
76. 
Giant Lingbi Rock in the Form of a Mountain Peak          灵璧嶠形大石 
 
Height including stand: 132.0 cm. (52 in.) 
Width: 58.5 cm. (23 in.) 
Depth: 15.0 cm. (6 in.) 

Stand: Qing dynasty, 18th-19th century; “southern style”                      座: 清期南式 
 
The massive lingbi limestone rock is shaped like a flame with a deeply creviced pointed peak, 
outcroppings on the steep slopes, and in the center a major hook-shaped perforation mirroring the 
shape of the lower section of the rock.  The gleaming polished surface is smooth and the black 
stone shot through with white calcite. The veins crisscross and bisect each other like paths in a 
mountainous landscape or lines on a roadmap. The dense stone is one sided, meant to be viewed 
from the black, polished side.  Orange-buff and white adhesions  are visible on the reverse. The 
rock is firmly supported by a substantial openwork wood stand well-carved to imitate the 
appearance of a gnarled tree trunk interspersed with geometric forms with supple edges to give 
them an organic feeling and suggesting knots or burls. 
 

       Although the rock was described above as 
flame-like, to convey the dynamism of its upward 
spring and stretch, the Chinese would see it as a 
perilous scarp but an inviting one as well.  An 
armchair traveler could scale the peak, following 
the trails, navigate the gullies, passages, natural 
bridges and turnabouts in safety, and then stand 
at the haunting cavernous opening staring into 
the void without fear of falling.  Rocks could be 
appreciated for themselves and were catalogued 
and appreciated for their various characteristics.  
While appreciation of rocks dates back to at least 
the Han dynasty and perhaps earlier, the first 
publication devoted exclusively to the subject was 
the Yunlin shipu, “Stone Catalogue of Cloudy 
Forest,” a manual written by Du Wan published  
in A.D.1127.   Du would now and again make 
mention of the similarity of patterns in stones 
that suggested landscape images that became a 
preoccupation of the collectors of Dali stone.  
And, importantly, a rock could be seen as a 
microcosm of nature, the miniaturization of an 
entire landscape and therefore could be enjoyed 
on a philosophical as well as aesthetic level, and, 
as in the case of a landscape painting, a fantastic 
rock might invite one to enter and embark on a 
journey of one’s own  
       Whether used on a desk to invite con-
templation or placed on the tile  floor of a study 
to bring something of the outside within four 
walls, or situated in just the right place in a 

courtyard or garden to create  the feeling of a 
special landscape in a controlled and confined 
environment,  rocks or stones were gathered, 
found, acquired, appreciated and esteemed by the 
Chinese.  Rocks were preeminent among “found” 
objects, kings within the world of “art” created by 
nature.    
       A valued rock could be provided with a stand 
that would indicate it had been embraced as a 
cultural object.  One of the earliest methods used 
for framing or highlighting a rock was to place it 
in a small basin, where it  could be reflected in 
the “pond” or it could be the focal point of a 
miniature landscape when accompanied by 
plants. These assemblages probably began in the 
Han, evolving over time, and were later 
overshadowed by simple platforms or flat stands 
for display.  The next step was to fashion a stand 
with sockets or depressions custom-made for an 
individual rock, as in the present example.1    
       Rocks cannot be dated as such for our 
purposes. However, based on the age or date of 
creation of its stand, we can surmise when the 
rock was collected.  Dating stands itself, however, 
is not a simple matter.  While an historical 
development can be gleaned from literature and 
their representation in  painting, it is not easy to 
ascribe a date with confidence to each and every 
stand.  It can be suggested, however, that the 
present stand with its marriage of naturalistic 
details and abstract geometric forms is likely a late 



Qing product, and produced at one of the 
workshops located in southern China, for 
example, in Guangzhou province distinguished 
for production of such stands especially during 
the later Qing period.  
 
1. Studies on which this entry was based are 
Robert Mowry, Worlds Within Worlds: The Richard 

Rosenblum Collection of Chinese Scholars' Rocks, 
Cambridge, 1997; John Hay, Kernels of Energy, 
Bones of Earth: The Rock in Chinese Art, China 
House Gallery, China Institute in America, New 
York, 1986; and Edward Schafer, Tu Wan's Stone 
Catalogue of Cloudy Forest: A Commentary and 
Synopsis, Berkeley, 1961.  

 
 


