
 
 
51.   
An Unusual Green–Glazed Earthenware Hu                綠釉陶壼 
 
Height: 36.8 cm. (14 1/2 in.) 
Diameter 25.8 cm. (10 1/8 in.) 
Eastern Han dynasty  

1st-3rd century A.D.                東漢 
                
Raised on a high broad foot, the sides of the vessel curve outward to the 
prominently distended midsection, then swing abruptly inward to form a narrow 
neck that is surmounted by a tall, distinctive, cup-shaped mouth with straight sides 
slanting outward. The exterior of the vessel is covered overall, aside from the base, 
with a minutely crackled, bright, leaf–green glaze that flows across the lip and 
down the interior walls of the mouth, with some areas exhibiting opalescence and 
an intriguing rainbow effect on the surface.   Decoration is minimal and subtle. 
The widest girth is impressed with three bowstring lines below a lightly impressed 
striated or rouletted band, a decorative configuration repeated high on the 
shoulder, while on the neck a bowstring is bordered above and below by further 
rouletted bands.  The cup-shaped mouth is banded near the lip and close to the 
base also with bowstrings with a rouletted band between them.  The flat base is 
unglazed revealing the reddish hue of the earthenware body with some adhesions 
that might be remnants of firing supports. 
 
 

       Among the numerous published green-
glazed hu-form vessels that have survived over 
two millennia since the Eastern Han 
dynasty, the present hu stands out in a 
special way.  At one extreme the ceramic 
vessels of this basic form were modeled in a 
rather straightforward fashion on bronze or 
lacquer hu whereas the present vessel 
represents another extreme. Its proportions 
are quite different, the foot and mouth 
elongated and accentuated, the profile 
dramatic, eye-catching, forceful. It is 
noteworthy that among hu-form ceramic 
vessels with related distinguishing 
characteristics are those with appliqué ring 
handles based on bronze and lacquer, 
exemplified here by one vessel excavated 
from an Eastern Han dynasty tomb in Hubei 
(fig. 1) and another in Shandong province 
(fig. 2).  And included among those with 
appliqué taotie handles based on bronze 
prototypes are two vessels illustrated here: 
one excavated in Shandong (fig. 3) and the 
other auctioned in Tokyo in 1928 (fig. 4). 
The absence of such appliqué from the 

present vessel, a shedding of features 
associated with bronze, shows the potter 
moving into a territory of his own, one 
independent from metalwork, and one that 
allowed a language of pure shape and glaze 
to attract attention. 
      The brightly colored green glaze, as seen 
here, is so very prevalent within Eastern Han 
period mingqi “spirit objects” that it is 
practically synonymous with the funerary 
ceramic art of the period. We are still asking 
what prompted the creation of this glaze.  
What led to the use of lead-fluxed copper 
glaze materials to produce the distinctive 
greens that resulted in such a momentous 
transformation in the look of tomb 
furniture?  That it resulted from an attempt 
to mimic patinated bronzes is not very 
convincing.  Although, on the other hand,  
brownish-glazed earthenwares that were 
produced contemporaneously could make a 
ceramic vessel in the shape of a bronze look 
somewhat like a bronze. The earliest low-
fired green and brownish-amber glazes, 
however, were applied to small human and 
animal figures sculptured from clay,  



discovered in tombs datable to the end of 
the Western Han dynasty, a bridge to the 
Eastern Han products.1  The  perfected 
green glazes were not used exclusively on 
bronze-shaped vessels but rather could be 
applied to any earthenware shape or model 
that was required in the residence of the 
departed.  The glazes created  a perfect finish 

covering the blemishes of imperfect clay 
bodies and in the end would have provided 
a timesaving method for finishing a vessel,  
in comparison to painting by hand.  
 
 

 
 
1. See the finds from Sijian’gou, Jiyuanxian, Henan province, Wenwu, 1973:2, pl. 2, and fig. 7, p. 5.  
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1: Green-glaze earthenware hu with appliqué ring handles, 
Eastern Han dynasty, 1st-3rd century A.D., excavated from an 
Eastern Han tomb, in Huanggang city, Hubei province, after Kaogu, 
2012:3, pl. 10:2. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2: Green-glaze earthenware hu  
with appliqué ring handles, Eastern  
Han dynasty, 1st-3rd century A.D.,  
excavated in Gaotangxian, Shandong  
province, after Sekai Tôji Zenshû,  
vol. 10 (Ancient China), Tokyo, 1982, 
pl. 67, p. 77.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3: Green-glaze earthenware hu with appliqué ring 
handles, late Eastern Han dynasty, 1st-3rd century A.D., 
excavated from a tomb in  Ji’nan Qinglongshan, Shandong 
province, after Kaogu,1989:11, pl. III:4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4: Green-glaze earthenware hu  
with appliqué taotie masks, Eastern  
Han dynasty, 1st-3rd century A.D.,  
former Takahashi collection, after  
Tokyo Bijutsu Club uction catalogue,  
Tokyo, 1928, fig. 438.  



 
 
 
 
 



 


