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Studies suggest that when we observe an object, our
attention is first drawn to its colours rather than its shape.
Artefacts were once everyday objects in ancient times, created
in hues ranging across a broad spectrum. Are these colours a
reflection of personal tastes, spiritual beliefs, ritual systems,
sentiments or trends?

It is stated in The Art of War that: "There are not more than
five prime colours, yet in combination they produce more
hues than can ever been seen.” In ancient China, a scheme
of "five prime colours” was commonly adopted, consisting of

Red - Yellow - White - Black

The artefacts in this exhibition are grouped according to
these categories, including certain items that are in secondary
colours. It aims to showcase the colourful world of Chinese
antiquities across times that also serves as a bridge between
the past and the present.
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The dark-blue pigment is iconic of imperial
garments of the Qing dynasty, worn
frequently by the emperor, concubines,
officials and court ladies. Despite its name,
this pigment used on garments was not
derived from the mineral azurite, but from
plant-based indigo through several rounds
of dyeing.
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Dark blue winter surcoat with first rank civil
official's crane badges

19th century

Textile
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A popular genre of underglaze ware, the
technique involves drawing patterns on
the bisque using cobalt pigments and then
coating it with a layer of transparent glaze,
followed by firing at a high temperature to
produce bright and vivid blue patterns. The
sources of cobalt material varied from one
era to another, resulting in subtle differences
in hue depending on the amount of trace
elements they contained. Blue and white
porcelain was a major export during the Ming
and Qing dynasties, which led to the massive
popularity of this unique shade of blue from
China across the world.
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Jar with dragon amidst wave design in
underglaze blue

Kangxi period (1662-1722), Qing dynasty
Ceramics
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The name is perhaps misleading as it seems
to suggest the hue of a silver-white moon.
Back in the Ming and Qing dynasties, this
was in fact a light sky-blue that resembled
the colour reflected in moonlight, hence
its original name "white under the moon".
Another colour that was a shade darker than
moon-white was named pinyue (appreciation
of the moon). During the Qing dynasty, the
emperors would wear a moon-white court
robe at the ritual ceremony for moon worship
during the autumn equinox.
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Plate with wave pattern in moon-white glaze
Six-character mark of Yongzheng and of the period
(1723-1735), Qing dynasty

Ceramics
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The celadon glaze contained iron, generally
at 3% or less, as its colourant and was fired
at high temperature. The different shades
of celadon glaze, from light to dark, can be
catergorised into pale celadon, winter celadon
and pea celadon.
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Double-gourd-shaped vase in celadon glaze
Six-character mark of Jiaging and of the period
(1796-1820), Qing dynasty

Ceramics

Donated by Mr Cheung Kee Wee
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This glaze is notable for its glass-like translucence
with a gleam of black amid the green.
Resembling the shade of watermelon skin the
name has come to represent this particular glaze,
which was produced at low temperature with
copper oxide as its colourant. It was commonly
used for decoration in the form of underglaze
chiselled patterns, with the foremost examples
being the melon-green porcelains made by the
imperial kilns of the Jiajing period during the Ming
dynasty.
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Plate with carved dragon and phoenix design in
melon-green glaze

Six-character mark of Jiajing and of the period
(1522-1566), Ming dynasty

Ceramics
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A prominent genre of Tang porcelains, the
Yue ware celadon glaze has a light-bluish
tone with a tinge of yellow, like the shade
of Chinese mugwort. It has been praised
as "like frost" and "like jade" because of its
jade-like translucence and crackle patterns.
During the late Tang and Five Dynasties
periods, these particular wares with best
quality were called mise (secret colour) ware
and sent as tributes to the imperial court.
The lush green glaze was often eulogised by
Tang poets, with Lu Guimeng describing it
as having "taken the green of a thousand
mountains” and Xu Yin calling the colour a
“fusion of blue and green".
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Covered box with carved peony design in celadon
glaze, Yue ware

10th century to 11th century

Ceramics
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A bright red resembling the fresh blood of
an ox, the glaze forms a glass-like surface
growing darker to almost russet as it reaches
the foot of the object. Langyao red was a
new genre of ceramics created in the Qing
dynasty using copper-red glaze fired at
high temperature, with the name coined
since late Qing dynasty after Lang Tingji, a
superintendent of the imperial kiln during the
Kangxi period.
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Baluster vase in Langyao glaze
Kangxi period (1662-1722), Qing dynasty
Ceramics

Donated by Mr Cheung Kee Wee
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The glaze of scarlet shade, with powdered
fragments of ruby said to have been mixed
into the glaze thus giving it the nickname
“ruby red". Ceramics in sacrificial red were
often used as ritual vessels during the
Ming and Qing dynasties. In Chinese, this
is sometimes called by another homonym
("jihong") comparing it to the mesmerising
shade of afterglow after rain. The success
rate of the production of copper-red
glazed ware was extremely low due to the
challenging requirements for temperature
control. Therefore, sacrificial red ware was
described as the "one gem from a thousand
kilns". The most notable examples were made
during the Yongle and Xuande periods of the
Ming dynasty, the colour also reproduced
during the Qing dynasty.

N
1Y)
(]
=.
=N
(@]
ot o
=)
3
ol

SRAL AR

FTRAEBER R

B E18 (1426-1435)

&

RETE R AR

Dish in sacrificial red glaze

Six-character mark of Xuande and of the period
(1426 -1435), Ming dynasty

Ceramics

The K.S. Lo Collection
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The colour is an alluring pastel red
resembling that of a rose or cheek rouge.
From the late Qing dynasty, the pigment
was imported from Europe, with rouge-
red wares later successfully produced by
the imperial kilns. It was a precious glaze
containing a trace amount of gold, particles
of which can be seen under a microscope.
Hence the colour is sometimes referred
to as "western red" or "western gold red".
It can also be differentiated into various
shades: “rouge red"” being a dark red that
almost resembles rose purple, and “washed

red" referring to a pastel hue reminiscent of
peach blossoms.
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Bowl in rouge red glaze

Six-character mark of Xuantong and of the period
(1909-1911), Qing dynasty

Ceramics
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transparent glaze and firing
a high temperature. The
create striking contrasts be
patterns and the transluce
ware. The Hongwu Emperor,
emperor of the Ming dynast
as a noble colour and had
copper-red wares made d
including those in underglaze
due to the complex firing tech
the porcelains in underglaze
resulted in a brown-gre
technique only matured and

in the early Qing dynasty.
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Vase with dragon and flaming ¢
underglaze red

Six-character mark of Yongzheng ar
(1723-1735), Qing dynasty
Ceramics 1
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It is the brightest shade of yellow which
was worn exclusively by the emperor,
empress and empress dowager during the
Qing dynasty, as supreme colour of the
nobility. Before the Qing period, yellow on
the emperor's robes was typically brownish
yellow or ochre. It was during the Qianlong
Emperor's reign that bright yellow was
decreed as an imperial colour to be used
exclusively for the emperor's garments.
In ancient China, fruits of gardenia had
been the primary ingredient for producing
bright yellow pigments. It was during the
Qing dynasty that the flower buds of
the Japanese pagoda tree became the
preferred ingredient for the yellow dye for
the emperor's robes, due to its superior
colour fastness under exposure to the sun.
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Bright yellow dragon robe with the Twelve
Imperial Symbols

Xianfeng period (1851-1861), Qing dynasty
Textile
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The yellow glaze contained iron as the
colourant and was fired at a low temperature.
Its light, exquisite yellow shade was achieved
through the pouring of multiple layers of
yellow glaze. The best-known examples are
the yellow-glazed wares created during the
Hongzhi era of the Ming dynasty. As yellow is
associated with earth from among the five
elements, yellow-glazed porcelains were used
as ritual vessels at the Temple of the Earth
during the Ming and Qing dynasties.
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Dish in pale yellow glaze

Six-character mark of Hongzhi and of the period
(1488-1505), Ming dynasty

Ceramics
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The pigment is yellow with a tinge of green,
akin to the shades of yellowing leaves in
autumn. According to the Qing imperial dress
hierarchy, the lower the rank of the royal, the
less yellow-toned his or her garments should
be. For example, the crown prince who was
of the second rank would wear apricot yellow,
while princes, noble consorts who were a
further rank below would wear a golden
yellow closely resembling orange red, and
concubines would wear autumnal yellow with
green. There were several hues to the colour
including incense, autumnal and agarwood
yellow, with their green tones varying from
light to dark.

R BEEAUSE
A (8L )

Boy's jacket (magua) embroidered with bats and
shou characters design roundels

Qing dynasty (mid 18th century)

Textile
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Amber is fossilized tree resin, which in an
opaque form is also called "beeswax” in
Chinese. Its rich, shiny brown hue was often
used to describe the colour of yellow wine
in Tang poems. For instance, Li Bai wrote in
his Kezhong xing: "[the wine] in the jade bow!
gleams like amber”. In China, amber was
predominantly imported or gifted as tributes
from the West, and used as court beads,
jewellery or displayed in a study. The imperial
glass workshop would also imitate the shiny
texture of amber in the yellow glass wares
produced by them.
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Glass bowl! with wheel-cut and etched floral
design in reserved panels in transpaent amber
Four-character mark of Qianlong and of the period
(1736-1795), Qing dynasty

Glass
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Gold was favoured by many for its rich,
enduring lustre. The precious metal has
consistently been a valuable currency and
the ultimate symbol of wealth and status
throughout history. Apart from its monetary
value, gold was also a versatile material for
everyday items due to its malleable nature.
Its brilliant glitter made it a popular material
for jewellery and vessels, while threads were
also wrapped in gold foil to be embroidered
onto garments. Mixtures of gold and mercury
were used for gilding metals.
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Gold-gilt silver cup with loop handle
Tang (618-907) to Five Dynasties (?907-960)
Metal (silver)
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The colour of bronze ware was an important
element of literati connoisseurship. People
during the Song dynasty preferred bronze
wares with a purplish tea-brown hue; while
in the late Ming period, the favoured bronze
shades ranked from the most to the least
popular were: scripture-paper, chestnut,
eggplant skin, birchleaf pear bronze, and
brown. In Yangzhou huafang lu from the
Qing dynasty, bronze is described as a dark
bluish purple achieved by blending blue and
purple dye to create a dense brown similar
to the hue of a bronze ware.
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Splashed-gilt bronze censer in gui shape with
two fish handles

Six-character mark of Xuande, Ming dynasty

Late Ming period

Metal (brass)
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The earliest ceramics were made using
clay that was unwashed and contained
significant amount of impurities.
Subsequently, human civilisations began
perfecting clay production and eventually
created white clay as a material for
ceramics. With a low iron oxide content,
a bisque made of white clay would turn
beige-white after firing. Such wares
emerged in the Middle Neolithic age, with
the craft reaching its peak in the late
Shang dynasty.
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Pottery gui with twisted handle

Longshan Culture (ca. 2500-2000 BCE), Neolithic period
Ceramics

Donated by Mr and Mrs Cheung Kalam
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The unique, white-glazed wares made by the
Ding kiln are notable for their yellow-tinged
white. In the book The Memoir of Guigian
from the Jin dynasty, a favourable description
of the colour reads: “The ceramic wares with
floral carved patterns from Dingzhou are
white as a lady's fair skin." No slip was needed
on the white bisque to produce the pristine
ivory-white porcelain, while various engraving
and moulding techniques could be used to
apply various ornamentations on the thin yet
hard surface.
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White—glazed plate with moulded decoration of
twin fishes in lotus pond, Ding ware

Song dynasty (960-1279)

Ceramics
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Ivory sculptures usually feature a mild creamy
white. Ivory was once an important luxury
material for sculptures in China. Its orderly,
smooth and delicate texture made it a superb
material for carving the most ornate and
exquisite artefacts.
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Ivory folding fan carved with figures in pavilion
design

Qing dynasty (early 19th century)

Ivory
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Dehua ware was produced by applying a
layer of glaze on a delicate white bisque to
create a creamy shade with a glimmer of
yellow, much akin to the waxy, gleaming
hue of pork lard. It was widely exported
including to Europe and became an iconic
example of Chinese white porcelain, hence
the name "Chinese white". It was also
known as "goose-down white" due to its
pristine hue. The most celebrated forms of
Dehua white ware were sculpted figurines,
particularly those of Bodhisattvas or
immortals where the elegant and saintly
auras of these figures were vividly portrayed
down to every lifelike detail, including the
tiny twists and creases of their garments.

=\
Gl

0 o

NI\ PIeT] d1BA\ BNYI(]

BlEgRANE &
sF R 3 (1877-1940)
20 A2 F 88

&

Figure of two immortals of Harmony and Union
in white glaze, Dehua ware

Xu Youyi (1877-1940)

Early 20th century

Ceramics
25
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Qingbai-glazed porcelains were an
important ceramic type during the Song
and Yuan dynasties. The colour lies between
blue and white, while the pristine-white
bisque carved or moulded with patterns
shows a sky-blue shade where glaze thickly
deposited. Due to the translucent quality, it
was also referred to as Yingging (shadowy
blue). Qingbai-glazed ware was so named
because of its lustrous shade comparable to
that of the eponymous jade, and was also
known as Raoyu (jade from the Raozhou
kiln, later known as Jingdezhen) for most of
the ware was produced in that region.
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Plate with moulded double phoenix design in
gingbai glaze

Yuan dynasty (1271-1368)

Ceramics
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A new genre of white porcelain created by
the Jingdezhen kiln during the Yuan dynasty,
the eggshell white glaze has a creamy,
opaque shade with the faint blue of duck-egg
shell. White porcelains were popular during
the Yuan dynasty as white was seen as an
auspicious colour.
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Bowl with moulded dragon design in white glaze,
Shufu ware

Yuan dynasty (1271-1368)

Ceramics
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In Chinese culture, jade has always been
a popular symbol of virtue and integrity.
Hetian jade, a mainly white or bluish white
nephrite sourced from the Kunlun Mountains
of Xinjiang, became the primary material for
jade carvings throughout the centuries since
the Warring States period.
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Jade plate carved with wannianging and lingzhi
design

Qianlong period (1736-1795), Qing dynasty

Jade
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This colour is a snowy white with a tinge of
pink and has been favoured for its pristine
and elegant quality. After white sugar
became widely used in the 16th century, art
experts have been comparing the purity of
white porcelains from the Yongle period to
the frosty white of sugar icing, hence the
name Tianbai (sweet white). The Yongle
emperor was fond of white-glazed ceramics,
describing them as "having a crystal-clear
quality that appeals to the heart (soul).”
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Stem-bowl with anhua dragon design in tianbai
glaze

Four-character mark of Yongle and of the period
(1403-1424), Ming dynasty

Ceramics
27
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During the Neolithic period, black pottery
wares were made through a carburising
firing process in a sealed kiln. In the final
stage, water was poured in through the top
of the kiln to douse the charcoal, creating
thick plumes of smoke and in turn a black
surface on the ware. As the firing technique
continued to be improved, the ceramic wares
produced became more dense and solid. After
polishing, the wares would have a black and
shiny finish.

IR

AR ILREEILSUE (A9ATTH] 2400 -20004F)
&

REREELIRE

Black pottery cup

Shandong Longshan culture (ca. 2400 -2000 BCE),
Neolithic period

Ceramics

Donated by Dr Tsui Tsin-tong
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In the Record of Tea from the Song dynasty,
the glaze colour of the tea bowls made by
the Jian kiln is described as “reddish black”.
The Jian kiln, located in Fujian, was known for
its black-glazed tea bowls, where the grey-
black bisque was created using materials
with a high iron content and both its inner
and outer surfaces would be coated in black
glaze containing iron. After being fired at a
high temperature, the glazed surface would
develop a gemlike crystalline texture. The
patterns, in varying shades such as black-
brown, purple-black, silver-grey and brown,
are fine as rabbit fur and appear like grease
on water. The diverse spectrum of black of
Jian ware provided a vivid contrast to the
creamy white foam of whipped tea during the
Song dynasty.
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Tea bowl in hare's fur glaze,
Jianyang ware, Fujian

Northern Song dynasty (960-1127)
Ceramics

Donated by Mr and Mrs Kwok Sau Po
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The Cizhou kiln of the Song dynasty was
known for their black wares adorned with
eclectic patterns. They either carried black
patterns that were directly painted on
a beige-white bisque with their outlines
engraved; or conversely in the case of white
patterns against a black ground, the bisque
would be coated first in black with parts of
the glaze then carved out to reveal the white
slip beneath forming the patterns.
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Jar with sgraffiato floral scrolls in black glaze,
Cizhou ware, Henan

Northern Song dynasty (960-1127)

Ceramics

Donated by Mr and Mrs Kwok Sau Po
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Black-glazed wares carrying the mark “Neifu
were used exclusively at the imperial court
as vessels for brewing or holding wine. Such
dense-black wares were mostly kept in wine
cellars and typically found in the Yuan and
Ming imperial palaces.
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Jar in black glaze with mark of Neifu

Yuan dynasty (1271-1368)

Ceramics

Donated by the National Museum of Chinese History,
Beijing
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In traditional Chinese paintings, ink is
generally divided into five shades that are
rendered by reducing ink with water. This
creates a broad spectrum of charcoal hues
that lends itself to vivid portrayals of objects
and scenes. During the late Ming and early
Qing dynasties, patterns on overglaze
porcelain was mainly outlined in black ink.
When the craft of enamel painting reached
new heights further down the line, new black
pigments were invented. They could then be
mixed with other colours to make ochre black,
creating more shades that made it possible
to mimic the effects of ink painting on a
porcelain surface.
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Bowl enamelled with landscapes in sepia-black

Yongzheng period (1723-1735), Qing dynasty
Ceramics
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Xuan refers to a shade of black tinged with
red. In Kaogong ji, it is stated that: "one
should dye it five times to create the reddish
black shade called 'zou', seven times to create
the pure black 'zi, while for ‘xuan' the number
of times to dye it falls somewhere between
the two." In the Qing imperial court, blue
or indigo dye was mixed with the black dye
called Wu Bei Zi to form a dense black hue.
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Black satin jacket with embroidered orchid
design

ca. 1900

Textile
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As the name suggests, this glaze was
marked by the shiny black surface. It was
created by the imperial kiln in the early Qing
dynasty. The typical colourant used for black
glaze was iron. However, in the mirror-black
glaze, trace amounts of manganese and
cobalt were added instead to give it a shiny
quality. Some wares were further decorated
with gold pigments, like stars painted on a
black night sky.
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Oil-mallet-shaped vase decorated with figures
in landscape in reserved panels in mirror-black

glaze

Kangxi period (1662-1722), Qing dynasty

Ceramics

Donated by the National Museum of Chinese History,
Beijing
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Raw lacquer, resinous sap of the lacquer
tree, is creamy white in colour. It turns light
brown once hardened and then black after
oxidation. The lacquer can be made ripe
through stirring and processing, and toned
black by adding dyeing materials such as iron
powder or lampblack. The black lacquer can
be applied on the surface of wares for a shiny
black finish.
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Carved black lacquer cupstand with dragon
amidst cloud and wave design

Song dynasty (960-1279)

Lacquer
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