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A few rare Yuan Ceramics in 

French Museums
BY DAISY LION-GOLDSCHMIDT 
Chargee de Mission au Musec Guimet, Paris

The most important collection of Far-Eastern ceramics in France is that of Musee 
Guimet in Paris. It comes mostly from the collection assembled by Emile Guimet 
who founded the museum in 1888 and came still more from Ernest Grandidier. 
They were both collecting during the last quarter of the 19th century. At that time, 
only Qing and late Ming porcelains were known and one couldn’t imagine that 
anything worth looking at could be dated earlier. If there are many good Yuan and 
Ming porcelains in the Museum, it is thanks to the taste, the flair, the sensitiveness 
of the collectors who were bold enough to risk buying pieces they had no idea how 
to date, but that attracted them for their originality or their quality.

Grandidier gave his collection - over eight thousand pieces - to the Louvre in 
1896 and continued buying until his death in 1910. Some of the Yuan pieces were 
correctly dated during the twenties and the thirties. But most of them were identified 
after the Second World War, when the collection, hidden between 1939 and 1945, 
was brought back to Paris and displayed at the Guimet. A few of them have been 
published but in publications not easily available, others are practically unknown, 
exhibited in different museums outside Paris.

The first to be shown here, a dark blue meiping has, in fact, often been published 
and is well known. But it is such an important piece that I would like to remind you 
of it (Fig. 1). It belongs to the very small ‘white slip reserve’ class, so named by John 
Ayers (1) and that Margaret Medley (2) dates between 1340 and 1355. The strong 
three-clawed dragon motif in white slip was thick enough for the decorator to model 
the scales and other details in relief or to incise them. The Guimet vase was thought 
to be unique until recently, when two others appeared in China. One of them is ex
hibited in the Gugong, in Peking (H: 35 cm), the other in the Yangzhou museum, 
in Jiangsu province (H: 43,8 cm) (3). They are all sturdily built, with thick walls, 
and their decoration is almost exactly the same.

Another remarkable Guimet piece is an underglaze - red decorated kendi belong
ing to a rather small group and never published as far as I know (G. 4700). It is 
very close to one in the Copenhagen Kunstindustrimuseum (4). Two others were 
lent to the Oriental Ceramic Society’s exhibition ‘The Arts of the Ming Dynasty’ 
in 1957, one (nr. 153) belonging at that time to Sir Harry Garner, the other (nr. 
152) belongs to the Dreyfus collection (see T.O.C.S., 1955-57, vol. 30). Two more 
are on display in the Victoria and Albert Museum, one of these a gift from Sir Per- 
cival David and perhaps the most beautiful of the scries (C. 54-1937). They all 
belong to the second half of the 14th century; some of them, by the style of their 
floral decoration, belong clearly to early Ming.

A different kind of Yuan ewer is in the Michel Calmann collection ( Musee 
Guimet) which is mostly devoted to Tang and Sung ceramics. It is a heavy, thick, 
bluish glazed wine pot (M.A. 4329), with a scaly dragon as a handle, its open mouth 
forming the spout. It has only been published in a recent French collaborative work
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I. Dark blue mciping vase with white slip decoration. 
H: 33,6 cm D: 20,1 cm 
Muscc Guimet. (G. 1211)
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2. Octagonal celadon bowl with reserved panels. 
H: 10,6 cm D: 19,5 
Mu see Guimet. (8.584)

(5). The piece has probably been moulded and shows two rows of even, but dif
ferently shaped, relief petals around the foot and hanging from the shoulder. It can 
be compared to pieces found in the Philippines and, in a different way, to a tall ewer 
in the Art Institute, Chicago (6).

In room III at the Guimet, are many classical and good quality Yuan ceramics, 
mostly in the Jun, Cizhou and celadon groups. Some large export celadon dishes, 
with their typical decoration and bases, are included.

More exceptional, among the celadons, is an octagonal bowl (Fig. 2) very close

n cm
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3. Inside detail of the same.

to a stem-cup formerly in the de Menasce collection, described by Margaret Medley 
as an ‘unusual example of the resist technique in combination with moulding’ (7). 
This resist process is the solution the potters invented so as to be able to obtain the 
contrast between unglazcd panels and the celadon ground on a vertical surface. It 
seems that only one, or perhaps two, kilns practised the method. In fact, there are 
close similarities between the dc Menascc piece and our bowl: same angular shape 
with a flared rim, same irregular form of the panels. And the underglaze moulded 
herons in lotus pools inside the Guimet bowl (Fig. 3) seem to be the same as the 
unglazed ones on the outside of the de Menasce stem-cup.

The resist technique appears on a number of vases such as the octagonal meiping 
in the Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art (8) and a very similar one publish
ed in Sekai Toji Zenshu (The Ceramic Art of the World), vol. 13, plate 32. Both 
these pieces show traces of gold on the unglazed panels. The whole group can pro
bably be dated to the first half of the 14th century.

In the Cizhou group, the most typical Yuan pieces are three small meiping 
stoneware vases painted in black over a white slip, then covered with a turquoise 
alkaline glaze (room IV, case 11). This new colour is probably a consequence of con
tacts renewed in Yuan times with Western Asia, where turquoise glaze had long 
been used in Iran and Mesopotamia. The three pieces measure between 22,7 and 
25 cm high. On M.A. 2135 (9), of especially heavy shape, and perhaps earlier than 
the two other vases, the glaze is tightly crackled. As always, I believe, the decoration 
in this group is divided into three horizontal bands, the central one being the widest. 
The shoulder band is generally painted with flower scrolls (10), an except*on being 
our nr. M.A. 2135 where half-flowers arc enclosed in successive triangles ' vversc 
order. The central band is painted with large stylized lotus and chrysai:- -mum 
flowers on a hatched background, the lower band with heavy spirals. The \ other 
vases (G. 2731 and E.O. 2464) are closely related. Their central band is ; irated 
with three large lobed panels joining at their edges and enclosing lands< s with 
delicately painted figures, hares and birds.
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4. Painted bottle. Jizhou ware (Jiangxi).
H: 16,6 cm D: 9 cm
Muscc Guimet. (G. 1)

In our storage at the present moment is a small long-necked bottle of Jizhou ware 
Qianxi), painted all over in dark brown on a creamy slip and covered with a 
transparent glaze (Fig. 4). It is the replica of a bottle found in the remains of a 
Chinese ship that had sunk in the early 14th century, probably between 1310 and 
1325, near Sinan, South Korea. The discovery and the excavations took place in 
1976 and 1977 and brought back some 6,500 Chinese ceramics (11).

The Guimet bottle is covered with a kind of painted net made of small scales, ex
cept for dark brown stripes around the top and the base, and for two Iobcd 
medallions painted with waves on one side and a prunus branch on the other, exact
ly the same as on the Sinan piece. But there, the all-over motif is a tight spiky 
scrollwork, characteristic of the Jizhou ware. It is a group better known in England 
than in France where I never found any example of it other than our small bottle. 
In the Victoria and Albert Museum, a bottle of different shape but with the same 
long straight neck as the Sinan and the Guimet ones, has no other decoration than 
the all-over tightly coiled scrollwork (12). A tall vase (about 45 cm high) in the 
British Museum, often published (13), shows in its central part the same scrolls and 
the same opposite medallions. Most pieces of this ware are of unusual torms and 
decoration. An example among many could be the quadrangular vase of the Bristol 
City Art Gallery (14), where the four sides arc covered with waves on which lobed 
floral medallions stand out.

We turn now to a recent ‘discovery’ made by Mr. Jean-Paul Dcsroches, curator 
of the Chinese department of the Guimet. Quite unexpectedly, he lound, lying in
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5. Porcelain figure of Guanyin.
H: 55 cm
Muscc Guimci. (E.O. 1616) 

an old and dusty case in a faraway corner of our storage, a beautiful qingbai porcelain 
Guanyin. It was part of the Camondo collection bequeathed to the Louvre in 1912. 
This bequest also included our renowned early Zhou bronze elephant which has fre
quently been published. The statue (Fig. 5), not understood at the time, had never 
been exhibited nor even heard of. It immediately reminds one of all the pearl
beading qingbai ware studied by John Ayers (15), as well, of course, as the series of 
well known qingbai Bodhisattvas dated to the end of the 13th century (16).

Compared to the majestic Kansas City Guanyin, dated to 1298 or 1299 and 51,4 
cm high, the Guimct one, a little taller, is sitting differently, in the lotus position, 
and with her arms brought together. She is overloaded with jewellery in the same 
way as the Manjusri of the Metropolitan Museum of New York (17). Bui she has 
her own special peaceful appearance, a quiet contemplative look, eyes lowered and 
hands folded in her lap as if she were in meditation. In this, she is unlike the smiling 
Guanyin of the Victoria and Albert Museum and far from the imperial aspect of 
the statue discovered at Dadu, in the western section of Peking, in 1955. This one, 
the tallest of all (67 cm high), was sent to London in 1973 with the archaeological 
exhibition ‘The Genius of China’ (nr. 362). It is now displayed in the Confucius 
Temple in Peking, that has become the Municipal Museum.

The Guimet figure is almost undamaged, with only a broken thumb ; ncl the 
diadem missing around the high chignon. It has not been restored. It was published 
by Jcan-Paul Desroches in our yearly magazine ‘Arts Asiatiques’ in 1984 (; .. He 
has made a thorough study of earlier figures recently discovered and comp.* v s the 
Guimet piece with most of the well-known examples in the same scries. He K iieves

5a. Detail.
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6. Dish with flattened foliate rim.
H: 8,8 cm D: 47,4 cm
Muscc National Adrien Dubouche, Limoges.
(7.238)

it could be slightly earlier than the dated Kansas City Guanyin, perhaps about 1290.
Three of the best Yuan pieces in French museums are outside Paris. One is in 

Limoges where the Musee National Adrien Dubouche displays important European 
ceramic collections and has a few cases devoted to the Far-East. Among a good series 
of Ming and later blue-and-white, a large Yuan dish stands out strikingly (Fig. 6). 
It has been published in Sekai Toji Zenshu, vol. 13, pi. 70 and 71. The bracket- 
Iobed edge, slightly raised in relief, the border of serpentine waves and the peony 
scroll moulded in white slip in the cavetto are classical components of some mid- 
fourteenth century blue-and-white dishes. These features are more often associated 
with a central decoration reserved in white on a blue ground than with a blue 
painted centre as they are here. The vvhole composition may be compared to that 
of a dish from the Topkapu Sarayi Muzesi in Istanbul (19) and also to a British 
Museum piece often published (20). The central picture in both those instances is 
a kind of abstract landscape, with rocks, a banana tree, grapes, a melon, and so on. 
As for the Limoges dish, there is solid ground on which a strange beast walks sur
rounded by flames. It is the fabulous baizi, a kind of lion with a twisted horn and 
a long bushy tail. No other examples of this exceptional motif seem to have reached 
the western world. The few that are known are on three pieces from the Ardebil 
Shrine in Tehran (21), one of them published by Margaret Medley, who also il
lustrates a vase from the Paoting hoard kept in China, in the Hebei Provincial 
Museum (22). And a broken dish, very close to the Limoges one, from the Ar
chaeological Survey of India, is in New Delhi (23).

The Limoges dish seems to be of a rather early date in the mid-14th century, pro
bably about 1345, mainly because of many irregularities in its composition. These 

, for instance, the odd number of the eleven breaking waves, the different spacing 
between the waves as well as between the flowers in the well, where the leaves are 
not in strict alternate directions as they were supposed to be. Two of them are even 
outlined in blue on a flower. This is far from the symmetrical compositions that were 

little later, when the decorators knew better. The dish seems to be a

are

to appear a
typical example of the free-hand painting of the beginnings.

The back of the piece (cf. Sekai Toji Zenshu, pi. 71) is characteristic, with its fine 
continuous lotus scroll between thin blue lines, sharply cut foot rim and black specks 
in the reddish paste of its unglazed base.
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7. Dish with flattened foliate rim.
D: 45 cm
Musee National de Ceramique, Sevres. (9.882)

Two other fine examples of middle 14th century blue-and-white dishes 
view in the Musee National de Ceramique, at Sevres, near Paris.

On the first of these (Fig. 7), a few exceptional features are worth noticing. First 
the association of a foliate rim with a diamond diaper border pattern, only known 
to appear on a dish from the Sedgwick collection, now in the British Museum (24). 
However, a third example, somewhere in China, has been published in Wen Wu, 
19b6-3. Next to the border, a carefully drawn lotus scroll is painted in blue on the 
white ground of the porcelain. The diamond diaper border, together with the lotus 
scroll in the well, appear normally on the class of straight rimmed dishes broadly 
dated between 1355 and 1365. Here, not only the foliate rim but also the sym- 
metried central field, decorated in white on a blue ground, contrast sharply with

*In the centre,

are on

a geometric row of petal panels enclosing auspicious objects stands 
around the very exceptional middle motif with its four large flattened ‘cloud collars’ 
framing a striking white lotus flower. As to the general composition of the centre, 
there is a similar example in the Topkapu Sarayi Miizesi (25), wholly typical of the 
earliest style. But, for the lotus flower in the middle area, the only parallel I could 
Vo lsJ“e,m.slde of a very large Topkapu bowl, over 40 cm broad (see J. Pope, pi. 
18 and Sekai Toji Zenshu, vol. 13, colour plates 68 and 69). The central parts of 
the two pieces are painted, if not by the same hand, at least after the same pattern.

Ihe back of the Sevres dish shows a blue-painted lotus scroll on the well, very 
close to the outside one. The foot is sharply cut in the same way as that of the 
Limoges dish.

Last, but not least, comes the biggest Yuan blue-and-white dish yet known (Fig. 
it (26)S 60 Cm br°ad and °nly °ne ArdebiI examPle> measuring 57,5 cm approaches

Compared to the previous dish, the impression is entirey different. Here the 
whole decoration is reserved in white on a blue ground, giving a rare sense of unity. 
AH the motifs are lightly inter-related, leaving no bare space. The major ‘cloud col
lar theme is arranged in three rows around the central medallion, two of them filled 
with and surrounded by small flowers. The last row, set the other way round, shows 
smaller and flattened ‘cloud collars’ surrounded by waves and framin' pairs of 
auspicious objects.
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8. Large dish with flattened foliate rim.
D: 60 cm
Musec National dc Ccramique, Sevres. (12.967)

It all seems very regular and well calculated, but if one takes a careful look, one 
detects many irregularities. In the middle and the third row of the ‘cloud collars’, 
one notices how different their sizes are. The distances between the white.peonies 
in the well are different. Still more, the waves on the border vary in length and in
terspacing, are long or short, far or near to each other. Furthermore, their number, 
thirteen, is rather odd. Similar irregularities appear on the Ardebil dish mentioned 
above. This dish is again an example of free-hand painting, pointing to an early 
date, about the same, if not a little earlier, than that of the Limoges dish. Pointing 
also to an earlier date is the way the peony flowers and their leaves are painted, very 
meticulously, so as to show clearly the outlines of the petals and the veins of the 
leaves.

The back is identical to that of the big Ardebil dish. These two pieces, because 
of their exceptionally large size, are the only ones known that have two rows of 
decoration: a lotus wreath with spiky leaves on the well and a band of petals sur
rounding the foot rim.

I believe this Sevres dish to be one of the most impressive in existence.
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Photographs nos. 1, 5, 5a, 6, 7 & 8 are from “Reunion des Musees Nationaux, Paris”. i
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