
A Passion For Jade:

Heber Bishop and His Collection


The above exhibition has been running at the 
Metropolitan Museum in New York since October 
2017, but has been closed due to the Covid-19 
pandemic and will re-open on 29 August. The 
exhibition has been supported by the Joseph 
Hotung fund, (Hotung became a trustee of the 
Museum in May 2000). A number of pieces from 
this collection have also been on permanent 
display in Galleries 219 and 222.  


Heber Reginald Bishop (1840-1902) was to 
amass one of the largest collections of jade in the 
second half of the 19th century. It numbered over 
800 pieces and with other hard stones and snuff 
bottles, was over 1000 items.


The collection was bequeathed to the Museum 
after his death in 1902, but Bishop had been 
closely involved with the gift and had stipulated 
that the pieces were to be displayed in the same 
cabinets and interior as they had been in his 
home. (Fig 2)  Bishop went to Paris himself to 
oversee the reproduction of his Louis XV ballroom 
and bequeathed the Museum $55,000 to cover 
the cost of finishing the room and installing the 
collection. 1. 


Heber Bishop’s family had originated 

from Ipswich, England and had emigrated 

in 1685. At the age of 19 he went to 

Remedios in Cuba and  was involved 
in the sugar business. In 1861 he 
founded Bishop & Company, a sugar 
refinery and exporting house, 
however, he was to leave in 1873 as 
the country descended into revolution 
against Spanish colonial control. 


He was to return to the US with a vast 
fortune, despite selling his business 
there for far less than its real value 
and he became actively interested in 
businesses relating to gas, iron and 
the railways. 2. 


Bishop’s art collecting interest were 
wide, from European and American 
art to Asian, but his interest in jade 
was to be was to be his greatest 
focus and he was to enlist the help  
Stephen W. Bushel and others to 
form the collection. 3.


Fig 1. Heber Bishop depicted in the American Anthropologist, 1903.  
Photograph © American Anthropologist. 

Fig 2. ‘Bishop Hall’, the room that was to house the Heber Bishop Collection at the 
Metropolitan Museum, which is now Gallery 206. Photograph © Metropolitan Museum. 



He donated another $50,000 to 
ensure that his plans for the jades 
would be completed, which included 
the  publication of his two volume 
edition on the collection in 1906:  
Investigations and Studies in Jade. 
Only 100 copies were produced and 
Bishop had enlisted George F. Kunz 
as the editor and a number of artists 
to illustrate each piece. This rare 
publication has only come up for 
sale twice in recent years with 
Christie’s in Hong Kong in 2007 and 
Christie’s New York in 2010 and has 
sold for $438,000n and $116,500 
respectively. 


The catalogue also included a 
number of jade fragments, 
archaeological implements and 
weapons, with pieces from Europe, 
India, Mexico, New Caledonia and 
New Zealand. The Chinese collection 
consisted of very little archaic material 
and mainly dates from the Han to the 
Qing dynasty and at 439 items over 146 pages, it made 
up the main body of the catalogue. Each piece was 
described by its specific gravity, hardness, colour, 
weight and dimensions and included a detailed 
drawing. Some of the most significant pieces were 
illustrated in colour. 


The first piece that Heber Bishop was believed to have 
purchased was the Hurd vase and it was described by 
George Frederick Kunz as ‘a cylindrical green vase… 
that was obtained in China by Mr Hurd…it having 
formed part of the loot 
obtained by the armies of 
the Anglo French expedition 
in 1860…from the Summer 
Palace of Peking.. It is 
elaborately carved in lantern 
shape, with foliage..’ 4.


The vase illustrated on this 
page most closely fits 
Kunz’s description.    


A number of pieces in the 
exhibition will now be briefly 
examined, and images of 
pieces on permanent 
display in Gallery 222 will 
be included at the end. The 
original catalogue 
illustrations have also been   
added to each entry. 


Fig 3. The Bishop Collection. Investigations and Studies in Jade. Edited by George F. Kunz. 
New York: Privately Printed by the De Vinne Press, 1906. Photograph © Christie’s. 

A large spinach-green jade vase, Qing dynasty, Qianlong 
period, 25cm high, cat no. 667.



This very large green jade oval basin/fishbowl is one 
of the highlight pieces of the collection and one of 
the largest single carved piece outside China. It is an 
immense 76cm long and weighs over 61kg. It is 
elaborately carved in high relief with two pairs of five-
claw dragons chasing flaming pearls amongst trailing 
clouds. The base is carved with waves and the 
interior base bears an imperial Qianlong inscription: 

   The colossal block was brought as a tributary offering  from    
   Khotan. To be fashioned by skilful hands into a wêng-shaped    
   bowl.  It has been carved with clouds brought down from the  
   vault of heaven, and with dragons rising in their might from the  
   depth of the abyss.  
   The design is most appropriate and of marvellous execution;  
   The material gives out its peculiar clear, resonant tone.  
   How hard it is to rival in genius the pictures of Sêng-yu, How  
   difficult to add a new line to the works of Han Yü! 
   Where is the miraculous dew of the ancient Emperor Yao? 
   We have only, as it were, one of the silkworms of Yuan-k’e. 
   Precious jade arrives from afar, as if it were a near production, 
   And comes in such large quantity that we feel really ashamed. 
   Written by the Emperor Ch’ien-lung in the first month of spring  
   of the cyclical year chia-wu. 5.  

The catalogue states that this piece was taken from 
the Summer palace by the Chinese after the looting 
by the Anglo/French forces in 1860 as it was too 
large too large and heavy for the latter to have 
removed it. 


A large oval green jade basin, Qing dynasty, Qianlong period, dated 1774, the interior base with imperial inscription, 76.1cm long, cat no. 689.  

Imperial Qianlong inscription to the interior. 



Looking at the overall shape of this piece, it appears to have been carved from a river pebble. 

The carver has skilfully brought out the best qualities of the stone and has successfully included 
some areas of the russet ‘skin’, which act as a counterpoint to the polished white areas that catch 
the light and subtly reflect it in its semi-translucent surface. The animal is recumbent with its front 
legs folded under its body and its head slightly raised. The boy holds a sheaf of millet in his right 
hand and has his left is leaning on one of the animal’s horns. Being 10.6cm long, this jade would 
have been made for handling and fitted neatly into the palm of the hand.  


This vessel has been described as a marriage cup, but it is also possible that it could be a brush 
washer for the scholar’s table. The stone is of an almost perfect white colour and the flat sides 
and sharp edges of the vessel contrast successfully with the naturally rounded forms of the 
children, which are carved in intricate detail. The children are paired to each side and one holds a 
jar with a plant to one side and and one holds a ruyi sceptre to the other. The double-lozenge 
(fangsheng) is an auspicious motif and is one of the Eight Treasures in Chinese art. The lozenge 
(sheng) is a pun for victory. 


A white and russet jade boy with water buffalo, Qing dynasty, 18th century, 10.6cm long, cat no. 438. 

A white jade water vessel in the shape of a marriage cup, Qing dynasty, 18th century, 20.3cm long, cat no 367.



         The form of this white jade double cylinder 

         ‘champion’ vase is based on archaic bronze   

         vessels and was first revived in the Song 

         dynasty. 


         During the Qianlong period this shape was 

         associated with marriage and the two     

         seperate compartments symbolised the 

         bride and the groom. The two cylinders share 

         a common cover which is surmounted with a 

         dragon. 


         The term ‘champion’ vase derives from the 

         Chinese name of this vessel ying xiong ping. 

         The eagle (ying) and the bear (xiong)     
         symbolise courage and together form a rebus

         for champion or hero (yingxiong). 6. This form 

         is also seen in later bronzes and cloisonné 

         enamel. 


    

         This jade boulder is of a pale celadon 

         colour and depicts the luohan Kanata 

         seated in his grotto in contemplation with 

         his left leg raised over his right. He leans on 

         a long staff. 


         Both sides of the grotto bear an inscription, 

         which identifies the luohan as the eighth in 

         the set of sixteen and states that all sixteen   

         were made for a shrine of the emperor in   

         the palace. 


An inscribed celadon jade boulder of the seated luohan Kanata in a 
grotto, Qing dynasty, 18th century, 19.5cm high, cat no. 640. 

A white jade double-cylinder ‘champion’ vase with cover, Qing dynasty, 
18th-19th century, 16.4cm high, cat no. 370a.



These two spinach-green jade figures 
of temple attendants have been paired 
for this exhibition, the one on the left 
being from the Heber Bishop 
collection and the one on the right 
gifted by Florence and Herbert Irving 
in 2015. 


Stylistically they are well matched and 
are in mirror image. The folds of their 
robes and they way that they fall over 
their shoes, as well as the shape of 
their hands are all very similar. 
However each figure has a degree of 
individuality in their facial features and 
the shape of their heads.


        

    

        This spinach-green brushpot is elaborately   

        carved with figures that are seated and 

        standing on rocky outcrops pavilions 

        amongst pine and wutong trees and  

        bambo. The cylindrical vessel 

        stands on three short feet and the stone is 

        polished to quite a high gloss finish. 


        The scene depicts the statesman and 

        calligrapher Wang Xizhi gathering with his 

        fellow scholars at Kuaiji in 353 AD to 

        celebrate the spring purification festival 

        known as the Gathering of the Orchid 

        Pavilion. This is a fitting historical subject for 

        a brush holder for the scholar’s table, 


Two spinach-green temple attendants, Qing dynasty, late 18th-19th century, 30.4cm high, 
cat no. 411 (left figure). The right figure is dated 18th century and is a gift of Florence and 
Herbert Irving, 30.5cm high. 

A spinach-green brushpot, of a gathering at the Orchard Pavilion, Qing 
dynasty, 18th-19th century, 20.3cm high, cat no. 679.  



Pillows in the form of reclining boys are quite rare and it is likely that this was carved out of a large 
pebble or boulder. An image of the reverse has been included to illustrate the colour variation to 
the right side of the figure, where the carver has left part of the russet-coloured ‘skin’ exposed. 


The boy is crouched in a kneeling position with his weight on his elbows and his left hand is 
leaning on his right. His head is turned slightly to the left and it appears that something has 
caught his gaze, which has caused him some amusement. The flattened shape of his back acts 
as the support for the neck that would act as a pillow. 


      


       The last piece of jade to be looked at is   

       French, rather than Chinese and has 

       been included as it depicts a profile    

       portrait of Heber Bishop. 


       It was made at the French workshop of 

       Berquin-Varangoz in 1897-8. The reverse 

       is inscribed ‘Heber R Bishop of New 

       York, USA, 1897. It is a very realistic 

       portrayal of the sitter and is reminiscent 

       of depictions on coins or medals.


       It is clear from this brief examination of 

       a few examples that this was one of the 

       great collections of the 19th century and 

       is one of the major highlights of the 

       Metropolitan Museum’s Asian collection 

       that can still be enjoyed by the public 

       today. Hopefully this exhibition will still 

       be on view to the public when the 

       Museum re-opens next month. 


A green jadeite pillow in the form of a boy, Qing dynasty, 18th-19th century, 22.2cm long, cat no. 426.

A green jade portrait of Heber Bishop, by the Berquin-Varangoz Workshop, 
France, 1897-8, 25.4cm by 20.3cm, cat no. 800. 



A green jade boulder of a Daoist paradise, Qing dynasty, 18th century, 45.5cm long, 
cat no 684. 

Jades on Permanent View in Gallery 22

A pale celadon jade group of two monkeys on two peaches, Qing 
dynasty, 18th century, 10.2cm long, cat no. 376.

A pale celadon jade hexagonal vase with immortals, Qing dynasty, 
18th century, 20.4cm high, cat no. 447. 

A jadeite circular table screen, Qing dynasty, 18th/19th century, 
17.3cm high, cat no. 518. 

A celadon jade Buddhist alms bowl, Qing dynasty, Qianlong period, 
14.3cm diameter, cat no. 622.

A white jade brushpot Qing dynasty, 18th century, 15.3cm high, cat 
no. 623a.
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