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Polyhedron design and its formation: Glass octagonal vase during
Qianlong reign (1736-1795) in the Qing dynasty

Pei-Chin Yu

Department of Antiquities, National Palace Museum, Taipei, Taiwan

Polyhedron is a solid geometric figure formed by planes and lines. It is rarely
seen in artifacts because its connecting surfaces require thorough calculation. Among
the glass objects in the imperial collection of Qianlong emperor, “Glass octagonal
vase with inscription of blessing and longevity in painted enamels” (fig.1) is
a tetradecahedron formed by eight triangular and six square surfaces, also known as
an Archimedean solid. However, according to the “Imperial Household Department
Archives” (1741), “Archive of Cloisonné, Glass, Enamels, and Yixing ware” (1835),
and “Obiject reports of the National Palace Museum” (1920), this vase is categorized
as an “octagonal” vase but this categorization fails to describe the true nature of its
shape. This glass vase is made by the Qing court and has a reign mark of the Qianlong
emperor at its bottom, proving its origin from the imperial workshop of the eighteenth
century. Compared to other objects in history, this vase is similar to the bronze
“Rosewater Sprinkler” made in the Khorasan province in Iran around the tenth to
twelfth centuries, now a collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum. How did
Qianlong emperor’s glass octagonal vase emerge after such a long time? Was it
introduced by Western missionaries to the Qing court? Or was it a transformation
based on the faceted vase from the Ming dynasty? This article aims to discuss the
preceding polyhedron designs before the Qianlong period and the meaning and
emergence of polyhedron designs during the Qianlong period.



