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Appreciating and collecting wonder stones
dates back to ancient times in China,
starting from the Qin or Han Dynasty
periods, and increased momentum during
the ensuing Tang, Song, Yuan, Ming and
Qing Dynasty periods. For thousands
of years, a stone culture featured by the
selection, collection, appreciation, painting
and discussion of wonder stones prevailed
in China. Appreciating stones had become
one of the effective means for the Chinese
people to cultivate their personality and
to communicate with nature. Many poets,
writers, emperors and officials were
overwhelmed by the appealing charm of
wonder stones, and have left many beautiful
verses and stories about their intimate
relations with wonder stones.

“Mountains without stones are not
spectacular; rivers without stones are
not clear; gardens without stones are not

exquisite; and chambers without stones
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are not elegant.” As a natural artwork, a
piece of wonder stone is carefully shaped
by nature through many years of uncanny
workmanship, and it demonstrates its
special beauty through quality, shape,
texture, color and charm. While the book
attempts to introduce how the Chinese
people carry forward the stone culture, it
also discusses separately the formation,
texture, cultural and historic, artistic features
of different categories of wonder stones and
the knowledge on wonder stone collection
and appreciation. Pictures showing special
characteristics of different types of wonder
stones are included to supplement the text,
so as to facilitate better understanding of the

traditional Chinese stone culture.
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The Wonder of China Stones
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Stones are “treasures” bestowed by nature to mankind as the

earliest “inhabitants” on earth. Stones offered a “platform” for
mankind and all other living creatures to live on. In the course of
human development, stones have always served as the carrier and
disseminator of culture. From simple tools made of natural stones
during the Paleolithic Age to stone axes and blades during the
Neolithic Age; from making simple shelters with stones in ancient
times to using stones as elegant decoration materials during the
Ming and Qing Dynasties; from simple stone accessories in ancient
times to exquisite stone carvings and stone artworks in modern
times, stones have witnessed the continuation and progress of

human civilization.
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* ARAWRER (15 #/EHR)

A quartz chopper and smasher (Paleolithic

Age)

> Historical Origins of
China Stones

After its birth, mankind went through a
long period of Stone Age. Trademarks of
the Paleolithic Age include the making
of stoneware, using one piece of stone
to chop and smash another to make
sharp blades for cutting and stabbing.
Trademarks of the Neolithic Age include
the chiseled and abraded stone tools,
which were more exquisite than the
beaten and smashed stone tools. During
that period, stone tools had more specific
division of purpose and relatively more
uniformed shape for tools of the same
category. Some had wooden handles
affixed to facilitate the users. Compare
to ancient times when stone tools were
mostly used for hunting purposes and
were easily processed and readily
available, stones played an increasingly

diverse role during the later stage of the
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* A (HABEK)
A stone axe (Neolithic Age)

primitive society: large stones were used
to build houses while beautiful stones
were used for appreciation or decoration.
A stone culture with rich connotation

emerged since then.

« HEIHIER ([HAREL)

A stone scraper (Paleolithic Age)

* QREE (IBAMRER)
A pointed stone apparatus (Paleolithic Age)

- ABERSAEE (HaBf)

A stone mill disc and rod (Neolithic Age)
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“A Painting of Efang Palace” by Yuan Yao,
Qing Dynasty, 1616-1911

Efang Palace was a huge and magnificent palace
compound built by the first Emperor of the Qin
Dynasty (259 B.C.-210 B.C.) in Xianyang (current
day Xianyang City, Shaanxi Province), capital city
of the Qin Dynasty after he conquered the Six

States and unified the country. The Palace was
destroyed during the war in late Qin Dynasty.

Emergence of the Stone Culture

Although there were only a few scattered
written records about stones and the
descriptions were by no means detailed,
as the forerunner and prelude to the stone
culture, activities to collect beautiful
stones emerged during the pre-Qin times.

The earliest written record on
beautiful stones in China appeared in
an ancient book entitled The Classics of
Mountains and Rivers. In chapter five
of the book, there were several dozens
of descriptions about stones. In another
Warring State Period classic Biography
of Emperor Mu, introductions to beautiful
stones were found in this fable book of
mythical stories. It reads: “The King
toured Wenshan Mountain for three days,
where he collected colorful stones.”
King Zhoumu used these beautiful stones
on grand occasions such as offerings
at memorials services and prizes for
awarding officials.

Another book written later than The
Classics of Mountains and Rivers named
Book of History, Yu Gong, was regarded
as the most scientific geographical book
during the pre-Qin times. It is specified
in the book that there were “strange
stones” in the city of Qingzhou, and

“musical stones” in the city of Xuzhou.
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Both stones were appreciated for their
incredible texture, sound and color and
were treated as “tribute items” .

During the Qin and Han Dynasties,
appreciation stones were confined mostly
to imperial gardens and noble homes.
As described in many classic books
and poems during the Qin and Han
periods, there were many scenic spots
in imperial gardens that were decorated
with wonder stones. For instance, the
Efang Palace built by the first Emperor
of the Qin Dynasty (Qinshihuang), the
Weiyang Palace and Shanglin Gardens of
the Han Dynasty were all such gardens.

The “Liang Garden” , a private garden
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Restored painting of the
Jianzhang Palace of the
Western Han Dynasty (206
B.C.-25AD.)

Jianzhang Palace was built by
Emperor Wu (Liu Che) in the first
year of the Taichu period (104 B.C.)
of the Western Han Dynasty. At
the northwest corner of Jianzhang
Palace, a big lake named Taiye was
built. The area was predominantly
gardens and trees. In the lake, three
small islands were built with soil and
gravel, symbolizing the three holy
mountains of Yingzhou, Penglai and
Fangzhang respectively.
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of General Liang Ji of the Eastern Han
Dynasty, collected many pieces of
spectacular wonder stones. During that
period, the stone appreciation culture
enjoyed rapid development in garden
building practices. Stones were used to
create scenic wonders and to express

sentiments.

Trends of Stone Appreciation during
the Sui and Tang periods

During the Wei, Jin, Sui and Tang
periods, appreciation stones broke
through the limitations of gardens
and artificial rockeries, and gradually
became independent appreciation
objects. A culture of stone collection
and appreciation emerged. In those days,
officials with artistic temperaments and
literati comprised the mainstream crowd
in stone appreciation. They put stones
that were “small and exquisite” on their
desks to enjoy and worship, wrote poems
and lyrics to praise them. Consequently
the appreciation of natural wonder stones
was heavily tinted by human perceptions
and a new era of stone appreciation
culture in China was initiated. Some
famous poets of the Tang Dynasty such
as Wang Wei, Du Fu, Liu Yuxi and Bai

Juyi, were all lovers of wonder stones.



S, RUKE R, MER R, B
BHAA. KIRE TS, E90E
H. 7 AhaESERFZ AT
3, Atait) (RIAIC) SRRE
SRS KRR EZ — .

« B3 (KA )

They wrote many poems to praise these
beautiful objects. One of the famous
poets Bai Juyi who had served as a local
official in the city of Hangzhou for many
years, when he completed his term of
service and left Hangzhou, he took with
him nothing but some pieces of wonder
stones. He mentioned this in one of his
poems: “During the three years when
I served as the governor of Hangzhou, I
led a simple and frugal life. Fortunately, I
got two pieces of wonder stones from the
Tianzhu Mountain. For me they are more
valuable than money. I hope this act will
not spoil my reputation of being an honest
official.” In addition, he also wrote
many poems and essays to praise the
stones. His article Records of Tai Lake
Stones was one of the works reflecting
the flourishing stone appreciation culture

during the Tang Dynasty.
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Exquisite stone (Tai Lake Stone)

In his article Records of Tai Lake Stones”, Bai Juyi, a famous poet of the Tang Dynasty, praised the Tai
Lake Stones as miniatures of famous mountains with hundreds of caves and gullies. A small piece of Tai
Lake Stone is a miniature of a high mountain in nature; a landscape of one thousand miles can be browsed
through between moments. All these can be enjoyed sitting at one's home.
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Tao Yuanming and the Sober Stone

During the Wei, Jin, South and North Dynasty periods, wonder stones became independent
appreciation objects in China. Tao Yuanming, a great poet of the Eastern Jin Dynasty, was fond
of stones and had left some interesting anecdotes about it. It was said that there was a big flat
stone among a tuft of chrysanthemums besides his
house. When Tao Yuanming got drunk, he would
sit on it and his poetic reveries would be inspired
and he could then write many lines of thought-
provoking poems. Tao thought since this big stone
could wake him and trigger his poetic reveries, so
he named it the “Sober Stone” . The intimate
relationship between Tao and his sober stone
elicited great interests of many young literati, Lin
Youlin of the Ming Dynasty wrote a book titled
Map of Stones in Plain Gardens, which is the first
map of stones with both texts and illustrations
in China. It was in this book that the Sober
Stone was vividly described. For this reason Tao
Yuanming was honored as the “founding father™
of the stone appreciation culture by descending
generations.

o RS (MNEARKEE) (W)

Tao Yuanming Returning Home Drunk by
Zhang Peng, Ming Dynasty
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Stone Appreciation Culture during
the Song and Yuan Periods

The culture of stone appreciation enjoyed
vigorous development during the Song
and Yuan periods. A strong trend for
stone appreciation and collection was
formed among the upper class. Thanks
to advocacy efforts by many scholars
and literati, stone appreciation was
admitted by the painting and calligraphy
communities as a form of art.

Su Shi, a famous writer of the
Northern Song Dynasty, was also a
legendary connoisseur of wonder stones.
He was especially fond of ink-stones
and other rare stones. He collected
many pieces of precious wonder stones
including the Qiuchi Lake Stone, Mount
Jivhua in a Pot, Incense Stone and Snow-
wave Stone. He named his study in
Dingzhou City where he served as the
governor the “Snow-wave Hall” . He
once wrote a long seven-character poem
to praise the Snow-wave Stone. Some
of the lines read as follows: “Painters
strive to depict the momentum of the
snow wave, with such fine craftsmanship
only found in heaven... This is not
a dream. I can envision and enjoy

mountains and rivers in the stones.” His
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Portrait of Emperor Huizong of the Song
Dynasty

long-time stone appreciation experience
enabled him to incorporate his outlook on
stone appreciation in his calligraphy and
painting theories.

Mi Fu, Su Shi's contemporary
painter of the Northern Song Dynasty,
was very fond of Su Shi's paintings of
trees and stones. He praised that “in
Su Shi's paintings, withered trees have
endless branches. The stones are full of
wrinkles, hard, grotesque and without a
clue, like his frustration.” However, Mi
Fu himself was the most famous artist on
stone collection and appreciation of the
Song Dynasty. His love for stones was
so strong that it became his obsession.
He even worshipped stones. Hence he
got the nickname “Crazy Mi” . A Yuan
Dynasty poet inscribed a poem on the
“Mi Nangong Worshipping
“Mi loves both

ink-stones and wonder stones. He is

painting

Stones” , which reads:

addicted to collecting wonder stones.
The painting shows Mi Fu bowing to the
stone, testifying to his well-deserved the
reputation of “stone craze.” Evidently
we could see that Mi Fu did draw
inspiration from appreciating stones in
his calligraphy and paintings. He could
also apply his theories on calligraphy

and painting in stone appreciation. The
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Rockeries on the Jade Island in Beihai Park,
Beijing

Jade Island, also known as the Qionghua Island,
was built in the sixth year of the Dading Period of
the Jin Dynasty (1166). “Qionghua” means jade
as beautiful as flowers. The term was used to
describe the Tai Lake Stones covering the island.
These stones were shipped from the imperial
“Genyun Garden” in Kaifeng, former capital city of
the Northern Song Dynasty. Because the island is
covered by piles of wonder stones, looking from
afar, they are like overlapping clouds. This scenic
spot was named “Spring Clouds over Jade Island”
during the Ming Dynasty.
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four-letter criteria of “slender, wrinkled,
hollow and transparent” initiated by
Mi Fu is still regarded as the guiding
principle in evaluating wonder stones.
Emperor Huizong of the Northern
Song Dynasty (Zhao Ji) was one of
the few emperors with an artistic
temperament in Chinese history. His
vehement love for mountain stones
nurtured his unique taste for stone
appreciation. In order to build his garden
Genyue, he ordered hundreds of boats
to ship beautiful stones, flowers and
trees from southern China. This is the
notorious “Huashigang Event” , which
directly fused the peasant uprising led by
Fang La. Hao Jing, a poet of the Yuan
Dynasty lamented in one of his poems,
“There were many causes for the demise
of states in Central China. Surprisingly, it
was the stone that lead to the death of the
Song Dynasty.” Because of his obsessed
love for stones he ignored his duties as
the head of state. Zhao Ji was finally
defeated. With the fall of the capital city
Dongjing, Song's territory was occupied
by the Jin army from the north. Stones
collected by Emperor Zhao Ji for his
Genyue Garden were dispersed and
hardly seen nowadays. Thanks to painters

of the time who sketched shapes of those
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