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DO SUKY KIEU:
The Chinese Porcelains Made for The Vietnamese Courts from
The 17™ Century to The Early 20™ Century*

TRAN DUC ANH SON**

Abstract

From the latter half of 17" century to the early 20" century, Vietnamese
courts sent the envoys to China for the diplomatic relation. Besides the
diplomatic missions, these envoys also went to ceramic kilns in China to
commissioning the high quality porcelains, bringing them back to Vietnam
for the needs of the Vietnamese courts.

These porcelains, called D6 st ky kiéu (Commissioned patterned
porcelains), though made in China, having the “Vietnamese criteria”, such
as: the Vietnamese reing titles; the decorative motifs on these porcelains is
affected by the Vietnamese arts; the poems on these porcelains were written
in NOdm spript of Vietnam, or the authors of these poems were the
Vietnamese.

These were the very special porcelains, the products of cooperation
between the Vietnamese and Chinese in the past. And now, they become the
favourite antiques with the Vietnamese and the foreign collectors.

*This work was supported by the National Research Foundation of Korea Grant
funded by the Korean Government(NRF-362-2008-1-B00018).
** Danang Institute for Socio-Economic Development
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1. OVERVIEW OF PO SUKY KIEU

The phrase Do siz ky kiéu (Commissioned patterned porcelains) as
used in this paper denotes the porcelain which the Vietnamese,
including kings, mandarins and the common people as well,
commissioned from porcelain kilns in China during the era from the
latter half of 17" century to the beginning of 20" century. Those
porcelain pieces were made to specific commissionings with regard to
shapes, colors, decorations, literary inscriptions and/or titles.

Up to the present, those porcelain pieces have been known as:
Bleus de Hué or P6 sir men lam Hué (Cobalt blue underglaze

porcelains of Hué).

1. The technical term Bleus de Hué

The technical term Bleus de Hué appeared for the first time in L.
Chochod’s article La Question de la Ceramique en Annam et les
Bleus de Hué, in Bulletin du Comité de I’Asie France (BCAF) in Sai
Gon in December, 1909(532). The article dealt with the porcelain
displayed in the royal palaces in Hué, which, according to the author,
had been commissioned from China.

The term bleus de Hué was used for the second time by a French
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priest and scholar, L. Cadiére, in his book Index du BAVH 1914 -
1923. In the book L. Cadiére inserted the term bleus de Hué in the
bibliography of the article Sur quelques Porcelaines Européennes
décorées sous Minh Mgang by L. Dumoutier in Bulletin des Amis du
Vieux Hué (BAVH) (Dumoutier 1914, 47-51). He noted that “In Hué,
people have seen porcelain pieces such as plates, bowls, saucers,
tea-cups and the like, with white glaze, which had been made in
Europe and then brought to Annam where artists in the royal palace
further adorned with polychrome decorative and inscribed on the
exterior bottoms the marks pertaining to Minh Mang reign”.1)

L. Dumoutier ascribed that these pieces were made at the kiln
Stoke Upon Trent in England in the 1780s before being purchased by
King Minh Mang (1820 - 1841) who then had them decorated and
inscribed with his reign mark for subsequent stocking in the palace
for royal use(Dumoutier 1914, 47). One detail worth considering is
that in this 7-page article, L. Dumoutier did not use the term Bleus

des Hué even once, but when L. Cadiére wrote a summary of L.

1) Later, various designs in multi-colored glaze were added to these pieces and the
mark of Minh Mang’s reign was inscribed on the bottom of each piece. These pieces
were then fired again. A tea-pot (Inv. No. BTH 519/Gm 2907) was now being
preserved at Hué Royal Antiquities Museum. Originally the tea-pot had a white
glaze, a bouquet of roses was subsequently added, with the Chinese characters: # i

[ — 4445 (Painting added in the 12th year of Minh Mang’s reign) were inscribed
on the base. Under the reign of King Thiéu Tri (1841 - 1847), the royal households
continued to commissioning porcelains without any decoration from Europe and had
decorative designs added to these blanks in Vietnam. There is also a tea-pot with
white glaze and yellow decorations (Inv. No. BTH 724/Gm 3445), kept in Hué
Royal Antiquities Museum, beside the lug of which are these words in Han
characters in black enamel: #3576 4<% (Made to commissioning in the 1st year
of Thiéu Tri reign).
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Dumoutier’s article for Index du BAVH 1914 - 1923, he used the term
bleus de Hué to denote porcelains of European origin which L.
Dumoutier had dealt with, but with a meaning quite different from the
phrase bleus de Hué as used by L. Chochod in 1909.

Scholar Vuong Hong Sén, however, was the person who brought
about a new way of interpreting the termbleus de Hué which has
been widely used till today. In 1944, in his article Les Bleus de
Hué & décor Mai Hgc in Bulletin de la Société des Etudes
Indochinoises (BSEI), Vuong Hong Sén used the phrase bleus de
Hué to denote those porcelain pieces that the Vietnamese
commissioned from the kilns in China, and not those commissioned
from Europe by the Nguyén court, mainly in 19" century(Vuong
Hong Sén 1944, 57-64).

Nowadays, Bleus de Hué is the term that foreign researchers
applied to porcelains made in China and exported to Vietnam,
including those imported by the L& - Trinh court (1533 - 1788) in
Pang Ngoai (the Outer Region), the Nguyén lords court (1558 - 1774)
in Bang Trong (the Inner Region), the Tay Son dynasty (1778 - 1802)
and Nguyén dynasty (1802 - 1945), as well as Chinese porcelains
imitating Do si ky kiéu which were produced during the era from the

latter half of 17" century to the beginning of 20" century.

2. The technical term D0 st men lam Hué

The first person to use the technical phrase do sz men lam Hué was

none other than Vuong Hong Sén, in his articles for Bach khoa thoi
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dai, Van hoa nguyét san, published in Sai Gon, and for the book
series Hiéu cé dgc san (6 volumes) which were published before
1975 by the author himself. In the year 1993 - 1994, Vuong Hdng
Sén published two more books, Khdo vé do siz c6 men lam Hué (A
Study of Bleus de Hué) and Khdo vé do sir men lam (A Study of
Cobalt Blue Underglaze Porcelains)?), in which he used the terms Do
siz men lam Hué to denote porcelains which the kings, the lords, the
mandarins and the common Vietnamese people had commissioned
from China from the Lé& Restoration era to the Nguyén era (18"
century to 20" century). | think that the phrase D6 siz men lam Hué is
the translation of Bleus de Hué which VVuong Hng Sén used in his
first article Les Bleus de Hué a décor Mai Hac for BSEI in 1944.
Coined by Vuong Hong Sén, the phrase do sir men lam Hué has

become popular among antique collectors and researchers.

3. Other technical terms

Besides the two technical terms bleus de Hué and d@ siz men lam

2) Prior to the year 1975, Vuong Hong Sén compiles 6 books on antiques and the

pleasure of collecting antiques, which called Hiéu cé dac san (Antiquity lovers’
special books). These books are: Phong liu cii mégi (Old and new grand styles), Sai
Gon, 1970; Thi xem truyén Tau (The pleasure of reading Chinese stories), Sai Gon,
1970; Th choi cé ngogn (The pleasure of collecting antiques), Sai Gon, 1971; Khao
Vé do sir c6 Trung Hoa (A study of old Chinese porcelains), Sai Gon, 1971; Canh
biic Tréan dao luc (Notes on ceramics in Jingdezhen), Sai Gon, 1972.
After 1975, Vuong Hong Sén wrote Khdo vé do sir c6 men lam Hué (A study of
Bleus de Hué, 1993) (2 volumes), published by HCM City Publishing House, and
Khdo vé dé sir men lam (A study of cobalt blue underglazed porcelains, 1994) was
published by My thuét Publishing House. Many contemporary researchers regard him
as the pioneer in the field of studying and collecting antiques, including B st ky
kiéu.
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Hué, which are widely used, other names suggested by local and
foreign scholars with various interpretations have been given to this
group of porcelains.

Various terms have been suggested, such as Do iz men trang vé
lam (White underglaze porcelains with blue designs); Do si ngur dung
va quan dung thoi L& - Nguyén (Porcelains used by the king and
porcelain used by the mandarins during the Lé - Nguyén era); Do sir
ky kiéu cua trieu Nguyén (Commissioned patterned porcelains under
the Nguyén dynasty); Gom men xanh trdng cua trieu Nguyeén
(Ceramics with blue and white glaze of the Nguyén dynasty); Gom
lam Hué (Cobalt blue ceramics of Hué); Do si dic ché (Porcelains
made by special order); Do lam Hué (Blue wares of Hué); Po si dat

hang (Ordered porcelains) and so on.

4. The technical term D s ky kiéu

As a researcher of this particular family of porcelain, | realize that
all the technical terms so far in use, such as Bleus de Hué or P sit
men lam Hué, are far from being accurate. They are even conducive
to misconstruing as Tran Binh Son once pointed out. New
terminologies suggested by researchers which | have listed above,
are, however, still controversial.

* The technical term Po sir men lam Hué is likely to make us think
that the porcelains were made in Hué (L. Chochod committed this
mistake in the book Hué. La Mystérieuse). Moreover, Po siz ky kiéu

were decorated not only with cobalt blue color but also with
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multi-colored glaze (Do si ky kiéu of Khai Binh reign for example).
Furthermore, not only the Nguyén court in Hué commisioned
porcelains from China, but the L& - Trinh court in Dang Ngoai and
the Nguyén lords court in Bang Trong did the same as well.

* The technical terms Pé six men trang vé lam or do gom lam Hué
indicate only the material of the antique object but not its origin or
how it was made, which is most important. Besides, the specialist
circle has clearly distinguished between do si (porcelain) and d@o gém
(ceramic). Hence Do si ky kiéu is obviously @ siz (porcelain) and not
do gom (ceramic).

* The technical terms do siz ngw dung va quan dung thoi Lé -
Nguyén tells us the time of production and the owners of this group of
porcelains but it does not give us any suggestion as to where they
were made and how they were made. Besides, this group of
porcelains was commisioned not only by the royal family and the
mandarins of the Lé - Trinh court and the Nguyén court but also by a
lot of merchants as well. There were items for the royal family’s and
the mandarins’ use, and others for the common people.

Having spent some time researching on this subject, | realize the
respective limitations of all the technical terms so far in use such as
Bleus de Hué, Po six men lam Hué and also the newly coined
technical phrases.

For this reason, | suggest using the technical terms D6 sit ky kiéu
(Commissioned patterned porcelains) with a date phrase added to it

when necessary, for example:
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- Po sit ky kiéu thoi Lé - Trinh (Po sit ky kiéu during the Lé - Trinh
era): This term denotes porcelains commissioned from China with
styles and patterns designated by L& - Trinh court in the Outer Region
from the latter half of 17" century to the end of 18" century.

- Po sir ky kiéu thoi chiia Nguyén (Po siz ky kiéu during the
Nguyén lords era): This term denotes porcelains commissioned from
China with styles and patterns designated by the Nguyén lords in the
Inner Region, typically by Lord Nguyén Phic Chu, from the end of
17" century to the beginning of 18" century.

- D6 sit ky kiéu thoi Tay Son (Do sir ky kiéu during the Tay Son
era): This technical terms denotes porcelains bearing poem
inscription in Ném script, which were commissioned from China at
the end of 18" century. Many researchers think that they date back to
Tay Son era.

- Do sir ky kiéu thoi Nguyén (Do siz ky kiéu during the Nguyén era):
This technical terms denotes porcelains produced in China by
commissioning. The patterns were designed by the Vietnamese in the
period 1804 - 1925, under the reigns of Gia Long (1802 - 1820),
Minh Mang (1820 - 1841), Thiéu Trj (1841 - 1847), Tu Dirc (1848 -
1883) and Khai binh (1916 - 1925).

The term D6 si ky kiéu bears the following “Vietnamese features”:

* Po sir: The term do sir is used because the object under
discussion is do si (porcelain), not do gom (ceramic), with a great
content of kaolin and the melting of clay body, indicating that the
firing temperature has exceeded 1,300°C, the temperature required to

make a porcelain product in the true sense of the word.
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* Ky kiéu: This means sending the models and patterns to the kilns
in China where the porcelain pieces would be made as commissioned
(by the royals, the mandarins or the common Vietnamese people from
the L& Restoration era to the Nguyén era). The following
characteristics have helped me confirm that these porcelains were
made in the ky kiéu (commisioned/custom order) mode.

- These porcelains, although made in China, bear the “Vietnamese
features”, such as:

+ The decorations on the pieces feature Vietnamese landmarks,
such as Hai Van Mountain, Thdy Van Mountain, Tam Thai
Mountain, Thuan Hoéa Market, Thién Mu Pagoda, Ha Trung Lagoon
and so on.

+ The poems inscribed on the pieces are either in Ném script,
which are invented by the Viethamese and not in use in China, or in
Han script but composed by Vietnamese authors such as Bao Duy
T, Lord Nguyén Phic Chu, King Thiéu Tri, King Ty Bic...

+ The reign marks on the porcelains are the dynastic titles of
Vietnamese kings such as Gia Long, Minh Mang, Thiéu Tri, Tu Bic,
Khai Dinh; or the year marks thereon coincide with the years when
the Vietnamese delegations were sent to China.

+ The decorative patterns on the porcelains do not follow any
Chinese prototype. They bear the imprints of Vietnamese decoration
style which is also seen on other materials such as bronze, canvas,
paper previously used in sculpture, architecture, and on paintings
from the L& - Trinh era to the Nguyén era.

- Those porcelains were reserved for the Vietnamese only and
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could not be found in the Chinese markets at the time.

* Thoi Nguyén, thoi Lé - Trinh, thoi chtia Nguyén, thoi Tay Son...
are time tags defining the dating limits of the porcelain pieces under
consideration.

Compared with other terms used, this phrase is not verbose; it can,
furthermore, serve to clarify three things: the material used to make
an object, how it was made and when it was made. That is the reason
why | propose the technical term P sir ky kiéu and use it throughout

this paper.

1. PO SUKY KIEU DURING THE LE - TRINH ERA IN
PANG NGOAI

1. Starting point of D8 st ky kiéu in Dang Ngoai

On the evidence of historical records, and particularly by dating the
artifacts on the basis of their glaze and decorative style in comparison
with those of dated Chinese porcelains, | conclude that the practice of
commissioning porcelains in Bang Ngoai occurred after the years
1682 - 1683 and continued until the beginning of the 18" century
when the imperial kilns of the Qing dynasty (1644 - 1912) were
restored under Emperor Kangxi’s direction (1662 - 1722).
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2. D0 st ky kiu during the L& — Trinh era

(1) Relations between the missions and the commissioning of
D0 sur ky kidu

In view of the relations between Dai Viét (i.e. Vietham at that time)
and Da Qing (i.e. China at that time), the Lé - Trinh dynasty must
have sent a number of missions to China to pay tribute, to ask for
nomination, to show gratitude or to impart bereavements. As regards
the era when Trinh lords were in power, from the first Lord Trinh
Tang (r. 1570 - 1623) to the last Lord Trinh Bong (r. 1787 - 1788), 38
missions were sent to China.

It is unknown how many among those 38 missions were engaged in
the commissioning of patterned porcelains. This is due to the fact that
all the pieces commissioned by the missions of the L& - Trinh era did
not bear year mark or reign mark, which is different from those
commissioned by the Nguyén dynasty afterwards. They all, instead,
had the common inscriptions AjJff{3--- (Made for the Inner Palace)
plus a location word such as  (Central), 45 (Right), g (South), Jt
(North), 5 (East), it (West)3) or %/ (Made for the Principal
Palace Shrine).

(2) DS sur ky kidu during the Lé — Trinh era

These porcelains classify themselves as two main groups bearing
different marks: PNJfFf3F:-- (Made for the Inner Palace) and fE3RFr/:

3) The word . (doai) was used to mean the West (Tay) because the title of the 4™ Trinh
Lord, Trinh Tac (1657 - 1682), was Tay D6 Vuong, Tay was thus a forbidden word.
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(Made for the Principal Palace Shrine).

1) Po sik ky kiéu bearing the marks pfFE-- (Made for the Inner
Palace)

These were the group of porcelains having the marks written in
underglaze cobalt blue, including X<+ (Made for the Inner
Central Palace), NJff{¥47 (Made for the Inner Palace at Right), (R)fF
374 (Made for the Inner Palace in the South), A4t (Made for
the Inner Palace in the North), and X)f#{3 3 (Made for the Palace in
the East). As an exception, the mark AJjff{¥ 5 (Made for the Inner
Palace in the West) was applied in relief on a white-glazed surface.

The types of Po sir ky kiéu bearing the mark Pyjfff%- usually
consist of bowls, dishes, tea-sets, spittoons, brush-stands, painting
holders, flower vases, lime-pots, beakers, brush pots... but bowls and
dishes account for a dominating number.

* Do sir ky kiéu bearing the mark pjff{%h (Made for the Inner
Central Palace)

Chinh cung (Principal Chamber) or Trung cung (Central Chamber)
was the dwelling of the Trinh lords. Do sit ky kiéu bearing the mark
WIfFFRed are, therefore, thought to be especially reserved for the
lords. They were commissioned under the reigns of lords: Trinh
Cuong (r. 1709 - 1729), Trinh Giang (r. 1729 - 1740), Trinh Doanh
(r. 1740 - 1767) and Trinh Sam (r. 1767 - 1782 This group of Po si
ky kiéu decorated with long van (dragon and cloud), lugng long triéu
nhdt (two dragons attending to the sun), long the (dragon attending to

the character 2%), thiy ba (diaper pattern with water waves). Do sir ky
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kiéu bearing the mark PjfFfF+ under the reign of Lord Trinh Sam
are, furthermore, decorated with long 1an (dragon and unicorn), long
phung (dragon and phoenix), tan van (scattering clouds), women and
camellia flowers...

* Po sir ky kiéu bearing the mark pjff%45 (Made for the Inner
Palace at Right)

These pieces were commissioned during the reigns of Lord Trinh
Cuong and Lord Trinh Giang; they were decorated with phoenixes.
Hizu cung (Right Palace) was the palace of the first wives of the Trinh
lords. The phoenix, in the old Chinese arts, was regarded as the
symbol of the queen or the woman. That is why D6 siz ky kiéu bearing
the mark Pjff{3i47 were decorated with paintings of long phung triéu
nhdt (dragon and phoenix attending to the sun), or long phung khanh
tho (dragon and phoenix surrounding the character ). Philippe
Truong, a French researcher, posits that these porcelains were used in
the Hiu cung miéu (Right Palace Shrine) in the lord’s residence,
which functions as the place of worship dedicated to the deceased
members of the lord’s family rather than household wares for the
ladies in Hizu cung (Right Palace). He further attributes that those
pieces were commissioned by Lord Trinh Cuong and Lord Trinh
Giang(Truong 1998, 45).

* Po siz ky kiéu bearing the mark Puffff3iEg (Made for the Inner
Palace in the South)

Nam cung (South Palace), as Vuong Hong Sén puts it, was the

kitchen in the Ngi (Imperial Palace) complex. He assumes that Po sir
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ky kiéu bearing the mark pJff{%i5 are patterned pieces made to
commissioning, which were used in the tru vién (kitchen) of the L&
king(Vuong Hong Sén 1993, 140). This does not sound plausible to me.
Philippe Truong maintains that Nam cung was one of Lord Trinh
Sam’s two places of entertainment, the other place being Bdc cung
(North Palace) (Truong 1998, 36). As it is written in Dgi Viét sir ky
tuc bién (Additional Notes of History of Dai Viét), Nam cung (South
Palace) was built in 1776 and Lord Trinh S&m gave a big celebration
feast there(Truong 1998, 37). Do sir ky kiéu bearing the mark PAyJfffF
g are chiefly bowls and dishes, decorated with lotus and mandarin
ducks; lotus and crabs(Figure 01); lotus and locusts; or lotus with

inscription of illustrative poems.

Figure 1. Plate, “lotus flowers and crabs” pattern, bearing the mark PIff{5 i,
DSKK during the L& - Trinh era

* Po sir ky kiéu bearing the mark Puffff3dt (Made for the Inner
Palace in the North)

Bdic cung (North Palace), according to Philippe Truong’s investigation,
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was located on Tric Bach lake, to the east of ho Tay (West Lake) in
Ha Noi. It is the place where festivities were usually held by Lord
Trinh Sam(Truong 1998, 38). o si: ky kiéu bearing the mark i
4t were the household wares used in this place. Decorative motifs
usually include butterflies, peony flowers, orchids and inscribed with

illustrative poems(Figure 02).

Figure 2. Plate, “peonies and butterflies” pattern, bearing the mark ML,
DSKK during the L& - Trinh era.

* Po sir ky kiéu bearing the mark i (Made for the Inner
Palace in the East)

Dong cung (East Palace) was the Crown prince’s residence. It was
built in 1720s after this title of nobility was created. Po sit ky kiéu
bearing the mark PJf#{3F 3R, therefore, must have been commissioned
after this point of time, that is from the reign of Lord Trinh Cuong
onwards. Usually they feature images of the gilin, one of the four
mythical animals and depending on particular choice of decorative

theme, one or two or even three qilins are depicted together with
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clouds, a sphere or a gold coin. During the reign of Lord Trinh Sam,
Do sir ky kiéu bearing the mark Pyfff8 were decorated with
animals such as pheasant, deer... or trees such as apricots, dwarf
bamboos and orchids, together with blocks of marble. There were
also the brush cases bearing the mark [AJJfff<F3 decorated with
dragons and gilins(Figure 03).

=Lyl

Figure 3. Brush case, “dragon, clouds and landspace” pattern, bearing the mark
M55, DSKK during the Lé - Trinh era.

é&}:ﬁ%

* Po6 sir ky kiéu bearing the mark PR 5. (Made for the Palace in
the West)

Doai cung (West Palace) was the residence of Bang Thi Hué, Lord
Trinh Sam’s favorite imperial concubine. i (doai) is one of the
Bagua (Eight trigrams), indicating the cardinal direction of the West
(Tay). In observance of the ban to mention the word Tay as part of the
title of Tay P6 Vuong Trinh Tac, it was replaced by doai. Having
great compassion for Bang Thi Hué, Lord Trinh S&m reserved for her
the best and most valuable things he could find and D6 si ky kiéu

bearing the mark AJJff{# 7. were among them. Those pieces were
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commissioned by Lord Trinh Sdm himself, decorated with pairs of
phoenixes, landscapes with pavilions, human figures, orchids, flowers
and grass. Some pieces were decorated with clouds in the process of
transforming into dragons. Of all known motifs, women standing
beside a row of weeping willow trees is considered to be the most

typical one of all D6 si ky kiéu bearing the mark PjF{3 ..

2) Do s ky kiéu bearing the marks B##&{&F4 (Made for the
Principal Palace Shrine)

Do sir ky kiéu bearing the mark 2 #5372 usually are bowls, dishes
and tea-sets. They are perhaps the most beautiful Po si ky kiéu. The
clay body of these pieces is pure white with average thickness. The
color pigment is usually a strong tint of cobalt blue, sometimes
turning slightly glittery purple. The decorations are exquisite.
Sometimes we can come across small tea-cups bearing only two words
&35 for the lack of space to inscribe all the four words B EF7E.

Just like the mark pNjfF (Inner office or department), the mark &5
(Celebrating the spring) has raised a lot of controversies among
researchers of Do sir ky kiéu. f##5 means celebrating the spring. The
French collector Loan de Fontbrune translates it as “palace of eternal
spring”(Fontbrune 1995, 40), The German collector Thomas Ulbrich
interprets it as “welcoming the spring” or *“spring blessings”(Ulbrich
1998, 268). Researcher Tran Dinh Son also takes the view that fE#
means welcoming the spring and, as on porcelain pieces bearing the
mark j£45 one can also see the characters &£ and = (Celebrating

longevity) written in zhuanshu script, he deduces that J# pieces
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were made especially for the f#== ceremony which was held in Céan
buc Palace to celebrate longevity for Lé king on the eve of new year
or “probably to be displayed in Van Tho palace, the residence of the
Lé king”(Tran Binh Son 1995, 18). Meanwhile, Vuong Hong Sén
asserts that Po siz ky kiéu bearing the mark f## were produced
during the reign of Qianlong (1736 - 1795); Lord Trinh Sam
commissioned them for himself after he had lost interest in Do sir ky
kicu with marks [AJfff&-- and had offered them all to the Lé
king(Fontbrune 1995, 31). Researcher Hy Bach’s standpoint is that
Do sir ky kiéu bearing the mark BE£{¥/: were commissioned by the
Trinh lords and used as objects of worship in the Ta dién (Left
Palace) and in the annual ceremonies offering sacrifice to Heaven in
the first month of the lunar calendar to pray for good luck, to
commemorate the ancestors, to celebrate longevity and to pray for
timely rains and favorable weather(Hy Bach 1994, 82).

However, Philippe Truong’s research reveals that Do siz ky kiéu
bearing the mark BEZF{F/ were used in the Chinh cung miéu
(Principal Palace Shrine). This shrine is located on the left side within
the boundaries of the Lord’s residence, and was dedicated to worship
the deceased lords. The first person to commissioning the Do si ky
kiéu bearing the mark g%/ was Lord Trinh Cuong, through a
mission in 1715(Truong 1999, 41). Lord Trinh Giang and Lord Trinh
Sém also commissioned EEF{F/AS pieces. Common ornamental
designs on the Do sir ky kiéu bearing the mark 52372 include long
van khanh tho (dragon and unicorn surrounding the characters & and
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=%) and long phung khanh tho (dragon and phoenix surrounding the
characters & and ).

3) Pé sir ky kiéu bearing the mark = an-d Pé sir ky kiéu without
mark
In addition to the two main groups of porcelain bearing the marks
K- and B4, Do sik ky kiéu during the L& - Trinh era
contains the items bearing the mark = (longevity) written in
zhuanshu script, and the items without mark. Types of these items are
chiefly bowls, dishes, tea-sets and water-pipe---, decorated with
scattering clouds, flower and bird, unicorn, dragon and phoenix, the

character =i(Figure 04, 05) written in zhuanshu script:--

Figure 4 Figure 5

Figure 4. Plate, “dragon and gilin surrounding the character =" pattern,
bearing the mark BE#%{% /=, DSKK during the Lé - Trinh era.

Figure 5. Bowl, “dragon and clouds” pattern, bearing the mark =%, BSKK
during the L& - Trinh era.
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. PO SU'KY KIEU DURING THE NGUYEN LORDS
ERA IN PANG TRONG

Concurrent with the existence of the Lé - Trinh dynasty in Pang
Ngoai, the Nguyén clan, beginning with Nguyén Hoang (r. 1558 -
1613) set up their own court in Pang Trong. Nine Nguyén lords in
turn ruled over the territory extending from the southern bank of
Gianh River. As yet we are still unsure about how many among the
nine Nguyén Lords actually commissioned porcelains from China.
However, the remaining objects enable us to certify that the sixth
Lord, Minh Vuong Nguyén Phic Chu (r. 1691 - 1725), was the one
who commissioned a lot of P6 sir ky kiéu from China.

Being the eldest son of Lord Nguyén Phtc Thai, Nguyén Phdc Chu
was enthroned in 1691. In 1693, he was addressed with the title [& £
(Lord of the Kingdom). Henceforth, this title was used in all the
edicts concerning domestic administrative and diplomatic affairs.
Lord Nguyén Phic Chu took refuge in Buddhism, adopting the
religious name of Kiftig A (Heavenlly Libertine Buddhist Sage).
Hence at the end of a poem or a literary piece, he usually wrote the
words & A& (A Buddhist Sage’s writing).

In 1701, Lord Nguyén Phic Chu sent Mr. Hoang Than and Mr.
Hung Triét to China with tributes and a letter requesting the Qing
dynasty to recognize him as king of a separate country, independent
of the polity controlled by the L& kings and the Trinh lords in Pang

Ngoai. The mission turned out to be a failure as the Qing dynasty
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feared that the rise to power of the Bang Trong would be a future
peril for China in the South. Perhaps that unsuccessful mission should
be credited to have passed on to later generations a number of Do si
ky kiéu which bear the mark of this dynasty.

The Bo sit ky kiéu during the reign of Lord Nguyén Phtc Chu are
chiefly bowls and dinner plates bearing the mark {#%¢ (Pure trinket)
written in zhuanshu script(Figure 06). The decorations feature
landscapes together with poems(Figure 07, 08) about Hué and her
vicinity, the places the lord used to visit and celebrated their beauty in
his poetry. Until now collectors of Do si ky kiéu, both in Vietnam
and abroad, have collected a lot of porcelain pieces, commissioned by
Lord Nguyén Phtc Chu. These pieces are featured with landscapes

and poems composed by the lord himself:

Figure 6. Bowl, with landscape of the Ha Trung Lagoon in Hué and the poem
in Han script: “Mist descends on Ha Trung Lagoon™, marked {&¥t in
zhuanshu script, DPSKK during the Nguyén lords era.
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Figure 7 Figure 8

Figure 7. Tea-saucer, with landscape and the poem: “What a superb view of
that huge castle...” in N6m script, bearing the mark 5 {b4-%L, DSKK
during the Nguyén lords era.

Figure 8. Tea-saucer, with the painting of Tu Dung Estuary in Hué, the exterior
is inscribed with the poem “Tu Dung Scenic Spot” in N6m script,
DSKK during the Nguyén lords era.

- Landscape of a market in Thuan Hoéa (an old name of Hué) and
the that ngén béat ci poem (8 lines having 7 words each) in Han
script, titled JIE{L 1% i (The Market in Thuan Héa into the Evening).

- Thién Mu Pagoda in Hué, accompanied by the that ngdn bét cu
poem in Han script, titled K##m#s# (The Morning Bell from Thién
Mu Pagoda).

- Hai Van Mountain, between Hué and DBa Ning, and the that ngén
bat ci poem in Han script, titled [&48%2E (Spring Clouds at the Top
of Ai Linh Mountain).

- Tam Thai Mountain and Thai Binh Pagoda in Pa Ning, and the
that ngdn bat ci poem in Han script, titled = 4 B3 (Listening to the
Sound of the Waves at Tam Thai Mountain).

- Landscape of Ha Trung Lagoon in Hué, and the that ngon bét cl
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poem in Han script, titled /4 4&RY (Mist Descends on Ha Trung
Lagoon).

In addition, there are a number of bowls and dishes with paintings
depicting various scenes of Hué and poems in Ném script, which are
verified as D6 si ky kiéu during the reign of Lord Nguyén Phic Chu:

- A tea-saucer with the that ngdn bat cti poem in Noém script, titled
HZ5E (Tu Dung Scenic Spot) on the exterior base. The painting
of Tu Dung Estuary near Hué is on the interior base. The Ném script
poem is an extract from the work 7% (Ode to Tu Dung) by Dao
Duy Tir, a meritorious official under the reign of Lord Nguyén Phic
Chu.

- A tea-saucer, the exterior base of which has a Ném script poem in
the form of ngi ngdn ti tuyét poem (4 lines having 5 words each),
titled =&[& (A Painting of Tam Thai Mountain). The Thai Binh
Pagoda on Tam Thai Mountain (Ngi Hanh Son Mountain in ba

Ning) is painted on the interior base.

Figure 9. Bowl, flower pattern on the honeycomb design, bearing the mark B
(Nguyén) in zhuanshu script, DPSKK during the Nguyén lords era.
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- The tea-saucer bearing the mark {4 (Made during the
Chenghua reign) has the painting of a castle and the that ngon bat cu
poem in NOm script: BEREE 222 35(1l1--- (What a superb view of that
huge castle...).

In addition, there are vessels bearing the word 5t (Nguyén) written
by zhuanshu script(Figure 09), decorated with dragon and cloud,
floral and the T -patterns. | maintain that they are P sit ky kiéu

produced during the Nguyén lord’s era.

IV. PO SUKY KIEU DURING THE TAY SON ERA

1. Porcelains considered being D0 st ky kiéu during the Tay
Son era

So far, it seems that researchers as well as collectors of Po si ky
kiéu, both in Vietnam and abroad, have been influenced by Vuong
Hong Sén’s viewpoint on the commissioning of this group of
porcelains.

In their published papers, these researchers have come to the
agreement that porcelains bearing the mark ¥2I¢ (Precious trinket),
made about the end of 18" century, decorated with landscape and
figure are the products commissioned by Tay Son rulers from China.
Also included in this group are a number of pieces having illustrative
poems inscribed in N6ém script. The evidence they provide is,

however, not sufficiently convincing.
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In his book Khdo vé do six men lam Hué (A Study on Bleus de
Hué), Vuong Hong Sén presents three pieces of Dé sir ky kiéu having
the mark 25¢(Figure 10), which he regards as typical of the Do siz ky

kiéu group commissioned during the Tay Son era. They are:

Figure 10. Wine-pot, with painting of the tale “Sprawl” and two verses:
“Crossing my legs and snoring loudly. I find life as peaceful as it was
under the Tang - Yu dynasties”in Nom script, bearing the mark E&r,
DSKK during the Tay Son era.

- Tea-saucer, with landscape and figure, two verses in N6ém script:
R iIREE, FPERHER A2 (Fumbling for lice with his fingers, he
is discussing playfully current events. Dismounting from his donkey,
he is delighted to welcome peace era).

- Tea-saucer, with landscape and figure, two verses in N6m script:
(R IRTELRI LT, A%k R rEiE Y% (Crossing my legs and snoring
loudly. | find life as peaceful as it was under the Tang - Yu
dynasties).

- Tea-cup, with landscape and figure, two verses in Han script: J&|
F T e G MR e 2 —FHER (Such a beautiful scene, with bright
moon and fresh wind. A boat is gracefully gliding on top of the

waves).
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- Tea-saucer bearing the mark ¥, The painting on the tea-saucer
depicts a mandarin with folded arms sleeping at the foot of a cedar
tree. Beside him are two verses in Han script: Jitfs A& S, &
JEM T 5 EHE (Free from the cares of being utilized or discarded. In
the fresh wind, under the pine tree | am enjoying my sound sleep) (
Vuong Hong Sén 1993, 215).

Philippe Truong, introduced another dish marked ¥, (Precious
trinket), featuring three cranes flying among nine clouds, together
with two verses in Han script. He explained that the three cranes
represented the three Tay Son brothers Nguyén Nhac, Nguyén Hué
and Nguyén Lit, and the nine clouds symbolized the nine years of
rebellion, from 1778 to 1786. Hence, he concluded that the dish was
commissioned by the Tay Son regime.

2. Who commissioned d® st ky kiéu during the Tay Son
period?

On the evidence of the historical documents available and the study
of those objects considered to have been commissioned by the Tay
Son court, | think that the Tay Son court did not commission o siz
ky kiéu but, during the Tay Son era, the commissioning of o sit ky
kiéu did occur. Please permit me to elaborate further.

- Before seizing Phii Xuén citadel (i.e. Hué city at present) and
Thang Long capital (i.e. Ha Noi capital at present) in 1786, the three
Tay Son brothers concentrated only on fighting the Nguyén troops

and later, the Trinh troops. They, therefore, did not have a chance to
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go to China to commissioning Po si ky kiéu. After seizing Thing
Long, Nguyén Hué, who subsequently became King Quang Trung of
the Tay Son court, confiscated the wealth of the Lé kings and Trinh
lords, and transported it to Hué. Included in their wealth were the P
sir ky kiéu marked pjfF{-- (Made for the Inner Palace) and j& %43
7= (Made for the Principal Palace Shrine) were commissioned by the
Lé kings and the Trinh lords. Those pieces were enough for the use of
Téy Son court during the short existence of this empire.

- Those pieces were later confiscated again by King Gia Long
when Tay Son was defeated in 1801 and a number of them are now
stored in Hué Royal Antiquities Museum, together with other
porcelains which the Nguyén court commissioned from China from
1804 to 1925.

- Besides the porcelains impounded from the L& - Trinh court in
bang Ngoai, King Quang Trung and King Canh Thinh of the Tay
Son court were interested in commissioning domestic porcelains,
probably to bestow to the subordinate mandarins and officers. This
helps explain the existence of the Bat Trang ceramics, dating around
the end of 18" century and bearing the marks: S¢tH4E#! (Made
during the reign of Quang Trung) and =4 (Made during the
reign of Canh Thinh). They also bear the Njf{¥r (Made for the
Inner Central Palace) mark. There are assumptions that these marks
were inscribed on the pieces by the potters at Bat Trang ceramics
village with the aim to express their attitude towards the new dynasty.
The latter hypothesis is, however, unsubstantiated.

- The vast stock of porcelain confiscated in the Bang Ngoai and the
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domestically produced pieces as mentioned above would suffice the
use of Tay Son court and they did not have to commission the
porcelains marked ¥t from China, which were of the second grade,
far inferior in quality than the R)fF{3--- (Made for the Inner Palace)
pieces and B4 /: (Made for the Principal Palace Shrine) pieces
they had in hand. | believe that those porcelains marked 2
(Precious trinket) with the N6m poems inscribed on them, were
commissioned for their own use by the imperial envoys during the
two missions to China in 1789 and 1790.

Probably they were not commissioned for the Tay Son court. Those
pieces were the products of the minyao (commoner’s kilns), not the
kwanyao (state kilns). They are, therefore, not of excellent quality and

aesthetic value.

V. PO SUKY KIEU DURING THE NGUYEN ERA

1. Relationships between the missions and the commissioning
of Db st ky ki€u during the Nguyé&n period

From historical records by the Nguyén dynasty4) and researchs of

4) For example: Noi c4c tridu Nguy&n (The Cabinet of Nguyén dynasty), Kham dinh Dai
Nam hgi dién su I¢ (Repertory of the Administrative Regulations in the Kingdom of
Dai Nam), translated by Historic Institute, 15 volumes (Hué: Thuan Héa, 1993);
Québc sir quan triéu Nguyén (The Bureau of National History of the Nguyén
dynasty), Dai Nam thuc luc (Veritable Record in the Kingdom of Dai Nam),
translated by Historic Institute, 38 volumes, (Ha Noi: Khoa hoc - Khoa hoc x& hai,
1962-1978); Vién Nghién ciu Han Noém va Hoc vién Vién Bong Bac ¢ Phép, Di
san Han Nom Viét Nam. The muc dé yéu (Essential Bibliographies in Han and Nom
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the researchers such as Vuong Hong Sén(1993), Buu Cam(1966,
46-51), Philippe Truong(1998), etc., | gather that in the Nguyén era,
under the reigns of Gia Long(1802-1820), Minh Mang (1820-1841),
Thiéu Tri (1841-1847), Tu buc (1848-1883) and Khai Binh
(1916-1925) at least 42 missions were sent to China for various
purposes. Because of domestic turmoil and the resistance against the
French invasion, no missions were sent to China in the era from King
Duc Buc to King Duy Tén (i.e. from 1883 to 1916). After The
Jiashen Treaty (1884), diplomatic relationships between Pai Nam
and Qing’s China came to an end due to the French colonialist’s
pressure. The missions to China in the years 1921, 1924 and 1925,
under the reign of Khai Binh, did not have any diplomatic
significance. They went just as far as Guangdong to commission
porcelains.

Having studied related historical documents and the objects
themselves, | assume that the missions sent during the Nguyén era
had a strong connection with the commissioning of Do si ky kiéu
from China, as articulated below:

During the time-span from the reign of King Gia Long to the reign
of King Kién Phuc (from 1802 to 1884), the Nguy&n empire had sent
39 missions to China (the names of the chief and deputy chief of
missions as well as the dates of the expeditions are readily available).
The Khai Binh court also sent personnel to China to commission Do
st ky kiéu in the years 1921, 1924 and 1925 (there are no records of

the names of the men sent on these missions). On Po sir ky kiéu under

Script), 3 volumes, (Ha Noi: KHXH, 1993)...
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the Nguyén era, | have found 52 year marks corresponding to the
times when 25 out of 42 missions were dispatched to China. In
addition, there are pieces having reign marks such as: HH#» 481
(Made during the Minh Mang reign), BH+ 43 (Manufactured during
the Minh Mang reign), #Z754E54 (Made during the Thiéu Tri reign),
HBI54E (Made during the Thiéu Tri reign), a4 (Made during
the Ty Duac reign), mifE4EE (Manufactured during the Ty Dbuc
reign), FCE4EiE (Manufactured during the Khai Binh reign), etc.,
which were commissioned to meet the needs of the court and the
royal families. A large number of these can be found in storage at the
Hué Royal Antiquities Museum and in private collections, in Vietnam
and overseas.

- The envoys sent to the China were chiefly charged with asking
for kingship conferment, paying gratitude, announcing royal funeral,
or conveying congratulations, etc., and, in addition, they had to
purchase goods for the court, including porcelains.

- Besides commissioning D¢ si ky kiéu for the court, many envoys
commissioned porcelains for themselves as souvenirs, gifts or as
offerings to places of worship of their own clans. Typical of these are
pieces bearing the words [ifE = P RCERENELIR - (Altar
objects for the family shrine of Bang family, made in mid-autumn of
the Wuchen year under the reign of Ty Puc..) which were

commissioned by Pang Huy Tra in 1868(Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Tureen, “happiness and fortune support themselves peacefully”
pattern, bearing the mark g KR rHRKEBZS I 545 AN TR AR,
commissioned by Bang Huy Tra in 1868.

- Many business firms and businessmen in Ha Noi also
commissioned Po sit ky kieu simply to satisfy their own needs. Such
pieces have the year marks Ja[ A 5 (The glory of Ha Noi), [P
a8 (Style created by shop Quang Ky in Ha Noi), T IIXK
(Object made by the Heavens in the Dingmao year), etc.

- In addition, it should also be mentioned that with their knowledge
of market demand in Vietnam the Chinese produced pieces using the
designs, patterns and poems provided by the Viethamese but bearing
their own Chinese marks in order to sell to the Vietnamese market.
Those are the porcelains having the marks: % (Jade trinket), %
(Elegant jade), 724 (In the collection of Ruoshen), etc., which
can be classified as Do si ky kiéu during the Nguyén era, because of

the “Vietnamese criteria” associated with these pieces.

2. Db st ky kiéu in the Nguyén era

The Nguyén dynasty was established by King Gia Long in 1802
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and Hué was chosen as the capital city. Only five of the 13 Nguyén
reigns commissioned porcelains from China, namely Gia Long (1802
- 1820), Minh Mang (1820 - 1841), Thiéu Trj (1841 - 1847), Ty Puc
(1848 - 1883) and Khai binh (1916 - 1925). Due to their short
existence, domestic political turbulences caused by the French
invasion or financial difficulties, there was no commissioning of
porcelains under the reigns of the other kings, from King Duc buc to
King Duy Téan (1883 - 1916). After ascending to the throne, King
Khai Binh commissioned porcelains from China again, and also from
France, chiefly for his 40™ birthday ceremony in 1924. Bao bai, the
last king of the Nguyén dynasty, did not commission porcelains from

China, but from Sévres (France).

(1) B sur ky kidu under the reign of Gia Long (1802 — 1820)

This is the founding reign of the Nguyén dynasty. After the hard
days of civil wars, the new king himself was not concerned with
living in the lap of luxury or acquiring valuables. On the other hand,
after seizing the capital Phd Xuan, King Gia Long confiscated the
wealth that Nguyén Hué had expropriated from L& kings and the
Trinh lords in Thang Long and brought it all to Hué in 1786. This
wealth included porcelains commissioned from China by the L& -
Trinh court. These pieces, in my view, were enough to keep the Gia
Long court satisfied. In addition, King Gia Long commissioned
several Bat Trang blue and white ceramics with crackled glaze
including vases, jars and big-sized flower pots for interior decorations

of the palaces. These ceramics bear the marks FpEF4! (Made
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during the Gia Long reign) and FBE4EiE (Manufactured during the
Gia Long reign) (Figure 12). These marks were written by kaishu
scripts in underglaze blue color. The National Museum of
Vietnamese History (Ha Noi) is currently holding 13 objects of these
porcelains. This shows that from the dawn of his dynasty, King Gia
Long made a point of using domestic goods instead of commissioning

them from abroad.

Figure 12. Tea-pot, with “the carp enjoying the moonlight” pattern, bearing the
mark 3&F45%, DSKK during Gia Long reign.

King Gia Long, however, had sent at least nine diplomatic missions
to China to take care of foreign affairs with the Qing court, such as
asking for conferment of kingship, paying tribute, showing gratitude
and so on. It was the envoys in those missions who commissioned Po
si ky kiéu from China.

Po sir ky kiéu under the reign of Gia Long are the white glazed
porcelains with underglaze cobalt blue paintings, chiefly household
vessels such as bowls, dishes and tea-sets. Most of them feature floral

motifs, landscapes or figures, in association with illustrative poems in
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Han and NOom scripts. An exception of this era is a hollow bowl
featuring four dragons chasing one another in the clouds and the mark
FA - (The Jiazi year: 1804) enclosed in two double circles.

Besides the bowl marked H -t already mentioned, typical
examples of D6 si ky kiéu under the reign of Gia Long include:

- Tea-sets marked B~ and H F-4E54 (Made in the Jiazi year) with
two cedars, in association with two verses in Han script or with a
mandarin on a donkey, followed by an errand-boy.

- Bowl for altar water in the imperial palace in Hué, marked Hi7-
48, inscribed with Han script on the exterior k531 EF (Ten
pieces of advice for King Taizong), by Wei Zheng (580 - 643), an
official in the court of Emperor Taisong (627 - 649) under the Tang
dynasty in China (Collection of Hué Royal Antiquities Museum).
Some other similarly decorated bowls bear the marks A2 (The
Jiaqing reign) or FF-4F#land t8 & (Conversant in antiquity).

- Dinner plate, marked F1-4E# in double square, decorated with
floral and leaf designs. This mark can also be seen on plates featuring
three phoenixes alternately with three objects in the bat biu (eight
treasures) set: the fan, the castanets and the bamboo tocsin.

- Tea-set marked %= (The Wuchen year: 1808), featuring
landscape and figure with five willows, alluding to Tao Qian (365 -
427), who had the pseudonym Master of Five Willows.

- Bowl marked /%R (Made in the Wuchen year), featuring
landscape and figure of the theme the four professions: fisherman,
woodcutter, farmer, scholar.

- Big bowl marked o E4E#! (Made in the Yisi year: 1809),



PO SUKY KIEU 127

featuring landscape and figure. Vuong Hong Sén infers that the
landscape painted on it is that of Hué(Vuong Hong Sén 1993, 52).

- Big bowl marked 448! (Made in the Gengwu year: 1810),
featuring landscape and figure in association with a poem on the
fisherman in Ném script.

- Big bowl marked JF4-4E3! (Made in the Gengwu year: 1810),
featuring landscape and figure in association with a poem on the
woodcutter in Nom script.

- Bowl marked /-8 (Made in the Gengwu year: 1810), with
image of Buddha, featuring four lotus flowers and four words: 5%
Bef#s (Buddha Amitabha) in Han script.

- Bowl marked p#g-4ESY (Made in the Gengwu year: 1810),
decorated with apricot, orchid, chrysanthemum, fine-leafed bamboo,
associated with four poems in Han script in praise of them.

- Tea-set, decorated with mai hac (apricot and crane), and two
verses in NOm script: eI HERES, MERE(& ) (4 8s (IH)ABER( k) Eh
(£)iB(#)% (Happy is the pleasure of roaming up hills and down
dales. The apricot is an old friend, the crane an acquaintance),
regarded as typical sample of Po sit ky kiéu under the reign of Gia
Long. In some cases, these verses in Ném script were substituted by
verses in Han script. The mai hac objects under the reign of Gia Long
have these marks: IrE (Jade trinket), £ (Jade), &{liZkc
(Exceptional trinket of a golden immortal). This decorative motif with
apricot and crane was later used in porcelains of the Tu Buc reign.

- Bowl marked 048! (Made in the Yimao year: 1819) and

5) The characters in brackets () were used to replace those before them in some cases.
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simply 2.9 (The Yimao year), with landscape and figure.

In my opinion, the pieces mentioned above were not commissioned
by King Gia Long for his own use, but by the officials who went on
mission, for themselves. The majority of the marks on these pieces
are, therefore, year marks, corresponding with the time when
missions were sent to China.

The most interesting piece of all the Do sit ky kiéu of this time is a
tea-pot, now kept at the Vietnam Museum of Fine Arts (Ha Noi). It
bears the mark FE[# & (Manufactured during the Gia Long reign),
written in a double oval. The tea-pot has the shape of a quadrilateral
cube, smaller in the upper part, larger in the lower part, thus having
the section as an axe shape, and a square mouth. It has four sides: the
two flank panels are decorated with fish and sea-weed; the side with
the handle is decorated with two orchid sprays. The side with the
spout is decorated with a poem of four five-character verses written in
Chinese: 4B, LSS, HEMMNE,  HABEAN
(Those who followed me and those who have just come to me, |
treasure them all. They may live far away, they may live close by, be
that as it may, the main point is they understand me. The place is
filled with tea fragrance. The beautiful maids are serving tea for me
and my old friends). Above the poem are two characters: =
(longevity) and % (seal).

The existence of those two pots indicates that the court of Gia Long
did commission D6 si ky kiéu from China and they are indeed the

precious gems among the Do si ky kiéu treasure of the Nguyén era.
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(2) B sur ky kidu under the reign of Minh Mang (1820 — 1841)

The Nguyén royal court saw a time of peace and prosperity under
the reign of Minh Mang (1820 - 1841). After twenty peaceful years,
order was restored throughout the country. As far as the court affairs
were concerned, King Minh Mang introduced administrative reform
to consolidate the power of a centralized feudal regime. In the field of
construction, he took measures to re-construct the Citadel and the
Imperial City on a large scale. Many palaces, temples, and shrines
were built. A number of old palaces were enlarged, embellished with
more decorations. The king commissioned large-size porcelain pieces
such as vases, pots, pedestals and jars to decorate the exteriors and
the interiors of the palace. Furthermore, by this time the court
activities such as: major imperial audience assembly and regular
imperial audience assembly had been organized into a routine
procedure. Large banquets and ceremonies were held regularly. The
court, therefore, had commissioned a wealth of utility vessels,
tea-services and wine pots for the banquet service, for daily use in the
palace and in the governmental offices.

Among the typical Do siz ky kiéu under the reign of Minh Mang
were the large-size planters and jardiniéres, from 55 ¢cm to 60 cm in
diameter, to be displayed outside the grand palaces as Thai Hoa, Can
Chénh, Dién Tho, Thé Miéu. The designs on these grandiose vessels
are strictly stipulated: those placed before the imperial palaces should

have long @n van (dragons hidden in the clouds) or luéng long triéu
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nhgt (two dragons attending to the sun). Those at the royal temples
should have vién long (coiling dragons); those in the courtyards of
Dién Tho Palace and Phung Tién Palace should be decorated with
landscapes. Besides these planters, the king commissioned flower
vases, beakers, joss-stick pots of various sizes for decoration in the
temples. These are painted with the motifs of dragons and clouds,
flowers and grass, birds. Most of them do not bear any marks.
However, particular objects especially commissioned for the king,
have dynastic titles on them, such as HH#x4E8! (Made during the
Minh Mang reign), HH#»4Ei& (Manufactured during the Minh Mang
reign). These are meticulously decorated. In a research paper printed
in the periodical Tribus(Ulbrich 1998, 237-283), Thomas Ulbrich
brought to notice a vase, 147 cm high, decorated with nine vién long
(coiling dragon) on the van cam quy (diaper pattern with honeycomb)
background. Written above the largest coiling dragon on the main
sides is the mark HH#p4E8! (Made during the Minh Mang reign). Of
all the Po sir ky kiéu under the reign of Minh Mang identified and
publicized by the collectors, this example has the most perfect
condition and the largest size.

Besides the porcelains reserved for displaying in the palaces, Minh
Mang commissioned for himself and the royal family thousands of
porcelain pieces for daily use, such as bowls, plates, spoons, tea
services, the scholar’s four precious articles (ink stab, ink stick,
writing brush and paper), painting cylinders, ceramic plaques and

pestles. Most of these pieces bear the marks: BH #4854 (Made during
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the Minh Mang reign), BHar4Eid (Manufactured during the Minh
Mang reign), H (the Sun) and are decorated with paintings of the

four sacred animals, clouds and waves) (Figure 13).

Figure 13. Water-pipe, “two dragons attending to the sun” pattern, bearing the
mark I, DSKK during Minh Mang reign.

During this time, mandarins serving in the missions to China also
commissioned DSKK for themselves, chiefly tea-sets, paintings
cylinders, brush holders, and food services. These pieces are usually
decorated with landscape designs, flowers or poems in Chinese script.
These porcelains bears year marks, such as J§# 43 (Made in the
Gengchen year: 1820), J5¢ = (The Gengchen year), H H 48! (Made
in the Jiashen year: 1824), 2 FE4-#! (Made in the Yiyou year: 1825),
Z.78 (The Yiyou year), A8 (Made in the Bingxu year: 1826),
W (The Bingxu year), T %45 (Made in the Dinghai year: 1827),
X485 (Made in the Wuzi year: 1828), gergi4Ed! (Made in the
Gengyin year: 1830), A H (The Bingchen year: 1836); or marks of
the producing kilns such as: E#iAi& (Made at the state kiln), 4%
#HIE (Jade ceramic made for procurement), #FEuK (In the
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collection of Roushen), &% (Jade trinket), H{EEHR! (Made for
Shide), %% (Elegant jade), % (Jade). Rhetorical phrases serving the
same purpose as the marks, for examples 3jiliFr % (Jade piece of
Jingshan mountain), &.( 443 (Everything is enjoyable with a
peaceful heart), [H].(,44Z (Everything is enjoyable with a leisured
heart) can also be used found.

Of particular interest is an altar bowl for offering water, with the
mark KRGESR!D (Made in the Bingxu year), Hai Van Mountain
landscape design, in association with the first four verses in eight
heptasyllabic line poem, [&4E#2% (Spring Clouds on Top of Ai Linh
mountain), composed by Lord Nguyén Phuc Chu. Thus, this poem
has been featured twice on the BSKK. First, it was seen inscribed in
full on a bowl marked &t (Pure trinket) in zhuanshu script,
commissioned by Lord Nguyén Phic Chu in the 18™ century. Later,
only four verses of the same poem were featured on a bowl marked
WSS (Made in the Bingxu year), commissioned in 1826, under
the reign of Minh Mang.

It is worth noting that under the reign of Minh Mang, two types of
bowls with landscape and figure design in association with two
illustrative poems in Ném script were commissioned by the thousand.
One type inscribed with the poem: EERFEEA--- (On the water
where the sky is mirrored...), bear the H or L% marks. Later the
court had the word L (Ceremony) engraved on the exterior bottom of
the object, implying that this is for use at the important ceremonies in
the palace. The other type illustrates the story of Bo Ja - Zi Qi,

associated with a poem in NOm script: {#{&{+%05 - (Two close



PO SUKY KIEU 133

friends---) and marked with the character | (the Sun).

(3) BO sur ky kiu under the reign of Thiéu Tri (1841 - 1847)

Although he was on the throne for only seven years, King Thiéu
Tri commissioned the most P6 s ky kiéu of all the Nguy@n kings.

Aesthetically, porcelains under the reign of Thiéu Tri were perfect
in every aspect, from design to quality of glaze and clay body. They
can match the pieces bearing the marks &Jf7{¥F--- (Made for the Inner
Palace) and E#fF/ (Made for the Principal Palace Shrine)
procured during the L& - Trinh era. Porcelains under the reign of
Thiéu Tri are rich in form and style, particularly those for use in food
services, drinking, making offering and decorating places of worship.
Particularly, this era saw the appearance of many types of porcelain
of various shapes: curved, hexagonal, octagonal pieces imitating
European porcelains, besides those having globular shape often seen
in previous time. Dragons and clouds are the most common
decoration patterns on the pieces of Thiéu Tri time. Designs of the
van cam quy (diaper pattern with honeycomb), thiy ba tam son
(waves and three mountains), continuous flowers and leaves coming
out from inside the objects (14 I4t style as called by the specialists) are
typical of the decoration on porcelains of this era.

The marks on these porcelains are also diverse. There are marks
with dynastic title such as #2154 % (Made during the Thiéu Tri
reign) and #2754 i& (Manufactured during the Thiéu Tri reign) )

(Figure 14, 15). Thiéu Tri particularly commissioned a kind of high
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Figure 14 Figure 15
Figure 14. A set of covered tureen on raised foot, “rolling dragon” pattern,
bearing the mark #8744, DSKK during Thiéu Tri reign.
Figure 15. Tea-set, “rolling dragons” pattern, bearing the mark #&¥A%FiE,
DSKK during Thiéu Tri reign.

quality porcelains, decorated with two dragons attending the sun. The
mark bears dynastic titles of the two Kings Minh Mang and Thiéu
Tri, which seems to commemorate one king who had just passed
away and another king who recently came to the throne. In addition,
the mark with the word H (the Sun) continued to appear on
porcelains of this era. Certain groups of these porcelains have the
word [ inscribed on the bottom. Some pieces have an association of
the dynastic title, #2755 or #Z754F& written on the rim, and the
word [ inscribed on the exterior bottom. The reign of Thiéu Tri is
the only reign that commissioned porcelains with the mark of two
coiling dragons to represent reign mark, instead of the usual marks
inscribed in Han scripts. Under the reign of Thiéu Tri, four missions
were sent to China in the years: Xinchou (1841), Yisi (1845) and
Bingwu (1846), and the marks corresponding to these years are also
found on BSKK: xH-4EH! (Made in the Xinchou year: 1841), =4
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(The Xinchou year), Z.E (The Yisi year: 1845), T & (The Dingwei
year: 1847).

Typical specimen of the Do sir ky kiéu under the reign of Thiéu Tri
are offering fruit-trays, bowls on raised foot, tea-sets, tureens and
saucers, and hookahs. All of them are hexagonal or octagonal in
shape, and decorated with coiling dragons. Four words #Z754-& are
written on the four corners of the outer rim of the object. Another
type of porcelains regarded as typical of the reign of Thiéu Tri are
covered tureens on lowed foot, featuring long hi thuiy (dragon playing
with water) on the van cdm quy (honeycomb) background, the mark
takes the form of vién long (coiling dragon) painted in the middle of
the underside of the cover and on the bottom of the object. While
large-size objects were in favor during the reign of Minh Mang, the
reign of Thiéu Tri commissioned small-size objects which were
mostly the daily utility items such as bowls, plates, ewers, cups and
altar pieces such as offering fruit-trays, betel-trays and lampstands.
The object that were commissioned in highest number are deep dishes
with the mark #Zi54E5¢ and luwong long triéu nhat (two dragons
attending to the sun) painted on the interior or two dragons chasing
each other on the exterior. The quality of these deep dishes,
represented by the sophisticated drawing and brightness of glaze
color, can match that of the porcelains bearing the mark X)) -
under the Lé - Trinh era. Food vessels and wine bottles with floral and
landscapes patterns and the mark PJff (Inner Office or Department),
continued to be commissioned during the reign of Thiéu Tri.

Mandarins going on diplomatic missions also brought home pieces
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marked 3=H: (The Xinchou year) and Z.& (The Yisi year), having
the same glaze, shapes and styles with the designs of two cranes
flying side by side, fine-leafed bamboo and deer, and buffalo lying at
rest. These same designs are also found on objects of the same era
that, however, bear the marks &JIE (Dashun reign title), F£4# (Jade
pavilion) or f8 5 (Conversant in antiquity).

There are also a group of objects considered to have been
commissioned by the mandarins going on missions during the reign
of Thiéu Tri. They are the tea-sets with the marks &% (Jade trinket)
or &{IiEiEe (Exceptional trinket of a golden immortal), the design of
a mandarin sitting in a boat with roof with a rowing man at the stern,
in association with two verses in Han script: faK)JE 82K, (&2 8%
£ (The fisherman ferried the king. The Yin star met the Di star) or:
ZE K N\, F5HY /N33 (A man standing on the bridge was calling
out to a boat. A small boat was coming) (Vuong Hong Sén 1993, 131).

(4) DS st ky kidu under the reign of Ty Dirc (1848 — 1883)

Thirty-six years on the throne made Ty Durc the Nguyén king with
the longest time of ruling. It was long enough for him to commission
a great number of porcelains. The D6 siz ky kiéu under the reign of Tu
buc are, therefore, rich and diverse in types, styles and
designs(Figure 16, 17). They are, however, more related to those
under the reign of Minh Mang than those under the reign of Thiéu
Tri. King Ty Buc was a lover of literature and a well-known poet of

the literary circle of the Nguyén era.
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Figure 16 Figure 17

Figure 16. Vase for pitch-pot game, “dragon playing with water” pattern,
without mark, PSKK during Tu buc reign.

Figure 17. Porcelain table with wooden frame, “landscape and figure” pattern,
without mark, PSKK during Tu buc reign.

The porcelains procured during Ty Bic reign often have landscape
designs associated with illustrative verses in Han or N6m script.
Many landscapes of Hué are painted on these pieces, such as Thay
Van Mountain and Thanh Duyén Pagoda.

Among the pieces for interior decoration inside the palaces, Tu
bac reign commissioned the quadrilateral cubic flower pots with
khoa long pattern (pattern with hexagons hooked together), a popular
motif which appeared on numerous D6 si ky kiéu of the Lé - Trinh
era.

The Tu Dbuc court ordered utility vessels featuring dragons and
clouds and the marks fifE# (Made during the Tu Buc reign) or
MifEsE (Made during the Ty Duc reign), for use in the imperial
palace. The group of porcelains bearing the mark FAfE S often

consists of covered tureens or hollow dishes having the interior
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decorated with rolling dragons. This represents a continuation of the
style under the reign of Thiéu Tri, but the shape is not hexagonal or
octagonal. Shallow dishes or curve-walled dishes, bearing the mark
H and the patterns of dragons, clouds and water waves were popular
under the reign of Ty Btc. The court also commissioned lots of
vessels, decorated with flowers and foliage, landscapes, illustrative
poems in Han or Nom script, for use at court banquets. As a majority
of them are for the mandarins’use, these pieces do not have as good
quality kaolin or as sophisticated decorations as those for the king’s
use. The marks on these pieces are usually PRJff or names of the kilns
such as br %, &, HEE and so on.

The reign of Tu Duc is also famous for its tea-sets of the mdt trau -
lat dat (buffalo’s eyes - tumbler) style, with designs of landscape with
figure, illustrative poems with nhat thi, nhdt hoa (one poem, one
painting) style and dozens of different marks.

In Philippe Truong’s collection, there is an object which is possibly
the most exceptional of all the Pé si ky kiéu under the reign of Tu
buc. It is a plate whose exterior is decorated with long dn van
(dragons hidden in the clouds) design. The exterior bottom of the
object is marked L E but on the interior bottom, the two characters
fifE (The Tu Duc reign title) are written in zhuanshu script in an
underglaze circle.

The mandarins of this era also commissioned plenty of porcelains
for themselves. Under the reign of Tu B¢, 14 missions were sent to
China, under Qing dynasty then, on different purposes. To mark the

journey, the commissioners brought home a great many D6 siz ky kiéu
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such as tea-services, hookahs, brush holders with the year mark on
them: £E+#%H4 (The 10" month of Renzi year: 1852), T B4
(Made in the Dingsi year: 1857), J%z4#H! (Made in the Wuchen
year: 1868), = k& (Made in the Xinwei year: 1871), fifE>=i4
(The Xinwei year of Tu DBuc reign: 1871), N1{#H%! (Made in the
Bingzi year for imperial use: 1876). During this era, Bang Huy Tru
(1825 - 1874) commissioned the most Do sir ky kiéu. He was twice
dispatched to Hong Kong in 1865 and to Guangdong in 1867 - 1868
to inquire about the situations of the Western countries, and to study
their advanced technology with a view to help modernizing the
country(Pham Tuan Khéanh 1995, 85-90). In his journey to
Guangdong in 1867 - 1868, Bang Huy Tri compiled ten books and
commissioned a series of ceramic vessels, flower vases with the
marks consisting of 14 or 16 words in Han characters, beginning with
A i Hh Rk BB 2T A% -+ (Altar objects for the family shrine of
bang family, made in mid-autumn of the Wuchen year under the
reign of Ty Puc...). These words are arranged to form a circle on the
exterior bottom of the objects. These pieces were offered to the
family shrine of the Pang clan.

Usually the marks on D6 siz ky kiéu commissioned by the
mandarins under the reign of Ty Duc are the names of kilns such as
BrE (Jade trinket), ZiZEu (In the collection of Ruoshen), %
(Elegant jade), #fiE 5t (Jade trinket of Suzhou), TgEiEE# ! (Made
for Fuyuan) or marks of dedication or good wishes, for example: 4

fIl&Et (Exceptional trinket of a golden immortal), FKikE4) (Object
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in the collection of the family), H#Er 8% (Elegant trinket for holding

fragrance)...

(5) D& sur ky kidu under the reign of Khai Dinh (1916 — 1925)

The whole country was completely under the control of the French
colonialist during King Khai Binh’s nine years on the throne. The
king was nothing but a puppet on the throne while the foreign and
domestic affairs were handled by the French. The situation led to two
consequences:

- Firstly, diplomatic relations with China came to an end.
Consequently, no more BSKK was made as the Khai Binh court
ceased to send envoys to China.

- Secondly, the close relations with France and the passion for rare

and exotic objects of Khai Binh made the royal palace full of
porcelains (and many other objects) commissioned from Europe,
mostly from France. These pieces usually are products of the kilns in
Sevres (France). The porcelain is white, the decoration is in golden
powder and the designs themselves are copies of European designs.
Usually the two words [ & (The Khai Dinh reign title) or kg5
(Kingdom of Bai Nam) are elegantly written on the interior bottom or
the exterior bottom of the object.

As using and commissioning Pé siz ky kiéu from China was a
tradition of the Nguyén court, King Khai Dinh could not help but
following this practice. To prepare for the celebration of the King’s
40" birthday (1924), the court sent men to Guangdong to commission
various types of pedestals, flower planters with under dishes, and

flower vases in the years 1921 and 1924. These pieces were used to
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decorate the interiors of the palace in the Imperial City of Hué on that
occasion.

The Po sit ky kiéu under the reign of Khai Dinh are very diverse.
The King commissioned not only blue and white but also polychrome
wares or pieces with relief designs. There are dozens of flower vases
in the collection of Hué Royal Antiquities Museum, which are
transferred from Can Chénh Palace in the Purple Forbidden City. The
vases are 90 cm high, decorated with paintings of flowers and birds
with wucai (five-colored) glaze. The mark & 4% (Manufactured
during the Khai Binh reign) is inscribed on the collar of the
vase(Figure 18). Some of the vases have brown relief dragons. The
majority, however, are hexagonal pedestals, about 76 cm - 77 cm high,
decorated with paintings of flowers, birds and coins, bearing the mark
e 4% (Manufactured in the Xinyou year during the Khai Dinh

Figure 18. Vase, “flowers and birds” pattern, bearing the mark Fc Fid,
DSKK during Khai Dinh reign.
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reign: 1921) (Figure 19). The rest of the vases are decorated with
flowers, birds and landscapes, with the mark FaEH 143
(Manufactured in the Jiazi year during the Khai Binh reign: 1924) or

FlUE AR, etc.

Figure 19. Pedestal, “flowers and birds” pattern, bearing the mark J & P54
i (1921), BSKK during Khai Dinh reign.

In 1925, Khai Binh commissioned a number of white enameled
vessels with underglaze cobalt decoration and the mark R 24
(The Yichou year under the Khai Binh reign: 1925) for use at the
banquets in the palace. In the collections of Tran Binh Son and
Thomas Ulbrich, there are flower vases in baluster shape (with
flanges and flare mouth), with bat tién qua hai motif (eight Taoist
immortals crossing the sea) and the mark AJfF{F& (Manufactured
for reception in the Inner Palace). They are also BPSKK under the
reign of Khai Dinh. Khai Dinh is the last Nguyén king to have

commissioned porcelains from China.
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VI. PO SUNGU DUNG (THE KING’S PORCELAINS),
PO SUQUAN DUNG (THE MANDARINS’ PORCELAINS),

PO SUDAN DUNG (THE COMMON PEOPLE’S
PORCELAINS)

Not only the Vietnamese courts commissioned Do si ky kiéu from
China, but also the mandarins and wealthy people in Vietnam at that
time commissioned porcelains at the Chinese kilns to serve their
needs.

The social status of the people who commissioned Po sit ky kiéu
somewhat determined the quality, decorative designs, glaze color and
drawing style on the pieces.

- D6 sir ngu dung are pieces especially commissioned for the king.
The marks are usually the dynastic title of the king. Sometimes they
are substituted by symbols such as vién long (coiling dragon). Do sir
ngw dung were made at the yuyao (royal kilns), kwanyao (state kilns)
which were the kilns managed by the Qing dynasty. These pieces use
excellent clay, high-quality glaze and pigment, exquisite drawings.
The decorative designs are usually the four mythical creatures, the
eight treasures and landscapes.

- D6 sir quan dung are pieces commissioned to be used in the
palaces or those commissioned by the mandarins for their own
families. These pieces were sometimes produced by the kwanyao but
usually they were made at the minyao (common people’s kilns). They

do not have as good quality kaolin as imperial wares; drawings are
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not as sophisticated and the four supernatural creatures were not
allowed to be used as decoration. Instead, the designs are usually
flowers and grass, landscapes and figures, poems and animals.

- D6 sir dan dung are porcelains commissioned by the common
people, chiefly from the minyao kilns. The kaolin, the glaze, the
designs and drawings are of lower quality in comparison to those of
the do sir ngw dung; however, the quality and aesthetics of these
pieces can sometimes be comparable with those of the d@o siz quan
dung. The decorations on the do siz dan dung are diverse but they

must not include forbidden designs as determined by the court.
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