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The Month Cups
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First month:
Prunus
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Second month:
Apricot blossom
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Third month:
Peach blossom
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Fourth month:
Tree peony
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Fifth month:

Pomegranate blossom
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Sixth month:
Lotus
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Seventh month:
Chinese Rose
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Eighth month:
Osmanthus
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Ninth month:
Chrysanthemum
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Tenth month:
Cymbidium
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Eleventh month:
Narcissus
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Twelfth month:
Wintersweet

The month cups were produced by the imperial kiln
in Jingdezhen in the Kangxi period, Qing dynasty. A
complete set consists of twelve cups of eggshell
porcelain, each painted with the flower or plant of the
month and on the reverse written with a poem,
followed by a shang character written as though it is a
seal. The six-character mark of Kangxi encircled in
double circle is written on the base of each cup. There
are sets decorated with wucai enamels, and sets which
are painted entirely with underglaze blue only. Being a
combination of painting, poetry and calligraphy on

porcelain, they are among the finest production of the
imperial kiln.

Ancient Chinese poets and painters praised flowers
with their works. The twelfth day of the second month
on the lunar calendar is celebrated as the Birthday of
the Flowers. Each month of the year is associated with
a Flower of the Month. A historical figure who was
closely related to the flower was hailed as the Flower
Deity. The Birthday of the Flowers was celebrated
since the Tang dynasty. It was also very popular in the
first half of the Qing dynasty.

Since China covers a broad range of climatic
conditions, there exist various versions of the Flowers
and Deities of the Months. The order of these two sets
of month Cups is First month: prunus, Second month:
apricot blossom, Third month: peach blossom, Fourth
month: tree peony, Fifth month: pomegranate
blossom, Sixth month: lotus, Seventh month: Chinese
rose, Eighth month: osmanthus, Ninth month:
chrysanthemum, Tenth month: cymbidium, Eleventh
month: narcissus, Twelfth month: wintersweet.

There was close association between the month cups
and literary studies of the Kangxi period. A
monumental volume Quan Tang shi (The Complete
Tang Poems) was compiled during the Kangxi period,
an anthology of 48,000 poems composed by over
2,000 poets in the Tang dynasty. At the same time, the
Guang Qun Fang Pu (Texts on the Flowers) was being
edited, recording the type and features of flowers each
with its associated historical episodes and legends,
and literary works on each flower. These are rich
source material for works on the flowers. In these two

sets of month cups, ten out of twelve poems are drawn
from Quan Tang shi.

Complete sets of month cups are rare. Collectors
spent years of searching to acquire all twelve cups.
Complete sets in public collections can be found in
the Palace Museum, Beijing, and in the Percival
David Foundation, being displayed in the British
Museum. In Hong Kong a complete set donated by Dr
Kwee-seong Lo is displayed in the Flagstaff House
Museum of Tea Ware.
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Set of Twelve Month Cups in wucai enamels

# ORE (1662-1722)
Qing dynasty, Kangxi period (1662-1722)
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Wooden box with semi-precious stone inlay of
lotus root, flowers and fruit design

F (1644-1911)
Qing dynasty (1644-1911)
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Jade vase and cover with twin
phoenix design
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Yongzheng period, Qing dynasty (1723-1735)
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Pair of carved green jade quail-shaped boxes
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Mid Qing dynasty
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Jade ornament in butterfly shape

X (1644-1911)
Qing dynasty (1644-1911)
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Gold hairpin in
flower shape
X (1368-1644)
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Ming dynasty (1368-1644)

Textiles

Textiles are used frequently for the domestic
interiors, as chair covers, altar frontals, bed draperies,
and hangings for decorative purposes. The motifs
nearly always carry good wishes. The kesi panel with
bird and peonies, magnolia and crabapple refers to
the wish for wealth. The embroidered panel with a
hundred shou characters would have made a good
birthday gift. The kesi panel with the Eight Immortals
has a similar wish for longevity, depicting the legend
of the Eight Immortals attending the birthday
banquet of the Queen Mother of the West. During the
feast, the Queen Mother treated her guests with
peaches which add thousands years of immortality.

Inlaid Boxes

The patterns on these boxes are formed by inlay of
semi-precious stones and material of various
colours, assembled to form pictures. Literally known
as “hundred precious inlay”, it was a new type of
inlaying which became popular in the late Ming to
early Qing dynasty, apart from those which
appeared since Shang and Zhou dynasties.

Material utilized include gold, silver, precious stones,
pearl, coral, nephrite, jadeite, rock crystal, agate,
glass, lapis lazuli, turquoise, mother-of-pearl, ivory,
amber, agarwood. Making use of their texture and
colour, these are cut into desired shapes and put
together like mosaics to form patterns on wood or
lacquer objects. Large items include screens, tables,
chairs and bookshelves. Small items include tea ware,
ink stone containers and brush pots.

The boxes are on display either in geometric shape or
leaf shape. Subjects include flowers, birds and insects.
The cover of the oval box, for example, is decorated
with lotus root, lotus seed pod, arrowhead,
chrysanthemum, hibiscus and cymbidium, forming a
rebus “honesty and integrity in office” The visual
impact is very attractive because the colours of the
nephrite, spinach green jade, and red agate stand out
both visually and physically against the dark
background.

Jade

The use of jade had a long history in Chinese culture.
Jade objects from the Neolithic period have been
unearthed and their shapes, decorations and meanings
were found to be closely connected with gods and
rituals. In the Spring and Autumn period Confucius
stated, “The gentleman’s character is to be like that of
jade”, in the pursuit of virtue and adornment of people
of authority and special status. Beginning from the Sui
and Tang dynasties, there was a gradual move towards
naturalistic styles and subjects of daily life, such as
flowers and birds, immortals and religious deities, and
auspicious motifs.
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Jade yi vessel with archaic dragons design
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18th-19th century

The ancient Chinese thought that jade has a
supernatural quality. It was used for ritual purposes
since pre-history. In the book Zhou li (The Rites of
Zhou) it was written “.. the six ritual jades used to
serve heaven, earth and the four points of the
compass: Heaven is venerated by the dark blue bi
(disc), Earth by the brown cong (tube), East by the
dark green gui (tablet), South by the red zhang
(blade), West by the white hu (tiger) and North by the

black huang (arc)”

Jade was also a status symbol in the ancient times. The
Li ji (Book of Rites) stated that gentlemen always
wear jade as an expression of their virtues. In the
Spring and Autumn period and Warring States
period, prescribed sets of jade pendants were worn by
the elite and gentlemen. These sets of jade were
known as jiebu, jinbu and buyao, all referring to the
control of pace, which gentlemen should exercise, to
produce sounds suitable to his virtues. Therefore, jade
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Jade ornament with flowers
and wan characters
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Qing dynasty (1644-1911)
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Jade figure of a boy
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Qing dynasty (1644-1911)

was worn by the elite and the literati, as ornaments,
for burials, social interaction or personal keepsake of
gift items.

From the Han dynasty onwards, carvings in the
round became more common due to a stable supply
of jade from the west through the opening up of the
Silk Road. Compared to the sliced jade material in
pre-Qin eras, jade carving in the round depended on
adequate materials of raw jade and required much
higher level of techniques and craftsmanship.
Subjects expanded to include animals, figures and
vessels but animals in the round became the most
significant at the time. Many motifs take on auspicious
meanings. They became very popular especially in the
Ming and Qing dynasties.

Jade was fashioned into vessels to perform both
aesthetic and functional purposes. Archaism was a

RATET 4
Jade ornament in shape
of narcissus
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Qing dynasty (1644-1911)

strong cultural element since the Song dynasty, and it
became more influential in the Ming and Qing
dynasties. Archaic features are found on jade vessels
both in shapes and motifs. Archaic shapes are largely
modelled on bronze vessels which were made in the
Shang and Zhou dynasties.

Apart from the archaic style, many jade vessels are
carved in the naturalistic style to imitate forms in
nature. Scholar’s implements such as brush pots,
water containers, brush washers and brush rests are
represented as tree trunks, branches, fruit and
flowers.

Gold Hair Ornaments

Techniques of goldsmithing reached a height in the
Ming dynasty, with increasing types of gold items,
increase in archaeological finds, and high level of
craftsmanship. Exhibits in this display are gold
hairpins with flower motif and with dragon and
phoenixes.

Ancient Chinese women wore their hair in buns and
used hairpins to hold the buns in position. The
earliest form of hairpin, named ji, appeared in the
Neolithic period, with one end of the pin polished to
a point for fixing the hair. The hairpin evolved into
various shapes through history,
being made in various
materials and bearing
different motifs. In
the Ming dynasty,
there were small
size hairpins named
zhuozhen (pecking
pin), with sharp pointed
_ tips, for attaching to two sides
| of the diji hair net, and often
- forming a set of hair accessories.
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Gold hairpin with dragon motif
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Ming dynasty (1368-1644)



