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Preface

Inkslabs and seals are all made of stones. Inkslabs are hard and moist, while seals are
carved out of stone with knives. For classic scholars of the ancient times, both were necessities,
not to be parted with for a moment.

The history of inkslabs can be traced to 3,000 years ago and was considered by ancient
literary scholars as tian (farmfield). Thus it was something their livelihood hinged on. More
importantly, it was a tool for writing, exchanging information, propagating knowledge, or broadly
speaking, extending and developing the Chinese civilization.

Seals, almost as old as inslabs, were products of class society. Originally intended as
tools of creditworthiness and anti-counterfeiting, it had somehow turned into an artistic item,
sometimes signifying titles, sometimes expressing determinations or emotions, and in late Ming
Dynastry a special kind of materials for seal cutting had emerged.

The close affinity between scholars and stones to be carved has given rise to generation
after generation of seal artists, among whom such outstanding figures like Yang Ji and Shang Jun.
Thus seals which were originally made by carpenters and highly functional had become a trea-
sured item for Chinese literary scholars to carve, to use, to appreciate, or to be kept as curios.
As both inslabs and seals are made of stones, notwithstanding the periodic dynastic changes and
vicissitudes of human life, these “hardware” have mostly survived to this day. With such
ancient items on hands, it is not unlike communicating directly with ancient artists over the space
of time and place. Isn’t it a wonderful experience if you can derive such warm sentiments by
studying these stones?

Ancients’ ardent interests in such items can only be understood in their times and are
generally out of the pale of comprehension for men of our times. They were careful in choosing
the raw materials, which were then carefully crafted, inscribed, carved in pictures, as expressions
of their deep-felt feelings. It was a highly concentrated process, which helped forge a sort of
human-heaven nexus, a pursuit after the elusive artistic perfection. To invest stones with such
culture, arts and deliberations was to make them immortal.

Such connoisseurs were numerous since ancient times, among whom were such masters
as Ouyang Wenzhong, Su Shi, and Mi Fu in the Song dynasties. In all times there had been no lack
of figures who had grown attracted, or addicted, to this art. All contributed to making these two
items such highly popular and regarded art forms among curios collectors.

This compilation is a sequel to Curios, Study and Appreciation, though the current
volume involves only inkslabs and seals. It contains 150-odd items of inslabs since ancient times,
and about 350 seals. These items excel in different aspects, some by virtue of the materials, others
by craft, inscriptions, artistic considerations or moral instructions, delicacy or apparent obtuseness,
ancientness or modernity. While this can hardly hope to be an exhaustive collection, it neverthe-
less provides a glimpse into this wonderful world of aesthetics.

Han Tianheng
June 26, 2006
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Han Tortoise-shaped ceramic inkslab
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