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Sotheby's Hong Kong leads its spring auction
season with three highly important and rare
imperial seals.

With the rise of mainland Chinese collectors in the new
millennium, a revision of the significance and value of imperial
historical artefacts such as seals has taken place. What were
previously overlooked by European collectors have, in the last
twenty years, become potent symbols of China’s powerful cultural
history.

Few other objects represent imperial power so clearly as these
seals, which collectively have been valued at a low estimate of
HK$230m (just under US$30m).

The first lot of the sale 3601, is the only known seal to date from
the Ming dynasty and was carved by the Emperor Hongxi
(1425-1426) in honour of his mother Empress Wen, the wife of the
Yongle Emperor (1402-1424). The seal would have been housed
in the Taimo, or ancestral hall and its damaged condition (broken
vertically in half and part burnt) reflects the tumultuous historical
events at the end of the Ming dynasty when the hall was burnt
down by Li Zicheng's forces on 3 June 1644. It was last offered at
Sotheby’s Hong Kong in October 2004, where it sold for
HK$3.53m (US$450,000), so it will be interesting to see how the
market responds to it next week.

The second seal, lot 3602, is the tanxiangmu ‘Jingtian Qinmin’
seal, which was carved in the early Kangxi period. It was carved as
a reminder to the Emperor of his ‘mandate from heaven’, an
imperial philosophical idea that was first conceived in the Zhou
dynasty (1046-256 BC). It was placed in the Forbidden City's
Qianginggong (The Palace of Ultimate Purity). It was last offered at
Sotheby’s Hong Kong in April 2016.

Lot 3601. A superb imperial green jade memorial
seal of the Yongle Empress Wen, Ming dynasty,
Hongxi period, 10cm by 7.2cm by 10.2cm.
Estimate - HK$25-30m.

Lot 3602. An exceptional imperial tanxiangmu
‘Jingtian Qinmin' seal Qing dynasty, Kangxi period,
10.20cm by 10.2cm by 11cm. Estimate -
HK$80-100m.

Lot 3603. An outstanding imperial inscribed white jade
'Ji'entang' seal Qing dynasty, Qianlong period, dated to
the bingxu year (corresponding to 1766),

10.4cm by 10.4cm by 7.8cm. Estimate - HK$125-180m.



The third seal, lot 3603, is the magnificent ‘Jientang’ white seal

of the Qianlong period. It is one of two seals that was made to
commemorate where the Emperor Qianlong first met his grandfather,
the emperor Kangxi. The Jientang or 'Hall of Grace Remembrance’,
which was located in Yuanmingyuan Summer Palace. The sides of

the seal are inscribed with a poem on this subject and is dated to

the bingxu year (1766). The seal bears some scars from where it was

burnt during the sacking and burning of the Yuanmingyuan by

the European forces in October 1860. This seal was offered Lot 3606. An extremely rare and superb ruby-red

twice previously by Sotheby's Hong Kong in November 1994 overlay Peking glass jar and cover, Qianlong seal
. . . . mark and period, 19cm high. HK$3-4m.

and on the last occasion in the same sale as the Ming seal in

October 2004, where it realised HK$1.91m (US$245,000).

Other highlights in the sale include lot 3606, the extremely rare
Qianlong mark and period ruby-red overlay white Peking glass
jar and cover. The jar is of superb quality and would have been
carved in the glass workshops at the Forbidden City.s It depicts
children playing on a bridge near a pavilion. It comes with a

detailed provenance of five owners from the 19th century to its
last owner, Professor Peter H. Plesch and had been offered by Lot 3607. A very rare and superbly painted Beijing
Sotheby’s New York, London and Hong Kong on three enamelled 'peony’ wine ewer and cover, Qianlong

. . mark and period, 14.7cm long. HK$7-9m.
occasions in October 1957, March 1968 and May 1995

respectively.

Lot 3607, the very rare Qianlong mark and period Beijing
enamelled ‘peony’ wine ewer is second time in recent years that
Sotheby’s Hong Kong have offered one of these for sale. It was
produced in the Palace workshops of the Forbidden city and the
quality of the painting is far superior to those that were generally
produced in Canton. Each side is painted with two peony blooms
one in blue and the other in shades of pink on a bright yellow
ground. On the last occasion that Sotheby’s Hong Kong offered
one of these ewers in April 2010, it sold for HK$9.2m (US$1.1m),
so with a HK$7-9m estimate it will be interesting to see how it
performs.

Lot 3609. An exceedingly fine and rare blue and
The very rare Yongzheng mark and period blue and white ‘lotus’  white lotus-mouth bottle vase, Yongzheng mark

vase is also the second time that Sotheby’s have offered one of and period, 34.4cm high. HK$20-30m.
these examples for sale recently. The last occasion was in April

2011, where it sold for HK23m (US$2.9m). This vase displays

elegant proportions, with a long tapering neck rising to a lotus A
rim and terminating in a rounded globular body. The painting

of the various flowers, including lotus, camellia, mallow, hibiscus

and rose, is particularly finely executed in the Ming style.

At 89 lots and a low estimate of HK$373m, this represents a larger
offering than the last two sales that were held during the Covid
difficulties of last year.

Lot 3616. An archaistic white jade handled vase,
fanggu, Qing dynasty, Qianlong period, 23cm high.
HK$1.5-2m.



The Monochrome lll sale features some important sculpture,

such as lot 18, the extremely rare and large Sui dynasty

limestone head of a bodhisattva. The elongated face is carved

to a high degree of naturalism and retains some of the pigment from
which, it would have originally been brightly painted. The hair is
arranged formally and tied with a dharma wheel to the front, which
retains most of its red pigment. This sculpture was originally sold by
Yamanaka & Co in New York in 1943 and sold previously by Sotheby’s
in 2016.

The sale also features an important pair of early Tang dynasty

limestone figures of the bodhisattvas Mahasthamaprapta and Lot 9. An exceptionally large and extremely rare zitan-

Avalokiteshvara (lot 20). Free standing sculptures are mounted imperial inscribed archaic jade bi

Eastern Han dynasty, the inscription and the stand dated to
the gengyin year of the Qianlong period (corresponding to
particularly rare. They stand with the weight evenly distributed 1770), overall height - 30.8cm high. HK$45-60m

uncommon in this period and to find a complimentary pair is

on both legs, but each have a slight tilt to the head, in the

opposite direction to the curve of the torso, creating a gentle S-
shape. The style of carving of the drapery and faces is also very
similar to the group of bodhisattva niche carvings that were created
under Empress Wu Zeitan (634-725) that were placed along the sides
of the terrace at the Qibotai Pagoda (Seven Jewel Tower) in the
compound of the Guanzhaisi Temple in the capital, Chang'an (present
day Xi'an). One of the finest example of which is the figure of
Ekadasamukha in the Tokyo National Museum (Fig 1).

Of the ceramics in the sale, one of the stand out lots is lot 16, the
Junyao purple-splashed dish. This is a particularly fine example which
displays a magnificent contrast between the light blue glaze and the

purple copper splashes, which themselves are multi-coloured
with areas of pale blue and a pale red. This dish was last sold by Lot 18. An extremely rare large limestone head of a
Sotheby’s London in November 2003, where it bodhisattva, Sui dynasty, 36cm high. HK$7-9m
was purchased by Eskenazi Ltd. It was also
exhibited at the Hong Kong Min Chiu Society’s
Thirtieth Anniversary exhibition in 1990-1991.

Another interesting lot of Song ceramics is lot 17,
the rare carved Ding ‘chilong’ dish. It is carved to
the interior with a chilong to the centre in a semi-
abstract style, which is surrounded with a lotus
and peony flower. The style of carving gives a
sense of dynamism and movement to the subject.
This, combined with its subtle ivory glaze, creates
a particularly successful piece, which represents
the understated aesthetic so typical of the Song
dynasty.

With a low estimate of H$194.25m, this third sale
represents the most significant offering to date.

Fig 1. Limestone figure of Ekadasamukha, Tang dynasty, circa 703AD, 113.8cm
high, Tokyo National Museum.

Lot 20. An important and magnificent pair of grey limestone figures of
bodhisattvas, Mahasthamaprapta and Avalokiteshvara, early Tang dynasty, era of
Empress Wu Zetian, 67cm high. HK$35-45m.



Lot 5. A superbly carved rare marble fragmentary Lot 10. A Hutian Qingbai carved 'lotus' jar and cover,
head of Shakyamuni Buddha, Northern Qi dynasty, Song dynasty, 17.5cm high. HK$800,000-1,200,000.
27.8cm high. HK$3-5m.

Lot 17. A rare carved Dingyao 'chilong' dish, 14.2cm Lot 16. An outstanding Junyao purple-splashed dish
diameter. HK$600,000-800,000. Song dynasty, 18.5cm diameter. HK$18-25m.

Lot 40. A grey jade carving of a buffalo, Ming dynasty, 8.5cm long.
HK$1.2-1.5m.



