
 
12. Yingqing Covered Box with Peony Design 
 
Diameter: 9.0 cm. (3 5/8 in.) 
Height: 4.5 cm. (1 3/4 in.) 
Southern Song period 
13th century A.D. 

 
The circular box has straight sides that rise at a sharp angle from the wide unglazed foot.  The well-
fitted lid is made with conforming straight sides and a flat top, the top crisply molded overall in a 
delicate raised relief design consisting of a large peony blossom balanced on a graceful stem that also 
issues two large leaves flanking the blossom and smaller leaves below.  The petals and leaves appear 
tipped in high-relief “droplets” and are further detailed with fine veins. The bright, smooth, light-
blue glaze has drained from the tips of the petals and leaves, resulting in a thin coating that clearly 
reveals the white porcelain body beneath, creating highlights against the blue. Both the interiors of 
the box and lid are glazed. An irregular rust-colored ring on the unglazed base resulted in firing. 
 

                                                                   
 
Despite the great numbers of yingqing covered boxes, many used to contain powders and 
rouges for woman of status in Song-Yuan China, it is always a delight to come upon one 
with particularly fine modeling or a gracious decorative image, both of which are present in 
this example. The posturing of the flower, with a slight bow to the left, evokes a sense of 
naturalness, as if a fresh breeze had briefly blown through. At the same time, one is always 
conscious in the arts of China of the special and specific meanings that have attached over 
time to whatever subject matter is present, such as the peony here, a symbol of wealth, 
happiness, love and, appropriately, feminine beauty. Such boxes were exported to Korea, 
Japan, Southeast Asia and the Philippines where they were put to a variety of uses 
determined by local customs, the example illustrated here found in the Philippines (fig. 1). 
Wherever scholars required containers for seal ink, the boxes were easily put to that use too. 
The great numbers of surviving examples along with extensive remains of such boxes at kiln 
sites at Jingdezhen indicate the immense popularity of the type, the example illustrated here 
with a peony design related to the present (fig. 2). 
 
The very special cool bluish-color of the yingqing wares produced at Jingdezhen was the result 
of the purity of the porcelain stone (cishi) used in their production, free of the titanium, 
which in trace amounts reacts with iron to produce colors that tend to greens or the range of 
colors known as celadon. Since the material was so remarkably pure and free of 
contaminants, a small portion of iron and a firing cycle which provided a degree of reduction 
assured the special blue tonality that distinguishes the glazes. Kilns at Dehua in Fujian 
managed to replicate this color. The more “powdery” nature of the porcelain bodies 
produced there and their relative thickness while still allowing translucency sets them apart 
from the wares of Jingdezhen, the source of the present example. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

Fig. 1: Yingqing covered box with 
peony décor, Song dynasty, 12th-
13th century A.D., after Ulrich 
Wiesner, ed., Chinesische Keramic 
auf den Philippinen, Cologne, n.d., 
pl. 112, p. 141. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Fig. 2: Yingqing covered box with 
peony décor, Song dynasty, 12th-
13th century A.D., excavated at 
the Hutian kiln site, Jingdezhen, 
Jiangsi province, after Hutian Kiln 
Site at Jingdezhen, Report on 
excavations from 1988 to 1999, 
Beijing, 2007, color pl. 121:3. 

 

 
 


