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Seals Are Found Everyw
here

Painting by Wu Changshuo – Monk with a Sack (1914)
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Chinese Seals
Block-printed edition of the Classic of Long and Short Scriptures of the Northern Song Dynasty. On the right is an 

inscription by Emperor Qianlong of the Qing Dynasty, below which are two seals. The round one bears the character 

“乾” (qian), and the square one the character “隆” (long). On the left side on the top of the book cover is a large 

imperial seal; the others are mostly collectors’ seals.
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The Earliest Seals

Seals of the Spring and Autumn and 
Warring States Periods

Qin and Han Dynasty Seals, and 
Their Decline 

Separation of Official Seals and 
Private Seals, and the Appearance of the 

Art of Seal Cutting

II
The Historical Development of 

Chinese Seals
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Chinese Seals

The Earliest Seals

China’s earliest seal dates back to the Shang Dynasty. It is 
a fragment of pottery unearthed in the ruins of that dynasty in 
Anyang, Henan Province, as mentioned above. The piece is only 
half of a square seal, and was verified as a seal when three small 
similar seals of bronze were found in the 1930s. The inscriptions 
on all these seals are cut in relief.

Seals of the Spring and Autumn and Warring States 
Periods

During the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods 
(722-221 BC), treaties and agreements between the various 
states, which were constantly at war with each other, called for 
ratification and guarantees, and these were provided by means of 
seals. It became the custom to issue a seal to a newly appointed 
official. At the same time, traders clinched business deals with 

1. Ancient seal of the Warring States Period, bearing the characters “康都右司马” (kang du you si ma, or Right 

Minister of War for Kangdu)

2. Appeal and response in seal characters

3. A private seal of the Warring States Period. It is also called a “small seal.” The characters on it read “周常” 

(zhou chang), a name.
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The Historical Developm
ent of Chinese Seals

seals. Both the official and individual 
seals were called 玺 (xi) . This was the 
first period of development of Chinese 
seals. 

During the Warring States Period
（475-221 BC)，China already boasted 
a mature bronze casting industry, thus 
enabling the casting of bronze seals. 
Some had inscriptions engraved on the faces of the cast bronze 
pieces, but most seals were cast with the inscriptions already on 
them.

Qin and Han Dynasty Seals, and Their Decline

After Emperor Qin Shihuang 
unif ied China in 221 BC, he 
adopted a series of policies and 
measures to consolidate his rule. 
As mentioned above, henceforth 
only the emperor’s seal was called 
a 玺 xi, while the seals of the 
officials and common people were 
called 印 yin. Moreover, there were 
also strictly graded differences in 
the seals for different classes of 
people, including different types of 
handles and strings for attaching 
the seals to belts, etc. 

The Han Dynasty inherited the 

Chiseled seal “振威将

军章” (zhen wei jiang 

jun zhang ,  or Power-

spreading General’s seal)

Mount Tai stone carving, Qin Dynasty, with 

seal characters in the xiaozhuan style

http://www.purpleculture.net

http://www.purpleculture.net

