collections of the prominent collector
Duan Fang (1861-1911) and the modern Cantonese
calligraphist and seal carver, Guan Cuncao (1903-1948).
The group has become the basis of the seal collection in
the Art Museum. With the generous sponsorship of Bei
Shan Tang, the Art Museum had been able to make
substantial purchases of important and rare seals during
the influx of archaic seals in the dealers' market from the
mid 1980’s to late 90’s, thus filling in a lot of gaps in our
existing collection. To date, the seal collection in the
Art Museum grows to nearly two thousand pieces.
Through these years Bei Shan Tang has been our most
generous benefactor. The Art Museum is also grateful to
Dr. T. T. Tsui, The Friends of the Art Museum, Mr. Wu
Shiu Wan, Mr. Wang Tsung Yen, Madam Lu Fengyi,
Madam Pan Xi, Miss Betty Yau, Mr. Jat See Yeu, Cheng
Xun Tang, Mr. Lai Loy, Wui Po Kok and Luen Chai for
their support and donations.

As from 1973, the Art Museum has inaugurated a

series of researches on archaic seals. The late Mr. Feng
Kanghou {1901-1983]), a renown calligraphist and seal

10



carver was appointed honorary Research Fellow for a year
to conduct studies on the art of these seals, while his
son, Mr. Feng Wenzhan made vermilion impressions and
arranged the seals in order. At the same time Dr. L. S.
Chuang of the Physics Department launched a research
project on the chemical composition of the seals by
neutron activation analysis. The study came into full
fledge when Mr. Wong Yan Chung (Wang Rencong),
formerly of the Palace Museum, Beijing joined the staff
of the Art Museum in 1979. Mr. Wong has been
instrumental in the selection of the new acquisitions. He
was an extremely industrious author as well, having
written or edited six monographs and catalogues, in
addition to some twenty papers on the subject, making
the Art Museum the most active centre in the study of
archaic Chinese seals in both China and overseas.

The present exhibition of The Art of Chinese Seals
through the Ages has been jointly organized with the
Zhejiang Provincial Museum in Hangzhou. A total of
500 seals dating from the Warring States period to the
Qing dynasty, spanning more than two millennia will be
on display. The exhibits have been selected equally in
number from the two museums. To coincide with the
exhibition in Hong Kong and Hangzhou, two symposia
will be organized in both venues respectively, to discuss
topics on archaic seals and literary seals of the later
periods. The Art Museum has enjoyed full support and
co-operation from the Zhejiang Provincial Museum in the
preparation of the exhibition. Mr. Cao Jinyan, Deputy
Director, in particular was most helpful in various
capacities. The writing of the entries, and making of seal
impressions and rubbings of the seals were shared by both
Museums. The Art Museum staff was responsible for
the editing and translation of the manuscripts, as well as
the design and layout of the catalogue. The entire project
was ably supervised by Mr. Wong Yan Chung, who also
contributed a scholarly essay which serves as an
introduction to the catalogue. The exhibition would never
have been possible without the strong support of the
Liaison Office of the Central People’s Government in
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. We are also

11

indebted to Mr. J. S. Lee, Chairman of the Art Museum
Management Committee, and Dr. F. C. Chen, Director
of the Institute of Chinese Studies, for their valuable
advice. To all of them we offer our sincere appreciation.

Peter Y. K. Lam

Director, Art Museum
1st February, 2000



# % Chronology

# % % ¥ X Neolithic Pefiod

c. 7000-1600 B.C.

A Shang

c. 16th-11th C. B.C.

® B Western Zhou

11th C.-771 B.C.

£ 7  Fastern Zhou 770-221 B.C.

%4k Spring and Autumn 770-476 B.C.

A  Warring States 475-221 B.C.
B Qin 221-206 B.C.
%%  Western Han 206 B.C.-A.D. 25
£:%  Fastern Han 25-220
%%  Six Dynasties 220-589

=M’ Three Kingdoms 220-265

& Jin 265-420

# 4t 1 Southern and Northern Dynasties 420-589
e Sui 581-618
B Tang 618-907
£ Five Dynasties 907-960
3K  Northern Song 960-1126
# K  Southern Song 1127-1279
i Liao 916-1125
% Jin 1115-1234
A Yuan 1271-1368
gl Ming 1368-1644

#HX  Hongwu 1368-1398

# L Jianwen 1399-1402

K#E  Yongle 1403-1424

# B Hongxi 1425

%% Xuande 1426-1435

IE#%  Zhengtong 1436-1449

F & Jingtai 1450-1456

K8 Tianshun 1457-1464

® 1t Chenghua 1465-1487

2,34 Hongzhi 1488-1505

iE (& Zhengde 1506-1521

&3 Jiajing 1522-1566

F£1%  Longging 1567-1572

# % Wanli 1573-1619

#£%  Taichang 1620

R B Tiangi 1621-1627

##  Chongzhen 1628-1644
) Qing 1644-1911

W85 Shunzhi 1644-1661

R Kangxi 1662-1722

#IE  Yongzheng 1723-1735

F£fE Qianlong 1736-1795

&% Jiaqing 1796-1820

i# %  Daoguang 1821-1850

M¥  Xianfeng 1851-1861

#l74  Tongzhi 1862-1874

4%  Guangxu 1875-1908

F#%  Xuantong 1909-1911
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