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Preface

Since its establishment, the Arthur M. Sackler Museum of Art and Archaeology at Peking University
has held a couple of high-level exhibitions on cultural relics and fine arts which have become not only
an important platform for teaching, researching and communication, but a window to showcase Chinese
ancient civilizations, and even a unique and beautiful view in the campus of Peking University as well.
Congratulations to the special Ming He Qing Shang exhibition here today which has a splendid array of
nearly 100 fine precious cultural relics on display.

It is well known that culture is an important source to the cohesion and creativity of a nation. The
outstanding traditional Chinese culture is just the forever impetus to drive Chinese people to carry on
the nation, to work hard and go forward through innovations. Moreover, cultural heritage is the most
important carrier of culture. Due to its nonrenewable nature, cultural heritage becomes even more
precious. The social development of humankind tells us a truth, “Experience is the best teacher”. Cultural
heritage is arguably the cornerstone of the development of human society.

As a country with a long history and ancient civilizations, China has a collection of cultural heritage
which makes each descendant of Emperors Yan and Huang proud of. How to protect and use this precious
heritage is a big issue facing each Chinese. Archaeology is the basis on which the cultural heritage is to
protect and use. Peking University has a glorious history of archaeology study. After the Guoxuemen
or the department of Chinese traditional studies was set up in 1922, generations of scholars blazed their
way forward through all the difficulties and made great efforts to expand an old archaeology study into
the current archaeology school which has a complete teaching and research infrastructure, a wide-ranged
specialty system and a sharp-edged scientific research faculty, and made a significant contribution to the
development of Chinese archaeology study and cultural heritage protection.

With the enhancement of our nation’s economic development, Chinese people’s material life has been
improved unprecedentedly. At the meantime, people begin to pursuit more in their spiritual life. In order
to meet the social demand, we pioneered in establishing Center of Archaeology and Art for General Public
at Peking University. The center aims at spreading archaeology and cultural relic knowledge to the public,
carrying forward splendid Chinese traditional culture and unfolding various public archaeological events
to enhance the quality of the nation and strengthen the protection of cultural relics. All of these activities
achieve good social effects. This Ming He Qing Shang exhibition taking place in the Arthur M. Sackler
Museum of Art and Archaeology is not only a successful practice for the archaeologists to step out from
the Ivory Temple to serve the country and the society, a serious exchange between the academia and the
collector circles, but also a conscientious effort taken by the public to participate in the cause of cultural
relics protection and sharing. Furthermore, it fully reflects the university’s traditional spirits of “Dare to
be the first”, “Comprehensive and open-minded” and “Public-oriented education”. I hope this kind of
activities could continue in the future and work even better.

Finally, I also want to take this opportunity to call on more knowledgeable and responsible collectors
and entrepreneurs who love our nation’s cultural relics to join in the cultural relics protection cause and to
make greater contribution to deliver and promote our excellent traditional culture.

Zhou Qifeng
President of Peking University
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Pleasant and Enjoyment

A Brief Discussion on the Authentication and Collection of
Chinese Ancient Porcelains

Lii Chenglong (Research Fellow of the Palace Museum)

China is one of the earliest countries creating and using ceramics in the world and has a 10,000-year-
long history of producing pottery. China also has a 2,000-year-long history of using porcelain because
the earliest porcelain wares were made in the Eastern Han dynasty (25-220). Porcelain is regarded as one
of the great inventions and contributions of ancient Chinese people and China won the reputation of the
nation of porcelain.

Comparing with the study of Chinese ancient metal and stone relics, the research on porcelain started
much later in China. In the historical documents from the Tang to the Ming dynasty there were only
fragmental recordings on porcelains and the monograph on ancient ceramics did not appear until the
Qing dynasty. However, the study of Chinese porcelains became a major field of Chinese archaeology in
modern times as a result of western archaeology entering China.

Not only professional people on cultural heritages but also common collectors and porcelain enthusiasts
are eager to know ancient porcelains along with the enhancement of Chinese people’s cultural and material
life. The spreading of ancient porcelain knowledgé is good for improving common people’s culture and
ethnocentrism. Meanwhile, there are a large number of faked ancient porcelains which were made to
imitate the past or seek exorbitant profits. The existence of fake items makes it difficult to authenticate and
brings troubles to study.

Authentication is the necessary prerequisite of related researches on porcelains and otherwise there
will be big troubles. In the past deciding porcelain era, judging kiln source and evaluating quality were the
three major things of porcelain authentication, but now discerning the authenticity of a porcelain product
becomes the primary duty.

Since the reform and opening-up Chinese people’s material life has been largely improved and the
quantity of porcelain collectors increases rapidly. Many of them are short of enough authentication ability
and cost heavy money to buy fakes, stimulating the overrunning of making fake ancient ceramics. Having
been cheated, lots of collectors study with porcelain specialists and try to enrich their authentication
knowledge. However, there is no shortcut for understanding ancient porcelains and it requires long time
hard working and correct link between theory and practice.

Generally speaking, there are five things during the authentication of porcelain, including shape,
decorative pattern, clay body-glaze-pigment, firing technique and mark. It is absolutely necessary for
beginners to touch material objects as many as possible besides reading professional books. There are
two kinds of remained porcelains, broken item and intact item. It is impossible for beginners to meet
intact ones frequently or to collect large quantities of porcelain fragments, and it is an economic and
significant way for them to find porcelain sample fragments at modern construction sites. It is confirmed
that it is also a better way for studying porcelain because fragments offer the opportunity to observe the
quality of porcelain’s clay body which can not be seen at intact objects, so ancient porcelain fragments are
favored by more and more porcelain collectors in recent thirty years. Among my collector friends those
who emphasizing porcelain fragments always make faster and greater progress and collect more genuine
and high-quality objects. On the contrary, those who only follow textbooks and television programs are
swindled frequently.

There are four groups of porcelain collectors: people who want to get rich by finding a rare but cheap



object, investor of cultural relics, porcelain enthusiast and the people with the dual aims of investment and
collection.

It is dangerous for those people trying to get rich through collecting porcelain because it is a low
chance for them to meet a low-price masterpiece. It happened in specific social environments, but it is
next to impossible in today’s information age.

It is practicable to invest the collection of ancient porcelain if with a caution mind. However, not all
genuine ancient porcelains have wide range of value increasing, so it is necessary for investors to consult
with porcelain experts to select the objects with high commercial value.

British Rail Pension Fund is one of the best organizations in the investment market of fine arts. In
1970s its founder and statistician Christopher Lewin decided to invest 5% of the total fund or five million
pounds in collecting ancient fine arts and the fund purchased more than 2400 items of ancient printing
works, impressionism paintings and ancient Chinese porcelains from 1974 to 1980. The original plan of
the fund was to set a 25-year-long investing circle but in 1989 twenty-five items among its collections
were auctioned in London by Christie’s. The buying price of these antiquities was 3,400,000 pounds
and the sell price was 35,200,000 pounds, meaning a 20.1% rough yield and 11.9% real yield after
inflation. The most notable item was a portrait of Virgin Mary painted by Claude Monet, which cost the
fund 253,000 pounds and valued 6,710,000 pounds in 1989’s auction. In May 16 of 1989 the fund had
an exclusive auction of Chinese porcelains in Hong Kong, sold more than 100 items and gained more
than 100,000,000 HK dollars. Among the auctioned porcelains was a copper-red bowl of the Hongwu
reign of the Ming dynasty, whose estimating price was 6,000,000-8,000,000 HK dollars and final price
was 20,350,000 HK dollars. A sancai horse which cost 220,000 pounds in 1978 was sold at the price of
4,150,000 pounds. Similarly, a Yuan blue and white porcelain jar’s buying price in 1977 was only 143,000
pounds and its auction price became 3,080,000 HK dollars in 1989. The success of British Rail Pension
Fund reveals that both of quality and diversity are important for the investment of fine arts.

The price advance of Chenghua reign’s doucai cup is another miracle of fine art investment. In 1949
the Hong Kong collector Qiu Yanzhi (1908-1980) spent 1,000 HK dollars to buy a doucai cup and it was
auctioned by Sotheby in Hong Kong in Novermber 1980 at the price of 5,280,000 HK dollars. In April
1999 another similar doucai cup which was also auctioned by Sotheby in Hong Kong valued 29,170,000
HK dollars.

For those porcelain fans, the first thing is to learn from porcelain items. It is definitely necessary for
them to consult with specialists when they plan to buy expensive porcelain products.

The people of the last of the four groups above also need experts’ advisements and try best to avoid
buying fakes.

Generally, the collection of ancient porcelains requires a calm and peaceful attitude. A persisting
collection habit will bring you a lot of enjoyments.

Accompanying with the development of economy and antiquity auction, private collections have
spread rapidly among Chinese people in worldwide. In Taiwan and Hong Kong there are three well
known non-profit organizations for collecting and studying Chinese heritages and they are Min Qiu Jing
She established in Hong Kong in 1960, Qiu Zhi Ya Ji also found in Hong Kong in 1979 and Qing Wan
Ya Ji established in Taiwan in 1992. In late 1940s a number of famous collectors immigrated to Hong
Kong from mainland China and introduced the tradition of collection into Hong Kong. In 1973 and 1984
Sotheby and Christie’s respectively opened their branch offices there and Hong Kong became the trade
center of Chinese artistic works. In 1980s Sotheby and Christie’s had their branch offices in Taiwan as
a result of the increasing number of local collectors. In 1990s along with the development of economy,
these two auction companies set up their offices in the mainland. At same time, domestic auction



companies also developed in China rapidly and a huge collector team has already formed in the mainland.
A number of entrepreneurs have spent heavy money to buy important artistic works through auctions
and their collections were enriched quickly. Under these circumstances it becomes urgent to establish a
nongovernment organization to conduct exhibitions and lectures, publish catalogue and provide guides to
private collectors.

I am very glad to know that the collector club Ming He Ya Ji was built in Peking University. In the fall
of 2010 its well designed exhibition Ming He Qing Shang will open in the university’s Arthur M. Sackler
Museum of Art and Archaeology and a beautiful catalogue will be published too. Most of the exhibited
items are ancient Chinese porcelains, including Ming and Qing white-glazed porcelains from Dehua kiln,
porcelain pillows from the Song and Jin times, Longquan celadons of the Yuan and Ming dynasties, blue
and white porcelain writing brush pots of the Ming and Qing dynasties, fine chayemo glaze porcelains
and incense burners from the Qing dynasty, all of which are the masterpieces among ancient Chinese
porcelains. Personally, I believe that the exhibition is significant for promoting Chinese traditional culture
and accelerating the formation of a healthy collection market in China.

Finally I congratulate beforehand on a successful exhibition.
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