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A BULBOUS BLUE AND WHITE CENSER 

Chongzhen/Shunzhi Period, Circa 1640   

The censer has deep rounded sides rising from a short foot ring to a slightly 
flaring rim. It is painted around the exterior in shades of bright cobalt blue with 
a fisherman in conversation with an elderly man holding a walking staff, the 
two being observed by a matriarch and two ladies behind doors slightly ajar and 
surrounded by little boys, while his fishing boat is moored on the riverbank, 
carrying a boy attendant. The landscape is decorated with craggy rockworks 
and mountains, dotted with blossoming trees, and divided on one side with 
vaporous clouds. 

21.5 cm. diam.

Provenance:
C. and G. Wingfield Digby Collection
S. Marchant and Son, London

Literature:
Exhibitions of Blue and White: Wan-li to K’ang-Hsi, S. Marchant and Son, 
London, no. 14, July 1980

The Peach Blossom Spring was composed by the poet Tao Yuanming in 421 AD. It recounts the 
story of a fisherman who, when fishing one day, lost his bearing and passed through a forest 
of blossoming peach trees to discover a utopia. He later tried to return to it via the same route 
but could not find it again. It became one of the most well known allegorical works in Chinese 
literature and inspired countless poems and paintings. 

Compare a censer of the same form painted with The Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove, 
illustrated by Julia Curtis in Chinese Porcelains of the Seventeenth Centuy  (fig. 33). The style of 
painting on the Seven Sages censer is very close to the current censer, and is probably by the same 
hand. 
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A WOOD TOOL VASE

Qing Dynasty    

Carved from a whole piece of fragrant wood to resemble a section of gnarled tree 
trunk, with burls and corrosions naturally rendered, with a recessed base and a 
conforming cavity. The heavy wood densely striated with areas of dark resin.

12 cm. high
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A GILT-SPLASHED BRONZE CENSER, GUI

Twelve-Character Seal Mark, 18th Century    

Based on an archaic prototype, the deeply rounded censer standing on a high, 
stepped base, cast with two animal-head scroll handles to the sides. Crisply 
decorated on the front and back with two large taotie masks, their eyebrows 
reserved on a band of fine leiwen ground, and above with a band of dragon 
scrolls reserved on leiwen around the base. The bronze with a brown patina 
and embellished around the exterior and on the base with irregular splashes 
of brilliant gold. The mark cold-worked in the centre of the base in a square, 
reading, Xuande Ernian Zhou Xijia Xiuhuang Zhuren Zhi, ‘made by Zhou Xijia, 
the Master of Slender Bamboos, in the second year of the Xuande reign’. 

43 cm. wide; 23.5 cm. high

Provenance: 
Formerly in a private English Collection, Hereford

22



66    67    

An identical example to the present censer and with the same inscription at the base, possibly its 
pair, was sold in Christie’s New York, 22 March 1999, lot 76 (fig. 36). Compare also the example 
in the Victoria & Albert Museum, London (fig. 35), which is smaller and without the gilt-splash 
decoration, but with essentially the same design. All three of these censers follow very closely an 
archaic prototype, very probably the piece illustrated in the Xiqing Gujian (fig. 34), an illustrated 
catalogue of archaic bronzes in the Imperial collection compiled under the command of the 
Qianlong Emperor. The base of the current censer was fitted after the casting, a feature frequently 
found on 18th century bronzes. 

Fig. 36

Fig. 35

Fig. 34
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A NATURALLY FORMED SECTION OF PENGLAIXIANG

The impressively sized incense wood of an irregular, tree-fungus-like shape. On 
one side it has the dull natural skin of a decayed tree, while on the other, the 
amber-coloured wood is striated with dark resin, and the surface is dramatically 
undulating like a volcanic rock, radiating from the centre and exuding a subtle 
but distinctive spicy aroma.

28 cm. high

Penglaixiang is one of the most prized varieties amongst the many members of the chenxiang 
family. Fan Chengda (1126–1193), a well-known connoisseur of incense, wrote in his Guihai 
Yuheng zhi (Accounts on the Landscapes of Guihai) a chapter discussing various types of 
chenxiang. One of the varieties he mentioned was Penglaixiang:

Penglaixiang is also produced in Hainan. It is basically chenxiang that has not completely 
formed. Normally it comes in pieces like a small straw hat or a large mushroom, 
sometimes reaching to one or two chi in diameter, and is very firm and solid. Its colour 
and appearance are all similar to chenxiang, but it floats in water. Remove the wooden skin 
on its back, then it will sink.

The appearance of the current chengxiang section fits the description perfectly, and is no doubt 
what Fan referred to as Penglaixiang, one of the most popular type of chengxiang for Song scholars. 
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A BRONZE TRIPOD CENSER 

Six-Character Xuande Mark, 17th/18th Century   

The censer has a deep rounded bowl and stands on three cabriole legs, below 
two upright lug handles on the rim. It is decorated around the exterior with 
five dragon roundels. The legs are decorated with ruyi lappets. The bronze has a 
dark brown patina. The mark is cold-worked in the centre of the base within a 
rectangle. 

24 cm. wide; 24.5 cm. high
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A SANDAL WOOD PILLOW

Qing Dynasty    

The pillow is of curved cylindrical shape, and is carved on the base with a long 
inscription in zhuanshu, above an oblong panel with a further inscription in 
kaishu.

29 cm. high

Provenance:
The William Lipton Collection

The inscription on the current pillow is a copy of that on the Han dynasty Dafengge Stele, now in 
Peixian in Jiangsu province. Dafengge (The ode to the Great Wind) was supposed to be the song 
Liu Bang composed on his way back to Chang’an after he defeated the King of Huainan, Ying Bu. 
The stele is now missing its bottom half, but a Yuan copy was made in 1306, and the two steles 
are now displayed side by side. 
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A GUAN-TYPE-GLAZED TRIPOD CENSER

19th Century   

The censer has a shallow rounded body standing on three conical feet and 
two upright lug handles. It is covered overall in a bluish beige glaze profusely 
crackled in dark and golden crackles except around the base, exposing the 
orange-burned porcelain body.

12 cm. wide; 8 cm. high
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AN AUBERGINE-GLAZED TRIPOD CENSER

18th Century   

The censer has a rounded body standing on three short conical legs, rising to a 
short neck and an everted, flat rim. The base of the censer has three indentation 
lines meeting at the centre, dividing the base into three sections, following a 
bronze li prototype. It is glazed overall in a deep aubergine colour except the tip 
of the legs, exposing the orange-burnt porcelain body. 

15 cm. wide; 8.5 cm. high
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A BAITONG HAND WARMER

18th/19th Century, Four-Character Yuyuanxing Zhi Seal Mark   

The oval-shaped hand warmer with rounded sides and an overhead bracket 
handle in imitation of bamboo. Its cover meticulously pierced to imitate wicker 
work. The metal with an attractive silver patina.

12 cm. diam.; 8 cm. high
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A GILT-COPPER CIRCULAR INCENSE BOX AND COVER

18th Century   

The cover has a domed shape and is decorated on the top with a foliate panel 
enclosing two magpies and a blossoming prunus tree against a ring-punched 
ground, all surrounded by scrolling foliage. The box stands on a foot ring and is 
similarly decorated with scrolling foliage. Both the box and the cover are covered 
overall in rich gilding.

6 cm. diam.
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A CIRCULAR CARVED CINNABAR LACQUER BOX AND 
COVER

Qianlong Period, Incised Four-Character Mark  

The circular box and cover are of a gently domed shape. Finely carved, when 
put side by side, to depict a continuous scene of two scholars having a picnic 
under a blossoming peach tree, both looking towards to their left at a young boy 
attendant kneeling beside rockworks and under trailing clouds and the sun in 
the sky above. 

The interior lacquered black with a partically defaced reign mark incised on the 
inside of the cover.

4 cm. diam.  
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