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CHRONOLOGY OF THE MING DYNASTY

Reign title Reign period  Family name   Temple name

Hongwu 洪武  1368–98   Zhu Yuanzhang 朱元璋  Taizu 太祖

Jianwen 建文  1399–1402  Zhu Yunwen 朱允炆  Huidi 惠帝

Yongle 永樂  1403–24   Zhu Di 朱棣   Chengzu 成祖 or Taizong 太宗

Hongxi 洪熙  1425    Zhu Gaochi 朱高熾  Renzong 仁宗

Xuande 宣德  1426–35   Zhu Zhanji 朱瞻基  Xuanzong宣宗

Zhengtong 正統  1436–49   Zhu Qizhen 朱祁鎮  Yingzong 英宗

Jingtai 景泰  1450–56    Zhu Qiyu 朱祁鈺  Daizong 代宗

Tianshun 天順  1457–64    Zhu Qizhen   Yingzong 英宗

Chenghua 成化  1465–87   Zhu Jianshen 朱見深  Xianzong 憲宗

Hongzhi 弘治  1488–1505  Zhu Youtang 朱祐樘  Xiaozong 孝宗

Zhengde 正德  1506–21   Zhu Haozhao 朱厚照  Wuzong 武宗

Jiajing 嘉靖  1522–66    Zhu Houcong 朱厚熜  Shizong 世宗

Longqing 隆慶  1567–72   Zhu Zaihou 朱載垕  Muzong 穆宗

Wanli 萬曆  1573–1620  Zhu Yijun 朱翊鈞  Shenzong 神宗

Taichang 泰昌 1620   Zhu Changluo 朱常洛  Guangzong 光宗

Tianqi 天啟  1621–7   Zhu Youxiao 朱由校  Xizong 熹宗

Chongzhen 崇禎  1628–44   Zhu Youjian 朱由檢  Sizong 思宗
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The exhibition held at the British Museum from 18 
September 2014 to 5 January 2015, and entitled Ming: 50 years 
that changed China, had as one of its central aims that of 
bringing before a wide public some elements of the recent 
revolution in scholarly perception of the early Ming dynasty 
(1368–1644). This has moved away from the tendency in 
older scholarship of viewing the period essentially as a 
nativist reaction to the Mongol conquest and the years of 
Yuan rule, and one which saw China pulling down the 
shutters on the outside world, in a ‘turning away from the 
outside world [which] was accompanied by a growing 
introspection within Chinese life’.1 Although the emerging 
new paradigm still requires further work (which this volume 
is a contribution to), many scholars now see the early Ming 
as a distinctive example among a group of states across 
Eurasia which descended from the era of Chinggis Khan, 
with its courtly culture in particular captured by the 
cosmopolitan glamour of Mongol styles of rulership. Almost 
all now see it as an age of unprecedented engagement, in 
both peaceful and violent forms, with the world beyond the 
borders of the Ming empire, the first period when (as in the 
Tang dynasty), Chinese power was projected deep into 
Central Asia, while at the same time (as in the Song dynasty) 
the possibilities of a maritime hegemony were also explored. 

The conference which was held at the British Museum on 
9–11 October 2014 under the title ‘Ming: courts and contacts 
1400–1450’, sought in its turn to bring together a body of 
scholars working on the period from a range of disciplinary 
perspectives, to examine in particular the ways in which the 
material culture, visual culture and art of the (loosely 
defined) half century from around 1400 to around 1450 
might help in advancing an understanding of the changes 
taking place in China at this time. The period chosen for 
investigation here requires a degree of justification. At one 
point in the study of Chinese history, both in China and 
beyond its borders, the prestige of the long historiographical 
tradition of taking the dynasty as a unit of analysis led to a 
‘history of the Ming’ (or at most the early Ming, mid-Ming, 
late Ming) seeming like a natural, indeed an inevitable task. 
It was possible to write histories of more than one dynasty, 
and while earlier scholarship preferred Ming–Qing (1368–
1911) as a unit, the most recent account by the Western doyen 
of Ming historians prefers to take Yuan–Ming (1271–1644) as 
its framework, perhaps thus implicitly endorsing the view of 
the continuities between Yuan and Ming as being at least as 
important as the many ruptures.2 More recently too scholars 
have been willing to disregard dynastic boundaries in 
constructing frameworks of analysis; so for example Paul 
Jakov Smith and Richard von Glahn have assembled a body 
of studies on the period 1300–1550 (one they describe as ‘a 
historiographical black hole’), with a view to understanding 
what they term the ‘Song–Yuan–Ming transition’ as a 
whole.3 It seems evident that we need both these large-scale 
accounts and the more focused look at a briefer period 
presented by this volume and the research project/exhibition 
which it accompanied, if we are to deepen understanding of 
China’s history beyond the large generalisations which were 
deemed sufficient in the past.

The decision to build the exhibition (and so by extension 
this volume of essays) around the reigns of the Yongle, 
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and continued for several centuries, till, in the years of the 
Christian era 1400, the Emperor Yonglo [sic.] arose to revive 
the learning of the East; while about the same time the 
Medicean family laboured to raise infant genius from the 
cradle. Thus we see politeness spreading over every part of the 
world in one age, and barbarity succeeding in another; at one 
period a blaze of light diffusing itself over the whole world, and 
at another all mankind wrapped up in the profoundest 
ignorance.8

While there might be no doubt that the Yongle emperor 
certainly saw himself and his reign as ‘a blaze of light 
diffusing itself over the whole world’, he might have been less 
willing to share the honours with a family of Italian bankers. 
More recently the work of the late Jack Goody, in his volume 
Renaissances: The One or the Many, draws on Arnold Toynbee’s 
1954 Study of History in preferring to see the Song period 
(960–1279) as ‘China’s Renaissance’. 9 Building on the idea 
that a rebirth of an ancient culture is a recurring 
phenomenon in human history, Goody nevertheless might 
be criticised for working with a very old-fashioned notion of 
‘Renaissance’ (developed in the 19th century by Jacob 
Burckhardt, and seen as characterised above all by the rise 
of secularism and individualism), which is now considered 
problematical by scholars working on this era of Europe’s 
past. And parallelisms which see one local phenomenon 
replicated in another place, surely do more to reinforce than 
to challenge the view of some local histories (in this case that 
of Europe) as being the global norm (the same argument has 
been made in regard to the term ‘early modern’).

However equally powerful to those analyses which see 
parallels in historical developments, are those which assert 
the Sonderweg, the ‘special way’, of China’s history. One of 
the most recent and most forceful statements of this position 
was made on 14 October 2014, coincidentally during the 
course of the British Museum Ming exhibition, by China’s 
President Xi Jinping, who said in a widely reported speech: 

Several thousand years ago, the Chinese nation trod a path that 
was different from other nations’ culture and development…It 
is not a coincidence that we started up ‘socialism with Chinese 
characteristics’. It was decided by our country’s historical 
inheritance and cultural traditions…History is created by the 
people and so is civilisation. We should be more respectful and 
mindful of 5,000 years of continuous Chinese culture.10 

Arguably Xi Jinping’s claim of China’s ‘different path’ is 
itself an artefact of a common path which led in the 19th 
century to the creation of the idea of nations and of cultures 
as bounded entities, in opposition to Goldsmith’s 
Enlightenment era notion of a universal ‘politeness’. It is 
worth considering the extent to which comparative histories, 
if soundly based on a firm footing of specialist studies, can 
help us to look not only at connections and contacts between 
polities, but at the similarities and differences which both 
link and separate them.11

Comparative history will be both conceptually and 
empirically weak if it restricts itself to the search for laudable 
traits in one part of the globe, which are then identified as 
existing (and usually existing earlier) in another. There are 
certainly unattractive aspects of the history of Europe in the 
years 1400–50 which appear to be absent in China: the list 
might be headed by judicial murder on account of religious 

Hongxi, Xuande and Zhengtong emperors, covering the 
years from 1403 to 1449, was based on the argument that 
these initial and terminal years represent important turning 
points in China’s history, and that the years between them 
have a distinctive character. In the first turning point, the 
Yongle emperor overthrew his nephew following a major 
war, and began the ultimately decisive process of moving the 
political (if not the economic) centre of gravity of the realm 
back to his own power base in the north. Described at the 
time as a ‘second founding’ of the Ming dynasty, the 
relocation of the capital accompanied a forward military 
policy in the steppe, which paralleled the famous voyages of 
Zheng He discussed in several chapters in this volume (see 
Chapters 2–3, 12, 20, 22, 26–9). In the latter year of 1449, the 
disastrous military adventure of Tumu, with the imperial 
person lost to the Mongols as a helpless captive, marked an 
era in which the ‘residual interpenetration of China and the 
steppe came to an end’, and served as a ‘symbolic terminus 
for the transitional era that began in 1127 with the Jurchen 
conquest of North China’.4

The exhibition Ming: 50 years that changed China, and even 
more perhaps this volume of essays, took very seriously the 
importance of ‘integrative’ or ‘connective’ history, through 
which more and more historians have seen the period 
1500–1800 (whether it is classified as ‘early modern’ or not), 
as one of parallel developments without a single point of 
origin occurring in different parts of the globe.5 These 
‘connective’ developments of course themselves have a 
history which in some aspects goes back beyond the 
centuries 1500–1800, as many writers here demonstrate. The 
historian Janet Abu-Lughod some 25 years ago saw 1250–
1350 as the century in which a ‘world system’ came into 
being, although whether it went out of existence with the end 
of Mongol hegemony is something explicitly challenged by 
many contributors in this volume, as well as by others.6 Thus 
the huge spike in the price of pepper on European markets 
between 1410 and 1414 (which for instance saw the price of 
pepper in England increase eightfold from 1410 to 1411), has 
recently been attributed by economic historians to the huge 
amounts of the South Indian spice purchased (or extorted) 
by the fleets of the Ming admiral Zheng He at precisely this 
time. It has been argued that: ‘Thus, any impact of Zheng 
He in deflecting pepper and other spices away from the 
Levant and Europe would have taken place mainly between 
1411 and 1422. It is only a correlation, of course, but this 
exogenous Asian supply-side shock seems to offer the most 
likely explanations for the European pepper price spike in 
the early fifteenth century’.7

The idea of parallel developments happening in different 
parts of the globe at the same time also has itself a long 
history, ranging back well before the modern era. The reign 
of the Yongle emperor (1403–24) was explicitly set up as a 
parallel to the Italian Renaissance as long ago as the second 
half of the 18th century, when the Anglo-Irish novelist, 
playwright and poet Oliver Goldsmith (1728–74) in his tract, 
The Citizen of the World, wrote:

In succeeding ages Confucius and Pythagoras seem born 
nearly together, and a train of philosophers then sprung up as 
well in Greece as in China. The period of renewed barbarity 
began to have a universal spread much about the same time, 
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not attested in China until Wu Jing’s volume of 1450. This 
would seem to indicate that it was not just lions, fine stallions 
and courtly trinkets which made their way from the 
Islamicate world to China in the early Ming, and here we 
might want to think further about the actual mechanisms of 
connectedness, through such poorly documented activities as 
the involvement of Ming subjects in the Hajj pilgrimage, and 
any periods of study they may have undertaken in the learned 
institutions of the Arab and Persian-speaking worlds.

Consideration of shared rather than connected histories 
would require attention to the shared ecological history 
across Eurasia at the relevant period, an area of scholarship 
opened up by William Atwell, Mark Elvin and Timothy 
Brook. This would see the deep recession across Eurasia in 
the middle of the 15th century, certainly from the late 1440s 
to mid-1460s, and the extremely cool summers in 1446, 1448 
and 1453, coupled with possible volcanic activity, as potential 
underlying causes of the bullion famine and social unrest 
which affected not only the Ming but a number of other 
states as well.19 Major rebellion which convulsed large parts 
of Fujian, Jiangxi and Zhejiang provinces in the years 
1448–9 certainly originated with silver miners, always at the 
abject base of the Ming social heap. The recent monumental 
work of Geoffrey Parker has reinvigorated debate about a 
global 17th-century crisis by focusing on environmental 
factors which were no respecter of political or cultural 
boundaries.20 While the documentation for the 15th century 
may not be sufficiently fine grained to allow an account of 
this complexity, it is certain that any future accounts of 
large-scale historical movements in Eurasia will omit this 
aspect of the planet’s history only at the cost of reduced 
effectiveness and a loss of analytical force.

This present volume does not seek to present a totally 
comprehensive account of all facets of early Ming culture, 
and there are many aspects of the period that require further 
study. The growing field of environmental history just 
referred to will no doubt continue to want to examine early 
Ming landscape management practices, for example at the 
major drainage project completed in 1403 which, by taking 
water from the Wusong river into the Yangtze, coped with 
the fluctuating level of Lake Tai and thus ‘reduced the 
incidence of floods in the region’. 21 Major figures of the 
dynasty like Xia Yuanji (1366–1430) worked on such water-
control projects, which absorbed huge amounts of state 
revenue, but have been little studied by comparison with the 
more glamorous voyages of Zheng He, or diplomatic 
contacts with Timurid West Asia. In casting aside an older 
model of an isolated and hermetic Ming dynasty, it is 
important that we do not overcompensate by coming to see 
only those parts of its history which are ‘connected’, as being 
worthy of intensive study.

Even within histories of connections, this one volume, 
standing as the record of a single scholarly gathering, cannot 
attain comprehensiveness. The broad themes under which 
the 29 chapters are organised – ‘Rulership and war’, ‘Sites, 
images and objects of power’, ‘Objects, images and sites of 
belief’, ‘Rules, regulations and material culture’, and ‘Global 
Ming’ – are to be read here as neither mutually exclusive, 
nor as attaining coverage of all facets of the theme. The 
all-important visual and material practice of calligraphy is 

beliefs, and the initiation of a large-scale, long-distance 
coercive and racialised trade in slaves. This should not 
necessarily be read as meaning that early Ming China was 
therefore a nicer or a more civilised place (as a number of 
chapters in this volume show in graphic detail). 

The years from the Yongle to Zhengtong reigns were ones 
in which China was only beginning to recover from 
centuries of devastation, centuries in which it has been 
argued that the years from 1200–1400 see the population 
decline in every major region of the empire except Jiangnan, 
the delta of the lower Yangtze River.12 However, it has also 
been argued that in the very early Ming, and in particular in 
the reign of its founder, government policies still:

 had a devastating impact on the market towns of the Yangzi 
Delta. Not until the late fifteenth century did the market towns 
of the Yangzi Delta, reinvigorated by expanding national 
markets for cotton and silk textiles, begin to emerge from the 
torpor into which they had sunk in the early Ming.13

In addition to moving the capital of the empire, another 
of his father’s policies which the Yongle emperor 
immediately reversed was the prohibition on having more 
than one Buddhist and one Daoist temple in each county, yet 
many temples never recovered their pre-Ming vitality.14 
Historians continue to hold very differing interpretations of 
the activist power of the Yuan and early Ming states; were 
they essentially effective or were they in fact rather feeble 
apparatuses for the enforcement of imperial policies and 
will?15 ‘Heaven is high and the emperor far away’, is the 
still-proverbial piece of folk wisdom cited in one early Ming 
account of the Yuan dynasty as being essentially a weak 
government, one which Zhu Yuanzhang’s activist goal of a 
more tightly controlled society was designed to replace. But 
it has been argued that in the decades following the reign of 
the Ming founder, ‘succession crises and princely 
usurpations quickly drained the luster from imperial 
authority’.16 There is much further work to be done to 
ascertain the degree to which this interpretation is in fact 
correct, given that the ‘lustre of imperial authority’ is the 
central concern of so many of the written sources on which 
we must depend. The material culture, with its ability to 
indicate lines of enquiry independent of the textual record, 
has great possibilities here.

This then is the background against which it is necessary 
to examine both early Ming connected histories, and shared 
histories, which are not exactly the same thing. The rubric of 
connected histories, as well as accounting for the many 
examples covered in this book, might also explain one piece 
of evidence of a continued inflow of Islamic intellectual and 
technical ideas after the fall of the Yuan. In 1450 the 
mathematician Wu Jing 吳敬 from Hangzhou published his 
‘Complete Book on the Classification of the Mathematical 
Arts in Nine Sections’ (Jiu zhang xiang zhu suan fa bi lei da quan 
九章詳注算法比類大全). This contains the first known 
description in Chinese of lattice (or ‘gelosia’) multiplication, 
in which a grid is used to multiply two multi-digit numbers; 
Wu calls this novel technique xie suan 寫算, ‘written 
arithmetic’. 17 This technique, like so many mathematical 
ideas, was developed in the Arab world, where its earliest 
documented use is by the Moroccan writer Ibn al-Bannā’ in 
the late 13th century.18 It was in Europe by about 1300, but is 
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(Pl. 0.5), the great Sesshū Tōyō 雪舟等楊 (1420–1506), 
prestige which was partly based on his own travels to Ming 
China itself, which made the 15th-century moment of 
Chinese-Japanese pictorial interaction so decisive in the 
history of Japanese art (Pls 0.6–0.7).

The essays which do appear here are designed to stand 
alone (hence a certain amount of repetition has been left in 
place), but also cumulatively to open up a number of areas of 
current work in the period, with the inevitable result that the 
gaps in our present understanding only become more visible. 
Although contiguous chapters may deal with cognate 
themes, such as the Ming intervention in Southeast Asia, the 
important exchange of images and ideas between the Ming 
and Joseon Korea, or the imperial patronage of religious 
institutions, the reader is above all invited to choose for 
themselves which themes speak most eloquently to them.

Other directions for future research might also be noted 
in passing. A number of contributors to this volume treat the 
theme of eunuch agency and eunuch patronage, and the role 
of eunuchs in both the politics and the culture of the early 
Ming is certainly ripe for a comprehensive reassessment, 
moving beyond the moralistic discourses which see them as 
the natural enemies of ‘literati’ officials.22 Greater weight 
needs to be given in future to the evidence of cordial 
relations between these two bodies of imperial servants, as 
when the high official Wang Zhi 王直 (1379–1462), one of the 
scholarly participants in the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot 
Garden (on which see Chapter 11 in this volume), provided in 

unfortunately (as so often in Anglophone scholarship) given 
no sustained treatment here. It is also regretted that it has 
not been possible to include more work here on the 
important ties of culture, commerce and conflict which, as 
with Korea, bound early Ming China to its near neighbour, 
Japan. A paper entitled ‘Sino-Japanese ink: Ashikaga envoys 
to the Ming and Muromachi ink painters’ by Yukio Lippit of 
Harvard University was presented at the conference, but it 
has not in the end been possible to include this important 
contribution here. However, its absence is at least partially 
compensated for by the illustration of several of the key 
works of the period most telling of the cultural relations 
between Ming China and Japan in the early 15th century. 
The paper dealt with the increase in the sophistication of 
Japanese picture-making after about 1400, based on the shift 
towards direct patronage of monk-painters by the Ashikaga 
shoguns (Pl. 0.1), whose rich collections of Ming and 
pre-Ming Chinese works provided the inspiration for new 
directions in Japanese ink painting. Gourd and Catfish (Pl. 
0.2), painted around 1413 by Josetsu 如拙 (fl. early 1400s–
early 15th century), was shown to be explicitly described as 
being in this ‘new manner’, and it was demonstrated how it is 
possible to trace direct appropriation from specific Chinese 
treasures in the shogunal holdings in later 15th-century 
Japanese works like Scholar Viewing a Waterfall (Pl. 0.3) by 
Shingei Gei’ami 真芸芸阿弥 (1431–85) or Mountain and River 
(Pl. 0.4) by Kenkō Shōkei 賢江祥啓 (active c. 1478–after 
1523). It was the subsequent prestige of another monk-painter 

Plate 0.1 Anonymous, Portrait of Ashikaga Yoshimitsu, early 15th 
century. Colours on silk, height 80.5cm, width 39.5cm. Roku’on-ji 
Temple, Kyoto

Plate 0.2 Josetsu 如拙, Gourd and Catfish (Hyōnen zu 瓢鮎図), c. 
1413. Ink on paper, height 111.5cm, width 75.8cm. Taizo-in, Kyoto
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momentous change for ‘the people’ too, as new forms of 
fertiliser made possible ‘the start of a new era in Jiangnan 
rice cultivation’ in the early Ming; this was mainly due to the 
development of new fertilising techniques, and the coming 
into use of oil cake fertilisers (bean cakes, cottonseed cakes, 
rapeseed cakes), described by one specialist as ‘one of the 
most significant innovations in pre-modern Chinese 
agricultural history’.25 Other aspects of everyday life not 
treated here include changes in the status of women, where 
the period saw on the one hand the abolition of the practice 
of aristocratic widow-suicide (forced or otherwise), but on 
the other changes to women’s property rights which were to 
prevail to the end of the imperial system and beyond. 
Although Ming law was consciously based on Tang codes, it 
followed Yuan precedent (a novelty in the Chinese context) 
in inheritance law, which largely cut women out of earlier 
rights to inherit property from male relatives, and thus 
reduced their economic independence.26

Given the focus of this volume on courts, there is 
arguably too little attention paid here to literature, 
particularly given the perception of the courts of premodern 
rulers which, in many contexts around the globe, have 
served as the incubators of ‘literary newness’, of new forms 
and new genres of writing as well as of new uses of 

1443 the text celebrating the construction of the Fahai si, the 
lavish Buddhist burial temple erected in the outskirts of 
Beijing by the high eunuch Li Tong 李童 (c. 1390–1453).23 
Like so many of the highest officials of the Yongle, Xuande 
and Zhengtong reigns, Li Tong was from the province of 
Jiangxi, and this association may well have trumped the 
schematic hostility between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ courts which 
has so entranced many later historians. Here again a more 
comparative history might help to move beyond 
unwarranted perceptions of Chinese exceptionalism, since 
eunuchs were a common feature of a number of Eurasian 
courts of the period, and a less judgemental approach to 
their abject status can be shown to be a product of deeper 
understanding of their various roles.24

Despite the best efforts of its curators, the exhibition 
Ming: 50 years that changed China failed through the lack of 
surviving material evidence to reflect adequately the lives of 
the vast majority of China’s population in the early Ming (as 
at any premodern period): its peasantry. Their tools, their 
clothes, their homes, all are materially lost to us, even if their 
appearance in images such as the painting sets showing the 
‘Water and Land’ ritual (see Pl. 6.20) give some information 
concerning the clothing and equipment of carpenters, actors 
and performers, foot soldiers etc. Yet this was a period of 

Plate 0.3 Shingei Gei’ami 真芸

芸阿弥, Scholar Viewing a 
Waterfall, 15th century. 
Hanging scroll, ink and 
colour on paper, height 
106cm, width 30.3cm. Nezu 
Museum, Tokyo

Plate 0.4 Kenkō Shōkei 賢江祥啓, Mountain and River, 
15th–16th century. Ink and light colour on paper, height 
51cm, width 33.5cm. Nezu Museum, Tokyo

Plate 0.5 Anonymous, copy of 1491 self-
portrait of Sesshū Tōyō 雪舟等楊, 16th 
century. Hanging scroll, ink and colour on 
paper, height 59.4cm, width 28.5cm. Fujita Art 
Museum, Osaka
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and Chengzhai zaju 誠齋雜劇. These have been described as, 
‘not only the earliest dramas but also the first zaju in which 
all the elements are presented in complete form’.29 While it is 
very unlikely that the court poetry of the era will ever come 
to achieve comparable esteem, its success in its own terms 
surely makes it worthy of more serious investigation than it 
has hitherto received. In particular, the literary cultures of 
the numerous princely courts have received very little 
sustained attention to date, and there is surely further work 
to be done in this area, as we move towards seeing the Ming 
regional aristocracy as significant cultural and social actors 
in the vast majority of the empire which lay beyond the 
Jiangnan heartland of ‘literati’ culture.

In his afterword for this volume (Chapter 29), Timothy 
Brook looks at one of the ways in which events of the years 
between the Yongle and Zhengtong reigns were 
remembered, half-remembered and sometimes deliberately 
forgotten, through the rest of the Ming dynasty’s course to its 
drawn-out collapse in the 17th century. And in fact the 
afterlife of the early Ming would in itself be a significant 
topic for further investigation, whether it is the ways in 
which the Zheng He voyages were used in the ‘present-day’ 
fiction of the late Ming, or the ‘pervasive nostalgia’ for the 

language.27 Scholars of Chinese literature have in general 
been disdainful of the period 1400–50, seeing it as one 
distinguished by a literature (particularly in poetry) devoted 
to servile fawning on the imperial project. Certainly 
literature was constrained in a number of ways. A law of 
Yongle 9 [1411] banned zaju 雜劇 dramas which had 
emperors in lead roles, lest rulers should be presented in a 
less than flattering light. So sensitive was early Ming court 
censorship to historical parallels that a number of drama 
texts were banned, rewritten or amended. In one case it can 
be demonstrated that the sensitive phrase ‘kingly aura’ 
(wangqi 王氣), much used in the justificatory propaganda for 
the Yongle emperor’s usurpation of the throne, is written out 
of one text.28 And yet, it is almost entirely due to the activities 
of early Ming editors, some of them of royal birth 
themselves, that we know anything at all about what the 
textbooks still call ‘Yuan drama’, an important part of the 
new and vernacularly inclined canon of ‘Chinese literature’ 
developed since the New Culture movement of the early 
20th century. Only a small minority of surviving ‘Yuan’ 
dramas actually date from that era, and the earliest printed 
editions we have are those done by the Ming prince Zhu 
Youdun (1379–1439), in his collections Chengzhai yuefu 誠齋樂府 

Plate 0.6 (left) Sesshū Tōyō 雪舟等楊, splashed-ink style landscape, Muromachi Period, 1495. Hanging 
scroll, ink on paper, height 148.6cm, width 32.7cm. Tokyo National Museum

Plate 0.7 (above) Sesshū Tōyō 雪舟等楊, Landscapes of Autumn and Winter, 15th–16th century. Hanging 
scrolls, ink on paper, height of each 47.7cm, width of each 30.2cm. Tokyo National Museum
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2015].

strong hand of the Hongwu and Yongle emperors shared by 
many intellectuals in the 16th century.30 The role that the 
Zheng He voyages have played in modern Chinese 
understandings has also been enormous, starting perhaps 
with the 1905 essay by Liang Qichao (1873–1929) on ‘Our 
Motherland’s Great Navigator Zheng He’ (Zuguo da hanghaijia 
Zheng He zhuan 祖國大航海家鄭和傳), and carrying through 
to his role as a popular cultural presence in television 
historical dramas, science fiction and even computer 
games.31 If arguably any period of Chinese history saw 
developments which would benefit from close examination 
(and surely no era seems eventless to those who live their 
lives in it) it may well be true that 1403 to 1449 saw ‘forty-six 
years that changed China’, even if no public exhibition could 
be so titled. What those changes were, and how they will 
continue to play out into the future, are topics which go 
beyond the scope of the essays assembled here. It is hoped 
however that this collection goes some way to indicating 
what we now know, and what lines of enquiry might prove 
most productive for further study.

Notes
1 The quote is from Fairbank, Reischauer and Craig 1973, 178. For 

an expression of more recent views see Robinson 2008.
2 Brook 2010.
3 Smith 2003a, 1.
4 Smith 2003b, 73, 85.
5 Von Glahn 2003a, 64.
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Once upon a time, it was believed that under Ming rule, 
China had a pronounced xenophobic streak. Such a 
characterisation grew in part from the early Ming 
government’s effort to limit contact with the outside world 
through restrictions on private trade and unauthorised 
travel abroad on the one hand, and a political rhetoric that 
highlighted a revival of pure Chinese values from antiquity 
on the other. One suspects that such an image took root 
because it seemed to confirm long-standing stereotypes 
about how the Chinese looked upon neighbours near and far 
as uncouth barbarians. Rather than standing in splendid 
isolation or smug self-complacency, however, the Ming court 
actively engaged the peoples and polities of eastern Eurasia. 
Through moral suasion, military coercion, economic 
incentives and lavish display, the Ming court sought the 
obedience and allegiance of its subjects and the cooperation 
of its neighbours.1 Neglect of the Ming court’s efforts to 
justify its rulership and to secure allegiance handicaps our 
understanding of Ming China in a global perspective and 
obscures the critical point that the Ming resembled other 
courts and empires in the world at that time, thus 
unnecessarily perpetuating the enduring myth of Chinese 
exceptionalism and hindering the incorporation of the 
Chinese experience into wider historical narratives.

Although they are recurring features of empires and 
polities, political rhetoric and display must be historicised 
since they change over time and are highly contingent. The 
14th and 15th centuries, the focus of this chapter, were a time 
of unusual commensurability in Eurasia. During the 13th 
and 14th centuries, most of Eurasia had come under Mongol 
rule (Pl. 1.1); even polities such as the Mamluk Sultanate 
centred on Cairo or imperial Japan (to name two examples) 
that maintained independence through force of arms 
remained deeply tied to the Mongol empire through 

Chapter 1
Justifying Ming Rulership 
on a Eurasian Stage

David M. Robinson

Plate 1.1 Map of 13th-century Mongolian empire in Eurasia
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diplomacy, trade and/or religion.2 As Chinggisid power 
collapsed over the course of the 14th and 15th centuries, 
courts throughout Eurasia (including those in the 
Mongolian steppe) wrestled with how best to turn the legacy 
of the Mongol empire, along with its institutions, its 
personnel and its place in public memory, to their advantage 
(Pls 1.2–1.3). The Mongol empire and the Chinggisids 
became a shared reference point for much of Eurasia at that 
time. For this reason, the Ming court often invoked the 
Chinggisids in its efforts to justify its rulership and enhance 
its standing among rulers and subjects both at home and 
abroad. Finally, the prominence of the Chinggisids in 
imperial proclamations is further evidence of the Ming 
court’s myriad ties to eastern Eurasia and its desire to 
influence the thinking and behaviour of its neighbours.

In his father’s footsteps
The views which the Yongle 永樂 emperor (r. 1403–24) held 
of the steppe and the Mongol empire are sometimes 
contrasted with those of his father, the dynastic founder, the 
Hongwu 洪武 emperor (r. 1368–98). The founder often 
claimed he sought the restoration of Chinese social values 
and rituals which had been debased by a century of Mongol 
rule.3 In contrast, the Yongle emperor is thought to have 
been far more comfortable with Mongolians and a vision of 
the Ming dynasty that closely approximated the scale and 

ambitions of the Mongol empire.4 Despite such apparent 
differences, the two emperors believed the Chinggisids to be 
both a key audience and an essential reference point in their 
efforts to justify Ming rulership. 

One way to think about Ming efforts to justify rulership is 
to ask on what fronts the Ming emperor and his advisors felt 
most vulnerable to attack.5 The Ming court vehemently 
denied any betrayal of the Yuan dynasty (as the Mongol 
polity was known in East Asia) in general and of the last of 
Chinggis Khan’s descendants to rule from Dadu 大都 
(today’s Beijing), Toghan-Temür (r. 1333–70), in particular. 
Efforts to explain away the Ming founder’s armed revolt 
against the Yuan throne and the military drive towards the 
Mongols’ capital at Dadu in the north began before he took 
power early in 1368 and continued until the end of his reign. 
Their basic argument was simple. When the Song dynasty 
(960–1279) grew corrupt, Heaven shifted its support to 
Chinggis Khan (1162?–1227), who then took control of 
China. Chinggis’ successors, and in particular Qubilai 
Khan (1215–94), had brought peace and prosperity to the 
people of China. However, later emperors, most especially 
Toghan-Temür, had ignored Chinggis’ injunctions, indulged 
in sex and drink, and neglected matters of state. The result 
was the collapse of governance and spiraling chaos. Into this 
political vacuum sprang warlords, who were concerned only 
with narrow self-interest. In other words, Toghan-Temür 

Plate 1.2 Document fragment from 
Qara-qoto, dated 1372 (second 
year of Xuanguang reign). Ink and 
red seal on paper, height 
20.9/22.2cm, width 37/40.7cm. The 
Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, 
Russian Academy of Sciences, St 
Petersburg, дх2158V

Plate 1.3 Seal with ‘Phag-spa 
inscription, from Qara-qoto, dated 
1371 (Xuanguang reign). 
Inscribed: ‘Seal of the Minister of 
Defence, made by Ministry of 
Rites. First year of Xuanguan’ (‘太

尉之印。宣光元年十一月 日，中書

禮部造’). Bronze, height 9.5cm; 
depth 5cm. The Palace Museum, 
Beijing
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had forfeited control over the people and territory of China. 
Pitying the people’s abject suffering, Heaven then chose the 
Ming founder as the vehicle through which to restore order 
and establish a new polity capable of saving the people. 
Thus, the Ming founder had not betrayed his sovereign or 
rebelled against the reigning dynasty. In such a view, 
although the Mongols may have still physically occupied 
Chinese territory when the Ming founder began to 
consolidate power, they had already lost possession of the 
Mandate of Heaven, rendering them illegitimate. The Ming 
founder and his court repeated this justification in official 
proclamations for domestic audiences, communications with 
neighbouring rulers and in letters to the Chinggisid court 
and its allies for decades.6 

This was part of a wider narrative about the Chinggisids 
that the Hongwu emperor and his advisors developed to 
explain the rise, the glory and the irreversible fall of that 
house in terms that were advantageous to the Ming court. 
All such discussions of the Chinggisid past were explicitly 
tied to the Ming court’s narrative of the Chinggisid present. 
The Ming court acknowledged the Chinggisids on the 
steppe as biological descendants of Chinggis, Qubilai and 
Toghan-Temür but categorically denied their status as 
political successors.7

The early fifteenth century
Before turning to the Yongle emperor and his successors in 
the early 15th century, a few words about developments on 
the Mongolian steppe are in order. By the late 14th century, 
the power and authority of the Yuan Mongol court on the 
steppe was in steep decline. Violent competition among 
different branches of the Chinggisid family intensified, and 
influential Mongol leaders outside of the Chinggisid family 
began to seize power, although most continued to use 
Chinggisid figureheads to legitimate their rule. At the same 
time, the Oirats (Qalmaqs/Kalmyks), based in present-day 
northwestern Xinjiang, began to rival the Eastern 
Mongols, occasionally even abandoning the Chinggisid 
principle, that is only Chinggis Khan’s descendants were 
qualified to serve as the khan of khans, to rule in their own 
name.8 To legitimise political ambitions, men and women 
on the steppe began crafting their own Chinggisid 
narratives.9 The contested and contingent nature of such 
developing narratives, combined with the open rivalry 
between the Yuan and Ming courts during the late 14th 
and early 15th centuries, may have allowed the Ming court 
to exercise greater influence over recent memories of 
Chinggis, Qubilai, Toghan-Temür and their successors at 
this point than would be true later on, after the mid-15th 
century.

The Yongle emperor and his court in the early 15th 
century maintained key elements of the Ming founder’s 
narrative of Chinggisid rule. They continued to insist that 
the Chinggisids’ allotted span of rule or fortune ( yun 運) had 
run its course; the biological descendants of Qubilai and 
Toghan-Temür might still populate the steppe, but they 
would never revive the Mongol empire. In an imperially 
commissioned poem celebrating one of the Yongle emperor’s 
victorious campaigns against the Mongols, the official Zeng 
Qi 曾棨 (1372–1432) wrote:

The Hu fortune is forever over, 胡運永終

[Yet] there are these traitorous remnants. 有此遺孽10

The appellation hu 胡 referred in general to horse-riding 
nomadic pastoralists from the steppe and here in particular 
to the Chinggisid rulers of the Yuan dynasty. Zeng Qi’s 
choice of Hu created a sense of distance and difference, 
suggesting a contrast between Hu with China on the one 
hand and between the Hu, a contemporary steppe polity 
without any transcendent basis of authority, and the Great 
Yuan, a historical dynasty that ruled China and that was 
acknowledged to have held the Mandate of Heaven. Zeng 
Qi’s proud declaration that the fortunes of the Hu or 
Mongols were a thing of the past belied the Ming court’s 
continuing unease about the imperial ambitions of these 
‘traitorous remnants’, the Chinggisids, who retained 
considerable status in the present as successors to Chinggis 
and Qubilai. In a poem entitled ‘Pacification of the Hu’ (Ping 
hu song 平胡頌), one of the Yongle emperor’s officials 
dismissed the Chinggisids in the following terms: 

Only they, the remnant Hu, 唯彼殘胡

Those Hu did not know. 彼胡岡知

The Mandate of Heaven is not usurped. 天命不謇

The fortune of the Yuan is already ended. 元祚既終

How can a taper blaze? 爝火何焰11

The official bemoans the Chinggisids and their allies 
who failed to acknowledge that their allotted span of rule 
had run its course. He seeks to minimise the Chinggisids’ 
importance by contrasting the light given off by a single 
taper with the blazing illumination generated by the sun 
and moon, a reference to the Ming dynasty.

The Yongle emperor’s court continued the founder’s 
strategy of marginalising the Chinggisids by casting them as 
the aberration that failed to recognise the transfer of the 
Mandate of Heaven: 

Whosoever has teeth in his mouth and hair on his head, 
whosoever has blood and breath, none does not come in 
submission. Only the traitor remnants of the northern caitiffs 
located on the distant border gather like clouds and assemble 
like crows, moving without constancy. They are stubborn, 
conniving and arrogant. 

凡含齒戴髮有血氣者岡不率服。獨北虜遺孽處於荒裔。雲聚烏
合，遷徙無常，倔強黠驕。12

Although such rhetoric might suggest a blanket 
condemnation of all Mongols, the Ming court never pursued 
genocidal campaigns against the entire steppe. The Yongle 
emperor famously led his armies into the steppe five times, 
but the objective was always two-fold, namely to destroy a 
particular Mongolian polity and to secure Mongolian (and 
Jurchen) allies.13 In the preface to a ‘Poem of the Pacification 
of the Hu’ (Ping hu shi 平胡詩), penned on the occasion of the 
Yongle emperor’s first campaign in 1410, the senior court 
official Yang Shiqi 楊士奇 (1365–1444) wrote:

As for the great mass of those with braided hair, felts and 
leather clothing from the steppe, each led his subordinates, 
surrendering in earnest and responding to righteousness. They 
prostrated themselves at the foot of the palace. Those who 
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Joseon 朝鮮 court of Korea, ostensibly a devoted tributary 
ally of the Ming, led by King Taejong 太宗 (r. 1400–18), 
another man who had come to power through a bloody 
coup.16 In mid-November 1409, King Taejong received the 
following brief secret report from one of his officials:

The Tatar Emperor has stationed a powerful army outside the 
passes of Guanzhong. Regional Commander and Duke of 
Yiguo [i.e. Qiu Fu 丘福] and the Marquis of Wucheng [i.e. 
Wang Cong 王聰] clashed with them but suffered defeat. Their 
entire army was taken captive. The Emperor is mobilising 
troops from all routes; he will campaign against the north in 
the second month of next year. 

韃靼皇帝將重兵屯關中口子外，總兵官沂國公武城侯禦之敗績, 
全師被擄，皇帝徵兵諸路, 將以明年二月北征。17

Within a few short lines, the report explicitly mentions 
two emperors, both of whom command considerable 
military forces. The document as preserved in the Veritable 
Records of Joseon (Joseon sillok 朝鮮實錄), a Korean royal 
chronicle, qualifies the reference to Bunyashiri as the Tatar 
Emperor, whereas the Yongle emperor requires no such 
qualification, but otherwise the Chinggisid and Ming rulers 
are treated as roughly analogous. Reading such reports, the 
Joseon king and his advisors could not have been sanguine 
about the Ming’s military prospects. In initial clashes, the 
Ming army had been routed and now the Yongle emperor 
was forced to mobilise troops from throughout the empire. 
Given that the Ming founder had coerced the Joseon’s 
predecessor, the Goryeo 高麗 dynasty (918–1392), into 
selling him some 50,000 horses for his wars with the 
Chinggisids, and that the Yongle emperor had similarly 
pressed the Joseon into selling him tens of thousands of 
horses during his civil war, King Taejong no doubt viewed 
the upcoming conflict with some concern.18

Perhaps this explains why the Yongle emperor felt the 
need to send a note to the Joseon king explaining in explicit 
terms the reason for his campaign into the steppe:

Among the descendants of the Yuan emperors, some have 
submitted and some have not submitted. We intend to pacify 
those who have not submitted. 

元帝子孫，有順附者，有不順者，其不順者，朕欲平之。19

We have no evidence for King Taejong’s reaction, but the 
letter makes clear that the Yongle emperor understood the 
campaign in the context of the Mongol Yuan empire and its 
Chinggisid descendants rather than merely as another clash 
with nameless steppe nomads. 

In fact, the early Ming imperial court understood that 
the Chinggisid world continued to span much of Eurasia. 
Ming records refer to the Timurid ruler of western Eurasia, 
Shah Rukh (1377–1447) as the fourth son of the ‘Yuan/
Chinggisid royal son-in-law Temür’ (Yuan fuma Tiemuer 元駙
馬帖木兒). Temür was the Mongolian version of Timūr, 
perhaps better known in Western language sources as 
Tamerlane (d. 1405), founder in 1370 of the Timurid dynasty. 
‘Royal son-in-law’ or gerügen was a key political status under 
the Mongols and a description Timūr and his immediate 
successors adopted as an official title, and it appeared in 
proclamations and on coins (Pl. 1.4) as well as on objects 
made at their courts (Pl. 1.5). Likewise, late 14th- and early 

received posts and awards are beyond counting. Only 
Bunyashiri did not lead [his subordinates in submission], 
stubbornly remaining outside transformation. 

至與朔漠氊裘瓣髮之眾，合率其屬，歸誠慕義，拜俯闕下，蒙荷
官賞者不可勝計。惟本雅失里弗率倔強化外。14

Bunyashiri (d. 1412) was a Chinggisid noble who reigned 
briefly (1408–11) as khan of khans. Yang Shiqi’s effort to 
marginalise Bunyashiri was part of a wider attempt to justify 
the Yongle emperor’s momentous decision to lead the 
imperial host in person. After taking the throne in 1368, the 
Ming founder had no longer commanded armies in the field. 
In fact, neither had any Chinese emperor in recent centuries. 
Thus, although at first glance the following imperial 
proclamation might seem no more than bombastic 
propaganda, it is actually an effort to rewrite history and 
justify the Yongle emperor’s innovative actions:

We have received the Mandate of Heaven and succeeded to the 
vast foundation of the Grand Progenitor the Lofty Emperor to 
rule the myriad regions and succour the multitudinous kinds. 
Barbarians of the four quarters and distant lands, there is none 
that has not come in submission. Only the remnants of the 
northern caitiffs located in the desolate wastelands brazenly 
perpetrate brutality. [We] have repeatedly dispatched envoys 
with messages [but] they have detained and murdered them. 
Recently their people raided the border. Border generals 
apprehended them. [We] again dispatched envoys to return 
them. Again they were detained and murdered. [Our] kindness 
has already been betrayed several times; how can we harbour 
virtue? Furthermore the jackals and wolves are avaricious and 
grasping. The duplicitous villains gnaw on their people, who 
crane their necks in search of respite. Investigating [such 
circumstances] by the Heavenly Path, their fortunes have 
already expired. Examining [them] in human affairs, their 
peoples are all divided. We now personally lead the Six Armies 
to go and chastise them. [We] inspire fear [through] martial 
awe and make manifest Heavenly punishment.

朕受天命，承太祖高皇帝洪基，統馭萬方，撫輯庶類。凡四夷僻
遠靡不從，化獨北 虜殘孽處于荒裔，肆逞兇暴，屡遣使申諭輒
拘留殺之。乃者其人鈔邊，邊將獲之，再遣使護還使者復被拘
殺。恩既数背，德豈可懷。况豺狼野心貪悍，猾賊虐噬。其衆引
領徯蘇，稽于天道則其運已絕，騐于人事則彼衆皆離。朕今親率
六師往征之，肅振武威用彰天討。15

Space precludes a thorough analysis of the passage, but 
immediately in the opening lines, Yongle’s usurpation of the 
throne from the founder’s chosen successor in a four-year 
bloody civil war is transformed into a smooth transfer of 
power directly from the founder to the Yongle emperor. The 
proclamation justifies the emperor’s decision to lead troops 
into the field in several ways. Bunyashiri, here left unnamed, 
is marginalised politically and physically, and his people 
reduced to desperate straits. The emperor asserts that the 
Ming court’s repeated attempts at diplomatic negotiations 
have met only with vile betrayal, its envoys killed again and 
again. Bunyashiri is cast as a cruel ruler who abuses his 
people, who look to the Ming for help. To use terms familiar 
to us today, the Ming court is justifying its actions through 
an appeal for regime change.

One gets a clearer sense of why the Ming court felt 
compelled to explain its decisions when considering the 
wider geopolitical field. Let us begin with the neighbouring 
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matter of treating those who come [in submission] with 
sincerity. 

人恆言以不治治夷狄。夫好善惡惡，人情所同者。豈間於夷狄。
撫之有道，未必不來。虎至暴，擾之能使馴帖。況虜亦飢食渴
飲。有人心者何不可馴哉。但有來者推誠待之耳。22

Here the emperor uses the occasion to pontificate about 
an element of rulership considered essential in (if not unique 
to) Confucian ideology, the ability to win the allegiance of 
men by dealing with them with confidence and in good faith, 
regardless of apparent differences or backgrounds. Although 
the emperor chose the generic language of Yi 夷 and Di 狄, 
generalised terms to denote foreigners who do not necessarily 
share the cultural values and practices of China, to describe 
these men from afar, he was extending his rulership over 
Mongols who almost certainly had either direct experience 
or recent memory of being Chinggisid subjects.

The best-known example of the Yongle emperor winning 
the allegiance of a Mongol leader who had formerly fought 
for the Chinggisids occurred in 1423. The emperor had been 
on his fourth campaign to the steppe, this time against 
Arugtai (d. 1434), a powerful Mongol ostensibly wielding 
power on behalf of a Chinggisid. The emperor was keen to 
find a face-saving end to a long, inconclusive and 
increasingly demoralising campaign, and so when a former 
lieutenant of Arugtai, Esen-Tughal (d. 1431), signalled an 
interest in transferring his allegiance, the Yongle emperor 
and his advisors quickly agreed. The presentation of events 
in Ming records highlights the emperor’s generosity and 
wisdom: ‘To now have the good fortune to meet His 
Majesty’, exclaimed Esen-Tughal, ‘is Heaven granting Your 
Servant a day of rebirth’ 今幸見陛下是天賜臣再生之日也.23 
The emperor responded warmly: ‘The Chinese and Yi are 
one family. We received the Mandate of Heaven to be the 
Son of Heaven. All those who Heaven covers, all those who 
the earth carries are Our children’ 華夷本一家。朕奉天命為
天子，天之所覆地之所載皆朕赤子.24 Here, through the 
incorporation of a Mongol leader, the emperor can claim 
universal rulership and evidence that he possesses the 
Mandate of Heaven.

Later, in an ostensibly unguarded moment with his 
family and close followers, Esen-Tughal is said to have 
declared: ‘The emperor of the Great Ming truly is my lord’ 
大明皇帝真吾主也.25 The term ‘true lord’ (zhen zhu 真主) had 
figured prominently in early Ming narratives of the Hongwu 
emperor’s rise, distinguishing him from other ambitious 
Chinese warlords who sought regional domination prior to 
1368. Here ‘truly is my lord’ suggests an implicit comparison 
with Esen-Tughal’s former lord, Arugtai, and perhaps by 
extension even Bunyashiri, who at one point had been 
Arugtai’s lord. In other words, although we have little way to 
know what if anything Esen-Tughal said about the Yongle 
emperor truly being his lord, Ming observers (who compiled 
the account we have today) contextualised rulership and 
patronage in a wider competitive and comparative field. 
Winning the allegiance of men from afar proved the 
superiority of Ming rulership.

In return the Yongle emperor is seen in the Veritable 
Records praising Esen-Tughal, in large part because it 
confirms his status as a superior ruler: 

15th-century Ming imperial sources such as the Veritable 
Records refer to the rulers of Moghulistan in present-day 
Xinjiang as part of the Chinggisid oecumene, that is the 
wider Mongolian world centred on descendants of Chinggis 
Khan, with close ties to the Timurids, who in turn were 
directly tied to the Eastern Mongols. Officials at the Ming 
court knew that at one point Timūr had offered refuge to 
Bunyashiri at his capital in Samarqand. Finally, early Ming 
rulers and their advisors knew full well that members of the 
ruling house of the Goryeo dynasty in Korea had also been 
Chinggisid son-in-laws for nearly a century.20

Performing rulership
Winning the allegiance of subordinates of Chinggisid rulers 
was valuable evidence on the wider Eurasian stage of the 
superiority of Ming rulership. The Ming founder had 
initiated this strategy, offering economic incentives, 
providing positions of security and prestige within the Ming 
military, and supplying intellectual or emotional 
justifications for transferring allegiance from the 
Chinggisids to the Ming throne.21 Early in the Yongle 
emperor’s reign, a group of Mongols from the northwest 
offered gifts to the emperor. After the banquet, the Minister 
of Rites complimented the emperor on his skill in handling 
the Mongols. Yongle responded:

People often speak of governing the Yi and Di without 
governing them. To cherish good and detest evil is common to 
human emotion. How can [we] distinguish this in regard to the 
Yi and Di? If you comfort them properly, it is not certain that 
they will not come [in submission]. Tigers are extremely 
violent. If you soothe them, you can cause them to become 
tame. How much more so with the caitiffs who [like us] eat 
when hungry and drink when thirsty. For those with a human 
heart, how would it be impossible to tame [them]? It is just a 

Plate 1.4 Coin, Timurid dynasty, 1393. Inscribed: (obverse) There is 
no god but God, Muhammad is the Messenger of God Abu bakr; 
‘Omar; ‘Uthman; ‘Ali; (reverse) Herat, The Supreme Sultan, Mahmud 
Khan, the Mighty Amir, Timur Gurkan. Silver, weight 6.96g; diameter 
2.5cm. British Museum, London, 1887,1201.11 
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Mongol empire to win the support of Jurchen groups, the 
Joseon throne, Eastern Mongols and polities in Central Asia, 
arguing that he was the true heir to the mantle of Chinggis 
and Qubilai. Each time Esen made such a claim, the Ming 
court responded in direct and explicit terms, because it saw 
that Chinggisid charisma retained appeal in Eurasia. 
Furthermore, Ming emperors understood the need to 
persuade multiple audiences that they, rather than their 
Chinggisid contemporaries, were the rightful successors to 
the Yuan dynasty. Finally, the Ming court believed that 
active engagement in Eurasia could persuade neighbours of 
the legitimacy, even superiority, of Ming rulership.
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At the same time, the emperor was fully aware that he 
needed to demonstrate his superior rulership and patronage 
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continued to justify their rulership through control of the 
story of the rise and irreversible fall of Chinggisid power and 
through displays of patronage intended to win the allegiance 
of men from afar. During the 1440s and 1450s, the most 
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Ming court was the rise of a newly powerful Mongol polity 
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19.4cm. British Museum, London, purchased through the Brooke Sewell Permanent Fund, 1959,1120.1
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In any discussion of imperial development, in any part of the 
globe, issues of political domination and attendant violence 
must inevitably be invoked. The half century of the Ming 
dynasty examined in this volume certainly constitutes no 
exception. This period witnessed state violence often on a 
massive scale domestically (as in the wars waged during Zhu 
Di’s usurpation of the throne) as well as violence against 
neighbouring polities on all borders (as in the Tumu 
campaign of 1449). This chapter examines the manner in 
which the Ming state dominated polities to its south, and 
will suggest four different forms of domination of those 
polities: two forms of overland domination, comprising 
either indirect colonialism through the native office system 
(tusi 土司), whereby traditional rulers were retained under 
threat of military coercion and subject to corvée and tax 
demands, or formal colonialism, such as the incorporation 
of Đại Việt 大越 during the Yongle reign, and two forms of 
overseas domination, the first involving the establishment of 
a broad pax Ming in the East Asian oceanic realm through 
the Zheng He voyages, and the second comprising formal 
declaration of suzerainty through the erection of stelae in 
four maritime polities. Together these forms constituted the 
‘four keys’ in which early Ming China pursued domination 
of its southern neighbours (Pl. 2.1). 

Overland domination I: Ming military actions against 
Yunnan
In 1369, only a year after Zhu Yuanzhang had formally 
founded the Ming dynasty, he sent proclamations for the 
instruction of ‘the countries of Yunnan and Japan’.1 This early 
recognition of Yunnan as a ‘country’ (guo 國) which lay 

Chapter 2
Domination in Four Keys: 
Ming China and its 
Southern Neighbours 
1400–1450

Geoffrey Wade

Plate 2.1 The three prongs of southern expansion during the Yongle reign. The map is after Ma Huan 馬歡, Ying yai shenglan 瀛涯勝覽 
(Overall Survey of the Ocean's Shores) (Mills 1970), with arrows added by author
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beyond the Ming was to change very soon thereafter. By 1380, 
Yunnan was considered to have ‘been China’s territory since 
the Han dynasty’,2 providing a moral basis for the invasion of 
the region. About 250,000 troops were then deployed in an 
attack on the polities of the region, taking Dali, Lijiang and 
Jinchi in 1382. The Ming founder thereby took control of the 
major urban centres of the northwestern part of what is today 
Yunnan, including several Tai areas. These colonies were the 
first to be absorbed into Ming ‘Yunnan’.3

By 1387, the Ming founder had set his sights further and, 
in preparation for an attack on the Baiyi 百夷 (Möng Mao) 
polity to the south of his earlier conquests, a military officer 
was sent to Sichuan to buy 10,000 ploughing cattle. These 
were to be used to plough the fields necessary to feed the 
troops on a likely long-term expedition. When the invasion 
did occur, under the commander Mu Ying 沐英 (1345–92), 
the Ming forces attacked the Baiyi with firearms, reportedly 
taking 30,000 heads.4 Si Lunfa 思倫發, the ruler of Möng 
Mao, a polity with a Tai-speaking elite which extended over 
much of what is today Northern Myanmar and south-
western Yunnan, was subsequently made to pay for all the 
costs of the military expedition against him, as a quid pro 
quo for the Ming court recognising him as ruler of the 
Baiyi.5 When a minister rebelled against Si Lunfa in 1397, 
the Chinese state gave sanctuary to the fleeing ruler, sent 
troops against the rebel and restored Si Lunfa to his position, 
extracting vast tracts of land from him in exchange for this 
assistance.6 The Ming state also broke down his huge former 
territory into the polities of Luchuan 麓川, Mengyang 孟養, 
Mubang 木邦, Mengding 孟定, Lujiang 潞江, Ganyai 干崖, 
Dahou 大候 and Wan Dian 灣甸, all under separate rulers.7 

In addition, when engaged in military activities, the 
Ming administration in Yunnan could call upon the 
military forces of the ‘native offices’ (tusi 土司). The new 
polities which were ‘created’ (or recognised) in Yunnan 
under the first Ming ruler by the breaking down of larger 
polities were known to the Ming as ‘native offices’, as they 
were controlled by non-Chinese persons. Initially they were 
usually left under the control of the hereditary rulers of the 
respective polities, and it was through this means that the 
Ming exerted control and engaged in economic 
expropriation through tribute demands and other levies. 
This was the beginning of a policy which was to be pursued 
throughout the Ming, which had such profound effects on 
the upland Tai polities, and which resulted in Yunnan 
becoming part of China.

In the process by which they were gradually absorbed by 
the Ming, these polities were subjected to a wide range of 
tribute demands, labour levies and other levies, including 
troop provision. As an example, in the case of the Tai Mao 
polity of Luchuan (also called Luchuan-Pingmian 麓川平緬), 
the Ming court demanded 15,000 horses, 500 elephants and 
30,000 cattle from the ruler Si Lunfa in 1397.8 Subsequently, 
large silver demands (silver in lieu of labour) were levied on 
this polity. The annual amount of 6,900 liang 9 of silver was 
initially set and then it was almost tripled to 18,000 liang. 
When it was realised that this was impossible to meet, the 
levy was reduced to the original amount.10 Diverse other 
levies were applied to the other polities and enforced 
through the use or threat of military force. Again, we see the 

role of the Chinese colonial armies as providing the military 
‘muscle’ necessary to ensure that economic expropriation 
could be carried out effectively.

The reign of the Yongle emperor was to see a major 
advance in the Ming colonisation of Yunnan, prior to his 
invasion of the Vietnamese polity in 1406. The Ming 
colonisation of the Tai areas of Yunnan during the 15th 
century was attained and maintained either by the actual 
use or the threat of military force. As such, the Ming 
established guards throughout the region to maintain 
security and political dominance. Independent battalions 
directly under the Regional Military Commission were 
established in Tengchong 騰衝11 and Yongchang 永昌12 in 
Yunnan in 1403,13 and these were to be the major control 
centres for Chinese colonisation of the Tai polities over the 
following century. 

In the same year, new Chief’s Offices were ‘established’ in 
Yunnan, at Zhele Dian 者樂甸, Dahou, Ganyai, Wan Dian 
and Lujiang,14 and in 1406 a further four Chief’s Offices 
were established under Ningyuan 寧遠 Guard in what is 
today Sip Song Chau Tai in Vietnam.15 Mubang (Hsenwi) 
and Mengyang were made Military and Civilian 
Pacification Superintendencies in 1404.16 The recognition of 
these polities by the Ming court came at a cost to their 
independence and when they did not accord with what the 
new Ming emperor required, military actions were launched 
against them. In 1405, for example, the senior Chinese 
representative in Yunnan, Mu Sheng 沐晟 (1368–1439), 
launched an attack on Babai (Lanna).17 The attempts at 
domination extended even to what is today Assam in India, 
with envoys carrying threats being dispatched to Da-gu-la, 
the Uttarakula which lay on the northern bank of the 
Brahmaputra River.18

After some sort of recognition or acceptance of the 
superior position of the Ming court, gained through military 
action or threat, Chinese clerks or registry managers were 
appointed to the ‘native offices’ to ‘assist’ the traditional 
ruler, and ensure that Ming interests were served. Chinese 
clerks were appointed to carry out Chinese language duties 
in the ‘native offices’ of Yunnan in 1404,19 while similar 
circulating official clerk positions (to be filled by Chinese 
persons) were established in seven Chief’s Offices in Yunnan 
in 1406.20 Gradually, formal members of the Chinese 
bureaucracy were appointed to assist these rulers, much like 
the advisers appointed to the Malay States by the British in 
the 19th century. Here, then, we see the beginnings of the 
process by which formerly Southeast Asian polities were 
gradually absorbed into the Chinese polity through a 
process of colonisation.

The ‘native office’ polities were then subject to demands 
in terms of gold/silver in lieu of labour, administered by the 
Ministry of Revenue,21 and also required to provide troops 
to assist in further Ming campaigns. Mubang, for example, 
was required to send its troops against Babai (Lanna) in the 
1405 expedition mentioned above.22 This employment of 
‘native troops’ by the Ming colonisers reflected what was 
being done in Đại Việt and what was to be done by later 
colonial armies in Southeast Asia. 

It was in the 1430s and 1440s that major Ming military 
invasions of the Tai polities of Yunnan again took place. The 
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three major attacks against the Tai Mao polity in modern-
day western Yunnan and northern Burma known to the 
Chinese as Luchuan – extending from 1438 to 1445 – have 
essentially been neglected in the studies of Southeast Asian 
history, and thus so has this aspect of Ming colonialism. 
However, they were some of the most important events in 
the history of 15th-century Southeast Asia, resulting in the 
fragmentation and colonisation of one of its largest polities. 
The Tai Mao political leader Si Renfa 思任發 (fl. 1400–44) 
had, during the 1430s, made attempts to recover territory 
formerly subject to his father Si Lunfa, but which had been 
atomised by earlier Ming policies. He had gained control 
over Ganyai, Nan Dian, Tengchong, Lujiang and Jinchi 金齒 
by 1438, when the Ming court sent generals to assist the local 
commander Mu Sheng against him.23 While the Chinese 
forces claimed initial success, a further 50,000 troops from 
all over southern China were mobilised in 1439 for the first 
major Luchuan expedition.24 Further missions were 
dispatched in the 1440s and the year 1444 saw the 
destruction of Luchuan (the power base of Si Renfa), the 
killing of Si Renfa and the establishment by the Ming of 
Longchuan 隴川 Pacification Commission (apparently the 
first use of the term Pacification Commission Xuan fu si  
宣撫司 in Chinese history) to partially replace Luchuan. A 
former Luchuan chieftain, Gong Xiang 恭項, who had gone 
over to the Ming, was then appointed as Pacification 
Commissioner.25 

A further major Ming military expedition which was to 
greatly affect the upland Southeast Asian polities was that 
launched in 1448 to capture Si Jifa 思機發, a son of Si Renfa. 
At a date equivalent to April/May 1448, imperial 
instructions were issued to Wang Ji 王驥 (1378–1460) 
requiring him to capture Si Jifa and the chieftains of 
Mengyang.26 The surrounding polities of Ava-Burma, 
Mubang, Nan Dian, Ganyai and Longchuan were also 
required to provide troops for deployment against Si Jifa.27 
The imperial orders sent to Wang Ji presaged the disruption 
which such an expedition would have wrought in the region. 
‘He [Si Jifa] may flee into Ava-Burma’s territory and be 
concealed by the people there. If so, capture persons as the 
situation demands, so that the yi people28 will know fear and 
the Great Army will not have been sent in vain.’29 While 
Wang Ji reported success in his attack on Si Jifa’s stockade,30 
later accounts tell of how Wang Ji had sought personal 
advantages from the ‘native officials’ and how in fact he had 
been defeated by Si Jifa.31 Again in 1454, Chinese forces were 
dispatched, this time against Si Kenfa 思掯法 and others in 
Mengyang, who had established their own regime in 
competition with the Ming appointee.32 

Achieving a balance between economically exploiting 
the newly conquered areas in Yunnan and trying to 
maintain social stability (and thereby control) in those areas 
was something the Ming and its agents constantly debated. 
Despite claims that social stability was at risk in Yunnan in 
the 1440s due to the levies, the Ministry of Revenue refused 
to reduce any of the gold and silver payments required, 
claiming that ‘they are an old system dating from the 
Hongwu reign, and it is difficult to abolish them’.33 The gold, 
silver and horse demands which the Ming state imposed on 
the Tai polities of Yunnan and beyond not only depleted 

their resources, but also left them open to imposition of other 
demands by the Ming. In the 1440s, for example, Mubang 
(Hsenwi/Theinni) deployed its forces to assist the Chinese 
forces arrayed against Si Renfa in exchange for the 
cancelling of an outstanding debt to the Chinese state (which 
had been unilaterally imposed by the Ming) of 14,000 liang of 
silver. In 1448, the gold, silver, rice, paper money, cowries 
and horses owed in lieu of labour by eight prefectures in 
Yunnan, plus Jinchi, Tengchong, Ganyai, Nan Dian, 
Longchuan, Cheli 車里, Mengyang, Mubang, Mengding, 
Menggen 孟艮, Weiyuan 威遠, Wan Dian, Zhenkang 鎮康 
and Dahou, being mainly Tai polities stretching right across 
Indochina, were all cancelled in reward for their military 
assistance in destroying the power of the Möng Mao polity 
of Luchuan.34

Another of the essential policies of the Ming state in 
pursuing its colonial aims in the Tai regions of Yunnan, and 
in fact in all its colonial endeavours, was its efforts to keep 
colonised polities as divided from each other as possible. 
This had the dual role of firstly reducing the threat any 
single polity could pose to China, and secondly facilitating 
the manipulation of these polities. In this manner, China 
pursued an active policy of ‘divide and rule’ colonialism, and 
in this the military forces in Yunnan played an important 
role.

In 1404 there were efforts to divide Babai/Dadian 
(Lanna) into Babai/Dadian and Babai/Zhennai (Chiang 
Rai). This was eventually unsuccessful, despite a Chinese-
sponsored military attack on Lanna.35 A similar attempt by 
the Ming state to split the polity of Cheli (Chiang Hung) into 
Cheli and Cheli/Jingan was made in 1421, so as to reduce its 
power and allow the appointment of a Chinese registrar and 
military commissioner in the latter.36 One hundred and fifty 
years later, when the power of Ava-Burma was expanding, 
the Ministry of War also urged in respect of Yunnan that 
‘special instructions should be sent to the various yi noting 
that they are not permitted to have communication or form 
links with each other’.37 At the end of the 16th century, the 
Ministry of Rites urged that Ava-Burma only be given 
recognition by the court on condition that it ‘not seek 
alliances with other tribes’.38 And, all along, it was the power 
of the Ming colonial forces in this area and the local forces of 
other polities controlled by the Ming that provided the 
threat or actual power which allowed them to pursue these 
policies of divide and rule, which have marked all colonial 
regimes.

Overland domination II: Formal colonialism involving 
the incorporation of Đại Việt/Đại Ngu by the Yongle 
emperor
In 1406, in an effort to increase Ming influence and power in 
the Vietnamese polity of Đại Việt, known to the Ming as 
Annan 安南, the Yongle emperor attempted to send a 
puppet ruler named Chen Tianping 陳天平 (Trần Thiên 
Bình, d. 1406) into that polity.39 Trần Thiên Bình was killed 
as he proceeded into the country. This killing by the 
Vietnamese became the immediate pretext for the Yongle 
emperor to launch a huge invasion, a move obviously 
planned well before the event. He appointed senior generals, 
sea-crossing commanders, firearms commanders, rapid 
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the conscription of the local arm of the colonial army 
commenced. New administrative boundaries were drawn, 
new tax offices, salt offices, Confucian schools, Buddhist 
registries and other offices were established, while 7,600 
tradesmen and artisans (including gun founders) captured in 
Đại Việt were sent to the Ming capital at modern-day 
Nanjing.45 By 1408, the Chinese had established 472 military 
and civilian offices in Jiaozhi,46 all being administered in a 
Chinese mode but many staffed by Vietnamese. Within two 
years, three Maritime Trade Supervisorates (Shi bo ti ju si  
市舶提擧司) had been created in this new province, the 
same number as existed in the rest of China. This was a clear 
indication of the desire of the Ming to control maritime 
trade to the south and exploit the economic advantage of 
such control.47 Other economic exploitation involved grain 
taxes, annual levies of lacquer, sapan wood, kingfisher 
feathers, fans and aromatics and the imposition of 
monopolies on gold, silver, salt, iron and fish. In addition, 
eunuchs were sent to Jiaozhi with the task of collecting 
treasure for the emperor, but an equal amount of treasure 
collection appears to have been done for themselves. 

New military guards were established in Jiaozhi: the 
Jiaozhou 交州 Left, Right and Central Guards within the 
capital, and the Jiaozhou Forward Guard to the north of the 
Fuliang 富良 River, and appointments of Vietnamese 
persons who had allied themselves to the Chinese were 
made. These were especially valuable in places where the 
Chinese troops could not be employed. For example, in a 
memorial to the court in 1408, we read: 

The Jiaozhi Provincial Administration Commission has 
memorialised that the three areas of Polei 坡壘, Qiuwen 丘溫 
and Ailiu 隘留 are narrow passes into Jiaozhi and are affected 
by miasmic vapours. The official troops find it difficult to dwell 
in these places. It is proposed raising native forces and 
establishing guards in nearby Si Subprefecture 思州, Taiping 
太平 Prefecture and Tian Subprefecture 田州.48 

attack commanders and cavalry commanders. On 30 July 
1406, the boat-borne forces set sail from Nanjing. They 
landed in southern China and joined with other forces in the 
border province of Guangxi, comprising 95,000 troops from 
the provinces of Zhejiang, Jiangxi, Guangdong, Guangxi 
and Huguang, a further 10,000 cavalry and infantry troops 
from various other guards, and 30,000 ‘native troops’40 from 
Guangxi. An additional 75,000 cavalry and troops were 
deployed from Yunnan, Guizhou and Sichuan. Sun Laichen 
has examined the use of firearms by the Ming armies in 
their invasion of Vietnam.41 The Ming forces also built boats 
in Vietnam to continue their assault, and in January 1407 
achieved one of the most significant victories of the 
campaign when they took Đa-bang City. Evocative 
descriptions of the Chinese forces disguising their horses 
with images of lions in order to frighten the elephants which 
led the Vietnamese forces, and advancing with firearms 
which shot fire-arrows, have been left to us (Pl. 2.2a–b).42 In 
subsequent weeks, the Vietnamese Eastern Capital collapsed 
and the Western Capital was abandoned to the Chinese. 
Then, in the middle of 1407, the Vietnamese ruler Hồ Quý 
Ly and his son were captured, and the short-lived Hồ 
dynasty of Đại Ngu came to an end. The Chinese forces 
declared victory amid claims of seven million Vietnamese 
killed in this initial campaign.43 In late 1407, Jiaozhi 交趾 
(the occupied Đại Việt) became Ming China’s 14th province 
and remained so until 1428, when the Ming formally 
withdrew provincial status.

The colonisation of the country began in earnest 
immediately, with the invading forces beginning to employ 
local forces to assist them. The Ming regional commander 
Zhang Fu 張輔 (1375–1449) memorialised to the court, ‘Due 
to the circumstances, the expeditionary forces from Yunnan, 
Guangdong and Guangxi now have depleted ranks. They 
wish to select men from the Annan [Viet] native forces to 
make up their deficiencies.’44 The request was approved and 

Plate 2.2a–b Treatise on Military 
Preparedness (Wubei zhi 武備

志); a) page from Wubei zhi 
showing firearms; b) page from 
Wubei zhi showing siege 
machine. Tianqi period edition, 
1621–7. Woodblock printed, ink 
on paper. National Library of 
China
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commanders.54 A late attempt at reinforcing the colonial 
forces in Jiaozhi was made in 1426, when a further 20,000 
troops were dispatched there from various provinces,55 a 
further 1,000 tally slips were sent to Jiaozhi for appointing 
Vietnamese to military and civil posts, new commanders 
were dispatched with the orders to recruit 30,000 more 
Vietnamese for the military, new firearms were supplied, 
and the senior Chinese military commanders already in 
Vietnam were stripped of their ranks and titles and required 
to ‘realise achievements’.56 But by May 1427 the major 
Chinese citadels in Jiaozhi were under attack, and the 
arriving Chinese reinforcements had been put to flight. By 
the end of 1427, Lê Lợi had sent envoys to the Chinese court 
seeking the Chinese withdrawal,57 and the Ming had 
recognised the benefits of withdrawal, albeit disguised in 
claims of benevolence by the Ming court. A process of 
decolonisation was thus set in train, inevitably involving the 
colonial forces. The imperial orders, after requiring that the 
Vietnamese find themselves a ruler, read: 

The Chengshan Marquis and Regional Commander Wang 
Tong and so on are to immediately lead the government troops 
back to their original guards and battalions. All of the civil and 
military officials and clerks, commanders and troops of the 
Jiaozhi Regional Military Commission, Provincial 
Administration Commission and provincial Surveillance 
Commission as well as of all guards, battalions, prefectures, 
subprefectures and counties, are all to return home together 
with their family members. Also, all of the grand defenders and 
eunuch and palace officials who have been sent on official 
duties are to return to the capital.58 

The flood of people and materials northwards out of the 
former colony must have made the first few months of 1428 a 
hugely dislocated period for both Đại Việt and southern 
China, and at the speed at which this occurred it was more a 
flight rather than an organised withdrawal. After some 
pretence that a descendant of the Trần dynasty would be 
installed as ruler of the polity, Lê Lợi formally assumed the 
position in 1428, sending a proxy human figure in gold to the 
Chinese court.59

The unsuccessful attempt by Ming China at colonising 
Đại Việt thus extended over a period of 21 years from 1406 to 
1428. During this period, a colonial administration was 
established in Đại Việt and economic exploitation of the 
region was pursued with vigour. The role of the colonial 
army, comprising both Chinese and locally recruited 
persons, was to ensure the security of the colonial 
administrative apparatus. The use of a large number of 
Vietnamese soldiers in the colonial army was eventually to 
prove a major flaw in the system, as it was they who 
eventually rebelled and drove out the Ming colonialists.

The policies pursued by the Ming in Đại Việt and some 
areas of Yunnan over the 15th century suggest that the 
process by which the Ming state expanded into new areas 
can be summarised as follows: 1) Validation of a military 
action was sought out or created; 2) A military expedition 
was launched; 3) Assistance of some local leaders was 
gained; 4) Intimidation by slaughter was conducted;60 5) The 
existing leaders were killed or removed elsewise; 6) Orders 
were issued locally proclaiming the moral rectitude of the 
military action and noting that it was conducted to free the 

The proposal was accepted and implemented. Where 
there were insufficient troops available for a military guard, 
police offices were established.49 Senior Chinese military 
figures would also command roving forces of up to 2,000 
Vietnamese troops to be sent wherever there was military 
service to perform.

In an attempt to eliminate the cultural basis of the polity, 
the Ming emperor ordered the destruction of Vietnamese 
books. Some of the secret correspondence contains specific 
sets of orders that Ming commanders and troops were 
required to abide by during the military campaign. One of 
these letters contains instructions related to the handling of 
Vietnamese written works. Issued on 17 August 1406, they 
read in part: 

With the exception of Buddhist and Taoist texts, all written and 
printed materials within Annan are to be burnt. These include 
anything that promotes Vietnamese rites and customs as well as 
texts used by children, such as those containing the phrase 
shang da ren Qiu Ji Yi. In addition, all stelae from ancient times 
that are of Chinese origin are to be preserved, but those erected 
by Vietnamese should all be destroyed. Not even a single 
character [from the Vietnamese works] is to be preserved.50

兵入, 除釋道經板經文不燬外, 一切書板文字, 以至禮俗、童蒙
所習, 如 ‘上大人丘乙己’之類片紙隻字, 悉皆燬之。其境內, 凡有
古昔中國所立碑刻,則存之。但是安南所立者, 悉壞之, 一字勿
存。 

Ong Eng Ann further cites 15th-century Vietnamese 
sources concerning the Ming destruction and confiscation of 
texts. Hồ Nguyên Trừng (Lê Trừng), eldest son of Hồ Quý 
Ly, commented: ‘As for the burning of Vietnamese books 
during the war [with the Ming], which reduced most of 
them to ashes causing them to vanish without a single trace, 
I can only express deep regret!’ In a draft memorial on the 
completion of the official chronicle Đại Việt Sử Ký Toàn 
Thư 大越史記全書, presented to the Lê emperor Thánh-
tông (r. 1460–97) in 1479, the famous historian Ngô Sĩ Liên 
wrote: ‘No [event can be compared to] the invasion of the 
fanatical Ming (狂明), [during which] one country’s 
[Vietnam’s] books and maps [were] reduced to ashes [as a 
consequence of this] catastrophe’.51 

In order to try to inculcate some loyalty to China, senior 
Vietnamese military commanders who gave their allegiance 
to the Chinese were sent to the Chinese capital at Nanjing 
for an audience with the emperor and to receive rewards, 
and then sent back to serve their masters in Jiaozhi as 
members of the colonial army.52 The appointment of such 
people to senior posts was also used as a propaganda weapon 
by the colonial authorities.53 

While reinforcements were dispatched from China to 
meet a renewed military threat from the Vietnamese, the 
frequency and intensity of the uprisings grew, grain supplies 
continued to be scant and, in 1422, the Chinese supreme 
military commander Li Bin 李彬 died. The death of the 
Yongle emperor two years later also reduced Chinese 
enthusiasm for maintaining the troublesome colony. The 
growing power and momentum of Lê Lợi’s opposition in 
1425 also presaged the end of the colonial administration. 
The inefficiency of the Ming military at this time appears to 
have derived from the fact that most military units they 
deployed were Vietnamese, albeit sometimes under Chinese 
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was the third of the three prongs of southern expansion 
pursued by the Yongle emperor. The most widely known of 
these envoys was Zheng He 鄭和 (1371–1433), otherwise 
known as Sanbao 三寳, or ‘Three Treasures’ (Pl. 2.3), and it 
is around this eunuch that many of the legends relating to 
the voyages are centred. Other eunuch commanders 
included Wang Guitong 王貴通 (active c. 1407) and Hou 
Xian 侯顯 (active 1403–27). Eunuch envoys such as Zhang 
Qian 張謙 (active 1408–20) were responsible for voyages to 
the polities in the Eastern Ocean including Boni, 
Pangasinan, Sulu and Luzon, and for bringing their envoys 
and rulers to China.

The eunuch-led missions were, like Yongle’s expansions 
into Yunnan and occupation of Đại Việt, intended to create 
legitimacy for the usurping emperor, display the might of the 
Ming, bring known polities to demonstrate submission to the 
Ming and collect treasures for the court.62 To achieve these 
aims, the maritime forces needed to be both huge and 
powerful. Shipbuilding began almost as soon as the Yongle 
emperor assumed power. In 1405, just after Zheng He 
departed on his first expedition, Zhejiang and other regional 
military commissions were ordered to build 1,180 ocean-
going ships.63 By 1408, the task was assigned to a central 
ministry and the Ministry of Works was ordered to build 48 
‘treasure-ships’ (baochuan 寳船).64 

To enable these great fleets to maintain the pax Ming in 
the immediate region and sail through the Indian Ocean to 
Africa (Pl. 2.4), it was necessary to create staging posts in 
what is today Southeast Asia. These depots (guanchang 官場) 
were established at Melaka and at the northern end of the 
Straits of Melaka (old spelling Malacca) near the polity of 
Samudera. These can be seen on the Wubei zhi 武備志 maps 
which date in original from the first half of the 15th century. 
The Straits of Melaka were probably more vital in the 15th 

people from their evil rulers or other predicament; 7) 
Chinese bureaucrats were appointed as either registry 
managers or more broadly in the larger polities; 8) Military 
guards and civil administrative offices were established; 9) 
Grain and labour levies were instituted, and monopolies 
over salt, gold and silver were instituted, or else it was 
demanded that such be provided to the state in lieu of 
labour; 10) Useful human resources were stripped;61 11) 
Further opportunities for territorial gain were sought out.

Overseas domination I: the voyages led by Zheng He 
and other eunuchs
The dispatch of various eunuch-led maritime missions to the 
‘Western Ocean’ (Xiyang 西洋, or maritime Southeast Asia 
west of Borneo extending into the Indian Ocean), as well as 
other lesser-known missions to the Eastern Ocean (Dong yang 
東洋, today’s Philippines, Borneo and eastern Indonesia), 

Plate 2.3 Statues of Zheng He and his attendants, c. 1573–1620. 
Earthenware and painted, central figure height: 100cm. Excavated 
from Xianying Temple, Changle, Fujian province, in 1992

Plate 2.4 Map of Zheng He’s voyages
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flowing from ‘tribute missions’ suggests that some would 
likely have gladly sent tribute and personally travelled to the 
Ming court. However, the number of Southeast Asian rulers 
travelling to China with the Zheng He missions suggests that 
coercion must have been an important element. There are 
very few other examples of rulers visiting other polities 
within Southeast Asia in this period, suggesting that some 
great pressure must have been imposed on them to 
encourage them to journey to the Ming court and thereby 
demonstrate their subordinate status before the Chinese 
emperor.

These were missions intended to coerce and obtain 
control of ports and shipping lanes. It was not control of 
territory which was sought, an element which came with 
later imperialism, but rather political and economic control 
across space, control of economic lifelines, nodal points and 
networks. By controlling ports and trade routes, one 
controlled trade, an essential element for the missions’ 
treasure-collecting tasks. The colonial armies which 
manned these ships were the tools necessary to ensure that 
the control was maintained. In their methods, the Ming, 
through these maritime missions, was engaged in what 
might be called proto-colonialism. That is, they were 
engaged in that early form of colonialism by which a 
dominant maritime power took control (either through force 
or the threat thereof ) of the main port polities along the 
major east–west maritime trade network, as well as the seas 
between, thereby gaining economic and political benefits. 

Overseas domination II: formal declaration of suzerainty 
abroad
The actions which Ming emperors pursued in respect of 
offshore lands and polities differed with time and place. The 
topos of the emperor as supreme and virtuous mediator of all 
relations in tianxia 天下 (the known world) was stressed in the 
rhetoric of Chinese accounts. Thus the emperor was 
responsible for ‘enfeoffing’ rulers beyond the formal limits of 
the Ming empire, and charging them to look after their 
people. The removal of unworthy rulers was also inherent in 

century, when international linkages were entirely 
dependent on shipping, than they are today, and managing 
this waterway was an essential first step in controlling the 
region. It was also thus that the Ming assisted the growth of 
the new polity of Melaka, around the Ming maritime base at 
that place. The links between Melaka and the Ming thereby 
remained intimate for much of the 15th century. The degree 
to which the development of the port city of Melaka and the 
northern port polities of Sumatra was a product of Ming 
policies in Southeast Asia at this period, needs to be further 
investigated. 

The military aspect of these voyages (Pl. 2.5a–d) needs 
underlining, in part because of the stress placed on these 
missions in current scholarship in the People’s Republic of 
China as ‘voyages of friendship’.65 A large proportion of the 
members of the missions were military personnel, and in a 
Ming shilu reference of 1427, there is reference to ‘10,000 crack 
troops who had formerly been sent to the Western Ocean’,66 
suggesting that a great number were highly trained military 
men. It is obvious that such a force would have played a 
major threatening role, useful in encouraging recalcitrant 
foreign rulers to travel to the Ming court. However, there 
were other times when more than military threat was 
required, and the history of the Zheng He voyages is replete 
with violence as the eunuch commanders tried to implement 
the Ming emperor’s demands. Major military actions 
included the following: attack on the Old Port Pacification 
Superintendency in Sumatra (1407); deployment of troops in 
Java (1407); threats against Burma (1409); attack on Sri 
Lanka (1411); attack on and capture of Suganla in Samudera 
(1415); and attack on and razing of Ayudhya (1400s, precise 
date unknown).67

These examples suggest that the maritime forces sent 
abroad in the first third of the 15th century were intended to 
achieve the recognition of Ming preeminence among all the 
polities of the known maritime world. Those who would not 
recognise this supremacy of the Ming were subjected to 
military force. This is not to say that all polities needed 
military coercion. The existence of economic benefits 

Plate 2.5a–d Guns from Bakau 
shipwreck, early 15th century. The 
Maritime Experiential Museum, 
Resorts World Sentosa Singapore

a) Dimensions: length 
407mm x width 111mm

b) Dimensions: length 
235mm x width 46mm

c) Dimensions: 
length 355mm x 
width 51mm

d) Dimensions: 
length 347mm x 
width 571mm
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The Chinese inscriptions recorded as being erected 
abroad were established in at least five polities: 

Melaka: The Ming shilu, or Ming Veritable Records, contains 
an entry dated to 11 November 1405. It refers to a mission 
commanded by Zheng He being sent to Melaka, a port 
polity which controlled the Straits of Melaka. In part the 
entry reads: 

A stele inscription for Mount Zhenguo 鎮國山 [‘Mountain that 
Protects the Country’] was conferred upon the country of 
Melaka. At this time, the envoy of this country had said that his 
king admired righteousness, wished that Melaka, like the 
administrative divisions of China [Zhongguo shu jun 中國屬郡], 
could annually show its loyalty through offering tribute, and 
requested that their mountain be enfeoffed as protector of the 
whole country … 70

Here, while the stele itself asserted Ming suzerainty over 
this port polity, within the Chinese record this arrangement 
was depicted as not only acceptable to the ruler of Melaka, 
but actually desired.

Brunei: The origins of the Brunei Ming inscription are 
recorded in a Ming shilu entry dated to 20 December 1408. 
The entry reads in part: 

The eunuch Zhang Qian and the Messenger Zhou Hang 周航 
were sent to escort Xiawang 遐旺, successor to the post of king 
of the country of Boni [Brunei], and others back to their 
country … Previously, the former king of Boni, Ma-na-re-jia-
na-nai 麻那惹加那乃, had said: ‘ … Behind the country there is 
a mountain and it is humbly requested that it be enfeoffed as the 
protector of the country ( yi guo zhi zhen 一國之鎮).’ At this time, 
his son Xiawang repeated the request and thus the mountain 
was enfeoffed as the ‘Mountain Which Will Ever Peacefully 

the emperor’s responsibilities. As such, a certain suzerainty 
over maritime lands was asserted, at least within the scope of 
Chinese rhetoric. 

However, on occasions, a more forceful assertion of 
suzerainty was made. In 1407, for example, Zheng He 
returned from his first major mission abroad, bringing with 
him the ‘pirate’ Chen Zuyi 陳祖義 (d. 1407), captured at Old 
Port (Jiugang 舊港) in Sumatra, for reportedly having 
‘feigned surrender but secretly plotted to attack the Imperial 
army’.68 The Ming representative reported 5,000 persons 
killed, with ten ships burnt and seven captured in the battle. 
Later in the same year, the Ming formally recognised the 
existence of the polity of Old Port. However, because of the 
large numbers of Chinese from Guangdong and Fujian, 
both ex-military personnel and civilians, who lived there, it 
was deemed not to be a country (guo 國). Rather, it was 
recognised as a ‘Pacification Superintendency’ (Xuan wei shi 
si 宣慰使司), a term which was commonly used to refer to 
polities on the Chinese borders. The new superintendent, a 
Chinese person named Shi Jinqing 施進卿 (d. 1423), was 
appointed as the local ruler to represent the Ming state.69 
This gave the Ming state – again at least within its rhetorical 
bounds – a more direct power over Old Port.

Other formal declarations of suzerainty over overseas 
polities can be seen in Ming texts during the first half of the 
15th century. These involved the erection of inscribed stone 
stelae in various lands, carrying forward the Chinese practice 
of establishing inscriptions in newly conquered areas. This 
also provides an interesting comparative practice vis-à-vis the 
Portuguese establishment of padrão – memorials usually 
comprising stone crosses inscribed with the coat of arms of 
Portugal – erected by the Portuguese as they claimed new 
overseas lands from the 15th century (Pl. 2.6a–b). 

Plate 2.6a–b a) A padrão planted 
by Diogo Cão in Angola; b) 
Luso-Sundanese padrão, erected 
in 1522. Height 165cm. 
Indonesian National Museum, 
Jakarta
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Emperor also wrote a stele inscription and ordered that it be 
inscribed upon the stone on top of the mountain.73

This account closely reflects those of the Melaka and 
Brunei stelae and its function appears to have been similar, 
to assert Ming suzerainty over this port polity.

Japan: Another stele with an imperial inscription was 
erected on a mountain (Mount Aso) in Japan, which was 
given the title ‘Mountain which will Ever Peacefully Guard 
the Country’ (shouan zhenguo zhi shan 壽安鎮國之山).74 Again 
this reflected the Yongle emperor’s aspiration to assert his 
legitimacy by claiming to protect polities beyond China.

It is worthy of note that these stelae asserting Ming 
suzerainty were established in maritime polities which were 
either weak or new and were competing against established 
power centres. Melaka was a new polity rivalling Samudera 
on the Sumatran coast in the north of the Straits of Melaka, 
Cochin was a port rivalling the established centre of Calicut, 
while Brunei was attempting to stave off the demands of the 
Majapahit empire on the island of Java. The Japanese stele 
was erected on Kyushu where local polities were having to 
deal with the powerful Muromachi shogunate to the north. 
As such these assertions of Chinese attachment for these 
polities also likely worked in their own favour as much as in 
that of the Ming.

As has been noted above, early Ming China pursued 
domination of polities to its south through four modes: 
indirect overland colonialism, direct overland colonialism, 
assertion of maritime hegemony and claims of suzerainty 
over maritime polities. The importance of Ming state 
violence in pursuing this domination needs to be underlined, 

Protect the Country’ (Chang ning zhen guo zhi shan 長寧鎮國之山). 
It was ordered that when they arrived at that place, Qian and 
so on should erect a tablet. The Emperor personally composed 
a text for it.71

Both the stele entry itself and the imperially conferred 
text underlined the degree to which this was an assertion of 
Ming protective suzerainty over this polity.

Sri Lanka: This stele (Pls 2.7–2.8), the only one extant, 
was taken to Sri Lanka by Zheng He in 1409 and erected in 
Galle in 1411. The inscription is in three languages – 
Chinese, Tamil and Persian – and much of the inscription 
refers to respect for the Buddha, Allah and the Tamil deity 
Tenavarai Nayanar. The Chinese inscription has been 
studied by Eva Nagel.72 The assertion of Chinese suzerainty 
is implicit in the imperial decoration of the stele, the claims 
of the Ming heavenly mandate and the dating system 
employed, as well as in the Tamil inscription where the 
Ming ruler is entitled ‘The great king of Cina, the supreme 
overlord of kings’. Suzerainty was also separately asserted 
through Zheng He’s military engagement on the island, 
capturing the ruler and carrying him back to China.

Cochin: The reference to the Cochin inscription can be 
found in the standard Ming History or Ming shi, produced in 
the early 18th century. In the account of Cochin (Kezhi 柯枝) 
contained within this work, we read: 

In the tenth year of the Yongle reign [1412], Zheng He was 
again sent as an envoy to this country. They offered tribute for 
two successive years. Their envoy requested the conferral of a 
seal and the granting of a title, and that the mountain within 
their country be formally enfeoffed. The Emperor sent Zheng 
He carrying orders and a seal to confer upon their king. The 

Plate 2.7 (left) Rubbing of the 
trilingual 1409 Galle stone stele 
from 1920–50. Ink on paper, height 
144.8cm, width 76.2cm. Institute for 
Research in Humanities, Kyoto 
University

Plate 2.8 (right) Galle stele with the 
inscription written in Chinese, Tamil 
and Persian, erected in 1409 in 
Galle, Sri Lanka, ‘to announce our 
mandate to foreign nations and to 
commemorate the sending of 
offerings from the Chinese emperor 
[Yongle] through the envoys Zheng 
He and Wang Qinglian’. Height 
144.78cm, width 76.2cm, depth 
12.7cm. National Museum of 
Colombo, Sri Lanka
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38 MSL Shenzong shilu 261.4b (21/6/丙申) Wade 2005b, http://epress.
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39 MSL Taizong shilu 52.6a–7a.
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given that Chinese texts often obscure the mechanisms of 
domination and expansion through a range of rhetorical 
devices. Benevolent rulers punished ‘bandits’ (tao zei 討賊), 
pacified (ping ding 平定) areas, soothed ( fu 撫) polities and 
instructed ( yu 諭) recalcitrants, all manifestly desirable 
actions in maintaining social order. However, Chinese 
emperors have never been able to engage in ‘aggression’ 
(qinlüe 侵略) because Chinese rhetorical structures precisely 
preclude such actions by imperial rulers. It is these devices 
which have resulted in Chinese people, until today, often 
being unable to conceive of a Chinese polity as constituting a 
potential aggressor, or having latently violent or dangerous 
intentions towards neighbouring polities. It is also these 
devices that require Chinese historical maps to be redrawn in 
order to reflect more accurate portrayals of historical China.75 
It is thus that we need to unmask the tyranny of Chinese 
historiography and begin to recognise the differences 
between civilisational rhetoric and civilisational practice.

By explicitly highlighting Ming China’s aim to dominate 
polities to the south and the attendant violence which 
occurred over the first 50 years of the 15th century, it is 
hoped that others will be able to examine other periods of 
Chinese history and, by deconstructing the rhetoric of 
traditional texts, more fully explore the political relations 
between China and its neighbours.
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Chinese courts and merchants rarely undertook diplomatic 
or commercial activities in the Indian Ocean region prior to 
the 11th century. In the first millennium ad, coastal China 
was connected to the maritime world of the Indian Ocean 
through the shipping and trading networks of people from 
Southeast Asia, the Persian Gulf and Sri Lanka (formerly 
Ceylon). China’s engagement with the Indian Ocean world 
and the coastal regions of South Asia intensified gradually 
over the first half of the second millennium. During this 
period, the Song (960–1279) and Yuan (1271–1368) courts 
were in frequent contact with maritime polities in the South 
China Sea and across the Bay of Bengal. Seafaring 
merchants from China also successfully established 
commercial networks that, in the 12th and 13th centuries, 
extended to the Coromandel and Malabar coasts of South 
Asia. By the time Zheng He 鄭和 (1371–1433) sailed on his 
maiden voyage in 1405, Chinese traders and courts were no 
longer passive participants in Indian Ocean trade and 
diplomacy. Not only were Chinese seafaring merchants able 
to bypass intermediaries and procure goods directly from 
foreign markets, court officials from China also had the naval 
prowess to demand submission from polities located as far 
away as South Asia. Indeed, the maritime frontiers of Ming 
China during the reign of the Yongle 永樂 emperor (1403–24) 
extended to the coastal regions of South Asia, the main 
destination of the first three voyages of ‘Admiral’ Zheng He.

Zheng He’s engagement with South Asia, a region he 
visited during each of his seven expeditions between 1405 and 
1433, was multifaceted and included places (such as Bengal) 
that he did not travel to personally. It involved the use and 
demonstration of military power in order to construct a 
Chinese world order on behalf of the Yongle emperor, who 
desperately sought to legitimise his usurpation of the Ming 
throne. The solicitation and ferrying of tributary missions, 
court-sponsored commercial activities and the search for 
Buddhist relics were also part of these expeditions. The 
objectives of the Zheng He-led expeditions to South Asia fit 
with the arguments made by Geoffrey Wade in this volume 
(see Chapter 2) and in his earlier works about the Ming 
court’s pursuit of domination in the maritime regions. 
Indeed, the activities of Zheng He and other Ming eunuchs 
in South Asia were also associated, as in the case of Southeast 
Asia, with seeking the submission of foreign rulers, procuring 
exotic treasures and artefacts and legitimising the reign of the 
Yongle emperor. Focusing on these objectives of the Zheng 
He expeditions, this chapter outlines the complex and 
multilayered relationships between the Ming court and 
South Asia during the reign of the Yongle emperor. These 
encounters differed significantly from those of previous 
periods and were never replicated again by any future court 
in China. In fact, the Zheng He expeditions marked the 
culmination of the maritime interactions between South Asia 
and China that grew rapidly after the 10th century. The main 
difference was the unprecedented role of the state in directing 
the interactions. While the abrupt end to the expeditions in 
1433 led to the re-emergence of private merchant networks as 
key facilitators of these linkages, the arrival of European 
colonial polities in the 16th century yet again changed the 
dynamics of maritime contacts between South Asia and 
Ming China. 

Chapter 3
Diplomacy, Trade and the 
Quest for the Buddha’s 
Tooth:  
The Yongle Emperor  
and Ming China’s  
South Asian Frontier
Tansen Sen
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Engaging with the maritime world
Confucian officials at Chinese courts since the Han dynasty 
(206 bce–220 ce) had tried unsuccessfully to curtail the 
commercial motives of foreign tribute carriers. While the 
court scribes portrayed the arrival of these missions as 
acceptance of vassal status by foreign polities, in reality most 
of the carriers were traders who sought to exploit the tribute 
system by selling their merchandise in local markets for 
considerable profit. During the Song dynasty, the court 
eventually recognised the commercial intention of the 
tribute carriers and tried to incorporate the practice into its 
fiscal system. It gave various incentives to foreign traders, 
including commercial privileges and tax breaks, and 
encouraged them to bring other merchants to Song China.1 
During the Song, because the overland routes to and beyond 
Central Asia were blocked by the semi-nomadic polities 
such as the Liao (907–1125) and Jin (1115–1234), the court 
paid greater attention to maritime commerce than during 
previous dynasties. As a result of these policies and 
encouragements, exchanges with the Indian Ocean region 
developed rapidly in the 11th and 12th centuries. The period 
also witnessed the development of shipbuilding technology 
and navigational skills in China and the emergence of 
Chinese communities abroad.2 

Many of the policies with regard to promoting maritime 
commerce continued during the subsequent Yuan period. 
Unlike the Song, however, the Yuan court under Qubilai 
Khan (r. 1260–94) was actively involved in demanding 
submission from maritime polities through official missions 
and naval attacks. Between 1280 and 1296, for example, 13 
missions were dispatched to strategic locations in the 
coastal regions of South Asia. Seven of these went to 
Kollam on the Malabar coast and six went to the Ma’bar 
polity on the Coromandel coast. These Yuan missions, 
which took place against the backdrop of punitive naval 
raids on Japan, Champa and Java, were intended to extract 
tributary missions.3 Through these tributary missions 
Qubilai wanted to project himself as the legitimate ‘Khan’ 
in a politically fragmented Mongol world. It is likely that 
during Qubilai’s reign a distinction was made between 
tributary missions with commercial motives and those that 
arrived to legitimise the Mongol ruler in China. This 
distinction may have been made and enforced by 
scrutinising the background of the tribute carriers and 
through verifications by court officials who personally 
travelled to foreign polities.

The Ming court, under the founding ruler the Hongwu 
洪武 emperor (r. 1368–98) and subsequently the Yongle 
emperor, followed the Yuan court’s policy in aggressively 
seeking tributary missions from maritime polities, including 
those in South Asia. The policies instituted by the Hongwu 
emperor, including his ban on private Chinese traders 
engaging in foreign trade, had a significant impact on 
maritime commerce, diplomatic interactions and the 
formation of Chinese diasporic networks. The Hongwu 
emperor also established a strict policy on tribute missions, 
restricting and punishing those who attempted to carry out 
commercial activities.4 Aware of Qubilai’s failed maritime 
strategy, the Hongwu emperor warned his heirs not to use 
Ming China’s naval abilities to invade polities in the 

maritime realm. The threat to the Ming empire, according 
to the Hongwu emperor, lay in the northern borderlands 
and not in the coastal regions.5 

By the time the Yongle emperor usurped the Ming throne 
in 1402, private commercial networks of Chinese merchants 
based in Southeast Asia had become active in Indian Ocean 
trade. Using Southeast Asian ports as their bases, these 
private merchants conducted trade with Ming China as well 
as with the coastal regions of South Asia. One of the aims of 
the Zheng He expeditions may well have been to bring the 
commercial exchanges along the Ming coast, and the 
networks of private Chinese traders based abroad, under 
state control. The intention was also to install friendly 
regimes at key nodal points of the Indian Ocean world. All 
this was done through the demonstration of naval power, 
evident from the size and number of ships, the large 
contingent of soldiers and the advanced weaponry carried 
by Zheng He’s armada.6 Within this context, it is worth 
noting that the South Asian polities with which the Ming 
court pursued diplomatic relations were either located in 
strategic sectors of the Indian Ocean and/or had emerged as 
important trading destinations for Chinese merchants. 

Maritime power and diplomacy
The terminus of Zheng He’s first three expeditions was 
Calicut (Guli 古里, now Kozhikode), the leading centre for 
intra-Indian Ocean commerce and the main exporter of 
pepper from the Malabar coast. Prior to Zheng He’s arrival 

Plate 3.1 Patterned silk fragment, 1300–1600. Nanjing, Suzhou or 
Hangzhou. Silk damask, height 19cm, width 14cm. Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London, given by the Reverend Dr Franz Bock 
(1823–99), V&A 7052-1860



28 | Ming China: Courts and Contacts 1400–1450

on the Malabar coast, another eunuch emissary sent by the 
Yongle emperor, Yin Qing 尹慶 (active 1400–10), had visited 
the region. The Ming Veritable Records reports that in 1403 the 
Ming court sent Yin Qing to Melaka (Manlajia 滿剌加) and 
Cochin (Kezhi 柯枝, now Kochi) to ‘confer upon the kings of 
these countries “spangled-gold” silk gauze drapes and 
parasols together with patterned fine silks and coloured silks 
as appropriate’ (Pl. 3.1).7 Yin Qing returned to China in 
1405, with ‘rulers’ of Samudera (Sumendala 蘇門答剌), 
Melaka and Calicut.8 While during the Zheng He 
expeditions, rulers of several maritime polities seem to have 
personally led tributary missions to the Ming court, it is 
more likely that the people Yin Qing brought with him were 
simply officials or traders from the three foreign polities. 
The aim may have been to legitimise Yongle emperor’s 
accession through the display of foreign tributary missions at 
the court. This was, in fact, the first time after the Yongle 
emperor usurped the Ming throne that envoys had arrived 
in China from these three polities.

Yin Qing’s destination in South Asia, as noted in the 
Veritable Records, was Cochin (Pl. 3.2), which was not yet a 
major port or commercial site on the Malabar coast. Neither 
was Melaka an important centre of trade or maritime 
communication when Yin Qing arrived. Rather, it was 
during the course of Zheng He’s expeditions that both 
Cochin and Melaka developed into nodal points of Indian 
Ocean interactions. In fact, the Ming court played a critical 
role in transforming these two sites from obscurity to 
preeminence in their respective regions. This was perhaps 
done in order to access local resources and establish Ming 
bastions at key locations of the Indian Ocean world.9 The 
Ming court’s objectives entailed displacing existing powers 

at these sites. While the support for Melaka came at the 
expense of supplanting Samudera as the main chokepoint in 
the Straits of Melaka, Cochin may have been chosen over 
Calicut for its pepper supplies and as a base for westward 
exploration of the Indian Ocean.

When Yin Qing returned with the ‘rulers’ of Samudera, 
Melaka and Calicut, the Ming court ‘commanded that these 
native leaders all be enfeoffed as kings of their countries, that 
they be provided with seals and patents and that variegated 
silks and clothing be conferred upon them’.10 Ma Huan 馬歡 
(d. c. 1460), who accompanied Zheng He in 1413, 1421 and 
1431, seems to suggest that this enfeoffment of the ruler of 
Calicut was carried out by Zheng He in 1407, when he 
delivered a silver seal and gifts of ‘hats and girdles of various 
grades’ to the ministers of Calicut.11 Ma Huan also describes 
how the Calicut king, planning to send tribute to the Ming 
court, ordered foreign craftsmen residing in his land to make 
a jewelled girdle for the Chinese emperor. This girdle, 
studded with precious stones and large pearls, was made 
with 50 liang of ‘fine red gold’ that had been processed into 
threads ‘as fine as a hair’.12 

The embassies sent by Calicut offered local products to 
the Ming court, which in return presented various gifts to 
the South Asian envoys and treated them to lavish banquets. 
Paper money, copper cash, silk gauzes and other silk fabrics, 
gilded brocades and porcelain were frequently presented to 
the envoys and the rulers of Calicut.13 The list of return gifts, 
which were often more valuable and in greater quantities 
than the tribute offerings, clearly indicates the Ming court’s 
attempt to induce foreign polities to send tributary missions 
on a regular basis. Embassies from Calicut continued to 
arrive at the Ming court until about 1435, but a decline in 
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intensity can be discerned after 1417, when the Yongle 
emperor granted special status to Cochin. Although the 
18th-century Ming shi 明史 (History of the Ming) states that 
envoys from Calicut took precedence over those from other 
maritime polities, Cochin may have been the more 
important ally for the Ming court on the Malabar coast. In 
1405, when Yin Qing returned to the Ming court, the 
Cochin representative was conspicuously missing and 
instead, as noted above, the ‘ruler’ of Calicut accompanied 
the Ming envoy. This seems to be an indication of the 
existing conflict between Calicut and Cochin in the early 
15th century. Ming sources make it clear that Calicut was 
not only a leading trading hub in the Indian Ocean, but it 
was also a place where Muslim merchants (mostly of Arab 
origin) exerted significant political and economic power. 
Some of these merchants, especially those invested in foreign 
trade, funded the expansionist policies of the Zamorin, the 
ruler of Calicut. They may have been the ones who lobbied 
the Zamorin to invade Cochin, which was quickly emerging 
as the main rival port on the Malabar coast. Sometime in 
the late 15th century, the Zamorin did in fact occupy Cochin 
and install his representative as the king of the port-city.14 
Through the missions of Yin Qing and Zheng He the Ming 
court was probably aware of this rivalry between Calicut 
and Cochin and decided to intervene in 1416–17 by granting 
special status to Cochin and its ruler Keyili 可亦里.15 

As part of his fifth expedition, which sailed from China in 
1417, Zheng He was asked to confer a seal upon Keyili and 
enfeoff a mountain in his kingdom as the zhenguo zhi shan  
鎮國之山 (‘Mountain Which Protects the Country’). The 
Yongle emperor composed a proclamation that was 
inscribed on a stone tablet and carried to Cochin by Zheng 

He. Both of these were rare acts by the Ming court. Only 
three other polities, Melaka (in 1405), Japan (in 1406) and 
Brunei (in 1408), received a similar privilege. These stone 
tablets were significantly different from the trilingual 
inscription installed in Sri Lanka mentioned below. While 
the latter was inscribed to promote trading connections with 
foreign merchant communities, the proclamations sent to 
Melaka, Japan, Brunei and Cochin were intended to 
establish political relations with key polities, with perhaps 
the offer of military protection in times of need. ‘All were 
intended’, as Wang Gungwu has noted, by the Yongle 
emperor to seal ‘closer relations between his empire and the 
four countries concerned’.16 This exceptional relationship 
may have been established with Cochin because the Ming 
court decided to support an emerging port (i.e. Cochin) over 
the Muslim-dominated Calicut.17 

After the cessation of the Zheng He expeditions, the 
Zamorin not only invaded Cochin, but also seems to have 
banned Chinese merchants from trading on the Malabar 
coast. The Christian traveller Joseph of Cranganore 
provides the following report about the absence of Chinese 
merchants in Calicut in the early 16th century: 

These people of Cathay are men of remarkable energy, and 
formerly drove a first-rate trade at the city of Calicut. But the 
King of Calicut having treated them badly, they quitted that 
city, and returning shortly after inflicted no small slaughter on 
the people of Calicut, and after that returned no more. After 
that they began to frequent Mailapetam, a city subject to the 
king of Narsingha; a region towards the East, ... and there they 
now drive their trade.18 

The Ming court’s attempt to intervene in local disputes 
was not limited to the Malabar coast. It also got involved in a 

Quilon (Kollam)

Samarkand

Balkh

Kabul Peshawar

Lahore

PUNJAB

MULTAN

PERSIAN
EMIRATES

SAMMAS

Thatta

Uch
Multan

SIND

Thaneswar

TIBET

JAUNPUR

Delhi

Agra
Kalpi

Gangadvara

Benares
Bodh Gaya   

Ujjain
BENGAL

KHANDESH
BAHMANI 

SULTANATE
GONDWANA

Ratanpur
Rajpur

ORISSA

Daulatabad

H I M A L A Y A S

MALWA
KATHIAWAR 

AND 
GUJARAT

Bhubaneswar

Chittagong 

Bidar Warangal

TELIN
GANA

Gulbarga
(Ahsanabad) Golkonda

Galle

Sindabur
(Goa)

Vijayanagar

VIJAYANAGAR

Manjarur (Mangalore)

Calicut (Kozhikode)

Dvarasamudra 
(Halebid)

SRI LANKA

CHAGATAI MONGOLS/
TIMURIDS

I  N  D  I  A  N     O  C  E  A  N

A  R  A  B  I  A  N    S  E  A

B  A  Y    O  F    B  E  N  G  A  L

0 5 0 0  kilometres

N

Cochin (Kochi)

Plate 3.3 Map of Bengal-Jaunpur



30 | Ming China: Courts and Contacts 1400–1450

conflict between Bengal and its neighbouring Jaunpur 
Sultanate (Pl. 3.3). In 1420, the king of Bengal complained 
to the Yongle emperor that Jaunpur forces had carried out 
several military raids on its territory. In response to the 
complaint, the Ming court dispatched the eunuch Hou Xian 
侯顯 (active 1403–27) and others ‘with Imperial orders of 
instruction for them [i.e. Bengal and Jaunpur], so that they 
would both cultivate good relations with their neighbours 
and would each protect their own territory’.19 The entourage 
led by Hou Xian arrived in Bengal in August or September 
1420 and was welcomed with a grand reception. It was Hou 
Xian’s second visit to the region and this time he seems to 
have brought along Chinese soldiers, who were all presented 
with silver coins by the ruler of Bengal. The entourage then 
proceeded to Jaunpur to convey the Yongle emperor’s 
message and try to resolve the territorial dispute peacefully.20

The rulers of Bengal evidently knew about Ming naval 
power and its interventions in other maritime regions prior 
to lodging the complaint. In fact, Bengal had sent at least 
eight embassies to the Ming court before 1420 and traders 
from the region were actively engaged in Indian Ocean 
commerce.21 Hou Xian himself had visited the region in 
1415. Thus, by 1420, the rulers, officials and traders in 
Bengal must have been very familiar with the Ming court’s 
intentions to exert its power in the maritime world. 

The list of products offered to the Ming court by the 
representatives of Bengal differed noticeably from those 
presented by other South Asian polities. The most remarkable 

of these gifts were the giraffes (Pl. 3.4) that arrived at the 
Ming court in 1414 and 1438.22 Horses of different grades, 
parrots of various colour and pigeons were also presented by 
the representatives of Bengal. Like the giraffes, the horses 
presented to the Ming court were not of local origin. Rather, 
they were imported either from the Middle East or from 
Yunnan and then transshipped to China, a trading link that 
had existed prior to the Ming period.23 Horses and exotic 
animals had also long been important components of foreign 
tributary offerings to the courts in China. The gifts offered by 
Bengal to the Ming court suggest an awareness of the 
tributary traditions of the Chinese court and the demands of 
the Chinese markets. Such knowledge may have come not 
only from the extensive networks of traders from Bengal, but 
also from the ethnic Chinese who seem to have been working 
in/for Bengal. The Veritable Records reports of two such 
Chinese representatives: Chen Deqing 陳得清, who is 
mentioned as the interpreter from the Bengal polity, and Song 
Yun 宋允, who is recorded as a person from Bengal and 
credited with bringing tribute missions to Ming China.24 
While Chen arrived in 1438, Song was at the Ming court in 
1439.25 After the cessation of the Zheng He expeditions, 
networks of private traders became the main maritime links 
between South Asia and Ming China. Within this context, 
ethnic Chinese traders, most likely those based in Southeast 
Asia, played an important role in initiating tributary missions 
from South Asia to the Ming court. 

Sri Lanka (Pl. 3.5) was the fourth key polity in South 
Asia that frequently sent tribute missions to the Ming court. 
Unlike the other South Asian polities discussed above, 
however, the Ming court was involved in a major military 
conflict on the island. Prior to the conflict, the Ming court 
was aware of the importance of Sri Lanka in maritime 
commerce, the sacred Buddhist sites on the island and the 
main ethno-linguistic trading guilds in the region. This 
detailed knowledge about Sri Lanka is evident from the 
trilingual inscription composed in 1409 and subsequently 
taken to the island by Zheng He (see Pl. 2.8). Written in 
Chinese, Tamil and Persian, the languages of the three main 
trading groups on the island, the inscription evoked the 
virtues of the Buddha, a Tamil avatar of the Brahmanical 
deity Śiva and Allah separately in each of these languages.26 
The stone tablet, found in Galle on the southwest coast and 
now at the National Museum of Sri Lanka in Colombo, was 
set up, according to Fei Xin (c. 1385–c. 1436), who travelled 
with Zheng He on four occasions, to honour the ‘peaceful 
government [of this country] through [our] imperial plan’.27 

The military conflict in Sri Lanka took place when 
Zheng He arrived in the region to erect the trilingual tablet 
during his third expedition, which embarked from the 
Chinese coast in October–November 1409. Passing through 
Champa, Java, Melaka and Samudera, the ships led by 
Zheng He reached Galle in 1410. The 48 ships in Zheng He’s 
armada carried 27,000 people, many of whom were soldiers. 
According to Ming sources, the ‘king of Sri Lanka’ had 
‘insulted’ Zheng He when he reached the island during his 
first expedition in 1405–7. For his third voyage, Zheng He 
seems to have come prepared to battle the ‘king’, named 
Yaliekunaier 亞烈苦柰兒 or Aliekunaier 阿烈苦柰兒 
([Vira] Alakéswara or Alagakkonāra). Zheng He defeated 

Plate 3.4 Timur receiving gifts from the Egyptian ambassadors, 
dated 16th July 1436 (Dhu’l-Hijja 839), Shiraz, Iran. Album leaf, ink, 
opaque watercolour and gold on paper, height 17.8cm, width 24cm. 
Worcester Art Museum, Jerome Wheelock Fund, 1935.26
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and captured Yaliekunaier, and took him back to the Ming 
court. While Yaliekunaier was pardoned, the Ming court 
placed its own representative, a person whose name is 
recorded in Chinese as Yebanaina 耶巴乃那 
([Parākramābahu] Apana?), in charge of the region.28 In 
addition to perhaps trying to exert control over the strategic 
location in the Indian Ocean through an appointed 
representative, the military conflict with Yaliekunaier, as 
noted below, may have been connected to the Yongle 
emperor’s intention to also procure the famous Tooth Relic 
of the Buddha from Kandy. 

The outcome of the Ming court’s diplomatic interactions 
with South Asian polities, its interference in local disputes 
and even the military conflict in Sri Lanka is not clear. 
Tribute missions from South Asia were most frequent 
during the first six expeditions of Zheng He, which took 
place in tandem with missions led by several other eunuchs. 
The display of naval power, the use of military force and, as 
outlined in the next section, official trade may have 
triggered these tribute missions. Soon after the Zheng He 
expeditions ended, however, the tribute missions from South 
Asia to the Ming court also declined. The Ming rulers who 
succeeded the Yongle emperor did not need to legitimise 
their rule; there was also little support at the Ming court for 
the expensive maritime expeditions that augmented the 
power of the eunuchs. Without the presence of the Ming 
naval armada, South Asian polities, even those that 
benefited from the intervention of the Ming court, found it 
unnecessary to send tribute missions or engage in official 
trade. As a consequence, after the mid-15th century 
networks of private traders emerged as the only maritime 
links between South Asia and Ming China. 

Trading for the court
The ban on maritime trade by the Hongwu emperor, as 
pointed out above, triggered an outflow of Chinese traders 
from the coastal regions of Ming China to locations in 
Southeast Asia, including places such as Sumatra and Java. 
In Palembang, for example, there seem to have been several 
such groups of Chinese settlers who traded with the Ming as 
representatives of foreign regions. These traders 
subsequently expanded their networks into the Bay of 
Bengal and the Arabian Sea regions. The Chinese 
settlements in Southeast Asia were places where traders 
from other regions of the Indian Ocean also congregated. 
By the time Zheng He embarked on his first expedition, 
merchants based in Southeast Asia, Chinese as well as 
non-Chinese, may have been controlling much of the 
maritime trade between South Asia and Ming China. The 
Zheng He expeditions resulted in the introduction of a new 
pattern of trading interaction that was conducted under the 
supervision of Ming officials. The commodities procured 
through these official transactions were not all meant for 
markets in Ming China. Rather, the selling of these goods at 
other foreign ports by the Ming representatives was also 
common. Thus Zheng He and the Ming court through its 
naval expeditions played a significant role in intra-Asian 
commerce between 1405 and 1433. 

The Hongwu emperor’s ban on maritime trade did not 
prevent foreign merchants from conducting business in 
Ming China. This can be discerned from an entry dated 
1403 in the Ming Veritable Records. When a Muslim named 
Hazhi Mahamo Qilanni 哈只馬哈沒奇剌泥 and others 
came from the polity called Lani 剌泥 to offer tribute of 
local products, it was pointed out by the court official that 
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South Asian ports they visited. In Calicut, for example, Ma 
Huan notes that pepper was grown ‘extensively’ in the 
gardens established by people living in the mountainous 
region of the polity.31 After it ripened, it was dried and sold to 
‘big pepper-collectors’, who transported the commodity to 
an official storehouse. Both the local sale of pepper from this 
official storehouse and its supply to foreign traders were 
monitored and taxed by local authorities. In Cochin, on the 
other hand, there was no state monopoly on the production, 
transportation and sale of pepper, which was, according to 
Ma Huan, the only local product that the emerging port 
traded.32 There were private warehouses in Cochin, owned 
by wealthy families, Fei Xin reports, where pepper was 
stored.33 It was then sold directly to foreign merchants, 
without state supervision. Perhaps because of the lack of 
state monopoly, the price of pepper was about 34 per cent 
cheaper in Cochin than in Calicut. But it was still 25 per cent 
more expensive than the pepper available in Samudera.34 
Unlike Calicut and Samudera, however, in the early 15th 
century Cochin had limited presence of foreign traders and 
perhaps had more reserves of pepper for export than either 
of the others.

The Malabar coast was also a place where Zheng He and 
his entourage procured goods that arrived from elsewhere in 
the Indian Ocean. In Cochin, the Chetty merchants 
collected gemstones, pearls and aromatic goods for resale to 
the Ming representatives.35 Similarly in Calicut, horses, 
coral, pearls, frankincense, putchuck (a medicinal root) and 
amber were brought from other regions for transit trade. 

the group had also brought pepper to trade in China. They 
requested that a tax be levied on the commodity. The Yongle 
emperor objected: 

Commercial taxes are levied by the state in order to restrain 
those engaging in the inferior occupation [commerce]. How 
can we use taxes for our benefit! The yi 夷are now inclining 
towards virtue and coming from distant places, and you wish to 
appropriate their profits. The resulting loss and disgrace to the 
propriety of the country will outweigh by 10,000 times the 
amount received from them! This is not to be permitted!29 

T’ien Ju-Kang has argued that as a result of Zheng He’s 
expeditions, the significance of pepper in Ming China 
changed ‘from being a precious commodity to one in 
common use’.30 The use of pepper as payment to court 
officials and military personnel during the later years of the 
Yongle emperor, T’ien contends, was the main reason for 
this change. The sale of pepper in China was monopolised 
and regulated by the state. It was also used by the state to 
address the issue of inflation caused by the drop in the value 
of paper money. Given the growing interest in acquiring 
pepper it is not surprising that Calicut was the main 
destination of Zheng He’s first three voyages. The support 
for Cochin as an alternative source for procuring pepper, 
therefore, could also be related to this increasing domestic 
demand for the commodity. 

The Ming court’s interest in procuring pepper from 
South Asia is evident from the records of Ma Huan and Fei 
Xin, both of whom offer detailed descriptions of the 
availability of pepper, its cultivation and its price at various 

Plate 3.6 Bengali lexicon from the Extensive Records of the Four Barbarian [Regions] (Siyi guangji 四夷廣記) by Shen Maoshang 愼懋賞, 
16th century. Ink on paper, height 27.8cm, width 16.7cm. The National Central Library, Taipei
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indicates the continued importance of the South Asian 
coastal regions to Chinese merchants even after the state-
sponsored commercial activity ceased. Much of this trade 
was conducted through Melaka and other ports in Southeast 
Asia where Chinese traders had established their 
diasporas.41 These sites were also places where traders from 
Bengal and Gujarat had settled and engaged in commercial 
exchanges with their Chinese counterparts. While the fact 
that the Chinese continued to visit South Asia after the 1450s 
is suggested by the report by Joseph of Cranganore cited 
above, the extensive trading activity of Chinese and South 
Asian merchants is found in several Portuguese records, 
including one by Tomé Pires, the Portuguese envoy to Ming 
China in the early 16th century.42 

The enduring interest in Buddhist South Asia
In 1403, soon after he ascended to the Ming throne, the 
Yongle emperor sent an invitation to the Fifth Karmapa 
(Deshin Shekpa, 1384–1415) of Tibet. Carried by Hou Xian, 
the same person who later visited Bengal in 1415 and 1420 by 
the maritime route, the invitation requested the Karmapa to 
visit the Ming capital and perform rituals for the deceased 
parents of the Yongle emperor. A little over three years later, 
in 1407, the Karmapa accompanied by Hou Xian arrived in 
Nanjing. After conducting several ceremonies at the capital, 
the Karmapa also visited Mount Wutai (Pl. 3.7), the 
perceived abode of the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī.43 In 1408, the 
Yongle emperor invited to the Ming capital Tsongkhapa 
(1357–1419), the other important Tibetan leader, who, 
however, declined the invitation. In 1413, when Hou Xian 

Horses were perhaps the most important of these transit 
goods destined for China. According to Fei Xin, horses were 
brought to the Malabar coast from West Asia, bred locally 
and ‘transferred’ for hundreds or thousands of coins for 
onward sale.36 To purchase these transit goods and local 
products such as pepper, the Ming officials offered gold, 
silver, silk, blue-and-white porcelain, pearls, musk, 
quicksilver and camphor. While some of these objects came 
from China, others, such as camphor, originated in 
Southeast Asia.

Ma Huan describes the procedure through which trading 
activity took place between the representatives of the Ming 
court and local traders in Calicut.37 While the two Muslim 
chiefs of Calicut oversaw the commercial transactions, a 
Chetty trader and a local broker participated in the 
purchase of goods from the Ming officials. One of the 
commanders from the Ming fleet was responsible for fixing 
the date for trade. On that designated date, commodities 
were displayed, prices agreed upon and a written agreement 
executed. After the sale of goods by the Chinese, the locals 
exhibited their merchandise. The prices were negotiated 
and paid with silk, the price of which was fixed in the written 
agreement. 

For Fei Xin, Sri Lanka was inferior only to Java in terms of 
its importance in maritime trade.38 The fact that the island 
produced several types of precious stones and gems, as well as 
pearls, is noted by both Fei Xin and Ma Huan (see discussion 
by Craig Clunas in Chapter 27 of this volume). Musk, hemp-
silk, blue-and-white porcelain, copper coins, gold and silver 
objects and camphor were used by the Ming representatives to 
purchase goods from Sri Lanka. The trilingual inscription set 
up by Zheng He on the island suggests that the Ming 
representatives conducted trade with Tamil and Persian 
merchant guilds in addition to other local traders. From the 
nearby islands of the Maldives and Laccadives, the Chinese 
procured ambergris and perhaps also cowries. 

Bengal seems to have been a leading trading partner of 
the Ming court and the Chinese traders who had settled in 
Southeast Asia. Cotton, textiles, precious stones and gems 
(mostly acquired from other regions of the Indian Ocean) 
and kingfisher feathers were some of the commodities sold to 
the Chinese. In return, the local merchants received gold 
and silver objects, silk fabrics, blue-and-white porcelain, 
copper coins, musk, vermilion, quicksilver and pepper. Ma 
Huan mentions that the ruler of Bengal owned ships that 
were sent to trade with foreign polities.39 It was perhaps 
through such shipping networks that the giraffes presented 
to the Yongle emperor reached Bengal. In fact, the gifting of 
giraffes seems to have been a fairly common aspect of 
long-distance commercial interactions during the early 15th 
century.40 

The extensive trading relations between Bengal and 
Ming China, official as well as the indirect private 
commerce through Southeast Asia, might explain how 
Bengali script (Pl. 3.6) and a list of more than 200 Bengali 
words transcribed in Chinese found their way into the 
16th-century Ming work Siyi guang ji 四夷廣記 (Extensive 
Records of the Four Barbarian [Regions]). The work, which 
includes words related to terrestrial objects, types of 
clothing, commodities, names for birds and animals, etc., 

Plate 3.7 View of the Buddhist pilgrimage site Mount Wutai, located 
in Shanxi province southwest of Beijing
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永樂北藏 (Yongle Northern Tripiṭaka) edition, which was 
compiled between 1421 and 1440.47 Translated into English 
by Li Rongxi, it reads:

The country of Siṁhala, known as the ‘Land of Lions’ in olden 
times, and also called the ‘Country of No Sorrow’, is south of 
India. As it produces plenty of rare gems, it is also named the 
‘Precious Island’. Formerly, Śākyamuni Buddha transformed 
himself into a man named Siṁhala, and as he was a man 
possessing all virtues, he was made king by the people of the 
country. Therefore it was also called the country of Siṁhala. 
With his great supernatural powers, he destroyed the great iron 
city, annihilated the rākṣasīs, and rescued the victims who were 
in peril. Then he constructed a capital city and built towns to 
convert and guide the local people. After having propagated 
the right teachings, he passed away, leaving a tooth behind in 
this country. It is adamantine and will last for many kalpas 
without being damaged. It issues a precious light like a brilliant 
star, like the moon shining in the night, or the sun brightening 
the daytime. Whenever a prayer is said to it, it responds as 
swiftly as an echo. In times of natural disaster, an earnest 
prayer will bring instant divine auspiciousness. What is now 
called the Mountain of Ceylon was the country of Siṁhala in 
ancient times. Beside the royal palace is a temple for the 
Buddha’s Tooth Relic, decorated with various gems and 
shining with great brilliance. It has been worshipped from 
generation to generation without negligence. The reigning king 
A-lie-ku-nai-er is a native of Soḷī. He worships heretics, does not 
venerate the Triple Gem, is a brutal and tyrannical ruler, has 
no feeling of pity for his people, and blasphemes the Buddha’s 
Tooth Relic.

 In the third year of the Yongle period [1405] of the great 
Ming dynasty, the Emperor dispatched the eunuch Zheng He 
as an imperial envoy to send incense and flowers to that country 
and make offerings [to the Tooth Relic]. Zheng He exhorted 
King A-lie-ku-nai-er to respect Buddhism and keep away from 
heretics. The king was enraged and intended to kill the envoy. 
Having got wind of the intrigue, Zheng He went away. 
Afterward he was sent again to bestow gifts on various foreign 

was sent to Nepal, perhaps to bring the South Asian monk 
Śāriputra 實哩沙哩卜得囉/室利沙 (also known as Paṇḍita 
板的達, 1335–1426) to Ming China,44 the eunuch passed 
through Tibet and met Tsongkhapa, presumably to again 
urge him to visit the Ming court.45 Śāriputra had an 
audience with the Yongle emperor in 1414 and was tasked to 
build the replica of the Mahābodhi temple in Beijing, known 
today as the Wutasi 五塔寺. The temple in vajrāsana (金剛寶座) 
style was designed by Śāriputra but was completed only in 
1473. McKeown correctly notes that the arrival of Śāriputra 
and the order to build the replica of the Indian temple in 
Beijing were part of the Yongle emperor’s attempt to 
associate himself with not only his father’s legacy as the 
founder of the dynasty, but also that of Qubilai as a 
cakravartin (universal) ruler.46 

This interest in Buddhism expressed by the Yongle 
emperor, and in particular the episodes related to inviting 
Tsongkhapa to the Ming capital and the building of the 
replica of the Mahābodhi temple, is also linked to Zheng He 
and his maritime expeditions. A note added to the Ming-
dynasty edition of Xuanzang’s 玄奘 (602?–64) Da Tang xiyu ji 
大唐西域記 (Records of the Western Regions [Visited During] the 
Great Tang Dynasty) suggests that the military actions 
undertaken by Zheng He in Sri Lanka in 1410–11 may have 
been related to obtaining the famous Tooth Relic of the 
Buddha housed in Kandy. Originally written in the middle 
of the 7th century, Xuanzang’s record of his travels was 
included in the Chinese Buddhist Tripiṭaka. The first 
woodblock printed edition of the Chinese Tripiṭaka 
appeared in the 11th century and was reprinted several 
times, with various textual additions. During the Ming 
period there were six printed editions of the work. In the 
Jiaxing zang 嘉興藏 (Jiaxing Tripiṭaka) composed in 1676, a 
note is added to Xuanzang’s chapter that deals with Sri 
Lanka (Pl. 3.8). This note most likely originated from Ming 
beiben 明北本 (Ming Northern Edition) or the Yongle beizang  

Plate 3.8 Records of the Western Regions [Visited During] the Great Tang Dynasty (Da Tang xiyu ji 大唐西域記) in the Jiaxing Tripiṭaka 
(Jiaxing zang 嘉興藏), juan 11, c. 1579–1707. Ink on paper. The Palace Museum, Beijing
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mission to Tibet and Nepal, carrying Yongle’s letter to 
Tsongkhapa, took place soon after the construction of these 
monuments started. It is possible that the Tibetan lama was 
invited in connection with consecrating the temple and the 
pagoda. Although Tsongkhapa declined the invitation, his 
disciple Śākya Yeshé (1354–1439) is known to have reached 
the Ming court in 1415.53 

From the above episodes it is clear that the Yongle 
emperor was involved in several Buddhist activities from the 
time he usurped the throne. They also indicate that he was 
familiar with Buddhist teachings and cognisant of their 
political use and implications. Much of this familiarity with 
Buddhism must have come from the Yongle emperor’s 
association with the monk Daoyan 道衍 (Yao Guangxiao  
姚廣孝, 1335–1418). Daoyan had been close to the Yongle 
emperor since before he usurped the throne. Later, he was 
involved in justifying the usurpation as the editor of various 
Ming records, including the Veritable Records of the Yongle 
reign.54 Daoyan was also the person who bestowed the 
bodhisattva precepts upon Zheng He and wrote a colophon 
for a Buddhist text that the admiral offered to the Buddhist 
divinity Mārīcī (Pl. 3.9). These connections between the 
Yongle emperor, Daoyan and Zheng He might have resulted 
in the decision to procure the Tooth Relic from Sri Lanka, 
an important artefact used by Buddhist rulers to legitimise 
their political authority.55 In a genealogy of Daoyan found in 
Changle city, Fujian province, the monk is reported to have 
accompanied Zheng He on his maritime expedition in 
1411.56 This was the same expedition that was responsible for 
bringing the Tooth Relic to Ming China. Although not an 
entirely convincing source of information, the genealogy, 
which was copied in 1940, seems to imply that Daoyan may 
have been in Sri Lanka when Zheng He procured the Tooth 
Relic for the Yongle emperor. 

countries, and he visited the king of the mountain of Ceylon, 
who was all the more arrogant and disrespectful, and 
attempted to kill the envoy. The king mobilised fifty thousand 
troops to fell trees to obstruct the road and sent a contingent to 
ransack the seagoing vessels. At that juncture a subordinate 
official leaked the secret, and Zheng He and his men, having 
realised the situation, at once tried to return to their ships. As 
the road had been cut off, they could only secretly send some 
men out, but the captors of the ships would not allow them to go 
on board. Zheng He, commanding three thousand soldiers, 
made an assault by a shortcut at night and took possession of 
the royal city.

 The native troops who had captured the ships joined forces 
with the native soldiers on land and launched a counterattack 
from all four sides. They besieged the royal city with a tight 
encirclement and fought for six days. Zheng He and his men 
captured the king and opened the city gate, and after cutting 
down trees to make a way, they moved away while fighting. 
Going for more than twenty li, they reached their ships in the 
evening. They brought the Buddha’s Tooth Relic on board with 
due ceremony. It emitted a brilliant light in a most unusual 
manner as mentioned above, while a peal of thunder rumbled 
with such a loud crash so that people at a great distance saw the 
lightning and hid themselves. The ships sailed on the great sea 
without encountering a windstorm, [and they were as safe] as if 
they were walking on dry land. Ferocious dragons and 
mischievous fishes emerged before the ships but caused no 
harm. All the people on board the ships were safe and happy. 

 On the ninth day of the seventh month on the ninth year of 
Yongle [1411] they returned to the capital, and the Emperor 
ordered that a precious diamond seat [made of sandalwood] be 
prepared in the imperial city for the Tooth Relic, in order to 
make offerings to it for the benefit of living beings and the 
welfare of the people, so that they might perform countless 
meritorious deeds.48

Except for the concluding section describing the removal 
of the Tooth Relic from Sri Lanka, the episode described in 
this note is remarkably similar to the Ming Veritable Records 
account of the conflict between Zheng He and the Sri 
Lankan ruler Aliekunaier mentioned above. More 
importantly, this note also very closely resembles a letter 
from the Yongle emperor written to Tsongkhapa that bears 
the date 11 March 1413. Found in 1959 at the Potala Palace in 
Lhasa, the letter similarly highlights the fact that Zheng He 
took the Tooth Relic from Sri Lanka and that a ‘precious 
diamond seat made of sandalwood’ 莊嚴栴檀金剛寳座 
(perhaps a sandalwood replica of the Mahābodhi temple) 
had been made to house it.49 Both these sources, which are 
the earliest records on Zheng He’s military action in Sri 
Lanka and one penned by the emperor himself, are 
confirmations of the relic’s having been brought to Ming 
China. It would fit with the Yongle emperor’s other Buddhist 
endeavours and aims mentioned above.50 

In 1412, shortly after the Zheng He mission returned from 
Sri Lanka, the Yongle emperor initiated the building of the 
the Da Baoensi 大報恩寺 (Great Monastery of Filial 
Gratitude) and the so-called ‘Porcelain Pagoda’ (Liuli ta 琉璃
塔) in Nanjing in memory of his parents (see discussion by 
Clarence Eng in Chapter 20 of this volume).51 Zheng He was 
one of the persons put in charge of overseeing the Buddhist 
constructions and is later reported to have donated a large 
sum of money towards their completion.52 Hou Xian’s 

Plate 3.9 Colophon of a sῡtra dedicated to Mārīcī, dated 1403. 
Printing ink on paper. National Library of China
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The early Ming attitude towards Buddhism has been 
characterised as ‘pragmatic’ or even as one of ‘suppression’, 
while at the same time ‘acknowledging the utilitarian value 
of Buddhism for state ideology’.57 Scholars have also noted 
the personal interest in Buddhism among some of the early 
Ming rulers and, at the same time, their restrictive policies, 
especially with regard to the wealthy Buddhist monastic 
institutions. The Yongle emperor’s acquisition of the Tooth 
Relic and invitations to the Tibetan lamas, which took place 
during the first decade of his rule, clearly demonstrate this 
‘utilitarian value’ of Buddhism in early 15th-century China. 

Concluding remarks
Zheng He’s expeditions ceased little over six decades before 
Vasco da Gama reached Calicut in 1498. Vasco da Gama’s 
arrival at the Malabar coast inaugurated the period of 
European expansion in Asia, including the control of the 
commercial networks linking South Asia and China. In fact, 
the Portuguese quickly occupied Cochin and Melaka and 
were the first Europeans to assert their role in intra-Asian 
trade. For Robert Finlay and Geoff Wade, there are 
similarities between the methods used by Zheng He and the 
early Portuguese in exercising control over the key nodes of 
Indian Ocean commerce.58 Parallels can also be found in 
their desire to procure pepper from the Malabar coast and 
the interest in the Tooth Relic from Sri Lanka, which seems 
to have miraculously reappeared during the time of 
Portuguese colonisation.59 The European colonial powers, 
like the Chinese court, realised that a physical presence in 
South Asia was necessary to assert maritime superiority in 
the Indian Ocean. 

At this very end of the pre-colonial phase of China’s 
interactions with South Asia, several centuries of exchanges 
coalesced during the Zheng He expeditions. The Buddhist 
connections that defined the first millennium were again 
evident because of the Yongle emperor’s interest in monks, 
relics and the need to legitimise his reign through the use of 
Buddhism. It also marked the culmination of a period of 
intense maritime commercial relations and diplomatic 
contacts between the two regions. The circulation of people, 
goods and knowledge were also vigorous and as multifaceted 
as in the past, which is revealed from the presents of giraffes 
and horses to the Ming court, the detailed records of Ma 
Huan and Fei Xin and the Bengali-Chinese lexicon. The 
first half of the 15th century was, therefore, on the one hand 
the climax of the past interactions between China and South 
Asia, and on the other hand a watershed, transiting within a 
century to a new phase that would be defined by European 
colonial domination. 

Notes
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The august founder of the Ming dynasty, the Hongwu 洪武 
emperor (r. 1368–98), while recognising the need for 
security, was also wary of the costs of warfare, noting: 

The ancients had a saying: ‘Expanding territory is not the way 
to lasting peace. Troubling the people is the road to disorder.’ 
… I feel that as the various small man 蠻 and yi 夷 countries [to 
the south] are obstructed by mountains, are across the seas or 
are secluded in some corner, they do not pose a danger to 
China. I will certainly not attack them.1 

He later enjoined his successors from doing so as well, 
though in fact the founder himself was not immune to the 
lures of territorial expansion. Nevertheless, his own son, the 
Yongle 永樂 emperor (r. 1403–24), violated this injunction 
even more explicitly and embarked upon a costly two 
decade-long effort to formally annex the Kingdom of Annan 
(Annam or Đại Việt, modern-day northern Vietnam) to the 
Ming as the province of Jiaozhi 交趾.2 While this action has 
traditionally been understood as a manifestation of Yongle’s 
vainglory and desire to legitimise his reign after having 
usurped the throne from his nephew, the Jianwen 建文 
emperor (r. 1399–1402), it can also be viewed within the 
broader context of Ming grand strategy, which was to 
‘manifest awe’ (wei 威) both domestically and abroad so as to 
maintain hegemony and preserve regional security.3 Ideally, 
as noted in the ancient Chinese military classics, awe could 
be maintained with a fairly circumscribed expenditure of 
resources, but there were also times when only blunt military 
force would suffice.4 Indeed, as seen repeatedly in Ming 
military interventions in Southeast Asia during the 15th 
century, there were times when military force was the 
preferred method of establishing awe.5 In this sense it served 
as an important adjunct to regular diplomatic relations as 
embodied in the so-called ‘tributary system’ and could even 
be seen as an object lesson for neighbouring powers.6 The 
present chapter will consider the Ming intervention in 
Vietnam within this light and also discuss some of the 
broader unintended ramifications of the Ming decision to 
intervene in Vietnam.7

The term tributary (or tribute) system is a catch-all 
shorthand for the way Chinese empires generally conducted 
foreign relations and trade. On the one hand, it was 
designed to ensure some level of security and international 
primacy for the Chinese empire. But it was also an 
important component of domestic legitimation. As one 
scholar has remarked: 

No sharp line divided the conditions for maintaining 
international harmony from those for ensuring social and 
political order within the Middle Kingdom. The tribute system 
mediated between international and domestic harmony; hence, 
it was perceived as extending the emperor’s power as well as 
Chinese civilisation to distant realms, while external threats to 
the empire, such as barbarian attack or mistreatment of an 
imperial embassy, were taken as evidence of domestic 
weakness.8 

Thus it was imperative upon the Chinese monarch to 
restore order among the tributary states so as to reify his 
status as the rightful Son of Heaven. Of course the degree to 
which Chinese monarchs actually did this was predicated 
upon both the perceived strategic interests of the empire at 
any given time and the predilections of the reigning 
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monarch and his advisers. Certain rulers tended to be much 
more interventionist, and domestic political conditions could 
influence such decisions as emperors sought to assert 
themselves at home by virtue of policy successes abroad. The 
two most prominent examples of this in the Ming period are 
the Wanli 萬曆 (r. 1573–1620) emperor’s decision to intervene 
in Korea in 1592 (which also had serious security 
implications for the Ming) and the Yongle emperor’s 
decision to intervene in Vietnam, discussed here.9

The Ming intervention in Vietnam was connected to a 
succession dispute.10 A usurper named Hồ Quý Ly (c. 1335– 
c. 1407) had killed off most of the incumbent royal Trần 
family and placed himself, then his son on the throne.11 
Though dubious of his claims, after investigating the matter 
the Ming eventually accepted his explanation that the royal 
line had died out and that the new ruler was related to the 
old king, and they prepared to invest the Hồ as rulers of 
Annam. However, in preparation for this recognition the 
Yongle emperor firmly chastised the prospective Hồ ruler 
and reinforced his own status as the true Son of Heaven with 
the right to intervene and control the situation.12 This was 
part of the general Ming strategy of ‘manifesting awe’ 
vis-à-vis tributaries so as to maintain a strategic balance of 
power in favour of the Ming. Of course it must also be kept 
in mind that the Ming sources, upon which the present study 
relies, tend to portray things from the perspective of the 
Ming court and its interests. They also tend to downplay the 
level of tributary agency and manipulation of the system for 
their own ends, though certainly one can see that at work in 
the present case.

But in the autumn of 1404 a Trần refugee reached 
Nanjing and recounted the story of the usurpation, 
requesting Ming aid in restoring the throne to the Trần 
family. Though as dubious of this man’s claims as they had 
initially been of the Hồ, the Ming decided to investigate 
again.13 Ming suspicions were confirmed when a group of 
Annamese envoys on a tribute mission reportedly saw the 
Trần claimant in the Ming capital and confirmed the man’s 
tale, weeping and bowing before their ‘rightful king’.14 
Yongle was enraged that he had been deceived and vowed to 
teach the usurpers a lesson: 

Who could have known he had killed the ruler and usurped the 
throne, changed the dynastic title and adopted a reign title, 
treated the people cruelly and attacked neighbouring states! 
The spirits of Heaven and Earth will not tolerate this. Even the 
ministers and people are deceitful. That is a country full of 
criminals. How can this be tolerated?15 

The Ming then issued an edict demanding that the Hồ 
renounce their claims and accept the Trần claimant as the 
rightfully invested Ming tributary ruler. Perhaps sensitive to 
the fact that he himself was a usurper, the Yongle emperor 
again stressed his role as the Son of Heaven and denounced 
the duplicitous and regicidal activities of the Hồ .16 Fearful of 
the possibility of a full-scale Ming invasion, Hồ Quý Ly 
claimed that he had no knowledge of the Trần heir’s survival 
and acceded to the demand that his son give up the throne in 
order to buy time for his own military preparations.17 Even at 
this stage the Ming emperor, occupied with military 
operations on multiple fronts including in southwest China 
(see discussion by Geoffrey Wade in Chapter 2 of this 

volume), seemed willing to compromise somewhat, even 
promising to enfeoff the Hồ pretender as a duke so long as 
the Trần were restored to the throne.18 But because he did 
not trust the Hồ he sent the commanders Huang Zhong  
黃中 (d. c. 1413) and Lü Yi 呂毅 (d. 1409) with some 5,000 
troops as a royal escort.19 However, Hồ did not meet the 
escort party at the border as promised. When the Ming 
commanders inquired as to the nature of his absence they 
were told that he was ill. Though suspicious, Huang Zhong 
proceeded through thick forests that caused his troops to 
break formation. As a driving rain poured down, his men 
were subsequently ambushed in a narrow defile and nearly 
annihilated just after they crossed the Vietnamese border.20 
The Ming forces tried to advance to engage the enemy but 
the Vietnamese cut a bridge so the Ming could not advance.

Interestingly enough, even after they had attacked the 
Ming escort force and killed the Trần claimant, the 
Vietnamese professed that they had no desire to oppose the 
Ming, and, at least according to Ming sources, their 
emissary bowed before Huang Zhong, stating: 

We distant yi dare not oppose the Great Nation, nor harm the 
Imperial army. It is just that Tianping is really but an unrelated 
commoner and not a relative of the Chens. He dared to engage 
in artful deceit, misleading the Emperor and giving trouble to 
the army. Death could not expiate all his crimes. Now, 
fortunately he has been killed. As an apology to the Son of 
Heaven, my king will send a memorial admitting guilt, noting 
that when the Imperial troops came from far off, our small 
country, being poor, did not have sufficient supplies to long 
support and maintain them.21

Huang Zhong pulled back because he was allegedly 
outnumbered twenty to one and returned to China to report 
to the Yongle emperor.22 The emperor was predictably 
enraged and addressed the Duke of Chengguo 成國公, Zhu 
Neng 朱能 (1370–1406), saying, ‘How dare this petty rascal 
ruler insult me! This cannot go unpunished, how can I not 
use the army?’23 Zhu Neng nodded and replied, ‘The 
traitorous bandit’s crimes are indeed great and cannot be 
countenanced in Heaven or Earth. Your ministers request 
that we bring your Heavenly Awesomeness to bear upon him 
and exterminate him in one stroke.’24 The Ming ruler then 
charged the usurper with 20 great crimes and assembled a 
punitive expedition. These crimes included hindering an 
official Ming emissary, resisting Ming troops, occupying 
officials’ homes and hurting the people, and deliberately 
deceiving the Ming so as to obtain tributary investiture.25

Though Yongle couched the war as a righteous effort to 
restore the legitimate ruling line, its framing and 
prosecution also speak to larger concerns of grand strategy. 
Among the crimes the Vietnamese were accused of were 
attacking their southern neighbour, the kingdom of 
Champa, as well as incursions into Laos and, perhaps most 
significantly, into southwest China.26 All of these areas were 
under the purview of the Son of Heaven and his claims to 
universal rule would be seriously undermined if he proved 
unable to defend them and come to the aid of loyal 
tributaries.27 His father had repeatedly asserted Ming 
suzerainty over these lands, even incorporating some of their 
mountains and rivers in official Ming imperial sacrifices.28 
So although he was violating his father’s injunction against 



Causes and Consequences of the Ming Intervention in Vietnam in the Early Fifteenth Century | 39 

invading a neighbour, the Ming ruler was performing his 
function as the legitimate ruler of the world in punishing the 
wicked. Yongle was careful to note that the Ming regarded 
all who violated the rules of investiture as criminals. As the 
emperor proclaimed: 

The bandit minister Li Jili 黎季犛 (Hồ Quý Ly) and his son 
Cang 蒼 of Annan 安南 [Annam] repeatedly killed rulers of the 
country and slaughtered their families. They grabbed power in 
the country and duplicitously usurped the throne, levied harsh 
and extortionate taxes and legally raped the people. There was 
much complaint in the region but no one to seek recourse from. 
Moreover, they have let their soldiers loot and plunder and 
invade neighbours’ fiefs [i.e. lands of other tributary states]. 
Despite repeated imperial instructions they have deceitfully 
disobeyed orders and wallowed in their evil. Now I have 
ordered generals to lead the army to save the people and punish 
[the Hồ] for their crimes. The army will be mobilised on the 
16th day of this month. I have specially proclaimed this so the 
spirits will assist them.29

Three days later Yongle appointed Zhu Neng the 
Generalissimo in Charge of Pacifying the Yi, with Mu 
Sheng 沐晟 (1368–1439) as Vice Commander of the Left and 
Zhang Fu 張輔 (1375–1449) Vice Commander of the Right.30 
Though contemporary sources claim the Ming force 
included as many as 800,000 troops, most modern estimates 
place the figure at slightly more than a quarter of that.31 In 
any case, it was a huge force designed to overawe the 
Vietnamese with both numbers and firepower, as the Ming 
troops were equipped with the latest in military technology. 
Indeed, the reliance upon superior technological prowess 
was a hallmark of the Ming military throughout the dynasty 
and a key component of Ming grand strategy. It was 
particularly noteworthy in conflicts where the Ming could 
smash less well-equipped foes in stationary positions such as 
the ones they encountered in the wars of colonial expansion 
in China’s southwest lands of Yunnan and Guangxi, which 
were only under nominal control at this early stage in the 
dynasty. In fact, just prior to the punitive campaign in 
Vietnam, the Ming had been aggressively establishing 
pacification commissions in the southwest as footholds for 
Chinese settlement and as a means for control and influence 
in more far-flung Tai and Burmese polities (see discussion by 
Geoffrey Wade in Chapter 2 of this volume).32

In their announced role as liberators of the people Yongle 
enjoined the troops to refrain from despoiling tombs, seizing 
goods, raping women or engaging in other evil acts.33 He 
also said they should not violate local laws and should not 
‘recklessly advance in greedy pursuit of profit’, a command 
which seems to have been directed at military commanders 
seeking glory and reward for their achievements. In 
particular he noted that the military expeditions of the Song 
and Yuan dynasties into Yunnan had failed because the 
commanders were greedy and had contended with one 
another.34 Therefore the emperor explicitly instructed his 
commanders to cooperate and not become jealous of one 
another’s achievements. Moreover, at least according to the 
Chinese sources, the initial goals seem to have been modest. 
Once the criminals were brought to justice, the Trần were to 
be restored to their throne. Publicly at least Yongle evinced 
no desire for the annexation of Annam.

A deeper examination of the build-up for war, however, 
suggests that it might not have been as impromptu as the 
emperor suggested. First of all, as noted above, the Ming had 
been engaging in a policy of southward expansion and 
territorial consolidation since the foundation of the dynasty. 
They were actively involved in relations with the polities of 
mainland Southeast Asia and were just embarking upon the 
famed naval expeditions to the so-called Western Oceans 
(Xiyang 西洋). Extensive preparations for war were made, 
including accumulating lots of clothing and special medicine 
for the rough Vietnamese climate. In addition to the huge 
land forces assembled in Yunnan and Guangxi, some units 
were sent ahead by sea to occupy towns and prepare for 
advancing Ming armies.35 Moreover, there were hawkish 
elements within the court who advocated the annexation of 
Annam, and at least one geographic work published in 1394 
had described Annam as part of the empire.36 All of these 
suggest that the Ming were anticipating a long stay and had 
possibly been planning for the annexation of Vietnam for 
some time, with the Yongle emperor perhaps seeing it as just 
another step in his consolidation of power and establishment 
of legitimacy.37 In any case such a move, coupled with his 
unprecedented use of naval power, accords well with the 
emperor’s persistent desire to manifest awe at his rule.38

It was a gorgeous day when the Yongle emperor 
personally oversaw the troops departing the capital, and he 
confidently predicted victory. But the large army did not 
proceed particularly fast, and its commander Zhu Neng died 
in the tenth month of 1406 before even reaching the border. 
He was replaced by Zhang Fu, who would prove to be by far 
the most adept Ming commander in the ensuing decade 
until his final recall to China in 1416, well before the 
ultimate Ming defeat. The larger Ming invasion force was 
alert for ambushes and much better prepared, with extensive 
supplies and stores of medicine, in addition to large numbers 
of firearms.39 It is noted that among the Ming commanders 
initially sent to chastise the Vietnamese in 1406 were the 
Shenji jiang jun 神機將軍 (‘heavenly firearms commanders’) 
Cheng Kuan 程寬 (active c. 1400) and Zhu Gui 朱貴  
(c. 1370–1420).40 This force consisted of some 75,000 troops, 
under 20 commanders mustered from all over the Ming 
empire.41 Sun Laichen suggests that in this era about 10 per 
cent of Ming troops were equipped with firearms (Pls 
4.1–4.5), though my research indicates that they strove to 
reach higher ratios when possible.42 Clearly this was 
designed to overawe their presumably numerically and 
technologically inferior enemy.

The use of firearms is noteworthy in that it appears to 
have been standard operating procedure for the Ming to use 
guns as force multipliers and against technologically inferior 
foes in particular, where it was believed they could be 
overawed into ready submission. Hence we see their use in 
the initial conquest of Yunnan in the 1380s and throughout 
the Ming period in campaigns of expansion in the 
southwest.43 Zhang Wen has recently argued that firearms 
were integral in the incorporation of formerly aboriginal 
lands into the regular administrative structure of the 
Chinese empire in the late imperial era, suggesting that the 
relationship between superior military technologies and 
bureaucratic administrative advances in China was in fact 
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similar to the processes taking place in Southeast Asia, a 
topic which will be touched upon below.44

Aided by their superior firepower and logistics, in early 
1407 the Ming advanced in multiple wings and smashed 
through formidable Vietnamese defences rather easily.45 
They forced Hồ Quý Ly to torch and abandon his Western 
Capital while using firearms and new tactics to frustrate the 
war elephants sent against them, for example concentrating 
fire at the handlers and the trunks of the animals.46 Notably, 
the Ming supposedly deployed firearms to great effect against 
Vietnamese elephants in the bloody street fights for control of 
the Eastern Capital.47 But the Ming were still apparently 
impressed enough with the war elephants that they took some 
back as war booty to China, including them among the 
235,000 livestock they claimed to have captured.48

According to Chinese accounts, after the Ming captured 
the capital, a large number of Vietnamese officials begged to 
be formally incorporated into the empire on account of the 
total extermination of the Trần royal line by the Hồ.49 The 
Ming acceded to this ‘request’, citing earlier Chinese control 
of the region as a precedent, and administrative offices were 
established in accordance with the manner in which the 
Ming governed other frontier regions.50 Vietnam was 
formally annexed as the province of Jiaozhi on the first day 
of the sixth month of 1407 [5 July 1407].51 This would prove 

to be significant in the long-term development of Vietnam, 
for it ultimately facilitated the greater centralisation of the 
state and aided in its wars: first of liberation against the 
Ming and subsequently in campaigns of expansion to the 
south and the west. Though many Vietnamese were enlisted 
into the Ming governmental structure within Vietnam itself, 
the Ming also forcibly deported thousands of tradesmen and 
artisans to Nanjing, including gunsmiths.52 Additionally, 
some were assigned to the School for the Sons of State (guo zi 
xue 國子學) and trained as students, perhaps to serve as 
envoys later.53 

Finally, again exercising the rights of the Yongle emperor 
as the Son of Heaven, Zhang Fu selected handsome young 
boys to be sent to the Ming capital for castration and palace 
service.54 This is significant for a number of reasons. First of 
all, distributing eunuchs was the right of the emperor, and 
tributary states often presented the Ming emperor with gifts 
of eunuchs.55 By forcibly taking these young boys Zhang Fu 
was asserting the right of his monarch to tribute, though that 
distinction would soon be erased with the formal annexation 
of Vietnam. Next, in part because of his status as usurper 
and again in contravention of his father’s express wishes, the 
Yongle emperor had grown particularly dependent upon the 
eunuch establishment in his government. Producing more 
eunuchs with at least some knowledge of his newest province 
and its language could prove useful to the emperor in the 
long term.

The gunsmiths, however, have hitherto drawn the most 
attention from scholars, in part because several Ming 

Plate 4.1 Chinese bronze cannon, Ming dynasty, dated 1545 (Jiajing reign). Length 64.5cm. The Capital Museum, Beijing

Plate 4.2 Two Chinese-style 
bombards (left: LSb 19241; 
right: LSb 19233). The one on 
the right contains an 
inscription in Chinese, 
although some of the 
characters are indistinct. 
History Museum of Vietnam, 
Hanoi

Plate 4.3 Two small bronze cannons, late 16th century. Military 
Museum, Hanoi
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sources highlight their importance. In fact, according to the 
18th-century Ming shi, the Yongle emperor decided to 
establish the Firearms Division (shenji ying 神機營) in the 
capital in the early 15th century after the Ming captured 
new firearms and firearms experts during their invasion and 
occupation of Vietnam.56 As we have seen, such later claims 
are false, since the Ming already had a very advanced 
armaments industry prior to the invasion. Nonetheless this 
claim (and the fact that Vietnamese artisans were deported) 
reveals that there was in fact a good deal of technological 
exchange taking place in Asia in the wake of the collapse of 
the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) in China. It also 
attests to the Ming desire to assert themselves firmly at the 
apex of the reconstituted tributary system. As tributary 
overlords and colonial masters it was their prerogative to 
extract resources, human and otherwise, from their subject 
states. In bringing these artisans to China, the Yongle 
emperor was forcibly underscoring this fact and exercising 
his rights as the Son of Heaven. In fact, in addition to 
working in the Firearms Division, there is evidence that 
Vietnamese artisans assisted in the construction of the 
Yongle emperor’s new capital in Beijing.57

Furthermore, as will be demonstrated below, such 
exchanges were not that unusual, as the Ming were always 
looking to gain a military edge over their rivals as part of 
their grand strategy. Though the Ming generally led the 
way in technological innovation and dissemination of new 
technologies, Ming emperors and military commanders 
were astute enough to recognise and adopt superior 
technologies and tactics, no matter what their origins. This 
can be seen in the Ming request for war elephants from 
Vietnam to aid in its pacification of recalcitrant tribal 
groups in the southwest.58 It is also evidenced by the Ming 
adoption of so-called ‘wooden wad’ technology from 
Vietnam to increase the range of their ‘fire lances’ (shen qiang 
神槍), upon encountering this technology during their 
occupation of Vietnam in the early 15th century.59 (The term 
shen qiang is ambiguous. In pre-Ming times it could denote a 
primitive flamethrower of sorts, but in the Ming it just 

generically means ‘gun’ and appears to be used in that sense 
here, most likely to refer to forerunners of the arquebus.) 
Thus, when the Ming eagerly adopted superior Western 
military technologies such as the ‘red barbarian cannon’ 
and the arquebus from the Portuguese at the beginning of 
the 16th century, they were in fact operating within a 
well-established framework consistent with their grand 
strategic goals.60

Additionally, while the Mongols have long been 
recognised as major transmitters of military technology 
throughout the globe, until recently scholars have paid far 
less attention to the important role played by the succeeding 
Ming dynasty in continuing these efforts, albeit not always 
intentionally. Indeed, some scholars have identified the 
Ming as the world’s first ‘gunpowder empire’ and have 
suggested that the dissemination of Ming firearms 
technology to Southeast Asia was critical in regional power 
struggles and state formation.61 Moreover, even as they 
sought to protect their gunpowder technology from falling 
into the hands of potential foes, the Ming recognised how 
this technology could contribute to regional stability and 
hence shared it with their allies, most notably Joseon Korea. 
Likewise, they sought to keep it secret from their enemies, 
including the Vietnamese. As will be seen below, the Ming 
inability to maintain this key technological edge would be 
an important, but not the only, factor in their eventual defeat 
in Vietnam.

But initially Ming technological prowess carried the day 
and it seemed that Vietnam would be pacified even more 
easily than Yunnan. When Zhang Fu returned to the capital 
a year later in 1408, the Yongle emperor personally hosted a 
banquet in his honour. In particular the emperor praised 
him for overawing the enemy but Zhang deflected the 
compliment, crediting the emperor’s sage planning and the 
backing of the state for his success.62 In the assessment of Lo 
Jung-pang the Ming victory achieved the Yongle emperor’s 
two grand strategic aims of frontier security and the 
restoration of China’s ascendant position on the 
international scene, though it could also be argued that it 

Plate 4.4 Vietnamese handguns in Mr Guo’s shop at the 
antique market in Nanning, Guangxi

Plate 4.5 The three firearms in Mark Rapoport’s possession at the 54 
Traditions
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merely reinforced these aims while actually extending Ming 
influence considerably, at least in the short term.63 A song 
was composed in commemoration of the pacification of 
Annam, Zhang was promoted to a dukedom and his stipend 
was raised considerably.64 The other states around Vietnam 
were also suitably impressed and were loath to challenge the 
military might of the Ming.65 So in this sense the Yongle 
emperor achieved additional strategic aims without having 
to resort to military action in these other places. But 
rebellion soon broke out in Vietnam due to taxation woes, 
administrative difficulties and agitation by Trần claimants. 
There is also considerable evidence suggesting that Ming 
eunuch pacification commissioners were exorbitant in their 
demands for luxury items, particularly gemstones.66 

Mu Sheng was initially dispatched from Yunnan to 
handle matters but he was unsuccessful, and Zhang Fu was 
again dispatched to Vietnam in 1409. He enjoyed quick 
success, defeating the Trần rebels, rejecting their claims to 
legitimacy and refusing their request to seek investiture from 
the Ming. Zhang executed the last Trần claimant and 
Vietnam again seemed to be under control, prompting his 
recall to China. This was a pattern that would be repeated 
over the next several years. Even the Yongle’s emperor’s 
promise to remit taxes for three years if the people returned 
to their old occupations and abandoned their resistance was 
unsuccessful in quelling dissent. In a situation eerily 
reminiscent of the American experience centuries later, the 
Ming in Vietnam would consistently win major battles with 
their superior firepower only to see rebel groups spring up as 
soon as Ming troops left an area.67 The rebel leader Lê Lợi 
(1385–1433) would eventually emerge as the most intractable 
of these freedom fighters and it was he who would eventually 
drive the Ming out of Vietnam.68 Over time the Vietnamese 
captured and started manufacturing their own firearms, 
evening the technological balance. 

This process in turn had serious implications for the 
Vietnamese state later and should be seen as perhaps the 
most significant of the unintended consequences of the Ming 
invasion. In light of the mounting evidence to the contrary, it 
is surprising that many military historians continue to 
ignore the fact that Asians not only invented gunpowder 
technologies, but improved upon them and used them to 
great effect long before the coming of Western gun traders.69 
Moreover, innovations in the manufacture and deployment 
of gunpowder weapons often proved critical in state-
building efforts and in the maintenance of regional stability, 
a process historians have often confined to the Western 
experience.70 Yet, as Peter Lorge has recently provocatively 
argued, Europeans only began to exploit profitably 
gunpowder technologies when their states became more like 
the imperial bureaucratic Chinese state.71 By extension, the 
same argument can be made for Southeast Asian states, 
most notably Vietnam. While much has been made of 
Vietnamese cultural and institutional borrowing from Ming 
China and its importance in the maturation of the 
Vietnamese state, until recently far less attention has been 
paid to military borrowings.72 Just as they did with the 
tributary system itself, the Vietnamese adopted and adapted 
military technologies to suit their own ends and advance 
their position vis-à-vis their neighbours.

As the Ming occupation wore on, firearms proved useful 
time and again in aiding the Ming to quickly quell 
Vietnamese uprisings.73 Particularly striking from a military 
perspective on the Ming invasion of Vietnam is the variety 
of weapons they used and the variety of settings in which 
they were utilised, attesting to their adaptability and 
readiness to employ firearms, in contradistinction to 
Western characterisations of the Ming as pacifistic and 
uninterested in military technologies. The Ming deployed 
firearms in breaking elephant charges, attacking heavy 
fortifications, and on ships. In at least one case they used 
their firepower to overwhelm defenders using heavy 
crossbows against them.74 All told, the Ming left an 
occupation force of some 87,000 scattered in 39 citadels 
around the country, though most were concentrated in the 
Red River delta area.75 These would be bolstered by frequent 
infusions of new troops as circumstances dictated, the Ming 
quickly coming to the realisation that their forces were 
insufficient and that military force alone could not suffice to 
bring the Vietnamese to heel.76

Over time, however, the Ming would also lose their 
technological advantage. The Vietnamese were already 
aware of the benefits of firearms in warfare and had used 
them effectively against the Chams (in what is now southern 
Vietnam) in the 1390s. So when the resistance began in 
earnest, one of the first things the rebels did was establish 
arsenals to manufacture weapons. In fact, this was most 
likely an extension of preparations begun by Hồ Quý Ly in 
anticipation of a Ming invasion.77 And as the rebels acquired 
more and more Ming firearms, the tide of the occupation 
started to turn. As one Vietnamese source noted, ‘their 
firearms piled up and their gunpowder stores were filled’.78 
This was nowhere more evident than in the successful 
Vietnamese siege of Xương Giang that signalled the end of 
Ming power in Vietnam.79 Vietnamese sources confirm that 
despite their own establishment of arsenals, most of their 
weapons were captured from the Chinese or brought to 
them by defectors. Since many Vietnamese served as 
assistant commanders and vice commanders and as officers 
in guards and companies (the colonial administration 
mirroring that of the Ming), it can be reasonably presumed 
that these men gained training in the use of firearms and 
passed this on to the rebels when they joined the resistance 
movement. 

This would not be the only case of unintentional 
technology transfer on the part of the Ming. Deserters 
apparently transmitted Ming firearms technology to Burma 
in the early 1500s after a Ming rout of the Maw Shans (as the 
Burmese called the Shan polities) in a border clash, and 
Ming guns most likely entered the rest of Burma and 
northeast India around the same time via traders.80 The 
Vietnamese refused Ming demands to return captured 
weapons after peace was restored between the states in the 
15th century.81 This Ming request in itself is ironic given that 
they claimed to have acquired 135,900 horses, cows and 
elephants and over 2,000,000 weapons in their initial 1407 
conquest of Vietnam as part of their tributary exactions.82 
Significantly, the Ming used the elephants not only for 
parades and in the imperial menagerie (see discussion by 
Jonathan Hay in Chapter 5 of this volume), but also for 
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military operations, a practice that continued right up until 
the end of the Ming dynasty.83

More significant perhaps than the sheer numbers of 
weapons (inflated or not) are the kinds of technologies the 
Chinese acquired, or more accurately, the refinements to 
existing technologies. First of all, as noted above, the 
Vietnamese seem to have refined the design of the fire lance 
by placing a wooden wad behind the arrow made of 
ironwood, which was native to the region. This greatly 
extended the effective range of the weapon out to some 300 
paces.84 The technique is not found in older Chinese guns, 
but has been found in specimens dating from 1415. The 
Vietnamese also appear to have devised a priming pan lid to 
prevent fuses on matchlocks from getting wet in the steamy 
tropical climate. Surviving Chinese guns from as early as 
1415 possess this innovation, which has not been reliably 
confirmed in Ming weapons prior to 1410.85 Moreover, this 
innovation was also apparently incorporated into European-
style cannon manufactured in China over the next 150 years, 
though the technique was abandoned in the late 16th 
century as more modern European firearms made their 
appearance in East Asia.86 

These improvements were most likely introduced by the 
aforementioned Vietnamese craftsmen sent to Nanjing in 
the wake of the initial Ming invasion. Altogether some 
17,000 captives were taken back to China and at least some 
were renowned as firearms experts. Their lives were spared 
in exchange for their service in the Ming Ministry of 
Works.87 Their descendants served the Ming until 1489, and 
the official Hồ Nguyên Trừng (胡元澄, ?1374–?1446) was 
later honoured in China as a god of firearms.88 Later Ming 
records indicate that certain firearms had been transmitted 
from Vietnam and adopted to great effect against the 
Mongols, but Li Bin and Sun Laichen have persuasively 
argued that it was these improvements, rather than the 
weapons themselves, that were transmitted from Vietnam. 
And a Qing era source specifically states that what the Ming 
acquired in the invasion of Vietnam were ‘firearms 
techniques’, after which they established the firearms 
training division so as to drill the men in the use of 
firearms.89 Nonetheless, this testifies to the importance of 
technological diffusion and exchanges between the states of 
Asia prior to the Western engagement in the region and 
highlights regional dynamism in the early modern era.

In the other direction, after the withdrawal of the Ming 
in 1427, the Lê dynasty (1428–1527) in Vietnam added 
specialised firearms units to its military and created many 
warships equipped with heavy cannon for its navy. Firearms 
arsenals were also added to pre-existing arsenals.90 To 
facilitate greater weapons production, much copper and 
other materials were imported into Vietnam from Yunnan 
and other provinces of southern China, and illegal trade in 
weapon-making materials flourished. The Vietnamese in 
turn transmitted this technology as they fought their 
neighbours to the south and west, most notably in the 
decisive defeat of Champa in 1471.91 

Furthermore, in addition to manufacturing and 
deploying Chinese-derived weapons against their Cham 
foes, the Vietnamese reorganised their military organisation 
along Chinese lines and encouraged their military officers to 

study the Chinese military classics (Wujing qishu 五經七書), 
by instituting military examinations modelled after those of 
the Ming.92 Thus, while scholars such as John Whitmore 
have long contended that bureaucratic and administrative 
centralisation spurred by the Ming occupation was crucial 
to the Vietnamese defeat of Champa,93 only recently have 
scholars recognised the fact that improved Chinese-derived 
military technology was a vital component of this process. It 
also aided additional Vietnamese expansion to the west. In 
fact, archaeological and textual information suggests that so 
many firearms were being manufactured in Vietnam in the 
late 15th century that the government had to establish 
additional weapons depots specifically for the storage of 
firearms.94 

In any event, it seems reasonable to assume that firearms 
played a critical role in state formation and consolidation in 
Asia in the 15th and 16th centuries and that the majority of 
the firearms in question – almost all of them prior to 1511 – 
were Chinese in origin or derived from Chinese rather than 
European models. Likewise it is striking how many features 
of the Chinese bureaucratic state, whether consciously 
adopted and copied as in the case of the Vietnamese, or 
coincidentally mimicked as in other cases, are present in 
these emerging polities. In this sense Peter Lorge’s assertion 
that European states became more ‘modern’ militarily and 
organisationally by becoming more like the Chinese state 
seems perfectly tenable.95 It also reveals an unintended 
consequence of the Ming practice of overawing neighbours.

In addition to its obvious significance for the histories of 
China and Vietnam respectively, the Ming decision to 
invade its southern neighbour needs to be considered within 
the broader context of Ming grand strategy and the desire of 
the Ming to assert and maintain its hegemony in Asia. As 
Geoffrey Wade has noted in Chapter 2 of this volume, Ming 
efforts in Vietnam were certainly colonial in nature but also 
carried out in conjunction with the great naval expeditions, 
which were a form of maritime proto-colonialism whereby 
the Ming sought to extend their own commercial and 
political interests by means of both diplomacy and force.96 In 
this light the Ming needs to be viewed more dynamically as 
an expansionist early modern gunpowder empire that 
presaged the later activities of the Spanish and Portuguese in 
certain key respects. And while some have interpreted the 
Ming defeat in Vietnam as the ‘beginning of China’s fall 
from her position of preeminence’,97 the fact that the Ming 
successfully repulsed Japan’s invasion of Korea more than 
150 years later as well as the reconstruction of the tributary 
system by the Qing attests to the viability of both the 
Chinese empire and the system itself.

Ming actions were also, as demonstrated herein, very 
important for subsequent political and administrative 
developments in Southeast Asia and for commercial and 
technological dissemination. Though not as well known as 
ceramics, Ming firearms also made their way around Asia 
and became an important commodity, despite the efforts of 
the Ming state to restrict their movement in hopes of 
maintaining their military superiority. Indeed, the 
consequences of the Ming occupation of Vietnam would 
resonate for centuries and lead to just the kind of ‘domino 
effect’ feared by 20th-century Cold Warriors, with states 
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falling prey to Vietnamese imperialism based in part on the 
Chinese model. Additionally, the Ming were not above 
importing superior military technologies from their 
neighbours, tributaries and even outsiders in the interest of 
retaining their position at the apex of the tributary 
hierarchy. Thus, far from being a passive, non-competitive 
imperial power as some have suggested, the Ming empire 
was in fact a dynamic, realistic hegemonic power much in 
line with its early modern contemporaries and even ahead of 
them in certain respects. 
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Cities may be the largest premodern structures in China 
that art historians take as an object of study. The Chinese 
city takes on various guises in art-historical writing. We 
encounter it at times as a configuration of architectural 
forms and spaces, and at other times as a frame for diverse 
practices of art-making. More selectively, it sometimes takes 
form as a network of urban and extra-urban sites that were 
especially important for the production and reception of art. 
Illuminating as such characterisations of the city are, they 
tend to underplay a dimension of urban experience – 
movement – that the modern city-dweller is liable to see as 
fundamental. Some might argue that our contemporary 
awareness of the city as a constellation of movement is 
irrelevant to a 15th-century Chinese city, especially one like 
Beijing that had major symbolic functions. However, I raise 
the question of movement not in order to collapse differences 
between past and present, but on the contrary to suggest that 
movement provides an analytic lens through which we can 
gain a sharper sense of those very differences. 

To craft movement as an analytic lens, one approach 
might start from 21st-century thinking on the city. This 
approach would posit that it is illusory to attribute to any city 
an essential, stable form; instead, urban form crystallises in 
perception and use, which happen in real time and are 
socially and culturally mediated. But since the study of 
Chinese art in English is by definition an intercultural affair, 
this first approach can never be enough in itself. When one 
works on another culture or another time period, it is also 
necessary for both scholarly and ethical reasons to try to 
reconstruct that culture’s self-understanding, as far as one 
can. We would also need to adopt a second, more archival 
approach, therefore, in order to ask how 15th-century 
Beijingers themselves thought about urban movement. 
Ultimately, though, it is at the intersection between these 
two very different approaches, the theoretical and the 
philological, that movement could become the analytic lens 
needed.

In this short chapter, I cannot craft the lens itself but I 
may be able to locate the intersection where it could usefully 
operate. My starting point is a linguistic observation. 
Whereas the English language does not have a word in 
common usage to denote either form-in-movement or 
place-in-movement, the Chinese language does. The 
relevant term is shi 勢. Shi equally describes material forms 
such as mountains or garden rocks, and ephemeral 
configurations such as the balance of forces at a particular 
moment in a battle or a chess game. For the former, we 
might use a translation like ‘stance’ or ‘structural propensity’ 
or ‘lines of force’, and for the latter ‘state of play’ or ‘current 
configuration’.1 Shi is equally applicable to form, space and 
place, and I shall try to show that it can be usefully applied 
to the city of Beijing c. 1450 (Pl. 5.1). What kinds of 
movement would a mid-15th-century inhabitant of the city 
have thought of as structuring the shi of Beijing at any given 
moment? Three in particular would have come to mind, I 
think. The first is energy flow, which in Chinese 
cosmological thought up to and beyond this period was the 
very condition of existence. Beijing was configured from 
many different kinds of energy flow, but I only have space to 
discuss two: one that is tangible, water, and another that is 
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the east side, and annexed the lake’s southern part for the 
walled imperial city within which the palaces were situated. 
The lake-centred site on which Dadu was built had a long 
history of prior imperial associations under the Liao 
(907–1125) and Jin (1115–1234) dynasties, but Dadu was the 
first city to enclose the lake within its walls. When the Ming 
dynasty was founded in 1368, it inherited this great city, 
which the Mongols had simply abandoned when they 
retreated north. However, because the Ming dynasty 
established its own principal capital in south China, in 
Nanjing, it downgraded the former Dadu and renamed it 
Beiping 北平. Beiping was far too big for its new function. 
The new Ming administration redrew the city’s perimeter, 
therefore, so that the new northern wall excluded the 
northern third of Dadu, and it also moved the southern wall 
slightly to the south. The result was a smaller, squarer walled 
city that enclosed most but not all of the city’s population 
(Pl. 5.3).4 The area just outside the new southern wall was 
somewhat populated, but was not walled in. 

Just after 1368 the Ming administration also refurbished 
one section of the Yuan imperial palace for use as the palace 
of the Prince of Yan. The prince, Zhu Di 朱棣 (1360–1424), 
was at that point just a boy who was growing up near his 
father, the Hongwu 洪武 emperor (r. 1368–98), in Nanjing. 
But in 1380, when he reached the age of 20, Zhu Di took 
possession of his Beiping palace, which became his base for 
the next 20 years, until 1399. Not long after, in 1402, Zhu Di 
seized the throne and became the Yongle emperor. Within a 
year he decided that the imperial capital should no longer be 
Nanjing but instead Beiping, now renamed Beijing, meaning 
the Northern Capital. In 1406 the order went out to start 
gathering the necessary construction materials. That 
process, together with overcoming the opposition of 
southern officials, took 11 years. The serious work of 

intangible, legitimacy. The second kind of movement has a 
partly arbitrary character: destiny. Like ourselves, 15th-
century Chinese often associated destiny with human 
beings, and one could certainly explore human destinies in 
the Beijing context. My interest, however, is in non-human 
destinies, specifically the destinies of trees. Finally, 
balancing these first two unpredictable forms of movement 
was the controlled regularity that I will call scansion. From 
an art-historical point of view, scansion is particularly 
associated with monuments.2 I will focus here on one type of 
living monument, the elephant, in its relation to 
architectural monuments. 

The 1450 moment
Before entering this strange world in which water, 
legitimacy, trees and elephants share something in common, 
let me first introduce the city in question. In 1450, Beijing 
had no paved roads. It was dusty when the weather was dry 
and muddy when it rained. Since there was no sewer system, 
it stank. If one could afford it, one avoided walking as much 
as possible and either rode a horse or took a palanquin. 
Because the privileged classes rarely walked along the main 
streets, there were no trees there to provide shade from the 
summer heat. The person who went out for the day, no 
matter how he or she travelled, was liable to come home 
dirty.3 

Before the Ming capital of Beijing was ever imagined, 
there was the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) capital of 
Dadu 大都. Dadu (on whose site Beijing was later built) was 
located at the northwestern edge of a vast flood basin 
extending all the way to the sea. To the west and north it was 
ringed by protective mountains (Pl. 5.2). The Mongols built 
their city around a large lake. They constructed their 
palaces either side of this lake, with the Forbidden City on 

BEIJING = shi 勢        =

ENERGY FLOW of 

DESTINY of 

SCANSION by 

water
traffic
commerce
work
conversation
opinion
legitimacy
military readiness

stone
trees
plants
birds
animals
humans

processions
rituals
festivals
markets
two-hourly drum
closing/opening of city gates
deployment of elephants

Plate 5.1
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retrospect, 1450 can be seen as a special moment, because 
the city was fully in place, so to speak, but the population 
had not yet started to explode. But 1450 was also a special 
moment in a bad sense, both for China and for Beijing. Two 
years earlier, in 1448, the Mongols had invaded north 
China, and in 1449 they had captured in battle the emperor 
of the day, the Zhengtong 正統 emperor (r. 1436–49, later 
Tianshun 天順 1457–64). In 1450, Zhengtong’s younger 
brother ruled China as the Jingtai 景泰 emperor (r. 1450–6), 
but with the threat of illegitimacy hanging over him. 
Moreover, the country had entered the same economic 
depression that afflicted most of Eurasia during the mid-15th 
century.8 Furthermore – and this partly explains the 
economic problems – the 1440s and 1450s were marked by 
repeated climatic anomalies and natural disasters, including 
flooding within the city of Beijing.9 This was Beijing’s 
temporal situation in 1450. Now I want to consider the city’s 
configuration as a place-in-movement. 

Flows: water
Without water and the hydraulics that kept water flowing, 
Beijing could not have operated as a city at all. It was the 
availability of water in the Beijing area that had made it a 
preferred site for an urban centre for hundreds of years. As 
we have seen, there had long been a large lake there, which 
by the 15th century had been broken up into a series of 
smaller lakes.10 The water for these lakes, and for Beijing 
more generally, came from two sources. First, Beijing was 
located within the watershed of the Yongding 永定 River, 
which runs southeast from northern Shanxi province and at 
one point comes close to Beijing. The city was located in the 

construction started only in 1417, therefore, when Zhu Di 
moved to Beijing to supervise the work. After four years 
enough had been done for the court to move entirely to 
Beijing. At the beginning of 1421 the city was duly 
designated the principal capital of the empire.5

Thirty years later, in 1450, the city had settled into its new 
role. During the intervening three decades construction had 
not stopped, as the city’s architects and builders gradually 
worked their way through the important building projects 
that had been omitted from the initial five-year push. The 
following is a summary of the Beijing construction timeline: 
• 1403: Beiping is renamed Beijing. 
• 1406–17: accumulation of materials necessary to 

transform Beijing into the new capital. 
• 1409–16: construction of Changling mausoleum. 
• 1417–20: construction of the Forbidden City, major ritual 

sites and major government buildings. 
• 1421: Beijing is designated the new capital. 
• 1421: destruction by fire of three major palace halls. 
• 1424–7: expansion of Changling mausoleum. 
• 1437–9: construction of city gates and associated 

structures. 
• 1440–1: reconstruction of the three major palace halls 

burned down in 1421, and strengthening of the walls of 
the Forbidden City. 

• 1442: construction of the remaining major government 
offices. 

• 1445: strengthening of the city wall, and replacement of 
wooden bridges at the city gates by stone bridges.6

In addition, trees had grown, residential neighbourhoods 
had crystallised and commerce had established itself.7 In 

Plate 5.2 Satellite image of Beijing 
municipality



Green Beijing: Ecologies of Movement in the New Capital c. 1450 | 49 

dedicated canals. But the old Jade Spring (Yuquan 玉泉) 
canal still ran north–south through the west of the city.13 

The area’s natural water resources were not enough in 
themselves to allow Beijing to function as the capital of the 
empire. The city could not have been constructed in the first 
place without man-made waterways to bring to Beijing the 
wood, stone and bricks necessary to construct the city. To 
the west, the early 15th-century Ming emperors followed the 
example of the Mongols and the Jurchen before them by 
maintaining dykes in order to fix the Yongding River in its 
course where it came closest to Beijing; the Yongding River 
was a major transportation route for the building materials 
and fuel that the city needed. Equally important, the dykes 
protected Beijing from flooding – flooding that was the 
result of soil erosion caused by progressive deforestation of 
the areas around the river over centuries.14

To the east of the city, Yongle inherited from the Yuan 
dynasty a canal system that linked Beijing to Zhigu 直沽 
(renamed by him Tianjin), which was both the terminus of 
the Grand Canal and a maritime port. Because Beijing’s 
altitude was so much higher than Tianjin’s, the canal was 
constructed like a stairway, with dozens of locks. The link to 
Tianjin was crucial because Beijing depended on tax grain 
from north-central China and south China, and on all sorts 
of other products that came from the south. A century 
earlier, in the early 14th century, tax grain had largely been 
transported by sea, and the system had been so successful 
that the northern section of the lake functioned as a port 

higher-altitude northwestern part of the Yongding River 
flood zone, which provided the city with underground rivers 
and springs that contributed to the lakes. But the lakes also 
had the benefit of the runoff from the mountains to the north 
and northwest through the Gaoliang 高粱 River; the runoff 
also separately reached the moat of the city through the 
Qingshui 清水 River. When the new city walls were created 
at the very beginning of the Ming dynasty, the northern wall 
was constructed on the south bank of an east–west canal that 
had run through the city. That canal then became the 
northern moat. At its western end, the wall cut through the 
northernmost section of the lake. Once Beijing was 
established, the water from the Gaoliang River was diverted 
to the part of the lake within the city, which further shrunk 
the part outside the city wall. Further shrinkage was caused 
by rice cultivation in that area, which the Yongle emperor 
encouraged in order to keep his southern officials happy.11

The city’s drinking water came partly from the lakes and 
partly from wells that tapped into underground springs of 
the Yongding River flood zone. In order to guarantee that 
drinking water remained a public good, the wells were 
almost all located in temples. In the 14th century the 
Mongols had built a canal, partly using aqueducts, all the 
way from Jade Spring Mountain in the mountains to the 
north in order to ensure a private supply of drinking water 
for the palace (Pl. 5.4).12 Under the Ming, however, the 
palace came to depend instead on water from the lakes. The 
lake water reached the Forbidden City through two 

Plate 5.3 Map of Beijing, c. 1450, 
with the major ritual sites marked
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Canal. The policy worked increasingly well up through the 
early 1430s. Subsequently, however, between the drying up 
of water sources and the breaching of dykes after heavy 
rains, canal access to Beijing became undependable and had 
to be combined with overland transportation.16 

The architectural symbol of the importance of water in 
Beijing c. 1450 was the makara waterspout, which animated 
the marble platforms of palace halls, ritual altars, temples 
and bridges (Pl. 5.5). The makara ( jing 鯨 or yu long 魚龍) is 
a sea monster, so it makes sense that it was already 
omnipresent in Yuan-dynasty Dadu, when there was a 
particularly active connection to the sea. Under the Yongle 
emperor the Ming court was also very involved with 
maritime trade (see Chapters 3, 12, 22 and 27 by Tansen Sen, 
Zhao Zhongnan, Sally Church and Craig Clunas in this 
volume), so it is no surprise that the makara remained 
omnipresent in the new capital of Beijing. But by 1450 the 
Ming court had turned away from the ocean, and the 
makara began its gradual transformation in popular 
consciousness into a type of dragon.

Flows: legitimacy
The flow of water ensured the city’s demographic and 
economic health. But the political health of the new capital 
depended on the flow of something much more intangible, a 

inside the city of Dadu.15 But by the beginning of the 15th 
century, the lake was no longer available as a port and the 
canals from Beijing to Tianjin were silted up and in 
disrepair. Between 1409 and 1413, one of those canals, 
starting from the southeast corner of Beijing, was opened up 
again by dint of a massive campaign of hydraulic 
intervention, and a gateway port was created at 
Zhangjiawan 張家灣. This project was part of a larger Ming 
policy of shifting the transportation of tax grain away from 
the ocean, where it was vulnerable to pirates, to the Grand 

Plate 5.4 Wang Fu 王绂 (1362–1416), Eight Views of Beijing (Beijing bajing tu 北京八景圖), dated 1414. Views four, ‘Rainbow over Jade 
Spring’ and two, ‘Clear Ripples at Taiye Lake’. Handscroll, ink on paper, height 42.1cm, length 2006.5cm. National Museum of China

Plate 5.5 Makara water spout, Temple of Heaven, Beijing
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Heaven dating from the Jurchen Jin dynasty, and took 
advantage of the cypresses that had been planted in the 12th 
century, some of which also survive (Pl. 5.6). The trees are 
at some distance from one another, forming a natural hall, 
with a tree canopy forming the roof.19 To keep the battery 
charger metaphor, ancient trees functioned as attractors of 
spiritual energy. At all the major ritual sites, the ritual 
specialists planted many more trees. There were veritable 
forests at the sites of the Altars, and the Imperial Ancestral 
Temple was surrounded by junipers on all four sides: one 
surviving example is said to have been planted by the Yongle 
emperor himself.20

The fact that some temples were decommissioned does 
not mean that temples in general were seen as unimportant. 
Within Dadu’s city walls in the 14th century, and 
subsequently within Beijing’s city walls in the 15th, many of 
these temples survived along with their ancient trees. In the 
case of decommissioned temples, their trees sometimes 
became part of the gardens of residential mansions, such as 
the mansion of the chief architect of Yongle’s Beijing, the 
Vietnamese eunuch, Ruan An 阮安 (d. 1453).21 However, the 
1420s, 1430s and 1440s also saw the repair and refurbishment 
of the majority of the 193 pre-Ming-dynasty temples, 
monasteries and shrines that stood within the Beijing city 
walls, and the construction of many new ones at imperial 
and private initiative.22 Much the same thing happened 
outside the city walls, in the near outskirts and more distant 
suburbs, on all four sides: to the northwest, for example, 
there were 97 temples by 1470.23 Here we have to view Beijing 
in its role as capital of the empire. In early Ming political 
thought, the equilibrium of the empire depended in part on 
the harmony of the centre. The sponsorship of religious 
establishments by eunuchs, imperial bodyguards and the 
court itself had many purposes, but one was to promote this 
harmony – not just by creating a peaceful ambience, or 
symbolising civic values, but magically as it were, by 
concentrating spiritual energy in the place where it mattered 
most. As the centre of the empire, therefore, Beijing was 
expected to have the densest concentration of religious 
establishments of any city. Equally, it was expected that the 
most important of these religious establishments, both inside 
and outside the city walls, would be imperially sponsored. 

legitimacy that was at once spiritual and political. The 
emperor, as the Son of Heaven and the possessor of Heaven’s 
Mandate, exercised authority through the sword, the 
eunuch-led security services and the courts, but he derived 
his authority from a realm beyond the human. He had to be 
very careful not to allow his reserve of legitimacy to be 
depleted. It had to be regularly topped up, a little bit like 
modern electric batteries. The battery chargers for political 
legitimacy were the ritual sites at which the emperor on a 
regular schedule solemnly plugged himself in to the forces of 
the beyond. Because they were so important, the Yongle 
emperor made sure that these sites were all in place at the 
end of his initial four-year building campaign (see Pl. 5.3). 
The Altar of Heaven and Earth (Tianditan 天地壇) was the 
most important: the circular stone altar itself was located 
within a building at the centre of a site that covered some 
500 acres in the southern outskirts of the city, just east of the 
central axis (on the other side of the axis was the Altar of 
Mountains and Rivers, Shanchuantan 山川壇).17 It had inner 
and outer precincts; the outer precinct was used to raise the 
animals used in the sacrifices. Much closer to the palace 
were two other ritual sites that were almost as important. 
The first was the Altar of the Spirits of the Soil and the Five 
Grains (Shejitan 社稷壇), which had a small precinct of some 
60 acres located just south of the Forbidden City, to the west 
of the central axis (see Pl. 5.3). The second was the Imperial 
Ancestral Temple (Taimiao 太廟), which stood across from it 
on the other side of the axis (see Pl. 5.3). The Ming 
conducted these various sacrifices annually and, as in earlier 
times, the processions were huge, choreographed affairs.18

The locations of the major ritual sites were carefully 
chosen to take advantage of existing resources. Long before 
the Mongols built a city around the lakes, the entire area had 
been a magnet for Buddhist temples. Some temples were 
decommissioned so that their trees could be integrated into 
ritual complexes. The Altar of the Spirits of the Soil and the 
Five Grains occupied the former location of a Buddhist 
temple, Xingguosi 興國寺 (Temple Revitalising the State), 
that dated to the Liao dynasty, and inherited trees that had 
been planted there more than three centuries before. A few 
of those trees – all junipers –are still growing there today. 
The Altar of Heaven and Earth was on the site of an Altar of 

Plate 5.6 Twelfth-century cypresses at 
the former Altar of Heaven and Earth 
(today the Temple of Heaven)
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had the most varied range of trees. The southernmost lake 
just west of the Forbidden City was full of diverse trees that 
had been planted or transplanted by the Mongols. The 
transplanted trees were chosen for their rarity and beauty, 
and some were already huge at the time of transplanting.24 
The Yongle emperor also established an orchard garden 
immediately north of the Forbidden City with an artificially 
created hill as its dominant feature.25 He further created a 
small but important temple garden in the north of the 
Forbidden City. The linked cypresses that still stand inside 
the gate of the temple (Qin’an dian 欽安殿) date from the 
15th century.26

But these trees were but a fraction of the number of those 
that were less lucky in their destinies. If you were a tree living 
in any of the mountainous areas near Beijing – the hills to 
the west of the city, Mount Yan 燕山 to the north, the 
northern part of the Taihang 太行 Mountains or Mount 
Wutai 五臺山 to the southwest, or in fact anywhere within 
striking distance of the capital – your chances in the early 
15th century of dying a natural death in the forest were not 
good. Beijing was a big city that was rapidly filling up with 
all sorts of buildings that needed wood for construction. 
Moreover, the city was located in a region that got very cold 
in the winter, and the principal fuel in the 15th century was 
not coal but firewood and charcoal. Not only were the 
lumber and charcoal industries rapaciously commercial, but 
the government ensured its own charcoal supply in Beijing 
by imposing annual quotas of supply that military garrisons 
all over north China had to meet. The result, as one might 
imagine, was the acceleration of a deforestation process that 
had begun centuries earlier. At the beginning of the 15th 
century there were still parts of the northern Taihang 
Mountains that were dense ancient forest; by 1475 the same 
areas were bare as a bone.27 

The new capital’s effects on the destinies of trees were 
also felt much further afield. The construction entailed the 
building and refurbishment of countless formal buildings – 
in the Forbidden City, in temples and monasteries across the 
city, at the ritual altars and other state ritual sites, at the 
Ming imperial tombs, and in the splendid mansions of high 
officials, generals, eunuchs and merchants. Nanmu, cypress 
and fir logs in particular were needed for pillars to hold up 
the immensely heavy roofs of temple and palace halls (Pl. 
5.8). So, in the early 15th century, the destiny of a nanmu, 
cypress or fir tree that had grown to a great size in the 
distant provinces of Sichuan, Guizhou or Hunan was very 
likely to be cut down and turned into a pillar or beam in a 
Beijing building. The logs were floated down the Yangtze 
River, past Nanjing to Yangzhou, where they were then 
transported via the Grand Canal to Tianjin, then 
Tongzhou, and finally Beijing.28

Scansion: elephants
Many other rare and special nonhumans – animal, 
vegetable and mineral – were integrated into the Beijing 
environment. Among these were elephants, many looked 
after by Vietnamese mahouts who had accompanied them 
as war booty or tribute from Champa.29 The elephant stable 
(xunxiangsuo 馴象所) was located in the southwest of the city. 
There was one training ground a little to the north, and 

And this imperial sponsorship, backed up by visits and gifts, 
provided the emperor with another way of topping up his 
reserve of spiritual and political legitimacy.

Destiny: trees
We have just seen that the planting of evergreens at ritual 
sites and in temples led to happy destinies for a great many 
trees as living monuments. Other kinds of tree were also 
fortunate. Along the sides of the lakes there were old willows, 
which we often see in Ming court paintings depicting horses, 
because the horses of the imperial stables were taken to the 
lakes to bathe (Pl. 5.7). In grand residential gardens there 
were not only landmark trees but also a deliberate variety of 
tree types. We can clearly see this variety in 15th-century 
garden portraits such as Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden 
(c. 1437, see Pl. 11.1). The great palace gardens, of course, 

Plate 5.7 Anonymous, Horses and Grooms under Willow Trees, 
dated 1450. Hanging scroll, ink and colour on silk, height 170.6cm, 
width 81.5cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Special Chinese and 
Japanese Fund, 17.1
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side of the main axis (Pl. 5.9). Elephants took on a more 
public visibility on ritual occasions. The Beijing population 
got to see elephants on the emperor’s birthday, on New 
Year’s Day and on the winter solstice, all of which were 
marked by the stationing of elephants at the gates of the 
Forbidden City. And then, once a year, when the emperor 
made offerings at the Imperial Ancestral Temple, ten pairs 
of elephants flanked the road from Fengtian Gate to the 
temple itself. Finally, for the imperial sacrifices at the Altar 
of Heaven and Earth, 26 caparisoned elephants were led out 
of the elephant stables in pairs to stand either side of the 
major gateways and crossroads that the imperial procession 
passed through, and at a bridge the procession passed over, 

another in the grounds of the imperial stables. Like the 
bathing of horses in the lake, the bathing of the elephants in 
the city moat was a public spectacle. 

Under the Mongols, elephants had been working 
animals; it was elephants that moved huge transplanted 
trees into the Yuan palace gardens.30 Under the Ming, 
however, elephants were ceremonial animals, whose main 
role was to modify both court space and urban space on a 
temporary basis.31 Like old trees, they were living 
monuments, but unlike trees they could easily be moved 
about. At court, on any day when the emperor was holding 
an audience, three pairs of elephants were stationed in front 
of the Meridian Gate, standing facing each other on either 

Plate 5.8 Interior of the Sacrificial 
Hall at Changling mausoleum of 
the Yongle emperor, c. 1424 
(Boerschmann 1925, pl. 86)

Plate 5.9 Anonymous, Palace and 
Gardens of the Ming Dynasty 
(detail of Pl. 6.13), Ming dynasty. 
Hanging scroll, ink and colours 
on silk, image: height 183.8cm, 
width 156cm; with mount: height 
317cm, width 163cm. Nanjing 
Museum
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of the two main chariots of the imperial procession to the 
sacrificial altar in question.32 Elephants were thus as much 
part of the scansion of Beijing life as the two-hourly beating 
of the drum at the Drum Tower. 

Thinking of Beijing as being at each moment a place in 
movement and a structure of movement helps us to get away 
from seeing the city simply as a frame for human activity. It 
allows us to see Beijing as a place where human beings 
understood themselves to be in constant interaction with 
non-human activity and movement. As a form of ecological 
awareness, this is very different from our own, and not 
necessarily any better or worse: it possessed its own 
sharpness of vision – perhaps a stronger sense of 
connectedness, for example – but one only has to think of the 
deforestation of the Taihang Mountains and the flooding 
that it caused to see that Ming ecological thinking had its 
own blind spots. Putting movement back into our picture of 
Beijing also allows us to see that the Ming state treated the 
urban space of the capital as plastic. This plasticity operated 
on different time-scales, from the one-day scale of a 
procession to the multi-generational and often multi-century 
scale of a tree’s lifetime.

Plasticity is one important corollary of a conception of the 
city as shi. At the outset of this chapter I mentioned that there 
is no obvious English translation of shi. Place-in-movement 

as well as at the three successive gates of the Sacrificial Hall 
at the altar in question (Pl. 5.10). Some of the elephants 
must have knelt rather than stood, since the Yongle-period 
sculpted stone elephants on either side of the spirit road 
leading to the Ming imperial tombs include both kneeling 
and standing animals (Pl. 5.11). Elephants also had a second 
role within the procession: one pair of elephants pulled each 

Plate 5.10 Map of Beijing,  
c. 1450, with the deployment of 
elephants for the emperor’s 
visit to the Altar of Heaven and 
Earth to conduct sacrifices

Plate 5.11 Stone elephant from the Spirit Road leading to the Ming 
imperial tombs, dated to the Yongle period, 1403–24
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15 Shi Cunlong 2008a. 
16 On the canal system connecting Beijing to the Grand Canal, see 

Hou Renzhi 2001; Shi Cunlong 2008b. 
17 The Altar of Mountains and Rivers would later become the Altar 

of Agriculture (Xiannongtan 先農壇), and the Altar of Heaven and 
Earth would become the Altar of Heaven (Tiantan 天壇).

18 On Beijing ritual sites in this period, see Deng Wenlin 2002.
19 This formalised forest literalises the Song-dynasty architectural 

metaphor that treats wood pillars as tree trunks and the bracketing 
system holding up the roof as brackets and leaves. See Feng Jiren 
2012.

20 On trees at Beijing ritual sites, see note 19. See also Anami 2004. 
21 At the end of his life, Ruan An had his residence turned back into a 

temple. On Ruan, see Wang Jidong 2011; Yang Chunyu 2011. 
22 The figure of 193 used here comes from Naquin 2000, 114. 
23 Naquin 2000, 259. 
24 The modern Zhongnanhai, currently inhabited by Chinese 

Communist Party leaders. See Jiang Shunyuan 1992, especially 
83–4; Yan Chongnian 1991. 

25 The modern Jingshan Park. See Zheng Lianzhang 1990; Wang 
Hong 2002. 

26 The modern Imperial Garden. On its earlier existence as the 
Qin’an Dian garden, see Wang Zilin 2007; Huang Ximing 1990. 

27 On the supply of wood to Beijing, see Gao Shouxian 2006; Liu Xu 
and Chen Xibo 2010; Feng Zuxiang, Zhang Caite and Jiang 
Yuanzhen 2008; Tian Peidong 2012; Wen Zhenjun 2007. 
Unfortunately, it was not until the late 15th century that the Ming 
emperors got involved in reforestation, and even then they paid 
attention only to frontier places where the absence of forest made 
China vulnerable to invasion.

28 Wen Zhenjun 2007. 
29 For reasons of national security, in 1453 the elephant handlers were 

not allowed to return to their own country, despite their pleas to be 
released from service. See MSL Yingzong shilu, 225 ( Jingtai 4/first 
month/ninth day [17 February 1453]). I would like to thank Bruce 
Rusk for his generous help with research on elephants in 15th-
century Beijing.

30 Yan Chongnian 1991, 232.
31 For the regulations governing the deployment of elephants, see 

DMHD, juan 228, 1121 ‘Xunxiangsuo’ 馴象所. 
32 A 16th-century handscroll in the National Palace Museum entitled 

Heralding Departure (Chujing tu 出警圖) depicts an imperial 
procession to the imperial tombs in which one elephant draws a 
chariot, preceded by a row of three elephants with ornaments on 
their backs; Na Chih-liang 1970, figs 13 and 14. 

33 For a discussion of paintings as situations, see Hay 2007, especially 
453–5.

34 Hay 2007; Hay 2010, 448–52.

and form-in-movement are among the awkward translations 
that result. There do, however, exist specialist art-historical 
terms of recent coinage that do the same kind of conceptual 
work. One is ‘situation’. I used this term above in a temporal 
sense to describe Beijing’s historical conjuncture around 
1450. But one can also characterise the city itself in all its 
plasticity as a situation, in which case one comes close to the 
place-in-movement dimension of the Chinese concept of 
shi.33 For the form-in-movement dimension, though, a more 
useful concept may be ‘scape’, one which I have been 
developing in an ongoing series of publications.34 ‘Scape’, as 
I use the term, denotes the perceptual emergence of 
provisionally stable form in an artwork. These two terms, 
situation and scape, belong to a contemporary art-historical 
frame of reference that can accommodate non-Western 
analytic concepts like shi as well. This is the intersection at 
which movement can be developed as one useful analytic 
lens through which to explore the specificity of the Chinese 
past.

Notes
1 Owen 1992, 590–1.
2 On scansion, see Hay forthcoming.
3 On these unpleasant conditions, see Gao Shouxian 2004. 
4 I gratefully acknowledge the help of Sylvia Wu and Jiaqi Liu in 

preparing the maps in Pls 5.3 and 5.10.
5 See Hou Renzhi 1979; Wan Yi 1990; Jiang Shunyuan 1991.
6 See Hou Renzhi 1979; Jiang Shunyuan 1991; Xu Weidong 2002; 

Chen Xibo and Han Guanghui 2010. See also Wang Jidong 2011. 
7 Han Dacheng 1991. 
8 Atwell 2002.
9 Yin Junke 2003. 
10 Zhang Bizhong 1999. 
11 The preceding account is based on the following studies: Yin Junke 

2003; Li Xiaocong 2002.
12 Wang Fu’s two paintings in Pl. 5.4 show water springing from the 

mountains at Jade Spring and the destination of the water: the lake 
around which the Yuan Forbidden City was built; note the 
waterspout through which the water arrives. Although Wang Fu’s 
authorship has been contested by Kathlyn Liscomb (1988–9), I do 
not find her arguments convincing.

13 Hou Renzhi 1979. 
14 Yin Junke 2003. 
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This chapter will focus on a Ming-dynasty hanging scroll 
entitled Portrait of an Official in Front of the Beijing Imperial Palace 
in the British Museum collection (Pl. 6.1). The discussion is 
divided into three sections. Firstly, it will analyse the 
painting itself and the main figure depicted in it, identified 
as Kuai Xiang 蒯詳 (1398–1481). Secondly, it will discuss the 
painter Zhu Bang 朱邦 (active mid to late Ming) to whom 
the painting is attributed, his life and his surviving works. 
Thirdly, it will compare and discuss several works that are 
similar to the painting in the British Museum, in order to 
understand who might have painted these works, their 
characteristics and function, as well as to explore the pattern 
of development and change in this type of imagery. 

Kuai Xiang and the Portrait of an Official in Front of the 
Beijing Imperial Palace
Portrait of an Official in Front of the Beijing Imperial Palace 
measures 170cm in height and 110.8cm in width. A signature 
that reads Fengxi 豐溪 is visible on the right side of the 
painting, which is the shortened form of Fengxi daoren 豐溪
道人 (Master of Fengxi) – one of the sobriquets of the painter 
Zhu Bang.1 Below it is a seal mark in relief that reads Zhu 
Bang zhi yin 朱邦之印 (seal of Zhu Bang) (Pl. 6.2). In his 
article from 1972, Roderick Whitfield noted that this seal 
mark is identical to one found on another painting in the 
British Museum entitled Fishermen in a River Gorge, which he 
also considers to be an authentic work by Zhu Bang (Pl. 
6.3).2 His view can be accepted without doubt. There are 
some fine landscape paintings of the Zhe school (Zhepai 浙派) 
and Jiangxia 江夏 school in the British Museum. This is 
very much related to the importance that Professor 
Whitfield placed upon them while he was working at the 
then Department of Oriental Antiquities in the 1970s and 
1980s. The main figure dressed in red in the Portrait of an 
Official in Front of the Beijing Imperial Palace should be Kuai 
Xiang, who was alive during the early part of Zhu Bang’s 
life. This will be discussed further later in this chapter. 

In the painting, Kuai Xiang is shown holding a tablet, 
standing to the left of Jinshuiqiao 金水橋 (Bridge of Golden 
Water) of Chengtianmen 承天門 (Gate of Heavenly 
Succession; renamed Tiananmen 天安門 or Gate of 
Heavenly Peace during the Qing dynasty). Behind him are 
Wumen 午門 (Meridian Gate), Fengtianmen 奉天門 (Gate 
for Worshipping Heaven) and Fengtiandian 奉天殿 (Hall 
for Worshipping Heaven). Fengtianmen and Fengtiandian 
were renamed Taihemen 太和門 (Gate of Supreme 
Harmony) and Taihedian 太和殿 (Hall of Supreme 
Harmony) in the Qing dynasty. In front of Kuai Xiang are 
Da Ming men 大明門 (Gate of the Great Ming) and 
Zhengyangmen 正陽門 (Gate of the True Yang). The 
Chinese characters for Wumen are now clearly visible in 
gold following conservation work on the painting for the 
exhibition Ming: 50 years that changed China at the British 
Museum in 2014.3 

Kuai Xiang was born in Xiangshan village 香山村 next 
to Tai Lake 太湖 in Wu 吳 county in modern Jiangsu 
province.4 He was revered as the leader of the Xiangshan 
group of artisans (Xiangshan bang 香山幫, literally Fragrant 
Mountain Gang), also known as the Wushan school 吳山派. 
Xiangshan village is renowned for its carpentry tradition. 

Chapter 6
Painting of the Imperial 
Palace and Zhu Bang
Yu Hui

Translated by Luk Yu-ping
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Plate 6.1 Anonymous, Portrait of an Official in Front of the Beijing Imperial Palace (Beijing gongcheng tu 北京宮城圖),  
c. 1480–1580. Hanging scroll, ink and colours on silk, image height 170cm, width 110.8cm; with mount height 204cm, width 
114cm. British Museum, London, 1881,1210,0.87.CH
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construction. Huang Ming ji lüe 皇明紀略 (Brief Records of the 
August Ming) records that:

In the capital there is a Vice-Minister Kuai’s Alley. Kuai was a 
native of Xiangshan of the Wu region and a carpenter. During 
the Yongle reign, he was summoned to build the Great Inner 
(imperial palace). Every hall and elevated building, as well as 
winding corridors and bent eaves, he could draw by free-hand, 
all of which matched the emperor’s intentions. He reached the 
position of the Vice Minister of Works, and his descendants 
continued his work. 

京師有蒯侍郎衙衕，蒯為吳香山人，斲工也，永樂間召建大內，
凡殿閣樓榭，以致回廊曲宇，隨手圖之，無不稱上意者，位至工
部侍郎。子孫猶世其業。6

Legends about Kuai Xiang say that he could 
simultaneously draw a pair of dragons facing each other 
using both hands and they would match perfectly when 
folded. The Ming palace in Beijing was modelled on the 

As early as the Spring and Autumn period (771–476 bce), 
artisans from the area participated in building the palace of 
the King of Wu 吳王 (528–473 bce). Kuai Xiang’s father 
Kuai Fu 蒯福 is said to have managed major official 
building projects.5 At the beginning of his reign, the 
Hongwu 洪武 emperor (r. 1368–98) relocated artisans from 
around the empire to Nanjing in order to construct a new 
imperial palace at the capital. One of the most important 
groups was from Xiangshan. The Wu region was the base 
from which the Ming conquered China, so most of the 
artisans working for the Ming imperial court came from 
there. Because of this, the imperial palaces in both Nanjing 
and Beijing came to be constructed under the supervision of 
the Xiangshan group. The young Kuai Xiang followed his 
father into the carpentry trade, very quickly mastering the 
necessary skills, including the mortise and tenon technique, 
and how to calculate the amount of materials needed for 

Plate 6.2 Seals and signature on Portrait of an Official in 
Front of the Beijing Imperial Palace. Signed Fengxi 豐溪; 
seal in relief ‘Seal of Zhu Bang’ (Zhu Bang zhi yin 朱邦之

印); seal in intaglio ‘Sleeping soundly without dreams 
leisure seal’ (Hanhou wumeng xian zhang 酣齁無夢閒章)

Plate 6.3 Anonymous, Fishermen in a River Gorge (Xigu yufu 溪谷漁父), Ming 
dynasty, 1522–66. Signed Zhu Bang 朱邦; seal in relief ‘Seal of Zhu Bang’ (Zhu 
Bang zhi yin 朱邦之印); Seal in intaglio ‘Old Woodcutter of Mount Jiulong' 
(Jiulong shanqiao laosou 九龍山樵老叟). Hanging scroll, ink and colours on 
silk, image height 159.5cm, width 100.5cm; with mount height 290cm, width 
130.5cm. British Museum, London, 1912,0529,0.3
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in the surroundings areas of Beijing.11 The Veritable Records 
only states that Kuai Xiang was ‘granted a burial according 
to regulations’ (ci jizang ru li 賜祭葬如例) without specifying 
that he was buried near the capital.12 This decree should 
mainly refer to the bestowal of funds by the imperial court to 
pay for Kuai Xiang’s burial. According to Ming court 
customs, only officials and eunuchs who were from Beijing 
would be buried around the capital, while officials who were 
not from Beijing would normally be buried back at their 
native place. The 23rd generation descendant of Kuai Xiang 
is still alive today and has not expressed any doubt as to the 
burial site of his ancestor. The identity of the occupant of 
Kuai Xiang’s tomb should not be in question. 

The painter Zhu Bang
There is very little information about the painter Zhu Bang. 
According to Huashi hui yao 畫史會要 (Outline of the History of 
Painting) and Ming hua lu 明畫錄 (Records of Ming Painting), Zhu 
Bang, zi Zhengzhi 正之 (or Jinzhi 近之), is also known by the 
sobriquets Jiulongshan qiao 九龍山樵 (Woodcutter of 
Mount Jiulong), Fengxi yusou 豐溪漁叟 (Old Fisherman of 
Fengxi), Hanhou daoren 酣齁道人 (Master of Drinking and 
Snoring), Yinsou 隱叟 (Reclusive Old Man), and others.13 
He was a native of Anhui province, either from Xin’an 新安 
(present-day She 歙 county) or Xiuning 休寧, and was 
skilled in painting landscape and figures in a style 
comparable to his Zhe school contemporaries Zheng Wenlin 
鄭文林 (fl. 1522–66) and Zhang Lu 張路 (1464–1538). Based 
on his sobriquets, the author believes that Zhu Bang was an 
uninhibited painter with scholarly characteristics, who 
enjoyed drinking and excess. He was active in the middle 
and later parts of the Ming dynasty, and painted in an 
untrammelled style in the same vein as the works of Wu Wei 
吳偉 (1459–1508), who was the leader of the Jiangxia school 
江夏派, which was a branch of the Zhe school. The life of 
Zhu Bang is shrouded in mystery. There are no records of 
his activities, nor are there any records of him working in the 
Ming imperial court. Portrait of an Official in Front of the Beijing 
Imperial Palace can provide additional information about Zhu 
Bang’s life. It is highly probable that at the end of the 
Chenghua reign, especially in 1481 when Kuai Xiang passed 
away, Zhu Bang was in Beijing looking for work 
opportunities. The Zhu clan was a distinguished clan in 
Anhui, and Anhui artisans also participated in the building 
of the imperial palaces in Nanjing and Beijing. It is possible 
that Zhu Bang was hired by members of the Xiangshan 
group from Suzhou to produce the painting. However, Zhu 
Bang’s depiction of the Forbidden City and the surroundings 
of the Chengtian Gate in the painting are not very detailed 
or accurate (see below). This suggests that he had never 
stepped foot inside the Forbidden City and had never 
worked as a painter at the imperial court; instead he was a 
painter who worked among common people. Wu Wei 
served at the imperial court during the Chenghua reign. 
Around the age of 20 he was summoned by the emperor, 
and given the title of Embroidered-uniform Military Guard 
serving at Renzhidian 仁智殿 (Hall of Benevolent 
Wisdom).14 If Zhu Bang was in Beijing during this time, he 
would have had the opportunity to meet Wu Wei. The two 
men had many reasons to socialise, given their shared love 

imperial palace in Nanjing. Kuai Xiang was involved in the 
construction of both palaces, as well as temples, and civil 
and military bureaus.7 In particular, he led the rebuilding of 
the three main halls, Fengtian 奉天, Huagai 華蓋 and 
Jinshen 謹身, at the imperial palace in Beijing in 1441, after 
they were destroyed by fire caused by lightning during the 
fourth month of 1420. At the end of the Tianshun 天順 reign 
(1457–64), he oversaw the construction of the emperor’s 
mausoleum known as the Yu 裕 Mausoleum of the Thirteen 
Ming Tombs (Ming shisan ling 明十三陵).

Among the many professions involved in building 
construction work in ancient China, carpenters are known 
as the ‘Head of the Hundred Works’ (baigong zhi shou 百工之首) 
and usually control the most important parts of a project. 
The team led by the head carpenter has a decisive role to 
play in procedures ranging from determining the basic and 
overall design, to the arrangement and setting of the frames 
of the buildings. Other processes such as masonry, roof 
tiling, lacquering and papering are largely dependent on the 
work of the carpenters. Kuai Xiang was promoted from the 
Head of Artisans to Aide at the Work Project Office 
(Yingshansuo cheng 營繕所丞), finally becoming Left Vice-
Minister (Zuo shilang 左侍郎) of the Ministry of Works in 
1456. The Chenghua 成化 emperor (r. 1465–87) purportedly 
referred to Kuai Xiang as ‘Kuai Lu Ban’ 蒯魯班, comparing 
him to the legendary artisan Lu Ban 魯班 (507–444 bce) of 
the Spring and Autumn period.8 

According to the Veritable Records, Kuai Xiang reached 
the official rank of second grade and was given a grade one 
salary, but he continued to live a humble life and maintained 
his down-to-earth artisanal character.9 In 1481 he passed 
away at the age of 84 while still serving as the Left Vice-
Minister of the Ministry of Works.10 Ming shi 明史 (History of 
the Ming) of the 18th century makes no mention of Kuai 
Xiang; instead, information about him has to be found in 
other writings and local legends. The limited attention that 
scholars paid to him may be due to his profession as an 
artisan. As noted above, the place where Kuai Xiang lived 
was known by locals as ‘Vice-Minister Kuai’s Alley’. 
Although this place no longer exists, the author believes that 
Suzhou Alley (Suzhou hutong 蘇州胡同), which is located 
around 2km southeast of the Forbidden City, was where 
artisans and merchants from Suzhou gathered during the 
Ming and Qing (1644–1911) dynasties. Kuai Xiang’s former 
residence should have been near this place. 

Kuai Xiang was buried south of his native place of 
Xiangshan village. His high official status at the imperial 
court became a source of motivation for other Xiangshan 
artisans and led to the emergence of more carpentry groups 
from the area. Although other carpentry leaders appeared 
after Kuai Xiang, such as Xu Gao 徐杲 (16th century) and 
Yao Canting 姚灿庭 of the Qing dynasty, they did not reach 
the achievements of Kuai Xiang. Today we can still see the 
skilfully made carpentry tools once used by the Xiangshan 
group in the museum commemorating Kuai Xiang located 
next to his tomb.

One scholar has questioned whether Kuai Xiang was 
buried at Xiangshan village, suggesting that the tomb now 
identified as Kuai Xiang’s actually belonged to his 
grandparents, while the man himself may have been buried 
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monumental scroll Amusement of Fishermen in a River Landscape 
(Jiangshan yule tu 江山漁樂圖) (Pl. 6.5). Using broad and 
fluent brushstrokes, Zhu Bang captures a clear sense of 
depth in the misty scene. He uses his brush to lighten the 
outlines of the rocks on the mountains, and freely applies 
light ink with a large brush. Compared to the rough and 
energetic landscape paintings of Wu Wei and others of the 
Jiangxia school, Zhu Bang’s use of brush and ink is even 
more untrammelled, and he pays greater attention to the 
sense of depth with rich variations in ink tones that generate 
a sense of the mist and moisture in a watery landscape. 

The Anhui Museum has two works by Zhu Bang that are 
similar in style to the paintings discussed above. One is 
Selling Fish in the Snowy River (Xuejiang maiyu tu 雪江賣魚圖) 
(Pl. 6.6), which is comparable to Fishermen in a River Gorge in 
the British Museum; the other is Immortal Lü (Lü xian tu 呂仙
圖) (Pl. 6.7), similar to Figures in the Palace Museum, 
Beijing. Also of the latter type is Walking Alone in Empty 
Mountains (Kongshan duxing tu 空山獨行圖) (Pl. 6.8) in the 
Princeton University Art Museum, and Traces of a Beast in a 
Pine Forest (Songlin shouji tu 松林獸迹圖) (Pl. 6.9) in the 
Guangdong Museum. On the whole, Zhu Bang’s xieyi 寫意 

of drinking, as well as their similar personalities and 
painting styles. 

Eight paintings by Zhu Bang are currently known to have 
survived. The Palace Museum in Beijing has a work entitled 
Figures (Renwu tu 人物圖) with Zhu Bang’s signature visible 
on the bottom left (Pl. 6.4). This painting depicts three of 
the Eight Daoist Immortals (Tieguai Li 鐵拐李, Zhongli 
Quan 鐘離權 and Lü Dongbin 呂洞賓) conversing under 
pine trees. The brushwork is broad, powerful and carefree, 
and the use of ink is impassioned. In addition to the Portrait of 
an Official in Front of the Beijing Imperial Palace, the British 
Museum has another painting by Zhu Bang entitled 
Fishermen in a River Gorge, noted earlier (see Pl. 6.3). It also 
carries Zhu Bang’s signature, below which are two seals that 
read ‘Zhu Bang zhi yin 朱邦之印’ (seal of Zhu Bang) in relief 
and ‘Jiulong shanqiao…sou 九龍山樵□叟’ (Old Woodcutter of 
Mount Jiulong) in intaglio.15 The painting depicts a river 
beneath a cliff face, where fishermen can be seen cooking 
and returning home in the evening. This type of subject 
matter belongs to the genre of the ‘amusement of fishermen’ 
(yule 漁樂), which was favoured by painters of the Zhe and 
Jiangxia schools, especially Wu Wei, evident in his 

Plate 6.4 Attributed to Zhu Bang 朱邦, Figures (Renwu tu  
人物圖), Ming dynasty, 16th century. Ink on silk, height 
193cm, width 102cm. The Palace Museum, Beijing

Plate 6.5 Wu Wei 吳偉 (1459–1508), Amusement of Fishermen in a River 
Landscape (Jiangshan yule tu  江山漁樂圖). Hanging scroll, ink and colour 
on paper, height 270cm, width 174.4cm. The Palace Museum, Beijing
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Plate 6.6 (left) Attributed to 
Zhu Bang 朱邦, Selling Fish 
in the Snowy River 
(Xuejiang maiyu tu 雪江賣魚

圖), Ming dynasty, 16th 
century. Hanging scroll, ink 
and colours on silk, height 
163.3cm, width 101.5cm. 
Anhui Museum

Plate 6.7 (right) Attributed 
to Zhu Bang 朱邦, Immortal 
Lü (Lü xian tu 呂仙圖), Ming 
dynasty, 16th century. 
Hanging scroll, ink and 
colour on silk, height 
184cm, width 96.1cm. Anhui 
Museum

Plate 6.8 (left) Attributed to 
Zhu Bang 朱邦, Walking 
Alone in Empty Mountains 
(Kongshan duxing tu 空山

獨行圖), Ming dynasty, 16th 
century. Hanging scroll; ink 
and light colour on paper, 
image height 161cm, width 
91.5cm; with mount height 
249cm, width 102.1cm. 
Princeton University Art 
Museum, Gift of DuBois 
Schanck Morris, Class of 
1893 y1947-135

Plate 6.9 (right) Attributed 
to Zhu Bang 朱邦, Traces of 
a Beast in a Pine Forest 
(Songlin shouji tu 松林獸跡

圖), Ming dynasty, 16th 
century. Hanging scroll, ink 
on silk, height 121.5cm, 
width 65.5cm. Guangdong 
Museum
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pay closer attention to the use of ink, especially the rhythm 
and nuances of light ink. Returning Home on a Moonlit Night can 
only be considered a late work of the Zhe school, and does not 
fit easily into Zhu Bang’s stylistic oeuvre. The identity of the 
painter of this work awaits further research. 

The existence of Portrait of an Official in Front of the Beijing 
Imperial Palace contradicts the record that Zhu Bang only had a 
broad and free painting style, noted above. Instead, he also 
painted in a more elegant style. Picking Lotuses (Cailian tu 采蓮圖) 
(Pl. 6.11) in the National Art Museum of China is another 
example that has a poetic atmosphere, and is similar to the 
more refined style of the painting in the British Museum. 
Based on his surviving works, it seems that Zhu Bang’s 
painting style falls into two main categories: one is gongbi 工
筆 (skillful brush) in colour and the other is xieyi (sketching 
the idea) using monochrome ink. Zhu Bang’s early career 
would have been dominated by the former style, while his 
subsequent career was dominated by the latter. 

Versions similar to Portrait of an Official in Front of the 
Beijing Imperial Palace
There are four known hanging scroll paintings that depict 
the same subject matter as Portrait of an Official in Front of the 
Beijing Imperial Palace (hereafter the Zhu Bang version). They 
are Imperial Palace in Beijing (Beijing gongcheng tu 北京宮城圖) in 
the National Museum of China, hereafter the National 
Museum version (Pl. 6.12); Palace and Gardens of the Ming 
Dynasty (Mingdai gongyuan tu 明代宮苑圖) in the Nanjing 
Museum, hereafter the Nanjing Museum version (Pl. 6.13); 
Painting of Xu Gao (Xu Gao xiang 徐杲像) and Imperial Palace of 
the Ming Dynasty (Mingdai gongdian tu 明代宮殿圖), both in the 
National Palace Museum, Taipei (Pls 6.14–15). All of these 
works are by anonymous Ming painters. Their composition 
and style are largely similar, except that in the case of the 
Zhu Bang version, the figure of Kuai Xiang is depicted on 
the left of the painting instead of the right. 

It is possible to determine which of these five versions were 
painted by court painters and which were not, based on the 
accuracy of the palace architecture they depict. One point 
that is very easily overlooked is the direction of the pointed 
cloud-heads extending from the four huabiao 華表, 
ceremonial columns that are located inside and outside of the 
Chengtian Gate – they should all be positioned so that the 
cloud-tail points outwards (Pl. 6.16). The design of this type 
of structure had reached maturity by the Ming dynasty, and 
could not be freely changed. Another example of a Ming-
dynasty ceremonial column can be found at Lingxingmen  
欞星門 (Elite Star Gate; restored in 1754) at the Temple of 
Confucius in Qufu, Shandong province. The cloud-tails on 

(sketching the idea) paintings usually have several areas of 
broad brushstrokes and heavy ink that are used to invigorate 
the composition. 

The Freer Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. has an 
anonymous painting entitled Returning Home on a Moonlit Night 
(Pl. 6.10) that has been linked to Zhu Bang. In the past this 
painting was attributed to a Tang-dynasty painter, Lu Hong 
盧鴻, but this has been refuted by James Cahill, who 
suggested that it is a work by Zhu Bang, based on comparisons 
to an anonymous painting in the Osaka City Museum of Fine 
Arts.16 Using an anonymous painting to verify the painter of 
another anonymous painting seems insufficiently convincing. 
Although Returning Home on a Moonlit Night contains texture 
strokes (cunfa 皴法) that are similar to Zhu Bang’s ‘large axe 
cut’ texture strokes (da fu pi cun 大斧劈皴), Zhu Bang tends to 

Plate 6.11 Attributed to Zhu Bang 朱邦, Picking Lotuses (Cailian tu 采蓮圖), Ming dynasty, 16th century. Handscroll, ink on paper, height 
22.8cm, width 110cm. National Art Museum of China

Plate 6.10 Anonymous, Returning Home on a Moonlit Night (Xiye 
guizhuang tu 夕夜歸莊圖), Ming dynasty, early to mid-16th century. 
Hanging scroll (mounted on panel), image height 155.1cm, width 
107.1cm. Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C., Gift of Charles Lang Freer F1916.401
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Plate 6.14 Anonymous, Painting of Xu Gao (Xu Gao xiang 徐杲像), 
1522–72, with the inscription by Kan Duo 闞鐸 (1875–1934). 
Hanging scroll, ink and colour on silk, height 169cm, width 156cm. 
National Palace Museum, Taipei

Plate 6.15 Anonymous, Imperial Palace of the Ming Dynasty 
(Mingdai gongdian tu 明代宮殿圖), Ming dynasty. Hanging scroll, 
ink and colour on silk, height 209cm, width 173cm. National Palace 
Museum, Taipei

Plate 6.12 Anonymous, Imperial Palace in Beijing 
(Beijing gongcheng tu 北京宮城圖), early Ming period. 
Hanging scroll, ink on silk, height 169.5cm, width 
100cm. National Museum of China

Plate 6.13 Anonymous, Palace and Gardens of the Ming Dynasty 
(Mingdai gongyuan tu 明代宮苑圖), Ming dynasty. Hanging scroll, 
ink and colour on silk, image height 183.8cm, width 156cm; with 
mount height 317cm, width 163cm. Nanjing Museum
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composition next to the Chengtian Gate. Duan Gate 端門, 
which should be located behind the Gate, is missing from the 
painting. Moreover, the cloud-heads of the ceremonial 
columns in both the Zhu Bang and National Museum 
versions are pointing in the wrong direction. The 
architectural elements in the two paintings are also not very 
clearly rendered. For these reasons, it can be inferred that the 
painters of these two works had not been to the Forbidden 
City before and hence could not have been employed by the 
imperial court. Instead, they would have had to base their 
works on other people’s compositions, so it is not surprising 
that their treatment of details such as the direction of the 
cloud-heads on the ceremonial columns is incorrect. 

Based on the discussion above, we can conclude that 
there are two basic models for paintings of this type in 
circulation during the Ming dynasty. One is a version 
created by a painter working outside of the court milieu who 
was unfamiliar with palace architecture, represented by the 
Zhu Bang version; the other is by a court painter, 
exemplified by Imperial Palace of the Ming Dynasty. The Zhu 
Bang version was probably the earlier of the two, painted not 
long after Kuai Xiang’s death in 1481. This is suggested by 
the scene depicted in the bottom part of the painting, which 
shows Ming officials and members of the gentry standing 
and bowing to each other outside the Zhengyang Gate. This 
is the path that one must take to travel to Suzhou, located 

this column are also pointing outwards and cloud inwards 
(Pl. 6.17). A painter who has never set foot inside the 
Forbidden City is unlikely to paint them accurately. Instead, 
he would simply follow other people’s renderings and 
imagine the design, which could easily lead to mistakes. 

The paintings that correctly depict the cloud-heads of the 
four ceremonial columns inside and outside Chengtian Gate 
also tend to portray the architectural components of the 
buildings in a structured way, while those that have 
mistaken the direction of the cloud-heads are less orderly in 
their representation of the buildings, and less successful in 
conveying a sense of being present at the scene. This 
difference suggests that a painter’s accuracy in his depiction 
of the Forbidden City was derived from observation of the 
actual place. Based on this analysis, Painting of Xu Gao, 
Imperial Palace of the Ming Dynasty and the National Museum 
version can be categorised as works by court painters who 
had been to Jinshui Bridge as well as the area around 
Chengtian Gate of the Forbidden City, which were 
inaccessible to ordinary people. 

It should be noted that both the Zhu Bang version and the 
National Museum version were not produced by court 
painters. In the Zhu Bang version, the location of Kuai 
Xiang is incorrect. Since he was the Left Vice-Minister of the 
Ministry of Works, which was a part of the civil official 
hierarchy, he should be standing on the right side of the 

Plate 6.16 Detail of the cloud-heads of the ceremonial columns in Pl. 
6.15. National Palace Museum, Taipei

Plate 6.17 Lingxing Gate of the Temple of Confucius, Qufu

Plate 6.18 Detail of Pl. 6.1 showing soul-guiding banner and soul-guiding lantern
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for court and Xiangshan group artisans to conduct 
commemorations and make offerings.

After Kuai Xiang another talented artisan, Xu Gao, 
emerged at the Ming imperial court. Painting of Xu Gao (see 
Pl. 6.14), also known as Imperial Palace of Beijing (Beijing 
gongdian tu 北京宮殿圖), is based almost entirely on the Zhu 
Bang version. In an inscription below the painting, Kan 
Duo 闞鐸 (1875–1934) identifies the main figure depicted in 
the painting as Xu Gao, which he probably learned from the 
painting’s title label. He writes that: 

Initially [Xu Gao] assisted Vice Minister of Works Lei Li in the 
renovations of Yongshougong (Palace of Eternal Longevity), 
and was recognised by Shizong ( Jiajing emperor). At the time 
people said that he was the one succeeding Kuai Xiang.

初以佐工部侍郎雷禮修永壽宮，受知於世宗，時人謂為蒯祥後
一人而已。

south of Beijing. Attendants are shown carrying items 
related to funeral customs used to welcome the soul of the 
deceased (Pl. 6.18): soul-guiding banners ( yinhun fan 引魂幡) 
and a soul-guiding lantern ( yinhun deng 引魂燈), also known 
as ‘following-the-body lantern’ (suishen deng 隨身燈) during 
the Ming dynasty. Their inclusion in the painting suggests 
the returning of Kuai Xiang’s body and soul to his native 
place. According to ancient customs, it was necessary to 
summon and guide the soul of the deceased before and 
during the journey when bringing the deceased back to his 
native place for burial. This provides reassurance to family 
members that both the body and soul of the deceased have 
been properly interred. Some farming villages in Jiangnan 
still practice this custom today, while tools of the ritual can 
be found in folk museum collections. They are quite similar 
to those depicted in the Zhu Bang version. The painting 
captures an important moment in the funeral arrangements 
for Kuai Xiang. It is unlikely to have been painted for the 
imperial court, since the silk surface of the painting is not 
sufficiently fine. Instead, it was most likely painted for the 
builders and carpenters of the Xiangshan group according 
to their wishes. Normally a painting depicting the ritual of 
summoning the soul can only be painted shortly before the 
funeral. In 1481 when Kuai Xiang died, Zhu Bang was 
probably still in Beijing, and maybe even in the area of the 
Suzhou Alley. It is possible that he accepted a commission 
from the Xiangshan group to paint this work, which 
commemorates Kuai Xiang and expresses the group’s 
concern for his afterlife.

Depictions of the ritual to summon the soul can be found 
in other Ming dynasty images. For example, a woodblock-
printed illustration of chapter 65, ‘Funeral of Li Pinger’ (Li 
Pinger chubin tu 李瓶兒出殯圖) in the novel Jin ping mei 金瓶梅 
(Plum in the Golden Vase), shows a procession carrying 
ceremonial banners that follows a winding path towards the 
burial grounds (Pl. 6.19). This image and the objects the 
figures carry are similar to the scene depicted in the lower 
part of the Zhu Bang version. 

Likewise, Imperial Palace of the Ming Dynasty portrays the 
summoning of the soul of the deceased in its lower section 
(Pl. 6.20). The main figure in this painting could be Kuai 
Xiang as well. The work must have been painted by a court 
painter, perhaps from the Work Project Office of the 
Ministry of Works, probably for artisans working at the 
imperial court. The spread of this composition beyond the 
court provided other painters with an initial model that they 
could follow. Over time, portrayals of the summoning and 
guiding of the soul disappeared from the lower part of the 
composition. Instead, subsequent paintings were used in the 
same manner as images of deities by providing a focal point 

Plate 6.19 ‘Funeral of Li Pinger’ from Plum in the Golden Vase (Jin 
ping mei 金瓶梅), reprint of the Chongzhen edition (Jinan, 1989)

Plate 6.20 Detail of Pl. 6.15, showing the scene of the summoning of the soul of the deceased
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(Pl. 6.21). An inscription above the painting written by Xu 
Hongqing 許鴻磬 during the Daoguang 道光 reign (1821–
50) identifies the subject matter as the early court audience of 
Chen Boyou 陳伯友 (1601 jinshi) who was the Minister of the 
Court of Imperial Sacrifices. Chen Boyou is shown holding 
his tablet and standing next to the ceremonial column to the 
left of Chengtian Gate, while waiting to attend an early 
court audience at the imperial palace. After the Zhengde 
reign (1506–21), emperors became less diligent with court 
audiences – the Wanli 萬曆 emperor (r. 1573–1620) did not 
attend court audiences for several decades – so fewer 
paintings were produced of this subject matter. Early Court 
Audience was made after the death of Chen Boyou, and 
should have been used to commemorate him. The way that 
the painter has depicted the surroundings of the palace 
shrouded in morning mist is rather confusing. In particular, 
the details and arrangement of the buildings do not 
correspond with reality; for instance, the roof tops of the 
main halls of the imperial palace are painted in black rather 
than yellow. The gate of the building to the left of Chen 
Boyou also lacks specificity. This suggests that the painter of 
this work did not come from the imperial court. 

The Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, also has a 
painting similar to the Zhu Bang version, entitled Portrait of a 
Civil Official Awaiting Audience (Pls 6.22–3).17 The painting 
depicts an official standing to the right of Jinshui Bridge. 
The cloud-heads of the ceremonial column are pointing in 
the wrong direction, so this work could not have been 
produced by a court painter; instead, he must have been a 
highly skilled painter working outside of the imperial court 
who based the painting on the Zhu Bang version. These 
examples show that the composition and mode of 
representation in the Zhu Bang version were recognised by 
officials and also served as a model for painters outside of the 
court environment. 

During the Jiajing 嘉靖 reign (1522–66), Xu Gao 
participated in the rebuilding of the three main halls and the 
Yongshou Palace of the Forbidden City, reaching the 
position of Minster of Works with a rank of grade two. The 
depiction of the architecture in Painting of Xu Gao, as well as 
the ceremonial columns, basically matches Ming standards, 
so that it must be a court painter who created this work, an 
honour that is commensurable with Xu Gao’s elevated 
position. There is no scene depicting the summoning and 
guiding of the soul in the painting, and it should have been 
painted after the burial of Xu Gao. It is likely that official 
artisans hired court painters to create this work based on the 
Zhu Bang version depicting Kuai Xiang as a way to 
commemorate Xu Gao. 

The composition of the Zhu Bang version also became a 
model for the portrayal of officials attending court during 
the Ming dynasty. For example, the Nanjing Museum 
version has an inscription above the painting by Gu Jiegang 
顧頡剛 written in 1953 in Zhuozhengyuan 拙政園 (Humble 
Administrator’s Garden) in Suzhou, in which he identifies 
the main figure in the painting as Kuai Xiang on the basis of 
the National Museum version that he once saw at the Palace 
Museum, Beijing. However, the identity of this figure still 
needs to be verified. In the bottom section of the painting is 
Yongdingmen 永定門 (Externally Pacified Gate), which was 
completed in the tenth month of 1553 during the Jiajing 
reign, 82 years after the death of Kuai Xiang. Thus, this 
painting was probably meant to commemorate a Ming 
official who had passed away after 1553. The depiction of the 
ceremonial column and architecture basically accords with 
the design and regulations of that time, so a court painter 
who was familiar with the Forbidden City must have 
produced this work. 

Another example of this subject matter is Early Court 
Audience (Zaochao tu 早朝圖) in the Palace Museum, Beijing 

Plate 6.21 Anonymous, Early Court 
Audience (Zaochao tu 早朝圖), Ming 
dynasty, 17th century. Hanging 
scroll, ink and colours on silk, height 
102.4cm, width 140cm. The Palace 
Museum, Beijing
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representational elements. Due to differences in each 
painter’s role and experiences and variations in the 
architecture depicted, the function of paintings like Zhu 
Bang’s version changed, and their composition was also 
modified over time. This provides additional visual material 
for the study of painting history and the history of social 
customs in the Ming dynasty.

Notes
1 Mu Yiqin 1985, 79.
2 Whitfield 1972, 293, fig. 14.
3 For a summary of the conservation work done on this painting, see 

Qiu Jin Xian and Luk Yu-ping 2014.
4 For summaries of Kuai Xiang’s biography see Cao Xun 1996; 

Meng Fanren 2011, 62–3. 
5 Huang Yu 1999, juan 8, 155–6.
6 Huang Fulu 1985, 34. 
7 Meng Fanren 2011, 62–3.
8 Meng Fanren 2011, 62.
9 MSL, Xianzong shilu, juan 213.7b–8a (17/3/辛丑).
10 The date of his death is recorded in MSL, Xianzong shilu, juan 

213.7b–8a (17/3/辛丑).
11 Cao Xun 1996, 87–8.
12 MSL, Xianzong shilu, juan 213.8a (17/3/辛丑).
13 Zhu Mouyin 1631, juan 4; Xu Qin 1986, juan 1, 8. Also recorded in 

Mu Yiqin 1985, 79.
14 This is from an inscription by Song Lian 宋濂 on Wu Wei’s Figures 

in Four Sections (Renwu si duan 人物四段) in the Shanghai Museum.
15 Whitfield 1972, 293, fig. 11.
16 Cahill 1985, 133–4. 
17 I would like to thank Klaas Ruitenbeek, Director of the Museum 

für Asiatische Kunst (Asian Art Museum) in Berlin, for this 
information.

Conclusion
The five related paintings, including the Zhu Bang version, 
and the two examples based on it, show the spread and 
recognition of this distinct composition by painters working 
inside and outside of the imperial court. They also reveal the 
respect that painters working in different environments felt 
towards a master artisan like Kuai Xiang. Conversely, this 
master artisan, who was an official of the second grade with 
a grade-one salary, was not mentioned by Confucian 
scholars of the late Ming and Qing dynasties who wrote the 
Ming History. This suggests their condescension towards 
leading artisans. Zhu Bang and other painters depicted Kuai 
Xiang as a towering figure in front of Chengtian Gate of the 
Forbidden City. Such a composition is unprecedented in the 
history of China. In the authoritarian system of the Ming 
dynasty, not only was this composition allowed but it was 
emulated by other painters. It is likely that it had the 
approval of the ruling Chenghua emperor, which suggests 
the extraordinary status that Kuai Xiang achieved. 
Furthermore, the Zhu Bang version, or Portrait of an Official in 
Front of the Beijing Imperial Palace, provides valuable 
information about the painter’s possible activities in Beijing. 
This type of commemorative painting probably once existed 
in greater numbers, used by various branches of the 
Xiangshan group to commemorate their leader Kuai Xiang, 
but this has been forgotten by posterity.

Based on sources relevant to Portrait of an Official in Front of 
the Beijing Imperial Palace, we can find a series of images that 
appear to look roughly the same, connected by stylistic and 

Plates 6.22–6.23 (left) Anonymous, Portrait of a Civil Official Awaiting Audience (Shangchao wenguan xiang 上朝文官像), 18th century; 
(right) detail of official. Hanging scroll, ink and colours on silk, height 161.5cm, width 82cm. Royal Ontario Museum, The George Crofts 
Collection, Gift of Mrs H. D. Warren, 921.32.102
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The crown is one of the most spectacular parts of a Ming 
empress’ costume.1 Surviving portraits of empresses in the 
National Palace Museum, Taipei, portray the splendour of 
these headdresses (Pl. 7.1). Dome-shaped and with curved 
panels extending from the back, they are decorated with 
precious stones, pearls and gold. Not only are they items of 
opulence, they are also rich in symbolism, and are 
impressive ways of communicating imperial authority and 
status. This chapter focuses on the crowns of empresses, and 
to a lesser extent on their ceremonial robes, as a way to 
explore how ‘empress-ship’ was conceptualised in Ming 
China in the period 1400 to 1450 – a topic that so far has not 
been explored in scholarship. It begins by identifying the 
features of crowns worn by early Ming empresses in 
comparison with those of previous dynasties. It will then 
consider how elements of the empress’ crown defined her 
position within the imperial family through the organisation 
of sumptuary laws. It will argue that the common 
appellation of empress’ crowns as fengguan 鳳冠 (phoenix 
crown) and the assumption that phoenixes alone represented 
empresses in the Ming dynasty need to be reconsidered.

Ming-dynasty emperors were polygamous, continuing a 
well-established institution in China’s history.2 Emperors 
were expected to bear children with multiple women in 
order to safeguard the imperial line. The 18th-century 
official Ming shi 明史 (History of the Ming) records that the 
founder of the dynasty, the Hongwu 洪武 emperor  
(r. 1368–98), had 15 named consorts who bore him many 
sons and daughters.3 Based on a Song-dynasty system, Ming 
consorts were graded according to ten ranks and divided 

Chapter 7
The Empress’ Dragon 
Crown: Establishing 
Symbols of Imperial 
Authority in the Early 
Ming
Luk Yu-ping

Plate 7.1 Anonymous, Official Portrait of Empress Xu, Wife of the 
Yongle Emperor, Ming dynasty, Beijing. Album leaf, ink and colours 
on silk, height 65.7cm, width 52.1cm. National Palace Museum, 
Taipei
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initially established by the Ming founder, which were then 
elaborated upon by the Yongle 永樂 emperor (r. 1403–24) 
and modified in the 16th century under the Jiajing 嘉靖 
emperor (r. 1522–66).10 Sections of this book are illustrated; 
for example, the chapter relating to the costumes of imperial 
women contains woodblock-printed images of an empress’ 
crown (Pl. 7.3), ceremonial robe (Pl. 7.4), belt and possibly 
a tablet.11 Another important source of information is the 
portraits of empresses in the National Palace Museum 
collection, Taipei, noted earlier. These survive as a set of 
half-length portraits in album form, mounted together with 
the portraits of Ming emperors, forming an official imperial 
genealogy.12 Judging from descriptions in the Statutes, these 
portraits depict the imperial couple in chang fu 常服 (routine 
court dress) rather than the most formal first-grade 
ceremonial attire, lifu 禮服. While we cannot confirm 
whether these sources are indicative of actual practice, they 
can be interpreted as models of how emperors and empresses 
were expected to look and dress. In some instances, image 
and text correspond closely to each other. In her portrait, 
Empress Xu 徐 (1362–1407), principal consort of the Yongle 
emperor, is shown wearing a high crown made with a black 
fabric base, decorated with a gold frontal dragon and 
flanked by a pair of gold phoenixes facing away from each 
other (see Pl. 7.1). These are surrounded by floral and 
foliage ornaments made of precious materials. Long strings 
of pearls with flower-shaped ornaments known as zhujie 珠結 
(pearl knot) hang from the mouths of the phoenixes.13 There 
are two additional phoenixes facing each other near the 
front of the crown and the curved panels at the rear are also 
ornately decorated with the divine bird. The sections of the 
empress’ robe and shawl that are visible in the portrait are 

into four categories.4 These were empress (huanghou 皇后), 
secondary consorts (huangguifei 皇貴妃; guifei 貴妃; fei 妃), 
third-class consorts (pin 嬪) and minor consorts. Although 
emperors could have multiple consorts, there could only be 
one principal wife who held the status of empress. The 
hierarchy for consorts was expressed in many ways, such as 
in the material goods and ritual deference to which these 
women were entitled. In turn, these distinctions further 
separated them from princesses, wives of officials, women 
who served at the imperial courts and ordinary women 
outside of the court milieu. Sumptuary laws made clear the 
intended exclusiveness of certain insignia and precious 
materials according to rank. Crowns are a good example of 
this. 

So far, four crowns belonging to Ming empresses have 
been discovered by archaeologists (Pl. 7.2).5 They were all 
found in the Dingling 定陵 (Ding Mausoleum), the only 
excavated Ming imperial tomb, and the burial site of the 
Wanli 萬曆 emperor (r. 1573–1620) and two of his consorts.6 
The excavation report was not specific regarding the 
condition of the crowns, except that some of the pieces were 
scattered.7 Images of the crowns in their reconstructed state 
were published.8 These can give a general impression of 
empress’ crowns, but they cannot serve as substitutes for 
early Ming examples, since not only were they 
reconstructed, but the design of crowns most likely changed 
over time. Instead, we have to rely on textual and pictorial 
sources for more specific information. The Da Ming huidian 
大明會典 (Collected Statutes of the Great Ming), first compiled in 
the Hongwu reign and published in 1503 and 1587, records in 
detail the ceremonial dress code for empresses and other 
members of the imperial household.9 It includes the codes 

Plate 7.2 The crown of Empress Wang 
(1564–1620), wife of the Wanli emperor.
Gold, pearls, kingfisher feathers and 
coral, height 35.5cm, width 20cm. 
Dingling Museum, Beijing
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crowns had indeed become a part of the standard 
accoutrement of empresses. It is beyond the scope of this 
chapter to trace the development of empress’ crowns in 
China, but interactions with steppe cultures in the north 
where elite women customarily wore tall gilded crowns, as 
well as links with ornate decoration on religious icons, are 
potentially worthwhile avenues for further research.20

In the portraits of Song empresses, also in the National 
Palace Museum, Taipei, we find crowns that are similar in 
design to those from the Ming dynasty.21 The crown 
depicted in the portrait of Empress Yang 楊 (1162–1232) of 
the Southern Song dynasty (1127–1279), for instance, 
contains many of the elements inherited by the Ming. It is 
dome-shaped, with a principal dragon motif surrounded by 
smaller dragons, phoenixes and flowers, as well as curved 
panels extending from the back (Pl. 7.5). Perhaps this is the 
‘dragon phoenix flower hairpin crown’ mentioned in the 
History of the Song. While there are clear similarities between 
the crowns depicted in Song and Ming portraits, there are 
also a number of significant differences. One distinctive 
feature of Song crowns that does not appear on the Ming 
versions is the small figures located among the dragons and 
phoenixes. In Empress Yang’s portrait, some of these figures 
are riding the mythical creatures; others are positioned as a 
procession along the rim. This feature can also be found in 
the portraits of other Song empresses, none as spectacularly 
rendered as in the portrait of Empress Liu 劉 (969–1033), 
consort of Zhenzong 真宗 (r. 997–1022). In this portrait, the 
empress is shown with a crown decorated with a large group 

embroidered with dragon motifs. Empress Xu’s appearance 
in her portrait matches the Yongle-period description of an 
empress’ routine court dress in the Statutes, including specific 
details such as the red coral that highlights the mouth and 
crown of the phoenixes near the front of the headdress.14 

Empresses in China’s history did not always wear crowns 
as part of their ceremonial outfit. The Zhouli 周禮 (Rites of 
Zhou), dating from the 3rd century bce, names the 
ceremonial costumes worn by emperors and empresses, 
which formed the basis for imperial dress codes of subsequent 
dynasties.15 According to the Zhouli, empresses wore robes 
that were decorated with colourful pheasant motifs, known 
by various names such as zhi 雉, hui 翬 and di 翟. This design 
continued in the Ming dynasty on the first-grade ceremonial 
costumes of empresses. However, the same text makes no 
mention of matching headdresses for empresses, even though 
those worn by emperors are listed. It was only centuries later 
during the Song dynasty (960–1279) that crowns officially 
became a part of the written dress code for empresses.16 Prior 
to this, elite women wore a variety of headdresses, wigs as 
well as elaborate hair ornaments that appeared to be dictated 
more by fashion than by official regulation.17 According to 
the Song shi 宋史 (History of the Song), consorts could wear 
crowns decorated with nine pheasants and four phoenixes.18 
In 1139, after the capital moved to the south, the dress code 
was amended to stipulate specifically that only empresses 
wore a ‘dragon phoenix flower hairpin crown’ (long feng hua 
chai guan 龍鳳花釵冠).19 Portraits of Song empresses in the 
National Palace Museum, Taipei, confirm that elaborate 

Plate 7.3 Empress’s crown in Collected Statutes of the Great Ming 
(Da Ming huidian大明會典), reprint of the 1587 edition (Taipei 
1963), juan 60.35, p. 1084

Plate 7.4 Empress’ robe in Collected Statutes of the Great Ming (Da 
Ming huidian大明會典), reprint of the 1587 edition (Taipei 1963), 
juan 60.36, p. 1084
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be imported. Zheng He’s 鄭和 (1371–1433) maritime voyages 
and tribute from neighbouring lands provided a supply of 
these precious materials, which were most likely the source 
of the large stones decorating early Ming empresses’ crowns 
as well as other imperial jewellery during the period 1400 to 
1450. According to Clunas, the preference for gold and gems 
in the Ming can be viewed as part of ‘pan-Eurasian high 
elite material culture’, and may be related to the 
continuation of Mongolian elite taste in the Ming, or at least 
a consequence of the increased trade that was made possible 
by the earlier Mongol empire.27 

In recent years, scholars have shed light on the 
importance of the Mongolian legacy in Ming culture, 
including in dress.28 So far, empresses’ crowns have not been 
considered as an example of this. At first glance, the 
distinctive headdress known as gugu 罟罟 worn by 
Mongolian elite married women bears little resemblance to 
Ming crowns. It is cylindrical and widens towards the top; its 
exterior is decorated with precious materials and bird 
feathers attached at the top.29 However, Ming empress’ 
crowns are related to Mongolian examples in the prominent 
‘pearl knots’, hangings with bejewelled flower designs that 
fall on both sides of the wearer’s face, reaching below the 
shoulders.30 Examples of Yuan empresses’ portraits, such as 
that of Empress Chabi (1227–81), wife of Qubilai Khan 
(1215–94), show comparable double pearl hangings (Pl. 7.7). 
These are attached to a teardrop-shaped jewelled pendant 
known as yaner 掩耳 (ear cover).31 This feature is not found at 
all in Song portraits. Instead, they show a single hanging 

of female figures appearing as though they are rising 
upwards, at the apex of which is a single, clearly larger, 
female figure riding a dragon (Pl. 7.6).22 Her unusual facial 
make-up may be a revival of an earlier fashion that gives the 
impression of a purple veil.23 Hui-shu Lee has identified the 
figures as representations of the Queen Mother of the West 
(Xiwangmu 西王母) and her entourage.24 The Queen 
Mother of the West is a goddess with ancient origins who 
was widely venerated from the Han dynasty (206 bce–220 
ce).25 Interestingly, although Song records do not mention 
this feature on empress’ crowns, it is referred to in the 
sumptuary laws of the Jurchen Jin dynasty (1115–1234) that 
ruled the north of China around the time of the Southern 
Song dynasty.26 In the Ming period, this feature no longer 
appeared on the decorations of empresses’ crowns. 

Another notable difference between crowns depicted in 
Song and Ming portraits is the greater emphasis in the latter 
on precious materials. The viewer’s eyes are drawn to the 
different types and sizes of stones and pearls in the Ming 
portraits. Their clear outlines and shading highlight the 
lustre and three-dimensionality of the enormous gems inset 
into gold. By comparison, the visual impact of the crowns in 
Song portraits lies in the plethora of smaller elements that 
cover them. Pearls also feature prominently there, including 
apparently as facial decoration, but they tend to be smaller 
and are usually of uniform size. The significance of 
gemstones in early Ming culture is discussed by Craig 
Clunas in Chapter 27 of this volume. Since China did not 
possess a rich source of gemstones, historically they had to 

Plate 7.5 Anonymous, Official Portrait of Song Empress Yang, Wife 
of Emperor Ningzong, Southern Song dynasty. Album leaf, ink and 
colour on silk, height 56.2cm, width 45.7cm. National Palace 
Museum, Taipei

Plate 7.6 Anonymous, Official Portrait of Song Empress Liu, Wife 
of Emperor Zhenzong, Northern Song dynasty. Hanging scroll, ink 
and colour on silk, height 177cm, width 120.8cm. National Palace 
Museum, Taipei
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Judging from the above discussion, it is clear that the 
design of Ming empresses’ crowns did not simply revive 
earlier customs, but rather elements of the past were 
selectively appropriated and modified. The Ming dynasty 
also continued a regulation that began in the Southern Song 
dynasty, whereby only the empress among imperial women 
was allowed to reproduce the dragon motif on her costume. 
Surviving Ming dynasty records provide detailed dress 
codes that elucidate this distinction. As noted earlier, the 
routine crown of Empress Xu depicted both dragons and 
phoenixes. The significance of this is clear when it is 
compared to the dress code of lower-ranked consorts. 
According to the Statutes, the routine court dress of 
secondary consorts (huang fei 皇妃) includes a crown of luan 鸞 
and feng 鳳, and a robe embroidered with images of these 
two mythical birds with similar appearances.34 Feng is 
usually translated as ‘phoenix’, whereas there is no 
consensus on the English equivalent of luan.35 Both appear 
on the routine court costume of the heir’s consort, while 
only feng appears on the costume of the wives of princes.36 
The same observation can be made of first-grade 
ceremonial costumes: the empress wore a crown with nine 
dragons and four phoenixes, with a large dragon at the 
centre.37 This crown is paired with a dark blue robe 
decorated with pheasant (di 翟) motifs. Secondary consorts 
wore a crown of nine pheasants and four phoenixes and a 
robe decorated with further phoenixes, as did the heir’s 
consort.38 The burial objects of Lady Wei 魏 (d. 1451), wife of 
Prince Zhuang of Liang 梁莊王 (1411–41), excavated from 
their shared tomb in Zhongxiang 鐘祥, Hubei 湖北 
province, include finely crafted examples of jewellery 
depicting phoenixes with elaborate tail feathers, which 
would have been appropriate for her rank (Pl. 7.8).39 Ming 
sumptuary laws contradict a common assumption that the 
phoenix represented the empress. In fact, according to the 
Statutes, the emblem that distinguished an empress from 
other imperial and royal women during the early Ming 
dynasty was not the phoenix but the dragon, or the dragon 
in combination with other divine birds. Indeed, in the 
context of ceremonial costumes, the textual records indicate 
that the phoenix might even be lower in prestige than the 
pheasant in the hierarchy of motifs, since the ordinary 
costume of a prince’s consort could only be decorated with 
phoenixes. 

The importance of the dragon as an emblem of the 
empress becomes more pronounced in the portraits of 
empresses that succeed Empress Xu in the period 1400 to 
1450. The portrait of Empress Zhang 張 (d. 1442), consort of 
the Hongxi 洪熙 emperor (r. 1425), appears very similar to 
that of her predecessor (Pl. 7.9). They both wear the same 
costumes and the overall design of their crowns appears the 
same. However, when considered closely, the crown depicted 
in Empress Zhang’s portrait clearly differs from the earlier 
example and descriptions in the Statutes. The phoenixes that 
adorned Empress Xu’s crown have all been replaced by 
dragons, including the decoration on the curved extensions 
at the back of the crown. The dragons on Empress Zhang’s 
crown are also larger in size and fiercer, with powerful 
bodies and flame-like forms emanating from them. Rather 
than a ‘phoenix crown’, her crown can be more aptly 

with flower design attached to the mouth of a central dragon 
motif on the crowns.32 How this double hanging pearl 
feature on Ming crowns is related to steppe customs will 
require further research. But it is interesting to note that long 
pendants attached to crowns were a feature of gold crowns 
from the Silla kingdom (57 bce–935 ce) in the Korean 
peninsula, which in turn may be connected to crowns found 
in the Afghanistan region.33 

Plate 7.7 Anonymous, Official Portrait of Yuan Empress Chabi, Wife 
of Qubilai Khan. Album leaf, ink, colour and gold on silk, height 
61.2cm, width 47.6cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei

Plate 7.8 Gold phoenix pendant, dated 1432, Yinzuoju 銀作局 
(Jewellery Service). Height 14.2cm, width 7.8cm; weight 72.4g. 
Hubei Provincial Museum, excavated from the tomb of the Prince 
Zhuang of Liang and Lady Wei at Zhongxiang, Hubei province
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The observation that the dragon was a principal emblem 
of the early Ming empress has broader implications that are 
worth considering. In the Statutes, sumptuary laws that 
dictate imperial and royal dress refer to ceremonial objects 
made of different materials, not only textiles and jewellery. 
Empresses’ objects that were made of other materials and 
also decorated with dragon motifs include a jade belt, a jade 
hanging pendant, a wooden stand for her seal and a wooden 
container for her gilded conferring document.42 Given its 
wider application, perhaps the empress’ association with the 
dragon or dragon-and-phoenix motifs could be extended 
beyond costume to imperial furnishing more broadly, such 
as lacquer wares, porcelain and other items that decorated 
the spaces inhabited by imperial women. For example, 
consider the impressive carved red lacquer table in the 
Victoria and Albert Museum collection dated to the Xuande 
period that was most likely produced in the imperial lacquer 
workshop known as the ‘Orchard Factory’ (Guoyuanchang  
果園廠) (Pl. 7.12). The drawer fronts and top of the table 

described as a ‘dragon crown’. This ‘dragon crown’ is 
repeated in the subsequent portrait of Empress Sun 孫  
(d. 1462) (Pl. 7.10), the wife of the Xuande 宣德 emperor  
(r. 1426–35), and to a lesser extent in the portrait of Empress 
Qian 錢 (d. 1468) (Pl. 7.11), wife of the Zhengtong 正統 
emperor (r. 1436–49), the last emperor of the period in 
question. There is indication that this design was not purely 
pictorial, but may be based on actual practice. The Statutes 
record that a woman chosen to be empress first received her 
set of routine ceremonial costume together with her 
conferring document and other gifts while she was at her 
natal home in a process known as naji 納吉 (presenting the 
auspicious).40 Notably, the crown she receives is named in the 
text as Jinlong zhucui yanju guan 金龍珠翠燕居冠 (‘Swallow 
residence’ crown with gold dragon, pearls and kingfisher 
feathers; ‘swallow residence’ refers here to a more informal 
crown).41 This suggests that it was the dragon which was 
recognised as the identifying motif of the crown for an 
empress’ routine court dress. 

Plate 7.9 Anonymous, Official 
Portrait of Empress Zhang, 
Wife of the Hongxi Emperor, 
Ming dynasty, Beijing. Album 
leaf, ink and colours on silk, 
height 65.5cm, width 51.5cm. 
National Palace Museum, 
Taipei
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Mongols.46 It was probably for this reason that the two-
antlered, five-clawed dragon was banned from general use 
during the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368). Thus, the greater 
importance of the dragon as an emblem for both emperors 
and empresses during the Ming dynasty may have drawn 
upon a wider pan-Asian recognition of the dragon as a 
symbol of elite power and authority, in addition to its rich 
meanings within China’s history.

For empresses specifically, changes to the model design of 
their crowns raise interesting questions concerning the ways 
that female authority was conceptualised and visualised. 
The depiction of ‘dragon crowns’ in portraiture aligns the 
empress more closely with the emperor in the visual 
language of imperial authority. The format of the album 
portraits accentuates this visual connection, as the portraits 
of emperors dressed in their routine court robes 
embroidered with dragon roundels are mounted opposite 
the portraits of empresses. In practice, this connection would 
have been visible to officials and palace staff during 
ceremonial occasions, beginning with the imperial wedding 
ceremony. The invention of a ‘dragon crown’ suggests the 
possibility for a powerful imperial woman to appropriate 
symbols of masculine imperial authority and be represented 
in closer displays of union with the emperor as his partner. It 
does not seem coincidental that the first Ming empress to be 
portrayed with a crown completely decorated with dragons 
was Empress Zhang, the closest that the Ming dynasty had 
to a female regent.47 Female regency was prohibited under 
the Hongwu emperor for fear of their threat to the throne.48 
Empress Zhang came to power due to her long life as well as 
her acumen. She outlived both her husband, the Hongxi 

are carved with rising dragons and descending phoenixes 
against a ground of blossoms and foliage. A conventional 
interpretation would be that the dragon represented the 
emperor while the phoenix represented the empress.43 
However, based on sumptuary laws, perhaps this piece of 
elaborately decorated furniture was produced specifically for 
the residence of the empress in the Forbidden City in Beijing 
during the Xuande reign. Similarly, early Ming imperial 
wares that depict only phoenixes or a combination of divine 
birds, such as a blue-and-white porcelain dish in the British 
Museum also dated to the Xuande period, might be more 
suitable for a lower-ranked consort rather than the empress 
herself (Pl. 7.13). As a result of considering sumptuary laws, 
it may be possible to review the function and intended 
audience of particular kinds of objects produced for the 
imperial and royal courts in the early Ming dynasty.

Scholars have observed that dragons became widespread 
as an imperial emblem on costume and decorations during 
the Ming and into the Qing dynasty (1644–1911), 
culminating in the iconic imperial ‘dragon robe’.44 This is 
another example of the Ming appropriating past traditions. 
Dragons have ancient significance in China and associations 
with rulership. For example, in order to legitimise his rule, 
the founder of the Han dynasty encouraged the myth that 
his mother conceived him after dreaming of a dragon.45 
Earlier it has been noted that the exclusive use of the dragon 
motif was part of the sumptuary laws of the Song dynasty. At 
the same time, the dragon motif was also ‘established on the 
accoutrements of the steppe culture’ from at least the 
Western Jin period (265–316). It was a ‘unifying heraldic 
symbol’, reserved for the ruler and his elite guards under the 

Plate 7.10 Anonymous, Official Portrait of Empress Sun, Wife of the 
Xuande Emperor, Ming dynasty, Beijing. Album leaf, ink and colours 
on silk, height 65.7cm, width 51.8cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei

Plate 7.11 Anonymous, Official Portrait of Empress Qian, Wife of the 
Zhengtong Emperor, Ming dynasty, Beijing. Album leaf, ink and colours 
on silk, height 63.5cm, width 52.3cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei
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between the design of empress’ crowns and marriage and 
property laws. However, given their symbolic significance, 
changes to the design of crowns and other aspects of regalia 
could be symptomatic of broader trends in normative gender 
relations, which the emperor and empress personally 
embodied. 

Within the 50 years in question, we can observe a range 
of experiences in empresses’ lives. This was a period that saw 
the contributions of Empress Zhang and Empress Xu to 
court culture. Empress Xu’s strong character is suggested by 
the account that when she was still a princess she mobilised 
army wives to defend Beijing while her husband was away on 
a military campaign.54 As an empress, she is known for the 
publication of religious and didactic texts that were 
presented as diplomatic gifts and distributed to members of 
the court and beyond.55 Yet it was also within this period that 

emperor who ruled for only one year, and her son, the 
Xuande emperor. The History of the Ming records that she had 
‘thorough knowledge of the government affairs of China and 
abroad’ (Zhongwai zhengshi mo bu zhouzhi 中外政事莫不周知), 
and made most of the major military and state decisions 
during the early part of the Xuande reign.49 Moreover, she 
enjoyed extraordinary visibility in the wider realm. In 1429, 
the Xuande emperor accompanied her on a visit to the 
newly built imperial tombs where they were greeted by 
crowds of people who had gathered at the site.50 On this 
journey, the empress summoned a peasant woman to 
enquire about her livelihood, and with the emperor tasted 
the foods that were offered. The importance of her role as 
mentor to the emperor and as a model empress is expressed 
in the historical records. Judging from the portraits, her 
successor Empress Sun appeared to model herself 
completely on the then dowager empress, including in terms 
of the portrayal of her facial features.

On the other hand, the adoption of an imperial symbol 
that is conventionally associated with the emperor on the 
costumes of empresses suggests a reduction in the scope for a 
distinct visual language of female authority, such as the 
representation of the Queen Mother of the West and her 
entourage that were a feature on the crowns of Song 
empresses. Instead, the emblem of dragons that Ming 
empresses share with emperors and princes stresses their 
place as wife and mother in the imperial bloodline, so that 
empress-ship was conceptualised and integrated even more 
firmly within the patriarchal system than before. The 
greater emphasis on the patriline suggested by the empress’ 
dragon emblem is consistent with broader changes in society 
from the Yuan dynasty onwards. As Bettine Birge observes, 
there was a shift towards ‘Confucian patrilineal ideals’ in 
China as a result of the ‘confrontation between Chinese and 
Mongol culture in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries’.51 
New marriage and inheritance laws were established that 
favoured men over women, essentially stripping women of 
their property rights and their freedom to remarry.52 These 
laws were adopted and promoted under the Ming dynasty.53 
This is not to suggest that there was a direct causal link 

Plate 7.12 Carved red lacquer table. 
Lacquer on a wooden core, gilded 
metal fittings, Xuande mark and 
period, 1426–35, Beijing. Height 
79.2cm, width 119.5cm, depth 84.5cm. 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, 
FE.6:1 to 4-1973

Plate 7.13 Blue-and-white porcelain dish, Xuande mark and period, 
1426–35, Jingdezhen. Height 4.5cm, diameter 20cm. British 
Museum, London, 1973,0726.361
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Ming empresses also once existed. There is one hanging scroll 
portrait of Empress Ma (d. 1382), wife of Hongwu, in the same 
collection, but it was added to the collection between 1744 and 1815. 
See Zhang Naiwei 1990, 395–400. Portraits of Empresses Ma and 
Xu that matched the hanging scroll portraits of their husbands, the 
Hongwu and Yongle emperors, are mentioned in Tan Qian 2006, 
103.

13 DMHD, juan 60.37a–b.
14 DMHD, juan 60.37b.
15 Emperors’ costumes are recorded in Lin Yin 1987, juan 5 under sifu 

司服, 221–4; empresses’ costume is in juan 2 under nei sifu 內司服, 
81–2. Also discussed in Chen Gaohua and Xu Jijun 2002, 89–90.

16 Zhou Xun and Gao Chunming 1988, 93.
17 Zhou Xun and Gao Chunming 1988, 92–9.
18 Tuotuo c. 1345, juan 151.
19 Tuotuo c. 1345, juan 151.
20 For an example of a Liao dynasty crown worn by a princess, see 

Shen Hsueh-man 2006, 102–3.
21 Xu Wenyao 2013, 80.
22 Lee Hui-shu 2010, 59.
23 Liu Heping 2003, 135–6.
24 Lee Hui-shu 2010, 59. 
25 Little 2000, 276–7.
26 Tuotuo 1975, juan 43, 978.
27 See Chapter 27 by Craig Clunas in this volume. 
28 For instance Robinson 2008.
29 Watt 2010, 80–1; Jia 2005.
30 I am grateful to Professor Jessica Rawson for pointing this out to 

me. 
31 Jia Xizeng 2005, 221–2.
32 This is consistent with the description of an empress’ crown in Jin 

shi. See Tuotuo 1975, 978.
33 For examples of Silla crowns, see Lee Soyoung and Leidy 2014, 

50–3.
34 Wang Qi 1988, under niaoshou 鳥獸, nos 2 and 3.
35 Hargett 1989, 238.
36 DMHD, juan 60.47a–50b, 59b–62a.
37 DMHD, juan 60.32a–34a.
38 DMHD, juan 60.39b–41b, 47a–48b.
39 On this tomb, see Hubei sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo and 

Zhongxiang shi bowuguan 2007. The excavated objects are 
discussed in Clunas 2013, 139–64, especially Lady Wei 151–64; 
Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, figs 57, 58.

40 Hsieh Bao Hua 2003, 114.
41 DMHD, juan 67.8a.
42 DMHD, juan 60.33b, 38b–39b.
43 Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, 107. This interpretation of the 

phoenix and dragon combination is frequently repeated. For 
example, Bartholomew 2006, 55. 

44 Cammann 1952; Lin Yeqiang 2009, 32.
45 Sung 2009, 122.
46 Kuehn 2011, 210–11.
47 On Empress Zhang, see Soullière 1987, 350–5.
48 MS 1984, 113, 3503.
49 MS 113, 3512.
50 MS 113, 3512.
51 Birge 2002, 290.
52 Birge 2002, 280; Bernhardt 1999.
53 Birge 2002, 277–9.
54 MS 113, 3510. For Empress Xu’s biography, see DMB, 566–9.
55 Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, 60–1; Soullière 1987.
56 MS 113, 3513.
57 The end of the practice is recorded in MS 113, 3515–16.
58 For the author’s attempts to explore this area, see Luk 2016a and 

2016b. Keith McMahon has recently published a book about 
imperial women from the Song to Qing dynasties.

59 Kun 1963, juan 58.
60 Kun 1963, juan 58, 1876–85.
61 Lin Yeqiang 2009, 33–4. Lin explains that mang and long are not 

simply differentiated by the number of claws.
62 Many of the portraits of Qing emperors and empresses have been 

published, such as in Beiping gugong bowuyuan 1931.
63 Xu Wenyao 2013, 80.

Empress Hu 胡 (d. 1443), first empress of the Xuande 
emperor, was deposed on the grounds that she did not bear 
any sons, only one daughter.56 Although not directly related 
to empresses, it is important to remember that the sacrifice 
of childless consorts at the death of the emperor was 
practised during this period. This cruel custom of 
immolation was not abolished until the Tianshun 天順  
(r. 1457–64) reign in 1464.57 Patrilineality was an embedded 
part of Chinese history and Ming empresses were not unique 
in facing the challenges it presented. Further research is 
needed to understand the specific ways that Ming empresses 
and other imperial women of the period negotiated their 
position, how they engaged in the shaping of empress-ship, 
identity and imperial authority, and how this developed over 
time, so that we can begin to fill a significant gap in our 
understanding of this important group of makers and 
performers of Ming court culture.58

Lastly, if the crowns of Ming empresses can be more aptly 
described as ‘dragon crowns’, then where did the notion of 
the ‘phoenix crown’ to denote an empress’ headdress come 
from? Preliminary evidence suggests that this term was in 
fact a later, Qing dynasty, development. Qinding Da Qing 
huidian 欽定大清會典 (Imperially Sponsored Collected Statutes of 
the Great Qing) states that Qing empresses’ first-rank 
ceremonial costume included a robe embroidered with 
five-clawed dragons and a headdress embellished with gold 
filigree phoenixes.59 Lower-ranked consorts were entitled to 
a headdress with fewer phoenixes, and princesses to one with 
pheasants.60 They wore robes embroidered with dragons, 
but these were called mang 蟒 rather than long 龍 to 
distinguish their wearer’s rank.61 Surviving portraits of Qing 
empresses, where their crowns are decorated with phoenixes 
but without any dragons, are consistent with these codes.62 
The design of headdresses decorated with phoenixes spread 
beyond the court to become the customary headdress of a 
bride at her wedding.63 It is most likely through its wider 
distribution that ‘phoenix crown’ became embedded in the 
popular lexicon.

Notes
1 I am using the translation ‘crown’ for guan 冠 to highlight its 

importance as a symbol of the empress’ rank. It functions 
differently from European royal crowns that are tied to the state 
and inherited. In China, the crown together with other aspects of 
imperial costume was part of the wearer’s property and was buried 
with them upon their death. There is no crowning ceremony as 
such in the coronation (or marriage) of an empress. On the Ming 
imperial marriage ceremony, see Hsieh Bao Hua 2003.

2 On the polygamy of Chinese emperors, see McMahon 2013.
3 DMB, 389–90.
4 Hsieh Bao Hua 2003, 101. See also Soullière 1987. 
5 Zhongguo shehui kexue yuan et al. 1990, vol. 1, 205–6.
6 The Wanli emperor had two consorts buried with him, Xiaojing 

(d. 1611) and Xiaoduan (1564–1620), both née Wang. Xiaoduan was 
his empress, while Xiaojing was the mother of the future 
Guangzong and was posthumously interred with him. 

7 Zhongguo shehui kexue yuan et al. 1990, vol. 1, 205.
8 Images of two of the crowns are in Zhongguo shehui kexue yuan et 

al. 1990, vol. 2, nos 114–16.
9 DMHD, juan 60.
10 Franke 1968, 178.
11 DMHD, juan 60.32a–39b, images on 60.35a–36b.
12 A full set of the portraits is reproduced in black and white in DMB. 

According to textual sources, full-length hanging scroll portraits of 
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All over the world, ‘Ming’ has become shorthand not only 
for valuable porcelain of all periods but for preciousness 
more broadly.1 This is despite the fact that many Ming 
ceramics were mass produced and much was globally 
exported. For example, 57,000 pieces of porcelain were sent 
through the reciprocal trade in return for ‘tribute’ in the 
single year of 1383 to Thailand, Java and other Southeast 
Asian states.2 Today other Ming ceramics have become rare 
multi-million pound treasures, possessed by a few. Liu 
Yiqian 劉益謙, a Shanghai billionaire, bought the 
Meiyintang collection’s Chenghua 成化 period doucai 斗彩 
‘chicken cup’, made between 1464 and 1487, from Sotheby’s 
Hong Kong sale on 8 April 2014 for the world record price of 
HK$281.24 million (nearly £24 million). He caused a social 
media storm by paying for it on his American Express card 
and drinking tea from it just as the Qianlong emperor did.3 
With this paradox in mind, this chapter explores the status 
of blue-and-white in the early 1400s in a variety of contexts, 
with perhaps surprising results.

In the 1400s, Ming Chinese porcelain was still so rare in 
Italy that it was considered a material suitable for 
presentation to God, representing perhaps a zenith of 
material wealth.4 There was no direct trade between China 
and Europe at this time and so luxury goods came to Italy 
indirectly, via the Middle East or Africa. One of the earliest 
representations of Ming blue-and-white porcelain from 
Jingdezhen is seen in a Madonna and Child (Pl. 8.1) by 

Chapter 8
Early Ming Ceramics: 
Rethinking the Status of 
Blue-and-White
Jessica Harrison-Hall

Plate 8.1 Francesco Benaglio (c. 1432–92), Madonna and Child, late 
1460s. Tempera on panel transferred to canvas, height 80.7cm, width 
56.2cm. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Widener Collection, 
1942.9.44 
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Andrea Mantegna (1431–1506) (Pl. 8.3).7 Scholars have 
suggested that Mantegna contracted the sides of the Yongle 
period bowl slightly so that, filled with gold coins, it could fit 
in the hands of the wise man in this scene, which was painted 
between 1495 and 1505.8 However, excavations at Jingdezhen 
have revealed white vessels of exactly this form and 
proportions from the Yongle and Xuande strata (Pl. 8.4).9 
As almost every shape was made in the full range of colours 
and designs, it is likely that a blue-and-white version existed 
of exactly these same proportions. Hongzhi 弘治 period 
blue-and-white bowls dating between 1488 and 1505 bear no 
resemblance to the bowl in the painting,10 demonstrating that 
the blue-and-white bowl depicted by Mantegna was certainly 
a Yongle era piece and therefore an antique rather than an 
object that was created at the same time as the picture. 
During the course of the British Museum exhibition the 
possibility of this being Vietnamese was discussed. However, 

Francesco Benaglio (c. 1432–92), an Italian Renaissance 
artist who painted this work in the late 1460s. Benaglio was 
also responsible for painting, in the late 15th century, with 
Michele da Verona (1470–1536/1544), frescoes in the 
Lavagnoli Chapel of the Church of S. Anastasia, Verona. 
These show Christ preaching on the seashore with a 
backdrop of trading vessels of the types which would have 
transported the porcelain.5

The type of bowl shown here (Pl. 8.2) was first made in 
the Yongle era 永樂 (1403–24) and then copied in the 
Xuande 宣德 period (1426–35), but the design was not 
subsequently used again until the style was revived in the 
Qing dynasty (1644–1911).6 Yongle period wares tend to have 
darker, more intense blue designs and so the paler blue of 
this bowl suggests that the artist was representing a piece of 
porcelain of the Xuande era. Its accurate depiction here 
suggests he saw rather than imagined the bowl.

Nearly 50 years later, at the beginning of the 1500s, 
Chinese porcelain was still so rare in Italy that antique Ming 
blue-and-white was represented in the Adoration of the Magi by 

Plate 8.2 Blue-and-white porcelain bowl, Xuande mark and period, 
1426–35, Jingdezhen. Height 9cm, diameter 15.9cm. Sir Percival 
David Collection, PDF 681

Plate 8.3 Andrea Mantegna (1431–
1506), Adoration of the Magi, 
1495–1505, Italy. Distemper on linen, 
height 48.6cm, width 65.6cm. The J. 
Paul Getty Museum, 85.PA.417

Plate 8.4 Small white glazed cup, excavated at Zhushan, Xuande 
mark and period, 1426–35. Height 4.6cm, diameter 6.2cm. Jingdezhen 
Institute of Ceramic Archaeology, Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province
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(Book of Kings), the Iranian national epic poem that 
combines legend and historical fact to tell the stories of 
Persian history from the earliest times to the Arab invasions 
of 651.16 The Shahnama is not only great literature, but 
demonstrates the importance of political legitimacy and 
correct political behaviour. Illustrated manuscripts of the 
Shahnama exist in every style of Persian painting from 1330 
onwards.17 

Vietnamese ceramics are putty coloured and no example of 
this form has been excavated to date.11

By the end of the Ming, Chinese porcelain was flooding 
into Europe, first Portugal and Spain, and later into Holland 
and England. It became commonplace in middle-class 
homes, as we see in this anonymous Dutch School oil 
painting, The Visit, of 1630–5 (Pl. 8.5). Here a family is 
depicted in an interior with black and white chequered tiles, 
wood panelling, tapestries and a frieze of blue-and-white 
kraak porcelain12 on a shelf at the top of the wall. The 
enormous amount of porcelain vessels recovered from the 
Dutch East India Company testifies to the scale of the later 
Ming trade.13 Chinese porcelain is never portrayed as a 
present for Christ in European paintings of the later Ming 
period, from the 1550s to 1640s. By this time it was not a 
magical treasure but a high-quality luxury good. It was no 
longer exclusively owned by aristocrats who received gifts 
from African and Middle Eastern courts, but was also in the 
possession of members of the middle classes who acquired it 
at auction from sales of vast cargoes shipped directly from 
China.14 Some porcelains of the late Ming that were made 
exclusively for European customers with coats of arms or in 
European shapes appear in lavish still-life oil paintings (Pl. 
8.6), such as a famous Pronkstilleven (‘ornate still life’) of 1638 
by Willem Claesz Heda (1594–1680).15 Here, Chinese 
porcelain is simply a luxury vessel in which to serve small 
fish alongside other Ming porcelain vessels used to serve 
wine. Its status has dramatically declined. 

Beyond Europe, in the Middle East the status of Chinese 
porcelain was similarly high in the early Ming. It was 
considered to be a suitable gift for kings, as we can see in this 
courtly scene in a garden, made in about 1444 (Pl. 8.7). This 
album painting shows three kneeling Ming courtiers at the 
Timurid court and four Persian men carrying tables laden 
with early Ming porcelains, which perhaps had been 
presented as courtly gifts. The scene is from the Shahnama 

Plate 8.5 Anonymous, The 
Visit, c. 1630–5, Dutch school, 
Enkhuizen. Oil on wood, height 
85.7cm, width 117.6cm. 
Museum of Art and History, 
Geneva, Dépôt de la Fondation 
Lucien Baszanger, Genève, 
1967 (inv. no. BASZ 0005)

Plate 8.6 Willem Claesz Heda (1594–1680), Breakfast Still Life, 
dated 1638. Oil on canvas, height 118.4cm, width 97.5cm. 
Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg, Inv.: 5504
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directly with the personal use of the early Ming emperors.20 
However, the reality may be very different, and perhaps 
blue-and-white, while ordered for court use, was not actually 
used by the emperor personally at all, and was instead used 
for palace decoration and distribution to princes, high-
ranking palace eunuchs and loyal ministers. To support this 
idea, I offer three observations: the first on reign marks; the 
second on the absence of blue-and-white in direct 
association with the emperor; and the third, visual evidence 
of the actual use of blue-and-white in the early Ming.

The first observation is about marks. A legible clerical 
script was used in the Yongle and Xuande eras between 1403 
and 1435 to mark textiles, bronzes, cloisonné and lacquer 
wares. An impressive embroidered tangka, measuring over 
three metres in height and more than two metres in width, 
with a Yongle presentation mark, depicting Rakta Yamari 
and his consort trampling on the Lord of Death, was kept in 
the Jokhang (ཇ་ོཁང།) Monastery, Lhasa.21 Bronze ritual objects 

From Samarqand to Vietnam, imitations in local 
materials are indications of the status of these blue-and-
white materials in non-Chinese court contexts. A Timurid 
example in the Ulugh Beg Observatory Museum in 
Samarqand precisely copies Yongle era designs derived from 
small-format fan or album leaf paintings of a bird on a 
flowering branch.18 Copies made in Vietnam between 1430 
and 1480 can be even closer to the Ming originals, as 
demonstrated by the close comparison between a 
Vietnamese bowl decorated with a blue-and-white dragon 
and made in the Red River delta kilns, now in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Chinese Xuande 
original on which it is based, an example of which is in the 
British Museum.19

Given the high status of early Ming blue-and-white 
porcelain in 15th-century Europe, the Middle East and 
Southeast Asia, what was the situation in China itself? In 
popular discourse blue-and-white has been associated 

Plate 8.7 A courtly scene in a garden 
(detail), left folio of a double-page 
frontispiece (recto) illustration from the 
Shahnama (Book of Kings) of Abu’l-
Qasim Manur Firdawsi (c. 934–c. 1020),  
c. 1444. Shiraz, Iran. Opaque 
watercolour, gold and silver on paper, 
height 32.7cm, width 22cm. Cleveland 
Museum of Art, 1956.10

Plate 8.8 Blue-and-white porcelain 
cup, yashou bei 壓手杯. Yongle 
mark and period, 1403–24, 
Jingdezhen. Height 4.9cm, 
diameter 9.2cm. The Palace 
Museum, Beijing
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what about the vessels used in the emperor’s own dining 
practices? Here it will be suggested that blue-and-white was 
used for palace ornament, palace entertainment and palace 
gifts, but that the emperor himself did not use it at all. 
Although the material evidence is slim, it does tend to 
support this argument.

One Ming court painting shows a wonderful banquet for 
one (Pl. 8.9), prepared for the emperor, who is depicted 
pitching arrows into a golden pot while he is watched by his 
personal palace attendants. They hold red lacquer trays 
filled with snacks, and gold decanters to pour wine into a 
gold cup. This scene appears towards the end of a scroll that 
has already depicted the emperor playing and watching 
archery, polo and a form of mini-golf. After these exertions 
he needed a hearty meal. The table is set with 14 golden food 
dishes piled high, and in front of these dishes are four gold 
bowls, perhaps containing other delicacies or soups. There is 
just one pair of gold chopsticks, of the kind excavated from 
the tomb of Prince Zhuang of Liang 梁莊王 (1411–41) and his 
wife Lady Wei 魏 (d. 1451), but there is no blue-and-white 
porcelain visible.31

The nearby drinks table (Pl. 8.10) has three jars for wine 
on red lacquer stands, a covered mixing bowl, a wine bottle, 
cup and decanter. These are decorated with designs of 
dragons among clouds, but they are all made of gold. The 
detailing is very specific. The lacquer table is inlaid with a 
multi-colour stone top in the same style as the four tables 
buried in Prince Huang of Lu’s 魯荒王 (1370–89) tomb in 
Shandong.32 The texture of the curtains, the leaves of the 
trees and the ground are all carefully depicted, and the very 
blue pigment needed to represent blue-and-white is used as a 
border in the stone screen behind the vessels. Yet there are 
no blue-and-white porcelains here. The gold vessel forms 
that are shown on the lacquer table are all familiar to us 

such as demon-quelling staffs (khaṭvāṅga) were sometimes 
marked in a four-character Yongle seal script.22 Bronze 
sculptures were marked either with the character ‘to present’ 
(shi 施) or the character meaning ‘made’ (zhi 製).23 These 
marks were frequently copied.24 No Yongle marked cloisonné 
pieces survive but there are several examples with Xuande 
marks.25 Lacquer pieces marked with both types of inscription 
were presented by the imperial court to other courts both 
within China and abroad. For example, a gift from the Ming 
court to the Ashikaga shoguns of Japan is recorded in the 
well-known inventory of 1403, which lists 58 items that were 
diplomatic gifts, including carved red lacquer.26

Very few genuine examples of underglaze blue Yongle 
marks survive. There are three blue-and-white cups in the 
Palace Museum, Beijing, known as yashou bei 壓手杯 (Pl. 
8.8).27 There are a few others of this type worldwide, but 
they are very rare. What is surprising is that their four-
character Yongle marks are written in a clerical script. All 
other marked porcelains of this period are marked with an 
archaic seal script mark, the form of which connects the 
Yongle emperor with China’s ancient past, perhaps helping 
to legitimise his position as ruler. This disparity probably 
means that blue-and-white porcelain was considered less 
important than the copper-reds and ‘sweet white’ wares, 
which use an archaic seal script for their date mark.28 Marks 
on porcelain are, of course, introduced in the Yongle reign.29 
There are no genuine reign marks of the Ming founder, the 
Hongwu emperor. It is typical of the Yongle emperor’s desire 
to legitimise his position and proclaim his authority that he 
should have begun a tradition that would last until the end of 
the imperial era.

A second observation relates to the emperors’ personal 
use of blue-and-white in the early 1400s.We know the 
copper-red and pure white vessels were used for rituals,30 but 

Plate 8.9 Anonymous, Amusements in the Xuande Emperor’s 
Palace (Zhu Zhanji xingle tu 朱瞻基行樂圖), detail showing food 
table. Xuande period, 1426–35, or Chenghua period, 1465–87. 
Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, image height 36.6cm, length 
687cm, with mount, height 38.5cm, length 1044cm. The Palace 
Museum, Beijing

Plate 8.10 Anonymous, Amusements in the Xuande Emperor’s 
Palace (Zhu Zhanji xingle tu 朱瞻基行樂圖), detail showing drink 
table. Xuande period, 1426–35, or Chenghua period, 1465–87. 
Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, image height 36.6cm, length 
687cm; with mount, height 38.5cm, length 1044cm. The Palace 
Museum, Beijing
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If we go back to the imperial court, a detail from the 
scroll painting of Amusements in the Four Seasons shows the 
emperor watching a group of eunuchs gathering lotus 
flowers from a boat in a palace lake, with refreshments of 
wine and food kept ready behind a screen (Pl. 8.12). Again, 
all of the vessels used to hold the wine and food are gold; 
there is no blue-and-white. Gold wine jars are shown and a 
large serving dish filled with peaches is either white ware or 
more probably gold, but it is certainly not blue-and-white 
porcelain, even though these shapes existed in that material. 
The dish covers shown in this detail are a reminder of the 
imperfect impression that we have from the materials that 
have been handed down to us. Although the early Ming 
gives us more information than earlier eras, we are still 
without so much of the organic and fragile material which 
would provide a more complete picture.

The third observation offered here relates to how 
blue-and-white porcelain was used. It is not the case that the 
emperors did not have blue-and-white in the palace – quite 
the reverse. However, it is here proposed that they neither 
drank nor ate from blue-and-white, but instead ordered it for 
their vast households and for enormous banquets they held. 
Reading descriptions of the tribute missions or the 
orchestrated rituals,38 one is overwhelmed by a sense of the 
sheer number of people who would have needed official 
hospitality. This then makes sense when we read about the 
vast orders completed by the kilns in Jingdezhen.

From details in these imperial amusement paintings, we 
can see blue-and-white porcelain being used for garden 
furnishings such as barrel seats and flower pots (Pl. 8.13). 
Blue-and-white flower pots of the early Ming have been 
excavated (Pl. 8.14); they must have been used to decorate 
the palace in the same way as Jun ware flower pots.39 
Blue-and-white porcelain overall played an important role 
in decorating the new palace in Beijing, both in its interiors 
and its gardens. Dozens of large tanks for rearing fish and 
water plants would have been positioned inside and outside 
in the Forbidden City, although few survive today.40 Even 
the smallest palace environment had blue-and-white, 
including tiny bird feeders for water and hemp seeds or 
cricket cages.41

from blue-and-white wine vessels. In other words, the court 
artist had the skill to represent blue-and-white, and the 
vessels existed at the time. They are absent from this picture 
because they were not for the emperor’s own use and 
therefore not required on his personal drinks table.

This painting is not unique, and if we look at another 
three handscrolls depicting palace amusements we see the 
same situation. Drinking and eating vessels for the emperor’s 
own use are depicted in a detail showing palace women 
serving drinks (Pl. 8.11), but again the vessels shown are 
gold and not blue-and-white. The stem cup with cover and 
stand could have been painted in blue-and-white. Plenty of 
blue-and-white examples of this form survive. Two blue-and-
white stem cups were excavated at the tomb of Prince 
Zhuang of Liang, one with a dragon and one with a scene of 
court ladies.33 So we can see that blue-and-white porcelain is 
suitable for a princely court, but not for the emperor himself. 
In place of blue-and-white the emperor is served either with 
gold or perhaps even with a ‘sweet white’ glazed stem cup. 

Other blue-and-white vessels in the tomb of Prince 
Zhuang of Liang are not for the personal use of the prince 
but for storage, as is evidenced by four large blue-and-white 
jars.34 The other stem cups in the tomb were white wares 
with dragons, originally gilded, whose designs were free 
from glaze and so fired orangey-red.35 The jue 爵cups on the 
silver tray from the same tomb could well have been made in 
porcelain. Both white and blue-and-white versions exist in 
heirloom collections and have been excavated,36 but here 
higher status materials – silver and gold – are used instead.37 
Clearly, ritual vessels were governed by sumptuary laws. 

Plate 8.11 Detail of palace women serving drinks in gold vessels 
from Amusements in the Four Seasons (Siji shangwan tu 四季賞玩

圖), c. 1426–84, Beijing. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 
35cm, width 780cm. Private collection

Plate 8.12 Detail of vessels on the table with cover from 
Amusements in the Four Seasons (Siji shangwan tu 四季賞玩圖),  
c. 1426–84, Beijing. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 
35cm, width 780cm. Private collection
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Palace ceramics were colourful in the 1400s and many of 
the types represented in the paintings do not survive at all, 
although we know that the glazes could be achieved. A detail 
of the National Museum of China’s painting of the palace 
enjoying the lantern festival (Pl. 8.15) has a vivid scene of 
two boy eunuchs warming their hands over a coal-burning 
brazier. On either side of them are long tables with 
symmetrical arrangements of porcelain vases glazed in 
single colours – red, yellow, blue and green. They are 
catching the reflection of the flames in their glazes. Coloured 
vases are known from later periods but have not survived 

Of course, all this blue-and-white porcelain was 
produced under court orders. The designs on beautiful 
Yongle period vessels are entirely derived from small-format 
court paintings, perhaps for album leaves or fans. They are, 
it must be stressed, a new invention of the Yongle era. The 
clay body is made in a new way, as is the glaze, and the 
vessels are fired to new, higher temperatures, creating 
glossier glazes. The range of novel shapes in the early 1400s 
is extraordinary, many of them derived from the forms of 
Central Asian or Middle Eastern metalwork, glass and jade. 
Whether this new cosmopolitan style was a result of the 
international sea voyages or land tribute missions, or 
whether it was a response to objects left behind by the 
Mongol court which were then copied, is still uncertain. 
Many of these forms must have been purely decorative, even 
if the original on which they were based was not. 

Plate 8.13 Detail of blue-and-white flower pot 
from Amusements in the Four Seasons (Siji 
shangwan tu 四季賞玩圖), c. 1426–84, 
Beijing. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, 
height 35cm, width 780cm. Private collection

Plate 8.14 Blue-and-white porcelain flower pot excavated from Jingdezhen, Xuande period, 
1426–35. Height 12.4cm, diameter 24.4cm. Jingdezhen Institute of Ceramic Archaeology, 
Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province

Plate 8.15 Detail of the brazier and monochromes from Lantern 
Festival Celebrated in Emperor Xianzong (Chenghua)’s Palace 
(Xianzong yuanxiao xingle tu 憲宗元宵行樂圖), dated 1485, Beijing. 
Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 37cm, length 624cm. 
National Museum of China

Plate 8.16 Detail of pedlars from Lantern Festival Celebrated in 
Emperor Xianzong (Chenghua)’s Palace (Xianzong yuanxiao xingle tu 
憲宗元宵行樂圖), dated 1485, Beijing. Handscroll, ink and colours on 
silk, height 37cm, length 624cm. National Museum of China
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from this era in these shapes, although vessels with these 
glazes in other shapes are known.

The court aesthetic of Ming China in the early 15th 
century favoured overall patterns, exuberance and bright 
colours. We see this in the furnishings and fabrics for daily 
court use, not to mention the scarlet pillars and buttercup-
yellow roof tiles of the Forbidden City. Broken pots, 
excavated at Jingdezhen, all date to the Yongle era and 
demonstrate the range of colour combinations experimented 
with at that time.42 Many of the colour combinations that we 
associate with the 16th century were in fact already in use in 
the early 15th century. We also know from surviving pieces 
that these new colours – emerald green, coffee brown, sky 
blue – were made in the early Ming. Purple and sky-blue 
vessels in a range of table wares were made at Juntai in early 
Ming shapes, as well as flower pots of the same colours. It is 
the full range of shapes which has not survived, skewing our 
understanding of the material culture of the period. 

For the festivals, eunuchs dressed up as itinerant salesmen 
(Pl. 8.16) so that the imperial household could play at 
shopping. Ceramics and other collectables were brought in 
to the palace. These would have included items from other 
kilns, such as Longquan, which produced goods both for the 
court and for the local market in the 1400s,43 and their 
Jingdezhen copies.44 Very little that was new in the way of 
ceramic technology was invented after the Yongle era until 
we reach the 18th century. 

Finally, it is worth noting that we do see blue-and-white 
ceramics depicted in non-imperial contexts of the early 
Ming. In a scene of the scroll, Elegant Gathering in the Apricot 
Garden, of 1437 (see Pl. 11.1), male and female servants 
prepare wine and snacks for the three Yangs, who represent 

Plate 8.17 Detail of wine vessels in Elegant Gathering in the Apricot 
Garden (Xingyuan yaji tu 杏園雅集圖), dated 1437, Beijing. Handscroll, 
ink and colours on silk, height 37.5cm, width 240.7cm. Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, Purchase, the Dillon Fund Gift 1989 
(1989.141.3)

Plate 8.18 Detail of blue-and-white jar in Elegant Gathering in 
the Apricot Garden (Xingyuan yaji tu 杏園雅集圖), dated 1437, 
Beijing. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 37.5cm, 
width 240.7cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 
Purchase, the Dillon Fund Gift 1989 (1989.141.3)

Plate 8.19 Reliquary, Ming dynasty, c. 1436–50. Discovered in 1959 
in the basement of the stupa at Hongjue Temple, Niushoushan, 
Nanjing, Jiangsu province. Gilt bronze, height 32.7cm. Nanjing 
Museum
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pyramid and catches it without breaking it. Another man in 
this group, who is tattooed all over with blue dragons, 
prompts further thoughts about the exclusivity of that 
imperial emblem. At the Nanjing shipyards, some poor-
quality blue-and-white porcelain has been excavated (Pl. 
8.21) dating to the early 1400s,47 suggesting that low-quality 
blue-and-white wares fired at non-imperial kilns were 
available on the open market. High-quality products were 
tightly controlled by the court.

To conclude, in the 15th century outside China – in 
Europe, the Middle East and Southeast Asia – Ming 
blue-and-white porcelain was regarded as an extremely 
high-status commodity. In the 16th and 17th centuries it was 
still a luxury, if one of widespread reach. In China, the 
picture may well be very different, and perhaps blue-and-
white, while ordered for court use, was not actually used by 
the emperor personally and was instead utilised as a palace 
ornament or for items for broader court use. This attitude to 
ceramics once again connects the early Ming to the Yuan 
period.48 It may be that while in Europe blue-and-white 
porcelain was initially regarded literally as a gift fit for God, 
in China itself it was not regarded as being fit for use by the 
Son of Heaven.

Notes
1 Pierson 2013, 57–80 explores the idea of ‘Ming vases’ and their 

pricelessness.
2 Brook 2010, 219.
3 http://news.nationalpost.com/2014/07/24/chinese-billionaire-liu-

yiqian-sparks-outrage-by-drinking-out-of-500-year-old-chicken-
cup-worth-38m/.

4 Spriggs 1965.
5 Martin 2001.

the power behind the child Zhengtong emperor. They are 
served wine in white porcelain bowls, but use blue-and-white 
storage jars from which the wine is decanted (Pl. 8.17). On 
another table in the painting is a blue-and-white jar next to 
two cups on lacquer stands (Pl. 8.18). So this material does 
appear on the drinks tables of powerful bureaucrats.

In addition to pictorial evidence, at least one actual 
surviving example shows the relationship between blue-and-
white ceramics and a powerful (but non-imperial) individual 
close to the court. This gilt-bronze miniature dagoba, the 
Himalayan form of an Indian stupa, contains the reliquary 
in the centre (Pl. 8.19). The four blue-and-white porcelain 
jars around it are for storing fragrant herbs. Li Tong 李童  
(d. 1453), a court eunuch who served as Director of Imperial 
Accoutrements under the Xuande emperor, donated this 
reliquary, under his Buddhist name Li Fushan 李福善, to 
the Hongjuesi 宏覺寺 (Monastery of Vast Awakening) at 
Mount Niushou 牛首山 near Nanjing, as an act of perpetual 
offering.45 Li Tong was also the principal patron of the 
Fahaisi 法海寺 (Monastery of the Sea of the Law) in the 
western suburbs of Beijing.46 As head of the Department of 
Imperial Accoutrements, he was able to bring together the 
work of the finest imperial craftsmen working in clay, stone 
and metal.

Very few representations of ordinary people in the early 
15th century exist from China, and even fewer of the objects 
they owned. Ceramics do however appear in the Shuilu set of 
ritual paintings from Shanxi. An amusing example of this is 
an acrobatic act showing a strong man, a woman and a 
dwarf holding a porcelain vase (Pl. 8.20), part of an act (still 
being performed in 2011 in Shanghai) in which the small 
man tosses the vase into the air from the top of a human 

Plate 8.20 (left) Detail from Assembly of Artists and Scholars of Various Talents and 
Schools of Former Times (Wanggu jiuliu baijia zhu shi yishu zhong 往古九流百家諸士藝術

眾),  
c. 1459, Shanxi or Beijing. Hanging scroll, ink, colours and gold on silk, Image: height 
118cm, width 61.5cm; with mount: height 190cm, width 89cm. Shanxi Museum, from 
Baoningsi, Youyu county

Plate 8.21 (above) Blue-and-white porcelain bowl, early 15th century. Height 5.8cm, 
diameter 14.4cm. Nanjing Shipyard Museum
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Zhu Quan 朱權 (1378–1448) may have been a loser in early 
Ming politics but arguably won lasting renown through the 
role he played in musical transformations in the empire’s 
second century.1 Manipulated to support his elder brother 
Zhu Di’s 朱棣 (1360–1424) capture of the Ming throne, and 
dispatched in 1403 to live as a prince (wang 王) under court 
surveillance in peripheral Nanchang 南昌 in Jiangxi 
province, Zhu Quan could not act on centre stage in Ming 
culture and politics during the critical years of 1400–50. 
However, he exercised his princely power and resources to 
continue and change the performing arts of the period, 
shaping their subsequent developments and interpretations. 
He changed Ming musical history. 

Zhu Quan is now a seminal figure in Chinese cultural 
and musical history. Many scholars have examined his 
biography and legacy, and in particular, his treatises on 
early Ming drama and music.2 Few, however, have discussed 
how he actually received, developed and transmitted the 
performing arts of his time.3 Many questions remain to be 
answered. For example, what and how do his palace poetry 
(gongci 宮詞), dramatic scripts, theoretical treatises and qin 琴 
(seven-string zither) tablatures tell us about his artistic career 
and its historical significance?

Recently Yao Pinwen 姚品文, a leading Chinese scholar 
of Zhu Quan studies, has suggested that the prince engaged 
consciously in cultural construction and bequeathed a 
princely, if not imperial, legacy for posterity, transcending 
the political one that he was not destined to build.4 Yao’s 
suggestion is insightful and instructive, because it opens new 
possibilities for interpreting Zhu Quan’s creativity and 
significance in Ming cultural and musical history. 
Elaborating on Yao’s suggestion, this chapter argues that 
Zhu Quan strategically consumed and produced drama and 
music, not only as a creative and talented artist but also as an 
authoritarian and benevolent patron and disciplinarian. He 
effectively disciplined the performing arts of his time and 
shaped their subsequent developments. 

To develop this interpretation of Zhu Quan’s role in 
Chinese cultural and musical history, this chapter will 
examine his preserved works in the media of drama and 
music, identifying data on his consumption and production 
of early Ming performing arts, and demonstrating how he 
authentically continued with what his predecessors and 
contemporaries had established, and creatively transformed 
what he had appropriated into his personal statements. This 
is why and how he managed to bequeath to posterity a 
legacy that is artistically, biographically, culturally and 
historically representative and significant. 

A precocious and productive prince
Born in 1378 as the 17th son of the Ming founder Zhu 
Yuanzhang 朱元璋 (1328–98), and dying in 1448, Zhu 
Quan lived a long and productive life.5 Allegedly, he wrote, 
compiled or published more than a hundred works 
addressing a variety of topics in astronomy, Confucianism, 
Daoist liturgy, medicine, military crafts and the 
performing arts of literature, music and theatre. The 
majority of the prince’s writings are now lost; much was 
allegedly destroyed during the imperial court’s suppression 
of the 1519 rebellion that Zhu Chenhao 朱宸濠 (1479–1521), 
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Artistic and imperial upbringing
This strategic consumption was possible because he grew up 
as an artistic and scholarly man. Nurtured by an imperial 
father and educated by erudite teachers, he diligently and 
practically learned the craft of rulership. Having regularly 
participated in court, military and ritual exercises, the 
prince insightfully grasped artistic, intellectual and practical 
facets of civil and military arts. By the time he was 
dispatched, in 1393 at the age of 16, to preside at his assigned 
princedom in Daning 大寧, in present-day Inner Mongolia, 
Zhu Quan operated as a young, versatile and well-informed 
prince-general-artist-scholar. Supporting his overseeing of 
the princedom and furthering his artistic and intellectual 
education and pursuits was a critical group of scholar-
officials, palace entertainers, servants and maids, in addition 
to recruited commoner artists and craftsmen. 

That Zhu Quan grew up amid music is attested by his 
palace poems, or gongci. Around the year 1408, Zhu wrote a 
series of palace poems reflecting his experiences with music 
performed inside the palace. Poem 2 reports that orchestral 
music floated over palace halls and pavilions, and Poem 67 
notes how processional music accompanied movements of 
imperial dignitaries.11 Poem 4 notices how qin performers 
(Pl. 9.1) practised elegant music inside moonlit palace 
venues, while Poem 10 chronicles young palace maids 
learning to sing ‘Picking Lotus’ and other womanly songs. In 
a number of palace poems, Zhu Quan alludes to individual 
palace women playing the flute or pipa to enhance musically 
their feminine charm or lament their loneliness. 

The genre of gongci is distinctive within Chinese poetry for 
highlighting imperial men’s impressions of palace women’s 
lives and sentiments. As a result, gongci ignores many other 
types of palace musical performances. For example, Zhu 
Quan’s palace poems do not allude to musical performances 

Prince of Ning 寧王 and Zhu Quan’s great-grandson, 
launched from Nanchang.6 Judging from surviving works 
and the known titles of destroyed treatises, however, Zhu 
Quan wrote or finalised most of his writings after arriving 
at Nanchang in 1403 at the age of 26. Living an artistic and 
princely life there for 45 years, he produced a great deal; he 
obviously had all kinds of help from his artistic-cultural 
partners and servants. 

As precocious as Zhu Quan was, he would hardly have 
figured as a mature producer and consumer of drama and 
music before his arrival in Nanchang. As a young and 
ambitious prince actively involved in military and political 
affairs around the struggles for the Ming throne, he would not 
have had the erudition and time required to comprehensively 
and effectively develop his artistic and scholarly enterprise. As 
described by Yao Pinwen, Zhu Quan’s Tong jian bolun 通鋻博論 
(A General Discussion of Dynastic Histories) and Han Tang mishi  
漢唐秘史 (A Secret History of the Han and Tang Dynasties) are 
more educational and historical exercises than original and 
substantive treatises.7 And as his reconstructed bibliography 
shows, more than half of his writings address Daoist topics. 
Only after 1403 did he become an active Daoist. 

Among Zhu Quan’s preserved works, three are now 
studied as historically significant works of Chinese drama, 
literature and music; these are the Taihe zhengyinpu 太和正音譜 
(A Formulary of Correct Tones for a Period of Great Harmony, 1407),8 
the Shenqi mipu 神奇秘譜 (A Treasured Score of Celestial and 
Distinctive Qin Compositions, 1425)9 and a series of over 70 
palace poems (c. 1408).10 Comprehensive and sophisticated in 
content and scope, these writings illustrate early Ming 
performing arts and artistic living with a degree of detail 
that few other contemporary documents provide, rendering 
it clear that Zhu Quan produced and consumed drama and 
music expressively and strategically. 

Plate 9.1 Wine jar showing a man playing a 
qin, Ming dynasty, 1436–49 (Zhengtong 
reign), Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province. 
Porcelain with underglaze cobalt-blue 
decoration, height 35.6cm, diameter 
39.4cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London, 6840-1860
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performance practices, and dramatic forms and styles to 
produce credible and meaningful shows that are, by 
21st-century criteria, more ideological than entertaining.20 
Zhu Quan is not a celebrated popular dramatist in the 
history of Chinese drama and theatre. As the script of Zhuo 
Wenjun siben Xiangru 卓文君私奔相如 (Zhuo Wenjun Elopes with 
Sima Xiangru) shows, Zhu creatively twisted a popular and 
subversive story about romantic elopement into a morality 
play on gendered ideals and virtues.21 It lectures on 
masculine ambition and feminine submission at the expense 
of the dramatic and romantic excitement that eloping 
characters might be expected to evoke. 

Zhu Quan portrayed Sima Xiangru (c. 179–117 bce), the 
male protagonist in the play, as an ambitious and proud young 
man travelling with books and a sword to pursue riches and 
fame. Aside from his erudition and ambition, he has little that 
would physically or socially attract women. He pales against 
handsome, smart and passionate characters, such as Scholar 
Zhang Junrui 張君瑞 in the drama Xixiang ji 西廂記 (Romance 
of the Western Chamber). Similarly, Zhu Quan’s characterisation 
of Zhuo Wenjun, the female protagonist of his play, shows her 
as more wifely than charming. As scripted, she is desirable 
and virtuous principally because she will not forget her duty to 
serve her man – like a dutiful wife, she drives the carriage in 
which she and Sima Xiangru elope. This dutiful Zhuo 
Wenjun hardly flirts like Chen Miaochang 陳妙常, the 
accidental nun in Yuzanji 玉簪記 (Jade Hairpin) who seduces 
her man by playing qin music with him. The contrast between 
Zhu Quan’s play and other earlier or later Ming dramas 
attests to the prince’s prioritising of moralistic concerns over 
dramatic entertainment. For Zhu Quan, theatre was less an 
entertainment than a means of personal and communal 
cultivation and expression, an ideal and function that 
orthodox Ming China appeared to have some success in 
implementing throughout the second century of the empire.22

Systematising theatre and arias
To make theatre an expressive and social tool, Zhu Quan 
gave it discipline by regulating the composition and 
performance of its dramatic arias. Around 1407, Zhu Quan 
compiled his Taihe zhengyinpu as an ideological account of 
contemporary theatre and as a pioneering and practical 
formulary on linguistic and structural attributes of 353 fixed 
tunes for northern arias (beiqu qupai 北曲曲牌). With a 
mixture of materials taken from earlier writers and insights 
derived from his own experiences and theories, the 
document shows how the prince continued and developed 
early Ming theatre and aria composition. 

As it is now preserved and known, Taihe zhengyinpu 
includes a preface and a miscellany of seven lists or reports. 
The preface is a concise exposition of the prince’s didactic 
promotion of drama as a means of governance and cultural 
cultivation, an aesthetic learned from his father. The 
remaining texts present a mixture of pre-existing materials 
and original arguments. They include a list of 15 styles of 
dramas and arias ( yuefuti 樂府體); a list of nine literary 
structures (duishi 對式); a list of names for 187 Yuan and 17 
Ming dramatists and criticisms on their works; a 
classification of drama into 12 types; a register of 535 titles of 
northern drama (zaju 雜劇), 471 of which were authored by 

of state sacrifices and state banquets held inside court and 
ritual sites, nor to the theatrical shows presented inside 
private mansions or wine parlors ( jiulou 酒樓) and other 
public entertainment institutions of the capital. 

As reported by official Ming documents such as the Ming 
shi 明史 (History of the Ming) and the Da Ming huidian 大明會典 
(Collected Statutes of the Great Ming), the imperial Ming court 
enjoyed many musical performances by trained court 
musicians.12 Zhu Yuanzhang promoted drama and music as 
a tool of governance and self-cultivation.13 He instituted 
three court offices to handle ritual and entertainment 
music:14 the Shenyueguan 神樂觀 (Imperial Music Office), 
the Jiaofangsi 教坊司 (Office of Entertainment Music) and 
the Zhonggusi 鐘鼓司 (Music Office of the Inner Court). Zhu 
Yuanzhang promoted not only Confucian yayue 雅樂 
(‘civilised music’) but also current and vernacular operas, the 
exhortative functions of which he fully grasped and actively 
manipulated. Thus he had the Pipaji 琵琶記 (The Lute) 
regularly performed, promoting this drama about filial piety 
and other social virtues as a luxury necessary for elite and 
moral living.15 To ensure his princes enjoyed and learned 
from performances of moral theatre, he dispatched them to 
their princedoms with copies of some 1,700 dramatic 
scripts.16 To provide for official music performances within 
princedoms, he had them institute music offices with fixed 
numbers of performers: 36 musicians would perform at 
sacrificial rituals and 27 at formal banquets and other 
secular functions. In addition, each princedom would have 
two eunuch music officers whose job was to oversee musical 
entertainments inside princely palaces.17 Early Ming 
regulations on music at the princedoms were official but 
idealistic. Entertainment and the musical needs of a princely 
household obviously demanded much more activity than 
that which two eunuch music officers could provide or 
oversee. Throughout the Ming dynasty, princely palaces 
self-indulgently, and even forcefully, recruited more local 
musicians than were officially allowed.18 In other words, the 
dramatic-musical world of Ming China that Zhu Quan or 
any other Ming prince experienced was much more complex 
and expansive than the selective picture painted by his 
palace poetry.19

Moral plays and accurate lyrics
This princely musical experience nurtured Zhu Quan’s 
personal creativity and strategic use of musical theatre to 
assert his artistic, Daoist and moralist self. He is known to 
have produced at least 14 dramas; two have been preserved, 
demonstrating how he continued the creative practices of 
Chinese theatre and implemented his father’s teaching on 
using the medium as an artistic and didactic tool of 
governance. Like other traditional Chinese dramatists, Zhu 
Quan scripted new dramas based on culturally familiar 
stories and popular characters. He wrote new aria lyrics 
according to pre-existing tunes (qupai 曲牌), aligning 
musical and textual structures such as melodic and linguistic 
tones, number of phrases, phrase lengths, and rhyme and 
cadence schemes. His new lyrics were sung with known, if 
not old, melodies.

Zhu Quan was a conservative and didactic dramatist. He 
employed standard theatrical vocabulary, stage and 
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Early Ming China needed such categories and rules 
because it experienced drastic and rapid changes in 
language, drama and other expressive and regional 
practices. Since Jin and Yuan times, many northern Chinese 
had migrated to the south, singing northern arias (beiqu 北曲) 
in their newly adopted homes. Socially and politically 
valorised as a genre of sophisticated and superior 
performing arts, northern arias flourished in the south and 
were sung by both northerners and southerners. Those who 
were neither native nor experienced speakers of northern 
Chinese dialects needed help to compose and perform 
northern arias. It is this need that prompted the writing and 
publication of tutorials and theoretical guides on composing 
and performing theatrical arias, such as Zhou Deqing’s 周德清 
Zhongyuan yinyun 中原音韵 (Phonology of the Central Plains), 
compiled around 1324.24 A dictionary of 5,866 words divided 
into 19 groups of rhymes, Zhou’s reference work prescribes 
how the words can be used in beiqu compositions and 
performances. However, it presents few concrete examples of 
how the words can be composed and performed to fit qupai 
structures. 

The task of producing a comprehensive and practical 
formulary on the fixed northern aria tunes fell to Zhu Quan 
– or rather he was the first to grasp the need for such a 
reference work. The task and the materials needed to 
complete the task, however, were beyond the scope of any 
one person to manage single-handedly. Linguistic words and 
tones are communal properties and codes that no individual 
could create by themselves. Being a politically marginalised, 
ideologically driven, scholarly and artistically gifted prince, 
Zhu Quan became the historical player who had the ability 
and resources to tackle the task. As a princely and musical 
scholar, he was able to collect and organise the linguistic-
oral-aural data needed to produce an instructive and 
meaningful formulary. 

His collection, selection and classification of northern 
aria fixed tunes according to scale-modes, and his 
annotation of the linguistic attributes of words in the lyrics of 

known Yuan dramatists; a listing of 110 works by nameless 
librettists, and 41 by male and professional entertainers 
(chang fu 娼夫); biographical notes on 36 master singers who 
performed as elite artists and not as commercial 
entertainers, and whose performance Zhu had witnessed; a 
musical-theoretical discussion of the five classes of relative 
pitches, the twelve standard pitches and eleven musical 
mode-scales; and a series of prescriptions on singing 
practices. 

Much of the information discussed in the seven texts or 
reports is taken from pre-existing sources, which scholars 
have now identified as Zhong Sicheng’s 鍾嗣成 (fl. 1320s) 
Luguipu 錄鬼譜 (A Registry of Deceased Masters) and Zhi An’s  
芝庵 Changlun 唱論 (A Discussion on Singing Practices; prior to 
1341). Some traditional arguments preserved in Taihe 
zhengyinpu are idiosyncratically adjusted by Zhu Quan to 
underscore the use of drama and theatrical performance as 
a means of governance and self-cultivation. For example, 
arguments that valorise honourable commoner performers 
(liang jia 良家), at the expense of Buddhists and professional 
and commoner entertainers, expose the prince’s 
authoritative and opinionated personality. 

Zhu Quan compiled Taihe zhengyinpu to transform 
ideologically dramatic theories and practices of his time; as 
such, it attests to the prince’s historical agency and creative 
context. Born and raised in Nanjing in the south, the prince 
had spent his late boyhood and early manhood travelling 
and fighting many battles in northern China. He thus had 
the opportunities to become knowledgeable about the 
language of both northern and southern dialects. Being a 
sensitive dramatist and musical performer, he realised how 
effective composition and performance of dramatic lyrics 
depended on the correct matching of tune and melodic 
structures with the linguistic tones of spoken or sung words 
in the lyrics. Exercising his creative and systematising urges, 
he developed categories and rules to help composers, 
performers and audience to engage expressively with 
theatrical singing of arias.23 

Plate 9.2 Zhu Quan 朱權 (c. 1378–1448), 
Wondrous and Secret Notation (Shenqi 
mipu 神奇秘譜), reprint of the 1425 
Hongxi edition (Beijing, 1956). Pages 
showing the preface for Qiuhong
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such, it raises many questions as to how and why Zhu Quan 
notated and explained qin music, and how he compiled a 
verifiable record of the creation and transmission of the qin 
music repertory, theory and performance practices from 
Tang and Song times, which has remained historically 
influential through the Ming and down to the present. As it 
is now known, Shenqi mipu is a mature document, with 
practically all the standard features displayed by qin 
anthologies subsequently published in Ming and Qing 
China. These include, for example, comprehensive tablature 
signs, declarative and explanatory prefaces, modally 
classified repertories, critical annotations and 
programmatically suggestive titles and subtitles for 
individual works. It is unlikely that Zhu Quan created this 
comprehensive system of notational and explanatory 
features by himself. In fact, he clearly acknowledged the 
source of his system, and the tablature scores of his 
anthology affirm his statement. In his preface to the 
anthology, the prince revealed that he had collected Song 
and earlier qin scores, practised and edited them, a fact 
demonstrated by notational inconsistencies found in the 
anthology.27

As it is now preserved, the Shenqi mipu divides into three 
fascicles of 61 compositions. The first fascicle preserves 15 
compositions in six distinctive scale-modes from Tang, Song 
or earlier times; the second fascicle includes 26 
contemporary or recent works in five distinctive scale-
modes; and the third fascicle holds 20 works in five modes. 
One composition in the last group, namely Qiuhong 秋鴻 
(Autumn Geese), is often discussed as an original composition 
by the prince (Pls 9.2–9.3).28 Many of the qin compositions 
preserved in Shenqi mipu were and still are traditional 
favourites. Their names include, for example, Meihua sannong 
梅花三弄 (Three Variations of Plum Blossom), Liushui 流水 
(Flowing Water) and Xiaoxiang shuiyun 瀟湘水雲 (Water and Mist 
of the Rivers Xiao and Xiang). 

Zhu Quan prepared his anthology to preserve a tradition 
that he deemed authentic and representative of civilisation in 

353 arias, were Herculean tasks, particularly for the first 
time. If Zhu Quan finalised Taihe zhengyinpu around 1407, 
when he was barely 30 years old and had been settled in 
Nanchang for only four short years, then this shows the 
diligence of his application to the task at this time. It is most 
likely that he had or summoned substantive help from 
compilation partners in his princedom. 

Such help neither diminishes Zhu Quan’s achievement 
and contribution to Chinese drama nor negates his seminal 
role as an artist and theorist-teacher in the history of 
northern aria composition and performance. As a matter of 
fact, acceptance of the existence of this help promotes a 
more realistic understanding of how the prince achieved his 
legacy in Chinese drama and performance. Historically 
speaking, Taihe zhengyinpu has been most influential; it was 
and still is consulted by all concerned with northern drama 
composition and performance. 

Continuing and developing qin music
Like Taihe zhengyinpu, Zhu Quan’s Shenqi mipu of 1425 also 
attests to his role as a legacy-building and rule-formulating 
consumer and producer of performing arts. At present, this 
work remains the earliest extant, comprehensive and 
decipherable notated source of Chinese qin music.25 As such, 
it establishes the prince’s unique contribution to the genre’s 
historical continuity and change since early Ming China. By 
the Southern Song and Yuan period (1127–1368) in China, 
qin music had become an elite and male performing art, and 
contemporaneous practitioners had developed their own 
aesthetics and composition-performance styles, producing 
exclusive compilations of their notated music. Unfortunately, 
no such notated sources from the Southern Song or earlier 
times have been preserved today. Only the titles of 
prominent works, such as Zixia dongpu 紫霞洞譜 (Qin Music 
Anthology of the Purple Cloud Cave), have been referenced in 
many historical documents.26

As an informative and unique document, Shenqi mipu 
occupies a seminal place in Chinese musical history. As 

Plate 9.3 Zhu Quan 朱權, (c. 1378–
1448), Wondrous and Secret Notation 
(Shenqi mipu 神奇秘譜), reprint of the 
1425 Hongxi edition (Beijing, 1956). 
Pages showing notation for Qiuhong
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known to have made qin instruments himself. Practical and 
meticulous knowledge about qin instruments is what anchors 
and authenticates both his theories and his notated music. 
Currently two historical and extant Ming qin are considered 
as authentic instruments made by the prince. One is the 
renowned Feibao lianzhu 飛瀑連珠 (‘Drops of Water Flying 
Down from the Fall like Linked Pearls’) (Pl. 9.4); it is now 
owned by Gu Zechang 顧澤長 (b. 1941), a retired qin master 
and professor of Shenyang Conservatory of Music.30 He 
inherited the instrument from his great-grandfather, Gu 
Xiaogeng 顧少庚, who acquired it in the late 1880s from a 
Mr Lu Changsen 陸長森 of Changsha. 

Lu purchased the qin, which was previously owned by a 
Li Zhuo 李拙 of Xiangping 襄平 in present-day Liaoning 
province, in 1864. As Li reported, he discovered the 
instrument among a pile of dusty old things. Knocking on 
the wood of the instrument, he heard its resonant sounds, 
and then identified a text inscribed inside its body. This 
declares the instrument to be a ‘qin of central harmony, 
personally crafted by the Yun’an Daoist, of the Ming 
imperial clan (Huang Ming zongshi yun’an daoren qinzuo 
zhongheqin 皇明宗室雲庵道人亲造中和琴). Superbly built, 
the instrument measures 118cm long and features a shoulder 
width of 19.9cm. It still sounds resonant and sweet, a sonic 
confirmation of Zhu Quan’s ideological and sophisticated 
production and consumption of qin music and musical 
instruments.31 

Concluding remarks
Reviewing Zhu Quan’s ideology for and systematisation of 
Chinese drama and music, one might ask how personal 
biography, official institutions and the forces of Ming culture 
and history interactively or singularly defined his distinctive 
and influential legacy. There is no doubt that a critical force 
came from those early Ming social-political struggles which 
robbed him of opportunities to implement his political 
ambitions, generating his tragic life, and transforming him 
into an impressive cultural-musical consumer and producer. 
Another critical force is the fortuitous convergence of his 

China. In his preface for the document, he provided a brief 
history of the genre and explained his motives for producing 
the anthology, which can be briefly summarised here.29 He 
argues that ancient sages had instituted music by fixing the 
five tones and performing them on seven-stringed qin zithers, 
musical instruments that embodied heavenly and earthly 
forces, producing music that helped gentlemen cultivate their 
benevolent hearts. In the centuries immediately preceding 
the Ming, Buddhists and other undesirable people had 
abused the music, and thus only a limited number of 
compositions were authentically practised in early Ming. To 
remedy the situation, Zhu Quan chose to preserve authentic 
compositions, namely either those he had personally learned, 
practised and edited or those his five assistants had learned 
and collected from different qin masters. The notated music 
in the Shenqi mipu was distinctive because it not only 
expressed the prince’s heart and mind but also demonstrated 
how individual master musicians performed their own 
melodies and rhythms. In order to anthologise accurately qin 
music for posterity, the prince spent 12 years performing and 
correcting every detail of the collected works. The anthology, 
he claims, should be treasured by all who aspire to revive 
ancient and authentic music. 

Zhu Quan’s qin manifesto is historically representative of 
those artistic, elitist, idealist, moralist and scholarly qin 
connoisseurs of Ming and Qing China. What the prince 
declared is musically substantiated by his notated music: 
when deciphered and performed, they make celestially 
intriguing melodies and rhythms. Since the 1950s, when 
20th-century qin masters realised the historical importance 
of Shenqi mipu and began to transcribe and then perform its 
notated music, the subtly contrasting styles and 
individualistic features in the historically different 
repertories preserved in the anthology have become more 
and more obvious. Zhu Quan’s claim to historical 
authenticity and musical sophistication is winning more and 
more admirers. 

Zhu Quan won and is still winning because his qin 
aesthetics and practices are organic and coherent. He is 

Plate 9.4 Gu Yongxiang playing Feibao 
lianzhu 飛瀑連珠 (Drops of Water 
Flying Down from the Fall like Linked 
Pearls)
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princely power and command of available resources with his 
artistic talents and personal ambitions to make a difference 
for the Ming empire and its people. 

Many Ming princes stamped their personal marks on 
Ming history. Besides Zhu Quan, however, only two other 
princes achieved comparable historical status and 
bequeathed to posterity towering legacies in drama and 
music. The first is Zhu Youdun 朱有燉 (1379–1439), who 
authored a critically acclaimed and preserved repertory of 
northern dramas.32 The second is Zhu Zaiyu 朱載堉 
(1536–1611), who authored a collection of books on musical 
history and theories, collectively known as the Yuelü quanshu 
樂律全書 (Complete Collection of Zhu Zaiyu’s Musical Treatises); it 
includes what is arguably the earliest thesis on equal tuning 
and temperament in world music.33

All three Ming princes benefited from their privileged 
positions, which provided them with the training, resources 
and human assistance that allowed them to produce and 
consume Ming performing arts the way they did. Only Zhu 
Quan, however, had the ambition to discipline composition 
and performance of dramatic arias and qin music, and 
produced effective prescriptions and notations for their 
practices that are still consulted by 21st-century composers 
and performers. By comparison with the other two, Zhu 
Quan’s legacy is the most systematising, and its influence on 
Ming, Qing and contemporary Chinese music is most clear 
and verifiable. Even if Zhu Quan’s disciplining of Ming 
drama and qin music was more theoretical and princely than 
practical and nationwide, he posthumously shapes their 
historical interpretations and narratives. Ming musical 
history cannot be told without reference to Zhu Quan and 
his legacy.

Notes
1 For a concise description of Zhu Quan’s biography and extant 

writings, see DMB, 305–7. 
2 CNKI China National Knowledge Infrastructure (www.cnki.net), 

a website of Chinese academic research and current publications, 
for example, lists 350 items comprising journal articles, MA and 
Ph.D theses under the heading of ‘Zhu Quan’.
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On 29 January 1443, one year before his death, Yang Shiqi 
楊士奇 (1365–1444), the leading grand secretary at the Ming 
imperial court, wrote a preface for his completed Record of 
Imperial Pronouncements of Three Reigns (Sanchao shengyu lu 三朝
聖諭錄).1 He cited his old age – he was 78 sui (77 years of age) 
– and he referred to his decades of service to the throne. He 
was, he explained, one of the first to answer the call in 1402 
to serve the Yongle 永樂 emperor (r. 1403–24) upon his 
accession, ‘correcting the great succession’ (zheng datong 正大統) 
after usurping the throne from his nephew, the Jianwen 建文 
emperor (r. 1399–1402). In his preface, Yang posed a 
rhetorical questioning of his own compilation: should the 
secrets of the court be preserved in a private work?

The question indicates Yang’s recognition that this kind 
of record, an account of things that emperors had said to 
him, was not the norm, and that he had done something new 
in his day. ‘In reply’, he explained, ‘I say that my fear is that 
the bountiful splendour of my sovereigns might vanish. Why 
should I have other concerns?’ And he argued that there 
were precedents for this kind of work, harking back to the 
11th-century Song dynasty statesmen Ouyang Xiu 歐陽修 
(1007–72) and Sima Guang 司馬光 (1019–86), who had 
produced similar works: Ouyang’s Record of Memorials on 
Affairs (Zoushi lu 奏事錄), and the Debates on [the Prince of] Pu 
(Pu yi 濮議) and Sima Guang’s Records by Hand (Shoulu 手錄). 
These accounts, claimed Yang, had ‘recorded the 
interactions between ruler and ministers at that time, 
comprehensively and in detail, such that they reflect an era 
of a brilliant and capable match between them’. Such 
compilations, then, created a moral mirror for reflection on 
the personal dynamics that make effective governance 
possible and explain the virtue of his own compilation. ‘And 
so in what I have recorded, there is sagely virtue, there is 
sagely admonition, and there is special favour. I only fear 
that I have not recorded the details. Why should I have other 
concerns?’ 

Official records of the pronouncements of these emperors 
had already been compiled. The Ming Veritable Records (Ming 
shilu 明實錄), a large bureaucratic aggregate account of 
edicts, memorials and events, had been compiled for the 
Yongle and Hongxi emperors in February of 1430, under the 
supervision of Yang Shiqi and others. The Veritable Record of 
the Xuande emperor was compiled in May of 1438, also 
under Yang. These records were for consultation only by the 
emperor and the top officials of the bureaucracy, the grand 
secretaries and Hanlin officials, and these materials did not 
circulate further. One set were stored in a special stone 
chamber built for this purpose, while another was kept in the 
library of the Grand Secretariat (Neige 内閣).2 

Along with the Veritable Records, for each emperor the court 
produced a collection of Precious Admonitions (baoxun 寳訓), 
composed of pronouncements of the ruler on important 
subjects of significant political or philosophical import. The 
term Precious Admonitions can be traced back to ancient times, 
but in the early Ming, the inspiration to compile this record 
was the iconic Governing Essentials of the Zhenguan Reign 
(Zhenguan zhengyao, 貞觀政要) of Tang Taizong 唐太宗  
(r. 627–49).3 From the Yongle reign onwards, the Precious 
Admonitions were produced and presented at court in tandem 
with the Veritable Records. And like the Veritable Records, the 

Chapter 10
Fashioning the Imperial 
Legacy: Yang Shiqi and 
the Record of Imperial 
Pronouncements
Peter Ditmanson



Fashioning the Imperial Legacy: Yang Shiqi and the Record of Imperial Pronouncements | 95 

Precious Admonitions were not intended to circulate widely, but 
were chiefly intended to be ‘revered by the sons and 
grandsons’ of the imperial line, as the Xuande emperor put it.4

Now, in 1443, as one of the leading architects of these 
official accounts of the Ming emperors and their courts, 
Yang was asserting his right – and his responsibility – to 
record and transmit his own private collection of imperial 
pronouncements. He did not indicate the audience for which 
he was writing, but his invocation of the writings of Ouyang 
Xiu and Sima Guang suggest that he intended the work to 
contribute to the broader ‘literati’ discourse on the political 
order of the realm. Writing a preface to the work introduced 
it to a readership and signalled that it was intended for 
circulation. The Record of Imperial Pronouncements was part of a 
large body of material that Yang published at this time. He 
also published his Record of Memorials and Responses (Zoudui lu 
奏對錄), a collection of his presentations at court, and his 
Record of Compositions on Behalf (Daiyan lu 代言錄), a collection 
of edicts and pronouncements that he had drafted for the 
emperors over the years.5 His collection of his own writings, 
including poetry, biographies, eulogies, epitaphs and 
inscriptions, had been published a little over two years 
earlier, in 1440, a vast compilation that confirmed his role as 
one of the most prolific writers of the era.6 In a preface to 
Yang’s collected works, Yang’s close colleague Huang Huai 
黃淮 (1367–1449) waxed in superlatives on Yang’s literary 
achievements and linked them with the glories of the 
dynasty itself:

In our dynasty, since the Great Ancestor, the August Emperor 
initiated his cultured enterprise, generations of the learned 
have emerged in splendour! And the writings of Master [Yang] 
testify to the brilliance of our predecessors, soaring aloft. How 
many could do that! And during that era, he has matched their 
pace, how many could do that!7 

This chapter examines the Record of Imperial Pronouncements 
as a new source of information on the imperium that began 
to circulate to the world beyond the Ming court in the 1440s. 
On the one hand, as one of the few documents on this period 
in circulation, Yang’s ‘private’ record was highly influential 
in shaping the image of the Yongle emperor and his son and 
grandson for the larger reading public. On the other hand, 
Yang’s work set an important precedent of personal 
narratives by retiring high-level officials in the Ming court.

Yang completed his Record of Imperial Pronouncements at a 
crucial time. The emperor’s grandmother, Empress 
Dowager Zhang 張 (1379–1442), the stabilising force in the 
regency, had died two months earlier, an event that Yang 
noted in his preface. The Zhengtong 正統 emperor  
(r. 1436–49), who had come to the throne at age eight, had 
recently turned sixteen, and was beginning to take over the 
affairs of the court for himself. Yang’s generation of court 
statesmen were dying off. Yang Rong 楊榮 (1371–1440) had 
died two years earlier. Yang Pu 楊溥 (1372–1446) was nearly 
70. Other powerful figures had come to play a more 
dominant role at court. The Director of Ceremonial, one of 
the most influential positions in the court, was the eunuch 
Wang Zhen 王振 (d. 1449), a power rival, cultivating an 
array of important relationships with prominent civil and 
military officials, and with the emperor himself.8 With the 
waning power of the regency and the attentions of the wilful 

young emperor divided, it is not surprising that Yang Shiqi 
now sought to assert a long-standing personal bond between 
grand secretaries and successive emperors, and to affirm his 
own vision of the court.

There were, in Yang’s day, few sources of information for 
people across the realm about the events and personalities at 
the Ming court. There is no evidence that the Dibao (邸報) or 
Capital Gazette circulated in the early Ming, although it did 
exist in earlier times. Little is known about the Capital Gazette 
in Ming times, except for anecdotal evidence, none of which 
appears before the late 15th century.9 

The Court Diary (Qijuzhu 起居注) was established by the 
founding Hongwu 洪武 emperor (r. 1368–98), who 
appointed prominent officials to serve as the court diarist. In 
his own way, he was following previous dynastic precedents. 
He was eager to restore the rites of an idealised antiquity, in 
which history was recorded in real time – his actions and 
deeds passed down for posterity. He seems to have lost 
interest in this practice in his later paranoid years. And there 
is no mention of the court diary in the Veritable Records after 
1382. Although some sources have suggested otherwise, 
there is reason to be sceptical that the post of court diarist 
existed until it was formally restored in the late 16th century, 
under the Wanli 萬曆 emperor (r. 1573–1620).10 Court 
records, including the Court Diary, when one existed, were 
indeed used to compile the Veritable Record, but this, as noted 
above, did not circulate. 

In 1402, when the Yongle emperor usurped the throne 
from his nephew, he sought to rewrite history so that the 
years of the Hongwu reign went down to 1402.11 But there is 
little to indicate that this history was available to anyone 
beyond the immediate confines of the court. The Record of 
Responding to Heaven and Pacifying the Troubles (Fengtian jingnan ji 
奉天靖難記) recounted the events leading up to the 
usurpation, and overlaps with the Veritable Records of the 
Yongle reign.12 This text is often widely believed to have 
been composed and published in the early years of the 
Yongle reign, as a justification of the usurpation. But there is 
surprisingly little evidence that the text was actually 
composed at that time, and there in fact seems to be no 
written references to the text before the late 16th century. It 
appears in a few private library catalogues in the 17th 
century. 

For the broader ‘literati’ public in the early 15th century, 
information on the usurpation of 1402, and indeed, the early 
history of the dynasty, would not have been readily available 
in any form. Of course, for public consumption, the Yongle 
emperor did produce vast public monuments to attest to the 
validity of his succession. The remarkable Da Baoensi  
大報恩寺 (Great Monastery of Filial Gratitude), with its 
spectacular pagoda, was erected on the edge of Nanjing (see 
discussions by Marsha Haufler and Clarence Eng in 
Chapters 16 and 20 of this volume). And he ordered the 
construction of a vast stone stele to attest to his filial piety.13 
The project had to be redesigned when it became clear that 
the Yongle emperor’s ambitions far exceeded the possible, 
and a smaller (but still immense) version of the stele was 
erected not far from the tomb site of his father on Mount 
Zhong. Yongle’s own Veritable Records were delayed by the 
early death of his son, the Hongxi emperor. The records 
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were eventually completed in 1430, and it seems that a more 
relaxed political environment prevailed from about this 
time, after the historical narrative of the Yongle usurpation 
and reign was resolved.

As David Robinson has shown us (see Chapter 1 in this 
volume), Ming emperors actively cultivated their image, 
following the grammar and imagery of power that 
predominated across much of Asia. Yang Shiqi and his peers 
played a role in this development of the martial imperial 
image. They were frequently commanded by their ruler to 
compose commemorative poems on the various hunts and 
military manoeuvres, to celebrate the martial vigour of the 
sovereign.

In the Record of Imperial Pronouncements, however, Yang 
sought to cast the court in a different light, with an emphasis 
on the sovereigns’ civil virtues, moral composure and 
personal relationships with the members of the court. Yang 
wrote in the staid formal language of the ‘Chancellor Style’ 
(Taigeti 台閣體), one that he and his peers had cultivated over 
the first decades of the 15th century. In poetry and in prose, 
this style was clear and bland, a register of language with a 
confident vision of order, putting the world to right through 
an idealised narrative where, as Yang says in his preface, the 
Ming throne is passed down from one sage to the next – the 
world as it should be.

As one might expect, Yang himself plays a prominent role 
in these accounts and many of them are solitary exchanges 
between him and the emperor. As the sole witness to these 
interactions and with so many of his colleagues from that era 
dead, Yang had the liberty to reconstruct the character of 
the emperors and the court as he saw them. The short 
anecdotes found in the Record of Imperial Pronouncements thus 
offered his idealised and highly personal image of the ruler. 
In Yang’s telling, the three emperors he served were 
sagacious and moral, but also intimate and highly 
deferential towards the civil officials at court. 

In several of the anecdotes, Yang portrays the Yongle 
emperor and his son and grandson as deeply engaged in 
various aspects of ‘literati’ culture. In several entries, the 
emperor exchanges comments on the classical heritage with 
Yang and others. These discussions are not particularly deep 
or profound: in one, Yongle insists that these scholars verify 
their claims on the dao 道 with passages from the classics.14 
The point is not to show the emperor’s scholarly prowess, but 
simply his familiarity with and deference to the Neo-
Confucian corpus and the literary traditions of his courtiers. 
Elsewhere, Yang recorded another exchange with Yongle’s 
son, Hongxi, focused on the literature of Ouyang Xiu, the 
prominent Song litterateur who came from Luling 盧陵, in 
Jiangxi province, also Yang Shiqi’s home. Ouyang was widely 
considered to be the paragon of fine literary writing and Yang 
was one of his chief proponents. Here, he records the Hongxi 
emperor praising both his literary style and his moral 
rectitude: ‘Writing that is not based on the correct way, this is 
useless writing. An official who is unable to speak directly is a 
disloyal official. Ouyang is truly a credit to Luling as a 
gentleman. Shiqi, you should so strive!’15 Taught by Yang 
Shiqi in his minority, the Hongxi emperor here perfectly 
recites his teacher’s point of view, a clear articulation of the 
principles behind the ‘Chancellery literary style’. 

In another entry, Yang offers one rare example of the 
Yongle emperor defending Neo-Confucian teachings 
against critics. Aside from the formal compilations of the 
‘Great Compendia’ of the Four Books, Five Classics and the 
Neo-Confucian writings on human nature and moral 
principle, the Wujing daquan 五經大全, Sishu daquan 四書大全 
and Xingli daquan 性理大全, the Yongle emperor and his 
courtiers personally expressed few opinions on the Neo-
Confucian tradition.16 But in this story, the emperor is 
presented as its staunch defender. In the second year of his 
reign, 1404, an elderly minor scholar from Raozhou in 
Jiangxi, Zhu Jiyou 朱季友 (n.d.) presented books to the 
throne that criticised the major Song Neo-Confucian 
masters, Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–73), Zhang Zai 張載 
(1020–77), the Cheng brothers, Cheng Hao 程顥 (1032–85) 
and Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033–1107), and Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200). 
According to Yang, ‘His Highness read it and reacted in 
severe anger, saying “He is a scholar-thief (ruzhizei 儒之賊)!”’ 
The emperor then showed the writings to the others in 
attendance. The officials condemned the work and 
recommended that the author be punished and his works 
destroyed. Hu Guang noted that since the author was in his 
70s, burning his writings might be sufficient. The emperor 
then declared: ‘Slandering the former worthies and 
destroying the correct way is uncommonly criminal. By 
controlling him We can set an enduring example’. Then he 
ordered that Zhu be returned to Raozhou and that local 
officials there give him a beating and investigate his house to 
ensure that all his writings were destroyed. He then said to 
the courtiers, ‘Eliminating evil must be done thoroughly. 
Destroying his writings is truly appropriate!’17

This account had already appeared in much briefer form 
in the Veritable Records of the Yongle reign.18 Here Yang added 
greater emphasis to the emperor’s indignation, indicating a 
more personal investment in the teachings of Neo-
Confucianism. And further, Yang emphasised the emperor’s 
deference to the advice of his officials. As this story was 
buried in the non-circulating Veritable Records, Yang here 
retold it to promulgate the image of an emperor fully 
committed to the teachings and counsel of his civil official. 
Throughout Yang’s collected records, the emperors are 
depicted as showing careful deference and solicitude towards 
their officials. The relationships are shown to be personal 
and intimate. This is particularly clear in one entry in which 
a member of court died suddenly:

In June of the sixth year of Yongle [1408], the Minister of Rites, 
Zheng Ci 鄭賜, died. Before this, his duties in the Rites 
Ministry had been many. Ci confided to his vice minister, Zhao 
Gong 趙羾, that he was anxious and ill. Frequently while 
memorialising at court, he would lose track and the emperor 
disliked it.

That morning, the death was urgently announced. The Hanlin 
officials were summoned and [His Highness] asked, ‘We had 
not heard that Ci was ill, how could he have lost his life?’ Before 
any of them answered, I approached and said, ‘I observed that 
Ci had been ill for several days. But he was afraid and did not 
dare to retire, which would have been better so that he could 
seek medical care. Yesterday evening, I was standing with Ci 
outside the Youshun Gate, and his physical strength was so 
impaired that he fell to the ground. Those around were startled 
that from his mouth and nose, the air was exhaled, but not 
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inhaled. I urgently ordered his aides to take him outside the 
Meridian Gate.’

His Highness did not wait for me to finish speaking and said to 
all the Hanlin officials, ‘Ci was a gentleman and the care for 
him was insufficient. Have the eulogists send an official to 
eulogise him.’ And he ordered the Works Ministry to send a 
coffin. 

That evening, when Huang Huai and I finished memorialising 
on matters and withdrew, His Highness called me back. And 
he said, ‘You should have come earlier and hinted something to 
me. We had misjudged Ci. From now on, when something is 
going on, just speak directly about it, without hiding it.’

This account is a telling one. The death of Zheng Ci is 
mentioned in the Veritable Records, along with a brief 
biography and a description of the emperor’s fondness for 
him, but not the circumstances of his sudden collapse. Here, 
Yang portrays the Yongle emperor as caring and concerned, 
regretful for his impatience, and worried that the weighty 
matters of his office have led him to overlook the welfare of 
one of his ministers. The ruler gives his attention to the 
details of propriety and thoughtfulness in dealing with the 
dead official. And significantly, he calls for further direct 
and honest communication, greater intimacy, between 
himself and grand secretaries like Yang.

In another entry, this same intimacy is portrayed as the 
Yongle emperor is engaged in the personality dynamics of 
his grand secretaries:

In the winter of the fifth year of Yongle [1407], one day Hu 
Guang was alone at the Wuying Gate submitting a petition. 
His Highness read it and praised it repeatedly. Then he 
casually said, ‘Yang Shiqi’s literary talent is unmatched 
nowadays, but Huang Huai often can’t stand this. Why is it?’ 
[Guang] replied, ‘Huai has governing talents, but Shiqi’s 
literary talent is superior in simplicity and clarity, harmonising 
the mind without forcing it. It seems that Xie Jin valued Shiqi 
and myself and took Huai lightly, and so Huai is disgruntled.’ 
His Highness said, ‘I know that you also can’t stand Huai. I am 
not fooled by all of this.’

Guang bowed his head and withdrew. He said to me, ‘May my 
children and grandchildren, generation after generation, never 
dare to forget this!’ After this, we two were more attentive to 
Huai.

The emperor is, as always, the ultimate authority and 
arbiter at the court, but here, that authority is drawn down 
to a personal level. Deeply knowledgeable in the literary 
enterprise of his secretaries (again, Yang Shiqi is shown in 
an impressive light), the emperor closely follows the 
competitive relationships between them.

In anecdotes concerning the Yongle emperor’s son, the 
Hongxi emperor, Yang appears somewhat more assertive, 
though carefully remaining within the bounds of propriety. 
In one anecdote in the first month of the Hongxi emperor’s 
ascent to the throne, Yang vehemently argues against the 
extra titles and salaries granted to him. Even as the emperor 
grows impatient, Yang insists that the added portion of his 
salary could support 60 soldiers instead. Finally Hongxi 
relents, declaring, ‘We will carry out your wish’.19 In the 
anecdotes on the Hongxi and Xuande emperors, Yang was 
more vocal in commenting directly on political and 
economic issues faced by the court and on conditions within 

the empire. While these two reigns marked a significant 
departure from the policies of the Yongle reign, however, 
Yang emphasised a seamless continuity from one ruler to the 
next. 

With the latter two reigns, Yang further emphasised the 
closeness and intimacy that he enjoyed with the rulers. This 
is most readily apparent in one of his last meetings with the 
Hongxi emperor, who died of a heart condition less than a 
year after ascending the throne. After the ruler observed a 
baleful astronomical sign, he took it as an indication that his 
life was coming to an end. Yang recorded a last exchange 
with the emperor and another leading official, Jian Yi 蹇義 
(1364–1435). The emperor reminisced about his years as the 
heir apparent, governing from the capital when his father 
was on campaigns. These had been difficult times, as his 
more martial younger brother, Zhu Gaoxu 朱高煦, the 
Prince of Han 漢王 (1380–1426), had persistently insinuated 
himself with the Yongle emperor by ridiculing and insulting 
him, in hopes of replacing him as heir apparent. Yang had 
been sent to prison for a short time for defending the heir 
against his brother’s charges.20 

‘When I was regent ( jianguo 監國) for those twenty years, with 
the slander that was raised, and Our heart was troubled, we 
three held together. Relying on the brilliance and benevolence 
of my imperial father, we were able to bring things to 
completion.’ His words trailed off. Yi and I were both in tears. I 
said in response, ‘Now we are safe from danger and at peace, 
thanks to the kindness of the former emperor, and the sincerity 
of Your Highness. There is no more need for your Eminence to 
worry.’ His Highness said, ‘After I depart from this world, who 
will know of the unity of mind and singular sincerity between 
the three of us?’ And he thereupon issued two edicts and two 
seals to the two of us. I received a seal that said, ‘Yang the Pure’ 
(Yang zhen 楊貞), and the edict said such-and-such. We received 
these and withdrew. In a little over a month, the funeral took 
place. Alas! How painful!21

Yang’s personal account of these private moments with 
the dying emperor present a jarring level of disclosure. In 
this moment, Hongxi casts off the hierarchy of ruler and 
subject, ‘the three of us’ (wusan 吾三) here delineating a 
unified intimacy. Yang takes this as an apology for the times 
that he and Jian Yi suffered on behalf of the heir apparent.

Throughout these stories, Yang’s portrayal of the ruler is 
far removed from the official imperial image. As David 
Robinson has shown, that public image was carefully 
cultivated with a broader pan-Asian audience in mind, an 
image of martial vitality and awe. Military campaigns and 
hunting expeditions presented grand visual spectacles, 
celebrated in paintings and in poetry. The rulers in Yang’s 
accounts, however, offer a striking contrast. As we have seen, 
they are intimately engaged with their civil staff and sharing 
in the values and culture of the ‘literati’.

One can well imagine that Yang Shiqi, at the end of his 
long distinguished career, compiled the Record of Imperial 
Pronouncements to burnish his own credentials and to ensure 
that history saw his service to these emperors in a good light. 
But it is also clear that Yang produced his own private record 
as a foil against the other powerful forces emerging at the 
court of the impressionable Zhengtong emperor. The 
imperial image in the early Ming was always malleable, 
continually reshaped by the contending factions at court and 
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circulated through the realm. Yang’s vision of these rulers 
became the dominant and the most cited one for the rest of 
the dynasty. In these accounts the rulers are portrayed in a 
flattering light, but they are also cut down to size. They are 
concerned and worried rulers who confide in their trusted 
advisors. Yang’s image of the Yongle emperor is particularly 
striking, for here we are drawn far away from the imagery of 
the warrior king who contends on the northern steppe, and 
are closer to a sagely and very human Yongle, widely 
celebrated as an ideal over the course of the dynasty.
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by the whims of the ruler himself. Yang clearly sought to 
push back against these other forces, drawing on the 
personal authority of his four decades at court, to present a 
narrative asserting that the imperial legacy was a largely 
civil one. 

To this end, Yang produced an unofficial ‘private’ record 
aimed at an audience beyond the court, presenting a ruler 
sensitive to ‘literati’ concerns and values. In the recounting 
of intimate exchanges between the ruler and his secretaries, 
Yang seems to have redefined the protocol for disclosure of 
imperial affairs. Thus he found the need to defend himself in 
his preface. The Record of Imperial Pronouncements was the first 
record of the Ming court compiled for circulation to a 
readership beyond it.

The Record of Imperial Pronouncements was republished 
frequently over the course of the dynasty. By the early 16th 
century, it appeared in anthologies like the Collection of 
Illuminations of the Good (Mingliang ji 明良集) by Huo Tao 霍韜 
(1487–1540).22 In the tumultuous years of the Zhengde 
(1506–21) and Jiajing (1522–66) reigns, scholars like Yang 
Yiqing 楊一清 (1454–1530) cited Yang Shiqi’s work as one of 
the important sources to learn about the interactions 
between ruler and minister, as the Veritable Records were 
unavailable.23 In his compilation on the Hanlin Academy, 
the Cantonese scholar Huang Zuo 黄佐 (1490–1566) cited 
Yang’s Record of Sagely Proclamations as representing an ideal 
age. On the etiquette for submitting memorials, he cited 
examples from Yang’s work, indicating that things were 
done properly in those days. ‘One can see’, he exclaimed, 
‘how ruler and minister worked together.’24 

Yang Shiqi’s work established a significant precedent. By 
the end of the 1440s, the court was plunged into chaos with 
the capture of the Zhengtong emperor at Tumu, the ascent 
of his half-brother as the Jingtai emperor and the abrupt 
restoration of Zhu Qizhen as the Tianshun emperor in 1457. 
In the wake of this tumult, the grand secretaries and other 
high court officials in succeeding generations began to 
publish their own private memoirs, airing their views and 
opinions and versions of events at court to an interested 
reading public.25 Through works such as Li Xian’s 李賢 
(1408–67) Daily Record of the Tianshun Reign (Tianshun rilu  
天順日錄), people learned about the court in narratives that 
were more boldly divergent from the official narrative of the 
Veritable Records. 

Over the course of the dynasty, it was Yang Shiqi’s 
portrait of Yongle, along with his son and grandson, that 
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This chapter reflects a portion of ongoing research on the 
early Ming dynasty painter Xie Huan 謝環 (1377–1452) and 
his series of works on the theme of the Elegant Gathering in the 
Apricot Garden (Xingyuan yaji tu 杏園雅集圖).1 These survive 
today in two versions, one in the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York (Pl. 11.1), and the other in the Zhenjiang 
Museum (Pl. 11.2).2 The initial plan was to elaborate on a 
history of the formation and transformation of the Elegant 
Gathering in the Apricot Garden as a concept and as literary and 
visual documents, and to expand the geographic field of 
enquiry to include all of East Asia. It was a complicated task. 
In 1437 nine scholar officials led by Yang Shiqi 楊士奇 (1365–
1444) first created the concept of the Elegant Gathering in the 
Apricot Garden; Xie Huan in turn produced an image to 
match this. The notion of an Elegant Gathering in the Apricot 
Garden could be perpetuated through literary channels, 
while paintings of the theme were disseminated within 
connoisseurial channels, and the subsequent woodblock-
printed version circulated even more widely through the 
publishing world.3 One example of this broader circulation 
is Xu Lun’s 許論 (1487–1559) Two Garden Gatherings (Eryuan ji 
二園集) (Pl. 11.3), produced around 1560, containing text 
and images of the works Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden 
and Birthday Gathering in the Bamboo Garden (Zhuyuan shouji tu  
竹園壽集圖).4 

This chapter deals with the history of the construction of 
a literary and visual trope, one which involves nine Ming-
dynasty scholar officials and one painter (who was a military 
attaché or wuguan 武官 at the time). These are tropes which 
have been replicated and transformed through time and 
through various readings of both text and image. In 1477 Ni 
Yue 倪岳 (1444–1501) and Li Dongyang 李東陽 (1447–1516) 
viewed a version of the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden 
together at a gathering hosted by Ni Yue of Hanlin officials 
who had passed the metropolitan examination in the same 
year (Hanlin tongnian hui 翰林同年會). He invited the painter 
Gao Sixun 高司訓 to paint the event, and he himself penned 
a record accompanying the painting.5 Ni Yue’s father, Ni 
Qian 倪謙 (1415–79), was sent as ambassador to Korea’s 
Joseon court in 1449, where he participated in poetic 
exchanges and other literary activities with Korean scholar 
officials (see discussion by Lee Soomi in Chapter 24 of this 
volume). Later in 1459, Zhang Ning 張寧 (1426–96) was also 
sent as envoy to Korea, and had similar poetic exchanges 
and gatherings with court members there.6 Both Ni Qian 
and Zhang Ning were scholar officials who had some degree 
of interaction with Xie Huan’s work.7 Might they have 
shared their knowledge of the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot 
Garden concept and scroll in this foreign court? That is a 
different field of enquiry.

In 1503 Li Dongyang hosted a gathering of ten men who 
had passed the metropolitan examination in the same year 
(Shi tongnian hui 十同年會) and invited an anonymous painter 
to compose a similarly titled scroll (Shi tongnian hui tu 十同年
會圖), now in the Palace Museum, Beijing.8 In 1499, the 
Minister of Revenue Zhou Jing 周經 (1440–1510) held a 
‘Birthday Gathering in the Bamboo Garden’ (Zhuyuan shouji 
竹園壽集圖) attended by 14 scholar officials including Wu 
Kuan 吳寬 (1435–1504) and Xu Jin 許進 (1437–1510). He 
invited a court painter to record the event in a scroll 
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painting.9 Wu Kuan had previously viewed the Elegant 
Gathering in the Apricot Garden scroll, and in 1503 participated 
in a gathering of ‘five who are alike’ (Wu tong hui 五同會), in 
this case referring to five officials who had much in common, 
and penned a preface to the event.10 Fifty years later, Xu 
Lun, son of Xu Jin who participated in the Birthday Gathering 
in the Bamboo Garden, saw a version of the Elegant Gathering in 
the Apricot Garden in Taiyuan 太原, Shanxi 山西 province, in 
1550.11 In 1560, as noted above, he published woodblock-
printed versions of the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden 
and the Birthday Gathering in the Bamboo Garden scrolls, which 
were by then in his own collection. The trope retained its 
vitality into the Qing dynasty (1644–1911). As late as 1791 
Weng Fanggang 翁方綱 (1733–1818) viewed the Zhenjiang 
version of the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden in the 
collection of Chu Pengling 初彭齡 (d. 1825); this event is 
memorialised in his lengthy colophon.12 

This discussion will be limited to the Zhenjiang version of 
the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden and to Xu Lun’s 
woodblock print of the same work. These two share a similar 
pictorial model that has been influential over the course of 
history. I agree with the view of the Taiwanese scholar Wu 
Sung-feng 吳誦芬 that this was Xie Huan’s pictorial model.13 
The basic literary and visual evidence of this model provides 
sufficient material to engage in art-historical enquiry, as 
opposed to dwelling on questions of authenticity, which 
become of lesser importance.

The four-character title inscription (Xingyuan yaji 杏園雅集) 
on the Zhenjiang version of the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot 
Garden is absent from Xu Lun’s woodcut version. The 
inscription serves to emphasise the location and the nature 
of the event: the location was the home of Grand Secretary 

Yang Rong 楊榮 (1371–1440) in eastern Beijing, and the 
event was a gathering of scholars. From Yang Shiqi’s preface 
we can ascertain that he is more interested in the erudite 
nature of the gathering, and not in its pictorial 
substantiation. By contrast, the postscript (houxu 后序) 
authored by Yang Rong emphasises the image and the 
visual evidence provided within. 

The date of the gathering is the first day of the third 
month in 1437. It would indeed have been the season when 
apricot blossoms were in flower, and a day that ministers 
and scholar officials would have been off duty or at rest. 
With the exception of Xie Huan, there were nine scholar 
officials present. The colophons connect this group of nine 
men to the subject matter Nine Elders of the Mountain of 
Fragrance (Xiangshan jiulao 香山九老) (Pl. 11.4) of the Tang 
dynasty (618–907), made famous by the poet Bai Juyi 白居易 
(772–846).14 There is only one apricot tree visible in the 
composition, an ancient tree whose flowers are in bloom. 
Based on the description written by the garden’s host Yang 
Rong, there ought to be a proliferation of trees in the 
garden, but instead we see more evidence of evergreens and 
bamboo. The guests at the gathering confront the viewer 
directly, almost to hint that we as viewers are standing 
among the apricot forest, which lies off the bottom edge of 
the picture surface. The garden guests are appreciating the 
proliferation of apricot blossoms, but we are unable to share 
in the object of their appreciation. The apricot flowers they 
behold are mere imagined objects for us, which is quite 
poetic. 

What is the nature, and indeed the purpose, of this 
image? Is it primarily intended for entertainment, or does it 
have a political meaning? What kind of impression is it 

Plate 11.1 Anonymous, after Xie Huan 謝環 (1377–1452), Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden (Xingyuan yaji tu 杏園雅集圖), dated 
1437, Beijing. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 37.5cm, width 240.7cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Purchase, the 
Dillon Fund Gift 1989 (1989.141.3)

Plate 11.2 Anonymous, after Xie Huan 謝環 (1377–1452), Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden (Xingyuan yaji tu 杏園雅集圖), dated 
1437. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 37cm, width 401cm. Zhenjiang Museum, Jiangsu province



Politics or Entertainment? Examining Jiangxi Scholar Officials and Zhejiang Painters through the Lens of the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden | 101 

attendance to his left, and Wang Zhi is at his right. This 
arrangement of figures asserts Yang Shiqi’s prominence. At the 
time, Yang Shiqi was an official of rank 1b (cong yipin 從一品), 
Yang Rong was the same, while Wang Zhi was ranked 4a 
(zheng sipin 正四品). In the painting’s ‘sub-focus’ to the left, 
Yang Pu 楊溥 (1372–1446) is located at the centre; he was 
ranked 2a (zheng erpin 正二品), and to his right is Wang Ying 
王英 (1376–1449), also ranked 2a; to the left is Qian Xili 錢習禮 
(1373–1461), an official ranked 5b (cong wupin 從五品). The 
third section of the scroll depicts three scholar officials 
walking. They are respectively Zhou Shu 周述 (d. 1439), Li 
Shimian 李時勉 (1374–1450) and Chen Xun 陳循 (1385–
1462), all ranked 5b. The very central figure among the three 
sections is Yang Shiqi. 

At this point in their careers Yang Shiqi shared the same 
official rank and title as Yang Rong. Because Yang Shiqi was 
tutor for both the Hongxi 洪熙 emperor (r. 1425) and the 
Xuande 宣德 emperor (r. 1426–35), and for many years 
accompanied these two rulers while they were on duty in 
Nanjing, he was in extremely close proximity to the ruler. 
From 1424 to 1444 Yang Shiqi was in effect the chief 
ministerial figure within the Grand Secretariat, so that his 
political life would have been at its apex in 1437, the date of 
the gathering where he was the pre-eminent figure. At this 
time the Zhengtong 正統 emperor (r. 1436–49) was only 11 
years old; the entire realm was under the control of Empress 
Dowager Zhang 張 (d. 1442), widow of the Xuande emperor, 
working with a cohort of senior officials led by Yang Shiqi. 

Was this an impromptu gathering, or a pre-planned 
party? Yang Rong’s description seems to reflect spontaneity. 
‘Various gentlemen of the official council’ (guange zhugong  
館閣諸公) arranged to meet at his home, whereupon he then 

meant to leave on the viewer? The prefaces to the painting 
left by Yang Shiqi and Yang Rong certainly emphasise its 
political flavour. Yang Shiqi begins with this statement: 

Gentlemen of ancient times when at leisure would not pass a 
day when they forget all under the heaven and the state. 

古之君子，其閒居未嘗一日而忘天下國家也。

Yang Rong concludes with a similar sentiment: 
Although in receiving the emperor’s grace one must know 
recompense, even in enjoyment one must beware of idleness 
and excess. Even though I am old, I still wish to follow behind 
various gentlemen and be encouraged.

雖然感上恩而圖報，稱因宴樂而戒怠荒，予雖老，尚願從諸公之
後而加勉焉。

From one opening to one conclusion, the colophons 
express political sentiments. Similar sentiments are 
evidenced in every poem recorded in the scroll. 

Judging from the images, it seems that the dress of the 
people in the woodblock version of the Elegant Gathering in the 
Apricot Garden is more closely related to Yang Rong’s 
description, as with the proverbial ‘clothes and hat are smart 
and imposing, their grey hairs are shining’ (Yiguan weiran, 
huafa jiaoying 衣冠偉然，華髮交映). On this point, I agree 
with Wu Sung-feng’s view. Attire is often linked to 
bureaucratic systems and represents the social relationships 
and status of the wearer. The painting is separated into three 
sections, the middle section being the central part of the 
image and the left section acting as a secondary focus. Yang 
Shiqi, Yang Rong and Wang Zhi 王直 (1379–1462) appear in 
the first central section; Yang Shiqi is in the very central 
position, the host of the gathering Yang Rong is in 
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by officials from the southern region of the Ming realm. 
Moreover, of the southerners, there were no officials present 
from the provinces of Zhejiang or Jiangsu (Nan zhili 南直隷); 
of the other eight participants – with the exception of Yang 
Pu from Shishou 石首in Huguang 湖廣 province – everyone 
at the gathering hailed from the single province of Jiangxi.16 
Their precise places of origin are as follows: 

Yang Shiqi: Taihe 泰和 county, Jiangxi

Wang Zhi: Taihe 泰和 county, Jiangxi

Chen Xun: Taihe 泰和 county, Jiangxi

Wang Ying: Jinxi 金溪 county, Jiangxi

Qian Xili: Jishui 吉水 county, Jiangxi

Li Shimian: Anfu 安福 county, Jiangxi

Zhou Shu: Jishui 吉水 county, Jiangxi

This cannot be a coincidence, and in fact on the contrary 
seems to have happened by design. In a certain sense, this 
gathering can be understood as having the subversive 
flavour of a ‘gathering of clansmen’. The same had been true 
of the ‘Western City Feast’ which Yang Shiqi had convened 
in the home of Chen Jingzong in 1422; of the 17 guests 
present there, 14 were from Jiangxi, and only three were 

invited everyone to Yang Rong’s Apricot Garden. The 
painter Xie Huan’s arrival seems unexpected, as if he had no 
foreknowledge of the gathering. From beginning to end, 
Yang Rong, as host and owner of the garden, does not give 
any suggestion that he was responsible for inviting everyone 
to the gathering. Thus the organiser of this gathering could 
very well have been Yang Shiqi, the central figure in the 
scroll, as well as the oldest member (at 73 years old) with the 
highest official status. It was a known habit of Yang Shiqi to 
hold gatherings in the private residences of others. For 
example, on the 26th day of the 12th month of 1422 Yang 
Shiqi held a ‘Western City Feast’ (Xicheng yanji 西城宴集) in 
the home of Chen Jingzong 陳敬宗 (1377–1459) in western 
Beijing.15 The public reasons given for the gathering at Yang 
Rong’s home were that it was the official season for the 
blossoming of apricot trees, just then in full flower, and that 
Yang Rong’s Apricot Garden was just east of Chang’anmen 
長安門 (Gate of Eternal Peace) and near Taijichang 台基厰, 
thus providing a central location convenient for scholar 
officials arriving from different directions. 

From the pictorial representation we learn the important 
fact that not a single official from the northern part of the 
empire came to the Apricot Garden gathering. Despite the 
fact that the Yongle 永樂 emperor (r. 1403–24) had been 
combating the powerful cliques of southern landlords since 
his accession in 1403, this gathering is attended exclusively 

Plate 11.3 Two Garden Gatherings (Eryuan ji 二園集), c. 1560. Each page: height 21cm, width 14.7cm. Woodblock print, ink on paper. 
Chinese Rare Book Collection, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 

Plate 11.4 Attributed to Xie Huan 謝環 (1377–1452), Nine Elders of the Mountain of Fragrance (Xiangshan jiulao tu香山九老圖), 1426–52. 
Handscroll, ink and colour on silk, height 30.6cm. The Cleveland Museum of Art, Bequest of Mrs A. Dean Perry 1997.99
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examinations in the same year of 1404 (when Yang Shiqi was 
an examiner). They shared a very close relationship. Wang 
Zhi and Chen Xun both shared the same origins as Yang 
Shiqi, in that all three were from Taihe county in Jiangxi. 
The Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden is thus also a 
reflection of the powerful status of Jiangxi officials at court. 
In earlier works on similar subject matter, such as Nine Elders 
of the Mountain of Fragrance (Xiangshan jiulao tu 香山九老圖) and 
Elegant Gathering in the Western Garden (Xiyuan yaji tu 西園雅集圖), 
the locality of the officials is diverse.17 This differs from the 
clear prominence given to Jiangxi officials in the Elegant 
Gathering in the Apricot Garden. In addition to Yang Shiqi, 17 
officials participated in the earlier ‘Western City Feast’, and 
essentially all of them had passed their metropolitan 
examinations in 1404. But geographical factors were 
important on this occasion too. Participants in this ‘Western 
City Feast’ included Zeng Qi 曾棨 (1372–1432), Wang Ying, 
Yu Xuekui 余學夔 (1372–1444), Qian Xili, Zhang Zonglian 
張宗璉 (1374–1427), Chen Xun, Zhou Chen 周忱 (1381–1453), 
Peng Xianren 彭顯仁, Zhou Xu 周叙, Hu Tong 胡穜, Liu 
Chaozong 劉朝宗, Yu Zhengan 余正安 and Xiao Xingshen 
蕭省身 (all 14 of these men were from Jiangxi), as well as 
Chen Jingzong, Gui Zongru 桂宗儒 and Zhang Chang 章敞 
(all three of these men were from Zhejiang). Hu Tong, the 
son of Hu Guang 胡廣 (1369–1418), had entered the Hanlin 
Academy in 1418. Yang Shiqi wrote a preface expressly for 

from Zhejiang. The location on that occasion was not the 
home of a Jiangxi native – and again nor was it Yang’s own 
home – but rather was that of a Zhejiang native. Chen 
Jingzong had passed his metropolitan examinations and was 
awarded his jinshi degree in 1404, a year in which Yang Shiqi 
served as the official presiding over the examination system, 
thus putting him in the position of the younger man’s 
mentor. At least one other guest at the ‘Western City Feast’ 
was a jinshi who had passed the exams in the same year of 
1404, thus making him a classmate of Chen Jingzong, and 
equally beholden to Yang Shiqi. 

It is thus relatively easy to grasp that this gathering, held 
in the private garden of Yang Rong (hailing from Fujian) 
and to which Yang Pu (from Huguang) was invited, was not 
a simple sabbatical celebration among senior court officials. 
Instead, it had the subtle flavour of a semi-private meeting of 
native Jiangxi officials. Only two of the nine officials at the 
Apricot Garden did not hail from Jiangxi (Yang Rong and 
Yang Pu); moreover, the undisputed leader of the Jiangxi 
connection within officialdom was none other than Yang 
Shiqi himself. This painting therefore can be seen as 
highlighting a crucial geographical characteristic of early 
Ming-dynasty politics. 

From among the guests at the Apricot Garden gathering, 
Wang Ying, Wang Zhi, Li Shimian and Zhou Shu shared 
not only their Jiangxi roots, they had also passed their jinshi 
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during the mid-Ming dynasty, but it is not on par with the 
degree of political advantage that Jiangxi officials enjoyed as 
expressed in the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden of 1437.

If we understand the Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden 
as an image of political power in 1437, how do we then 
understand the presence of the painter Xie Huan? Xie Huan 
hailed from Zhejiang, not Jiangxi. His appearance at the 
scene is intriguing. The two painters who worked on the 
1499 scroll Birthday Gathering in the Bamboo Garden, Lü 
Wenying 呂文英 (1421–1505) and Lü Ji 呂紀 (b. 1477), were 
likewise from Zhejiang. It is known that Xie Huan and Yang 
Shiqi shared an amicable relationship; the bridge between 
them was the Zhejiang official Huang Huai. During the 
years 1403 to 1414, Huang Huai occupied a similar post to 
Yang Shiqi and other Jiangxi officials as mentor to the 
imperial princes, Zhu Gaochi 朱高熾 (1378–1425) (later the 
Hongxi emperor) and the imperial grandson Zhu Zhanji  
朱瞻基 (1398–1435) (the Xuande emperor).20 Huang Huai 
was also from Yongjia 永嘉 county, the same home locality 
as Xie Huan. According to research by the Wenzhou-based 
scholar Zhang Ruyuan 張如元, it was Huang Huai who 
recommended Xie Huan to the court, where he achieved 
fame as a professional painter.21 Yang Shiqi was himself not a 
jinshi holder, but rather he came to court via introductions 
and recommendations (as was still possible in the very early 
Ming), in the same manner as Xie Huan. The man who first 
recommended Yang Shiqi was not, in fact, from Jiangxi. His 
recommender Wang Shuqying 王叔英 (d. 1402) hailed from 
Zhejiang and was a close friend of the distinguished 
Zhejiang scholar and official (and martyr in the cause of the 
Jianwen emperor) Fang Xiaoru. Importantly, this proves 
that Yang Shiqi had a close relationship to the Zhejiang 
cohort of officials from the very beginning of his career.

Huang Huai was thus an important link between the 
Jiangxi officials and the Zhejiang painter. He maintained a 
close relationship with the cohort of Jiangxi officials until 
1427, when he retired to the Zhejiang countryside in his 
native Yongjia. On the eve of his departure from Beijing, the 
Jiangxi officials Yang Shiqi, Zeng Qi and Wang Ying sent 
poems commemorating his departure,23 and in honour of 
the blossoming lotus flowers in front of his home, another of 
the Jiangxi officials, Wang Zhi, composed the Preface to Poem 
of Auspicious Lotuses (Ruilian shi xu 瑞蓮詩序).24 As further 
testimony to the closeness of their relationship, in 1440 
Huang Huai also composed a preface for Yang Shiqi’s 
collected writings,25 and when Yang Shiqi passed away in 
1444, it was Huang Huai who wrote his funerary 
inscription.26 Not only did Huang Huai endorse Xie Huan at 
court, he recommended other Zhejiang painters, Guo Chun 
郭純 (1370–1444)27 and Hu Zongyun 胡宗蘊,28 to court as 
painters and calligraphers; he also recommended the 
painter Chen Zongyuan 陳宗淵 (b. 1370),29 from Tiantai  
天台 county in Zhejiang, for an official post in the Hanlin 
Academy. Guo Chun and Yang Shiqi are known to have had 
interactions, a fact that is testified to by Yang Shiqi’s record 
of his visit to Guo Chun’s studio, the ‘humble hut’ (Pu zhai  
樸齋).30 

There is one more Zhejiang scholar official who must be 
mentioned in this context, as previous art historians have yet 
to discuss him – this is Jiang Ji 蔣驥 (1378–1430), a consistent 

the ‘Western City Feast’ which appears in his collected 
works Dongli wenji 東里文集 (Collected Works of Yang 
Shiqi).18 But because no painter was in attendance on this 
occasion, we have no pictorial documentation of the event. 
We can see, however, that the foundation for Yang Shiqi’s 
official power, based on a network of Jiangxi natives, had 
been established as early as 1404 among officials who passed 
the jinshi examination in that year. Not only did this 
grouping participate in the ‘Western City Feast’, but a 
portion of them were also in attendance at the Apricot 
Garden gathering over three decades later. These two 
gatherings both included a prominent number of Jiangxi 
1404 jinshi officials. 

In 1402, after the Yongle emperor defeated the Jianwen 
建文 emperor (r. 1399–1402) and captured Nanjing, the 
structure and composition of the bureaucracy saw great 
changes. A Jiangxi network gradually came to replace the 
Zhejiang grouping of officials. During Zhu Yuanzhang’s  
朱元璋 (1328–98) time, military officials were drawn mostly 
from Anhui province, while civil officials came mostly from 
Zhejiang. Initially the cultured landlords of Jiangsu were 
excluded from power because of their relationship to Zhang 
Shicheng 張士誠 (1321–67), a rival of the Ming founder, but 
this began to change in the mid to late Ming dynasty. The 
Zhejiang connection had Song Lian 宋濂 (1310–81) and Liu 
Ji 劉基 (1311–75) as its chief representatives, so that officials 
from this province were heavily affected by their fall from 
power. During the Jianwen reign, Song Lian’s student (and 
also a Zhejiang native) Fang Xiaoru 方孝孺 (1357–1402) was 
employed by the emperor himself, and became a symbol of 
the spirit of civil officialdom. After 1402, with the exception 
of Huang Huai 黃淮 (1367–1449, from Zhejiang) and Yang 
Rong (from Fujian), the remaining five Grand Secretariat 
officials were all from Jiangxi: Xie Jin 謝縉 (1369–1415), 
Yang Shiqi, Jin Youzi 金幼孜 (1367–1431), Hu Yan 胡儼 
(1360–1443) and Hu Guang. In the 42 years between 1402 
and 1444, the year that Yang Shiqi passed away, with the 
exception of Yang Rong’s six years as Senior Grand 
Secretary (Shou fu 首輔), the three Jiangxi natives Xie Jin, 
Hu Guang and Yang Shiqi successively served as Senior 
Grand Secretary. We could therefore say that the 
configuration of official power during the Yongle reign was 
dominated by the Jiangxi lineage but with weaker Fujian 
and Zhejiang elements. 

Beginning in the Yongle reign, the Jiangxi official 
network started to achieve political dominance, and at the 
same time its members also asserted influence on the literary 
arts with the so-called ‘cabinet style’ (taige ti 臺閣體) of poetic 
verse, which originated in the Jiangxi literary circles with 
Yang Shiqi as its archetypal practitioner (see discussions by 
David Robinson and Peter Ditmanson in Chapters 1 and 10 
of this volume). But Jiangxi officials never took the lead in 
calligraphic or painting styles.19 Conversely, although 
scholar officials in the Northern Song dynasty (960–1127), 
such as Su Shi 蘇軾 (1037–1101), never attained political 
dominance in their day, their place at the forefront of 
literature, calligraphy and painting is recognised by 
posterity. A later scroll, the Gathering of Five who are Alike (Wu 
tong hui tu) dated 1503 in the Palace Museum, Beijing, reflects 
the partial dominance of officials from the Jiangsu region 
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year were considered his ‘students’. Huang Huai not only 
shared a native place of origin with Xie Huan, the two were 
by this point good friends of many years’ standing. 

It still remains slightly unclear as to why history has 
diluted the localist and political nature of the Jiangxi scholar 
officials’ association that is so manifestly present in the 
Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden. This remains a question 
for future research.
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contact of Huang Huai who hailed from Qiantang 錢塘 city 
(modern Hangzhou 杭州) in Zhejiang. After his retirement 
in 1427, Huang Huai passed through Hangzhou on his way 
home, where the painter Dai Jin 戴進 (1388–1462) paid him 
a visit.31 Shortly after, in 1428, Jiang Ji sent a letter from 
Beijing that discussed Dai Jin’s entry to the court and talked 
of Dai’s Beijing studio, called ‘Snowy Bamboo Studio’ 
(Zhuxue shufang 竹雪書房).32 For this studio Dai asked Huang 
Huai to write an inscription, known as the Record of the Snowy 
Bamboo Studio (Zhuxue shufang ji 竹雪書房記). Whether Dai Jin 
worked at the imperial court is the subject of debate, but if he 
did, we can surmise that it was connected to Huang Huai. In 
addition, Yang Shiqi and Yang Rong both wrote poems for 
Dai Jin’s studio.33 Xie Huan inscribed a poem on Dai Jin’s 
painting Pine and Rock Pavilion (Songshi xuan tu 松石軒圖). And 
on the occasion of Dai Jin’s departure from Beijing, the 
Jiangxi official Wang Zhi also wrote him a departing 
poem.34 When in 1428 Jiang Ji wrote to the retired Huang 
Huai about Dai Jin, he was by that time a lecturer at the 
Hanlin Academy. Jiang, together with Hu Guang, Yang 
Rong, Jin Youzi and Yang Pu, had all passed their jinshi 
exams in the same year of 1400. In 1430, after only 26 days of 
acting as Vice Minister of the Board of Rites, Jiang Ji 
suddenly passed away. It is possible that he was the direct 
advocate for Dai Jin’s entry to the court, relying at this point 
on Huang Huai’s powerful backing. Or perhaps it was 
Huang Huai who first introduced Dai Jin to Jiang Ji, who in 
his turn introduced Dai to his ‘classmates’ and 
contemporaries Yang Rong, Yang Pu and Jin Youzi. 
Whatever the possible scenarios, it appears that Huang Huai 
played a role in Dai Jin’s meeting with Xie Huan, bringing 
these two important early Ming painters together. 

Although Huang Huai was not himself present at the 1437 
gathering at the Apricot Garden in Beijing, his presence and 
influence resonated throughout that event. Despite being a 
Zhejiang official, his relationship with the Jiangxi official 
cohort was always close, and it is this fact which helped 
ensure a special position for his protégé, the painter Xie 
Huan, at the Apricot Garden gathering. As for the other 
attendees – Wang Ying, Wang Zhi, Li Shimian and Zhou 
Shu – they shared a common background as officials and 
1404 jinshi graduates. Despite the fact that Yang Shiqi had 
served as Minister Examiner during the jinshi exams of that 
year, the Chief Examiners in 1404 were the Jiangxi official 
Xie Jin and the Zhejiang official Huang Huai. Although Xie 
Jin had already passed away in 1415, Huang Huai was still 
alive during the time of the Apricot Garden gathering in 
1437. He was a living ‘mentor’ to those who took the jinshi 
exams in 1404, and all of those officials who passed in that 
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The voyages led by Zheng He 鄭和 (1371–1433) to the 
‘Western Ocean’ (Xiyang 西洋, the area of maritime 
Southeast Asia west of Borneo extending into the Indian 
Ocean) were a major achievement in the history of Ming 
international relations, as well as a monumental feat in the 
maritime history of humankind. Six of Zheng He’s seven 
voyages took place during the Yongle 永樂 reign (1403–24), 
while the seventh and final voyage occurred during the 
latter part of the Xuande 宣德 period (1426–35). Studies 
examining the achievements of these voyages by scholars in 
China and abroad have yielded fruitful results. There have 
been, however, relatively few systematic and in-depth 
investigations into the process and reasons behind the 
termination of Ming state-sponsored maritime voyages.

Suspension of the voyages in 1421
The beginning of the end of state-sponsored maritime 
voyages can be traced back to 1421, shortly after the 
completion of the transfer of the capital from Nanjing 南京 
to Beijing 北京, and the destruction by fire of the three 
main halls of the newly built Forbidden City. On the 13th 
day of the fourth month of that year, the Yongle emperor 
issued an Edict in Response to the Fengtian Hall Disaster (Fengtian 
dian zai kuan xu zhao 奉天殿災寬恤詔), which clearly 
ordered the suspension of maritime activities, including 
shipbuilding and overseas trade.1 The fire that destroyed 
the three main palace halls was interpreted as a divine 
warning to the Ming imperial court. Out of fear and 
respect for Heaven, the emperor called upon officials to 
reflect upon any errors that the imperial court had 
committed. In response, officials criticised the transfer of 
the capital to Beijing.2 The decision to suspend maritime 
voyages also came about as officials reacted to the 
disastrous fire at the imperial palace. At the time, Zheng 
He’s fleets were still at sea on their sixth maritime voyage. 
Given this and the character of the emperor, it is unlikely 
that he would have suspended maritime activities had it not 
been for broader problems within Ming society that made 
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Plate 12.1 Inside the Hall of Supreme Harmony (Taihedian 太和殿) 
of the Forbidden City, photo taken by Kazuma Ogawa in 1901. 
Tokyo National Museum
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it difficult for the voyages to continue. Specifically, there 
were three main reasons for the suspension of the voyages 
in 1421, which will be discussed below.

Firstly, the Ming dynasty under the Yongle emperor 
faced an over-depletion of its ‘comprehensive state power’ 
(zonghe guoli 綜合國力). Projects of unprecedented scale 
involving millions of people took place during the Yongle 
reign, including military campaigns to the north and south 
of the empire, the building of a new capital (Pl. 12.1) and 
imperial mausoleum, construction of a large temple complex 
at Mount Wudang 武當山 (Pl. 12.2), and the restoration of 
the Grand Canal. These projects took place almost 
concurrently, all requiring enormous investment of labour, 
material resources and finances, which significantly 
depleted the strength of the Ming state. It has been 
estimated that the cost of all of these projects combined 

would have been two or three times the revenue of the state, 
which the Ming government tried to manage through the 
conscription of free labour and resources.3 Although this 
analysis is not entirely precise, the point it makes is 
convincing. 

Under these circumstances, some major activities during 
the Yongle reign had to be suspended or stopped entirely 
since they were too costly and the resources that they 
consumed could not be replenished in time. For example, 
the construction of the Yongle emperor’s mausoleum, 
Changling 長陵 (Pl. 12.3), was intermittent because of the 
demands of building the new capital in Beijing. As a result of 
the frequent campaigns in the north of China, the large-
scale military operations against Annam could not be 
sustained, and only a small number of soldiers were left to 
defend a portion of the fortresses.4 Similarly, it was difficult 

Plate 12.2 View of the Daoist 
temple complex at Mount Wudang, 
Hubei province

Plate 12.3 View of Changling 長陵, 
the Mausoleum of the Yongle 
emperor and Empress Xu. Part of 
the Ming imperial tombs on the 
outskirts of Beijing
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A second reason for the suspension of state-sponsored 
maritime activities during the Yongle reign was the high 
cost of maintaining the fleets. The voyages led by Zheng He 
involved many ships of different sizes, populated by a crew 
of 20,000 to 30,000 people (see discussion by Sally Church 
in Chapter 22 of this volume).7 In order to replenish supplies 
and maintain the condition of the ships, a large number of 
craftsmen were needed to conduct repairs at the ports and 
shipyards along the coast. A variety of timbers and 
materials, such as raw lacquer and tung oil for 
waterproofing surfaces, had to be prepared in advance or 
transported to the repair stations from across the country. 
Special timber was sourced from forests in Yunnan 雲南, 
Guizhou 貴州 and Huguang 湖廣 provinces, which was 
difficult to fell and transport. Moreover, Zheng He’s fleets 
were manned with troops that were capable of intervening 
in local disputes by force, which required military 
expenditure. Thus, the fleets not only incurred expenses 
while they were at sea, but also after they had returned to 
China. One Ming source estimates that as a result of Zheng 
He’s voyages, as much as six million liang of silver had been 
wiped off from the state treasury.8 Archaeological 
excavations have also revealed the large scale of the 
Longjiang Shipyard (Long jiang chuanchang 龍江船廠) in 
Nanjing. As a principally agrarian society, the Ming 
dynasty could not cope with the financial burden of 
maintaining fleets of this size with only short gaps between 
voyages, while at the same time shouldering the costs of 
military campaigns and major building projects. 

A third reason was that any material gains from the 
maritime voyages could not compensate for the vast 
quantities of resources consumed by projects undertaken 
during the Yongle reign. In preparation for each voyage, 
large amounts of silver, luxury goods and special local 
products, such as silk and porcelain produced at Jingdezhen, 
were collected to serve as capital for trade.9 These items 
might be levied or purchased, which placed additional 
burdens on local populations and governments. It is 
impossible now to calculate accurately the profitability of 
trade conducted on Zheng He’s voyages. Regardless of this, 
the goods that the fleets brought back to China would have 
been kept by the imperial court and not used to offset the 
depletion of material resources and corvée labour that 
formed the basis of military campaigns and building 
projects. In an economy that still relied heavily on physical 
assets, the treasures and special goods brought back from 
foreign lands could not be easily converted into official 
currency to purchase construction materials and provisions 
for the troops, or to provide an adequate salary for soldiers 
and labourers. Instead, these goods could only be enjoyed by 
the courts, without any benefit to ordinary people and 
society at large.10 This was the view of the official Liu Daxia 
劉大夏 (1436–1516) (Pl. 12.4) during the Chenghua 成化 
reign (1465–87) on the possibility of resuming the voyages: 

Several hundred thousand units of money and food would be 
spent; soldiers and ordinary people would die in their tens of 
thousands. Even if the fleets returned with extraordinary 
treasures, how would that be of benefit to the state? 

費錢糧數十萬，軍民死且萬計，縱得奇寶而回，於國家何益！11

to sustain the northern military campaigns because of 
insufficient provisions and funds for the troops. The Yongle 
emperor’s final three military expeditions to the north were 
almost entirely instigated by the ruler himself through the 
force of his imperial authority. Other construction projects 
were not all completed during the Yongle reign, and instead 
had to be finished in stages later on. As such, the state-
sponsored maritime voyages were only one of several 
large-scale projects that were stopped or put on hold during 
the latter part of the Yongle period.

While the Ming state during the early Yongle reign may 
have had the means to cope with a series of large-scale 
projects, this was not the case in the middle and later parts of 
the period. Zheng He’s repeated voyages incurred large 
expenditures, as substantial rewards were given to foreign 
rulers and treasures were purchased at inflated prices. In 
addition, activities such as military campaigns, the transfer 
of the capital and construction of the imperial mausoleum 
resulted in the consumption of resources at an 
unprecedented rate that could not be replenished in time. 
This put the Ming population and society on the whole 
under financial strain.5 Although the Yongle emperor still 
harboured thoughts of sending fleets on further maritime 
voyages in early 1424, and Zheng He and others were 
already making the necessary preparations, the plan did not 
materialise following the death of the emperor and the cost 
of other ongoing state projects.6 

Plate 12.4 Portrait of Liu Daxia 劉大夏 in Collected Illustrations of 
the Three Realms (Sancai tuhui 三才圖會), published in 1609. 
SOAS Library, RM c.80.s.1, Portraits, juan 8, p. 31
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conflicts through military force along the way, and 
attempting to establish an ideal international order shaped 
by the Ming empire.18 While the voyages did establish the 
Ming empire’s central place in the tribute-trade system, and 
impressed upon kingdoms in Southeast Asia and the Indian 
Ocean the existence of a great power to their east, the cost of 
this enterprise was substantial. Zheng He’s voyages, together 
with the Yongle emperor’s other large-scale activities, had 
overstretched the limited capacity of the Ming state. 
Consequently, once the Hongxi emperor ascended the 
throne, he took a different path, and implemented tightening 
and stabilising policies, such as suspending state-sponsored 
maritime voyages and military campaigns, and even 
considered moving the capital back to Nanjing, in order to 
ease the burden on the Ming state.19 

Furthermore, the Yongle emperor was a ruler who came 
to power through usurping the throne. One of the driving 
forces behind his large-scale activities, including cultural 
projects such as the compilation of the Yongle dadian 永樂大典 
(Great Canon of the Yongle Reign), was the need to establish 
himself as an extraordinary emperor and to change the 
perception that he became emperor through questionable 
means, in order to enhance the legitimacy and rightfulness 
of his rulership.20 The Hongxi emperor did not share this 
experience and attitude. To the contrary, the officials he 
relied upon used the suspension of large-scale, exorbitant 
projects to establish and enhance the standing of the new 

As noted earlier, it has been claimed that Zheng He’s 
voyages spent around six million liang of silver. This was out 
of seven million that they took with them.12 The same source 
further records that the Yongle emperor gave the remaining 
funds to the Ministry of Works to pay for the construction of 
Da Baoensi 大報恩寺 (Great Monastery of Filial Gratitude) 
in Nanjing.13 This claim is hard to verify.14 The financial 
activities of the imperial court were often left unrecorded. 
However, money issued by the Ming government was known 
to be ineffective as a market currency at the time, while the 
building and decoration of the Da Baoen Monastery needed 
special materials that were not easily acquired through 
simple corvée labour or purchases from the market. It is thus 
feasible that unused silver from Zheng He’s voyages, 
accepted by the market and not officially issued, was used to 
fund the building of the Monastery. This would have 
hastened the process of the monetisation of silver in Ming 
society. There is no record that other construction projects 
and military campaigns received the same exceptional 
financial support as the Da Baoen Monastery, even if they 
were more costly. Any silver remaining from the voyages 
would have supported very limited projects, while treasures 
brought back from the voyages could not be turned into 
currency to replenish the resources depleted by wars and 
construction. This resulted in a vicious cycle of spending 
that could not continue. 

Termination of the voyages during the Hongxi reign 
(1425)
After the enthronement of the Hongxi 洪熙 emperor  
(r. 1425), his officials drafted an edict on his behalf that 
ordered the suspension of treasure ship building activities. 
Ships that were docked at the ports in Fujian 福建 and 
Taichang 太倉 were recalled to Nanjing, and goods 
intended for overseas trade were returned to the inner 
palace for storage.15 As noted above, several major projects 
from the Yongle reign were already unsustainable during 
the emperor’s lifetime. Some of the projects even competed 
with each other over resources, while ministers increasingly 
voiced objections towards them. Tensions also existed 
between the Hongxi emperor when he was a prince and his 
father over his right to govern and inherit the throne. Thus, 
when he became ruler, the Hongxi emperor agreed with the 
views of his officials and terminated state-sponsored 
maritime voyages, in addition to other costly large-scale 
projects that had begun during his father’s reign.16

Although the Hongxi emperor’s enthronement edict was 
issued under his name, it was in fact drafted by the Grand 
Secretary Yang Shiqi 楊士奇 (1365–1444) based upon 
proposals from officials including Xia Yuanji 夏元吉 
(1366–1430) (Pl. 12.5) and Yang Rong 楊榮 (1371–1440).17 
Thus, the content of the edict, including the declaration to 
terminate maritime voyages, expressed the shared attitude 
of officialdom. It shows the concern of Confucian scholar 
officials for the well-being of the state and the livelihood of 
ordinary people. More importantly, Zheng He’s voyages 
were not simply commercial in nature; they were primarily 
political and diplomatic missions aimed at showcasing the 
might of the Ming state and its dominant status in the 
region. This included intervening in and pacifying local 

Plate 12.5 Portrait of Xia Yuanji 夏元吉 in Collected Illustrations of 
the Three Realms (Sancai tuhui 三才圖會), published in 1609. 
SOAS Library, RM c.80.s.1. Portraits, juan 8- additional, p. 10
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The situation, however, changed from 1431 onwards. The 
strength of the Ming state had largely recovered, the effect of 
the Hongxi emperor’s initial edict had faded, and Xia 
Yuanji had by then passed away. The three main obstacles to 
resuming maritime voyages were thus largely neutralised. 
Under these circumstances, the Xuande emperor could 
venture to resume sending fleets overseas. Moreover, unlike 
his father, he had enjoyed a very good relationship with the 
Yongle emperor, so he did not completely renounce the 
policies of the earlier ruler, but instead tried to reach a 
compromise between the positions of his two predecessors. 
This was his approach on the matter of state-sponsored 
maritime voyages: after an initial suspension, he resumed 
them once conditions allowed, making possible Zheng He’s 
seventh and final voyage that took place from 1430 to 1433. 

In his later years, the Xuande emperor had to issue 
multiple edicts aimed at lightening the burden on ordinary 
people of his own excessive spending on courtly pleasures 
and entertainment. Despite this, he had no intention of 
suspending state-sponsored maritime voyages. Ming 
imperial porcelain decorated with sea creatures and waves, 
which appeared during the Yongle reign and were related to 
maritime activities, became more widespread under the 
Xuande emperor. The motif can be found on a variety of 
surviving vessels in the same way as auspicious flora and 
fauna patterns.24 These porcelain pieces were daily wares 
that accompanied the emperor in the imperial court. To an 
extent, the motif of sea creatures and waves, painted in 
different colours in a lively and refined manner, must have 
expressed the emperor’s interest and attitude towards 
maritime voyages. On the 21st day of the ninth month of 
1434, the Xuande emperor issued an Edict to Suspend Collecting 
Materials in Response to Disaster (Xuzai tingzhi wuliao chi 恤災停
止物料敕) that ordered the Ministry of Works to stop 
collecting raw materials from Southern Zhili 南直隸 region 
(present-day Jiangsu, Anhui and Shanghai), which was 
suffering from natural disasters.25 The edict did not, 
however, suspend preparations of materials for use on ships 
intended for maritime voyages; instead they would continue 
as planned. 

Yet, three months later, on the first day of the first month 
of 1435, an Edict to Hasten Labour (Chiyi chi 馳役敕) was issued, 
addressed to the Ministry of Works and Li Long 李隆, a 
military official guarding Nanjing, which for the first time 
ordered the termination of all purchasing and 
manufacturing activities related to ships intended for 
maritime voyages.26 It is likely that this edict was issued by 
senior officials under the emperor’s name, since by this time 
the Xuande emperor was gravely ill and unable to attend 
court audiences. He would pass away two days later. On the 
day of his death, another Edict to Stop Collecting and Capturing 
(Tingzhi caibu chi 停止採捕敕) reaffirmed the ban on activities 
related to maritime voyages, in addition to the cancellation 
of the gathering of rare flora and fauna.27 

Curiously, the Edict to Stop Collecting and Capturing was 
issued on the same day as the Xuande emperor’s 
posthumous edict. Normally an emperor’s posthumous edict 
would be drafted by an official appointed to the task, and 
issued under the deceased emperor’s name. The timing of 
the Edict to Stop Collecting and Capturing, and the fact that it 

emperor and his senior government. There were clearly both 
proactive and reactive elements in the Hongxi emperor’s 
decision to suspend state-sponsored maritime voyages. 

The Hongxi emperor and his circle of advisors turned 
away from the Yongle emperor’s taxing and outward-
looking policies, and to an extent returned to the policies of 
the late Hongwu and Jianwen reigns, in order to enable 
society to return to a path of peace and stability. This 
marked the beginning of a period known as ‘the rule of Ren 
and Xuan’ (Ren Xuan zhi zhi 仁宣之治), referring to the 
Hongxi (Renzong 仁宗) and Xuande 宣德 (宣宗, r. 1426–35) 
reigns, which saw a more practical and stable kind of 
governance. This change was not only a turn to stability 
from one emperor to the next, but also an example of a wider 
process in which imperial rulership moved from the 
founding of a dynasty, towards pioneering activities, then 
stable development.21 Moreover, compared to his father who 
possessed an extroverted martial character, the Hongxi 
emperor was more inward-looking and focused on 
preserving the achievements of the past. This difference in 
temperament is demonstrated in the divergent directions 
that the two men took in their policies. Even if the Ming 
state had remained strong, and tensions did not exist 
between him and his father, the Hongxi emperor still would 
not have actively advocated for the continuation of state-
sponsored maritime voyages.

Suspension and resumption of the voyages during the 
Xuande reign (1426–35)
In the first five years of his reign, the Xuande emperor did 
not dispatch fleets on state-sponsored maritime voyages. 
Then in the sixth year of his reign (1431), Zheng He and his 
fleet was sent to the ‘Western Ocean’ once again. There are 
three main reasons for this change. Firstly, before 1431, 
Ming society and economy had not fully recovered to the 
level of the early Yongle reign. Secondly, since the Hongxi 
emperor had declared the suspension of the voyages in his 
enthronement edict, the Xuande emperor could not 
overturn this decision in the short term. In his own initial 
edict, the Xuande emperor had explicitly stated that he 
would abide by the orders given by his father when he 
ascended the throne.22 Resuming state-sponsored voyages in 
the first few years of his reign would have given the 
impression that he had betrayed ancestral instructions and 
broken his own promises.

Thirdly, the presence of the senior official Xia Yuanji was 
an important factor in preventing the Xuande emperor from 
quickly resuming maritime voyages. Xia served as the 
Minister of Finance in the latter part of the Yongle reign, and 
resolutely opposed costly expansionist projects. His views 
were crucial in shaping the content of the Hongxi emperor’s 
enthronement edict, which the Xuande emperor followed. 
The Xuande emperor was also personally close to Xia, since 
the official had guided and advised him when he was still the 
imperial ‘grandson-heir’ during the Yongle reign. After he 
became ruler, the Xuande emperor continued to ask for Xia’s 
advice on many aspects of government, so that Xia occupied 
a pre-eminent position within officialdom.23 The emperor 
would not have easily resumed state-sponsored voyages as 
long as Xia continued to oppose them.
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The subsequent Chenghua emperor, however, with the 
support of eunuchs, did entertain thoughts of resuming 
state-sponsored voyages. This was, however, strongly 
opposed by officials such as Liu Daxia, quoted earlier, whose 
view was supported by the high-ranking Minister of War 
Xiang Zhong 項忠 (1421–1502).34 But the enormous cost of 
the voyages and their perceived lack of benefit were not the 
only reason why officials opposed them. Another reason had 
to do with the fact that pepper (hujiao 胡椒) and sappanwood 
(sumu 蘇木), brought back by Zheng He’s fleets from 
Southeast Asia, had been distributed to officials as wages 
over an extended period of time. During Zheng He’s first 
voyage, they were brought back to China as rare goods. It is 
said that the spices commanded an official price that was 20 
times higher than their value overseas.35 Since pepper and 
sappanwood were considered rare and expensive, they were 
bestowed upon high-ranking officials and members of the 
aristocracy as a special reward. 

Over time, however, the quantity of pepper and 
sappanwood brought back to China increased. Apart from 
Zheng He’s voyages, foreign envoys also presented the spices 
as tribute. This led to the amassing of an enormous stockpile 
of spices. Oversupply caused the prices of pepper and 
sappanwood to depreciate rapidly in the market. Faced with 
spices laying to waste in storage, the Ming government 
decided to use pepper and sappanwood as a form of 
currency to give to labourers and soldiers, and as a part of 
the salary given to civil and military officials in Nanjing and 
Beijing. The earliest record of the distribution of pepper and 
sappanwood to officials as remuneration dates to 1422.36 
Later on, the proportion of spices fluctuated, but eventually 
the Ming government established a standard practice of 
allotting money as salary in the first half of the year and 
spices in the second half.37

Around 50 years later in 1471, perhaps due to the 
diminishing stock of spices and dissatisfaction among 
officials, pepper and sappanwood were at one point replaced 
by cloth from the imperial treasury as part of official salary.38 
However, the arrangement of distributing money in the first 
half of the year and spices in the second half to officials still 
continued.39 This practice only stopped in 1481, when there 
was less than a year’s salary worth of spices in storage and 
the emperor agreed to replace spices with other currency in 
the official salary.40 Thus, from 1422 to 1481, that is for 
around 60 years in the early part of the Ming dynasty, part 
of the remuneration of officials in the two capitals was paid 
in the form of pepper and sappanwood. If one includes the 
years when these spices were distributed to labourers and 
soldiers during the Yongle reign, then the history of the 
Ming government imposing pepper and sappanwood as 
currency lasted for more than 70 years.41

The Ming government had in effect partially shifted its 
own financial crisis on to civil and military officials. Pepper 
and sappanwood were nearly worthless to officials at the 
time as there was no market for them, and no household 
needed the amount distributed. Officials who had devoted 
many years of their lives to serving the state struggled to eke 
out a living and support their families on their income. Not 
surprisingly, this led to deep dissatisfaction among officials. 
In fact, not only were the spices given as part of their salary 

deals with matters that the Xuande emperor was fond of 
while he was alive, suggest the likelihood that it was 
originally drafted by senior officials intending to further 
curtail spending at the imperial court. But since the emperor 
had passed away, the document could only be distributed 
together with his posthumous edict.28 The Edict to Stop 
Collecting and Capturing would appear in its entirety in the 
initial decree of the Zhengtong 正統 emperor (r. 1436–49), 
which was also drafted by Yang Shiqi.29 In addition, shortly 
after the Xuande emperor’s death, his mother Empress 
Dowager Zhang 張 (1379–1442) ordered the removal of all of 
his former playthings, such as cricket jars, from the palace.30 
This suggests that the edict to suspend state-sponsored 
maritime voyages was actually issued by senior officials with 
the support of the empress dowager at the time of the 
emperor’s illness and death. 

On a broader level, the pursuit of economic benefit had 
become an unavoidable social trend in China starting from 
the early Ming, and especially during the Xuande reign, 
given the rise of private maritime trade and local handicraft 
industries, the monetarisation of silver and the development 
of domestic and international commodity markets. The 
Ming empire also faced numerous problems at the end of 
the Xuande reign, which included excessive spending by 
the imperial court that affected state finances,31 
depreciation of the official currency,32 and economic 
instability. Under these circumstances, the Ming 
government could not ignore economic considerations and 
other pressing social concerns, and risk investing vast 
resources into state-sponsored maritime voyages. Senior 
officials, together with the empress dowager and the eunuch 
Wang Zhen 王振 (d. 1449), took advantage of the 
circumstances and the opportunity to issue edicts to 
urgently correct the problems in rulership under the 
Xuande emperor during his later years. The fact that the 
Zhengtong emperor’s enthronement edict makes no 
mention of state-sponsored maritime voyages can be 
considered the official end point of this enterprise. The 
death of Zheng He during his seventh voyage, in the 
Xuande reign, is another reason for its termination.

Attempt to resume the voyages and its abandonment 
during the Chenghua reign (1465–87)
Following the death of the Xuande emperor, the Zhengtong 
emperor ascended the throne at a very young age. He was 
guided by a group of senior officials who had long opposed 
maritime voyages, so resuming them was not possible at the 
time. The Jingtai 景泰 emperor (r. 1450–56), who became 
ruler after the Tumu 土木 debacle in 1449, concentrated his 
attention on internal affairs. He also did not consider 
sending f leets overseas. When the Zhengtong emperor 
retook the throne with the new reign title Tianshun 天順  
(r. 1457–64), there were suggestions to resume state-
sponsored voyages, but these were strongly and immediately 
opposed by officials who reasoned that the state had more 
pressing concerns, namely the threat spreading across the 
country of farmers leaving their farms to evade taxes.33 The 
issue was dropped. The emperor largely continued policies 
from the early Zhengtong reign that was relatively stable, 
and maritime voyages were no longer considered. 
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the most powerful members of the imperial court at the 
time, such as the eunuchs Huai En 懷恩 (d. 1488) and Liang 
Fang 梁芳 (f l. 1470), and the emperor’s favourite consort 
Lady Wan 萬 (1428–87), expressed clear support for the idea. 
The Chenghua emperor himself did not share the ambition 
of the Yongle and Xuande emperors for long-distance 
maritime voyages. Thus, the termination of the voyages to 
the ‘Western Ocean’ was inevitable. 

Notes
1 HMZL 6, 124.
2 MS 149, 4152. 
3 Mote and Twitchett 1988, 276.
4 MSJSBM 1977, 22, 351.
5 MSJSBM 1977, 21, 337.
6 Xie Xie 1959, juan 18, 761, 766. 
7 For instance, one estimation is given in MS 204, 7767. 
8 Wang Shixing 1981, juan 1, 5. 
9 Wan Ming 2014, 158.
10 This follows the view of Zhao Tiefeng 趙鐵峰 of Northeast Normal 

University in China.
11 Jiao Hong 1981, 150.
12 Wang Shixing 1981, juan 1, 5.
13 Wang Shixing 1981, juan 2, 23.
14 This follows the view of Professor Xia Weizhong 夏維中 of the 

Department of History at Nanjing University.
15 HMZL 9, 131.
16 Zhao Zhongnan 2005.
17 The edict is recorded in Yang Shiqi’s literary compilation. See 

Yang Shiqi 1986, 582–6.
18 Ueda 2014, ch. 4. 
19 Zhao Zhongnan 1997, 10. 
20 Zhao Zhongnan 2015, 66.
21 Zhao Zhongnan 2008, 243. 
22 HMZL 9, 146.
23 MS 149, 4152.
24 Liao Baoxiu 1998, 137.
25 HMZL 9, 174–5. 
26 HMZL 9, 176.
27 HMZL 9, 176.
28 This follows the view of Zhang Jiaoyu 張兆裕 of the Chinese 

Academy of Social Sciences.
29 HMZL 9, 178.
30 Xie Xie 1959, juan 21, 883.
31 Zhao Zhongnan 2015, 551.
32 MS 81, 1964.
33 MS 164, 4458.
34 Jiao Hong 1981, juan 5, 150.
35 Wan Ming 2014, 146.
36 MSL Xuanzong shilu 9.8a, Hongxi 1/9/癸丑.
37 MS 82, 2003.
38 MSL Xianzong shilu 97.5b, 7/10/丁丑.
39 MSL Xianzong shilu 191.1b–2a, 15/6/辛卯.
40 MSL Xianzong shilu 214.7a, 17/4/甲子.
41 Wan Ming 2014, 148–51.
42 MS 81, 1964.
43 This follows the view of Professor Gao Shouxian 高壽仙 of the 

Chinese Academy of Governance.
44 MS 79, 1927.
45 Fang Zhiyuan 1996, 189, 193.

worthless, the paper money and copper coins issued by the 
government were also not entirely accepted by the market as 
forms of currency.42 Instead the monetisation of silver, which 
was not officially issued and had been used by the 
government to purchase spices and other foreign goods, 
grew in importance. Consequently, officials during the 
mid-Ming dynasty desired silver rather than spices in their 
salary. Although it was the government that forced spices on 
to officials, the original source of the spices was Zheng He’s 
voyages, when they were purchased at inflated prices. The 
strong opposition voiced by officials in the two capitals 
towards resuming state-sponsored voyages was thus based 
on their personal interests as well as the interest of the state.

Zheng He’s final voyage was completed in 1433 during 
the Xuande reign. Maritime voyages were not discussed 
again at the imperial court until 1471 during the Chenghua 
reign. This meant that there was a period of nearly 40 years 
when the ships built for long-distance journeys had been left 
idle, without adequate repair and maintenance. If the 
voyages resumed, the cost of preparing the ships would have 
been considerable and beyond what the Ming government 
could afford in the short term. Although the strength of the 
Ming state under the Chenghua reign exceeded that of the 
early Ming, various reasons such as the weakened authority 
of the emperor and government, and the lesser capability of 
the state to control local society, meant that the Ming empire 
could no longer concentrate resources on large-scale 
projects. The Chenghua emperor did not have the power 
and authority of the Yongle emperor, who could act wilfully 
to persist with military campaigns, transfer of the capital 
and maritime voyages with no regard for official opposition 
and the cost to the state. Moreover, the Ming economy had 
changed from a system based on physical assets towards one 
based on currency. The Ming imperial court was no longer 
able to levy forcibly all the material and resources needed for 
the fleets in the same manner as in the early Ming.43 This 
change is another reason why the Ming dynasty could no 
longer continue state-sponsored maritime voyages.

The Yongle and Xuande emperors had additional 
incentive to continue the maritime voyages despite 
opposition, since they relied on ‘treasure ships’ (baochuan 寶
船) to bring back precious goods from foreign lands to the 
imperial court. Decades later during the Chenghua reign, 
the imperial court had access to one million liang of silver 
annually in the treasury for expenses.44 It could also depend 
on avenues such as the Bureau for Foreign Shipping (Shibo si 
市舶司) situated along the southeastern coast to purchase 
high-grade imported foreign goods at far lower cost than 
dispatching fleets overseas.45 In addition, during the 
Chenghua reign, only individual eunuchs supervising the 
Palace Treasury supported resuming the voyages. None of 
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The new ritual vessels system established in the early Ming 
lies in two parts. Firstly, the long-standing tradition of 
making ritual vessels in ancient bronze shapes was almost 
abandoned. Secondly, porcelain was elevated as the primary 
material for important ritual vessels employed in 
worshipping ceremonies for both the state and local courts. 
The ritual vessels referred to in this chapter are those used 
for the state’s most important ritual category of jili 吉禮 
(auspicious or festivity rituals), including the worship of 
Heaven, Earth, the Sun and Moon, and the worship of 
ancestors in the Taimiao 太廟 (Imperial Ancestral Temple) 
and Confucius temples. In Chinese history, li 禮 (ritual 
propriety) was regarded as one of the important foundations 
for state rulership. It is thus crucial for a state to issue proper 
ritual regulations, and the substantial content of the ritual 
regulations relates to the Five Rites (wuli 五禮). 

The Five Rites were festivity rituals ( jili 吉禮), guest 
rituals (binli 賓禮), military rituals ( junli 軍禮), 
congratulational rituals ( jiali 嘉禮) and ‘inauspicious rituals’ 
(xiongli 兇禮, i.e. funeral rites). The system of the Five Rites 
reaches a mature stage in the Tang dynasty, and the changes 
between Tang and Song in the way of editing ritual books 
were regarded by scholars as a profound influence on the 
subsequent dynasties.1 The Hongwu 洪武 emperor  
(r. 1368–98), founder of a newly established dynasty after a 
long period of Mongol rule, claimed to reinstate the ritual 
regulations of the Tang and Song dynasties and was keen to 
establish a proper ritual system from the very beginning of 
the Ming dynasty. Under his urging, Da Ming jili 大明集禮 
(Collected Rites of the Ming Dynasty), also known as the ‘early 
regulations of the Hongwu reign’ (Hongwu chuzhi 洪武初制) 
was completed in 1370, but was not issued nor printed. It was 
supplemented and published in 1529, the ninth year of the 
Jiajing 嘉靖 reign (1522–66). However, at the same time, other 
edited ritual books including Hongwu lizhi 洪武禮制 (Ritual 
Code of the Hongwu Reign), collectively named the ‘finalised 
codes of the Hongwu reign’ (Hongwu dingzhi 洪武定制), were 
later issued during the Hongwu reign and were put into 
practice from the early to mid-Ming periods.2 Due to space 
limitations I will focus here on ritual vessels employed 
during the early to mid-Ming periods. The picture becomes 
more complicated from the Jiajing reign onwards, due to the 
ritual changes of the so-called ‘Great Ritual Controversy’ 
(Daliyi 大禮議).3

According to the 18th-century Ming Shi 明史 (History of the 
Ming), in 1368 the Hongwu emperor quoted Confucius, 
saying: 

They served the dead as they would have served the living; they 
served the departed as they would have served those still 
present.

事死如事生，事亡如事存。4

Hongwu decreed that all the ritual vessels for ancestor 
worship in the Imperial Ancestral Temple should be made 
after the likeness of the services they used when living. No 
ancient ritual vessel shapes such as bian 籩 or dou 豆 should 
be used.5 In the following year (1369), the Hongwu emperor 
issued another order, that all ritual vessels should be made of 
ceramic, which supposedly replaced all other materials 
which were employed at this time for ritual use.6 

Chapter 13
The New Idea of Ritual 
Vessels in the Early Ming 
Dynasty: A Third System?
Shih Ching-fei
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This revolutionary change in ritual vessels, in tandem 
with the ritual reform of the early Ming dynasty,7 was not 
limited to the ceremonies of the Imperial Ancestral Temple, 
but was also seen in the regulation for jiaoshi 郊祀 (suburban 
sacrifices) such as the sacrifices to Heaven, Earth and other 
gods, and later extended to the ceremonies of royal courts, 
local government and Confucian temples within the state.8

Although it is not certain to what extent this early Ming 
ritual policy was followed, we know that it was long lived. For 
almost 400 years this ceramic-oriented ritual practice lasted, 
at least up to the reign of the Yongzheng 雍正 emperor 
(1723–35) in the Qing dynasty. We learn this fact from the 
comments made by the Qianlong 乾隆 emperor (r. 1736–95), 
when he conducted systematic ritual reform in the 13th year 
of his reign (1748),9 followed by the publication of a ritual book 
with illustrations, Huangchao liqi tushi 皇朝禮器圖式 (Illustrated 
Regulations for Ceremonial Paraphernalia of the Imperial Court) in 
the 24th year (1759).10

Almost every recent publication on early Ming ceramics 
mentions this unprecedented change by the Hongwu 
emperor in the 14th century. No one, however, has paid 
enough attention to this issue, leaving a number of further 
issues to be explored in the course of this chapter. 

A third system: What was the main content of this 
change of ritual vessels?
Previous studies have shown that there were two 
distinguished systems of ritual vessels employed from at least 
the Song to the Yuan dynasty: the ritual vessel shapes for 
worshipping illustrated in the Sanli tu 三禮圖 (The Illustrated 
Catalogue of Three Ritual Classics) and those that followed the 
ancient bronze shapes illustrated in the Xuanhe bogu tu 宣和博
古圖 (The Xuanhe Illustrated Catalogue of Antiquities) (Pl. 
13.1a–b).11 By the early Ming, with the introduction of the 
new idea of ritual vessels issued by the Hongwu emperor, 

these earlier systems were almost abandoned. We might 
view the new ideas of the early Ming dynasty as ‘a third 
system’ (or ‘ceramic-oriented ritual vessel system’ or 
‘Hongwu ritual vessel system’), in addition to the Sanli tu and 
Xuanhe bogu tu systems.

According to the illustration in Da Ming huidian 大明會典 
(Collected Statutes of the Great Ming),12 vessels for worshipping 
Heaven at the Circular Mound Altar (Huangqiu 圜丘), apart 
from jue 爵, deng 登, xing 鉶, fu 簠, gui 簋, bian 籩 and dou 豆, 
were all replaced by dishes or bowls made of ceramic (Pl. 
13.2).13 Interestingly, another order by the emperor came 
right after, which changed all the ritual vessels into 
porcelain. This change is not only limited to the state level 
but was also enforced in other princely courts, local 
government and Confucius temples as shown in 
documents.14

Recent studies on rituals and ritual vessels of the Song, 
Yuan, Ming and Joseon dynasties provide us with a better 
basis for further study. Hsieh Ming-liang’s 謝明良 studies on 
the above-mentioned two systems of Sanli tu and Xuanhe bogu 
tu ritual vessels, which were employed after the 8th century 
in East Asian regions as shown in the cases of excavated 
burials of the Tang dynasty Empress Ai 哀 and the Yuan 
dynasty Wang 汪 family, help us identify the choices being 
made in different periods.15 Chen Fang-mei 陳芳妹 and Hsu 
Ya-hwei 許雅惠 take a broader view of East Asian 
Confucian ritual practice. Hsu Ya-hwei studies the set of 
black pottery ritual vessels from the Yuan dynasty 
unearthed from Saiyinchidahu’s 賽因赤答忽 tomb at 
Luoyang 洛陽, Henan, and argues that the ritual vessel 
shapes based on contemporary illustrated ritual books for 
county level, Shaoxi zhouxian shidianyi tu 紹熙州縣釋奠儀圖 
(Illustrated Shaoxi Confucius Worshipping Ceremony of Counties), 
was possibly edited by Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) during the 
Southern Song period (only the Qing edition survives today) 

Plate 13.1 Two pages from the 
Zuantu huzhu Zhouli 纂圖互註

周禮 (The Rites of Zhou, 
Illustrated and Cross-
Referenced), Southern Song 
edition, National Library of 
China, pp. 17–18. a) Liuzun tu  
六尊圖 (Images of Six Vessels) 
(left) after Sanli tu and b) 
Zunlei tu 尊罍圖 (Images of 
Wine Vessels) (right), after Liju 
yang 禮局樣 (Ritual Service 
models). Liju yang was the 
official ritual vessel models 
issued by the Southern Song 
government, based on the 
Xuanhe bogu tu system
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on the basis of the Xuanhe bogu tu bronze vessel types.16 Chen 
Fang-mei has surveyed Zhu Xi’s ideas on the set of ritual 
vessels for the Sacrifice to Sages (shidian 釋奠) and 
discovered that Zhu Xi’s ideal, as shown in the above-
mentioned Shaoxi zhouxian shidianyi tu and other relevant 
visual materials on ritual vessels and actual objects, was not 
only practised widely in the East Asian region but also lasted 
for a long time after the 12th century.17 Lee Dingeun 李定恩 
looked into Joseon’s fusion of the two systems, a decision 
made during Sejong’s 世宗 reign (1397–1450) when it was not 
possible to obtain definitive information on the official ritual 
practice system from the Ming court.18 However, in their 
studies, the Ming dynasty ritual system was relatively 
absent, as there was less evidence available for reference.

No pictorial evidence of early Ming ritual vessels survives 
today. The images included in Da Ming jili were printed in the 
ninth year of the Jiajing reign (1530) and claimed to follow the 
Hongwu emperor’s initial edition of ritual practice.19 This 
16th-century edition of Da Ming jili is itself problematic, 
because its publication was a byproduct of the controversial 
ritual reconstruction known as the Great Ritual Controversy 
in the Jiajing period. Apart from the jue 爵 vessel (which 
remains a bronze-specific shape), it is difficult for scholars to 
differentiate ritual vessels from the other vessels and thereby 
establish a clear picture of early Ming ritual vessels, due to 
the use of porcelain in utilitarian forms. 

However, there are some hints from objects with 
outstanding features or shapes identical to those pictured in 
ritual books, which might help us to explore this question a 
little further. It is helpful to compare the Ming dynasty 
ceramic-oriented system with the Joseon dynasty’s Jegidoseol 
祭器圖說 (Illustrated Catalogue of Ritual Vessels), compiled 
during the reign of King Sejong.20 After being rejected by 
the Ming emperors in its request for ritual books, King 
Sejong’s court decided to study the ritual practice on their 

own. The Joseon system is mainly based on Zhu Xi’s ideal 
Sacrifice to Sages, which belongs to the Xuanhe bogu tu system 
(Pl. 13.3a–b; see also Pl. 13.1 right). When they were 
uncertain about which form to use, they chose to keep both 
systems and thus fused them in some parts.21

Since there appears to be no early Ming illustration 
showing sets of ritual vessels, we will examine the objects 
themselves to explore this issue. Firstly, porcelain was the 
primary material chosen for important ritual vessels 
employed in worship ceremonies. Even the bian 籩 vessel, 
which is supposed to be made of woven bamboo, was 
replaced with porcelain in this system. Secondly, common 
porcelain shapes were given particular ‘decoration’ 
(symbols) to show ritual features. Thirdly, synthesised forms 
and decorations from the two previous systems were used. 

We may find some ritual vessel examples closer to the 
Sanli tu or Xuanhe bogu tu system. However, more often we find 
a ‘blended’ or synthesised format that came from nowhere. 
A porcelain jar with seven bands of relief on the body and 
two rope-shaped handles, currently housed in the National 
Palace Museum, is a fitting example (Pl. 13.4). This 
creative form could be regarded as a bian or other ritual 
vessel among the set of early Ming ritual vessels. Other likely 
candidates appear hybrids of the two previous systems. 

It is particularly interesting if we compare the situation 
with Joseon examples of buncheon 粉青 wares, in which there 
is a merging of the two systems of Sanli tu and Xuanhe bogu tu, 
as mentioned above. The Baur Foundation has a Ming 
ceramic jar incised with a cow-like animal on the belly (Pl. 
13.5). This jar might have been made with reference to the 
xizun 犧尊 of the Xuanhe bogu tu system in Da Ming jili (Pl. 
13.6). According to the Da Ming jili (usually), the animal was 
supposed to be made into a 3d vessel; in this case, the 
illustration of the animal was squarely transplanted on to 
the jar as a 2d motif. On the other hand, the depiction of an 

Plate 13.2 Illustration for 
display on the first level of 
the Circular Mound Altar 
(Huanqiu diyicheng chenshe 
tu 圜丘第一成陳設圖),  
Da Ming huidian 大明會典 

(Collected Statutes of the 
Great Ming), reprint of the 
1587 edition (Taipei, 1963), 
juan 82, p. 1298-1
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Plate 13.3a–b: a (left) Underglazed cobalt-blue and iron-brown shanlei 山罍, Joseon dynasty, 15th century. Height 27.8cm, diameter mouth 
9.5cm, foot 11.8cm. Leeum, Samsung Museum of Art; b) (right) Five Rites (Olyeui 五禮儀) in Annals of the King Sejong (Sejong Sillok 世宗

實錄), dated 1451, reprint of T’aebaeksanbon edition (Seoul, 1955)

Plate 13.4 Yellow-glazed jar with two rope-shaped handles, 15th 
century. Height 23.2cm, diameter mouth 10cm, foot 11cm. National 
Palace Museum, Taipei

Plate 13.5 Blue-glazed porcelain jar (xizun 犧尊), Jiajing mark and 
period, 1522–66. Height 25.8cm. Baur Foundation, Museum of Far 
Eastern Art, Geneva
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What were the consequences of this new idea?
What interests us more is the question of the consequences of 
this unprecedented and revolutionary decision. What was its 
impact in the early Ming? One would immediately think of 
it as an important impetus leading to the establishment of 
the imperial kiln at Jingdezhen in the early Ming period. In 
addition, the features of ritual vessels also lead to the 
creation of particular forms of decoration and visual effects 
in imperial wares.

An obvious impact is the urgent and great demand for 
ceremonial vessels for ritual practices in the state and 
kingdoms, local governments and Confucius temples.25 Liu 
Xinyuan noticed that porcelain had been employed for 
ceremonial use as early as the first year of the Hongwu reign 
for worshipping the emperor’s ancestors at the Nanjing 
Taimiao.26 Christine Lau tried to link extant Ming imperial 
wares to corresponding documents, especially the ritual 
vessels used in suburban sacrifices, including monochrome 
porcelain jue copying bronze-shaped bowls and dishes.27 
Hsieh Yu-chen explored many more relevant documents 
related to this issue and suggested that this decision by the 
Hongwu emperor might have led to the establishment of the 
imperial kiln during the early Ming dynasty.28 

What signifiers for ritual vessels express their 
distinctiveness from other common utensils? It is difficult to 
differentiate ritual vessels from daily utensils made of 
ceramics. Almost no trace of archaic ritual shapes can be 
found apart from jue 爵 and zhou 舟 (or he 盉).29 This is the 
main reason why scholars of ceramic studies do not pay too 

image (for example, an animal, mountain etc.) on a jar refers 
to the Sanli tu system (see Pl. 13.1 left). We might also ask, 
why did this jar, made in the Jiajing period, not follow the 
conventions of the Da Ming jili? 

Why was ceramic chosen as the primary material for 
ritual vessels?
The use of porcelain ritual vessels for ritual practice was a 
state order by the emperor, a forceful decree that must be 
followed by his court and people, especially at a time when 
ritual construction was of utmost importance to a new ruler 
trying to establish his legitimacy. Where did the Hongwu 
emperor get this new idea from? 

It is understood that the frugality advocated by Hongwu 
in the early Ming period might explain the use of porcelain 
instead of bronze, when there was a shortage of coinage or 
copper. In addition, the making of vessel shapes in the 
likeness of the services that the ancestors used while living 
can also be explained by the Hongwu emperor’s citation of 
Confucius, as previously mentioned. Why was ceramic 
chosen as the primary material for ritual vessels? According 
to earlier studies, we know that ritual vessels made of 
ceramic appeared from time to time in history: for example, 
some Song dynasty guan wares, Yuan dynasty black pottery 
or even Joseon buncheon wares. However, they were often 
meant as supplements or substitutes for bronze ritual vessels, 
when there were shortages of bronze models. These copied 
archaistic bronze styles. Scholars such as Qin Dashu 秦大樹 
have suggested that some Yaozhou and Ding ware were 
produced in the shapes of ritual vessels in the Song dynasty.22 
These were likely to be sent to the court to supplement 
bronze ritual vessels. We learn from documents that the 
Southern Song government asked for the substitution of 
bronze vessels in ritual practices with ceramic ritual vessels 
produced in the Zhejiang area.23 

The black pottery from the Yuan dynasty copied archaic 
bronze shapes based on the Xuanhe bogu tu system. More 
intriguing and oft-cited pieces are the 15th-century Joseon 
buncheon wares. These above-mentioned examples, however, 
show that ceramics were mainly chosen as substitutes or 
supplements when bronze or metal vessels were in short 
supply or lacking. In a few cases, ceramic wares were chosen 
because they adhered to ancient doctrines, such as heguyi 合古意 
(‘matching ancient doctrines’) and qi yong tao pao 器用陶匏 
(‘employing vessels made of pottery and gourd’). The Ming 
dynasty is the first instance when ceramic itself was regarded 
primarily to serve as the material for ritual vessels in such a 
wide range of contexts, in their usual ceramic shapes, from 
the imperial to regional courts and local governments.

The last point, not to be overlooked, is the role of the lead 
official for early Ming ritual reform, Tao An 陶安 (1312?–68). 
According to the investigation by Hsieh Yu-chen 謝玉珍, 
Tao An was once appointed as the local prefect of Raozhou 
饒州, where he might have learned about ceramic making in 
Jingdezhen; this might have inspired the proposal to employ 
ceramic as the primary material for ritual vessels.24 This 
information is crucial to our discussion of the possible 
origins of this unprecedented change in ritual vessels. More 
supporting evidence for this speculation will be explored 
further in the future.

Plate 13.6 Xizun 犧尊 of Xuanhe bogu tu system in Da Ming jili  
大明集禮 (Collected Ceremonial of the Ming Dynasty), dated 1530. 
National Library of China
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yellow glazes in the Hongwu and Yongle period can be 
regarded as important.33 A Yongle-period yellow glazed dish 
in the Percival David Collection has gold painted lines on 
the rim (Pl. 13.7), showing its connection with metalware 
and so it is likely to have served as a ritual vessel. 

Decoration is a key reference point in differentiating 
ritual vessels from common wares, and may also be an 
aspect that engages with the viewer more directly. 
Interestingly, if we look closer, we discover an animal image 
on the so-called xizun 犧尊 (animal-shaped wine vessel) in 
the illustration of ritual at the Circular Mound Altar (Pl. 
13.2, below right); Hsieh Ming-liang has referred this to 
those with similar decorations.34 An example is the blue-
glazed jar of the Jiajing period from the Baur Foundation 
with an incised cow-like animal on the belly mentioned 
earlier (see Pl. 13.5). We find more examples of slightly 
different versions from the Hongzhi 弘治 period (1488–
1505), with gold painting (Pl. 13.8). And we might also cite 
an example of a yellow-glazed zhuzun 著尊, a jar with animal 
heads on two sides near the neck, the gold-painted lines 
referring to metal (Pl. 13.9).35 A blue-glazed jar of the Jiajing 
period with a mountain design on the belly should be 
regarded as a relevant ritual vessel. It stands for the shanzun 
山尊 (‘mountain’ wine vessel), a type of vase with an 
‘mountain’ image and part of a set of six vases, liuzun 六尊, 
used for offering wine (Pl. 13.10).

From the above discussion, we have learned that the 
unprecedented decision on ritual vessels was launched 
during the early Ming (late 14th century) ritual reform and 
its influence lasted for almost 400 years, until the early 

much attention to this unprecedented decision. It is also the 
reason why scholars who work on the development of ritual 
vessels from the Tang dynasty onwards regard the Ming  
to early Qing as a cul-de-sac. Yet there are some traces of 
distinction that we can find on Ming ceramics. Previous 
scholars have also provided us with some hints.30

Does size of the vessels matter? Wang Guangyao 王光堯 
from the Palace Museum suggested that the decision which 
he called ‘the ceramification of ritual vessels’ (lijiqi ciqihua  
禮祭器瓷器化) and the ‘daily-utensilification of ritual 
vessels’ (lijiqi riyongqihua 禮祭器日用器化), decreed by the 
court to the princely courts, local provincial governments 
and Confucius temples, reminds us to pay attention to 
large-sized porcelains of the early Ming period for possible 
examples of ritual vessels, as no apparent bronze ritual 
vessels can be identified.31 We also realise that the large-
sized dishes of the early Ming period were not only seen in 
Jingdezhen wares but also in Longquan celadon, with 
similar designs.

In addition, colour is undoubtedly a good angle for 
investigation as we have both documents and objects to 
support it. Monochrome glazes were introduced to mark the 
ritual vessels for the worship of different gods. The 
regulations of the Da Ming huidian state that monochrome 
wares of blue, yellow, red and white glazes are to be used for 
the worship of Heaven, Earth, the Sun and the Moon. One 
would also agree that the urgent demand for monochrome 
glazes must have contributed to the technological 
advancement at the Jingdezhen imperial kiln in order to 
meet the regulations and demand.32 The emergence of 

Plate 13.7 Yellow-glazed porcelain 
dish, Yongle period, 1403–24, 
Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province. 
Height 5.7cm, diameter 31.7cm. Sir 
Percival David Collection, PDF 582
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Qianlong period in the mid-18th century. In this reform, the 
long-standing tradition of making ritual vessels in ancient 
bronze shapes was almost abandoned, and porcelain was 
elevated as the primary material for important ritual vessels 
employed in ceremonies of worship from the state to the 
local governments. However, little attention has been paid to 
this issue. 

Although we do not yet know the full picture of this third 
system, this chapter has sought to show that there are some 
traces of distinctiveness that enable us to explore the 
significance of this change in ritual vessels. We may well 
regard this ceramic-oriented system as a third system of 
ritual vessels in addition to the Sanli tu or Xuanhe bogu tu 
systems, as it is both different and distinct from these 
previous systems. The early Ming decision led to the 
establishment of a long-lived imperial kiln system and a 
ceramic-oriented system of ritual vessels in later Chinese 
material culture history.

But the frugality advocated by Hongwu in the early Ming 
period might explain why ceramic substitutes enjoyed an 
economic advantage. In addition, ceramic wares were 
chosen because they adhered to the ancient doctrines. We 
also saw why the vessel shapes should be made in the likeness 
of the services that the ancestors used while living, in the 
Hongwu emperor’s citation of Confucius and Song Taizu. 
Lastly, a scholar’s proposal that the early Ming ritual 
reformist Tao An might have played a crucial role in making 
such a decision, as he had previously served as the local 
prefect of Raozhou, deserves further exploration in the 
future.

Lastly, what are the consequences of this unprecedented 
decision, made during the early Ming, dictating that all 
ritual vessels should be made of ceramics? Firstly, it is likely 

Plate 13.8 Blue-glazed porcelain jar, gold painted, Hongzhi period, 
1488–1505, Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province. Height 32.2cm, diameter 
mouth 16.5cm, foot 18.5cm. The Palace Museum, Beijing

Plate 13.9 Yellow-glazed porcelain jar, zhuzun 著尊, Hongzhi period, 
1488–1505, Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province. Height 32cm, diameter 
mouth 19cm, foot 17.5cm. The Palace Museum, Beijing

Plate 13.10 Blue-glazed jar with unglazed ‘mountain’ image, Jiajing 
mark and period, 1521–67. Height 25.2cm, width 25.5cm widest 
point. Private collection
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caps and robes (Guanfu 冠服, juan 4–7), musical instruments (Yueqi 
樂器, juan 8–9), insignia (Lubu 鹵簿, juan 10–12) and military objects 
(Wubei 武備, juan 17–18). Each object is illustrated and described as 
to its appearance, dimensions, the materials it is made of, which 
decoration it bears, the numbers of the particular object to be used 
during a certain ceremony and its actual use. For relevant studies 
on the arrangements and content of the book, see Medley 1957–9.

11 Chen Fang-mei 2005, 300–2. Hsieh Ming-liang 2006, 81–2. Sanli tu
三禮圖 (20 juan) collection on illustrated ritual vessels was compiled 
by Nie Chongyi 聶從義 (10th century). The present edition of Sanli 
tu is Chong jiao Sanli tu 重校三禮圖. See Nie Chongyi 1966. Xuanhe 
bogu tu 宣和博古圖 was compiled through 1111 to 1125 under the 
commission of Emperor Huizong of Song (r. 1100–25), and featured 
illustrations of some 840 vessels and rubbings from the imperial 
collection. Although it is not a ritual book, it contains the study of 
ancient bronze ritual vessels that Zhu Xi later adopted for the 
ritual vessel examples in his ideal Sacrifice to Sages and thus 
broadly influenced the ritual vessel system in the East Asian region. 
The present edition is edited by Wang Fu 王黻, Chong xiu Xuanhe 
bogu tu 重修宣和博古圖 (Revised Xuanhe Illustrated Catalogue of 
Antiquities). See Wang Fu 1983. Tsai Meifen reminds us that the 
debate on the choices of Sanli tu and Xuanhe bogu tu systems during 
the early Yuan period. Tsai Meifen 2001, 230–3. Craig Clunas has 
noticed that printed copies of the Chong xiu Xuanhe bogu tu were 
widely circulated in the 16th century during the Ming dynasty; see 
Clunas 2004, 97.

12 Da Ming huidian was submitted to the throne in 1497 and, after 
revision, officially issued and printed in 1509 in the Zhengde reign 
(1506–21). It is thus also called Zhengde huidian 正德會典 (Collected 
Statutes of the Zhengde Reign). The first version contained 180 juan, and 
after two supplements were added during the Jiajing 嘉靖 
(1522–66) and Wanli 萬曆 (1573–1619) reigns, it reached its final size 
of 228 juan in the edition of 1597.

13 DMHD, 1298.
14 DMHD, 1446 and 2773.
15 Hsieh Ming-liang 2006, 81–2.
16 Hsu Ya-huei 2003. There are two editions of Shaoxi zhouxian 

that the urgent demand for ceramic ritual vessels from the 
court to local levels led to the establishment of imperial 
ceramic production in the early Ming dynasty. It also 
prompted technological improvements, as shown in the case 
of the development of monochrome glazes in the early Ming 
period. 

Without this ceramic-oriented system we would not see 
the lovely outcome, which were Qianlong’s porcelain ritual 
vessels; although there was also a big change again in 
Qianlong’s ritual vessel reform as presented in Huangchao liqi 
tushi (Pl. 13.11). In addition, useful references from Joseon-
dynasty Korea would undoubtedly help us explore the 
situation of early Ming ritual practice in the future.36

Notes
1 Cheng Shuguo 1998, ch. 2. Chang Wen-chang provides a detailed 

review of previous studies on rituals in the Tang and Song 
dynasties. Chang Wen-chang 2012, 1–44.

2 Zhao Kesheng 2004–5, 54–7.
3 Fisher 1977; Huang Chin-hsin 1994; Zhao Kesheng 2008–12, 26–9.
4 MS 51, 1315.
5 MS 51, 1315. See also a similar record in MSL Taizong shilu 43.4a 

(2/6/丁亥).
6 DMHD, 2715.
7 According to Zhao Kesheng, the ritual reform of the Hongwu 

emperor was eventually settled in around the tenth year of the 
Hongwu reign. On early Ming ritual reform see Zhao Kesheng 
2004–5, 54–7. 

8 Hsieh Yu-chen 1995, 14–18; Wang Guangyao 2010, 75–9.
9 Kun Gang 1991, 645.
10 Huangchao liqi tushi was compiled during the Qianlong reign 

(1736–96). The 18-juan text was completed in 1759 and revised and 
printed in 1766. It is divided into six parts, describing sacrificial 
objects (Jiqi 祭器, juan 1–2), ceremonial objects (Yiqi 儀器, juan 3), 

Plate 13.11 Porcelain ritual vessels, 18th–19th century. Height 14cm–27cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, C.526-1910, 
C.17&A-1968, FE.99-1970, C.483-1910
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22 For example Qin Dashu 2005, 64–73.
23 Tsai 2000, 327–8 Hsu Ya-hwei 2011, 13–17.
24 Hsieh Yu-chen 1995, 34.
25 Lu Minghua 1990, 146–7.
26 Liu Xinyuan 1985.
27 Lau 1993.
28 Hsieh Yu-chen 1995, 13–44. 
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30 Hsu Ya-hwei 2011; Chen Fang-mei 2011.
31 Wang Guangyao 2010, 75–9.
32 We also learn from documents that colour scheme was regarded as 

important in differentiating status. Tsai 1996, 129–30.
33 Cao Jianwen 2003–5.
34 Hsieh Ming-liang 2006, 73–6.
35 Wang Chong-ci 2008.
36 Pang Pyong-son 2001; Kim Yun-jeong 2007. 

shidianyi tu that survive today. The one used in this chapter is the 
one in the Shiku quanshu 1986, vol. 648. 

17 Chen Fang-mei 2011. 
18 Lee 2013.
19 Da Ming jili is a collection of court rituals of the Ming dynasty. It 

was compiled under the supervision of Xu Yikui 徐一夔 and with a 
staff that included eminent Confucian experts including Liang Yin 
梁寅, Liu Yu 劉于, Zhou Yuliang 周於諒, Hu Xingjian 胡行簡, Liu 
Zongbi 劉宗弼, Dong Yi 董彝, Cai Chen 蔡琛, Teng Gongying 滕
公瑛 and Zeng Hu 曾魯. The compilation began in 1369 and was 
finished at the end of the following year. Xu Yikui 1963. However, 
it was not supplemented and published until the ninth year of the 
Jiajing reign (1530). For studies on Da Ming jili, see Zhao Kesheng 
2004–5.

20 JWS Sejong Sillok 128.
21 Lee 2013.
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Early in his reign, the Yongle 永樂 emperor (r. 1403–24) 
asked officials to identify auspicious omens across the empire 
in order to support the legitimacy of his rule. Not only did 
officials search the provinces for accounts of propitious 
occurrences, they also recorded them in their writings and 
paintings. Many extant works from the period, produced by 
officials, are on the subject of auspicious signs. This chapter 
argues that such texts and images were intended to offset 
doubts about the legitimacy of the Yongle emperor’s 
ascension to the throne, and to symbolically affirm Heaven’s 
approval of his reign.1

According to the Ming shi 明史 (History of the Ming), the 
physiognomist Yuan Gong 袁珙 (1335–1410) described the 
appearance of Prince Zhu Di 朱棣 (1360–1424), the future 
Yongle emperor, in regal terms, and identified him as the 
rightful Son of Heaven.2 He purportedly told the prince: 

[You have] a dragon’s walk and a tiger’s step, a protruding 
forehead that reaches towards the Heaven, [these are signs of ] 
the Son of Heaven of Great Peace. When you turn forty, and 
your whiskers reach below your navel, you will ascend the 
throne. 

龍行虎步，日角插天，太平天子也。年四十鬚過臍，即登大寶
矣。

Indeed, two years after his fortieth birthday, Zhu Di 
would become emperor. In his seated portrait in the 
National Palace Museum, Taipei, he is depicted with a long, 
wavy beard and a dark reddish complexion (see Pl. 16.6). 
Compared to earlier portraits of rulers from the Song 
dynasty (960–1279), this image is painted with more defined 
brushstrokes in the area of the face and costume. The Yongle 
emperor sits on a spacious, gem-encrusted throne, the back 
of which is in the shape of the character shan 山 (mountain). 
The arms of the throne are adorned with six dragon heads 
with tassels made of precious stones hanging from their 
mouths. Thrones of such extravagance do not appear in 
earlier imperial portraits. The use of lavish furnishings, like 
the references to imperial physiognomy, seems intended to 
bolster the legitimacy of a man who rose to power under 
violent circumstances.

The Yongle emperor usurped the throne from his nephew 
the Jianwen 建文 emperor (r. 1399–1402) following a bloody 
civil war. Auspicious omens were identified during his reign 
to support the rationale and legitimacy of his actions. It was 
believed that Heaven would generate propitious events to 
signal its approval of an emperor who possessed the mandate 
to rule, and who governed effectively and diligently. Many 
officials wrote poems to celebrate these omens, and 
paintings were produced to commemorate them.

The mystical beast zouyu
Auspicious omens included sightings of rare creatures and 
extraordinary occurrences in nature. In the fourth month of 
1404, the Yongle emperor appointed his eldest son, Zhu 
Gaochi 朱高熾 (1378–1425), as his successor. In the ninth 
month of that year, the Prince of Zhou 周王, Zhu Shu 朱橚 
(1361–1425), travelled to the capital to pay his respects, and 
presented the emperor with a mystical creature known as a 
zouyu 騶虞.3 The zouyu is said to have the appearance of a 
white tiger, a nature that is humane and righteous, and the 

Chapter 14
Gifts of Good Fortune and 
Praise-Songs for Peace: 
Images of Auspicious 
Portents and Panegyrics 
from the Yongle Period

Lina Lin

Translated by Silin Chen
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16 by Marsha Haufler in this volume). Others include Jian Yi 
蹇義 (1364–1435), Lü Zhen 呂震 (1365–1426), Hu Yan 胡儼 
(1360–1443), Xie Jin 解縉 (1369–1415), Huang Huai 黃淮 
(1367–1449) and Hu Guang 胡廣 (1370–1418) – all important 
officials of the Ming court. The poems praise the Yongle 
emperor and present zouyu as an auspicious sign of his rule. 
These paintings and colophons would have been produced 
after the Prince of Zhou’s gift, made on the eighth day of the 
ninth month in 1404. The dating of the painting can be 
further narrowed down based on the title of one of the 
officials: Lü Zhen identifies himself as the Chief Minister of 
the Court of Judicial Review (Dalisi qing 大理寺卿) in his 
colophon. This is a title that he used until the ninth month of 
1405, when he changed positions.7 Hence the paintings 
would have been made before this date. 

Miraculous manifestations of Zhenwu
Imperial religious activities, both Daoist and Buddhist, were 
frequent during the Yongle reign, and were intended to 
demonstrate that the emperor was a virtuous ruler who had 
the protection and support of divine powers. For instance, 
Preface to Saintly Filial Poem on Auspicious Responses (Shengxiao 
ruiying shi you xu 聖孝瑞應詩有序) records that the Yongle 
emperor held an audience with Daoist masters who came 
from across the empire at the temple Chaotiangong 朝天宮 
(Palace in Homage to Heaven) in Nanjing during the 
eleventh month of 1406.8 Leading up to and on the day of the 
emperor’s visit to the temple, a series of auspicious signs were 
recorded: 

On the day of guihai, spiritual beings appeared at Shenyueguan 
(Imperial Music Office); on jiazi auspicious clouds appeared at 
Chaotian Palace; and on yichou, sweet dew fell on trees in the 
palace. On bingyin, when his Majesty’s carriage visited 

ability to foretell good and evil. According to Huang Zuo’s 
黃佐 (1490–1566) Hanlin ji 翰林記 (Records of Hanlin Scholars), 
the Prince of Zhou captured the zouyu while hunting in 
Junzhou 鈞州, his fiefdom in Henan 河南 province.4 The 
record further states that officials wrote and presented odes 
on zouyu to the emperor. As confirmation of Heaven’s 
approval, one month later the muddy Yellow River 
reportedly turned clear in Pucheng 蒲城 and Hejin 河津 
counties.5 

The National Palace Museum, Taipei, has two early 
Ming paintings depicting zouyu in its collection. One is 
known as Ming Painting of Zouyu from the Inner Palace (Mingren 
neifu zouyu tu 明人內府騶虞圖) (Pl. 14.1). The other is Ming 
Painting of Zouyu (Mingren hua zouyu tu 明人畫騶虞圖) (Pl. 
14.2). Similar in size, composition and style, the two 
paintings would have been produced around the same time, 
based on the same sketch (gaoben 稿本).6 They both depict a 
single zouyu prowling in a landscape painted with vibrant 
colours and outlines partially rendered in gold. The creature 
is shown with a swirling pattern on its forehead to indicate its 
curly fur. The dense canopy of pine needles and birds 
interspersed among flowers demonstrate fine brushwork, 
which suggests that the paintings were most likely produced 
by court painters. The same 27 colophons are inscribed after 
the painting in both scrolls. Ming Painting of Zouyu contains 
one additional colophon written by the official Yin 
Xiangbao 尹向寶 (fl. early 15th century), dated the eighth 
month of 1404. This difference between the two scrolls may 
have been the result of later remounting. The colophons are 
ordered according to the official rank of their writers, 
beginning with the monk-official and Junior Preceptor Yao 
Guangxiao 姚廣孝 (1335–1418), also known as Daoyan 道衍, 
who was the Yongle emperor’s main strategist (see Chapter 

Plate 14.1 Anonymous, Painting of Zouyu from the Inner Palace (Mingren neifu zouyu tu 明人內府騶虞圖), Ming dynasty, c. 1404–5, 
Nanjing. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 51.9cm, width 125cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei

Plate 14.2 Anonymous, Painting of Zouyu (Mingren hua zouyu tu 明人畫騶虞圖), Ming dynasty, c. 1404–5. Handscroll, ink and colours on 
silk, height 54cm, width 129cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei
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province that venerated Zhenwu. After construction was 
largely completed in 1416, the emperor bestowed an elevated 
title on the mountain, naming it the ‘Great Marchmount, 
Supreme Harmony Mountain’ (Dayue Taiheshan  
大嶽太和山), and personally composed an inscription for it 
that was carved on to a commemorative stele.13

According to the Ming Veritable Records, miraculous signs 
began to appear at Mount Wudang during 1413, the second 
year after construction of the temple complex began.14 
Auspicious five-coloured clouds gathered, and Zhenwu 
reportedly revealed himself many times at the mountain 
peak, at Zixiaogong 紫霄宮 (Palace of Purple Cloud) and 
Yuxugong 玉虛宮 (Palace of Jade Void).15 Imperial edicts and 
Zhenwu’s divine manifestations were recorded with detailed 
explanatory texts and illustrations in the Catalogue of Auspicious 
Responses of the Supreme Emperor of the Dark Heaven of the Great 
Ming (Da Ming xuantian shangdi ruiying tulu 大明玄天上帝瑞應圖
錄), a version of which is compiled in the Daoist Canon (Pl. 
14.3a–b).16 A handscroll painting of this subject matter is in 
the Baiyun guan 白雲觀 (White Cloud Monastery), Beijing.17 
In total, 17 scenes are depicted in the version in the Daoist 
Canon. Six of these have specific titles summarising 
supernatural phenomena: ‘Imperial Edict Illuminates’ 
(Huangbang ronghui 黃榜榮輝), ‘Dark Cloud Responds’ (Heiyun 
ganying 黑雲感應), ‘Jianlin (trees) Responds to Auspiciousness’ 
(Qianlin yingxiang 騫林應祥), ‘Betal-plum Tree Manifests 
Auspiciousness’ (Langmei chengrui 榔梅呈瑞), ‘Deity Leaves 
Behind Giant Tree Trunk’ (Shenliu jumu 神留巨木) and ‘Giant 
Bell Appears from the Water’ (Shuiyong hongzhong 水湧洪鐘). 
The remaining 11 untitled scenes portray Zhenwu appearing 
at the mountain. Such representations of the deity helped to 
establish and spread an official image of Zhenwu during the 
Ming dynasty. Subsequently, after the capital was transferred 
to Beijing in 1421, Zhenwu, who was also the deity of the 
north, would become recognised as the divine protector of 
the emperor and the Ming empire. 

Chaotian Palace again, auspicious clouds covered the altar, 
while hundreds of luan-phoenixes and cranes circled the air. 

癸亥有神人見神樂觀，甲子卿雲見朝天宫，乙丑甘露降於宫樹。
丙寅車駕復幸朝天宫，卿雲覆映壇上，鸞鶴數百翔舞旋繞。9

Of particular importance during the Yongle reign was the 
worship of the Daoist deity Zhenwu 真武, the Supreme 
Emperor of the Dark Heaven (Xuantian shangdi 玄天上帝) (see 
discussion by Maggie Chui Ki Wan in Chapter 15 of this 
volume). During the civil war, Zhu Di and his military 
counsellor, Daoyan, propagated the story of the manifestation 
of Zhenwu in order to motivate troops and win the obedience 
of the people. When the revolt started, a deity in armour with 
untied hair is said to have appeared in the sky, which Daoyan 
identified as Zhenwu and his teacher.10 Zhu Di then 
‘dishevelled his hair and unsheathed his sword in response’ 
(Pifa bajian xiang ying 披髮拔劍相應).11 The Yongle emperor 
credited the deity for his victory, which he expressed in an 
imperial edict dated to the third month of 1412: 

By the time of my reign, Zhenwu had spread numinous 
transformations, assisted the state, protected the people, and 
greatly manifested responses. From the beginning of my 
campaign ‘to clear away disasters, in accordance with Heaven’s 
will’, [Zhenwu’s] power and efficacy have been so notable, the 
resonance so numerous, that it is impossible to fully speak of  
them.

至我朝，真武闡揚靈化，陰佑國家，福庇生民，十分顯應。我自
奉天靖難之初，顯著威靈，感應至多，言說不盡。12

After he ascended the throne, the Yongle emperor 
continued to venerate Daoism, especially Zhenwu. He 
commissioned the Musical Stanzas on Mysterious Teachings 
Composed under the Imperial Aegis of the Great Ming (Da Ming yuzhi 
xuanjiao yuezhang 大明御製玄教樂章), containing ritual 
music composed in tribute to the Dark Emperor Zhenwu. 
He ordered the construction and expansion of a major 
temple complex at Mount Wudang 武當山 in Hubei 湖北 

Plate 14.3 Catalogue of Auspicious Responses of the Supreme Emperor of the Dark Heaven of the Great Ming (Da Ming xuantian shangdi 
ruiying tulu 大明玄天上帝瑞應圖錄), dated 1444–5. Printed ink on paper, each page: height 35cm, width 11.3cm. Bibliothèque National de 
France, Paris, Chinois 9546
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heavenly flowers, sweet dew, arhats manifesting in the sky, 
clouds in auspicious shapes and circling cranes. The final 
scene records light emanating from the southwest and from 
the Karmapa’s residence.24 Each scene is inscribed with 
writings in five languages: Chinese, Persian, Tày, Tibetan 
and Mongolian.25 

The Yongle emperor sought to build ties with Tibetan 
Buddhist leaders, using religion to placate Mongolian and 
Tibetan tribes, and to establish the prestige of the Ming 
government. In 1414, the emperor once again dispatched Hou 
Xian to Lhasa to invite Tsongkhapa (1357–1419) to visit 
China. Tsongkhapa sent in his place his student Śākya Yeshé 
(1354–1439), who arrived in Nanjing in the 12th month of that 
year.26 During his stay, Śākya Yeshé performed religious 
rituals for the Yongle emperor; in return the emperor lavished 
treasures upon him, and bestowed on him the title ‘Great 
Preceptor of State’ (Da guoshi 大國師) during the fifth month 
of 1415. In 1416, Śākya Yeshé returned to Tibet, bringing with 
him the Yongle emperor’s Tibetan edition of the Buddhist 
canon, Kangyur, now housed in the Sera Monastery in Tibet.27 
The Yongle emperor successfully used Buddhism to 
strengthen and unify the Ming state, while maintaining 
Confucianism as the basis of his ruling philosophy. 

Auspicious beasts from abroad
During the Yongle reign, many foreign envoys travelled to 
the Ming imperial court to pay their respects, bringing with 
them valuable goods and rare animals as tribute. The 
arrival of foreign tribute could also be interpreted as an 
auspicious omen, which was recorded in paintings and 
poems. For instance, Xia Yuanji’s 夏原吉 (1366–1430) Poem to 
Saintly Virtue and Auspicious Responses (Shengde ruiying shi 聖德瑞
應詩), written in 1419, records that: 

Hormuz and other foreign states sent envoys with offerings of 
qilin, lions, heavenly horses, leopards, elephants, ostriches, 
zebras, antelopes, oryxes and parrots with five-coloured 
feathers. Also, Jiaozhi offered white crows, ‘mountain 
phoenixes’, a three-tailed turtle and other creatures. 

海外忽魯謨斯等國，遣使來進麒麟、獅子、天馬、文豹、紫象、駝
雞、福祿、靈羊、長角馬哈獸、五色鸚鵡等，又交趾進白烏、山
鳳、三尾龜等物。28

With the support of the Yongle emperor, Zheng He 鄭和 
(1371–1433) led six maritime voyages to territories along the 

Miracles of the Fifth Karmapa
In addition to his patronage of Daoism, the Yongle emperor 
also showed a strong affinity for Tibetan Buddhism, starting 
from when he was still a prince. Lu Rong’s 陸容 (1436–94) 
Shuyuan zaji 菽園雜記 (Random Jottings from the Bean Garden) 
records Zhu Di’s belief in Tibetan Buddhism as 
demonstrated after one particularly bloody battle during the 
civil war: 

After the Great Battle of Baigou River, the battlefield was 
littered with the corpses of dead soldiers. Taizong (the Yongle 
emperor) remembered them and ordered their skulls to be 
collected and made into rosary beads. These were distributed 
to eunuchs to pray for the reincarnation of the dead. Some 
skulls that were deep and big were used to hold pure water on 
the Buddhist altar. These were called Heavenly Numinous 
Cups. All these were the teachings of hu monks. 

太宗皇帝白溝河大戰，陣亡軍士積骸遍野。上念之，命收其頭
骨，規成數珠，分賜內官念佛，冀其輪迴。又有頭骨深大者，則
以盛淨水供佛，名天靈盌，皆胡僧之教也。18

In the second month of 1403, the Yongle emperor sent the 
eunuch Hou Xian 侯顯 (1365–1438) with a delegation to 
Tibet to meet with the Fifth Karmapa, Deshin Shekpa 
(1384–1415; also called Halima 哈立麻 in Chinese sources).19 
They convinced Deshin Shekpa to travel to Nanjing where 
he would perform a Mass of Universal Salvation (Pudu da 
zhai 普渡大齋) at Linggusi 靈谷寺 (Numinous Valley 
Monastery) for the emperor’s deceased parents, the Hongwu 
洪武 emperor (r. 1368–98) and Empress Ma馬 (1332–82), 
during the fifth month of 1407.20 When the Yongle emperor’s 
wife, Empress Xu 徐 (1362–1407), passed away in the seventh 
month, he asked Deshin Shekpa to perform a seven-day 
mass at Mount Wutai 五臺山.21 The emperor treated Deshin 
Shekpa with the formality accorded to a prince and granted 
him the title of the ‘Great Treasure Dharma King’ (Da bao 
fawang 大寶法王).22 

A long handscroll entitled Miracles of the Mass of Universal 
Salvation Conducted by the Fifth Karmapa for the Yongle Emperor, 
now in the Tibet Museum, depicts miracles that took place 
around the Lingu Monastery as a result of Deshin Shekpa’s 
visit and the rituals he performed (Pl. 14.4a–c).23 The 
scenes depicted follow a chronological order spanning 19 
days in the second and third months of 1407. Many different 
miraculous phenomena are depicted in the scroll, including 
five-coloured clouds, multi-coloured radiance, a rain of 

Plate 14.4a–c Details from Miracles of the Mass of Universal Salvation Conducted by the Fifth Karmapa for the Yongle Emperor, artist 
unknown, dated 1407. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 66cm, width 4,968cm. The Tibet Museum, Lhasa
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such a sensation that the envoy from Joseon Korea sent 
representatives to congratulate the emperor in Beijing.36 It is 
also recorded in the official Annals of the Joseon Dynasty (Joseon 
wang jo sillok 朝鮮王朝實錄).37 Both Bengal and Malindi are 
far from China. The arrival of two qilin in the Ming capital 
within a short span of time was understood as the direct 
result of the charismatic power of the Yongle emperor’s 
virtue reverberating across vast distances.

A painting depicting the tribute giraffe from Bengal is in 
the National Palace Museum, Taipei (Pl. 14.5a).38 It 
includes a transcription of Shen Du’s ode to qilin (Pl. 14.5b), 
signed with the following: 

In autumn, the 9th month of the jiawu year of the Yongle reign 
[1414] … a sign of eternal peace in the state ... The real qilin is 
five zhang in height [approximately 16.6m]. It has the body of a 
river deer and the hooves of a horse … [it] walks slowly and 
steadily … Gentleman-Confucian and Senior Compiler in the 
Hanlin Academy, your servitor, Shen Du, respectfully presents. 

永樂甲午（1414）秋九月，…以為國家萬萬年太平之徵。…實生
麒麟，形高丈五。麕身馬蹄…舒舒徐徐…儒林郎翰林院脩撰臣
沈度謹進。

Although Shen Du is named as the writer, the 
handwriting of the inscription does not resemble that of the 
Hanlin scholar. The written characters are not sufficiently 
regular in form. Extant calligraphy by Shen Du, such as 
Album of Admonitions by Jingzhai (Jingzhai zhen 敬齋箴) in the 
Palace Museum, Beijing, shows the grace and elegance of his 

South China Sea and the Indian Ocean. In return, these 
regions sent envoys to the Ming court to offer tribute. In the 
summer of 1404, an envoy from Annam presented a white 
elephant to the emperor.29 Zeng Qi 曾棨 (1372–1432) 
composed an Ode to the White Elephant (Baixiang fu 白象賦) to 
commemorate this gift. In the third month of 1409, an envoy 
from Jiaozhi 交趾 (in present-day northern Vietnam) offered 
another white elephant. Chen Gui 陳珪 (d. 1415) wrote to 
congratulate the emperor, but the emperor replied that 
white elephants are common and that congratulations were 
not necessary.30 

In the ninth month of 1414, the ruler of Bengal (roughly 
Bangladesh today) sent the Yongle emperor a giraffe, which 
the Chinese thought was a qilin 麒麟.31 According to the 
2nd-century dictionary Shuowen jiezi 說文解字 (Explaining and 
Analysing Characters), a qilin is a benevolent beast that has the 
body of a deer, the tail of an ox and a single horn.32 The qilin 
is believed to be the most auspicious of beasts, appearing 
only when the emperor is both rightful and benevolent. One 
theory suggests that it became equated with the giraffe 
because qilin sounded similar to giri, the Somali word for 
giraffe.33 In 1414, Hanlin officials such as Shen Du 沈度 
(1357–1434), Xia Yuanji, Jin Youzi 金幼孜 (1367–1431) and Li 
Shimian 李時勉 (1374–1450) all composed Odes to Qilin (Qilin 
fu 麒麟賦).34 In 1415, Malin 麻林, today’s Malindi of Kenya, 
sent an envoy bearing tributes of ‘qilin, heavenly horse and 
spiritual deer’ (qilin, tianma, shenlu 麒麟、天馬、神鹿) to 
China.35 The arrival of giraffes as tribute in China caused 

Plate 14.5a–b: a) (left) Anonymous, Tribute Giraffe from Bengal (Mingren hua 
qilin Shen Du song 明人畫麒麟沈度頌), calligraphy by Shen Du 沈度 (1357–1434), 
Ming dynasty, dated c. 1414. Hanging scroll, ink and colours on silk, image 
height 90.4cm, width 45cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei; b) (above) 
Calligraphy by Shen Du 沈度 on Tribute Giraffe from Bengal (Mingren hua qilin 
Shen Du song  
明人畫麒麟沈度頌)
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awarded to his ministers. I had the chance to see one of these at 
a friend’s home.

永樂中曾獲麟，命工圖畫，傳賜大臣，余嘗於一故家得見之。39

Because the Yongle emperor had usurped the throne, he 
needed to use visual and literary means to support his 
legitimacy as emperor. Paintings and poems were created to 
record the arrival of numerous foreign envoys bearing 
symbolically significant gifts, such as the giraffe, interpreted 
as a qilin, to support the emperor’s claim to the Mandate of 
Heaven. These are incorporated into a wider world of 
auspicious signs, as seen in the handscroll Painting of 
Auspicious Responses (Mingren ruiying tu 明人瑞應圖) by an 
anonymous Ming court painter in the National Palace 
Museum, Taipei (Pl. 14.7).40 In his preface to the painting, 
Zeng Qi writes that: 

calligraphy (Pl. 14.6). By comparison, the writing on the 
painting of the giraffe is slender and meticulous, and less 
rounded and regular. More conspicuously, the term 
shenghuang 聖皇 (saintly emperor) at the start of the third line 
from the left is indented rather than positioned above other 
lines in the inscription as a sign of respect to the ruler. A 
Hanlin scholar would never have broken a taboo like this. It 
is probable that the painting in the National Palace 
Museum, Taipei, was not intended for the emperor’s own 
collection; instead, it may well have been painted by court 
painters as a reward to a minister. Paintings of this subject 
matter were in circulation during the Ming dynasty. For 
instance, Xie Zhaozhe 謝肇淛 (1567–1624) records in Five 
Assorted Offerings (Wuzaju 五雜俎) that: 

In the middle of the Yongle reign, [the emperor] received a 
qilin. He ordered paintings to be made of it, which were 

Plate 14.6 Shen Du 沈度 (1357–1434), Album of Admonitions by Jingzhai (Jingzhai zhen 敬齋箴), dated 1418. Album, ink on paper, height 
23.8cm, width 49.4cm. The Palace Museum, Beijing

Plate 14.7 Zeng Qi 曾棨, Preface to Pictures of Auspicious Responses (Mingren ruiying tu 明人瑞應圖), dated 1414. Handscroll, ink and 
colours on paper, height 30cm, width 686.3cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei
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Plate 14.8a–e Anonymous, Pictures of Auspicious 
Responses (Mingren ruiying tu 明人瑞應圖), dated 1414. 
Handscroll, ink and colours on paper, height 30cm, width 
686.3cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei; a) detail of a 
white elephant; b) detail of the clear Yellow River; c) detail 
of a qilin; d) detail of a white deer; e) detail of auspicious 
grains

a

b

c

d

e
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the north, and to Beijing in 1413. To record the two journeys, 
the emperor commissioned Wang to paint the Eight Views of 
Beijing (Beijing bajing tu 北京八景圖), now in the National 
Museum of China (Pl. 14.9a–h).45 

The frontispiece to the painting is inscribed by Hu 
Guang in 1414. At the end of the scroll, there are odes 
written in the Eminent Court Official Style (Taige ti 台閣體) 
– a graceful writing style developed by scholars in the Yongle 
and Xuande reigns used to describe an age of peace and 
prosperity. The odes were written by 13 officials during a 
literary gathering. They include Hu Guang, Hu Yan, Yang 
Rong, Jin Youzi, Zeng Qi, Lin Huan, Liang Qian, Wang 
Hong, Wang Ying and Wang Fu. One of the inscriptions 
reads: 

The Saintly Son of Heaven arrived here like a soaring dragon. 
He commanded the construction of Beijing as the capital where 
people from myriad directions convened. Carriages patrolled 
and hunted in the surrounding areas; scholarly officials lined in 
procession … The roads in all four directions were even and 
straight, enabling the control of all regions. This is a firm 
foundation for imperial descendants to reign for ten thousand 
generations.

聖天子龍飛於兹，肇建北京為萬方會同之都，車駕幾載廵狩，而
文學之臣多列扈從。…東南西北道里適均直，足以控制萬方，而
為聖子神孫萬世磐石之基也。46

The eight views of Beijing that are depicted are: ‘Sunset 
at Jintai’ (Jintai xizhao 金台夕照), ‘Clear Waves at Taiye 
Pond’ (Taiye qingbo 太液晴波), ‘Spring Clouds at Qionghua 
Island’ (Qiongdao chunyun 瓊島春雲), ‘Cascading Rainbow at 
Mount Yuquan’ (Yuquan chuihong 玉泉垂虹), ‘Layered Shades 
of Green at Juyong Pass’ (Juyong diecui 居庸疊翠), ‘Misty 
Trees at Jimen’ (Jimen yanshu 薊門煙樹), ‘Dawn Moonlight at 
Lugou Bridge’ (Lugou xiaoyue 盧溝曉月) and ‘Clearing Snow 
on West Mountain’ (Xishan jixue 西山霽雪).47 Each scene is 
followed by an inscription celebrating the grand 
achievements of the Yongle emperor. The scroll with its 
combination of paintings and poems may be interpreted as 
an attempt to generate interest for Beijing among officials in 
the south. It expresses the attitude of officials in support of 
the Yongle emperor’s decision to move the capital from 
Nanjing to Beijing. 

Officials celebrated the construction of the new imperial 
palace in Beijing by writing odes with reference to auspicious 
signs. For instance, Ode to Imperial Virtues and Auspicious 
Responses (Shengde ruiying song 聖德瑞應頌) mentions unusual 
radiance, grains with multiple ears, lingzhi 靈芝 fungus, 
sweet springs and dew, rabbits, qilin, zouyu and phoenixes. 
This work is part of Odes Presented by Scholarly Officials of the Yongle 
Reign (Ming Yongle chao cichen xiansong 明永樂朝詞臣獻頌), 
dated 1417, written by Hu Guang, Yang Rong and Jin Youzi, 
and now in the First Historical Archives of China.48 As the 
title of the ode suggests, these signs were evidence that the 
Yongle emperor was a wise and capable ruler, whose actions, 
including the transfer of the capital, accorded with the will 
of Heaven. 

Auspicious symbols in flower-and-bird paintings
Bian Wenjin 邊文進 (c. 1356–c. 1428) was an important court 
painter of flower-and-bird paintings (Pl. 14.10) who was 
active during the Yongle to Xuande reigns, and was 

Since the beginning of the Yongle reign, my humble self has 
served as an official during this time. The white elephant came; 
the mystical tortoise appeared; the Yellow River turned clear; 
zouyu appeared twice, and qilin was offered twice, as well as 
other auspicious signs, such as the appearance of white deer, 
auspicious grain and sweet dew. All this I could personally 
witness, because painters were ordered to paint their image. 

自永樂改元以來，忝官侍從其間。白象至，神龜見，黃河清，騶
虞兩出，麒麟再獻。以至白鹿、嘉禾、甘露之瑞，皆得身親見之，
因命繪事者圖其形象。

According to Zeng’s preface, the painting was produced 
in the tenth month of 1414. There are five sections in the 
painting (Pl. 14.8a–e). From right to left they depict a white 
elephant, the Yellow River with its muddy water turning 
clear, a qilin, a white deer and auspicious grains with more 
than one ear of grain on each stem. An ode is inscribed after 
each image. Zeng, a native of Jiangxi, was the top 
metropolitan graduate of 1404, and the Deputy Chief Editor 
of the Yongle da dian 永樂大典 (Great Canon of the Yongle Reign). 
As Zeng’s preface suggests, there should be eight rather than 
five scenes depicted in the scroll: divine tortoise, zouyu and 
sweet dew are mentioned but not shown. These sections may 
have been lost over time and the scroll subsequently 
remounted. The white elephant depicted commemorates the 
tribute from Annam in 1404; the river scene records the 
Yellow River turning clear in the winter of 1404; the qilin 
documents the giraffe arriving from Bengal in 1414; the 
white deer relates to a command from the Yongle emperor in 
1406 ordering officials to compose odes about the topic. 
According to the Veritable Records, the people of Miyun 
county 密雲縣, Shuntian prefecture 順天府 (today’s Beijing 
municipality) presented auspicious grain as tribute in 1409.44 
As a means of communication, painting could express a 
consistent theme through the repetition of an established 
formula. This painting, like others discussed above, is a 
symbolic celebration of a prosperous society and a just ruler, 
which held significance in reality. From a Ming perspective, 
such paintings and odes represented the voice of an era. 

Celebrating the new capital
After assuming the throne, the Yongle emperor promoted 
officials and scholars from the previous reign, appointing 
them to positions in the imperial library. Seven men made 
up the Grand Secretariat, five of whom were from Jiangxi, 
including Xie Jin, Hu Guang, Yang Shiqi, Jin Youzi and Hu 
Yan. Only Yang Rong 楊榮 (1371–1440) and Huang Huai 
were not from Jiangxi. Instead they were from Jian’an 建安 
in Fujian 福建 province, and Yongjia 永嘉 in Zhejiang 浙江 
province, respectively. These officials played a particularly 
important role in recommending and promoting painters 
from their native towns. Hanlin officials were closely 
connected with court painters. Court painters served the 
imperial household, while Hanlin officials were attendants 
of the emperor, so their positions paralleled each other’s. On 
occasion, a Hanlin official could be asked to paint for the 
emperor. An example of this is Wang Fu 王紱 (1362–1416) 
who worked at the imperial library during the early Yongle 
reign, later reaching the position of Secretariat Drafter 
because of his talent as a calligrapher. In 1409, Wang 
accompanied the Yongle emperor on his inspection trip to 
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Plate 14.9a–h Wang Fu 王紱, Eight Views of Beijing (Beijing bajing tu 北京八景圖), dated c. 1414. Handscroll, ink on paper, height 42.1cm, 
length 2006.5cm. National Museum of China

a) Sunset at Jintai (Jintai xizhao 金台夕照)

b) Clear Waves at Taiye Pond (Taiye qingbo 太液晴波)

c) Spring Clouds at Qionghua Island (Qiongdao chunyun 瓊島春雲)

d) Cascading Rainbow at Mount Yuquan (Yuquan chuihong 玉泉垂虹)
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 e) Layered Shades of Green at Juyong Pass (Juyong diecui 居庸疊翠)

f) Misty Trees at Jimen (Jimen yanshu 薊門煙樹)

g) Dawn Moonlight at Lugou Bridge (Lugou xiaoyue 盧溝曉月)

h) Clearing Snow on West Mountain (Xishan jixue 西山霽雪)
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style of Southern Song academic painters. In Three Friends 
and a Hundred Birds (Sanyou baiqin tu 三友百禽圖), in the 
National Palace Museum, Taipei (Pl. 14.11), he writes that: 

In the seventh month of the guisi year of the Yongle reign [1413], 
Bian Jingzhao [Wenjin] of Longxi painted Three Friends and a 
Hundred Birds at his official residence in Chang’an. 

永樂癸巳秋七月，隴西邊景昭寫三友百禽圖於長安官舍。

In this inscription, Chang’an refers to Nanjing, the 
capital at the time. It is probable that the work was 
commissioned by the Yongle emperor before the capital was 
moved to Beijing. Pine, bamboo, plum blossom and rock 
motifs constitute the main structure of the painting. They 
are interspersed with nearly a hundred birds, creating a 
highly decorative quality. The brushwork outlining and 
texturing the rocks and plum branches is relatively loose, 

appointed official-in-attendance at the imperial court. 
According to He Liangjun’s 何良俊 Siyouzhai hualun 四友齋
畫論 (Theory of Painting from the Studio of the Four Friends), 
completed in 1573: 

The court designated Renzhi Hall to place painters. At one 
time the painters at the academy included specialists in figures, 
Jiang Zicheng; birds, Bian Jingzhao [Wenjin] from Longxi; 
landscapes, Shang Xi, Shi Rui, Ma Shi from Lianchuan, Li 
Zai, Ni Duan, and Chen Xian. 

我朝特設仁智殿以處畫士，一時在院中者，人物則蔣子成，翎毛
則隴西之邊景昭，山水則商喜、石銳、練川馬軾、李在、倪端、陳
暹。49

Bian inherited the use of fine brushwork and vivid colours 
from the Northern Song painting tradition in the manner of 
Huang Quan 黃筌 (c. 903–65), while combining it with the 

Plate 14.10 Bian Wenjin 邊文進 (c. 1356–c. 1428), The Three Friends 
and a Hundred Birds (Sanyou baiqin tu 三友百禽圖), c. 1413. 
Hanging scroll, ink and colours on silk, height 151.3cm, width 
78.1cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei

Plate 14.11 Colophon of The Three Friends and a Hundred Birds
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6 MSL Taizong shilu 35.4b (2/10/乙酉).
7 On these two paintings, see Li Ruoqing 2012b; Liscomb 2002.
8 MS 151, 4179–80.
9 Yang Shiqi c. 1445, 54.4a.
10 Yang Shiqi c. 1445, 54.4a.
11 Chao Shin-yi 2011, 97, citing Fu Weilin 傅維鱗, Mingshu 明書 (Book 

of Ming), c. 1647, juan 160.
12 Fu Weilin 傅維鱗, Mingshu 明書 (Book of Ming), c. 1647, juan 160.
13 Yang Lizhi 1999, 20.
14 DZ 981. 
15 DZ 981.
16 MSL Taizong shilu 140.4b–5a (11/6/戊申) and 262.2b (21/8/甲子).
17 Zhongguo daojiao xiehui and Suzhou daojiao xiehui 1994, 617–18.
18 DZ 959. On representations of this subject matter, see Little 2000, 

302–5; Lin Sheng-chih 1999; Giuffrida 2008.
19 Little 2000, no. 111, 304–5.
20 Lu Rong 1494, 1.4a.
21 MSL Taizong shilu 17.5b (1/2/乙丑).
22 On this event, see Berger 2001; Haufler 2014, 237–8.
23 MSL Taizong shilu 69.7a (5/7/癸酉).
24 MSL Taizong shilu 65.1a–b (5/3/丁巳).
25 For discussions of this scroll, see Luo Wenhua 1995; Berger 2001; 

Jiang Cheng’an and Zheng Wenlei 2000; Whitfield 2014. 
26 Whitfield 2014, 80.
27 Luo Wenhua 1995, 90; Haufler 2014, 238; Whitfield 2014, 72.
28 MSL Taizong shilu 159.3a (12/12/癸巳).
29 MSL Taizong shilu 101.176.1b (14/5/辛丑).
30 Xia Yuanji 2012, 17. 
31 Zeng Qi’s 曾棨 ‘Preface to Ode to the White Elephant’ (Baixiang fu 

youxu 白象賦有序), in GJTSJC, juan 171, 782–3. 
32 GJTSJC, juan 171, 782–3.
33 Yu Jideng 1981, juan 6, 111, 115.
34 MSL Taizong shilu, juan 155.1a–b (12/9/丁丑 and 戊寅).
35 Duan Yucai 2005, 475. 
36 Feng Chengjun 1962, 55.
37 JWS, juan 171, 781–3.
38 MSL Taizong shilu 170.2b–3a, 13/11/壬子.
39 MS 7, 95.
40 Wu Han 1980, 262. 
41 Church 2004.
42 Xie Zhaozhe 2001, juan 9, 3839. 
43 On this painting, see Li Ruoqing 2012a; Liscomb 2002.
44 Yu Ruji et al. 1620, 2.28a–b.
45 For more on this work, see Liscomb 1988–9; Li Ruoqing 2009.
46 Transcribed in Sun Chengze 1761, 65.1b, 65.4a–b.
47 Translation of the eight views follows Liscomb 1988–9.
48 Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’an guan et al. 2001, 13–35. 
49 He Liangjun 1984, 112.

while the painting as a whole is painted using a refined and 
meticulous technique of outlines filled in with colours. Pine, 
bamboo and plum blossom, appearing as background in this 
painting, are known as the Three Friends of Winter (Suihan san 
you 歲寒三友), which has symbolised the moral virtue of a 
Confucian gentleman since Song-Yuan times. Many of the 
birds depicted in the painting, such as cranes, magpies, 
quails and sparrows, are often associated with auspicious 
meanings of happiness, majesty and status, in addition to 
representing virtue. The painting depicts nearly a hundred 
birds; these are analogous to many officials paying reverence 
to the emperor, and symbolise accordance with the will of 
Heaven. Many court paintings of the Ming dynasty have 
auspicious meaning. The title of the painting, Three Friends 
and a Hundred Birds, has a distinctly celebratory feeling which 
coincides with Ming imperial taste. 

Conclusion
In China’s history, auspicious omens were interpreted as 
signs of the peace and prosperity of the state. Propitious 
occurrences, such as grains with multiple ears on a stem, a 
muddy river turning clear, the appearance of phoenixes and 
qilin, were understood as Heaven’s response to virtuous 
rulership and a flourishing society. In order to prove the 
legitimacy of rulership, Hanlin academicians composed 
celebratory odes under imperial order, to which paintings 
were added as records. These works documented auspicious 
signs, highlighted the peace and prosperity of the age and 
served as a form of political propaganda. Praising imperial 
grace and virtue became part of the literary activities of 
eminent officials as they attended to the wishes of the 
emperor. Producing these poems and paintings provided 
officials with a pathway to advancement. This was a 
distinctive phenomenon in Chinese politics. 

Notes
1 For other discussions of this topic, see for instance Liscomb 2002 

and Haufler 2014. 
2 MS 299, 7643.
3 MS 299, 7643.
4 MSL Taizong shilu 34.2a–b (2/9/丙午).
5 Huang Zuo 1560–6, 11.15b.
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Zhenwu 真武, or the Perfected Warrior, was the single most 
important Daoist deity in the Great Ming Empire. From the 
reign of the Yongle 永樂 emperor (r. 1403–24), who claimed 
to have received help from Zhenwu in the civil war that 
brought him to the throne, the deity was regarded as the 
protector of the Ming empire and the divine source of 
military power for Ming rulers.1 Honoured with the exalted 
title ‘Supreme Emperor of the Dark Heaven’ (Xuantian 
shangdi 玄天上帝) or the Dark Emperor, Zhenwu was the 
only deity enshrined in one of the main halls situated along 
the central axis of the Forbidden City when Beijing was 
inaugurated as the capital in 1421.2 Known as Qin’an dian 
欽安殿 (Hall of Imperial Peace), this building was solely 
dedicated to Zhenwu when it was first established and has 
remained so down to the present day. The extant 
architecture of the Hall of Imperial Peace preserves many 
imperial religious artefacts, and its furnishings have been 
the subject of research.3 What remains little known are five 
large paintings on paper adhering to the northern interior 
wall of the building.4 Dated to the Ming dynasty, the central 
painting depicts the image of ‘Five Dragons holding the 
Saintly (Zhenwu)’ (Wulong peng sheng 五龍捧聖).5 The 
remaining four panels, probably of a later date, portray a total 
of 12 martial figures, each holding weapons (Pl. 15.1a–b; 
Table 1). These figures are thunder marshals – active ritual 
agents responsible for subjugating demonic entities in a type 
of Daoist ritual called thunder rites (leifa 雷法). At either end 
of the eastern and western walls are images of the Inspectors 
of Years (Zhinian 值年), Months (Zhiyue 值月), Days (Zhiri 值日) 
and Hours (Zhishi 值時). The Furnishing Archives of the Qing 
Palace (Qinggong chenshe dang’an 清宮陳設檔案), compiled in 
1756, 1840 and 1910, leaves no record of these painted figures 
except those in the central panel.6 This chapter does not 
intend to investigate this particular set of paintings, but takes 
it as a point of departure for understanding the relationship 
between Zhenwu and thunder marshals in the Ming court 
during the first half of the 15th century. In particular, it 
considers the process whereby thunder marshals were 
accepted by the imperial court as the troops of Zhenwu, and 
the role of Daoist books in contributing to this process of 
religious change. 

Compared with Zhenwu, thunder marshals have 
received far less scholarly attention and were seldom 
recognised as protectors of the Ming dynasty. Daoist studies 
in recent decades, however, have revealed the significant 
development of thunder traditions and liturgies in Chinese 
society from the Song dynasty (960–1279) onwards.7 Mark 
Meulenbeld has shown that thunder rituals began as a kind 
of martial ritual developed by Daoists in the 12th century to 
establish judicial control over threats posed by illicit spirits 
that inhabited the local soil.8 Drawing on the deified power 
of thunder, thunder rituals aim to search, interrogate and 
punish noxious spirits that cause unrest and calamities. 
Since at least the early 13th century, the major celestial 
organ responsible for disciplining deviant spirits within the 
Daoist jurisdiction has been the Thunder Inspectorate 
(Leiting dusi 雷霆都司), which reports directly to Zhenwu as 
the Dark Emperor.9 The Inspectorate has the power to 
annihilate unruly spirits, or compel them to submit to the 
celestial jurisdiction headed by the Jade Emperor and 

Chapter 15
Enshrining the Dark 
Troops: The Printing of 
Daoist Books in the Early 
Ming Dynasty

Maggie Chui Ki Wan
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position, often regarded as second only to the Jade Emperor 
(Yuhuang 玉皇). Despite their inferior position, thunder 
marshals were reverenced and thunder rituals widely 
popular from the Southern Song, through the Yuan, to the 
Ming period.

Although both the Yuan and the early Ming courts 
patronised Zhenwu, they adopted very different strategies 
for dealing with the widespread cults of thunder marshals. 
As Meulenbeld incisively notes, the Yuan government 

subsequently absorb them into the armies of the Thunder 
Division (Leibu 雷部). The thunder marshals discussed here 
were unruly spirits that had been incorporated into the 
divine troops of the Thunder Division after undergoing a 
Daoist process of transformation. Their connections with 
Zhenwu within the liturgical structure of Daoism were 
firmly established no later than the 13th century. While the 
thunder marshals constitute the lowest group of the 
liturgical structure, the Dark Emperor occupies a pivotal 

Celestial Lords & 
Marshals
(year)

Deng
鄧

Xin
辛

Zhang
張

Tao
陶

Gou
苟

Bi
畢

Pang
龐

Liu  
劉

Ma
馬

Zhao
趙

Wen
溫 

Guan
關

Yin
殷

Wang
王

a. Hall of Imperial Peace 
(unknown)

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

b. Scripture of the Jade 
Emperor (1424)

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

c. Golden Writings 
(Xuantian jiao dushu) 
(1433)

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

d. Ming Daoist Canon 
(Zhengtong Daozang) 
(1445)

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

e. Golden Hall at Mount 
Wudang (1473)

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

f. Palace of Five Dragons 
at Mount Wudang (1483)

√ √ √ √

g. Palace of the Southern 
Rock (Nanyangong) 
(1494)

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

Plate 15.1a–b a) (above) Twelve Thunder 
Marshals. Painting on paper adhering to 
the northern interior wall of the Hall of 
Imperial Peace, Forbidden City, Beijing;  
b) (left) Floor plan of the Qin’an dian (Hall 
of Imperial Peace) with author’s own 
addition of Marshals’ names based on a 
plain floor plan found in Wang Zilin 2007, 
fig. 33

Table 1 Table showing the combination of Celestial Lords and Marshals as visually represented on different occasions in the 15th century
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mass rebellion. Moreover, such theatre performances often 
conveyed ‘the notion of supernatural powers that may assist 
the living at times they are threatened by alien invasions’, 
which undermined the rulership of the Mongol Yuan court.11 
After the fall of the Yuan, the subsequent emperors of the 
Ming dynasty adopted a radically different policy and 
endeavoured to harness the spirits of the local soil by 
employing masters of thunder ritual at court, asking them to 
transform unruly spirits into defenders of the empire. 
Meulenbeld even argues that the imperial patronage of 
Zhenwu who has command over demonic forces is one 
major aspect of the Ming project aimed at incorporating 
unruly spirits for the purpose of territorial protection.12 True 
as that may be, thunder marshals did not receive imperial 
acknowledgement as protectors of the empire as Zhenwu did 
in the early Ming period. Indeed, thunder marshals were not 
recognised by the Ming court as the troops of Zhenwu until 
the second half of the 15th century. 

We can observe the change in the Ming court’s attitude 
towards thunder marshals by studying imperial donations to 
temples at Mount Wudang 武當山, the sacred mountain of 
Zhenwu, in present-day Hubei province. Based on two 
gazetteers, both with the title Gazetteer of the Great Mountain of 
Supreme Harmony (Dayue Taiheshan zhi 大嶽太和山志), Noelle 
Giuffrida has compiled a summary showing imperial 
donations of statues of Zhenwu and his retinue to Mount 
Wudang throughout the Ming dynasty.13 The Yongle 
emperor, who supported the reconstruction and renovation 
of Daoist temples on the mountain, is recorded to have 
donated one set of five statues to the Golden Hall ( Jinding  
金頂) at Taihegong 太和宮 (Palace of Supreme Harmony), 
situated at the peak of the mountain. This set, which 
remains installed in the Golden Hall, consists of statues of 
Zhenwu and four attendants, namely Numinous Official 
(lingguan 靈官), Jade Maiden ( yunü 玉女), Flag Holder (zhiqi 
持旗) and Sword Holder (peng jian 捧劍) (Pl. 15.2).14 It closely 
resembles another set of five gilt bronze statues now 
preserved in the Hall of Imperial Peace in the Forbidden 
City, noted earlier, which is also said to have been produced 
under the auspices of the Yongle emperor (Pl. 15.3).15 No 

strongly prohibited religious festivals and performances for 
territorial cults, including those involving thunder marshals, 
and imposed severe punishment on their organisers and 
soldiers of the imperial army who participated in them.10 
The Yuan government showed intense fear of local religious 
theatre because of its subversive potential for instigating 

Plate 15.2 Statues of Zhenwu and four 
attendants in the Golden Hall, Palace of 
Supreme Harmony, Mount Wudang, Hubei, 
Ming dynasty, Yongle period (r. 1403–24)

Plate 15.3 Statue of Zhenwu in the Hall of Imperial Peace, 
Forbidden City, Beijing, Ming dynasty, Yongle period (r. 1403–24)
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15.4).19 Instead, the earliest datable printed scripture that 
portrays thunder marshals as part of the Daoist pantheon is 
an edition of the Combined Scriptures of the Founding Acts by the 
Jade Emperor on High (Gaoshang yuhuang benxing jijing 高上玉皇
本行集經, hereafter Scripture of the Jade Emperor), dated 1424, 
in a private collection.20 This work was originally produced 
through spirit-writing in the late Southern Song (1127–1279). 
Although it makes no mention of thunder marshals, it was 
nevertheless the fundamental scripture of the Qingwei 清微 
(Pure Tenuity) school, a thunder ritual tradition that became 
prominent in the 13th century.21 Exceptionally long with 
nine folded leaves, the first frontispiece in the 1424 edition 
depicts two supreme Daoist gods, the Celestial Worthy of the 
Primordial Beginning (Yuanshi tianzun 元始天尊) and the 
Jade Emperor, flanked by their retinue. The Four Saints 
(Sisheng 四聖), composed of Zhenwu in combination with 
Tianpeng 天蓬, Tianyou 天猷 and Leizu 雷祖, head the 
military bureaucracy of the pantheon.22 They are followed 
by ten thunder marshals, namely Celestial Lords Xin 辛, 
Tao 陶, Pang 龐, Liu 劉 and Marshal Yin 殷 on the left, and 
Celestial Lords Deng 鄧, Zhang 張, Gou 苟, Bi 畢 and 
Marshal Wang 王 on the right (Pl. 15.5a–b; Table 1b).23 
Another four marshals with the surnames Ma 馬, Zhao 趙, 
Wen 溫 and Guan 關 are depicted together with Zhenwu as 
guardians on the last page of the scripture (Pl. 15.6). 
Although 14 thunder marshals are depicted with Zhenwu in 
the scripture, only four are presented as his subordinates, 
while the remainder attend to the Celestial Worthy of the 
Primordial Beginning and the Jade Emperor. This shows a 
sharp contrast with the imperial donation of statues to 
Mount Wudang in 1473, wherein ten thunder marshals were 
included as the retinue of Zhenwu (Table 1e). 

Produced roughly around the same period as the 1424 
edition of the Scripture of the Jade Emperor is a fully illustrated 
edition of the Collected Glosses on the Precious Book of the Jade 
Pivot, Spoken by the Heavenly Worthy of Universal Transformation of 
the Sound of the Thunder of Responding Origin in the Nine Heavens 
(Jiutian yingyuan leisheng puhua tianzun yushu baojing jizhu  

emperor is recorded to have donated statues to Mount 
Wudang subsequently until 1458, when the Tianshun 天順 
emperor (r. 1457–64) sent statues of Zhenwu and his 
attendants to Yuzhengong 遇真宮 (Palace of Encountering 
the Perfected).16 It was in 1473, over 50 years after the first 
donation made by the Yongle emperor, that the Chenghua 
成化 emperor (r. 1465–87) commissioned a new set of statues 
for the Golden Hall. Most notably, this set not only included 
extremely high-quality statues of Zhenwu, his four 
attendants and a tortoise with a snake (a manifestation of 
Zhenwu), made from silver with gold decoration, but also ten 
gilt bronze statues of thunder marshals (see Table 1e).17 On 
the same occasion, the Chenghua emperor also sent gilt 
bronze statues to Yuxugong 玉虛宮 (Palace of Jade Void), 
but they were only of Zhenwu, his four attendants and a 
tortoise with a snake.18 The absence of thunder marshals in 
the imperial donations of the Yongle and Tianshun 
emperors points to the fact that the Ming court only began 
to acknowledge officially and worship thunder marshals as 
the dark troops of Zhenwu in the second half of the 15th 
century. Once the thunder marshals were accepted by the 
imperial court, however, their position in the state cult of 
Zhenwu became very prestigious indeed, with their statues 
being installed at the pinnacle of Mount Wudang. 

The shift in the imperial court’s attitude towards thunder 
marshals was marked and, in part, fostered by the printing 
of Daoist scriptures, compendiums and collections compiled 
by Daoist masters favoured by the emperor, princes and 
ordinary people. These Daoist publications suggest the rise 
of thunder marshals and their acceptance by the imperial 
family through writings and images. In particular, they 
demonstrate how thunder marshals were raised to the status 
of territorial protectors through fortifying and emphasising 
their ties with Zhenwu.

The earliest extant illustrated Ming Daoist scripture, the 
Scripture on Salvation (Duren jing 度人經), dated 1406, now in 
the National Central Library, Taipei, shows no trace of 
thunder marshals in the Daoist pantheon it records (Pl. 

Plate 15.4 Frontispiece to the Scripture 
on Salvation, dated 1406. Accordion-
bound woodblock printed book. National 
Central Library, Taipei, 312.2 09161
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(register).27 Lu is a list of spirits given to Daoists for them to 
summon and deploy during rituals. Poul Andersen has 
convincingly shown that the lu in the Collected Glosses is 
composed of two large categories of gods, namely masters 
and guardians (Pls 15.7–8), where the latter are 
subordinate to the former.28 Designated as the Patriarch of 
Myriad Methods (Wanfa jiaozhu 萬法教主), Zhenwu heads 
the procession (see Pl. 15.7). He is identified here as the chief 
of all masters and guardians from different thunder-ritual 
traditions. His superior position is crucial for giving him the 
authority to subdue and mobilise thunder marshals if they 
became unruly during the ritual process. According to the 
Secret Methods of Divine Fire of Pure Tenuity (Qingwei shenlie bifa  
清微神烈祕法), composed in the late 13th century, a Daoist 

九天應元雷聲普化天尊玉樞寶經集註; hereafter Collected 
Glosses) in the British Library. The Collected Glosses was 
compiled in 1333 as an annotated edition of the Precious Book 
of the Jade Pivot (Yushu baojing 玉樞寶經), the core scripture of 
the supreme Daoist god of thunder completed around the 
12th century.24 The British Library edition was printed from 
woodblocks made in the 15th century.25 This edition was 
widely circulated and reproduced in prints and manuscripts, 
in both China and Korea.26 It contains the images of 45 
Daoist deities that are not found in the edition collected in 
the Daoist Canon of the Zhengtong Reign (Zhengtong Daozang 正統
道藏, hereafter Ming Daoist Canon), and demonstrates how 
Zhenwu was related to the thunder marshals. This series of 
portraits was a Daoist ritual document called lu 籙 

Plate 15.5a–b Frontispiece to the Scripture of the Jade Emperor (left and right), dated 1424. Accordion-bound woodblock printed book. 
Collection of Lee Hsien-kuang

Plate 15.6 Guardian figures on the 
last page of the Scripture of the Jade 
Emperor, dated 1424. Accordion-
bound woodblock printed book. 
Collection of Lee Hsien-kuang
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Golden Writings). Scholars have noted that Zhou inserted the 
gods of thunder into the most exalted liturgies in the Golden 
Writings.34 On most occasions, however, Zhou invokes 
thunder marshals collectively as ‘Officials and Generals of 
All Departments of the Thunderbolt’ (Leibu zhusi guanjiang  
雷部諸司官將). He only mentions the names of individual 
thunder marshals in a few cases, such as in the jiao 醮 
(offering) ritual dedicated to the Dark Emperor Zhenwu.35 
Documents used in the ritual invoke thunder marshals, 
namely Deng, Xin, Zhang and Tao, referred to as the Four 
Great Celestial Lords of Thunderclap (Leiting sida tianjun  
雷霆四大天君), and Gou, Bi, Pang and Liu, the Four Great 
Celestial Lords of the Thunder Gate (Leimen sida tianjun 雷門
四大天君) (see Table 1c).36 This is the same group of eight 
thunder marshals that can be found attending to the Jade 
Emperor in the frontispiece of the 1424 edition of the Scripture 
of the Jade Emperor, discussed earlier. Unlike the frontispiece, 
however, the offering document subsumes all eight marshals 
under the authority of Zhenwu. It also combines the eight 
marshals with Marshals Ma, Zhao, Wen and Guan, who 
were the only four subordinates of Zhenwu in the earlier 
scripture. This group of 12 thunder marshals would soon 
become the standard composition of the dark troops of 
Zhenwu, as evident when wooden statues of them were sent 
by the Hongzhi 弘治 emperor (r. 1488–1505) to Mount 
Wudang in 1494 (see Table 1g).37 A painting dated to the 
early 15th century, now in the Herbert F. Johnson Museum of 
Art, Cornell University, portrays Zhenwu accompanied by 
eight of the 12 standard thunder marshals, including Celestial 
Lords Deng, Xin, Zhang and Tao and Marshals Ma, Zhao, 
Wen and Guan (Pl. 15.9). It seems that the incorporation of 
thunder marshals into the dark troops of Zhenwu had almost 
reached its final stage when Zhou Side completed the Golden 
Writings in 1433, with variations only in one or two of the 
marshals on different occasions. 

The 45th Heavenly Master Zhang Maocheng 張懋丞 
(1388–1447) wrote in his preface to the Golden Writings that 
Zhou Side had repeatedly performed the Ritual Offering of 
the Golden Register (Jinlu jiao 金籙醮), the most prestigious 
Daoist offering ritual, for the imperial court in accordance 
with the liturgical manuals laid down in the Golden Writings.38 

master can request Zhenwu to exercise his power as the 
Ancestral Master (Zushi 祖師) to force unruly thunder 
marshals to obey and undertake the tasks of generating 
thunderbolts and bequeathing rain.29 As mentioned earlier, 
thunder marshals were all originally derived from demonic 
gods and described in Daoist ritual manuals as violent and 
savage beings demanding bloody sacrifices (see Pl. 15.8). 
They only transformed into gods through the Daoist ritual 
of sublimation.30 Their demonic origins and immense 
martial power are explicitly visible when they are 
represented in colour, with red hair and blue bodies, 
wielding ritual weapons.31 In liturgical manuals codified in 
the 13th and 14th centuries, Zhenwu was one of the supreme 
authorities who could command violent thunder deities. 

The demonic nature of thunder marshals may well have 
accounted for their low profile in the imperial accounts of 
the Yongle period. Although the worship of thunder 
marshals as the dark troops of Zhenwu might have begun to 
flourish in the early 15th century, the Yongle emperor never 
explicitly associated himself with the military power of 
thunder marshals. His trusted Daoist master Zhou Side 周思得 
(1359–1451), however, was a master of thunder rites and 
famous for his command over one particular thunder 
marshal called Numinous Official Wang (Wang lingguan  
王靈官) or Marshal Wang. Zhou is said to have 
accompanied the Yongle emperor on his northern 
expeditions to Mongolia between 1410 and 1424, 
contributing to their success.32 In 1420, Zhou built a Temple 
of Heavenly General (Tianjiang miao 天將廟) with a Hall of 
the Ancestral Master (Zushi dian 祖師殿) at the emperor’s 
request, to venerate Marshal Wang and his master Sa 
Shoujian 薩守堅 (fl. 1141–78?), respectively. This temple 
formed the basis of the later expanded Dade guan 大德觀
(Temple of Great Virtue), one of the most important Daoist 
compounds in Beijing. Zhou continued to receive the 
imperial support of the Xuande 宣德 emperor (r. 1426–35), 
who appointed him as head of Dade Temple in 1426.33 

In 1433, Zhou funded the printing of a 40-volume ritual 
compendium entitled Golden Writings on the Great Achievement of 
Deliverance of the Numinous Treasure of Highest Clarity (Shangqing 
lingbao jidu dacheng jinshu 上清靈寶濟度大成金書, hereafter 

Plate 15.7 The first three deities shown in the British Library 
edition of the Collected Glosses, 15th or 16th century. Patriarch of 
Myriad Methods (Zhenwu) on the far right. Accordion-bound 
woodblock printed book. British Library, London, ORB.99/161

Plate 15.8 The seventh to ninth deities shown in the British Library 
edition of the Collected Glosses, 15th or 16th century. From right to 
left: Celestial Lords Deng, Xin and Zhang. Accordion-bound 
woodblock printed book. British Library, London, ORB.99/161
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hereafter Jade Fascicles) in two volumes, and had it printed in 
his principality in Nanchang 南昌 in present-day Jiangxi  
江西 province.39 In the preface, Zhu claims that Daoism is 
the true faith of China and he, as a transcendent being, has 
composed the book to reveal the essence of the Dao and 
facilitate its dissemination in this world.40 This 
encyclopaedic work presents Daoist teaching in all its 
aspects, including codes and regulations of major areas of 
Daoist liturgies. What demands particular attention is the 
chapter on rituals for making offerings to the divine. It 
stipulates the proper temple setting dedicated to the Dark 
Emperor, which should include the following: 

The Hall of the Dark Emperor should have the gods of the 
Thunder Division sculpted on either side; it should have the 
narrative of the Dark Emperor perfecting himself painted on 
the interior walls.

玄帝殿兩旁當塑雷部諸神，殿內壁上當畫玄帝修真事跡。41

Zhu Quan’s instruction no longer mentions the presence 
of the four attendants (Numinous Official, Jade Maiden, 
Flag Holder and Sword Holder), but explicitly specifies 
thunder marshals as the retinue of Zhenwu in a temple 
setting. As Lucille Chia and Richard Wang have aptly 
noted, Ming princes produced books primarily aimed at the 
emperor, their imperial relatives and literati acquaintances, 
rather than a general audience.42 Thus the target audience of 
the Jade Fascicles was likely to be the Ming emperor and the 
imperial family. His specification can be considered as his 
appeal for imperial recognition of thunder marshals as the 
dark troops of Zhenwu. His appeal was echoed favourably 
by the printing of the Ming Daoist Canon by the imperial 
court one year later. 

In 1445, the Ming Daoist Canon, first compiled under the 
prescript of the Yongle emperor in 1406, was finally 
completed after 40 years of editorial work. It consists of 5,305 
volumes in 480 boxes.43 The first volume of scriptures in 
each box opens with a frontispiece, a rectangular pictorial 
composition covering seven leaves. An example taken from a 
fragmentary Ming-dynasty set of the Daoist Canon 
collected in Baiyun guan 白雲觀 (White Cloud Monastery), 
Beijing (Pl. 15.10), shares close similarities with the Wanli 
period reprint of the Daoist Canon dated 1598, now 
preserved in the Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.44 
The frontispiece shows a perfected being kneeling before the 
Three Pure Ones, the highest gods of the Daoist religion. 

The printing of the Golden Writings can be considered as 
Zhou’s attempt to legitimise the pivotal role of the thunder 
marshals in the imperial cult of Zhenwu. It also brought 
about the consolidation of the hierarchical relationship 
between Zhenwu and the individualised thunder marshals 
at the national level.

Zhou Side’s effort was seconded by Zhu Quan 朱權 
(1378–1448), Prince Xian of Ning 寧獻王, ten years later. 
Zhu was the younger brother of the Yongle emperor and one 
of the most renowned Daoists from the first generation of 
Ming princes. In 1444, Zhu Quan completed the Jade 
Fascicles of Great Clarity on the Ultimate Way of the Heavenly 
Sovereign (Tianhuang zhidao taiqing yuce 天皇至道太清玉冊, 

Plate 15.9 Zhenwu (Perfected Warrior) as Supreme Emperor of the 
Dark Heaven (Xuantian Shangdi 玄天上帝), early 15th century. 
Hanging scroll, ink and colour on silk, height 132cm, width 98cm. 
Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art, Cornell University, George and 
Mary Rockwell Fund 2000.003

Plate 15.10 Frontispiece for a fragmented set of the Ming Daoist Canon, Ming dynasty, probably 16th century. Accordion-bound 
woodblock printed book. White Cloud Monastery, Beijing
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rituals to protect the empire. The compilation and printing 
of Daoist scriptures and books in the early 15th century 
contributed to the consolidation of the pivotal position of 
thunder marshals in major Daoist rituals and the 
legitimisation of their ties with Zhenwu. The final 
recognition of the thunder marshals as part of the imperially 
endorsed Daoist pantheon was also authoritatively 
announced through the printing of the frontispiece for the 
Daoist Canon. As succeeding Ming emperors continued to 
reprint the Daoist Canon and grant copies to major Daoist 
temples all over the empire, the prestigious status of thunder 
marshals as the leading spiritual military force of the Great 
Ming became firmly established.45 

If the first half of the 15th century was a formative period 
when individualised thunder marshals were in the course of 
becoming the core of Zhenwu’s troops and attaining 
imperial recognition, the late Ming saw the full bloom of 
these processes. The Wanli 萬曆 emperor (1573–1620), for 
example, was personally involved in worshipping thunder 
marshals and commissioning the production of paintings 
and scriptures of thunder ritual traditions, in the hope of 
deploying thunder gods to pacify the court in times of 
trouble.46 The close tie between Zhenwu and the thunder 
marshals also became the main storyline of the 17th-century 
vernacular novel Journey to the North (Beiyou ji 北遊記).47 The 
novel describes how Zhenwu retrieved the ‘Thirty-six 
Heavenly Generals’ (Sanshiliu tianjiang 三十六天將) who 
escaped to earth. The ‘Thirty-six Heavenly Generals’ 
include the majority of thunder marshals described as the 
dark troops in this chapter. Their inclusion as main 
characters of a vernacular novel about Zhenwu marks the 
final stage of establishing their tie with Zhenwu – a tie that 
was no longer only implanted in the Daoist community but 
also infiltrated into the secular life of ordinary people in late 
Ming times. 

Flanking the Three Pure Ones in the front row are the Four 
Saints, with Zhenwu on the left. Towards the two ends of the 
same row are twelve thunder marshals. They include 
Celestial Lords and Marshals Xin, Tao, Bi, Yin, Zhao and 
Guan on the left, and Deng, Zhang, Gou, Ma, Wen and 
Wang on the right (Pl. 15.11a–b, Table 1d). With the 
exception of Marshals Yin and Wang, these individualised 
thunder marshals in the frontispiece were the same ones that 
were made into statues and donated by the Chenghua 
emperor to Mount Wudang in 1473 (Table 1e). Although 
Ming emperors never sent statues of Marshals Yin and 
Wang to Mount Wudang, the two thunder marshals were 
depicted with the other ten thunder marshals in the 
paintings of Qin’an Hall in the Forbidden City, discussed 
earlier (Table 1a). In other words, the frontispiece for the 
Ming Daoist Canon and the paintings of Qin’an Hall share 
the same set of dark troops. It is likely that the latter were 
painted after the platoon of thunder marshals were 
standardised through the printing of the former. The 
depiction of thunder marshals in the frontispiece of the 
Ming Daoist Canon confirms that the imperial court had 
fully accepted the demonic thunder deities as territorial 
protectors by the middle of the 15th century. 

The visual materials examined above show the 
collaborative efforts of Daoist masters favoured by the 
emperor, princes and ordinary people to position thunder 
marshals in the imperially endorsed Daoist pantheon, and 
to pave the way for the imperial recognition of thunder 
marshals as the troops of the Dark Emperor and the 
protectors of the Ming empire. Underlying their efforts are 
strong beliefs in the immense martial power of thunder 
marshals and an urge to raise the status of these gods in both 
the liturgical structure of Daoism and the Ming court 
rituals. The efforts matched well with the desire of the early 
Ming emperors to harness martial spirits through thunder 

Plate 15.11a–b Details of Fig. 15.10. From front to back, right to left: (a) Celestial Lords and Marshals Xin, Tao, Zhao, Guan, Bi and Yin;  
(b) Celestial Lords and Marshals Wen, Ma, Zhang, Deng, Wang and Gou
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traditionally said to be painted in the Song dynasty, its dating 
remains debatable, with a scholar dating it to the early Ming 
period. See Gyss-Vermande 1991, 101. For the appearance of 
thunder marshals in Song and Yuan literary works, see Nikaidō 
Yoshihiro 2007. 

20 For details of this edition, see Hsieh Tsung-hui 2013, 22–5. I am 
indebted to Hsieh Tsung-hui for providing me with the images. 

21 Schipper and Verellen 2004, 1096–7.
22 The Four Saints are a group of Daoist spiritual guardians that 

appeared in the Northern Song period. Davis 2001, 74–9; Chao 
Shin-yi 2011, 25–7. However Yisheng 翊聖, originally one of the 
four guardians, was often replaced by ‘Leizu’ in the Ming period.

23 Within the limits of this chapter it is impossible to detail the 
iconographic features of each thunder marshal. For their 
iconography, see the Daoist Iconography Project: http://manoa.
hawaii.edu/daoist–iconography/identify.html.

24 Schipper and Verellen 2004, 1092–3.
25 Wan Chui-ki 2010, 155, 168.
26 Miura 2005.
27 Andersen 2011. 
28 Andersen 2012.
29 DZ 222, juan 1, 140–2. Chao Shin-yi 2011, 67–9, 76–7. All works 

from the Ming Daozang (Daoist Canon) are indicated by the 
abbreviation DZ with pagination cited according to the 1988 
edition.

30 Meulenbeld 2007, 2–43.
31 The colourfully painted edition of the Collected Glosses, dated 1527, 

now in the Tenri Central Library (call no: 126–i3), is one of the best 
examples that show the powerful images of the thunder marshals. 

32 Tian Rucheng 1958, juan 4, 44.
33 Zhou’s biography is summarised in Ding Huang 1989; Meulenbeld 

2007, 221–2.
34 Meudenbeld 2007, 223.
35 Xuantian jiao dushu 玄天醮都疏 (Documents for the Dark Heaven Offering) 

in Zhou Side 1992, juan 35, 463–4. 
36 Zhou Side 1992, juan 35, 464.
37 Yang Lizhi 1999, 74, 287.
38 Zhou Side 1992, 1.
39 See Wang 2012, 68. For an introduction to the Daoist life of Zhu 

Quan, see xi–xix.
40 DZ 1483, juan 1, 357. For an introduction to this work, see Schipper 

and Verellen 2004, 947–8. 
41 DZ 1483, juan 5, 404.
42 Chia 2006, 30; Wang 2012, 81.
43 Chen Guofu 1975, 179.
44 Delacour 2010, 167.
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46 Wan 2015.
47 Seaman 1987.
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Chapter 16
Faces of Transnational 
Buddhism at the Early 
Ming Court

Marsha Haufler

In an essay published some years ago, I identified a portrait of 
the Chinese monk Daoyan 道衍 (1335–1418) in the Palace 
Museum, Beijing, as ‘part of a network of images that linked 
the monasteries, the court and official culture’ in the Ming 
dynasty (1368–1644) and later (Pl. 16.1).1 Due to the 
transnational character of East Asian monastic Buddhism, 
this portrait can also be recognised as belonging to an 
international network of images. Its pictorial formula and 
aspects of the biography of its subject connect it with Sino-
Japanese circuits of cultural exchange. Two almost 
contemporary textile portraits of the Tibetan cleric Śākya 
Yeshé (1354–1439?) were also part of an international web, but 
it was one that extended westwards from the Ming court to 
Tibet, where these works have been preserved (Pls 16.2–3).2 
Made in Ming imperial workshops for Tibetan viewers, these 
images combine visual elements drawn from Chinese 
imperial and Tibetan Buddhist sources. When viewed 
together, the portrayals of Daoyan and Śākya Yeshé evoke 
the complexity of the religious landscape of the early 
15th-century Chinese court and its capital cities, Nanjing and 
Beijing, and show how the Ming-dynasty ruling house used 
different visual languages, much as it used multiple written 
languages, to address people of different cultures. 

Daoyan was born in Suzhou 蘇州 prefecture in the lower 
Yangtze River region, the heartland of Han Chinese 

Plate 16.1 Anonymous, Portrait of Daoyan (also known as Yao 
Guangxiao), c. 1403–18. Hanging scroll, ink and colours on silk, 
image: height 184.5cm, width 120.2cm; with mount: height 357cm, 
width 166cm. The Palace Museum, Beijing
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scholarly culture in his time. He entered Miaozhian 妙智庵 
(Marvellous Wisdom Hermitage) not far from his home at 
the age of 14, became a monk at 18, resided in various 
monasteries over the course of his life, and became an 
eminent master of the Linji 臨濟 school of Chan 禪 
Buddhism.3 Like other learned Buddhist monks, he was well 
versed in Chinese classical texts, wrote poetry and prose, 
and associated with leading scholars and artists in monastic 
and secular circles. Laymen and clerics, including visiting 
Japanese monks, prevailed upon his erudition and literary 
ability, soliciting encomia, prefaces, colophons and other 
occasional writings from him.4 His early attainments were 
such that the eminent monk Zongle 宗泐 (1318–91) 
recommended him to the first Ming emperor in 1382. The 
emperor subsequently appointed him to accompany Prince 
Zhu Di 朱棣 (1360–1424) to his fief in Beiping 北平 (later 
Beijing), where Daoyan became abbot of Qingshousi 慶壽寺 
(Celebrating Longevity Monastery). Also skilled in military 
strategy and divination, Daoyan became infamous for 
helping Zhu Di usurp the throne in 1402. The monk went on 
to have a distinguished career during the Yongle 永樂 reign 
period (1403–24). Within months of ascending the throne 
Zhu Di appointed him Left Buddhist Patriarch (Zuo shanshi 
左善世) in the Central Buddhist Registry (Senglu si 僧錄司), 
which was given oversight of all the Buddhist monks and 
nuns in the country, and soon thereafter promoted him to 

Junior Preceptor of the Heir Apparent (Taizi shaoshi 太子少師). 
In an effort to convince the monk to return to secular life, 
the Yongle emperor restored his family name, Yao 姚, which 
Daoyan had given up when he left his family to enter a 
monastery, granted him a new personal name with a 
Confucian flavour – Guangxiao 廣孝, meaning ‘to broaden 
filial piety’ – and offered him various worldly enticements.

However, Daoyan declined to give up his religious 
calling, continued to dress as a monk when not at court and 
lived out his life in monasteries. When Daoyan died, the 
grieving emperor gave him a monk’s funeral and a tomb 
pagoda in Fangshan 房山 county southwest of Beijing, 
personally composed the inscription for the memorial stele 
at the tomb and granted him a posthumous name and noble 
titles. In 1425, not long after the death of the Yongle 
emperor, his son and successor further bestowed upon 
Daoyan the title of Junior Preceptor (Shaoshi 少師, a very 
prestigious designation distinct from the lower-ranked 
Junior Preceptor of the Heir Apparent) and recognised him 
as a meritorious official of the Yongle reign deserving annual 
state offerings in the Imperial Ancestral Temple (Taimiao  
太廟).5 These secular honours are encapsulated by the 
inscription written in gold across the top of the Palace 
Museum portrait: ‘The true countenance of Lord Yao 
Guangxiao, imperially ennobled Duke Gongjing of the 
State of Rong bestowed [with the title] Junior Preceptor’ 

Plate 16.2 (above) Anonymous, Portrait of Śākya Yeshé, Ming 
dynasty. Silk embroidery, image height 76cm, width 65cm. Tibet 
Museum

Plate 16.3 (right) Anonymous, Portrait of Śākya Yeshé, Ming 
dynasty. Silk tapestry, image height 108.5cm, width 63cm. 
Norbulingka Collection
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(Chifeng Rongguo Gong jing gong zeng shaoshi Yao gong Guangxiao 
zhenrong 敕封榮國恭靖公贈少師姚公廣孝真容). 

Once there were many portraits of Daoyan, including 
several connected with temples in Beijing.6 Most portrayed 
him with a shaven head and dressed as a monk, as we see 
him in the Palace Museum scroll, but one lost painting 
reportedly depicted him in Ming court dress with a red 
robe, jade belt and ‘Tang’ court hat. Qingshousi, Daoyan’s 
primary residence in Beijing, had one of the former type and 
perhaps the picture of him dressed for court as well.7 In 1530 
this monastery, by that time renamed Da Xinglongsi 大興隆寺 
(Great Prosperity Monastery), received Daoyan’s spirit 
tablet and state-sponsored offering rites when they were 
expelled from the Imperial Ancestral Temple after a zealous 
Confucian official complained about memorialising a monk 
in the imperial shrine.8 Fire destroyed the monastery five 
years later and the fate of its portrait or portraits is 
uncertain.9 Daoyan’s tablet and official rites were then 
moved again, this time to the venerable Da Longshan 
huguosi 大隆善護國寺 (Great Flourishing Goodness 
Protecting the State Monastery) in the western part of the 
city.10 This monastery also had a portrait of Daoyan as a 
monk, perhaps the one formerly at Da Xinglongsi, and it 
became one of the famous sights of the capital.11 In an 
account of his visit to the monastery in 1599, the poet Yuan 
Hongdao 袁宏道 (1568–1610) testified to the portrait’s 
power. He described Daoyan’s appearance as natural and 
unrestrained and his eyes brilliant like a flash of lightning, 
and characterised the inscription written on the painting by 
the master himself as that of a true Chan monk.12 This 
painting was lost by the mid-18th century,13 but the apparent 
lifelikeness of the figure and Daoyan’s self-inscription are 
enough to connect it with the Sino-Japanese tradition of 
monk portraiture wherein image and autograph combine to 
evoke a master’s presence for his disciples and Dharma 
heirs.14 A representative earlier example is the famous 
portrait of the Southern Song (1127–1279) Linji school master 
Wuzhun Shifan 無準師範 (1177–1249) given to his Japanese 
disciple Enni Ben’en 圓爾辯圓 (1202–80) in 1238 (Pl. 16.4).15 

A poetic inscription written by the late Ming celebrity 
monk Zibo Zhenke 紫柏真可 (1543–1603) on the Palace 
Museum portrait of Daoyan associates it with another 
Beijing monastery and the Ming Sino-Japanese clerical 
network.16 Zhenke’s inscription refers to Daoyan’s close 
relationship with the Japanese Linji school master Musho 
Tokushi 無初德始 (Ch. Wuchu Deshi, d. 1429). Musho 
accompanied a Japanese embassy to the Ming court in 
Nanjing early in the Hongwu period (1368–98) and 
remained in China to study, becoming the Dharma heir of 
Zongle, the cleric who recommended Daoyan to the 
Hongwu emperor. Musho met Daoyan at Qingshousi in 
Beiping; Daoyan found him congenial and took him as a 
‘Dharma nephew’. Musho continued his travels in China, 
but in 1402 Daoyan summoned him back to the capital, then 
Nanjing, where they picked up their friendship and deep 
conversations about Chan. In 1412, when Daoyan was 
planning to retire to a hermitage at Tanzhesi 潭柘寺 (Deep 
Pond and Wild Mulberry Monastery) in the Western Hills of 
Beijing, he petitioned the emperor to appoint Musho abbot 
of the monastery. The appointment was made, and Musho 

lived out his life there.17 Daoyan was fond of Tanzhesi from 
his early days in Beiping and chose it for his old-age retreat, 
making it second in importance only to Qingshousi in his 
biography.18 Tanzhesi established a memorial portrait hall 
for him with a painted image, presumably the Palace 
Museum scroll.19 The large size (184.5 x 120.2cm), apparent 
realism and fine execution of this painting, along with the 
gold inscription including the posthumous title given to the 
master in 1425, suggest that it was done in that year or 

Plate 16.4 Anonymous, Portrait of Master Wuzhun Shifan (1177–
1249), Southern Song, with an inscription dated 1238. Hanging 
scroll, ink and colours on silk, height 124.8cm, width 55.2cm. 
Tōfuku-ji, Kyoto, Japan
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Buddha and his followers, representing their renunciation of 
worldly things. In Chan tradition, when passed from master 
to pupil, this garment came to signify the transmission of the 
Dharma.25 Draped over the left shoulder and anchored by a 
ring over the heart, the kāṣāya is worn for formal occasions, 
notably when an abbot takes the high seat in a Dharma Hall 
to preach, thus playing the role of Buddha and becoming, in 
Robert Sharf’s words, ‘a living Buddha icon’.26 The portrait 
of Wuzhun Shifan invokes the master in this iconic role, and 
the meanings implicit in the iconographic programme of 
this and many similar pictures must inform our 
understanding of the portrait of Daoyan. 

Politics, however, are not far from the surface in either the 
portrait of Daoyan or that of Wuzhun. The beautiful silk 
robes worn by both masters reflect the longstanding court 
tradition of conferring fine monastic robes on favoured 
clerics.27 Like Daoyan, Wuzhun enjoyed imperial favour, 
albeit of a more conventional sort based on his religious 
credentials. In 1232 the Song emperor Lizong 理宗  
(r. 1224–64) summoned Wuzhun to court, where the master 
answered questions about Chan and expounded the 
Buddhist doctrine, and the emperor rewarded him with a 
golden kāṣāya (Ch. Jinlanjia 金襴袈), a vestment woven with 
patterns in gold thread and the name Buddha Mirror Chan 
Master (Fojian chanshi 佛鑒禪師).28 It has been suggested that 
the portrait documents this occasion and shows the master 
wearing the imperially presented kāṣāya.29 The imperial 
practice of bestowing golden kāṣāya continued in the Yongle 
period, and the opulent outer robe Daoyan wears in the 
Palace Museum portrait surely came from his sovereign.30 
His robes also accord with Ming court regulations for 
monastic dress that were established in 1382 and remained 
in effect through the 15th century. These regulations 
assigned robes of different colours to different categories of 
monks. As a Chan monk, Daoyan wears a brown common 
robe under his jade-green coloured kāṣāya. The kāṣāya 
borders with gold patterns were a luxury only permitted to 
monk officials of the Central Buddhist Registry.31 The 
fabrics of Daoyan’s kāṣāya are further distinguished by their 
patterns of propitious ruyi 如意 (as-you-wish) clouds that 
resemble the head of the ruyi sceptre and the lingzhi 靈芝 
fungus of immortality.32 This ceremonial garment is fastened 
with a knotted turquoise cord and a jade ring from which 
hangs a golden image of a seated Buddha, presumably 
another badge of rank.

While relying on a common pictorial tradition, the 
portraits of Wuzhun and Daoyan differ in significant ways, 
beginning with scale. The Song-dynasty scroll is smaller 
(124.8 x 55.2cm), making its subject less physically imposing 
than Daoyan.33 Moreover, whereas Song and Yuan master 
portraits typically employ three-quarter views, Daoyan 
turns only slightly to his right and gazes almost directly at 
the viewer. His imposing chair is seen straight on, like those 
in later monk portraits and in imperial portraits such as that 
of the Hongzhi 弘治 emperor (r. 1488–1505).34 In fact, the 
seat itself – broad, square, jade-coloured and ornate – invites 
comparison with the dragon thrones occupied by the Yongle 
and Xuande 宣德 (r. 1426–35) emperors in their portraits in 
the National Palace Museum, Taipei (Pls 16.6–7). The 
arms and the backrest of Daoyan’s seat, however, are more 

shortly after by a court artist who had known Daoyan in life. 
Wang Zheng suggests that the court presented it to Tanzhesi 
before Abbot Musho died in 1429.20 As the inscription by 
Zhenke and a second one dated to 1601 show, the portrait 
remained at Tanzhesi through the late Ming. It did not 
become famous like the portrait at Da Longshan huguosi, 
however. By the middle of the Qianlong period (1735–96) it 
had been removed from the monastery and acquired by the 
Qing court.21 Daoyan’s hermitage at Tanzhesi had a portrait 
sculpture of the master that survived into the 20th century 
(Pl. 16.5).22

Although the Palace Museum portrait is a posthumous 
image inscribed with court-bestowed titles rather than a 
work done in the master’s lifetime and inscribed by the man 
himself, it still draws on the tradition of Chan portraiture 
represented by the 1238 portrayal of Song master Wuzhun in 
style and iconography. As in the Song portrait, Daoyan’s 
face is rendered with soft washes of colour and highly 
individualised, his boldly outlined robes have weight and 
depth, and the designs on his garments and furnishings are 
finely detailed. Like Wuzhun, he sits cross-legged on a 
fabric-draped chair, having left his shoes on a low step below, 
and holds an abbot’s ritual implement.23 Specifically, he 
holds the fly-whisk traditionally used in Dharma exposition 
to punctuate remarks visually.24 Both masters wear a 
gorgeous silk vestment, or kāṣāya (Ch. jiasha 袈裟), a highly 
symbolic garment, over a Chinese-style long-sleeved robe 
that wraps in front. The luxuriousness of these examples 
notwithstanding, the kāṣāya is basically a simple rectangular 
garment composed of strips and patches meant to recall the 
patchwork clothing made of discarded rags worn by the 

Plate 16.5 Portrait sculpture of Daoyan in Tanzhesi 潭柘寺 (Deep 
Pond and Wild Mulberry Monastery) (current whereabouts 
unknown), published in Yilin yuekan 藝林月刊 (Art World Monthly), 
no. 56 (1934), p. 7
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often politicised Buddhist culture of the Ming courts and 
capitals where Chan and Tibetan Buddhism flourished side 
by side.

Śākya Yeshé, a younger contemporary of Daoyan, first 
arrived in China in 1415, during the Yongle period, as an 
emissary of his master Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), founder of 
the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism, and on imperial 
request, he performed esoteric rituals that brought forth 
miraculous celestial responses.38 The Yongle emperor gave 
him an impressive honorific title and sent him off on his 
journey home in 1416 with lavish gifts of Buddhist images, 
scriptures and implements, clothing, silks, and gold and 
silver utensils, and dispatched more such gifts to him the 
following year.39 Śākya Yeshé was invited back to the Ming 
court during the Xuande period and was received with even 
greater honour than before. In 1434 the emperor granted 
him an elevated title consisting of a long string of 
superlatives modifying the dual designation Dharma King 
of Great Compassion (Daci fawang 大慈法王) and 
Universally Penetrating Buddha (Dayuan tong fo 大圓通佛).40 
Both portraits are marked with versions of this title and are 
thus contemporary with or postdate this event. It is generally 
thought that the embroidered portrait, now in the Tibet 
Museum, was made on imperial order and bestowed upon 
Śākya Yeshé by the Xuande emperor. The same assumption 
was made about the kesi until recently, when the importance 
of the Tibetan inscription on the border below the portrait 
was recognised. As read by Xiong Wenbin, this inscription 
identifies two of Śākya Yeshé’s disciples who bore lofty titles 

modestly adorned with ruyi cloud designs rather than with 
jewels and imperial dragons. The cloud patterns on his chair 
and kāṣāya immerse the master in allusions to Heaven and 
immortality. In sum, this grand imperial reworking of an old 
Buddhist portrait formula is a remarkably synthetic tribute, 
in text and image, to a man who in life moved between the 
great monasteries of the Ming capitals and the imperial 
palace, and in death received offerings in the Imperial 
Ancestral Shrine and Buddhist memorial halls. 

The two early Ming textile portraits of the Tibetan 
hierarch Śākya Yeshé mounted as thangkas, one embroidered 
and the other produced in kesi (silk tapestry), likewise mix 
religious and political messages in communicating court 
favour (see Pls 16.2–3). They are recognised as products of 
Ming imperial ateliers that document the emperor’s respect 
for Śākya Yeshé and the high position he enjoyed at court. 
Both portraits have received a great deal of attention since 
the kesi was introduced to modern readers in 1960 by an 
article on Tibetan cultural relics published in the Chinese 
journal Wenwu 文物 (Cultural Relics).35 In a recent essay Xiong 
Wenbin 熊文彬 builds on the findings of Chinese and 
Tibetan scholars who have studied the kesi to shed new light 
on its production.36 In the English-language literature, Dora 
Ching has examined the two portraits with great care in her 
analysis of developments in Ming imperial portraiture.37 
Observations by Xiong, Ching and others are echoed here, 
but the following discussion is concerned with other matters, 
especially with the portraits as vehicles of intercultural 
communication and as visual records of the diverse and 

Plate 16.6 Anonymous, Portrait of the Yongle Emperor, Ming, 
15th century. Hanging scroll, ink and colours on silk, height 
220cm, width 150cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei

Plate 16.7 Anonymous, Portrait of the Xuande Emperor, Ming, 15th 
century. Hanging scroll, ink and colours on silk, height 215.8cm, width 
171cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei
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(ghanta), essential ritual implements of Vajrayana and 
attributes of a number of Tantric deities.44 Śākya Yeshé’s 
halo is rendered with a single fine gold line like the haloes of 
the deities in the upper corners of the composition, the blue 
figure of the primordial Buddha Vajradhāra on the left and 
White Tārā, the female Buddha of longevity, on the right. 
His lotus seat with inverted petals rests on a Mount Sumeru 
pedestal decorated with jewels, scrolling designs and 
upturned corners. Most spectacularly, he occupies a 
fantastic decorative niche, or ‘arch of glory’, composed of the 
‘six ornaments’, white elephants, blue lions, winged rams, 
lotus-bearing devas, crocodilian Makaras, Nāgas or serpent 
deities and a crowning winged Garuda. The scrolling 
designs and arch of glory were Nepalese-inspired elements of 
Tibetan art echoed in temples of the Ming capitals and other 
parts of China where Tibetan Buddhism was practised.45 
The interplay between Chinese and Tibetan elements in the 
embroidered portrait continues in the bilingual inscriptions 
that proclaim Śākya Yeshé’s temporal and eternal identities 
by giving the key parts of his imperially bestowed title: 
Supremely Good (Zhishan 至善) Dharma King of Great 
Compassion and Universally Penetrating Buddha. Thus 
enshrined, accompanied, haloed, liturgically equipped and 
labelled, Śākya Yeshé is presented as a Buddha and 
implicitly the emperor’s guru, in accordance with the 
Tibetan practice of worshiping one’s guru as a fully 
enlightened Buddha.46 Finally, the icon is bordered by 
mantras written in gold Läntsa script, a decorative form of 
Sanskrit used in Tibet for such sacred texts. 

Śākya Yeshé appears as a small secondary figure in a 
number of textile thangkas of meditational deities. One of 
these, an embroidered Vajrabhairava thangka (Pl. 16.8) in 
the Potala Palace, is comparable to the embroidered portrait 
in size (79 x 62cm) and composition, and it shares motifs such 
as the red-topped lotus seat with a single layer of inverted 
petals, Mount Sumeru pedestal with upturned corners, 
decorative niche topped by Makaras and a Garuda, and 
auspicious coloured clouds. Also like the portrait, this 
Vajrabhairava thangka is framed by a Läntsa-script border.47 
There are, of course, significant iconographic variations, 
from the shapes of the clouds to the use of lotus columns to 
support the Makaras of the ornate niche. Nevertheless, the 
visual formula suggests that both works came from a series 
or set of images, albeit not from the same one.

The larger (109 x 64cm), more impressive kesi portrait of 
Śākya Yeshé (see Pl. 16.3) shares a number of features with 
the embroidered image, including attention to the 
individuality of the master’s face. He appears thinner and 
older in the kesi but again has a deeply lined face, sagging 
jaws and accentuated eye sockets. Presumably the artists 
worked from a painting that provided a fairly detailed report 
on his physiognomy in the manner of the portrait of Daoyan. 
Śākya Yeshé’s Buddhahood is also signified in many of the 
same ways in the kesi as in the embroidery: he again has a 
halo, sits in a fully frontal vajra posture, makes the teaching 
mudra, and holds the stems of lotus flowers, one supporting a 
vajra sceptre and the other a vajra bell. His lotus-flower seat, 
however, is very discreetly placed under the step below his 
throne, perhaps due to its visual incongruity with the rest of 
the physical environment, and rather than being enshrined 

awarded by the Ming court, Consecration Preceptor of State 
Amogha (Ch. Guanding Guoshi Amuge 灌頂國師阿木葛) 
and Preceptor of State Sonam Sherab (Ch. Guoshi Suonan 
Xirao 國師索南喜饒), as responsible for the thangka’s 
manufacture. Xiong proposes that this took place between 
1434 and 1443 in an imperial weaving workshop in Jiangnan, 
the region south of the lower Yangtze River.41 Until the late 
20th century, it was kept at Sera Monastery in Lhasa, which 
was founded by Śākya Yeshé in 1418 and is recognised as one 
of the three great Gelug monasteries.42 

Both portraits of Śākya Yeshé mix Chinese and Tibetan 
elements, but the latter dominate the embroidered image, 
the smaller of the two works (76 x 65cm) (see Pl. 16.2). From 
the Chinese tradition come the auspiciously coloured ruyi 
clouds and the degree of individualisation in the master’s 
face. He is portrayed as a jowly, ageing man with puffy eyes 
and furrowed brow. He wears Tibetan garments, a sleeveless 
upper garment and a lower robe, under an opulent red-and-
gold kāṣāya with floral borders. Like a Buddha, he sits in vajra 
(cross-legged) posture, facing forward, and makes the 
dharmachakra mudra (Dharma wheel or teaching hand 
gesture). An ornate Vajrasattva headdress signifies his 
perfection of yogic meditation and complete 
enlightenment.43 His corporeality notwithstanding, the 
master inhabits an otherworldly realm of brilliant colours 
and strong colour contrasts, geometric order and fantastic 
creatures on a flat black ground. He is visually integrated 
into this divine world by the whiteness of his flesh, the 
triangular form of his posture, the flat geometric patterns of 
his kāṣāya uninterrupted by folds, and the fabulous red and 
golden lotus flowers he holds by their stems. The flowers 
magically support a golden vajra sceptre and vajra bell 

Plate 16.8 Vajrabhairava, Ming dynasty, c. 1434 (Xuande reign).
Thangka, silk embroidery, image height 79cm, width 62cm. Potala 
Palace, Lhasa
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All this visual information is luxuriously packaged in fine 
kesi, a medium that imparts value through its demanding 
technique, capacity for delicate design and subtle coloration, 
and durability. As the old saying goes, ‘an inch of kesi is 
worth an ounce of gold’. From the Song dynasty onwards, 
kesi was used to emulate and copy fine paintings. In the Yuan 
dynasty, imperial workshops led by the Nepalese master 
Anige (1245–1306) and his followers translated Buddhist 
subjects and imperial portraits into woven images.51 In light 
of this tradition, making a portrait of Śākya Yeshé in kesi was 
an inspired diplomatic stroke that honoured its Tibetan 
subject with a dazzling display of Chinese artistry and 
craftsmanship.52 

As noted above, Śākya Yeshé appears as a small 
secondary figure in a number of textile thangkas of 
meditational deities.53 Placed in the upper right corner in 
these works, he is shown seated cross-legged on an inverted 
lotus pedestal within an elaborate arch, much as he appears 
in the embroidered portrait, but he wears a black hat 
designed like a five-Buddha crown and an enveloping cape 
like those pictured in the kesi portrait.54 In other words, these 
small images combine features seen in both the embroidered 
and kesi portraits of the master. The primary subjects of 
these thangkas match those listed in the Tibetan inscription 
under the kesi portrait. According to this inscription, along 
with the portrait, Śākya Yeshé’s followers Amogha and 
Sonam Sherab sponsored images of Kālacakra 
Chakrasaṃvara, Hevajra, Vajrabhairava and Mahachakra. 
Xiong Wenbin’s Chinese rendering of this inscription does 
not specify the medium of the images, but he identifies them 
as kesi thangkas.55 We do not know if they contained small 
images of Śākya Yeshé. Nevertheless, it is not much of a 
stretch to imagine that his disciples would have honoured 
their guru’s relationship to the great meditational deities by 
commissioning images like the kesi Chakrasaṃvara thangka 
(68 x 56cm), formerly in the Carolyn and Wesley Halpert 
collection, where Śākya Yeshé occupies the upper right 
corner and is paired with Vajradhāra on the left.56 A kesi 
Hevajra thangka with the same composition and border 
belongs to the Potala Palace, and a very similar kesi of 
Vajrabhairava reportedly remains in the Yumbu Lakhar 
temple in the Yarlung valley in central Tibet.57 

In sum, the kesi portrait of Śākya Yeshé is special by 
virtue of its documentation and reasonably rare medium, 
and is distinguished from the embroidered portrait by its 
mixture of mundane and extramundane references, with the 
visual weight tipped to the former. However, both portraits 
were simultaneously icons, visual counterparts to written 
accounts of Śākya Yeshé’s lavish reception by the Yongle and 
Xuande emperors, and vehicles for communicating the 
court’s esteem for the master and the new but already 
powerful Gelug order that he represented. 

Stepping back to look at the portraits of Śākya Yeshé and 
Daoyan in the same frame, it is easy to find general 
connections between them. They belong to the same era, 
possibly even the same decade, and share basic concerns 
with their subjects’ physiognomy, discipline-specific ritual 
regalia, and material indicators of status. All three bear the 
highest titles bestowed on their subjects by the Ming court, 
in each case rendered in gold. The differences between the 

in a Tibetan-style arch of glory, he is protected and glorified 
by a cloud-borne, jewelled canopy typical of Ming Buddhist 
paintings. 

While expressing Śākya Yeshé’s divinity in visual terms 
intelligible to virtually any Buddhist of the time, the kesi 
portrayal is temporally localised like a Chinese ancestor or an 
imperial portrait by the depiction of material goods signifying 
the subject’s worldly status. The palatial furnishings – the 
carpet, the marble-topped red lacquer table with gold-filled 
incised designs and the magnificent throne – are meticulously 
detailed. The throne is similar in general form and scale to 
the one occupied by Daoyan, but it is far more lavish. Inset 
with jewels and fitted with carved dragon heads holding 
jewelled lotus pendants, it resembles the dragon thrones 
depicted in the portraits of the Yongle and Xuande 
emperors.48 Śākya Yeshé’s chair is, of course, less luxurious 
than the imperial seats, with four rather than six dragons, 
and the carpet beneath it is less exquisitely patterned than 
those under the emperors’ thrones, as was appropriate to his 
lower but still exalted status as a Dharma King. 

In the tapestry as in the embroidered portrait, Śākya 
Yeshé wears Tibetan-style upper and lower garments and a 
patchwork-patterned kāṣāya. Here, however, the ensemble is 
topped by a heavy meditation cloak with gold-on-gold 
patterns of imperial dragons, ruyi-shaped clouds and other 
auspicious motifs, recalling references in the Ming Veritable 
Records (Ming shilu 明實錄) to gold damask cloaks given to an 
emissary sent by Śākya Yeshé and others in 1423.49 The 
master’s ornate black hat features a red jewel set on top of a 
gold vajra, a red sun and white crescent moon on the crown, 
and five plaques bearing golden Buddha images to resemble 
the five-Buddha initiation crown used in Vajrayana rituals. 
This hat, which has been identified as an imperial gift, 
became a standard part of Śākya Yeshé’s iconography.50 

Overall, the words and material goods in the picture 
match Ming court records of what was bestowed upon 
eminent Tibetan clerics, including monks’ clothing, fine silk 
fabrics, gold and silver vessels, ritual objects, Buddhist 
images, scriptures, official titles and seals of office. In the kesi 
portrait Śākya Yeshé is awash in such imperial gifts. On his 
left, rendered in gold in Chinese and Tibetan, is the full title 
granted him by the Xuande emperor in 1434. To his right is 
a copy of the red impression of his imperially bestowed seal, 
with the legend reading ‘Seal of the Supremely Good 
Dharma King of Great Compassion’ written in the nine-fold 
seal script ( jiudie zhuan 九疊篆) style preferred for official 
seals. Although the vajra and vajra bell are the master’s 
standard attributes, they also correspond to the emperor’s 
gifts of ritual implements, as do the bronze (or copper) 
incense burner with a cover in the shape of a lion and the 
tortoise shell incense box on the table. The red sūtra case 
decorated with gold dragon designs, also on the table, recalls 
gifts of Buddhist scriptures. This remarkable collection was 
certainly intended to convey the exquisitely deferential 
treatment accorded Śākya Yeshé at the Ming court, but it 
also evokes, perhaps more importantly, the reciprocal nature 
of his relationship with the emperor: he gave the emperor 
enlightening teachings, efficacious rites and religious status, 
and received in return court rituals, royal status and a grand 
array of prestige objects.
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zhiji 愚菴智及 of Jingshan 徑山 (1311–78), who was in turn a 
Dharma heir of Yu’ansou xingduan 元叟行端 (1255–1341). See 
Buddhist Studies Authority Database Project: http://authority.
ddbc.edu.tw/person/.

4 DMB, 1564, 1644; Weidner 2009b, 66–7, 69, 71.
5 MS 145, 4079–82; Wang Ao 1967, 1206–9; DMB, 1561–5; Shang 

Chuan 1984,119–29; Weidner 2008, 224–8; Zheng Yonghua 2007; 
Wang Zheng 2011, 118.

6 One was kept in the monks’ quarters at Da Baoen Monastery in 
Nanjing. See Zhang Huiyi 1938, 12; Jin Ao 1983, juan 4. Another 
was in his memorial shrine at Miaozhian, where he first became a 
monk; Qian Daxin 錢大昕 (1728–1804) wrote of visiting his shrine 
and seeing the monk seated in meditation and ringed by incense 
smoke; Shang Chuan 1984, 128.

7 Jiang Yikui 1980, 20, simply says the capital has a portrait of 
Daoyan in court dress. Wang Zheng cites a note of hearsay in Lang 
Ying 郎瑛, Qixiu leigao 七修類稿 (Seven Categories of Notes) that places 
it at Qingshou monastery. See Wang Zheng 2011, 124–5.

8 Yu Minzhong 1983, 684. Popularly called Shuangtasi 雙塔寺 
(Double Pagoda Monastery), Qingshousi was located on west 
Chang’an Avenue. Also known as Da Ciensi 大慈恩寺 (Great 
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Minzhong 1983, 680–7. 
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11 See note 9. Jiang Yikui 1980, 20; Liu Tung and Yu Yizheng 1969, 
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was considered one of the Eight Ancient Relics of the capital city. 
See Wang Zheng 2011, 124. 
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235–6; Wang Zheng 2011, 123–4. I am grateful to Chang Qing for 
his assistance in reading the encomium. 

13 Yu Minzhong 1983, 844.
14 Wang Zheng notes three recorded cases of Daoyan inscribing his 

portraits, including the portrait at Da Longshan huguosi, and 
surmises that all must have portrayed him as a monk. Wang Zheng 
2011, 123–6. 

15 Adamek 2003, 36–8, 43–4; Brinker and Kanazawa 1996, 161–3.
16 Wang Zheng has tentatively identified the author of the other 

inscription as Zuo Zongying 左宗郢, a late Ming poet and friend of 
Zibo. See Wang Zheng 2011, 131.

17 Wang Zheng 2011, 122, 127–8. Wang puts Daoyan in the 22nd 
generation of spiritual descendants of Master Huineng and Musho 
Tokushi in the 23rd. On Musho Tokushi, see also Minghe, 
0477a19–c07; Shen Mude 1994, 69–72; and Anami 2004, 40–1.

18 Wang Zheng 2011, 122.
19 Yuan Shusen 2001, 86.
20 Wang Zheng 2011, 122.
21 Wang Zheng 2011, 119–23. 
22 Li Zongwan 1981, 23; Shen Mude 1994, 150; Zhongguo huaxue 

yanjiu hui 1934. 
23 On the formula for depicting abbots, see Brinker and Kanazawa 

1996, 161; also, see Foulk and Sharf 1993–4, 156–7. The sculpted 
image of Daoyan once at Tanzhe Monastery likewise presents the 
monk seated cross-legged and holding a fly-whisk.

24 Kieschnick 2003, 145.
25 On the history and meaning of the monk’s robe, see Faure 1995 (or 

2003, 211–49); Kieschnick 1999; Kieschnick 2003, 86–107.
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30 A kāṣāya woven with gold (Jinlanjia 金襴袈) was among the 

imperial gifts conferred on the monk Daocheng (1352–1432) for his 
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period; MSL Taizong shilu 22.3b, 1/8/己未.

31 MSL Taizu shilu 150.6b, 15/12/乙酉; Wang Zheng 2011, 120.

portrayals of the two clerics are not only attributable to the 
forms of Buddhism they represent, but also to their intended 
destinations and audiences. Initially kept in a memorial hall 
in an ancient Chinese monastery in the western suburbs of 
Beijing, the portrait of Daoyan was primarily seen by 
domestic viewers and Japanese Buddhists who read Chinese 
and were conversant with the conventions of Chinese 
portraiture and court titles. The portraits of Śākya Yeshé 
were destined for Tibet, where the great monasteries were 
well supplied with a rich array of religious objects, 
furnishings and other material goods made in China, and 
their residents were familiar with the materials, techniques 
and quality that distinguished objects made in imperial 
workshops.58 

For the Ming court itself, the portraits of Daoyan and 
Śākya Yeshé represented different realities. The pictorial 
formula behind the portrait of Daoyan was rooted in 
centuries of Chinese monastic practice, and the portrait was 
plausibly based on the master’s self-presentation. We can 
imagine him stepping onto the footstool, removing his shoes, 
ascending the chair and assuming his well-rehearsed pose to 
expound the Dharma on imperial command. The artist 
needed only to combine the particulars of this standard 
composition with a naturalistic rendering of the monk’s face 
and an accurate description of his garments to create a 
historically grounded sense of reality. In contrast, the 
tapestry portrait of Śākya Yeshé seated on a Chinese throne 
belongs to a Sino-Tibetan realm of magical realism. A 
pastiche of elements assembled from Tibetan and Chinese 
sources, it presents the master in his eternal aspect as a 
teaching Buddha, maintaining his iconic posture, teaching 
mudra and lotus-borne Vajrayana attributes amid a baroque 
display of Chinese courtly magnificence, which includes his 
glorious robes – but, interestingly, not his shoes. Shoes are 
mundane items and described as such in portraits of Chan 
masters. Daoyan’s shoes rest on a footstool to be reclaimed 
by the master as he descends from his seat. The same detail 
is also common in portrayals of arhats (Ch. Luohan), the 
sainted monk followers of Buddha.59 Yet no shoes await 
Śākya Yeshé below his seat. In fact, this figure seems to have 
been pulled from another type of image, perhaps one like 
the embroidered portrait, and inserted into a Chinese 
dragon throne with no suggestion of past or potential 
movement beyond the hand gesture. The picture was not 
meant to evoke the ordinary, but rather to document 
imperial reverence for the divine nature of the man and 
everything he represented spiritually and politically. Both 
realities, mundane and magical, are captured or conjured in 
many other early Ming pictures of places and events 
associated with a range of religious beliefs and practices.60 
However, the portraits of Daoyan and Śākya Yeshé stand 
out as exceptional pictorial remnants of the imperial favour 
bestowed on great clerical participants in the currents of 
transnational Buddhism that flowed through the Ming 
capitals in the 15th century. 

Notes
1 Weidner 2008, 237.
2 The date of Śākya Yeshé’s death is usually given as 1435, but it has 
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later. See Chen Nan 2005, 190–5, 209; Xiong Wenbin 2014, 157.
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A great deal of Tibetan Buddhist art was created in the early 
Ming imperial workshops, both for use at court and as part 
of complex diplomatic exchanges with Tibetan hierarchs. 
This has not been the traditional understanding of the 
Ming, which is typically described as expending a great deal 
of energy to reassert an ethnic Chinese identity in the wake 
of Mongol rule. Indeed the early Ming court followed 
Mongol precedents in drawing on a Tibetan model for 
creating an imperial Buddhist vocabulary symbolic of 
divine rule, and Tibetan Buddhism continued as a faith of 
the powerful within the inner court. First this chapter will 
introduce early Ming interest in Tibetan Buddhism and its 
artistic production and use at court. Then it will focus on an 
example of the political use of such objects: a site on the 
Sino-Tibetan frontier, Qutansi 瞿曇寺 (Gautama 
Monastery), the Ming court’s close involvement being (in 
part) one element of a larger strategy to secure its borders.1 

Ming imperial interests in Tibetan Buddhism
With the decline of Buddhism in India in the 13th century, 
Tibet became the new holy land to the west and source of 
Buddhist learning. Tibetan Buddhism became particularly 
important in Inner Asian models of kingship and found 
support in the courts of the Tanguts and the Mongols. In a 
Ming painting (Pl. 17.1), for instance, from a set related to 
the ‘Water-Land’ (shuilu 水陸) rite from Baoningsi 寶寧寺 
(Precious Peace Monastery), an arhat is depicted writing in 
Tibetan, which had become by this time the medium of the 
faith.

Chapter 17
The Early Ming Imperial 
Atelier on the Tibetan 
Frontier

Karl Debreczeny

Plate 17.1 Arhat depicted writing Tibetan, 
detail from a set of ‘Water-Land’ (shuilu  
水陸) ritual paintings from Baoningsi  
寳寧寺, Shanxi province, Ming dynasty,  
c. 1449. Ink, colours and gold on silk, 
height 120cm, width 61cm. Shanxi 
Museum
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The first official expression of Ming interest in Tibetan 
Buddhism came only a few years after the Ming dynasty was 
founded, when in 1375 the first Ming emperor Hongwu 洪武 
(r. 1368–98) sent a letter of praise to the Fourth Karmapa 
Rolpai Dorjé (Rol pa’i rdo rje; 1340–83), who had held one 
of the highest positions at the former Yuan court. Tibetans 
provided a model of sacrosanct rulership and esoteric means 
to power for the Mongol empire. The Yuan Imperial 
Preceptor (dishi 帝師), the highest religious authority in the 
land, was always Tibetan. The Hongwu emperor, formerly 
a monk under the previous Yuan system, would have been 
familiar with their role.2 Indeed continuity can be traced in 
the Tibetan patriarchs who served both the late Yuan and 
early Ming courts.3

The form of Mahākāla as Pañjaranātha (Tib: Gur gyi 
mgon po) (Pl. 17.2) was a centrepiece of Mongol imperial 
Buddhism, and the most potent symbol of Tibetan esoteric 
power in the Yuan pantheon. A sculpture of this emanation 
of Mahākāla made by the Nepalese head of the Yuan 
imperial atelier Anige 阿尼哥 (1244–78/1306) for Qubilai 
Khan’s final conquest of the Song dynasty (960–1279) 
became emblematic of both Qubilai’s rule and the Yuan 
imperial lineage.4 While that sculpture was lost with the fall 
of the Qing, this sculpture dated 1292 bears an inscription 
naming Qubilai Khan (1215–94) and his Tibetan Imperial 
Preceptor Phakpa (’Phags pa).5 A striking continuation of 
this Tibetanised visual language of sacral rule in the Ming 
can be found in an object (Pl. 17.3) among the goldwork 

excavated from the tomb of Prince Zhuang of Liang 梁莊王 
(1411–41), a large (9.4cm) gold hat ornament in this form of 
Mahākāla.6 While the goldsmith did not understand the 
form perfectly, Pañjaranātha can be recognised by the stick 
(gaṇḍi) balanced across his arms. It seems a powerful 
political statement that Yongle’s grandson would 
prominently display an image of the most potent symbol of 
Yuan power and sacral authority upon his head.

The Yongle emperor
It was Hongwu’s son Ming Chengzu (1360–1424), commonly 
known by his reign title Yongle 成祖 (r. 1403–24), who was 
the first Ming emperor to establish significant ties with 
Tibetan patriarchs, and recently there has been some 
acceptance that he was probably a believer in Tibetan 
Buddhism. One thing that emerged very clearly from 
various angles in the Ming conference held at the British 
Museum in 2014 is that the Yongle emperor consciously 
modelled a number of his policies closely on those of Qubilai 
Khan, and this extends to his engagement with Tibetans as 
well.7 As an imperial prince he was granted the former 
Mongol capital in Beijing. He took up residence in the 
former Mongol palace, opening the former imperial 
libraries and treasures which had been preserved and sealed, 
and retained some of the Yuan palace eunuchs who were left 
there.8 This was likely one of the direct conduits of Mongol 
imperial culture, which would have included Tibetan 
Buddhist practices, into the future Yongle court. Moreover 

Plate 17.2 Panjaranātha Mahākāla (Tib. Gur gyi mgon po); 
inscription names Qubilai Khan and Imperial Preceptor Phakpa, 
dated 1292. Lithographic limestone partially gilded and 
polychromed, 47 x 285cm. Musée Guimet, Gift of L. Fournier (MA 
5181)

Plate 17.3 Statue of Mahākāla, excavated from the tomb of Prince 
Zhuang of Liang (1411–41) and Lady Wei at Zhongxiang, Hubei 
province, c. 1411–41. Nanjing or Beijing imperial workshops. Gold, 
height 9.4cm, width 5.4cm, depth 1cm, weight 114g. Hubei 
Provincial Museum
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the Yongle emperor is known in Tibetan sources, such as The 
Blue Annals, as Ye Wang (Ye dbang), ‘The Prince of Yan 燕’, 
his previous title as the prince of the Beijing area, suggesting 
that the Yongle emperor, who was not the crown prince, was 
well acquainted with Tibetans, and they with him, during 
his early career in Beijing during the Hongwu era.9

The visit of the Fifth Karmapa
The most significant event in Sino-Tibetan relations during 
the early Ming was the visit of the Fifth Karmapa, Deshin 
Shekpa (De bzhin gshegs pa; 1384–1415) (Pl. 17.4), to the 
early Ming capital of Nanjing in 1407. The Karmapa taught 
Yongle’s courtiers and several members of his family while 
he stayed in Nanjing for almost a year, and among those who 
received instruction was Empress Xu 徐 (1362–1407).10 In 
dealing with the Karmapa, Yongle consciously drew 
parallels in his own actions to Qubilai Khan’s relationship 
with his Tibetan Imperial Preceptor Phakpa during the 
founding of the previous Yuan dynasty. Yongle also 
bestowed on the Karmapa the title Dabao fawang 大寶法王, 
or ‘Great Precious King of the Dharma’ – the same title 
Qubilai had bestowed on Phakpa when the former declared 

himself Great Khan. According to Tibetan sources, Yongle 
expressed an interest in recreating their priest-patron 
relationship, and made a similar offer to send troops into 
Tibet in order to install the Karmapa as the temporal ruler 
and forcibly convert all monasteries to his order, an offer 
similarly declined. Yongle’s offer parallels Qubilai’s offer to 
Phakpa, as does the response, which was to decline in favour 
of religious plurality.11 

The Karmapas were of particular interest to Yongle as 
there exists a Buddhist path to legitimisation through 
empowerment, namely the path of the cakravartin ruler which 
the Mongols had employed, and the Karmapas, who were 
either the final imperial preceptors of the Yuan empire or 
held a comparable position in the waning years of the 
Mongol court, were by this time the primary transmitters of 
this esoteric power.12 Yongle thus invited the Fifth Karmapa 
to court in 1403, barely a year after coming to power, and 
received various initiations. After the Karmapa’s visit Yongle 
indeed styled himself a cakravartin ruler, and some Tibetan 
sources obligingly describe Yongle as a cakravartin king after 
these events, specifically an iron-wheel bālacakravartin: ‘one 
who turns the wheel of the doctrine by force’.13 In the portrait 
of the Karmapa (see Pl. 17.4) we see this relationship 
codified: Yongle is receiving consecration as a sacral ruler, 
with a mirror reflecting Yongle’s visage while water is poured 
on it from a ritual vessel. One can see that this painting both 
reproduces the official Yongle portrait exactly, at lower right, 
and, above him, directly quotes from the 1407 miracle 
handscroll produced by Yongle court painters.14

Visual evidence for continuity from the Mongol Yuan in 
the artistic production of the Ming imperial atelier is the 
presence of an already fully mature Sino-Tibetan artistic 
synthesis in the early years of the 15th century, the most 
famous examples being the bronzes of the Yongle period.15 
Yuan court prototypes for these Yongle Buddhist images can 
be found in Yuan woodblock printings and locally in the 
surviving stone carved images on the Juyong Pass 居庸關 
(1345) which date to the final years of the Mongol empire in 
China. 

Images made in the Ming workshops and sent to Tibet 
were copied and had a profound effect on Tibetan art, from 
entire genres such as arhat painting to particular images, 
such as the famous ‘Udayana Buddha’, represented by the 
impressive gilt bronze with a Xuande 宣德 reign mark 
(1426–35) in the Musée Cernuschi, known to Tibetans as 
‘the Sandalwood Lord of China’ (rg ya nag gi tsandan jo bo) 
which was both reproduced and venerated.16 For example, a 
large painting of this Buddha with a Yongle reign mark 
(1412) can still be found on display at Nénying (gNas rnying) 
Monastery, in Tsang province, Tibet.17 A copy of a 
handscroll recording miracles the Karmapa performed 
while in the capital Nanjing (1407), sent to the Karmapa’s 
seat Tsurphu (mTshur phu) Monastery, became one of the 
primary models for an entire Tibetan style, the painting 
tradition of the Karmapa Encampment (Karma sGar bris).18

One of the most famous visual manifestations of Yongle’s 
engagement with Tibetan Buddhism is this same 
monumental 50-metre long handscroll known as the Miracles 
of the Mass of Universal Salvation Conducted by the Fifth Karmapa 
for the Yongle Emperor (in Chinese known as Pudu Ming Taizu 

Plate 17.4 Fifth Karmapa (1384–1415) and the Yongle emperor  
(r. 1403–24), c. 18th century. Pigments on cotton, height 100cm, 
width 60cm. Current location unknown
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chang juan tu 普渡明太袓長卷圖) in the Tibet Museum. It 
recordsthe miraculous occurrences during memorial 
services performed by the Fifth Karmapa in 1407 at 
Nanjing’s largest imperially sponsored temple, Linggusi  
靈谷寺 (Numinous Valley Monastery), for the Hongwu 
emperor and Empress Ma, along with Hongwu’s parents, in 
a series of 49 narrative scenes (see Pl. 14.4a–c).19 On one 
level this painting can be viewed as containing an ulterior 
motive, as rumours circulated of Yongle’s possible Mongol or 
Korean ancestry after he seized the throne from his nephew 
with assistance from Mongol cavalry in 1402. Questioning 
Yongle’s ethnicity – denying his very Chinese identity – has 
also been a typical means by which to isolate and 
marginalise his interests in Tibetan Buddhism.20 The 
manner in which Yongle came to power naturally put a 
cloud over his reign and made him concerned about the 
image of his own legitimacy. The handscroll had a clear 
political agenda in confirming the legitimacy of Yongle’s 
reign, and made use of similar strategies that the Mongol 
court employed to project power across Asia, such as the 
multilingual inscriptions found on this handscroll, as also 
seen on Yuan public works such as the aforementioned 
Juyong Pass. 

Beyond such well-publicised projects is the 1413 missive 
scroll which the Yongle emperor sent to the Fifth Karmapa 
describing the famous eunuch admiral Zheng He’s 鄭和 
(1371–1433) voyage to Sri Lanka and capture of the Buddha’s 
tooth relic.21 The scroll mentions the participation of the 
eunuch Hou Xian 侯顯 (active 1403–27), Yongle’s main 
envoy to the Tibetans and bearer of the 1413 letter, who had 
already been in Tibet for four years before the voyage. In it 
the emperor also describes his own visionary experiences, 
which clearly went beyond the bounds of what would be 
required in diplomacy.22 Therefore to limit Ming 
motivations in the patronage of Tibetan art to politics alone 
is to limit our own view, for religious faith and political 
acumen are not mutually exclusive, and it would be a 
mistake to project 21st-century cynicism on to the 15th 
century.

The Zhengde emperor
While discussions of Ming court interest in Tibetan 
Buddhism tends to be limited to the Yongle emperor, he 
was by no means the most extreme among Ming rulers in 
his adoration of Tibetan Buddhism. Tibetan art continued 
to receive significant court patronage, especially under 
emperors Xuande and Chenghua 成化 (r. 1465–87), but the 
Zhengde 正德 emperor (r. 1506–21) was an enthusiastic 
patron of Tibetan Buddhism who took his zeal to a level 
few had dared. According to the Qing dynasty Wuzong waiji 
武宗外紀 (Unofficial History of the Emperor Wuzong): ‘At that 
time the emperor studied Tibetan scripture, and converted 
to that religion. He dressed as a Tibetan monk, and 
practised Dharma at court.’23 He was also proficient in the 
Tibetan language, kept many Tibetan monks around him, 
and built a Tibetan Buddhist temple within the Forbidden 
City.24 

According to Tibetan sources Zhengde adopted the 
Tibetan name Rinchen Palden (Rin chen dpal ldan) and, 
incredibly, even went so far as to style himself an emanation 

of the Seventh Karmapa (1454–1506). Far from wishful 
thinking on the part of Tibetans, this assertion, and the 
mission of the eunuch envoy who carried these tidings, was 
received rather coldly by the Karmapa’s court.25 Testament 
to some of Zhengde’s religious interests are found in the form 
of an invitation sent with the eunuch Liu Yun 劉允 in 1515 to 
the Eighth Karmapa (1507–54) with many gifts. The letter of 
invitation in Chinese and Tibetan was preserved at Tsurphu 
Monastery.26 A detailed Tibetan account of this ill-fated 
mission is also recorded in A Scholars’ Feast (mKhas pa’i dga’ ston, 
1545), which further relates that the Chinese were insulted by 
the cold reception they received and took back all the gifts, 
only to be robbed on their return trip.27 This is one of the few 
Chinese missions for which there is a detailed record in 
Tibetan sources, and it is especially valuable as it was 
recorded by a firsthand witness; the author Pawo Tsuklak 
Trengwa (dPa’ bo gTsug lag phreng ba; 1504–66) was one of 
the Eighth Karmapa’s own disciples. The account even 
includes an incredulous Tibetan explanation of what a 
eunuch is. The very concept must have been alien to a culture 
where a sizeable percentage of the male population was 
celibate without resorting to mutilation.28 

Richardson thus identified the Tibetan name Rinchen 
Palden 領占班丹 on thangkas such as the one illustrated here 
(Pl. 17.5) as none other than the emperor himself.29 Marsha 
Weidner (Haufler) has further contextualised this painting 
by identifying the occasion of its commission as the 
emperor’s birthday.30 As we can see, demand for Tibetan 
objects within the Ming court was strong, and the impetus 
for their creation multivariate. 

Plate 17.5 Vajrabhairava, dated 1512. Ink and colour on silk, height 
129.5cm, width 99cm. University of California, Berkeley Art Museum 
and Pacific Film Archive, Gift of James and Dorothy Cahill (1982.13)
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Tibetan forms that appear throughout the temple. For 
example, on the ceilings in the three coffered bays over the 
central altar are three large maṇḍala (Pl. 17.6), which are 
linked to Tibetan mortuary liturgy, such as the central 
Vairocana, which is specifically related to the Purification of 
All Bad Rebirths Tantra (Sarva-durgati-pariśodhana Tantra). 32 In 
this way the Tibetan maṇḍalas on the ceiling are linked 
functionally to the Chinese ‘Water-Land’ ritual paintings on 
the walls (Pl. 17.7), in their role of salvation for the dead. 
Within Fahai Monastery’s wall paintings subtle Tibetan 
elements can also be found; for instance, among the Chinese 
courtly attire in Indra and Brahmā’s royal procession on the 
north wall of Fahai Monastery, only Mārīcī (see Pl. 17.7, 
centre right) is given the distinctive five-leaf crown and vajra 
chignon finial, similar to contemporaneous painted images 
in Tibet and Sino-Tibetan bronzes produced at the Ming 
court.

Eunuchs at the Ming court
Fahai Monastery’s principal patron was a eunuch of the 
inner court who served as director of all imperial artists, the 
Directorate of Imperial Accoutrements (Yuyong jian 御用監). 
The fact that Tibetan borrowings appear specifically at this 
small private temple seems to be a result of the intersecting 
layers of the eunuch bureaucracy at the Ming court, both in 
their roles as the controllers of the imperial construction 
apparatus, the Ministry of Works and as the official imperial 
envoys to Tibetan patriarchs. Thus the eunuchs were in 
close contact with the Tibetan clerics at court, often 
becoming their personal patrons, and directly oversaw the 
artists who made these images. 

Evidence of a significant Tibetan presence at Fahai 
Monastery is found in ten Tibetan names on the back of the 

Broader court engagement: Fahaisi
Moving beyond the emperor’s personal engagement with 
Tibetan Buddhism, Fahaisi 法海寺 (Sea of the Law 
Monastery), completed in 1443, is a small private temple on 
the outskirts of Beijing.31 While the basic architectural and 
painting programmes of Fahai Monastery are clearly 
Chinese, a subtle Tibetan presence is observable in various 

Plate 17.6 Vairocana Maṇḍala, central bay, Fahai Monastery, 
Beijing. Built between 1439–41 by the Ming court eunuch Li Tong 
(d. 1453)

Plate 17.7 ‘Water-Land’ ritual paintings (note Mārīcī wearing Tibetan-inspired 5-leaf crown). North wall, Fahai Monastery, Beijing
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border strategy to establish an alliance between the local 
authorities and the imperial court.36 If one maps where Ming 
garrisons end, one finds that a network of such court-
supported temples takes over.37 

The early Ming court repeatedly sent eunuchs to inspect 
and participate in the construction of Qutan Monastery, 
marking it as an important court construction project on the 
Chinese empire’s periphery, at least until it was eclipsed by 
the founding of the major Geluk (dGe lugs) monastery of 
Kumbum Jampa Ling (sKu ’bum byams pa gling) outside of 
Xining in 1506. This quick fall into relative obscurity 
prevented later large-scale renovations and expansions at 
Qutan Monastery, preserving the early 15th-century 
structure and painting relatively intact.

Qutan Monastery, like Fahai Monastery, is Chinese in 
architecture, with a mixed Chinese and Tibetan painting 
and statuary programme. The outer painted gallery depicts 
the life of the Buddha in blue-green Chinese landscape 
painting, while inside the halls the paintings appear 
Tibetan in both style and iconography, and it is on these 
halls that I will focus.38 

Although Qutan Monastery was initially founded by 
Sangyé Tashi (Sangs rgyas bkra shis; d. 1414) in 1392, the 
bulk of its construction took place under imperial patronage 
in the early 15th century, during the tenure of his nephew, 
the aforementioned Palden Tashi. Palden Tashi is recorded 
as being appointed abbot of Qutan Monastery by the Yongle 
emperor in 1408.39 He was a monk of the Karma Kagyü 
(bKa’ brgyud) order, but also maintained close ties to Sakya 
(Sa skya), an orientation reflected in the wall paintings of the 
monastery – which is important for their dating.

First stage of construction (1392)
Tibetan and Chinese sources include five bilingual stele in situ 
dated to roughly the first quarter of the 15th century. 
Comparing them to extant visual material at Qutan 
Monastery, we can sketch a three-stage chronology for the 

‘Record of Fahai Monastery’ stele. The first name, Śākya 
Yeshé (Śākya ye shes 釋迦也失; d. 1435), is that of the 
founder of Sera Monastery, who was sent in Tsongkhapa’s 
(Tsong kha pa; 1375–1419) stead to the Yongle court.33 The 
third name, Palden Tashi (dPal ldan bkra shis 班丹紮釋), is 
the most interesting in the context of this discussion, for he 
not only appears to have played a role in the founding of 
Fahai Monastery, but also was abbot of Qutan Monastery, in 
Qinghai, far away on the Sino-Tibetan boarder, a 
provincially located temple built with imperial 
sponsorship.34 Palden Tashi was directly involved with 
Buddhist practice in Beijing and wielded significant 
influence within the National Buddhist Registry, the Senglusi 
僧錄司. He served as the Fifth Karmapa’s translator at court 
in Nanjing in 1406, translated numerous Tibetan texts into 
Chinese (presumably for Chinese court practitioners of 
Tibetan Buddhism) and ordained several Ming officials – 
including some of those sent to expand Qutan Monastery.35 
The eunuchs Hou Xian (who had served with the famous 
eunuch admiral Zheng He) and Yang Sanbao 楊三寶 are 
recorded as having travelled in the company of Palden 
Tashi.

Qutan Monastery (Tib. Gro tshang rdo rje ’chang)
Qutan Monastery (Tib. Gro tshang rdo rje ’chang) (Pl. 17.8) 
was founded in 1392 in present-day Ledu 樂都 county, 43km 
east of Xining in modern-day Qinghai province. Its location 
is described on one of its own early Ming dedicatory stele 
(1425) as being on the border connecting with the western 
kingdoms (Tibet), and thus at the meeting of the northwest 
Ming frontier and the eastern border of the Tibetan province 
of Amdo. Qutan Monastery is one of the earliest expressions 
of Ming court interest in Tibetan Buddhism, and an 
examination of local Tibetan chronicles and Chinese 
imperial records reveals that Qutan Monastery was 
dependent on the Ming court’s support and protection. In 
turn, its patronage was part of a larger Ming Sino-Tibetan 

Plate 17.8 Qutan Monastery  
瞿曇寺 (Tib: Gro tshang rdo rje 
’chang), Qinghai
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temple. A local Tibetan history, the History of the Dharma in 
Amdo (mDo smad chos ’byung; 1865), gives an account of the 
founding and initial painting and sculpture programme of 
Qutan Monastery, which is recorded as being largely Tibetan:

In the four directions were erected earth-subduing stūpas, and 
the principal images of the central chapel (Qutandian 瞿曇殿) 
were the Buddhas of the Three Times and their close disciples 
(the Eight Great Bodhisattvas). In the left flanking Hall of the 
Protectors were statues of Four-Armed Mahākāla and 
Pañjaranātha Mahākāla together with attendants. In the wall 
paintings were Six-Armed Mahākāla with his retinue of 
seventy-five forms of Mahākāla, and Four-Armed Mahākāla 
with attendants residing here together with the blessed [image 
of ] Dharmarāja ... Because it had an [image of ] Achima (A 
phyi ma), it is known as the ‘Achi Protector Chapel’. 

In the right-flanking chapel was the Great Sakya Stūpa. In the 
paintings on its sides were Vajradhara inside each of four gates 
which themselves resembled dānyukaṭaka stūpas. And in 
sequence were countless assemblies of deities of the Anuttara 
Tantra class and the three other tantra classes (Kriyā, Caryā 
and Yoga), such as Kālacakra, Saṃvara, Hevajra and a form of 
Bhairava according to the Ko (sKo) tradition; many tutelary 
deities ( yi dam) of the Nyingma class such as Vajrakīla, the Four 
Guardian Kings, various Dharma-protectors, Guardians of the 
Ten Directions, together with Great Nāga on the tips of light 
rays; and the pillars on the [different] levels which appeared to 
be supported by the many hands of offering deities, etc. These 
things are renowned as apparitions of miraculous form. Qutan 
Monastery’s abbot Kal Zangpa (sKal bzang pa) said that these 

Plate 17.9 Four-Armed Mahākāla (primary protector of Kagyü 
order). South wall, east door wall, Qutan Hall, Qutan Monastery

Plate 17.10 Pañjaranātha Mahākāla (primary protector of the Sakya 
Order). South wall, west door wall, Qutan Hall, Qutan Monastery

were intended as auspices for the construction of the 
Vajradhara Chapel (Longguodian 隆國殿).40

Qutan Hall (Tib. dBus su lha khang)
Murals inside Qutandian 瞿曇殿 (Gautama Hall) (1392) seem 
to be Ming works, and iconographic evidence within wall 
paintings themselves supports this assessment: those inside 
the hall contain Kagyü and Sakya imagery, such as the 
Four-Armed Mahākāla (Pl. 17.9) – primary protector of the 
Kagyü order – and Pañjaranātha Mahākāla (Pl. 17.10) 
– primary protector of the Sakya order. One also finds 
paintings of hierarchs of Kagyü and Sakya orders, such as 
Sakya Paṇḍita. This Kagyü/Sakya presence is significant for 
dating the Qutan Hall’s wall paintings, as Qutan Monastery 
was originally a Kagyü temple, but with close ties to the 
Sakya, until it changed sectarian affiliation and came under 
the Geluk order’s control in the mid-15th century. If Qutan 
Hall had been repainted later under Geluk stewardship one 
would expect Geluk content. However, none is present inside 
the hall; Geluk imagery is only evident outside in the later 
18th-century vestibule (repaired in 1782), such as the founder 
of that monastic order, Tsongkhapa. 

However Tibetan in style and iconography the wall 
paintings may appear at first glance, Chinese painters’ hands 
are revealed in numerous small details, such as the skull 
crown of Pañjaranātha (Pl. 17.10) – which is painted in the 
same manner as a Mingwang 明王 (Pl. 17.11) found in 
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Baoguang Hall (Tib. Jo khang rin chen ’od ’bar)
Baoguangdian 寶光殿 (Hall of Blazing Jewel Light) was 
built in 1418. The iconographic programme of Baoguang 
Hall is identical to Qutan Hall, just built on a grander scale. 
Elaborate knots (Pl. 17.12) in the sashes of the deities on the 
side walls of Baoguang Hall are clearly derived from a 
Chinese repertoire – again confirming the presence of 
Chinese painters’ hands in the Tibetan imagery. A similar 

Chinese temples such as Pilusi 毗盧寺 (Vairocana Monastery) 
– strung together through the eye sockets. In the depiction of 
Four-Armed Mahākāla (see Pl. 17.9) one also finds a dragon-
like garland depicted with horns, curling snout and spiny 
ridge, and shorts are placed modestly on figures – otherwise 
depicted nude, which is characteristic of Chinese production 
of Tibetan Buddhist imagery.

The only wall paintings within Qutan Hall executed in an 
outwardly Chinese manner are the small scenes of the 
Fifty-three Visits of Sudhana which run in two registers along the 
lower section of the east and west walls, where the figures are 
clearly dressed as Chinese courtiers. Cleverly hidden within 
the 14th visit, in an architectural panel used as a horizontal 
cartouche, is a badly abraded Tibetan inscription which 
appears to contain a Yongle reign date: ‘Ta’i Yung lo bsten’ 
(Da Yongle 大永樂) ‘closely arranged [in the] Great Yongle 
[reign]’. This would confirm an early Ming date for the 
painting of the murals (that is, during the period of imperial 
involvement), though slightly later than the hall’s founding.

Second stage of construction (1418)
The History of the Dharma in Amdo goes on to describe the 
second stage of construction and ornamentation of Qutan 
Monastery during the early 15th century: 

In the lifetime of the Yongle and Xuande emperors, the official 
Samten Zangpo (bSam gtan bzang po) erected images of 
Śākyamuni and Vajradhara. Thirteen temples and the 
monastic servants of monastic estates of seven valleys were 
bestowed. Golden seals were given to the brothers Palden 
Zangpo (Palden Tashi)41 and Sonam Gyaltsen (bSod nams 
rgyal mtshan), his (Sangye Tashi’s) own nephews. In particular 
patents which were clear expressions of praise over a period of 
time and a self-arisen image of the Buddha were given [by the 
Yongle Emperor] to Palden Zangpo, and a chapel a day’s 
distance from the palace was built with state funds to house it. 
The statue resided in the Jo khang of Blazing Jewel Light 
(Baoguang Hall) as the chief image.42

Plate 17.11 Detail of Kṣitigarbha, mid-16th century. Pilu Monastery, 
Hebei province

Plate 17.12 (above) Amoghasiddhi, knot detail, c. 1418. East wall, Baoguang Hall, 
Qutan Monastery, Qinghai

Plate 17.13 (right) Detail of a Karmapa (Fifth Karmapa, Deshin Shekpa (1384–1415)?),  
c. 1418. North wall, Baoguang Hall, Qutan Monastery, Qinghai
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Thus this image was known as a miraculously self-arisen 
image (rang ’byung), a special class of sacred image within 
Tibetan tradition, sent west by the court as an offering to 
Qutan Monastery’s abbot. 

Qutan Monastery was once well appointed with such 
gilt bronzes (Pl. 17.14) produced at the Ming court, as 
evidenced by a near life-sized bodhisattva with a Yongle 
reign mark (1403–24), most likely one of the Eight Great 
Bodhisattvas which once flanked a central triad. These are 
recorded as created in imperial workshops and sent west, 
suggesting a pattern of other statuary, and gives some 
potential context to the nearly identical sculpture (Pl. 
17.15) in the Musée Cernuschi as well. The trilingual 
Yongle reign date inscriptions on both sculptures in 
Chinese, Sanskrit and Tibetan are unusual and reinforce 
their close connection. 

Third stage of construction (1427)
The History of the Dharma in Amdo goes on to describe the 
third stage of construction and ornamentation of Qutan 
Monastery nine years later in 1427:

After that, on the walls are pictures of the rainbows that 
variously appeared like globes, pillars and wheel spokes when 

mixture of Kagyü and Sakya imagery is found in this hall, 
indicating these are also original early 15th-century 
paintings, most dramatically represented by a Karmapa 
(Pl. 17.13). This is most likely the Fifth Karmapa previously 
discussed. At the time of the hall’s construction, the abbot of 
Qutan Monastery is recorded as having been the Fifth 
Karmapa’s personal disciple and translator at the Ming 
court.

A brief account of the casting of Baoguang Hall’s central 
image, a gilt-bronze Buddha, is given in the Imperial Bestowal 
of Qutan Monastery’s Golden Buddha Image Stele (Yuzhi Qutansi 
jinfoxiang bei 御制瞿曇寺金佛像碑), dated 1418. In this 
inscription Yongle evokes the image of King Indrabhūti of 
Oḍḍiyāna – the Indian historical model of devout rule. 
Enhancing the aura of piety in the emperor’s act is a story 
familiar to the making of sacral images across traditions, 
designed to increase the efficacy of the image: 

Though the artisans worked for a long time they could not 
complete it, until one day when they went out for food, leaving 
the workshop deserted, the divine body manifested itself. This 
frightened and amazed everyone and was seen as a magical 
manifestation of the powers by the buddhas and bodhisattvas, 
thus completing the work in a single casting.43

Plate 17.14 Standing bodhisattva, Yongle mark and period, 
1403–24. Gilded bronze, height 145cm. Qinghai Provincial Museum

Plate 17.15 Standing bodhisattva, Yongle mark and period, 
1403–24. Gilded bronze, height 136cm, width 45cm, length 66cm. 
Musée Cernuschi, Paris, bequeathed by Pauline Tarn/Renée Vivien, 
1909, M. C. 5173
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Conclusion
This short chapter has only scratched the surface of Tibetan 
art vis-a-vis the Ming court, both for use in the centres of 
power and its application on the periphery. Textual evidence 
suggests that Qutan Monastery was only one example of a 
larger pattern of imperial patronage along the Ming-
Tibetan frontier. However Tibetan in iconography the 
imagery within Qutan Monastery’s halls may appear at first 
glance, Chinese painters’ hands are revealed in various 
subtle formal elements. This suggests that the Chinese 
painters of the early Ming imperial atelier were able to 
adjust the style and iconography of their paintings between 
Tibetan (within the halls) and Chinese (in the outer gallery). 
While one might be tempted to dismiss the Tibetan elements 
that appear in otherwise Chinese architectural contexts 
found at temples such as Qutan Monastery as simply 
resulting from their close proximity to the Sino-Tibetan 
border – in other words, as a marker of their ‘regionalism’ or 
‘provincialism’ – evidence presented here suggests that a 
more complex and imperially sponsored formation of 
Sino-Tibetan art was operative in the Ming court, both in 
the centre of power, Beijing, and in the outer reaches of the 
empire. 

To put it another way, as Shane McCausland observed in 
his remarks after the presentation of this paper at the British 
Museum conference, this evidence suggests a Ming royal 
awareness and participation in regional and blended modes 
of artistic practice, their awareness of the agency of such 
patronage, and that all of this was indeed part of Ming 
policy. I would add that, rather than a Ming innovation, this 
was built on a firm foundation of Mongolian precedence in 
order to project themselves as rulers on the Inner Asian 
model, moulded in the image of Qubilai Khan.

Notes
1 This chapter is an abbreviated discussion based on chapters 2 and 

3 of my dissertation, ‘Ethnicity and Esoteric Power: Negotiating 
Sino-Tibetan Synthesis in Ming Buddhist Painting’ (Debreczeny 
2007), some of the findings of which were previously published in 
Debreczeny 2003. Thanks to Elliot Sperling, Shane McCausland, 
Yu-Ping Luk, Craig Clunas and Jessica Harrison-Hall.

2 Hongwu patronised several Tibetan lamas and their monastic 
projects, including Qutan Monastery’s founder Sangyé Tashi 
(Sangs rgyas bkra shis; Ch. Lama Sanluo 剌麻三囉; d. 1414) in 
Qinghai province. See Sperling 2001.

3 For instance, the head of the Sakya order Kunga Tashi Gyaltsen 
(Kun dga’ bkra shis rgyal mtshan; 1349–1424) played an important 
political role in both Yuan and Ming court connections with 
Gyantse (rGyal rtse). 

4 This sculpture of Mahākāla was counted among the objects of 
inheritance symbolic of Mongol rule alongside Chinggis Khan’s 
spirit banner and the imperial seal. For more on the political role of 
Mahākāla (and Pañjaranātha in particular) within the Mongol 
empire see Grupper 1979 and Debreczeny 2014. 

5 Stoddard 1985.
6 Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411–41), was a grandson of Yongle and 

brother of Xuande. At least one other golden image of 
Pañjaranātha Mahākāla was also found in the same tomb, along 
with other Tibetan Buddhist imagery. See Hubei sheng wenwu 
kaogu yanjiusuo and Zhongxiang shi bowuguan 2007; and Hubei 
sheng bowuguan 2007.

7 Also explored in Robinson 2008.
8 Tsai 2001, 29–33.
9 Sperling 1983, 74–6.
10 Tsai 2001, 84.

the temple praised as the ‘Hall of Enriching the State’ was 
founded by the Xuande emperor in fulfillment of his father’s 
wishes. By the power of the king’s faith an image of Vajradhara 
descended from the sky. The statue [which was installed there] 
is renowned among the Chinese as a relic of the Yongle 
emperor. It is recorded in a stele that to fulfill the wishes of the 
Emperor’s heart, [the image] came from the land of the gods 
for the benefit of sentient beings of the human realm.44

Longguo Hall (Tib. Srid skyong gling)
The halls of Qutan Monastery become increasingly 
splendorous in their imperial architecture as one moves 
toward the rear of the complex; Longguodian 隆國殿 (Hall 
of Enriching the State) (see Pl. 21.3 in this volume) is said to 
be based on the blueprint of Fengtiandian 奉天殿 (Hall of 
Service to Heaven) in Beijing’s Forbidden City. The 
description in the History of the Dharma in Amdo implies that 
Longguo Hall was built as the Yongle emperor’s memorial 
hall, a statement reiterated in the bilingual dedicatory 
Imperial Bestowal of Qutan Monastery’s Rear Hall Stele (Yuzhi 
Qutansi houdian bei 御制瞿曇寺後殿碑) dated the second year 
of Xuande (1427).45 It is also implied that this memorial hall 
was built by Xuande in conjunction with the Yongle 
emperor’s funerary rites.

Eunuchs on the periphery
Longguo Hall contains a ‘Long Life to the Emperor’ 
(huangdi wansui 皇帝萬歲) inscription on a wooden placard 
which records that it was: ‘built in … the second year of 
Xuande [1427] by Meng Ji 孟繼, Shang Yi 尚義, Chen 
Xiang 陳享 and Yuan Qi 袁琦, eunuchs of the Directorate 
of Imperial Accoutrements’. This Director of Imperial 
Accoutrements, Meng Ji, was sent by the Ming court to 
personally supervise the construction of Longguo Hall. 
Such a high-ranking officer of the imperial construction 
apparatus was almost certainly accompanied by numerous 
high-ranking master craftsmen from the imperial atelier, 
and Longguo Hall’s architectural workmanship has been 
favourably compared to other inner court productions by 
eunuchs, such as Fahai Monastery and Zhihuasi 智化寺 
(Transformation of Wisdom Monastery) in Beijing. It seems 
likely that this Yuan Qi on the Qutan Monastery tablet is 
the same Chinese official to whom Palden Tashi gave full 
ordination vows in 1434, seven years after the completion of 
Longguo Hall.46

Supporting evidence which further expands our 
understanding of the eunuch Meng Ji’s role in the 
construction of Qutan Monastery is found in a set of Chinese 
archival records of successive generations of imperial edicts 
for donations to the temple (1651): ‘During the Yongle period 
imperial envoys such as the eunuch Meng 孟 and 
commander Tian Xuan 田選, respecting the imperial 
edict(s), built the two halls, Baoguang and Longguo, and 
erected a stele record’.47 It would seem from various textual 
evidence that both Baoguang and Longguo halls, as well as 
the covered gallery and eight of the subsidiary halls, were 
conceived of as part of the same construction project by the 
Yongle emperor, and it is stated directly that Xuande was 
‘fulfilling the wishes of his father’, and thus completing his 
vision.
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34 For a translation of Palden Tashi’s biography see Debreczeny 2007, 
Appendix II, 399–414. For an image see Clunas and Harrison-Hall 
2014, 245, fig. 211. 

35 It seems likely that the eunuch Yuan Qi on Qutan Monastery’s 
1427 Wansui Tablet is the same Chinese official to whom Palden 
Tashi gave full ordination vows (see p. 161 and Debreczeny 2007, 
151 and 181).

36 Qutan Monastery’s abbots also played an important role in the 
formulation of early Ming policies towards Tibet. See Sperling 
2001.

37 Tuttle 2011.
38 Sadly space constraints here prevent me from delving into the 

beautiful wall paintings in the surrounding covered gallery which 
depict the life of the Buddha. Suffice it to say, there are only a few 
subtle hints of a Tibetan context in the surviving 11 panels of Ming 
paintings, but more overt Tibetan elements do appear in the later 
Qing restorations (c. 1837–8). On the covered gallery see Xie 
Jisheng and Liao Yang 2006b.

39 However, his ‘appointment’ may be nothing more than nominal 
recognition of Palden Tashi’s abbotship at Qutan Monastery, as 
this was true for many of the largely ceremonial appointments and 
titles bestowed on Tibetan patriarchs and local rulers by the Ming 
court, following the traditional uncle-nephew system of succession.

40 dKon mchog bstan pa rab rgyas 1987, 171–2.
41 Palden Zangpo (dPal ldan bzang po) is another name for Palden 

Tashi. See Debreczeny 2007, 150, 218.
42 dKon mchog bstan pa rab rgyas 1987, 172. This would correspond 

to the construction of Baoguang Hall and the bestowal of its main 
image, a golden Buddha, as recorded in a pair of bilingual stele: the 
‘Yongle Imperial Decree Stele of 1418’ (永樂十六年瞿曇寺皇帝敕
諭碑; Tib: rGyal po’i lung gis) dated to the twenty-second day of 
the first month of the sixteenth year of the Yongle period (1418), and 
the ‘Imperial Bestowal of Qutan Monastery’s Golden Buddha 
Image Stele’ (御制瞿曇寺金佛像碑; Tib: rGyal pos gser sku la bstod pa’i 
rdo ring) dated to the first day of the third month of the sixteenth 
year of Yongle (1418) located in front of the temple (see Xie Zuo 
1982, 83–9). The stele gives the name of the hall in Chinese as 
Baoguang Hall (Tib: B’u gwong sde), while the mDo smad chos ’byung 
gives the Tibetan name Jo khang Rin chen ’od ’bar, both meaning 
‘Blazing Jewel Light’, and clearly describing the same hall.

43 ‘Imperial Bestowal of Qutan Monastery’s Golden Buddha Image 
Stele’ reproduced in Xie Zuo 1998, 86–9.

44 dKon mchog bstan pa rab rgyas 1987, 172.
45 Both Tibetan and Chinese texts are reproduced in Xie Zuo 1998, 

96–100.
46 dKon mchog bstan pa rab rgyas 1987, 681. See also Debreczeny 

2007, 151 and 181.
47 Xie Zuo 1998, 61.

11 Sperling 1983.
12 Sperling 2004.
13 Sperling 1983, 140. 
14 See Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, 54, fig. 29 and 239, fig. 208.
15 For example Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, 227, fig. 195, and 229, 

fig. 199.
16 ‘Standing Buddha’, Xuande reign mark (1426–35), gilt bronze. 

Height 64cm, Musée Cernuschi, M.C.686. See Clunas and 
Harrison-Hall 2014, 207, fig. 175. The statue was believed to have 
been commissioned by the Indian king Udayana of Kosambi/
Kausambi. The sandalwood statue was believed to have been 
brought to China in the 4th century by way of Khotan and inspired 
many copies. See Tanaka 1999, 52; Jackson 1996, fig. 42; Jackson 
2012, 175, fig. 8.19.

17 See Jackson 2012, 173–6.
18 See Debreczeny 2007, 104–7; and Jackson 2009, 96–7.
19 See Patricia Berger 2001; and Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, 239, 

fig. 208.
20 For example, Fong Wen and Watt 1996, 329.
21 The scroll is now among the holdings of the Board of Management 

for Cultural Relics of the Autonomous Region of Tibet, described 
in Xizang zizhiqu wenwu guanli weiyuan hui 1981, which 
reproduces the Chinese text. The Tibetan text is not published. 
Sperling 2011.

22 Sperling 2011.
23 Mao Qiling 1982.
24 The Wuzong wai ji confuses fan 番 (Tibetan) with the homophone fan 

梵 (Sanskrit), a common mistake in Chinese sources.
25 See Richardson 1959, 6–8, and Appendix B, 16–17; and Sperling 

1980a.
26 Translated by Richardson 1959, 6–8, and transliterated in 

Appendix B, 16–17. 
27 dPa’ bo gTsug lag phreng ba 1986, mKhas pa’i dga ston, 1241; 

Richardson 1958, 151–3.
28 Sperling 1980a.
29 Richardson 1975. 
30 Weidner 2009a.
31 See Debreczeny 1997, 2003, and 2007. For an image of the exterior 

see Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, 36, fig. 14.
32 Debreczeny 2003, 51; and Debreczeny 2007, 97–148 (especially 

134–6). These maṇḍala are also described in detail in Toyka-Fuong 
2010, though their function and how they fit into the overall 
programme of the temple are not discussed.

33 For a translation of Śākya Yeshé’s biography see Debreczeny 1997, 
50–58. On Śākya Yeshé at the Ming court and his possible 
involvement with the founding of Fahai Monastery see Debreczeny 
2007, 138–42. For an image see Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, 
242, fig. 209. 
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The founder of the Ming dynasty, Zhu Yuanzhang 朱元璋 
(1328–98), established a system of princely enfeoffment that 
aimed to use blood relations to maintain control of the 
empire. Royal princes were sent to live away from the 
capital, usually in major cities and economically prosperous 
areas around China. The Hubei 湖北 region possessed 
favourable environmental conditions, a flourishing economy 
and rich cultural heritage. Located in the central plains, it 
was also an area of political and military importance. 
Consequently, it became one of the regions where the largest 
number of Ming princes was enfeoffed, and where the most 
Ming royal tombs have been discovered and excavated to 
date. One of the interesting features of Ming royal tombs 
found in Hubei is the diverse religious elements they reveal. 
This chapter examines the archaeological finds from several 
major Ming royal tombs in the region, focusing on material 
that expresses the beliefs and religious inclinations of the 
tomb occupants. 

Hubei province during the Ming dynasty
Hubei province is located in central China along the middle 
section of the Yangtze River. It has long enjoyed fame as a 
fertile ‘land of fish and rice’ (Yumi zhi xiang 魚米之鄉) with 
developed agricultural and fishing economies. The saying 
‘Huguang’s harvest meets the needs of all under Heaven’ 
(Huguang shou, tianxia zhu 湖廣熟, 天下足) suggests the 
richness of this region. 

In 1364, Zhu Yuanzhang conquered the Jingxiang 荊湘 
region and established the Huguang Branch Secretariat 
(Huguang xing zhongshusheng 湖廣行中書省). In 1376, after the 
founding of the Ming dynasty, this became the Huguang 
Provincial Administrative Commission (Huguang buzheng 
shisi 湖廣布政使司), which oversaw an area that included 
present-day Hubei and Hunan 湖南 provinces. The territory 
that remains part of present-day Hubei includes six 
prefectures ( fu 府) – Wuchang 武昌, Hanyang 漢陽, 
Huangzhou 黃州, De’an 德安 (now Anlu 安陸), Jingzhou  
荊州 and Xiangyang 襄陽; two departments (zhou 州) 
– Anlu 安陸 (now Zhongxiang 鐘祥) and Mianyang 沔陽; as 
well as E’xi 鄂西, where a Military Command of Soldiers 
and Civilians of the Shizhou Guard (Shizhou wei junmin zhihui 
shisi 施州衛軍民指揮使司) was established. In 1531, Anlu 
department became Chengtian 承天 prefecture. The basic 
administrative and organisational structure of modern 
Hubei was thus formed.

With its prosperous economy and rich culture, Hubei 
nurtured many accomplished individuals during the Ming 
dynasty. Renowned officials include Yang Pu 楊溥 (1372–
1446), a member of the early Ming Grand Secretariat, and 
Zhang Juzheng 張居正 (1525–82), Grand Secretary of the 
Wanli 萬曆 reign (1573–1620). The brothers Yuan Zongdao 
袁宗道 (1560–1600), Yuan Hongdao 袁宏道 (1568–1610) and 
Yuan Zhongdao 袁中道 (1570–1623), as well as Zhong Xing 
鐘惺 (1574–1624) and Tan Yuanchun 譚元春 (1586–1637), 
were writers who left important marks in the history of 
Chinese literature. The ‘sage of medicine’ Li Shizhen  
李時珍 (1518–93) was also a native of the province.

In addition, the religious culture of Hubei was well 
developed and influential during the Ming dynasty. Mount 
Wudang 武當山 at Shiyan 十堰 is a renowned Daoist centre 

Chapter 18
Religious Consciousness 
and Beliefs in the Ming 
Tombs of Princes and 
Royal Family Members in 
Hubei Province

Yuan Wenqing

Translated by Luk Yu-ping



164 | Ming China: Courts and Contacts 1400–1450

that flourished under the patronage of the Yongle 永樂 
emperor (r. 1403–24) in the early Ming. Huangmei 黃梅 is a 
sacred Chan Buddhist site that has been the focus of 
pilgrimage since the Tang dynasty (618–907). Yuquansi 玉泉寺 
(Monastery of Jade Spring) at Dangyang 當陽, the Duobao 
fota 多寶佛塔 (Buddhist Pagoda of Many Treasures) of 
Guangdesi 廣德寺 (Monastery of Spreading Virtue) at 
Xiangyang 襄陽 and the Daoist temple complex at Mount 
Wudang are all classified as major historical and cultural sites 
protected at national level.

The spread of Ming royal family members in Hubei 
province
Thirteen princely lineages were established in Hubei during 
the Ming dynasty. Among the royal descendants who were 
enfeoffed there, 45 were princes of the first rank (qinwang  
親王) and 50 were commandery princes (junwang 郡王). 
Together with princesses and lower-ranked princes with 
titles such as Defender-General of the State (Zhenguo jiang jun 
鎮國將軍), Bulwark-General of the State (Fuguo jiang jun 輔國
將軍) and Supporter-General of the State (Fengguo jiang jun  
奉國將軍), an extensive royal clan was established.

Four of the Ming founder’s sons were given titles and 
subsequently enfeoffed in Hubei. Three of them established 
royal courts in the region during their father’s reign (1368–
98). They were Zhu Zhen 朱楨 (1364–1424), Prince Zhao of 
Chu 楚昭王, in Wuchang; Zhu Bo 朱柏 (1371–99), Prince 
Xian of Xiang 湘獻王, in Jingzhou; and Zhu Dong 朱棟 
(1388–1414), Prince Jing of Ying 郢靖王, in Zhongxiang. A 
fourth prince, Zhu Zhi 朱植 (1378–1424), Prince Jian of Liao 
遼簡王, was relocated to Jingzhou during the Yongle period. 

The Hongxi 洪熙 emperor (r. 1425), the fourth emperor of 
the Ming dynasty, had three sons who were enfeoffed in 
Hubei: Zhu Zhanshan 朱瞻墡 (1406–78), Prince Xian of 
Xiang 襄憲王, in Xiangyang; Zhu Zhan’gang 朱瞻堈 
(1406–53), Prince Xian of Jing 荊憲王, in Qichun 蘄春; and 
Zhu Zhanji 朱瞻垍 (1411–41), Prince Zhuang of Liang 梁莊
王, in Zhongxiang.

The Chenghua 成化 emperor (r. 1465–87), the eighth 
emperor of the Ming dynasty, also had three sons who were 
enfeoffed in Hubei: Zhu Youyuan 朱祐杬 (1476–1519), Prince 
Xian of Xing 興獻王, in Zhongxiang; Zhu Youlun 朱祐棆 
(1478–1501), Prince Hui of Qi 岐惠王, in Anlu; and Zhu Youzhi 
朱祐榰 (1481–1545), Prince Ding of Shou 壽定王, in Anlu.

The Jiajing 嘉靖 emperor (r. 1522–66), the 11th emperor 
of the Ming dynasty, had one son enfeoffed in Hubei: Zhu 
Zaizhen 朱載圳 (1537–65), Prince Gong of Jing 景恭王, in 
Anlu. The emperor also posthumously enfeoffed his elder 
brother Zhu Houxi 朱厚熙 (1500) as Prince Huai of Yue  
岳懷王 in Zhongxiang. Likewise, the Wanli emperor  
(r. 1573–1620), the 13th emperor of the Ming dynasty, had 
one son enfeoffed in Hubei: Zhu Changrun 朱常潤 (1594–
1647), Prince of Hui 惠王, in Jingzhou. 

A significant number of tombs belonging to individual 
princes, consorts and royal couples have been excavated in 
Hubei province. They include those of Prince Jian of Liao 
( Jingzhou), Prince Zhao of Chu (Wuchang), Prince Xian of 
Xiang ( Jingzhou), Prince Zhuang of Liang (Zhongxiang) 
and Prince Jing of Ying (Zhongxiang). Important 
archaeological discoveries of tombs belonging to other Ming 

royal family members have also been made in Wuchang, 
Jingzhou, Xiangyang and Qichun. 

Religious elements in the Ming royal tombs in Hubei 
province
The excavated Ming royal tombs in Hubei show distinct 
religious elements. Analysis of tomb settings and burial 
objects can reveal the different beliefs of Ming princes and 
their family members. This chapter will consider 
archaeological finds from the tombs of Prince Zhao of Chu, 
Prince Xian of Xiang, Prince Jing of Ying and Lady Guo 郭 
(d. 1414), Prince Zhuang of Liang and Lady Wei 魏 (d. 1451), 
Lady Liu 劉氏 (d. 1560), the secondary consort of one of the 
princes of Jing, and other family members of the Prince of 
Jing lineage at Qichun, in order to discuss their religious 
characteristics and influences.

Daoist features in the tomb of Prince Zhao of Chu
Prince Zhao of Chu, Zhu Zhen, was the sixth son of Zhu 
Yuanzhang. He became the Prince of Chu in 1370, and was 
enfeoffed in Wuchang in 1381. In 1424, he died of illness and 
was buried at Mount Lingquan 靈泉山 with the posthumous 
title zhao 昭.1 The Hubei Provincial Institute of Cultural 
Relics and Archaeology led the excavation of the tomb in 
1991.2 The form of the tomb, its burial objects and the burial 
practice it reveals are unique among Ming royal tombs 
excavated to date. 

The tomb complex of Prince Zhao of Chu is monumental 
in scale, with majestic above-ground architecture, which 
corresponds to Ming regulations. However, the underground 
site itself is very small and consists of a single chamber. It is 
the only example of its kind among the excavated tombs of 
contemporary first-rank princes, which are normally 
arranged in the shape of the Chinese character ya 亞.

Moreover, the tomb of Prince Zhao of Chu contains the 
smallest number of burial objects so far found in tombs of 
first-rank princes from that time. The only objects indicating 
his rank are a conferring tablet and a royal seal. He was not 
buried with any ceremonial headdresses; his belt is made of 
gold mounts with wooden plaques (instead of plaques made 
of precious stones), and there is no evidence of human 
sacrifices or wooden figurines in the tomb. On the whole, 
this can be considered a ‘simple burial’ (bozang 薄葬). 

In addition to being modest in terms of size and burial 
objects, the interior setting of Prince Zhao of Chu’s tomb is 
notable as five talismans or ‘numinous tablets’ (lingpai 靈牌) 
have been placed at the east, south, west, north and central 
parts of the burial chamber. Furthermore, in front of the coffin 
platform is a stone altar table (Pl. 18.1), on top of which are five 
bronze ceremonial offering objects (wugong 五供), consisting of 
an incense burner, two candlesticks and two vases. The form of 
the stone altar table bears a close resemblance to a bronze altar 
table found in the Golden Hall (Jindian 金殿) at the peak of 
Mount Wudang (Pl. 18.2). This suggests that the setting inside 
the tomb of Prince Zhao of Chu may have been emulating the 
Daoist features of the Golden Hall.

There are clearly distinct Daoist elements in the tomb of 
Prince Zhao of Chu, which may help to explain the simple 
burial that was afforded the prince. Instead of emphasising 
lavish burials, Daoists believe in seeking to attain 
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transcendence to the divine ( yuhua shengtian 羽化升天). It is 
possible that Prince Zhao of Chu was a lay Daoist follower 
(xinshi 信士 or jushi 居士) during his lifetime. 

The absence of distinct Daoist elements in the tomb of 
Prince Xian of Xiang
Prince Xian of Xiang, Zhu Bo, was the 12th son of Zhu 
Yuanzhang.3 In 1378, he became the Prince of Xiang, and in 
1385 he was enfeoffed in Jiangling 江陵, present-day Jingzhou. 
In 1399, the Jianwen 建文 emperor (r. 1399–1402) denounced 
the prince, causing him to commit suicide with his consort 
Lady Wu 吳 in a fire. The emperor imposed upon him the 
posthumous title li 戾 (criminal). Under the Yongle emperor, 
his posthumous title was changed to xian 獻 (contributor) and 
he was granted a burial without his corpse ( yiguanzhong 衣冠塚; 
literally, tomb with garment and hat), next to the Daoist 
Taihuiguan 太暉觀 (Abbey of Great Radiance) in Jiangling 
江陵, where it was guarded by official clerics. 

Among the four first-generation Ming princes enfeoffed 
in Hubei, only the personal beliefs of Prince Xian of Xiang 
have been clearly recorded. He was known to have 
venerated Daoism while he was alive. He was well versed in 
Daoist teachings and used the Daoist-style sobriquet 
‘Follower of the Purple Void’ (Zixuzi 紫虛子).4 During the 
first month of 1399, the prince participated in a Daoist 
offering ritual at Mount Wudang, at the conclusion of which 
he tossed a gold figure of a dragon, a jade disk and a jade 
tablet on to the mountain, which were buried.5 In 1982, these 
items were discovered underneath Cijian Platform 賜劍台 
in front of Zixiaodian 紫霄殿 (Hall of Purple Cloud). The 
carved inscription on the jade tablet provides evidence of 
the prince’s profound belief in Daoism: 

Now Prince of Xiang, disciple of the Three Effulgences, from 
the Great Cavern of the Mysterious Capital of Highest Clarity, 
at the present Upper-prime Festival, establishes the Numinous 
Altar of the Three Effulgences of Great Radiance at the Abbey 
of Great Radiance (Taihuiguan), to perform the Great 
Universal Heavenly Offering of the Numinous Treasure of the 
Supreme Cavern of Mystery that Venerates the Perfected, 
Performs Teachings, Benefits the State and Its People, and 
Delivers the Living and the Dead, with 1200 parts in total, over 

5 days and nights. Now that the performance of the Way has 
been complete, the tablet is tossed into the numinous 
mountains. Praying to deities and transcendents for longevity 
across generations and ascension towards Highest Clarity. 
Perfected Being of the Five Marchmounts, the most sagely and 
most numinous, one begs for the deletion of the record of sins, 
and for one’s name to be raised to the Nine Heavens. Calling 
upon the numinous mountains, this message is relayed by the 
golden dragon. In the first year of the Jianwen reign [1399], in 
the yimao year, the first month shenshuo of the fifteenth day 
bingwu. The Ritual Master of the Scripture and Register of the 
Great Cavern of Highest Clarity, subject Zhou Sili, announces 
this at the auspicious lands of Mount Wudang.

今謹有上清大洞玄都三景弟子湘王，以今上元令節，開建太暉
觀太暉三景靈壇，啟修無上洞玄靈寶崇真演教福國裕民濟生度
死普天大齋，計一千二伯（百）分，通五晝宵。今則行道事競，投
簡靈山。願神願仙，長生度世，飛行上清。五嶽真人，至聖至靈，
乞削罪錄，上名九天，請詣靈山，金龍驛傳。建文元年歲次已卯
正月申朔十五丙戊。上清大洞經籙法師臣周思禮于武當山福地
告聞。6

In December 1997, the Jingzhou Museum undertook a 
rescue excavation of the tomb of Prince Xian of Xiang.7 
Among the burial objects found in the tomb are a royal seal 
made of wood covered in gold leaf, and a relatively large 
quantity of wooden figurines. The only burial object that has 
some connection to religion is a string of 12 bronze coins, 
inscribed with auspicious sayings such as ‘Peace under 
Heaven’ (tianxia taiping 天下太平) and ‘Winds are regular 
and rain fall in season’ ( fengtiao yushun 風調雨順). The setting 
of the tomb and other burial objects do not show clear Daoist 
or other religious elements. It seems that since the tomb was 
a burial without the prince’s corpse, all the arrangements 
were made according to Ming court regulations, and the 
prince’s religious beliefs when he was alive were not 
featured.

The equal representation of Confucianism, Buddhism 
and Daoism in the tomb of Prince Jing of Ying and Lady 
Guo
Born in 1388, Prince Jing of Ying, Zhu Dong, was Zhu 
Yuanzhang’s 24th son. In 1391 he was made the Prince of 

Plate 18.1 (left) Stone altar 
table in the tomb of Prince 
Zhao of Chu (1364–1424)

Plate 18.2 (right) Bronze altar 
table in the Golden Hall, 
Mount Wudang
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rare in the Ming royal tombs of Hubei, although according 
to textual sources it was customary for the burials of early 
Ming emperors. The tomb of Prince Jing of Ying and Lady 
Guo provides archaeological evidence of this cruel practice 
in the early Ming period. 

Religious features in the tomb of Prince Jing of Ying and 
Lady Guo can be observed mainly in its burial objects, 
which highlight an equal representation of Confucian, 
Buddhist and Daoist elements. 

Prince Jing of Ying is buried with items that he favoured in 
life, mostly functional scholarly objects, including duan 端 and 
she 歙 inkstones, a mountain-shaped crystal brush stand (Pl. 
18.3), a bronze water-dropper in the shape of a three-legged 
toad and an agate paperweight in the shape of a dragon-
beast. The back of the she inkstone is inscribed ‘Studio of the 
Book Hermit’ (Shuyin zhai 書隱齋), which denotes the name of 
the prince’s study. This suggests the prince was a ‘Confucian 
scholar’ who was well versed in the classics. 

Elixirs (xiandan 仙丹) used in Daoist practices have also been 
discovered in the tomb (Pl. 18.4). This is a very important 

Ying, and was enfeoffed in Anlu (present-day Zhongxiang 
City) in 1408.8 He passed away at the age of 27 in 1414 and 
was granted the posthumous title jing 靖. His consort Lady 
Guo 郭 (d. 1414) died shortly after him. The tomb that the 
couple share has been excavated by the Hubei Provincial 
Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology.9

The underground tomb consists of five chambers 
arranged in the shape of the Chinese character ya 亞, which 
conforms to burial practices at the time. The coffins of the 
couple are placed side by side on top of a platform. Six 
further bodies have been discovered in the tomb; they are 
believed to have been sacrificed. The east and west 
chambers of the tomb each contain three red-lacquered 
wooden coffins that have decomposed, but traces of them 
can still be observed. There are also signs that porcelain 
vases were once placed in front of the heads of the coffins. 
These correspond with actual vases that have been 
discovered in the tomb. Judging from dental remains, the six 
people who were sacrificed in the burial had not yet reached 
adulthood. The phenomenon of human sacrifice is relatively 

Plate 18.3 Crystal brush rest, excavated 
from the tomb of Prince Jing of Ying 
(1388–1414). Hubei Provincial Museum

Plate 18.4 Elixirs used in Daoist practice, 
excavated from the tomb of Prince Jing of 
Ying (1388–1414). Hubei Provincial 
Museum
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passed away and was interred in the same tomb. From April 
to May 2001, a rescue excavation was conducted on the tomb 
under the supervision of the Hubei Provincial Institute of 
Cultural Relics and Archaeology.10 

Prince Zhuang of Liang lived during the Yongle to the 
Zhengtong periods, while Lady Guo lived into the Jingtai 
reign – a time when the Ming economy was at its peak. A 
large number and variety of high-quality gold, silver and jade 
vessels, as well as jewellery and precious stones, have been 
found in the tomb. These have survived in good condition.

Among the many gold objects buried in the tomb, some 
of the most striking are Tibetan Buddhist objects: images of 
the deities Mahākāla (Pl. 18.5; see also Pl. 17.3) and 
Garuda, Sanskrit bījas (seed syllables) (Pl. 18.6), a mantra 
tablet (Pl. 18.7) and vájra thunderbolts (Pl. 18.8). There are 

discovery. The consumption of elixirs is related to Daoism, and 
it provides evidence of the prince’s belief in the religion. It may 
also offer a reason for the prince’s premature death.

Lady Guo’s burial objects contain relatively more 
Buddhist items, such as vájra (stylised thunderbolt) and 
Buddhist prayer beads. These show that Lady Guo, and 
probably Prince Jing of Ying, venerated Buddhism as well.

Buddhist elements in the tomb of Prince Zhuang of 
Liang
Prince Zhuang of Liang, Zhu Zhanji , was the ninth son of 
the Hongxi emperor. Born in 1411, he was made the Prince 
of Liang in 1424, and was enfeoffed in Anlu (present-day 
Zhongxiang) in 1429. In 1441, he passed away due to illness. 
Ten years after his death, his consort Lady Wei 魏氏 (d. 1451) 

Plate 18.5 Plaque of Mahākāla, excavated from 
the tomb of Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411–41) 
and Lady Wei (d. 1451) at Zhongxiang, Hubei 
province. Gold, height 3.1cm, weight 27.4g. 
Hubei Provincial Museum

Plate 18.6 Seed syllables, excavated from the tomb of Prince 
Zhuang of Liang (1411–41) and Lady Wei (d. 1451) at Zhongxiang, 
Hubei province. Gold, left: height 2.8cm, width 2cm; right: height 
2.9cm, width 2.1cm. Hubei Provincial Museum

Plate 18.7 Mantra tablet, excavated from the tomb of Prince Zhuang of 
Liang (1411–41) and Lady Wei (d. 1451) at Zhongxiang, Hubei 
province. Gold, weight 9.4g, diameter 5.3cm. Hubei Provincial 
Museum
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also gold-covered wooden prayer beads, prayer beads made 
of crystal and bone, jade and bone head beads, as well as 
jade in the shape of an endless knot and turquoise in the 
shape of a double-fish, both Buddhist symbols. 

These burial objects indicate that the tomb occupants 
were followers of Tibetan Buddhism, which flourished 
during the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368). The various sects of 
the religion were still venerated by the Ming courts during 
the Hongwu and Yongle periods. The large number of 
Tibetan Buddhist objects in the tomb of Prince Zhuang of 
Liang and Lady Guo reflects the popularity of Tibetan 
Buddhism in the upper echelons of society at the time. The 
discovery of these precious objects is significant for the 
understanding of social attitudes, Sino-Tibetan relations and 
the spread of Tibetan Buddhism to the interior of China 
during the early Ming dynasty.

Buddhist and Daoist elements in the tombs of the Prince 
of Jing lineage
The Prince of Jing of the first generation, Zhu Zhan’gang, 
was the sixth son of the Hongxi emperor. He was made 
Prince of Jing in 1424 and enfeoffed in Jianchang 建昌 
(present-day Nancheng 南城 county) in Jiangxi province in 
1429. In 1445, he was re-enfeoffed in Qizhou (present-day 
Qichun). The title of the Prince of Jing was subsequently 
passed down to eleven princes over ten generations. 

While a considerable number of artefacts have been found 
in the tombs of royal family members of the Prince of Jing 
lineage, there is a paucity of information based on scientific 
excavations. The only archaeological findings that have been 
published are on the tomb of Lady Liu 劉 (d. 1560), who was 
the second consort of Prince Duan of Jing 荊端王, Zhu 
Houquan 朱厚烇 (d. 1553).11 The burial goods excavated from 
her tomb mainly consist of gold, silver and bronze items. 
Among the many gold and silver objects, there are gold 
hairpins in the shape of phoenixes and flowers, gold 
pendants, gold phoenix crowns, gold rings inlaid with gems, 
and a silver cup and box, all of which are of high quality. 
Objects with religious significance include gold and silver 
coins for the deceased inscribed ‘a mi tuo fo’ 阿彌陀佛 
(Amitābha) and ‘zao sheng tian jie’ 早生天界 (quick rebirth in 
heaven), which are clearly related to Buddhism. Tianjie 天界 
(heaven) in this context refers to one of the ten dharma realms 
of Buddhism that pertains to the condition of rapture. 

Plate 18.8 Vájra thunderbolts, excavated 
from the tomb of Prince Zhuang of Liang 
(1411–41) and Lady Wei (d. 1451) at 
Zhongxiang, Hubei province. Gold, 
length 2.4cm–2.6cm. Hubei Provincial 
Museum

Plate 18.9 Figure of the Bodhisattva Guanyin, excavated from the 
tombs of Ming royal family members located in Qichun. Gold with 
semi-precious stones, height 8.6cm, width 5.4cm, weight 39g. Hubei 
Provincial Museum
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Diversity in religious attitudes led to diversity in religious 
life. This is evident in the tombs and burial objects of Ming 
princes and their relatives. Religious accommodation and 
appropriation had become the mainstream. This shows that 
Ming royal family members still had considerable freedom 
to make their own choices with regards to religious beliefs. 

Notes
1 Zhu Zhen’s biography is recorded in his tomb epitaph. See Hubei 

sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo et al. 2003, 17.
2 Hubei sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo et al. 2003. For discussions in 

English about this tomb, see Clunas 2005–6, 3–7; Yang Xiaoneng 
2006, 43–4.

3 For the biography of Prince Xian of Xiang, see MS 117, 3581. For 
discussions in English about this prince, see Clunas 2013, 54–5.

4 For a discussion of Ming princes and Daoism, including Prince 
Xian of Xiang, see Wang 2012.

5 Wang Yucheng 1994, 148–9.
6 Transcribed from tablet. See also Wang Yucheng 1994, 148.
7 Jingzhou bowuguan 2009.
8 Prince Jing of Ying’s biography is recorded in his tomb epitaph. 

See Yuan Wenqing, Long Yongfang and Zhou Daiwei 2007, 50.
9 Yuan Wenqing, Long Yongfang and Zhou Daiwei 2007; Yuan 

Wenqing and Zhou Daiwei 2007.
10 Hubei sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo and Zhongxiang shi 

bowuguan 2007. For discussions of this tomb in English, see Clunas 
2013, ch. 5; Clunas 2005–6, 7–11; Yang Xiaoneng 2006, 44–5.

11 Xiaotun 1958.
12 MSL Taizu shilu 63.1a, 4/閏3/己未.

A larger number of religious objects made of gold and 
silver have been found in the tombs of Ming royal family 
members located in Qichun. Among the discoveries are Han 
Chinese Buddhist images, such as of the Bodhisattva 
Guanyin 觀音 (Pl. 18.9), as well as Tibetan Buddhist subject 
matter, such as the deity Mārīcī (Pl. 18.10). A representation 
of the Three Pure Ones (Sanqing 三清), the supreme deities of 
Daoism (Pl. 18.11), is particularly notable, as it is rare 
among gold and silver images from the period. While these 
objects are undoubtedly luxury items owned by royal family 
members of the Prince of Jing lineage, they are also objects 
that provide their owners with spiritual solace and support. 

Conclusion
Analysis of the royal tombs in Hubei reveals many burial 
customs and objects that are closely related to religious 
beliefs. Princes and royal family members, from different 
areas and time periods, held diverse religious attitudes. 

Historically, Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism 
intermingled, influenced and propelled one another. In their 
engagement with different religions, members of the Ming 
royal family selected aspects that suited their needs. On the 
whole, the strategy of the Ming government towards 
religions involved accommodation, utilisation and control. 
Confucianism remained the basis for governing the state, as 
expressed in the Ming founder’s instruction to his sons: 

To explain the classics and histories, cultivate one’s moral 
character, connect the ancient and the present, so that one can 
carry the weight of the state of all under Heaven. 

講說經史，蓄養德性，博通古今，庶可以存籍天下國家之重12

Plate 18.10 (left) Figure of Mārīcī, excavated from the tombs of 
Ming royal family members located in Qichun. Gold with semi-
precious stones, height 11.7cm; width 8.8cm, depth 2cm, weight 
129.9g. Qichun Museum, Qichun, Hubei province

Plate 18.11 (above) Figure of the Three Pure Ones, excavated from 
the tombs of Ming royal family members located in Qichun. Gold 
with semi-precious stones, height 12cm, width 14cm, weight 
136.6g. Qichun Museum, Qichun, Hubei province
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In recent years there has been unprecedented interest in the 
Ming paper money in the British Museum and British 
Library collections. Much of this interest was prompted by 
the inclusion of a Ming note in the British Museum/BBC 
project ‘A History of the World in 100 Objects’. People 
involved in the production of the radio series, the website, 
the book and the CD longed to describe the note in a 
superlative way.1 But, the Ming notes are not the world’s 
earliest paper money, the earliest surviving or the most 
enduring notes in history.2 They are not even particularly 
beautiful examples of Ming dynasty printing. It is well 
known that the notes were made of mulberry paper, but the 
sources give different botanical terms: some say Morus alba 
and others Broussonetia papyrifera. In order to address this 
question of which type of mulberry was used, the Ming 
Dynasty Paper Money Project was initiated. Fourteen Ming 
dynasty notes in the collections at the British Museum and 
British Library were analysed in the first combined 
microscopic examination of Ming paper money. This is a 
pioneering study, providing unprecedented data for Ming 
dynasty papermaking and is likely to be of interest to 
historians of Ming painting, book production and 
printmaking. Preliminary findings were first presented at an 
international and interdisciplinary workshop on Ming 
paper money at the British Museum in May 2013; then at the 
Ming: 50 years that changed China exhibition and ‘Ming China: 
Courts and Contacts’ conference on 9 October 2014, and at 
the ‘Chinese Paper Money ad 1000–1450’ workshop at the 
British Museum on 11 October 2014. A full report of the 
microscopical analysis was published in the British Museum 
Technical Research Bulletin in autumn 2014.3 The present 
chapter starts with a short section on provenance, and then 
follows with a summary view of what the curator sees when 
looking at Ming notes and how much more can be 
ascertained through the expertise of both the plant scientist 
and the imaging scientist. 

Outline history of the collections
The Ming Dynasty Paper Money Project looked at 14 Ming 
notes: nine in the British Museum and five in the British 
Library. Although the Museum and Library are today 
separate institutions, they were previously one single 
institution. In the early 1970s there was a small collection of 
world paper money in the Museum’s Department of Coins 
and Medals, and there was also a collection of world paper 
money in the Department of Printed Books, in the Museum’s 
library. The former remained in the British Museum while 
the latter was moved to the newly formed British Library, 
explaining why there are Ming notes in both institutions.4

In 1977, David Wilson, Director of the British Museum, 
initiated a planning committee to discuss the development 
of the Museum. One of the outcomes of those discussions 
was that the Department of Coins and Medals should collect 
paper money, and in 1979 Virginia Hewitt was appointed as 
the Museum’s first Curator of Paper Money. At that time the 
Museum’s paper money collection was housed in two filing 
cabinets, with each note mounted in a card frame. 
Gradually, these were transferred to a new housing, with 
each note placed inside a Melinex envelope and housed 
within acid-free card casing. The nine Ming notes currently 
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in the Museum collection were acquired in 1913 (from H.A. 
Ramsden), in 1942 (donated by E.G. Hingley) and in 2009 
six notes were donated by the ifs School of Finance 
(previously known as the Chartered Institute of Bankers, 
whose paper money collection had been on loan to the 
Museum since 1987). Another note was transferred from the 
Museum’s handling collection in the 21st century. 

Henry Alexander Ramsden (1872–1915) was a well-known 
collector of East Asian money. Based for some time in Japan, 
he was the President of the Yokohama Numismatic Society 
and General and Foreign Manager of Jun Kobayagawa Co. 
( Jun Kobayagawa being his brother-in-law). Much of his 
collection was purchased by John Reilly Jr (1883–1935), 
whose papers, including details of Ramsden’s collection, are 
in the archives of the American Numismatic Society in New 
York. A handwritten note records that this Ming note was 
‘found inside a Buddha of the Ming period’. Almost nothing 
is known about Emily Georgina Hingley. The British 
Museum database records that she donated Chinese 
antiquities to the Museum in 1942 and died in 1948.5

The notes from the ifs School of Finance were once part 
of the Avonmore collection, belonging to Frederick Ernest 
Catling (d. 1947), of Avonmore Road, West Kensington, 
London. Catling was an engraver and collector of paper 
money, and his collection, known as the Avonmore 
collection, was assembled over 50 years (then stolen in the 
1930s and recovered following an advertisement in a 
newspaper). He sold his collection to the Institute of Bankers 
in 1946. The Institute of Bankers became the Chartered 
Institute of Bankers in 1987 and the ifs School of Finance in 
2006. The collection of paper money was given to the British 
Museum in 2009. 

The Ming notes in the Museum’s library were housed 
within the Department of Printed Books, under the charge 

of a certain Mr Grimley, who was also responsible for the 
philatelic collection. Each Ming note was placed between 
two sheets of glass, with the edges sealed. Of the five notes, 
three are still housed in this way and two were removed from 
the glass so that they could be examined as part of this 
project. The provenance of these notes has yet to be 
determined.

At the moment, it is not known how Ramsden, Hingley 
and Catling acquired their Ming notes. However, there is 
some anecdotal evidence suggesting that Ming notes were 
found inside Buddhist statues in Beijing during the Boxer 
Rebellion of 1900–1; inside a Buddha statue in the collection 
of Sophus Black (1882–1960), a Dane who was working and 
living in China from 1902–31; and buried inside the Beijing 
city wall in the 1930s. All of these claims need to be 
researched and validated. There are Ming notes in other 
collections around the world, and it is possible that they 
came from the same or similar sources. It would also be 
useful to know more about Ming notes in Chinese 
collections. However, for the time being, this data is not 
readily available, and it is impossible to estimate the total 
number of Ming notes that have survived.

Ming notes as part of China’s monetary history and Ming 
dynasty material culture

Helen Wang
To the curator’s naked eye, the Ming notes in the British 
Museum and British Library collections all look fairly 
similar (Pl. 19.1). They are large, grey notes, printed in 
black on both sides, and with three red seal impressions 
stamped on the notes. They are all of the same 
denomination for one string (guan貫) of coins, and are all 
dated to the Hongwu reign (1368–1398). Ming notes were 

Plate 19.1 Ming dynasty 
paper money Da Ming 
tongxing baochao 大明通

行寶鈔 for one string, 
front and back, issued in 
1375. Ink on paper, height 
34.1cm, width 22.2cm. 
British Museum, London, 
donated by Miss E.G. 
Hingley, 1942,0805.1
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ingots; jiao (‘exchange’) to the function; and chao, again, to 
the paper note. These names developed out of earlier terms 
for paper money: for example, baoquan (‘treasure voucher’) 
printed on Jin dynasty (1115–1234) notes, and jiao and chao, 
both associated with paper money since the Song dynasty 
(960–1279). 

Although Ming notes were issued in several 
denominations (100-, 200-, 300-, 400-, 500-wen and 1-guan 
notes were issued from 1375 onwards; and 10-, 20-, 30-, 40-, 
50-wen notes from 1389), almost all of the surviving notes are 
for 1-guan and depict a string of 1,000 coins, in ten groups of 
100 coins. This image is misleading, however, as the notes 
were not convertible, and when it came to exchanging 
different forms of money (for instance, for paying taxes in the 
form specified by the state), the value of the guan was 
determined by the current rate of exchange.7 

The vertical panels on either side of the denomination on 
Ming notes each present four characters written in a stylised 
nine-fold seal script ( jiudiezhuan 九叠篆 / jiudiewen 九叠文). 
The panel on the right reads Da Ming baochao 大明寶鈔 
(‘Great Ming treasure certificate’); and the one on the left 
reads Tianxia tongxing 天下通行 (‘to circulate under heaven’). 
While we can think of the ninefold seal script in the context 
of official seals of the Ming dynasty, its use on paper money 
clearly derives from the seal script panels on earlier Jin notes 
and the ’Phags-pa script panels on the Yuan notes. 

On the Ming notes, the instructions for use, in the large 
box in the lower half of the note, read in columns from right 
to left. On the far right is the name of the issuing office. This 
is important as it provides one of the few ways of dating 
Ming notes. Between 1375 and 1380, Ming notes were issued 
by the Secretariat (Zhongshusheng 中書省), and thereafter by 
the Ministry of Revenue (Hubu 戶部). Almost all of the notes 
surviving today were issued by the latter. A few notes issued 
by the Secretariat have been excavated from tombs near 
Jiangyin, in Jiangsu province: two from a tomb in Luqiao, 

first issued in 1375 and were more or less abandoned by the 
1430s owing to the discrepancy between their transactional 
value and their face value. However, all surviving notes have 
inscriptions giving the Hongwu reign period, including 
posthumous issues; and the year, month and day are never 
filled in. 

The notes have the name printed in large characters 
across the top: Da Ming tongxing baochao 大明通行寶鈔 (‘Great 
Ming Circulating Treasure Certificate’). The notes are often 
referred to simply as baochao 寶鈔 (‘treasure certificate’), 
where bao 寶 conveys the notion of ‘treasure’ and chao 鈔 is 
the physical paper note. The term tongxing baochao 通行寶鈔 
on the notes corresponds with the tongbao 通寶 found on the 
Hongwu tongbao 洪武通寶 coins (Pl. 19.2), and Da Ming  
大明 was widely used as the dynasty’s name, for example in 
inscriptions on ceramics. 

Many of the features of Ming notes clearly derive from 
the paper money of earlier dynasties.6 They have a similar 
height to width ratio, and the essential elements (e.g. name, 
denomination, seal-script panels, information and date) are 
all present, though occasionally arranged in different 
positions. Even the string of coins presented as an image (of 
1,000 coins arranged in ten groups of 100) at the centre of the 
Ming notes has its origins in the design of Jin dynasty 
(1115–1234) paper money. In the Zhenyou baoquan 貞祐寶券 
note for 50 strings in the Shanxi Museum collection, the 
denomination is given as 50 strings, and five bundles of ten 
strings are depicted at the very top of the note (Pl. 19.3).

The name of the Ming notes follows that of the Zhiyuan 
tongxing baochao 至元通行寶鈔 notes issued by the Yuan 
emperor Qubilai (r. 1260–94) in 1287 (Pl. 19.4), but replaces 
the reign period with the name of the Ming dynasty. The 
Zhiyuan tongxing baochao was Qubilai’s second note, its name 
being a development of his first – the Zhongtong yuanbao 
jiaochao issued in 1260. Zhiyuan refers to the reign period 
(1264–94); yuanbao (‘primordial treasure’) refers to silver 

Plate 19.2 The same concepts 
of money seen on Ming coins 
and paper money: Hongwu 
tongbao 洪武通寶 coin and Da 
Ming tongxing baochao  
大明通行寶鈔. British Museum, 
London, 1870,0507.14712.154; 
and CIB,EA.263
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Scanning electron microscopic identification of fibres in 
Ming dynasty paper money

Caroline R. Cartwright
Traditionally Ming dynasty paper money was thought to be 
made from mulberry bark fibres, although it was not known 
(or stated) which of the Moraceae family was involved, e.g. 
Morus alba (white mulberry), Morus australis (formerly M. 
bombycis) (Chinese mulberry), Broussonetia papyrifera (paper 
mulberry) or Broussonetia kazinoki ( Japanese paper mulberry/
chu). Recent interest in Ming dynasty paper money 
prompted scientific examination of the Ming notes in the 
British Museum (nine originals, one reproduction and four 
later forgeries) and the British Library collections (two out of 
five analysed). For this study, reference material associated 
with papermaking during the Ming dynasty was sourced 
from China and Japan and included: paper mulberry 
(Broussonetia papyrifera), Japanese paper mulberry (Broussonetia 
kazinoki), white mulberry (Morus alba), Chinese mulberry 
(Morus australis), snailseed vine (Cocculus trilobus), hibiscus/
cotton rosemallow (Hibiscus mutabilis), different types of 
bamboo (Bambuseae tribe), sandalwood (Dalbergia sp.), rice 
straw (Oryza sativa), wheat straw (Triticum sp.), cotton 
(Gossypium sp.), hemp (Cannabis sativa), ramie (Boehmeria nivea), 
jute (Corchorus sp.), rattan (Calamus sp.), flax (Linum sp.), gampi 
(Wikstroemia canescens) mitsumata (Edgeworthia sp.), abaca 
(Musa textilis) and silk (from mulberry silkworm, Bombyx mori, 
larvae cocoons).

about 26km north of Jiangyin, found in 1988 (for 1 string and 
200 cash), and five from a tomb in Changjing, about 40km 
southeast of Jiangyin, found in 2004 (three for 300 cash and 
two for 200 cash).8 The rest of the inscription is the same on 
all notes: ‘[The Ministry of Revenue/Secretariat], with 
Imperial sanction, has manufactured and printed Great 
Ming treasure certificates for circulation alongside bronze 
coins. Those using counterfeit notes will be executed. 
Informants will receive 250 liang of silver and the entire 
property of the criminal.’ The final column gives the date of 
issue as ‘the … day of the … month of the … year of the 
Hongwu reign period’, though the three blanks were never 
filled in, and the reign name was never changed. 

All three red seal impressions stamped on Ming notes 
(two on the front and one on the back) are six-character 
inscriptions in nine-fold script. Those on the front read Da 
Ming baochao zhi yin 大明寶鈔之印 (‘Seal of the Great Ming 
treasure certificate’), Baochao tijusi yin 寶鈔提舉司印 (‘Seal of 
the supervisorate of treasure certificates’) and the one on the 
back Yinzao baochao ju yin 印造寶鈔局印(‘Seal of the office of 
treasure-certificate-printing’). The latter two name the two 
main government organisations involved in the production 
and issue of paper money.

These are the basic design features found on Ming 
dynasty paper money, and although they are usually 
considered in the context of numismatics and the history of 
Chinese money, they should also be reviewed as part of the 
much larger world of Ming material culture. 

Plate 19.3 Zhenyou baoquan 貞祐寶券 for 50 strings, Jin dynasty, 
1213–16 (Zhenyou reign). Height 33.7cm, width 17.9cm. Shanxi 
Museum

Plate 19.4 Zhiyuan tongxing baochao 至元通行寶鈔 for two strings, 
Yuan dynasty, 1264–94 (Zhiyuan reign). Height 29.8cm, width 
21.4cm. Shanghai Museum
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representative of all fibre types used for the manufacture of 
Ming paper money. There may be other plant fibres in 
unsampled areas of the notes already studied as well as in 
notes not yet available for study. Single location sampling also 
means that the identified taxa in Table 1 cannot be presented 
quantitatively or even semi-quantitatively, so a simple 
present/absent notation has been used. 

Identification of genus or species was possible through the 
VP SEM examination of Ming note samples at appropriate 
magnifications. A single SEM view was not sufficient to 
characterise each sample or fibre type, so many SEM 
images were captured for each of the Ming notes and 
reference specimens. Specialist botanical expertise was 
crucial for the identification of the fibres and other plant 
cells present in Ming dynasty paper money, not least because 
the morphological features of these cells had been greatly 
altered during the paper-making processes. Identification 
was only possible where sufficient diagnostic features were 
present in association with one another, and where these 
features were not compromised by fungal hyphae, ink, 
pigments, dirt, encrustation or deterioration. It is self-
evident that fibre atlases and online fibre databases were not 
useful for comparative purposes in this particular study; 
such resources invariably illustrate modern textbook 
examples of fibres in pristine condition.

The VP SEM analyses revealed surprising results; 
although fibres from white mulberry and paper mulberry 
(Pl. 19.5) had been used, all of the notes contained several 
different types of fibres and other plant cells, including 
bamboo (Pl. 19.6), rice straw, wheat straw, hibiscus and 
hemp, as well as other types of mulberry, such as Chinese 

Examination of tiny samples (that were so minute that 
their source was undetectable) taken from the Ming notes and 
the comparative reference specimens was undertaken in the 
Hitachi S-3700N variable pressure scanning electron 
microscope (VP SEM) using the backscatter electron 
detector.9 From the outset of the VP SEM examination, it was 
clear that many different types of fibres and other plant cells 
were present in the samples taken from the original British 
Museum Ming notes and from two of the British Library 
examples (Table 1). As these tiny samples were removed from 
a single specific location on each note, the identifications 
presented in Table 1 cannot be interpreted as being 

Table 1 Identifications of selected sampled Ming dynasty notes in the British Museum and British Library collections.  
Key: filled cell = fibres and other plant cells present from this taxon

Collection Registration 
number

Broussonetia 
papyrifera
paper mulberry

Morus 
alba
white 
mulberry

Morus 
australis
Chinese 
mulberry 

Bambuseae 
tribe
bamboos

Hibiscus 
mutabilis 
hibiscus 

Oryza 
sativa 
rice

Triticum 
sp. 
wheat 

Cannabis 
sativa
hemp

British 
Museum

1913,1011.30

British 
Museum

1942,0805.1

British 
Museum

OR.9730

British 
Museum

CIB.EA.260

British 
Museum

CIB,EA.261

British 
Museum

CIB,EA.262

British 
Museum

CIB,EA.263

British 
Museum

CIB,EA.264

British 
Museum

CIB,EA.265

British Library ORB 40/862

British Library ORB 40/863

Plate 19.5 VP SEM image of Broussonetia papyrifera (paper 
mulberry) fibres from Ming dynasty paper money. British Museum, 
London, 1913,1011.30
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mulberry (Pl. 19.7).10 This appears to make the Ming paper 
money comparable in composition to other types of early 
Chinese paper.11

Further research is needed to establish whether Ming 
paper money was made of recycled materials, which might 
explain why there is a range of plant types in apparently 
different condition, possibly reflecting different production 
intensity. Although tiny samples were taken from the Ming 
notes studied recently,12 given that the Hitachi S-3700N VP 
SEM has a large chamber that can accommodate a 
specimen size up to 300mm in diameter (and 110mm in 
height at an analytical working distance of 10mm), in the 
future it is possible that fragments of Ming paper money 
from other collections that do not exceed these dimensions 
could be put directly into the VP SEM chamber for very 
carefully monitored scientific examination without the need 
for sampling. 

Visualising separate components of digital images 
using colour space analysis

Christina M. Duffy
The recent increase in the digitisation of cultural heritage 
material has created vast amounts of digital assets. These 
assets undoubtedly enable greater public access and reduce 
the handling of valuable materials, but have only more 
recently become recognised as datasets worthy of research in 
their own right. 

Digital images are captured in what is known as a colour 
space, most typically in the RGB colour space, representing 
the percentage of the red, green and blue components 
combined. This colour space is called trichromatic which 
assumes that it is possible to generate any colour using a 
combination of the three primary colours R, G and B. As 
such, any RGB colour space image can be separated into 
three individual monochrome images, which differ in pixel 
values, providing new ways of visualising an image. This 
separation of an image into its constituent components can 
reveal hidden information by highlighting nuances which 
are difficult to distinguish in the combined RGB image.

A colour space is not a physical property, but rather an 
attribute of visual perception that allows reproducible 

Plate 19.6 VP SEM image of bamboo leaf cells from Ming dynasty 
paper money. British Museum, London, CIB,EA 264

Plate 19.7 VP SEM image of Morus australis (Chinese mulberry) 
fibres from Ming dynasty paper money. British Museum, London CIB.
EA.260

representations of colour in analog and digital applications. 
It is typically specified by three parameters (but can be 
more), and it is the relationships between these parameters 
which characterises a particular colour space. While 
separating an RGB image down into its individual 
components can be useful, more information can be 
retrieved from digital images by converting into other colour 
spaces and examining those components. Mathematical 
algorithms enable the parameters of one colour space to be 
transformed into another. These transformations are helpful 
for making colour descriptions more intuitive such as by 
describing colours in terms of their hue, saturation and 
luminance. 

Cultural heritage material is often composed of several 
different types of inks and pigments overlying a substrate 
such as paper, papyrus or parchment. In an attempt to 
separate these constituents visually, the Luv colour space was 
identified as having great potential.13 The Luv colour space 
was developed by researchers to overcome problems found 
in other colour spaces where the differences between two 
colours were sometimes not perceivable by the human eye. 
By describing the colour in terms of one component of 
lightness (L), and two components of chromacity (u and v), 
those differences were noticeable. 

Microscopical examination of fibres in Ming dynasty 
paper money14 highlighted the visual difference between the 
black pigment used to state the terms of the money’s use, and 
the red pigment used for impressing seals indicating the 
note’s authenticity. Black pigment was found to be well 
absorbed and attached to pulped fibres resulting in good 
overall legibility (Pl. 19.8). However, red pigment (Pl. 19.9) 
was identified as being particulate in nature and not coating 
the fibres as readily as black pigment. This poor distribution 
of red pigment resulted in an overall loss in clarity of the seal 
lineation, rendering any study of these demarcations very 
difficult. This was especially the case in areas where the seal 
is obscured by overwritten black pigment. 

To overcome this illegibility and to generate images 
where the seal and ink could be studied separately, digital 
images of the British Library and British Museum Ming 
dynasty paper money notes were transformed from their 
RGB colour spaces into the LCHLuv colour space. LCHLuv 
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been completely separated from the red pigment allowing 
ease of study of the separate constituents.

The results are impressive. Other imaging techniques 
such as multispectral and hyperspectral imaging will 
certainly provide a more in-depth analysis of the constituent 
materials, but these techniques can be expensive to install 
and require some technical expertise to manage. Colour 
space analysis is a powerful and affordable method requiring 
only a digital image and freely available software.

Concluding remarks
The aim of our presentation at the conference was to share 
the results of our pioneering research into Ming paper 
money. Although the sample of 14 notes was small, the 
analysis and imaging were done to the highest specifications 
and the results provide unprecedented data. This data is 
relevant not only for Ming paper money, but also for Ming 

is a luminance-chrominance colour space which is described 
by one component representing luminance or ‘lightness’ (L), 
and two components representing ‘colour intensity’ (C and 
H). It is a direct derivative of the Luv colour space as 
described earlier.

Pl. 19.10a shows a digital image of British Library note 
ORB 40/863 captured using a Nikon D40 camera. The 
image was saved in JPG format in standard RGB colour 
space and imported into ImageJ, an open source image 
processing and analysis software package, for colour space 
conversion. ImageJ has a plugin architecture which allows 
for extensible programming. Two plugins, Colour 
Transformer, and Colour Space Converter, were used in 
ImageJ to convert the RGB image of ORB 40/863 (Pl. 
19.10a) into the LCHLuv colour space. The L and C 
components of this colour space are shown in Pl. 19.10b–c. 
The two monochrome images show the black pigment has 

Plate 19.8 Microscopy image of black pigment in BM 1942,0805.1 at 
x200 magnification captured using a Keyence VHX 2000 E series 
digital microscope

Plate 19.9 Microscopy image of red pigment in BL ORB 40/863 at 
200x magnification captured using a Keyence VHX 2000 E series 
digital microscope

Plate 19.10a–c a) Original RGB image of BL ORB 40/863; b) Black pigment only in LCHLuv L colour space; c) red seal pigment in LCHLuv 
C colour space

a b c
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3 Cartwright, Duffy and Wang 2014.
4 The following information in this section is from personal 

communication with Joe Cribb, former Keeper of the Department 
of Coins and Medals, British Museum, and from the Museum’s 
database (http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_
online/collection_object_details.aspx).

5 Hingley donated the Ming note (1942,0805.1 in the Department of 
Coins and Medals) and a book made of ten leaves of engraved jade 
(1942,1012.1 in the Department of Asia).

6 von Glahn 2005. See also Zhou Xiang 2004; and Nei Menggu 
qianbi yanjiu hui and Zhongguo Qianbi bianjibu 1987.

7 Peng 1993, 537–635. See also von Glahn 1996.
8 Wu and Diao 2005.
9 For full details see Cartwright, Duffy and Wang 2014.
10 Cartwright, Duffy and Wang 2014.
11 See Hunter 1978; Tsien 1985.
12 Cartwright, Duffy and Wang 2014.
13 Duffy 2014 (http://www.bl.uk/eblj/2014articles/pdf/

ebljarticle22014.pdf ).
14 Cartwright, Duffy and Wang 2014.

dynasty papermaking, and is important for historians of 
Ming painting, book production and printmaking. The 
design of Ming paper money places it clearly in the context 
of the development of paper money in Chinese history, but 
key features and expressions are also found in other media 
such as seals and ceramics, thereby placing Ming paper 
money in a much broader cultural context.

Notes
1 MacGregor 2010, 465–9; http://www.bbc.co.uk/

ahistoryoftheworld/.
2 The earliest paper money was the ‘flying cash’ feiqian of the Tang 

dynasty (618–907). The earliest surviving paper money is from the 
Jin dynasty (1115–1234). While the paper money issued by Qubilai 
Khan during the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) was very successful, the 
demise of Ming paper money served as a 400-year deterrent to 
government-issued paper money. See von Glahn 2005 and H. 
Wang 2014.
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This chapter concerns a structure that was arguably the 
biggest art object constructed during the Ming period. 
Imposing and magnificent, the Da Baoensi ta 大報恩寺塔 
(Great Monastery of Filial Gratitude Pagoda) in Nanjing was 
a spectacle for miles around, gleaming by daylight and 
lantern-lit at night. It was public art on a massive scale, 
designed to be seen, to command admiration and to convey 
a powerful statement, though what that statement was 
precisely is open to interpretation. However, though famous 
in its time, it is now an enigma, having been painstakingly 
dismantled during the Taiping uprising in 1856. It is known 
today largely from contemporary sketches and descriptions, 
and from architectural fragments scattered in collections 
worldwide.

The early history of this pagoda is obscured by the 
subsequent reworking of official records precisely for the 
period in question, and our transmitted knowledge appears 
to date largely from the late Ming or early Qing dynasty. 
However, there is consensus on events and on many of its 
features, though rather less agreement on why or even how it 
was built. The initial parts of this chapter will concentrate 
on the harder evidence, examining first those surviving 
fragments that can confidently be attributed to this structure 
before considering some remains that are less clearly 
ascribable. It will then address the possible inspiration for 
this pagoda with its unusual detailing, and finally it will 
discuss outstanding questions for which there are presently 
no good answers.

The firm evidence
This narrative commences with the Tianxisi 天禧寺 
(Monastery of Heavenly Blessings), which stood across the 
city moat from the Jubaomen 聚寶門 (Gate of Collected 
Treasures) (today’s Zhonghuamen 中華門) on the southern 
side of Nanjing’s city wall. This temple had origins before 
the Tang dynasty, but by the early Ming it was in a sorry 
state. Urgent renovation was undertaken by the Hongwu 洪武 
emperor (r. 1368–98) who memorialised its completion in 
1388. Subsequently it fell again into disrepair and also 
suffered fire damage early in the reign of the Yongle 永樂 
emperor (r. 1403–24), who commissioned its rebuilding. 
Some work may have begun as early as 1407, but major 
reconstruction began in 1412, specifically on the 15th day of 
the 6th month of the 10th year of Yongle.1 The temple was 
renamed the Da Baoen Monastery and the project included 
a new pagoda, to be called the Da Baoen Monastery 
Pagoda. Contemporary sketches show this structure located 
behind the main Buddha Hall on a centralised site, probably 
in the same place as at least one precursor structure.2 
Researchers note that although work began in 1412 the new 
pagoda may first have been proposed under Hongwu (Pl. 
20.1).3 

The pagoda took 19 years to build, being dedicated in 
1428 and finally completed in 1431.4 Sadly, architecture was 
never until recent times considered a subject worthy of 
serious attention by Chinese scholars, nor were descriptions 
written in the expectation that a structure might itself cease 
one day to exist. In consequence, no contemporary accounts 
or drawings indicating architectural detailing appear to 
have survived. Much of our descriptive information dates 

Chapter 20
The Porcelain Pagoda:  
A Persisting Enigma

Clarence Eng
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has emerged from excavations since the 1950s. The 
challenge is to identify pieces which can be ascribed to the 
pagoda itself, rather than to the temple site generally, or to 
other contemporary sites in imperial Nanjing. Not unique to 
the Da Baoen Monastery Pagoda, but frequently occurring 
in early Ming imperial sites in Nanjing are glazed ceramic 
materials of exceptional quality and finish.

The pagoda earned its unique fame, and indeed its 
colloquial name, Liuli ta 琉璃塔 (the ‘Glazed Pagoda’ or the 
‘Porcelain Pagoda’ to European travellers) from its white 
glazework cladding. It was a continuous light show, 
glistening in sunlight and brilliantly lit by capiz-shell 
lanterns at night. Accounts also mention other colours; 
green, red and yellow on the roofs defining each storey and 
green balustrades. Thomas Allom’s account mentions on 
each storey ‘open doorways…..their arches elegantly turned 
with glazed tiles …… in all variation of colour, representing 
deities, demons and monsters…’7. 

Supporting these descriptions were significant finds made in 
excavations during 1958–9 at the village of Yunhuatai 蕓花臺 
at Mount Jubao 聚寶山, about 1.5km southwest from the 
pagoda site. Some 73 official kilns are recorded to have been 
set up in the early Ming to assist the construction of the new 
imperial capital, and Mount Jubao was evidently an 
important part of this system, having several cross-draft 
kilns.8 Prominent amongst the finds were large architectural 
components in polychrome stoneware. These parts were 
unused and unblemished and many were components of 
arched openings shaped as lobed and cusped ogees of 

from the 17th century and later, in short narratives by 
European visitors, particularly in the 1840s after the Treaty 
of Nanjing, and in sketches by both Chinese and European 
travellers.5 The pagoda was finally reduced to rubble in 1856, 
having been laboriously dismantled over two years by the 
Taiping rebels to deny its use as a vantage point for besieging 
government troops.

Though descriptions differ in matters of detail (especially 
concerning colours and ornament) they and surviving 
sketches agree on the main features. The pagoda was 
octagonal with a recorded height equivalent to 102m 
including its cha-post (steeple), and a brickwork height of 
between 80 and 90m. It was one of the tallest buildings in 
the nation at the time, having nine storeys with that at 
ground level sheltered by an encircling ambulatory.6 
Sketches suggest that the structure had only a modest 
architectural batter (taper), with the illusion of height given 
mainly by progressive diminution of detailing on successive 
higher storeys. Each storey was defined by a shallow tiled 
roof, supported by either faux timber brackets or corbelling 
(sketches differ) and hung (we are told) with bells at the eaves 
corners and lit after dark by oil lamps in niches. At each 
level, four decorated arched openings led onto a balustrade. 
The structure was surmounted by a finial bearing a precious 
vessel and nine discs, this assembly stabilised (in 
conventional fashion) by chains anchored to the eaves 
corners of the main roof. 

Fragments of the pagoda have entered collections outside 
China since the 1870s, and new material stored in Nanjing 

Plate 20.1 A print of the Porcelain Pagoda (and detail), one of a series made in Nanjing by Thomas Allom in the late 1830s or early 1840s 
(after Allom 1858–9, facing p. 162, first published 1843)
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inwardly facing winged goats on their hind legs. At the base 
are inward-facing caparisoned elephants bearing flat-topped 
lotus pedestals which seemingly support the weight of the 
creatures above. The reconstructions by the two museums 
differ. That at the Nanjing Municipal Museum is ‘taller’ 
and, above the elephants, additionally incorporates inward-
facing lions with raised paw, a combination that is said to 
symbolise the combined strength of the two animals.11 This 
reconstruction also incorporates more floral ‘spacers’ which 
appear to be designed specially to fit these side-jambs. 
Missing from both reconstructions are devas, young gods 
representing the sixth ‘perfection’, who in a full torana would 
come between the winged goats and the makaras. These may 
yet remain to be discovered. 

The reconstructions in Nanjing resemble some features of 
high-relief figures carved in wood which embellish the top 
and side of each drawer panel of a hexagonal sutra cabinet at 
Zhihuasi 智化寺 (Transformation of Wisdom Monastery) in 
Beijing. This cabinet is believed to have survived from the 
foundation of the temple in 1440.12 

The objects in the Ming: 50 years that changed China 
exhibition have other significant features seen most clearly in 
the piece depicting a winged goat. First, it bears on one side a 
location code of four Chinese characters reading jizi yiyou  
己字一右. Researchers at the Nanjing Museum believe these 
are from a fail-safe numbering sequence based on the Qianzi 
wen 千字文 (Thousand Character Classic), by which ji 己 would 

different sizes. They are glazed primarily in four colours; 
brown, green, yellow and black. By their similarity, these 
finds confirm the provenance of collection specimens which 
have long been thought to be from the pagoda, and their 
unused condition supports reports of parts being made in 
triplicate to provide replacement spares.9 Some of the original 
spares may indeed have been used for repairs to the upper 
three storeys when in 1801 the pagoda was struck by lightning.

The greater part of these finds are stored at the Nanjing 
Municipal Museum from which four pieces were displayed 
in the Ming: 50 years that changed China exhibition at the British 
Museum.10 Three of these exhibits are components of arch 
surrounds. From the parts found at Mount Jubao, the two 
leading Nanjing museums (the Nanjing Municipal Museum 
and the Nanjing Museum) have assembled tentative 
reconstructions of these arch surrounds (Pl. 20.2a–b). 

The arch components depict Buddhist motifs from a 
torana, a composition that frames depictions of enlightened 
beings and portrays the ‘six perfections’ of the enlightened 
mind. At the top is a garuda, ‘the devourer’ and ‘lord of birds’ 
in both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, flanked by nagas, 
serpent spirits from the underworld. A similar composition, 
employing differently modelled representations, appears on 
the arch from 1345 in the Yuan dynasty Cloud Terrace at 
Juyong Pass 居庸關, north of Beijing. 

Below this are outward-facing makaras, water demons 
with trunks and upwardly extended tails, and next are 

Plate 20.2b Reconstruction of arch-surround of the Da Baoen 
Monastery Pagoda in the Nanjing Municipal Museum

Plate 20.2a Reconstruction of arch-surround of the Da Baoen 
Monastery Pagoda in the Nanjing Museum
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The body material for these parts is dense, fine grained 
and impermeable with many of the physical qualities of 
stoneware. There are contemporary accounts of special 
white clays being brought to Mount Jubao from Dangtu 
county in Taiping prefecture, some 90km upstream in 
Anhui province.13 Taiping is renowned for its porcelain stone 
kaolin clays and also for its white-wares production. Samples 

translate as ‘173’ and zi 字 as the number ‘2’. The remaining 
two characters might then follow a similar convention, or 
simply indicate ‘1’ (‘first’) on the ‘right’ Pl. 20.3).

Second, this and other pieces from side-jambs are 
penetrated vertically by a moulded cavity more typical of 
stonemasonry techniques but here pre-formed to receive a 
tenon to brace the jamb against lateral forces. The cavity 
functions also (perhaps fortuitously) to reduce the fired mass, 
in places reducing the clay thickness to 20cm and assisting 
the safe escape of water vapour in the kiln (Pl. 20.4). 

The larger components, such as those in the exhibition, 
are roughly cube shaped, measuring approximately 50cm 
across each face, and each weighing over half a ton; all 
qualities that challenge the frequent practice outside China 
to label them as ‘tiles’. They are better understood as 
‘architectural components’. Other similarly designed pieces 
from Mount Jubao differ in size, as do examples in museum 
collections. This supports depictions of the pagoda which 
show its height being visually emphasised not by 
architectural batter, but by progressive diminution of 
applied features on higher storeys. Variations in finish and 
colour palette suggest also that different craft workshops 
may have been involved in the glazework (Pl. 20.5a–b). 

These components are moulded in ceramic, but their 
complex integral cavities come from the design repertoire of 
stonemasons. This unusual combination of skills suggests 
cooperation for a clearly exceptional project between 
traditionally distinct craft groups. To date the identity of 
these craftsmen is not known. However, though lobed ogee 
arches are exotic to China, they are ubiquitous in Middle 
Eastern and European architecture of the same period, 
which suggests a likely direction of influence. 

Plate 20.3 A location code, thought to be based on the Qianzi wen 千字文 (Thousand Character Classic) and reading ‘173 - 2’, first on 
right’. Nanjing Municipal Museum

Plate 20.4 The blocks supporting the side-jambs of the arches are 
penetrated vertically by a stepped cavity shaped to accept a brace, 
strengthening the arch as a load-bearer. Nanjing Municipal Museum
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indeed were those ‘tiles’ and, if so, how they were installed. 
Clearly, a flat, rectangular or square facing-tile would have 
been an easier shape to produce. However, a flat tile may 
have been difficult to fix given the unreliable adhesive 
quality of mortars in the early Ming, which were best used 
only under compression as a levelling medium. Researchers 
have debated whether these ‘L’ profile bricks might have 
been for corbelling, but this would have required that at least 
two external faces be glazed. However, Allom’s account 
offers a cogent answer. He noted that ‘porcelain slabs’ lined 
both the interior and exterior faces, and they were ‘fixed in 
the masonry by means of deep keys, cut like a half T in the 
brick’.17 This suggests that the cladding was achieved by 
mounting these bricks back-to-back in mirror-pairs that 
were held in position by the brickwork in which they were 
embedded, with their single glazed faces presenting an 
uninterrupted external finish (Pl. 20.7).

There is one last category of components which can be 
attributed to the pagoda, by association with finds from 
Mount Jubao, from contemporary descriptions and by 

of body material from the pagoda have been compared with 
material from Dangtu by researchers at the Palace Museum 
in Beijing. Detected silica and alumina levels of 70% and 20% 
are typical for Yongle-period porcelains from Jingdezhen and 
this, together with a sintering temperature for the Da Baoen 
Monastery Pagoda samples of 960–980º +/- 20º centigrade, 
is consistent with the possibility that these are porcelain clays 
fired to near-stoneware temperatures.14 

The other uniquely prominent quality of the pagoda is 
the white cladding which earned it the sobriquet ‘Porcelain 
Pagoda’. Many collections possess porcelain bricks formed 
with an ‘L’-shaped profile and bearing a white tianbai 甜白 
(‘sweet white’) glaze carefully applied to just one external 
face at the base of the ‘L’.15 They are found in sizes ranging 
from 17 to 37cm along the long edge, and a cache of some 
2,200 pieces was discovered at Dongmentou 東門頭 at the 
imperial kilns in Jingdezhen, confirming their production 
source (Pl. 20.6a–b).16 

Accounts refer to the pagoda being clad in white ‘tiles’, 
but for some time it was not clear whether these bricks 

Plate 20.5a–b Components for arch surrounds differ in size, showing that the apparent height of the pagoda was emphasised by diminution 
in size of ornament on higher storeys: a) c. 1412–31. Height: 51cm, width: 47.6cm, depth: 39.5cm. Nanjing Municipal Museum; b) c. 1412–31, 
Height 23.5cm, width 33cm, depth 15.2cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, purchase by subscription, 1879 (79.2.789)

Plate 20.6a–b Porcelain 
cladding pieces from the Da 
Baoen Monastery Pagoda: a) 
Yongle period, 1412–19, 
Jingdezhen. Height 3.7cm, 
width 18.8cm, depth 14.9cm. Sir 
Percival David Collection, PDF. 
A. 458; b) Yongle period, c. 
1412–19. Length 13cm and 
37cm. British Museum, London, 
Franks.32
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The first example is a porcelain tile decorated in 
underglaze blue. Two complete pieces in the British Museum 
are 23cm2 in size.21 Similar tiles excavated in Nanjing and at 
Jingdezhen were found not to be decorated in the traditional 
‘blue-and-white’ of porcelain tablewares. Instead they were 
produced painstakingly by covering the entire surface with 
cobalt underglaze colouring and then scraping into this the 
design whose revealed white body-colour was then 
highlighted with trailed white slip. They are referred to as 
landi baihua zhuan 藍地白花磚 (‘blue-ground white decorated 
bricks’, or more simply ‘white on blue’). Five different 
patterns have been identified, and sherds found at the Da 
Baoen Monastery in Nanjing are matched by samples 
excavated in the Xuande stratum at the imperial kilns at 
Zhushan 珠山 in Jingdezhen where they were produced.22 
As mentioned, it is not certain that they were floor tiles, or 
even ever used in Nanjing, but might perhaps have been in 
transit via the capital for another destination (Pl. 20.8a–d).

The other example is represented by two almost complete 
pieces: one in the Sir Percival David Collection on display at 
the British Museum and the other at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum in London. They are moulded and incised 
polychrome stoneware pieces bearing a (repeating) design of 
confronted dragons and cloudlets in green on a yellow 
ground. Their pattern matches sherds excavated at the Da 
Baoen Monastery. Significantly, the pieces in London are 
trapezoidal, 28cm long, 2cm thick and tapering very slightly 
from a curved edge measuring approximately 19cm. Their 
shape suggests that they were made for a circular laying 
pattern and they have undercut edges, which suggests they 
could be floor tiles.23 The taper angle of the specimen in the 
Sir Percival David Collection is 2.64º which, given the other 
dimensions, suggests a circular pattern with a diameter of 
8.55m. A laying pattern of such a size could have been 
accommodated at many levels within the pagoda. However, 
none of the contemporary accounts mentions such a 
distinctive circular feature, and Loch’s account describes a 
principal chamber that is square.

Other pieces in collections which claim provenance from 
the pagoda though not yet attributable are parts of wall 
decorations and roof finials, many of which match complete 
pieces found at Mount Jubao and fragments excavated at 
various sites in Nanjing. Prominent among these are 

recent archaeological finds at the pagoda site. These are 
stoneware wall-tiles with integrally moulded notches and 
tongues at the back which engage with corresponding 
fixings set into the wall. 

There are two designs. One bears in bas relief a crossed 
vajra (thunderbolt) motif in yellow with a red ceramic ‘jewel’ 
at its centre on a green ground banded by yellow. This 
design matches descriptions (by Loch) of ‘walls all lined with 
square porcelain tiles, each separate one embossed with a 
small device in the centre...’ Fragments matching unused 
examples from Mount Jubao were found on the pagoda site 
in 2008.18 The other design has polychrome green and 
yellow floral scrolls decorated in perfect register to provide a 
continuous ‘textile brocade’ pattern. Again, examples have 
been found at both Mount Jubao and on the pagoda site 
which match examples in private and museum collections.19

Parts attributable to the temple site but not necessarily 
to the pagoda
Some ceramic parts in collections match finds excavated 
from Mount Jubao and the Da Baoen Monastery, but are not 
noted in contemporary descriptions of the pagoda, and 
therefore cannot yet be confidently associated with the 
pagoda (and not another building nearby). 

Among these are what may be floor tiles, because they are 
flat surfaced, thin and have no integral fixings at the back to 
suggest they are for walls. They are decoratively glazed and 
meticulously finished, but specimens are few. Two types are 
described below; one is in blue and white and the other in 
polychrome. However, no such floor tile has yet been found 
in situ, and there is no evidence in China of floors being laid 
with decorative glazework until very modern times. Even 
the most prestigious palace halls in the Ming and Qing 
dynasties were floored with specially commissioned and 
laboriously made dense grey unglazed flooring bricks 
( jinzhuan 金磚), a speciality of Suzhou, from where with 
difficulty they were transported for the major imperial halls 
in Beijing. Given that plain unglazed flooring was reserved 
for the most exalted halls, it would be surprising (if these 
finely colourful tiles were indeed also for floors) that rules of 
lèse-majesté or sumptuary apparently failed to discourage the 
use by lesser individuals of a decoratively superior 
product.20 

Plate 20.7 Probable fixing method for facing-bricks
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stele inscription clearly aims to refute this and emphasise his 
legitimacy. It also complements the assertion being made by 
Yongle’s administration that his nephew the Jianwen 建文 
emperor (r. 1399–1402) was an illegitimate and rightfully 
deposed usurper.27 However, interpretations differ, and some 
researchers have suggested that the project may have been 
dedicated at one time to Yongle’s Empress Xu 徐 (1362–
1407), and also that there may be complex political sub-texts 
in the renaming of the temple.28 

Clues to this may be implied by homophones of its new 
name. Its renaming from Tianxi Monastery to the Da Baoen 
Monastery Pagoda is described in some detail in the 1424 
stele. Homophones and associated meanings for the 
important character bao 報 include familiar and frequently 
used forms such as: 

褒 as in bao1  yi 褒義 (praise or commend) 

寶 as in bao3 ta 寶塔 (a treasure pagoda) 

保 as in bao 3 cun 保存  bao shou 保守 (preserve or maintain and 
keep watch over)

報 as in bao4 en 報恩 (pay a debt of gratitude) or bao fu mu en  
報父母恩 (filial gratitude)

抱 as in bao4 qian 抱歉 (to be sorry, to regret)

distinctive polychrome components in yellow and green. 
Remarkably, it seems that polychrome glazework appeared 
on imperial roofs and architectural detailing in early Ming 
Nanjing, but subsequently only on walls and never on roofs 
in imperial projects in Beijing.24 

Partially addressed questions about the Da Baoen 
Monastery pagoda
The jury is still out on why the Da Baoen Monastery project 
was begun, or to whom its pagoda was dedicated. The 
dedicatory stele erected by Yongle in February 1424, early in 
the same year that he perished on his fifth campaign against 
the Mongols, dedicates the project with emphatic filial piety 
to his august deceased father and his august deceased 
mother, clearly meaning the Hongwu emperor and the 
Empress Ma 馬 (1332–82). It describes the renaming of the 
temple and prays that the project will bring good fortune to 
the spirits of ‘my deceased father and mother above [i.e. in 
heaven]’ and it records that the project is ‘near completion’.25 
A later dedicatory stele, erected by Yongle’s grandson 
Xuande in 1428, records the ancestral names associated with 
the project and, understandably, reaffirms Yongle’s filial 
dedication from four years previously.26 

Yongle may have been haunted by the suggestion that 
Empress Ma might not be his biological mother, and the 

Plate 20.8a–d Unusual ‘white on blue’ underglaze decorated porcelain tiles which may be floor tiles. Fragments excavated in Nanjing match 
specimens found at Jingdezhen. They are similar to two complete specimens in the British Museum (registration numbers 1993,1027.1-2)

a) Private collection in Nanjing b) Excavated from Jingdezhen 1993. Jingdezhen Institute of 
Ceramic Archaeology

c) Excavated from Jingdezhen 1993. Jingdezhen Institute of 
Ceramic Archaeology

d) Excavated from the Da Baoen Monastery Pagoda site 2009. The  
Museum of Ceramic Specimens, Humanity College, Nanjing Art University
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retained his command but in 1425 was also appointed 
Defender of Nanjing with responsibilities for domestic order 
and civil administration, and it was in this rôle that in 1428 
he took over the Da Baoen Monastery project, presumably 
rekindling his former skills as superintendant of palace 
construction.33 

Second, Zheng He was a Muslim descendant of a former 
Yuan dynasty Governor of Yunnan (an expatriate appointed 
by Qubilai Khan from a distinguished family in Bukhara) 
and very possibly retained contacts with the Muslim 
community in Nanjing and other nearby cities. However, it 
is most unlikely that in these final three years of construction 
he could have influenced the design of the pagoda and its 
exotic Central Asian or Middle Eastern features. The 
detailed design, including these features, would have been 
agreed between architects and patrons at the very start of 
such a monumental project.34

There are a number of possible reasons for the delay in 
completing the pagoda. The structure was new and unique 
in design, and it was located beside the city moat on a site 
with high ground water. Similar waterlogged sites in 
Nanjing had already necessitated special foundations under 
parts of the city wall, and the pagoda’s monolithic design 
made it a heavy structure. For these wet soil conditions, the 
choice of impervious stoneware for important supports such 
as arch surrounds was sensible, and designing them as 
structurally strong ogees with lateral bracing gave the 
building great strength. The penalty was that the design 
necessitated innovative kiln techniques and also long-
distance transport of special clays, rather than the use of 
locally sourced clays as would have been customary for 
ordinary glazework.35 The height of the pagoda was not itself 
a new challenge, but a major complication was the design 
requirement for its apparent height to be accentuated by 
adjusting the dimensions of ornament and applied 
decoration on successively higher storeys. This meant that 
each of the nine storeys required parts (such as arch 
surrounds) that were specially designed to scale, then fired at 
high temperature and then glazed. Each of these 
components would have been a craft masterpiece in its own 
right, with little opportunity for division of labour.

This organisational complication was exacerbated by the 
white porcelain bricks with which much of the structure was 
clad (internally also, we are told by Allom). Each storey 
would have required cladding parts with tailored 
dimensions and, with no means in those times for post-
forming, each piece needed to be delivered ready for use. 
Numerous different parts were required, including spacers, 
half-bricks, corbels, squinches and external corners (with 
re-entrant angles for internal corners), all made to close 
tolerances in different component sizes for each of the nine 
storeys. Furthermore, with these parts coming by a tortuous 
route overland and by water from Jingdezhen, the delivery 
to Nanjing of damaged or ill-fitting parts would have been 
unwelcome. Even with mass production and division of 
labour, logistics and production control must have been 
daunting. 

Behind the difficulties of construction, there were almost 
certainly serious additional ‘centrally inspired’ interruptions 
of resources. Da Baoen Monastery was a state project and 

There are also more subtle homophones that might have 
appealed to concerns amongst the educated elite regarding 
the parentage and accession of the incumbent emperor: 

報 as in bao4 xiao 報曉 (herald the dawn), with  xiao3 曉 (dawn) 
itself a homophone of  xiao4 孝 (filial piety), 

and finally (and perhaps also subtly suggestive):

胞 as in bao1 xiong, bao di 胞兄,胞弟 (twin brothers, literally ‘born 
from the same womb’).

Various texts including the stele inscriptions record that 
repairs to the temple were largely complete by 1424 and it was 
dedicated in 1428, though its pagoda was not completed 
until 1431, after 19 years.

Why the project took so long is unclear. It seems that 
‘100,000 soldiers, skilled craftsmen and miscellaneous 
labourers’ were allocated to the task, under the supervision 
of the Directorate of Palace Servants and a Vice Minister of 
Works, an administrative structure which was then typical 
for military organisation in Nanjing.29 Whether this 
manpower number is accurate, or simply a figurative 
indication for ‘many’, or indeed whether this effort was even 
maintained is unclear, and it is difficult to relate it to the 
reported cost of the project. There are references by the late 
Ming or early Qing to a project cost of 2.5 million taels 
(ounces) of silver, and by the 1840s both Allom and Loch 
refer to a surprisingly accurate figure of 2,485,484 ounces, 
but there seems to be no earlier recorded figure, nor is it 
clear whether this sum was for the whole temple or only for 
the pagoda.30 

If ‘100,000 men’ can be taken to approximate a real 
figure, labour costs might be guessed from early- to mid-
Ming pay rates for agricultural labour of about 5–6 taels per 
man-year.31 On this basis, wages would have cost 500,000–
600,000 taels per year, at which rate 2.5 million taels would 
not have lasted more than five of the 13 years of the project. 
It is possible of course that the labour force fluctuated, or 
that some (the soldiers?) were paid from other funds or were 
even corvée labour, or a combination of all these factors. It 
has been suggested that some 1,700 specialist artisans who 
were assigned to the dedicated kilns at Mount Jubao may 
have been reassigned to Beijing for the palace building 
projects there.32

Whatever happened, work on the pagoda was well 
behind plan by March 1428 when the Xuande emperor 
ordered Zheng He to take command of the project. The 
Yongle emperor had meanwhile died in 1424 on campaign 
in Mongolia, to be followed in rapid succession by his son the 
Hongxi 洪熙 (r. 1425) emperor, who expired suddenly and 
was in turn succeeded in 1425 by his son the Xuande 
emperor.

Zheng He 鄭和 (1371–1433) in his role as commander of 
the imperial maritime expeditions is discussed elsewhere in 
this volume but there are elements from his background 
which are pertinent to his role in this project. First, he had 
previously served with distinction under Yongle as Director 
of the Palace Household in which position he was 
responsible for all palace construction. This was before his 
appointment in 1404 as Commander of the Imperial Fleet. 
After the fleet was eventually laid up in 1424, Zheng He 
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remarkable, in particular the use of lobed ogee arches. These 
are not unique in China. There are other examples including 
another site in Nanjing, the Linggusi temple, where a fireproof 
sutra repository of revolutionary design had already been 
completed in 1381 (Pl. 20.10a–b). However, these arch forms 
are not Chinese. They are seen in various locations stretching 
across Central Asia to the Near East and into Western 
Europe. Many of these date from the late Yuan or early Ming 
(contemporaneous with the Late Gothic in Europe).

The porcelain cladding is an obviously unique quality, 
and the Da Baoen Monastery Pagoda has an ingenious 
solution for a challenging design requirement, but the 
broader question concerns the use of keys and tenons for 
fixing such parts. Curiously, the cladding solution adopted 
for the Da Baoen Monastery Pagoda was very different 
from the applied brickwork used by the builders of the ‘Iron 
Pagoda’ (Tieta 鐵塔) at Youguosi 佑國寺 (Protecting the 
State Monastery), Kaifeng 開封, nearly 400 years earlier. 
Keys and tenons that would normally be cut in stone are 
foreign to Chinese building traditions of timber-frame 
structures, movable partitions and brickwork in-fill. The 
use of ceramic masonry keys in China is rare but not 
unique, but none matches in boldness and quality the 

undoubtedly merited ‘fast-track’ priority on resources, not 
least because its progress would have been conspicuously 
visible on the city roofline from the imperial palace. 
However, there were distractions, many of which certainly 
commanded higher priority, and this is best seen as a 
timeline (Pl. 20.9), which indicates how various projects of 
national importance were simultaneously inter-linked 
financially and hence capable of creating immovable 
blockages for important but lesser local projects such as this 
pagoda. The ‘northern’ projects around Beijing, the Grand 
Canal and the repeated Mongolian campaigns would 
ultimately continue until Yongle’s death, and were matched 
in the south by equally costly ‘foreign policy’ targets such as 
the Annam campaign and Zheng He’s expeditionary 
voyages.

Some important but still outstanding questions
I would like finally to list various questions for which there 
are presently no ready answers, some of which link with 
ongoing studies on cultural transmission.

We do not know who designed the pagoda.36 Whilst in 
many respects its conceptual design follows conventional 
preceding forms, there are elements of its detailing which are 

Plate 20.9 Competition for state 
resources in China 1400–33

Plate 20.10a–b: a) (above) Detail of reconstruction of lobed ogee arch 
surround from Da Baoen Monastery Pagoda in the Nanjing Museum; b) (left) 
Lobed ogee arch of Wuliangdian 無梁殿 (Beamless Hall) at Linggusi 靈谷寺 
(Numinous Valley Monastery), Nanjing
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Notes
1 The earlier 1407 date is suggested by Carrington Goodrich and 

Fang in DMB, 363. They associate the rebuilding with the death of 
Yongle’s Empress Xu in 1407 and the subsequent project in her 
honour. Wang Cheng-Hua 1998, 19, notes the commencement 
year. Thomas Allom quotes the specific day from records kept by 
monks at the monastery. He also notes the project cost (discussed 
later) and records the architect as ‘Shelang-Hwang’ (possibly 
transliteration for Huang Shilang (?), but no similar name appears 
in sources examined). Allom 1858–9, 164–5. 

2 In addition to Pl. 20.1, see also Eng 2014, 247, figs 8.13 and 8.15 for 
reproductions of sketches by John Nieuhoff (after Nieuhoff 1669, 
84) and by Xu Hu (active early 19th century).

3 Thorp 1988, 115.
4 Transcriptions of a 1424 stele erected by Yongle and of Xuande’s 

1428 dedicatory stele are recorded in Zhang Huiyi 1938 juan 5, 
22–5.

5 Nieuhoff 1669, 79–85. A longer account was published in 1843 by 
Captain Granville G. Loch in Loch 1843, 180–1. See also Allom 
1858–9, 162. These accounts date from times when the purpose 
and function of pagodas were still not fully understood in the West. 
Salient extracts appear in Eng 2014, 246–8. 

6 HDACA 1986, 196. See also Kerr and Wood 2004, 516.
7 Allom 1858–9, 164–5.
8 Nanjing bowuyuan 1960.
9 Thorp 1988, 115.
10 Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, figs 190–1.
11 Beer 1999, 88–90.
12 Whilst the figures which appear in the Cloud Terrace torana are 

similar in form and sequence to those in the reconstruction at the 
Nanjing Municipal Museum (the fuller of the two reconstructions 
in Nanjing), additional guardian figures appear in the sequence at 
the Zhihua Monastery, which also uses its makaras as decorative 
column-heads away from the torana sequence in the panel frames. 
The Zhihua Monastery sutra cabinet is surprisingly fortunate to 
have survived the turbulent history of the temple. The garuda at the 
head of each of its panels is a motif rarely seen in China (especially 
in the North) and reflects Hindu iconography more commonly 
observed (outside India) in Southeast Asia and the Indonesian 
archipelago. Kenneth Hammond notes that its presence in this 
temple, supposedly since its 1440 dedication, might be a legacy of 
the Mongol acceptance of Tibetan Lamaist Buddhism during the 
Yuan dynasty, a patronage which continued under the Yongle 
emperor. See Hammond 2001, 194. Beijing wenbo jiaoliuguan 
2005, 132–9. 

13 DMHD, juan 190. See also Lu Maocun 1996; Wang Guangyao 
2004.

14 Ding, Kang and Miao 2011. See also Wood 1999, 67.
15 The tianbai glaze, a brilliant white, sometimes with a hint of green, 

was one of the glazes developed in Jingdezhen in the early 15th 
century during the quest for ever whiter glazes. See Wood 1999, 
66–7.

16 Harrison-Hall 2001, 523.
17 Allom 1858–9, 164–5, cited by Krahl 1991, 55, with acknowledgement 

to J. and H. Espir. 
18 See Eng 2014, 248.
19 See Eng 2014, 185 and also Eng 2008, 277. 
20 Though no glazed floor tiles of any kind have yet to be found in situ, 

depictions exist of what may be monochrome tiles. For example in 
an Early Tang Dynasty mural painting of a dance in a palace 
setting at the Dunhuang grottoes in Cave 220 (south wall), 
monochrome tiles in four shades appear to be laid as floor tiles in 
diaper pattern. However, this mural may depict an imaginary 
setting and its detail not necessarily inspired by real life. For image, 
see Fan 2004, 73, fig. 62. From the Ming dynasty, a two-tone 
composition appears on the flagstone floor of a pavilion in a 
handscroll from 1484, in Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014, 62, fig. 
38. In the same catalogue (p. 102, fig. 91) and in another medium, a 
carved lacquer dish depicts what appears to be patterned tiles on a 
pavilion terrace. However, these are almost certainly depictions of 
unglazed flooring bricks with a patterned moulded surface 
intended to afford better grip outdoors in inclement weather. Such 
tiles were already well developed by the Tang dynasty and can be 

massive load-bearers seen in the arch surrounds at the Da 
Baoen Monastery.37 These are more typical of solutions 
found in the Near East, or in the vaulted arches of 
European churches. 

As mentioned, rare technical skills were needed to fire 
the larger pieces of monolithic stoneware. These are 
uniquely large, certainly for China and possibly anywhere. 
There is no record of who the kiln masters were or where 
they came from. The polychrome glaze of the more ornate 
parts (applied in a separate, second firing) was unusually 
fine but probably well within the technical capability of 
Ming craft workshops in and around Shanxi province, the 
northern centre for glazework expertise. We know that 
Shanxi craft workshops managed and led the glazework 
kilns for the Yuan palaces of Dadu, and later for the Ming 
and Qing palaces of Beijing.38 However, there is no record 
that connects Shanxi craftsmen with work on the imperial 
projects in Nanjing, and there were differences in the finish 
of Ming palace halls in Nanjing and Beijing. For instance, 
polychrome glazes ornamented prestigious buildings 
(including this pagoda) in Nanjing but subsequently in 
imperial Beijing, even with Shanxi glazework craftsmen 
clearly on hand, multi-coloured finishes for roofs were 
entirely assembled from monochrome-glazed components. 
The polychrome glazework seen in Nanjing could have 
been the work of Shanxi craftsmen, but the source of 
expertise for designing and first-firing at high-temperature 
the monumental stoneware components is presently 
unclear. 

Finally, it is not even certain how this pagoda was 
constructed. No descriptions of pagoda building have 
survived generally. Marks on walls of brick-built pagodas 
suggest that bamboo scaffolding was sometimes used, but 
for a structure of this height there would have been concerns 
for stability, even before the addition of heavy static loads of 
arch components or the dynamic stress of hoists and 
pulleys. Particularly difficult to explain with no 
contemporary record of construction techniques is how the 
builders would have installed the heavy timber cha-post or 
steeple. This was a heavy post cut from a single massive tree 
which stood suspended on cantilevers within the upper 
third of the pagoda. It was customarily installed from above 
in the final stages of construction. 39 At least one group of 
researchers suggests the use of a continuous ramp on which 
earth was mounded around each successive storey, 
providing a progressively elevated temporary working 
platform which was subsequently removed on project 
completion.40

 In conclusion, we now know much of how the Da Baoen 
Monastery Pagoda looked but we do not know who built it or 
indeed how it was built. This has not diminished local 
ambitions, and there is a project under way in Nanjing, on 
the original site, to construct a concrete, glass and steel 
structure of similar height which will serve as a visitor 
education centre. A Chinese conglomerate is believed to 
have contributed RMB 1 billion towards the project, and 
this in purchasing power parity is broadly equivalent to the 
2.5 million taels which the original pagoda is said to have 
cost.
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parents’ but commemorated his supposed real mother (the 
Imperial concubine). Allom (1859, 163) quotes local histories 
(preserved by the monks at the temple) which record that the 
pagoda was dedicated to ‘the Empress’ which, from Allom’s 
context, suggests that this was Yongle’s consort, the Empress Xu. 
This interpretation is supported independently in DMB, 363 which 
suggests that in 1413, as an act of filial piety, Yongle’s three sons, 
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Chapter 21
Architecture of the  
Early Ming Court:  
A Preliminary Look

Aurelia Campbell

On the architecture of the early Ming dynasty (1368–
1644), the eminent 20th-century Chinese architectural 
historian Liang Sicheng (1901–72) wrote: 

With the founding of the capital at Beijing at the beginning 
of the fifteenth century, there appeared, principally in the 
official architecture of the court, a style of marked departure 
from the tradition of the Song [(960–1279)] and Yuan 
[(1271–1368)] dynasties. The change is very abrupt, as if 
some overwhelming force had turned the minds of the 
builders toward an entirely new sense of proportion.1 

Liang’s observations indicate that a new architectural 
style had been worked out sometime during the 
construction of the two Ming capitals at Nanjing and 
Beijing.2 What did this architectural style look like? In 
what ways did it differ from the architecture that 
preceded it and came after it? What was the reason for 
the sudden change? This chapter offers some preliminary 
answers to these questions.

Because so few buildings from the first Ming capital at 
Nanjing survive, it is almost impossible to study court 
architecture during the reign of the Hongwu emperor 
(1368–98). But from the reign of his son, the Yongle 
emperor (1403–24), enough buildings exist to flesh out 
significantly our understanding of what is called the 
‘official Ming architectural style’ (Mingdai guanshi jianzhu 
明代官式建築). This term refers to buildings constructed 
under imperial edict and managed by the government’s 
Ministry of Works (Gongbu 工部), which follow distinct 
layouts, structures and patterns of ornamentation.3 

Yongle was a prolific builder, arguably more so than 
almost any other Chinese emperor until that point. In 
addition to constructing the palaces at Beijing, he was 
involved in several architectural projects outside of the 
capital. Three of the best-preserved buildings 
commissioned by Yongle are Ling’endian 祾恩殿 (Hall of 
Eminent Favour) (1416) (Pl. 21.1), the sacrificial hall at 
Yongle’s tomb, Changling 長陵, located in the 
Changping 昌平 district north of Beijing4; Zixiaodian  
紫霄殿 (Hall of Purple Cloud) (Pl. 21.2), the main hall of 

Plate 21.1 Ling'endian 祾恩殿 (1416), the sacrificial hall at Yongle’s tomb, Changling 長陵, Changping 昌平, north of Beijing
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same basic principles governed their construction. These 
principles reflect a shift away from the ones outlined in the 
Song dynasty government construction manual Yingzao fashi 
營造法式 (Treatise on Architectural Methods) of 11037 and 
towards the widely different set of rules put forth in the Qing 
(1644–1911) court’s building manual, Gongcheng zuofa 工程做
法 (Imperial Specifications for State Buildings) (c. 1734).8 
Nonetheless, the official Ming architectural style should not 
be understood merely as a passive transitional style between 
the Song and the Qing. Rather, the many early Ming 
architectural developments reveal a deliberate attempt to 
simplify and standardise the construction process, a possible 
outcome of the extraordinary task of building two Ming 
capitals within just a few decades of each other. To 
demonstrate this point, this chapter focuses on three specific 
elements: the module system, the bracket-set types and the 
relationship between the bracket-sets and the bays in these 
three halls.

Zixiaogong 紫霄宮 (1412), one of the largest Daoist temples 
on Mount Wudang 武當山 in Hubei province (see also 
Chapters 14 and 21)5; and Longguodian 隆國殿 (Hall of 
Enriching the State) (1427) (Pl. 21.3) the main hall of 
Qutansi 瞿曇寺 (Gautama Monastery), a Tibetan Buddhist 
monastery in Ledu 樂都, Qinghai province (see also 
discussion by Karl Debreczeny in Chapter 17 of this 
volume).6 

Ling’endian, Zixiaodian and Longguodian were all 
constructed within 15 years of each other under the direction 
of officials dispatched from the imperial capital. 
Typologically, they are analogous in that they are all the 
main halls of their respective architectural complexes. 
Considering these similarities, one might expect the halls to 
look more alike than they actually do. Indeed, the initial 
visual impacts of these buildings differ quite significantly. 
Yet a close examination of these buildings’ structures reveals 
that they actually share an underlying logic because the 

Plate 21.2 Zixiaodian 紫霄殿 (1412), the main 
hall of Zixiaogong 紫霄宮, Mount Wudang 
武當山, Hubei province

Plate 21.3 Longguodian 隆國殿 (1427), the 
main hall of Qutansi 瞿曇寺, a Tibetan 
Buddhist monastery in Ledu 樂都, Qinghai 
province
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outlines eleven grades of doukou (Pl. 21.5) in contrast to the 
Yingzao fashi’s eight grades of cai. 

In theory, the largest and highest rank doukou (Grade 
One) was 8.4 cun in height x 6 cun in width (approximately 27 
by 19.5cm) while the smallest (Grade Eleven) was 1.4 in 
height x 1 cun in width (approximately 4.5 by 3.2cm).15 
However, in practice, the first through third grades were 
almost never used; most high-rank buildings used only the 
seventh, eighth or ninth grades. For instance, Taihedian 太
和殿 (Hall of Supreme Harmony) (1695), the largest hall in 
the Forbidden City, eleven bays across the façade, only 
employs a Grade Seven doukou, which was 4.2 cun in height 
and 3 cun in width (approximately 13.3 x 9.5cm).16 That such 
an eminent building as Taihedian uses such a relatively 
low-grade module means that by the 18th century the 
module’s size was significantly less important in determining 
the overall rank of a building than it was in the Song. 

How large were the modules used in the Yongle buildings 
discussed here? Was the size of the module closely linked to 
the rank of the architecture, as it was in the Song? Or had it 
already declined in importance, as was the case in 
architecture of the Qing? 

The width of the modules used at Zixiao Hall, Ling’en 
Hall and Longguo Hall range from 3 to 3.5 cun in width 
(Table 1). This is consistent with the module sizes of other 
imperial buildings from around the same time, which range 
from about 3.15 to 4.1 cun in width (Table 2). These modules 
correspond to the eighth, or lowest, grade in the Yingzao fashi 
scale and are roughly the same size as the module used at 
Taihedian. Because the transition to a smaller module was 
already well underway by the Yuan period, it would be 
incorrect to assume that smaller modules suddenly appeared 
in the early Ming.17 However, based on the three halls 
examined here, it is clear that in the early 15th century a 
major shift had occurred whereby even the highest rank 
imperial Ming halls employed relatively small modules – 

Modules
Traditional Chinese timber-frame architecture is based on a 
modular system, meaning that a standard module is used to 
calculate the dimensions of the rest of the structural 
members. In the Song dynasty Yingzao fashi the module was 
known as cai 材. The dimensions of the cai were equal to the 
cross-section of the bracket-set arm (gong 栱), which was both 
the smallest and the most frequently used structural 
member.9 In the Song, the size of the module and the overall 
scale of the building were in direct proportion. Therefore, a 
small module yielded a small building and a large module 
yielded a large building.10 The Yingzao fashi outlines eight 
grades (deng 等) of cai (Pl. 21.4). The largest and highest 
rank cai (Grade One) measures nine cun 寸 in height and six 
cun in width (approximately 28 x 19cm), while the smallest 
and lowest rank cai (Grade Eight) measures 4.5 cun in height 
and three cun in width (approximately 14 x 9cm).11 

It is important to keep in mind that no actual building 
from the Tang or Song periods actually conforms completely 
to the rules outlined in the Yingzao fashi because the purpose 
of the manual was not to guide the construction of buildings, 
but rather to ‘summarise the [architectural] knowledge from 
previous dynasties’.12 For example, even though Dongdadian 
東大殿 (East Main Hall) at Foguangsi 佛光寺 (Monastery of 
Buddha Light) (857) employs a Grade One module 
(approximately 9.4 x 6.4 cun, or 30 x 20.5cm) on the Yingzao 
fashi scale, it only has seven bays across the front, not the 
nine or eleven required for a true Grade One building as 
outlined in the Yingzao fashi.13

In the Qing dynasty Gongcheng zuofa the module is called 
doukou 斗口. Doukou (literally ‘block mouth’) refers to the 
opening in the capital block into which the arm of an 
inter-columnar bracket-set (pingshenke 平身科) – or a set 
between, as opposed to on top of, the columns – was 
inserted. Like the cai, the dimensions of the doukou are equal 
to the cross-section of the bracket-arm.14 The Gongcheng zuofa 

Plate 21.5 Eleven grades of modules outlined in the Gongcheng zuofa 工程做法 (after Liang Sicheng 2005, p. 18) 

Plate 21.4 Eight grades of modules outlined in the Yingzao fashi 營造法式 (after Guo Qinghua 1998, p. 7)
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the large and complex bracket-set types that we see in the 
Tang and Song dynasties had become unnecessary 
structurally.32 By creating smaller and less complicated 
bracket-sets, carpenters could save considerable amounts of 
time in the construction process. Furthermore, timber 
materials could be better economised and costs reduced. 

The issue of saving wood during the Yongle reign is 
somewhat tricky. On one hand, for the construction of his 
capital, the Yongle emperor seemed to gather old-growth 
nan 楠 timbers from the southwest of his empire without any 
reservations whatsoever regarding cost or environmental 
waste.33 At the same time, textual records document the 
immense difficulties involved in obtaining these woods, 
which took four or five years to reach the capital and 

smaller, even, than those used in the non-imperial Buddhist 
and Daoist temples that survive from the Yuan period.18 
Therefore, we can conclude that beginning in early Ming 
there was indeed a significant weakening of the link between 
the size of the module and the overall rank of a building, a 
trend that persisted in the Qing.19

What significance lies in the shrinking of the module? As 
I have explained above the size of the module corresponded 
to the cross-section of the bracket-set arm. Therefore, much 
smaller modules meant much smaller bracket-sets. By the 
early Ming dynasty carpenters had figured out ways to 
support the roof eaves more efficiently by using beams that 
projected past the façade of the building.31 This meant that 

Hall name Date Number of façade bays Module (doukou) width in cm/cun

Zixiaodian20 1412 5 10.5cm/3.3 cun

Ling’engdian21 1416 9 9.5–10cm/3–3.15 cun

Longguodian22 1427 7 11cm/3.5 cun

Table 1 Module sizes in the three halls

Hall name Date Number of façade bays Module (doukou) width in cm/cun

Yuzhengong main hall 遇真宮大殿23 1417 3 10cm/3.15 cun

Shenwumen chenglou 神武門城樓24 1420 7 12.5–13cm/3.9–4.1 cun

Shejitan front hall 社稷壇前殿25 1425 5 12.5cm/3.9 cun

Fahaisi main hall 法海寺大殿26 1439 5 9cm/2.83 cun

Zhihuasi Wanfoge 智化寺萬佛閣27 1444 5 8cm/2.5 cun

Taimiao front hall 太廟前殿28 1545 11 12.5cm/3.9 cun

Taimiao middle hall 太廟中殿29 1545 9 12.5cm/3.9 cun

Taimiao rear hall 太廟後殿30 1545 9 12.5cm/3.9 cun

Table 2 Module sizes in other Ming buildings

a) b)

c)

Plate 21.6a–c: a) Ling’endian top (left) and bottom (right) bracket-
sets; b) Zixiaodian top (left) and bottom (right) bracket-sets;  
c) Longguodian top (left) and bottom (right) bracket-sets
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and five-tier double false cantilever sets on the bottom 
(Table 3).40 The fact that the same bracketing appears both 
in the five-bay Zixiaodian and the seven-bay Longguodian 
suggests that in early Ming official architecture the number 
of tiers in a bracket-set was not dictated by the size or 
number of bays in a building, but rather by the importance 
of the architecture to the state. This point is also supported 
through the example of the three main halls aligned along 
the central axis of the Taimiao 太廟 (Imperial Ancestral 
Temple) (1545) (Pl. 21.7), which all employ seven-tier sets 
even though the buildings are five, nine and eleven bays 
across the façade.41 

The bracket-sets of Ling’endian, Zixiaodian and 
Longguodian, and in fact all brackets in official Ming 
architecture, employ the ‘filled-heart’ technique ( jixinzao  
計心造) outlined in the Yingzao fashi, in which bracket arms 
perpendicular to the building façade support a ‘crisscross’42 
of both parallel and perpendicular bracket arms (Pl. 21.8a). 
Bracket-set techniques that were once popular in the Song 
and the Yuan, such as the ‘stolen heart’ (touxinzao 偷心造) 
(consisting mostly of perpendicular rather than parallel 
projecting bracket arms) (Pl. 21.8b) and ‘single-arm’ 
(dangongzao 單栱造) (a single-tier bracket parallel to the wall 
plane) (Pl. 21.8c), disappeared in the early Ming. This 
indicates a newfound level of simplification in bracket-set 
types.43 

The parts of the bracket-set invisible from the outside 
reveal additional likenesses among the three halls. 
Ling’endian and Zixiaodian, and in fact all the high rank 
Yongle period buildings at Mount Wudang, employ a special 
kind of bracket known as liujin 溜金.44 Liujin is a vestige of the 
more structurally complicated true cantilever (ang 昂) used 
in the pre-Ming periods.45 In the liujin bracket, the rear tail 
of the false cantilever of the inter-columnar sets extends well 

exhausted an extraordinary amount of manpower.35 
Furthermore, immediately following the Yongle reign, the 
need to conserve nan-wood construction materials had 
evidently already been recognised at the imperial level.36 
Therefore, although it may not have been the highest 
priority of Yongle himself, it seems logical to conclude that 
builders had been devising techniques to make the best 
possible use of materials since at least the Song dynasty and 
that these methods were finally carried out on a large scale 
in the early Ming. The reduction of the module size was no 
doubt at least in part a result of this concern. 

Bracket-set types
Ling’endian, Zixiaodian and Longguodian are all double-
eave structures, which means they have two layers of 
bracket-sets. At all the halls, the bracket-sets supporting the 
top eave employ two more tiers (cai 踩) – or projections 
perpendicular to the building’s façade – than those that 
support the bottom eave.37 Qi Yingtao has observed that the 
most eminent Ming dynasty buildings, such as halls that 
directly served the emperor, employ nine-tier brackets on 
the top and seven-tier sets on the bottom, whereas less 
illustrious buildings, such as Buddhist temples, use seven-tier 
bracket sets on the top and five-tier sets on the bottom.38 This 
is consistent with the evidence preserved in the three halls 
examined here, where Ling’endian (Pl. 21.6a), one of the 
most important Ming halls for making state sacrifices, 
employs nine- and seven-tier sets and both Zixiaodian and 
Longguodian, the main halls in a Daoist and a Buddhist 
temple, respectively, use seven- and five-tier bracket sets (Pl. 
21.6b–c). 

At Zixiaodian and Longguodian, the bracket types are 
identical to each other: seven-tier, single projection (qiao 
翹),39 double false cantilever (chong jia’ang 重假昂) on the top 

Table 3 General characteristics of bracket-sets34

Ling’endian Zixiaodian Longguodian 

Bracket-set types (upper eaves) 9-cai, double-qiao, double-ang, rear 
tail supporting an inclined member 九
踩重翹重昂後尾起斜杆

7-cai, single-qiao double-ang, rear 
tail supporting an inclined member 
七踩單翹重昂後尾起斜杆

7-cai, single-qiao, double-ang, level 
rear tail七踩單翹重昂斗拱後尾平置 

Bracket-set types (lower eaves) 7-cai, single-qiao, double-ang liujin 
rear tail七踩单翘重昂後尾溜金

5-cai, double-ang, liujin rear tail  
五踩重昂後尾溜金

5-cai, double-ang, level rear tail  
五踩重昂斗拱後尾平置 

Plate 21.7 Taimiao 太廟 (Imperial Ancestral Temple) (1545), Beijing
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bay, there were to be two inter-columnar bracket-sets in the 
central bay and one each in the corner and flanking bays.48 
This was the number of inter-columnar sets most frequently 
used in the Yuan dynasty. By the early Ming, however, it 
seems that the more brackets that were used, the better. 
Ling’endian, for instance, uses eight sets in its central bay, 
while Zixiaodian and Longguodian each use six and four 
sets, respectively. Perhaps unsurprisingly, at 10.30m, 
Ling’endian also has the widest central bay; Zixiaodian’s 
central bay is the second widest, measuring 8.37m, and 
Longuodian’s is the narrowest, measuring 6.60m (Table 4). 
Thus the more inter-columnar brackets a building 
employed, the wider its bays were, and the higher its overall 
architectural rank was.49 We can therefore conclude that 
from the early Ming onwards a close relationship had 
developed between the width of the bays and the number of 
inter-columnar bracket-sets used.50

By the Qing dynasty this relationship became more fully 
codified. The Qing Gongcheng zuofa required each inter-
columnar bracket-set cluster to be spaced at a distance of 
eleven doukou modules and the width of a bay to be 
determined by multiplies of eleven doukou.51 For example, in 
the Qing dynasty a bay containing six inter-columnar 
bracket-sets possessed a total width of 77 doukou, and a bay 
with four sets measured 55 doukou in width.52 In fact, in the 
Gongcheng zuofa, the module was not only used to calculate 
the distance between the bracket-sets and the bay width, but 
almost every other aspect of the building as well, including 
the cross-sections of the beams, pillars and purlins.53 This 
was not the case in the Yingzao fashi. In the Song, bracket-sets 
were unevenly spaced. Moreover, although the module was 

inside the building to support the lowest eave purlin ( jinheng 
金桁) and is often elaborately carved underneath (Pl. 
21.9a–b).46 These early Ming buildings reveal that the liujin 
brackets, which are typically associated with official-style 
Qing architecture, were already in use by the early 15th 
century.47

In sum, in the early Ming dynasty bracket-set 
construction was simplified and standardized in the 
following ways: (1) In buildings with double-roof eaves, the 
brackets that supported the top eaves consistently 
employed two more tiers than those that supported the 
bottom eaves. (2) The distribution of the number of tiers 
used in a bracket corresponded to the function of a 
building: state buildings possessed larger sets than those 
serving as Buddhist or Daoist temples. (3) The number of 
bracket-set tiers was not related to the number of bays 
across a building’s façade, but rather to the importance of 
the building. (4) There was a noticeable simplification in 
the variety of bracket-set types beginning in the early 
Ming. Finally, (5) liujin brackets, traditionally associated 
with Qing architecture, were widely used, even in imperial 
buildings lying far outside the capital, such as the Daoist 
temples on Mount Wudang. 

Spacing of inter-columnar sets
As mentioned above, by the early Ming period, the size of 
the module and resulting bracket-set was no longer as 
important in determining the rank of a building as it was in 
the Song. Instead, the number of inter-columnar bracket-
sets became the new indicator of rank and status. The 
Yingzao fashi stipulates that, regardless of the width of the 

Plate 21.8a–c: a) ‘Filled-heart construction’ (jixinzao 計心造) bracket-set; b) ‘Stolen heart construction’ (touxinzao 偷心造) bracket-set;  
c) ‘Single-arm construction’ (dangongzao 單栱造) bracket-set (after Guo Daiheng 2009, p. 664)

a) b) c)

Plate 21.9a–b: a) Line drawing 
of liujin dougong 溜金斗栱 
(after Wang Xiaoqing 2006, p. 
449); b) liujin dougong tails 
inside Ling’endian

a) b)
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the structures were built, it was likely up to the local 
craftsmen to apply superficial decoration according to 
regional customs, based on the functional demands of the 
halls or in response to site-specific geographic constraints. It 
is no doubt these superficial decorations that account for the 
halls’ immediately recognisable differences and obscure 
their many underlying consistencies. 

Notes
I would like to thank Rui Zhu and Alexandra Harrer for 
their helpful comments on a draft of this chapter.

1 Liang and Fairbank 2005, 103.
2 The palaces in Nanjing were constructed in three phases: between 

1366 and 1367 the basic scale and layout of the buildings was 
arranged; from 1375 to 1377 most of the palace buildings were 
constructed; and in 1392 they were expanded. The palaces in 
Beijing were constructed between 1416 and 1420, but were rebuilt 
and expanded several times throughout the Ming and Qing 
dynasties. See Pan 2009, 112–18 for an introduction to the palace 
architecture in Nanjing under Hongwu and in Beijing under 
Yongle. For a study on the construction dates of Yongle’s capital at 
Beijing see Li Xieping 1995, 34–64.

3 Guo 2005, 1–2. It is important to mention that each new dynasty 
developed its own official architectural style. According to Fu 
Xinian, official architecture can be understood in contrast to 
vernacular architecture. Fu argues that whereas vernacular 
architecture evolves organically at a consistent rate, depending on 
such factors as geography, climate and culture, because it is 
controlled and standardised by the government, official 
architecture instead develops in stages, with significant changes 
being made under each new dynasty. Fu 1999, 91.

4 Little has been published on the architecture of Ling’endian. See 
Liu Dunzhen 1933 and Li Qianlang 2009 for an introduction.

5 Between 1413 and 1424 Emperor Yongle constructed dozens of 
Daoist temples over a 60km-wide area of Mount Wudang. On this 
architectural complex, see Wudangshan zhi bianzuan weiyuanhui 
1994, 123–69; Hubei sheng jianshe ting 2005; and de Bruyn 2010, 
especially ch. 12.

6 Qutansi was consecutively supported by the Hongwu, Yongle, 
Hongxi and Xuande emperors. Although the construction of 
Longguodian was finished in the second year of the Xuande (1427) 
reign, the project was initiated during the reign of Yongle. On the 
architecture of Qutansi see Wu Cong 1994; Debreczeny 2007, 
158–90; and Campbell 2011, 127–45.

7 For an overview and history of the Yingzao fashi see Glahn 1981, 
Glahn 1975 and Glahn 1984; and Guo Qinghua 1988. For 
annotated and punctuated versions of the Yingzao fashi see Liang 
Sicheng 1983 and (Song) Li Jie 2006. 

8 On the Gongcheng zuofa see Liang Sicheng 2006 and Wang Puzi 
1995. 

9 Harrer 2010, 44.

used to calculate the cross-sections of the other structural 
members, it was not yet used to determine the widths of the 
bays.59 Similarly, in the three Ming halls examined here, the 
spacing between the bracket-sets in the central bay is not set 
at eleven, but fluctuates between 10.3 to 12.1 doukou modules. 
The width of the central bay at Longguodian, for instance, is 
60 doukou and there are four bracket-set clusters, meaning 
that they are spaced at 12 doukou intervals. The spacing of the 
bracket-sets also differs depending on whether they are 
located in the central bay (ming jian 明間), the flanking bays 
(cijian 次間) or the corner bays (shaojian 梢間). For instance, 
whereas the bracket-sets in the central bay at Ling’endian 
are spaced at 11.5 doukou, those in the flanking and corner 
bays are spaced at 10.4 doukou (Table 4).

 These buildings reveal that in the early Ming the 
number of inter-columnar bracket sets became a primary 
expression of a building’s rank. Moreover, although we do 
see some evidence of a close relationship between the 
number of bracket sets and the width of the bays, it is also 
clear that these early Ming buildings did not yet determine 
the width of the bays based on the 11-doukou rule later 
outlined in the Gongcheng zuofa.60 Even though the system of 
bracket-set spacing was not set precisely at 11 doukou in the 
early Ming period, the more or less stable 10 to 12 doukou 
distances in the three Yongle halls examined here 
undoubtedly set the stage for the standardisation that was 
finally achieved in the Qing.

Conclusions
Upon first glance Ling’endian, Zixiaodian and 
Longguodian look quite different from each other. However, 
a closer investigation of their structures reveals that they 
were built according to the same basic architectural 
principles as each other. The style they embody, now known 
as the official Ming architectural style, was novel at the time, 
having been worked out in the first 60 or so years of the 
Ming dynasty. In comparison with pre-Ming buildings, 
those built in the early 15th century are highly simplified and 
standardised. The new Ming architectural style can be 
understood as the product of efforts to facilitate carpenters’ 
workloads and also to save wood during the intense period of 
construction of the two Ming capitals. Indeed, as we can tell 
from the halls examined here, the official Ming 
architectural style was a one-size-fits-all model that was 
designed to move across wide geographical territories. Once 

Table 4 Width of bay (in metres)54, number of intercolumnar bracket-set clusters and distance between the bracket-set clusters (in doukou)55

Ling’endian Zixiaodian Longguodian

Façade:

Central bay (mingjian 明間) 10.30m,56 8 sets, 11.5 doukou 8.37m, 6 sets, 11.4 doukou 6.60m, 4 sets, 12 doukou

First flanking bays (cijian 次間 1) 7.20m, 6 sets, 10.4 doukou 6.39m, 4 sets, 12.1 doukou 5.70m, 4 sets, 10.4 doukou

Second flanking bays (cijian 2) 7.20m, 6, sets, 10.4 doukou N/A 5.70m, 4 sets, 10.4 doukou

Third flanking bays (cijian 3) 7.20m, 6 sets, 10.4 doukou N/A N/A

Side bays (shaojian 梢間) 6.70m, 6 sets, 10.4 doukou 2.56m, 1 set, 12.1 doukou 2.12m, none, 19.3 doukou (?)

Side:
Central bay 10.30m, 9 sets, 9.6 doukou 5.94m, 4 sets, 10.8 doukou 7.74m, 4 sets, 14.1 doukou

First flanking bays 6.70m, 6 sets, x57 3.66m, 2 sets, 11.1 doukou 3.82m, 2 sets, 11.6
doukou 

Side bays 2.80m, 2 sets, x58 2.56m, 1 set, 10.1 doukou 1.92m, none, 17.4 doukou (?)
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Guang[zhou]. An official dispatched to collect the timbers would 
not return to Beijing for four or five years’). For more on this subject 
see Zhou Qiwen 2012, 139. Ming records also reveal that it was 
difficult for even 1,000 men to move a single felled timber: ‘一木初
臥，千夫難移’. Another text mentions that 700 or 800 men were 
required: ‘拽運輒至七八百人’. Lan Yong 1994, 94. Eventually 
Ming regulations specified the number of individuals required to 
move trunks of certain sizes. A trunk of nan wood seven zhang丈 
tall, and one zhang, two-to-three chi 尺in circumference, for 
example, required 500 men: ‘崇楠木一株，長七丈，圍圓一丈二三尺 
者，用拽運夫五百名。’ Gao Shouxian 2006, 28.

36 For example, a text dating to 1431 mentions that Xuande issued an 
order to stop the waste of nan timber materials stored in the Beijing 
timber yards: ‘有不當用，切勿妄廢。若本大材而工匠斵小用之，罪
亦不貸. When there are [timber materials] not being used, do not 
rashly waste them. If carpenters chop these large timbers for trivial 
purposes, they will be punished without pardon.’ See Jiang 
Shunyuan 2002, 244.

37 The formula used to calculate the number of tiers in a bracket set is 
the following: twice the number of projecting steps (2x chucaishu 出
踩數) +1 = a bracket set of y-cai 踩. Harrer 2010, 580.

38 Qi Yingtao 1992, 336.
39 Qiao 翹 are gong-shaped (gongxing 弓形) wooden members that 

project outwards from the central line of the block atop which they 
sit. It is the same thing as the Song dynasty huagong 華栱 (see 
footnote below). Wang 2006, 418.

40 A so-called ‘false cantilever’ ( jia’ang 假昂) refers to the result of the 
end of a projecting bracket-arm (huagong) has been carved to look 
like a true cantilever (ang 昂), but which, instead of serving a 
structural function is merely decorative. In the early Ming it was 
common for buildings to have two false cantilevers.

41 Qi 1992, 335.
42 Guo Qinghua 2002, 50. 
43 Qi 1992, 336.
44 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 92.
45 The cantilever is a diagonal member resting on a fulcrum that 

capitalises on the upward thrust created by the massive load on one 
end to support the weight of the roof eave on the other end. Lothar 
Ledderose gives a very clear explanation in English of the 
cantilever’s function in timber-frame architecture. See Ledderose 
2000, 122–3.

46 For more on liujin brackets see Guo Huayu 2002, 281–9. 
47 Pan Guxi 2009, 458–9.
48 ‘凡于闌額上坐櫨枓安鋪作者，謂之‘補間鋪坐。’當心間需用補間鋪

坐兩枓朵，次間及梢間各用一朵’ (‘The bracket sets atop the cap 
blocks atop the architrave are called ‘intercolumnar bracket-sets. 
The central bay needs two sets of inter-columnar bracket sets while 
the flanking and corner bays each need one’). Li Jie 2006, 34. 

49 It is important to mention that the link between the bay width and 
the number of brackets may actually have been dictated by a 
structural problem. On account of the decreasing size of the 
module and the smaller bracket-arms that came along with it, the 
number of bracket-sets may have been increased in order to 
provide enough support for the heavy load of the roof: the larger 
the building, the wider the bay spans, and the more bracket-sets 
required. Guo Huayu 2005, 142.

50 For more on this phenomenon see Zhang Shiqing 1999, 92.
51 Zang Shiqing 1999, 92. 
52 Guo Huayu 2005, 49.
53 Sun Dazhang 2009, 398–9.
54 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 88–9.
55 Guo Huayu 2005, 147.
56 Guo Huayu (2005, 140) gives 9.83m for the width of the 

Ling’endian ming jian.
57 No measurements provided.
58 No measurements provided.
59 See Zhang Shiqing 1999 for a detailed explanation of this 

development. 
60 Guo Huayu 2005, 49.

10 Or, in the words of Qinghua Guo, ‘the module controls the scale’. 
Guo 1988, 6. 

11 These calculations are based on Song dynasty measurements in 
which one cun is roughly equal to 3.12cm. The modules also 
correspond to the number of bays across the façade and to different 
building types. See Li Jie 2006, 24–5 for the original text outlining 
the module ranking system. For this information organised into a 
clear table see Guo Daiheng 2009, 642. 

12 Chen Mingda 1998.
13 Fu Xinian 2001, 647. It may well be that because in the Tang 

dynasty builders did not yet have the technical means to fabricate 
delicate timber-frame constructions they ‘over-dimensioned’ 
everything in order to ensure structural stability. Nonetheless, the 
Yingzao fashi clearly testifies to the perceived importance of the 
module size in determining the overall rank of a building. I would 
like to thank Alexandra Harrer for bringing this point to my 
attention. ‘Over-dimensioned’ is Harrer’s terminology.

14 Liang Sicheng 2005, 19–20. 
15 Sun Dazhang 2009, 399. These calculations are based on Ming 

dynasty measurements in which one cun is roughly equal to 
3.175cm. See Guo Huayu 2005, 127. 

16 Sun Dazhang 2009, 399.
17 See Pan Guxi 2009, 450–4 for an explanation of the major 

structural changes that occurred during the Yuan dynasty.
18 Examples include Yonglegong Sanqingdian 永樂宮三清殿, five 

bays, 6.6 x 4.4 cun (20.7 x 13.5cm); Yonglegong Chunyangdian 永樂
宮純陽殿, five bays, 6 x 4 cun (18.0 x 12.5cm); Guangsheng Shang si 
Mituodian 廣勝上寺彌陀殿, five bays, 5.25 x 3.5 cun (16.5 x 11cm); 
Zhenrusi Dadian 真如寺大殿, three bays, 4.4 x 3 cun (13.5 x 9cm). 
Pan Guxi 2009, 452. 

19 This point can be illustrated by comparing the three-bay wide 
Main Hall of Zhenrusi (1320) to the nine-bay wide Ling’endian. 
Despite their obvious differences in size and rank, both halls 
employ modules of 3 cun.

20 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 91.
21 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 91.
22 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 91; Wu Cong 1994, 39; and Qi Yingtao 

1992, 326. Guo Huayu provides different figures for the module 
widths of the three halls: Zixiaogong, 7.6–8cm/2.4–2.5 cun; 
Ling’endian, 9.5cm/3.0 cun; Longguodian, 7.6–8.0cm/2.4–2.5 cun. 
Guo Huayu 2005, 128. I am following Bai and Wu’s figures because 
they are consistent with each other.

23 The module size is an approximate figure based on the remains of 
this building. Bai, He and Wang 2009, 91. 

24 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 91.
25 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 91. Guo gives 11.5–12cm/3.62–3.78 cun for 

the module width. Guo Huayu 2005, 128.
26 Guo Huayu 2005, 128.
27 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 91.
28 Qi Yingtao 1992, 326.
29 Qi Yingtao 1992, 326.
30 Qi Yingtao 1992, 326.
31 See Pan Guxi 2009, 451 for a technical description of the ways in 

which beams were used to support brackets.
32 This does not mean, however, that bracket-sets became purely 

ornamental. Recent scholarship has demonstrated that Ming and 
Qing brackets still served a structural function even though they 
had shrunken in size. Guo Huayu 2005, 142.

33 Yu Zhuoyun thus concluded that ‘…because [the forests in 
Sichuan] were so vast and the supply of wood plentiful, there was 
an endless stream of timber travelling between the province and 
the timber yards in Beijing’. Yu Zhuoyun and Hutt 1987, 20. The 
60 massive nan wood pillars used at Ling’endian, which soar 13m in 
height and measure 1.17m in diameter, offer a glimpse of just how 
large the timbers used for imperial construction during the Yongle 
reign could be. Nonetheless, the column dimensions at Ling’endian 
should not be considered typical of all Ming buildings, but only the 
very highest-ranking ones. 

34 Bai, He and Wang 2009, 93.
35 For example, a Ming dynasty text records: ‘照得楠杉大木，產在川

貴湖廣等處，差官採辦，非四五年不得北京’ (‘The great nan and 
shan timbers are produced in Gui[zhou], Hu[nan], and 
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By far the most controversial but most essential issue 
regarding the ships that were used on Zheng He’s 鄭和 
15th-century maritime expeditions is their size. According to 
the biography of Zheng He in the ‘Official Ming History’ 
(Ming shi 明史), compiled in 1739, these ‘Treasure Ships’ 
(baochuan 寶船) were 44 zhang 丈 long and 18 zhang wide.1 If 
we take the standard equivalent of the zhang in the Ming 
period, which is 3.11m,2 the dimensions work out to 
approximately 137m by 56m, or 449ft by 184ft. Most 
maritime historians and shipbuilding engineers, both 
Western and Chinese, say that a wooden ship of this period 
could not possibly have been this big. To help visualise this 
size, an American football field is 110m long and 49m wide; 
one of Zheng He’s ships would have been both longer and 
wider than this. The USS Minnesota, a steel battleship built in 
1905 and decommissioned in 1924 after fighting in the First 
World War, was only slightly longer (139m) than the length 
that the Ming shi gives for Zheng He’s ships, but considerably 
narrower (24m), obeying the principle espoused by some 
naval architects that a longer ship should be proportionally 
narrower.3 Thus another problem with the dimensions given 
in the Ming shi is that such a ship is proportionally wide in 
the beam, with a length to width ratio of 2.45, as opposed to 
the Minnesota’s 5.79. Because it was made of steel, the 
Minnesota would have been much stronger on the high seas 
than a wooden sailing ship of that size, particularly before 
diagonal braces were invented by Robert Seppings in the 
early 19th century.4 However, the Ming shi is a highly 
respected work of Chinese history, and it is difficult to ignore 
the dimensions recorded in it entirely. Consequently, there is 
a great deal of controversy over the entire matter among 
historians. In my view, Zheng He’s ships could not have been 
450ft long; their length was more likely to have been about 
250ft. This chapter provides the essence of my argument, 
which I have set out at greater length in another paper,5 and 
ties it into the Ming context set out so exquisitely by the 
British Museum exhibition Ming: 50 years that changed China.6 

Louise Levathes’ book When China Ruled the Seas includes 
an illustration by Jan Atkins of a colossal Zheng He ship 
dwarfing Christopher Columbus’s Santa Maria by 
comparison (Pl. 22.1).7 Although Zheng He’s ship seems 
incredulously large in this illustration compared to the Santa 

Chapter 22
Investigating Zheng He’s 
Ships: What is Known 
and Knowable?

Sally K. Church

0 400 feet100 200 300

Plate 22.1 Christopher Columbus’s Santa Maria compared to 
Zheng He’s ship (after Levathes 1994)
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accuracy. However, the ratio should in fact not be the same 
for all sizes of ship – this would not accord with the principle 
mentioned above that longer ships should be proportionally 
narrower.8 Moreover, the total number of ships given in the 
first column of the table (1,384) is also astronomical by 
comparison with any of the estimates given in the historical 
sources, which range from 48 to 250.9

The question of the size of Zheng He’s ships became 
particularly important around the turn of the 21st century 
when it was suggested that a replica ship should be built and 
sailed on the high seas for the 600th anniversary of the first 
voyage that was coming up in 2005. The pressing question, 
then hotly debated, was how large this replica should be. In 
the end, no replica was built in time for the anniversary, 
largely because it could not be agreed what size to make it. 
Leading up to the anniversary, there was a lively debate on 
whether the replica should be constructed according to the 
dimensions in the Ming shi, or whether something smaller 
and more reasonable in terms of time, manpower, materials 
and expense should be designed. With regard to materials, 
primarily meaning wood, it is possible to use the figures that 
are available for British ‘ships of the line’ to calculate 
roughly that a 44-zhang ship would have required 
approximately 24,600 trees.10 The environmental impact of 
a replica project of such a scale is staggering to contemplate 

Maria, the drawing is in fact an accurate representation of 
both the dimensions as given in the Ming shi and those of 
Columbus’s ship. The illustration also depicts the ship as 
having nine main masts, a detail that betrays the source on 
which it is based. The idea that Zheng He’s largest ships had 
nine masts seems to derive from the novel about Zheng He’s 
exploits entitled The Adventures of the Eunuch of the Three 
Treasures in the Western Oceans (Sanbao taijian xiyang ji 三寶太監
西洋記), written in 1597 by the otherwise unknown writer 
Luo Maodeng 羅懋登 (Pl. 22.2). The novel lists five classes 
of ship in the fleet, giving the number of ships for each type, 
the number of masts, the dimensions in zhang and the length-
to-beam ratio. These details are presented in Table 1.

The similarity of the length to beam (width) ratios of 
these five hypothetical ships seems to suggest scientific 

Plate 22.2 The Adventures of the Eunuch of the Three Treasures in the Western Oceans (Sanbao taijian xiyangji 三寶太監西洋記) by Luo 
Maodeng 羅懋登, written in 1597. This page shows foreigners bringing tribute of elephants. Woodblock-printed, ink on paper. National 
Library of China

No. of 
ships

No. of 
masts

Type of ship Dimensions 
(zhang)

L/W 
ratio

36 9 treasure ships 44.4 x 18 2.46
700 8 horse transport ships 37 x 15 2.47
240 7 grain supply ships 28 x 12 2.33
300 6 personnel ships 24 x 9.4 2.55
108 5 warships 18 x 6.8 2.64

Table 1 Five types of ship as presented in The Adventures of the 
Eunuch of the Three Treasures in the Western Oceans
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Between the 580th anniversary in 1985 and the 600th 
anniversary in 2005, the possibility of building a replica for 
the big celebration stimulated a substantial amount of 
research into the size of these ships. Scholars made all sorts 
of speculations and calculations, attempting to make sense of 
the dimensions given in the Ming shi. One scholar suggested 
that the length and beam of the ships may have been 
reversed, and a decimal point introduced, yielding 
dimensions of 18 zhang long by 4.4 zhang wide.13 Another 
argued that the measurement given as length was actually 
the product of the length multiplied by the beam.14 Still 
others dispensed with the Ming shi entirely and looked back 
to the dimensions of earlier ships in China’s long maritime 
tradition. The trouble with comparing ships from other 
periods and contexts is that in the end it is difficult to draw 
precise conclusions about Zheng He’s ships from these 
earlier ships. The essential difficulty with the issues 
surrounding Zheng He’s ships is that not enough 
information about them survives.

Despite the reverence in which the Ming shi is held by 
some scholars, it should be remembered that in general the 
official histories of China are secondary, not primary, 
sources. Although they were compiled from primary 
sources, this did not occur until the subsequent dynasty. 
Thus while Zheng He’s expeditions took place between 1405 
and 1433, the Ming shi was not completed until 300 years 
later, almost 100 years into the Qing dynasty. By that time, 
not only those involved in the voyages, but even those who 
could remember the voyages were gone. The history was 
also compiled, not by shipbuilders or scientists of any kind, 
but by literati, educated in the Confucian classics. The most 
likely explanation for the unrealistically large dimensions in 

and this was a consideration for the planners of the 600th 
anniversary. A fleet of 62 ships of this size (the number of 
ships given in the Ming shi for the first voyage) would have 
required about 1,525,200 trees. Moreover, the ships would 
have lasted only about ten years before they had to be 
completely rebuilt. Therefore, over the 28 years of the 
voyages, they would have needed to be reconstructed three 
or four times, bringing the total up to 4,575,600 or even six 
million trees.11 This would have included not only fir, but 
also more expensive and exotic woods of teak and cedar for 
parts of the ships requiring extra strength, such as rudders 
and tillers.12 Shipbuilding was not the only demand on 
China’s forests at the time; the new capital was being built in 
Beijing from approximately 1407 onwards, which also 
required huge amounts of high-quality wood. Thus the 
effect of just these two of Emperor Yongle’s ambitious 
projects on the environment and the economy, even if the 
ships were half the dimensions given in the Ming shi, was 
enormous, not to mention the pressure on the infrastructure 
which would have been required to transport the trees from 
their points of origin. 

Another issue is time: there does not seem to have been 
enough time for ships of such a large size to be built. 
Emperor Yongle came to the throne in the second half of 
1402. In 1403 he announced the plan to launch these 
expeditions, and the first voyage set sail in July 1405. This 
means that all 62 ships had to have been built in less than 
two years, which is remarkable given that a single replica 
half the size, which is now being built with modern 
technology in Nanjing, has been under construction for 
almost six years (Pl. 22.3). More will be said about this 
replica later. 

Plate 22.3 A full-size replica of Zheng He’s treasure ship in Nanjing Treasure Shipyard Relic Site Park
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specific types of ships for different purposes (see Table 1). It 
is well documented that there were 27,000 to 28,000 people 
(including crew and passengers) on most of the voyages. In 
order to transport so many, the fleet would have needed 
quite a number of ships. Various calculations of the number 
of ships based on these personnel figures have been made, 
which will be examined more closely later in the chapter. 

Another difficulty is the lack of images. There are 
certainly no drawings of the ships that we could in any way 
term ‘scientific’. The few images we have do not provide 
accurate details, but just give a general impression. There 
are three main sets of illustrations that shed some light on 
the size of the ships and these will be discussed below. 

We also do not completely understand the measurement 
units used to build these ships. While we know how long the 
Ministry of Works chi 尺 (foot) was, there were other types of 
chi in use as well. We have references to a shipbuilding chi, a 
Huai chi 淮尺, a tailor’s chi, a construction chi and others, 
specialised according to profession, reminiscent of the 
English baker’s dozen. The length of a chi also changes over 
time from one dynasty to another, and differs from place to 
place. Whether the Ministry of Works chi was the standard 
used in shipbuilding we do not know. Two wooden foot-rulers 
have been found in the Treasure Shipyard, both about 31cm 
long.18 They provide enticing evidence, but there is no way to 
tell when they were dropped into the basins. 

As for the sources and what they say, there are three types 
of source now extant: written works, illustrations and 
archaeological evidence. For the written works, in addition 
to the Ming shi, we have the Ming Veritable Records (Ming shilu 
明實錄), three first-hand accounts, one anonymous 
itinerary, some stone inscriptions and some unofficial 
histories. As we have seen, the History of the Ming mentions 
only the length and beam measurements. There are no 
figures for depth or any other details. The Veritable Records 

the Ming history is that the compilers found these figures in 
the sources and copied them without thinking carefully 
about whether they made sense.15 

Moreover, all the documents that had been in the official 
government archives concerning the voyages had 
disappeared. According to one source, the documents were 
destroyed in the Chenghua reign period (1465–87), due to a 
power struggle between Confucian scholars and eunuchs. 
From Zheng He’s time onwards, eunuchs had become 
associated with ambitious maritime ventures, and they 
became more powerful as the years went on. It seems that in 
order to thwart the plans of the eunuch Wang Zhi 汪直 to 
launch military expeditions, the Confucian scholar Liu 
Daxia 劉大夏, Vice President of the Ministry of War, 
destroyed all the documents in the archives relating to 
Zheng He’s voyages.16

Despite this unfortunate obliteration of the official 
written record, references to the voyages have surfaced in a 
number of sources. The trouble is that the surviving sources 
are still scanty, and information about the ships in them is 
quite rare. It is scattered among different sources, and does 
not fit together as a neat whole. We might have the length 
and beam of one ship, the complement of another, the mast 
height of a third, and the rudderpost length of a fourth, but 
no record of the dimensions of a single ship from the fleet in 
its entirety. 

One point that seems fairly certain is that there were 
many different sizes of ship on these voyages. In addition to 
the 62 enormous ships mentioned by the Ming shi, other 
sources refer to 100–250 ships in the fleet. There were 
probably ships of many different sizes and purposes. Gong 
Zhen 鞏珍, a staff member on the final voyage in 1431–3, 
refers to specially designated water ships,17 and there may 
have been other specialised types. Although the novel 
cannot entirely be trusted, it does suggest that there were 

Plate 22.4 (left) Stele in Jinghai Temple, 
reconstructed in 1980s

Plate 22.5 (right) Rubbing of the Jinghai 
Temple stele
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As noted above, scholars have made various calculations 
in attempts to figure out the size of the ships from the scanty 
and scattered information that is available. Professor Xin 
Yuan’ou, a shipbuilding engineer at Shanghai Jiaotong 
University, whose paper ‘A Technical Analysis of the Size of 
Zheng He’s Ships’ (Guanyu Zheng He baochuan chidu de jishu 
fenxi 關於鄭和寶船尺度的技術分析) first excited my interest 
in this topic, was the one who estimated that each of the 
20,000 ton ships (his estimate for the 450ft size) would have 
required 8,000 men to man it. If the figure of 27,000 people 
in each fleet is correct, and if 8,000 men were required for 
each ship, there would have been fewer than four ships in 
the entire fleet, not the 62, 100 or 250 that have been 
mentioned in the sources. For this reason, the figure of 
8,000 men as a complement must be incorrect. This is one 
argument for saying that the ships cannot have been the 
20,000 ton size. 

Starting out from the smallest possible complement, the 
estimate by Gong Zhen of 200–300 people per ship would 
work out to 112 ships (27,000 people divided by 250, the 
average of his 200–300 figure). This figure for the number of 
ships is at least within the range mentioned in the sources. 
The number of vessels given in two almost identical 
inscriptions contemporary with the voyages is 100 – these 
are the Liujiagang and Changle inscriptions, both dated 
1431, discovered in Taicang (near present-day Shanghai) and 
Fujian (near Fuzhou), respectively. This number sounds 
suspiciously like an estimate that has been rounded off. It 
works out to 270 men per ship, which falls within the range 
estimated by Gong Zhen. Professor Xin also tries dividing 
27,000 by 62 to determine the average number of men per 
ship on the first voyage, obtaining 436 men per ship. 
However, this calculation does not take into account the 
existence of smaller ships as well. A similar operation 
carried out for the 48 ships mentioned by Fei Xin for the 
third voyage yields 563 men per ship. From these efforts, Xin 
concludes that Lo Jung-pang was correct and the ships were 
probably about 500 tons in capacity and 800 tons in 
displacement. He estimates that they were about 250ft in 
length, and this is the size I have settled on as most likely to 
be correct. 

In China today there is sometimes fierce disagreement 
among scholars on this subject. Those who argue that the 
Ming history must be right and believe that Zheng He’s ships 
were 44 zhang long form one camp, and those who say they 
were 2,000 liao in size form another. These two groups take 
their positions very seriously and have sometimes almost 
come to blows. I witnessed a heated debate at the 600th 
anniversary conference in July 2005, in which an elderly 
scholar with strong views nearly fainted. Since then, Chinese 
maritime historians have become less strident on the matter 
and have agreed to disagree, but there are still strong 
feelings on the issue.

In recent years, some members of the small ship camp 
have formed a group called the Beijing Association for the 
Study of Zheng He and Maritime Culture (Beijing Zheng He 
yu Haiyang wenhua yanjiu hui 北京鄭和與海洋文化研究會), 
which is currently building a replica of a 2000-liao treasure 
ship at the Treasure Shipyard in Nanjing. The overall 
specifications of this ship are as follows:  

contains some information, but not about the size of the 
ships. It gives details about the numbers of ships that were 
built, and where and when they were constructed, repaired 
or modified.19 It also mentions that some ships were built 
from scratch, while others were converted (gaizao 改造) from 
grain transport ships. Under Yongle’s reign the overseas 
grain transport ships that the preceding Yuan dynasty had 
relied upon for south-to-north grain transport were largely 
phased out; the construction of the new capital in Beijing 
had necessitated refurbishment of the canal system to allow 
grain to be transported on inland waterways instead of by 
sea. Interestingly this meant that some of the existing grain 
transport ships no longer used for that purpose were 
converted into treasure ships for Zheng He’s voyages. 
Instances of these conversions are recorded in the Shilu.

The three first-hand travel accounts, those of Ma Huan 
馬歡, Fei Xin 費信 and Gong Zhen, unfortunately say very 
little about the ships.20 They comment that the vessels were 
enormous, but do not specify the size. There are hints about 
the size, however, such as when it is mentioned that in some 
ports the large ships of the fleet had to moor offshore while 
people and goods were transported into port on smaller 
ships. Again, all we can tell from these accounts is that the 
ships were very large. 

One piece of rather more meaty information is provided 
by Gong Zhen, who says that 200–300 men were required to 
operate the sails, anchors and rudders of the ships.21 From 
these figures we can perhaps obtain a rough idea of their size. 
With such a small complement, however, these would not be 
44-zhang ships. According to one expert, a 44-zhang ship 
would have needed 8,000 men to man it.22 The USS Minnesota 
was manned by 838 men and 42 officers, but as a steel ship it 
would have needed far fewer men than a wooden ship. In an 
anonymous itinerary for the seventh expedition, found in 
Zhu Yunming’s 祝允明 (1461–1527) miscellany Qianwen ji  
前聞記 (Record of Things Heard ) (c. 1500), the number of people 
sailing on the voyage is given as 27,550, broken down into the 
following categories of passengers and crew on board: 

Officers; troops serving under the banners; group-leaders 
(huozhang, literally ‘fire-leaders’); helmsmen; anchormen; 
interpreters; business-factors; accountants; doctors; iron-
anchor mechanics; caulkers; scaffold-builders; other craftsmen; 
sailors; and boatmen.23

Another source of information about the size occurs on one 
of the stone stelae that were set up in China and in other 
places that Zheng He visited. Words inscribed on stone are 
often thought to be more trustworthy than written records. 
One of them was at the Jinghaisi 靜海寺 (Calm Sea 
Monastery)in Nanjing, where Zheng He went to pray for 
smooth sailing before he set out on his voyages (Pl. 22.4). It 
mentions the size of the ships (Pl. 22.5). The inscription says: 
‘in the third year of Yongle (1405), the ships were 2,000 liao 料 
 . . . and in the seventh year (1409) they were 1,500 liao’. The 
appearance of yet another unit for the size of the ships, the liao, 
creates new problems. It seems to have been a unit of capacity, 
used for calculating the amount of grain and other goods to be 
transported. The scholar Lo Jung-pang reckons that it was 
500 pounds, in which case the 2,000-liao ships would have 
been 500 tons and the 1500-liao ships 375 tons.24 However, this 
is just an estimate and should not be taken as the final word.
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dates from the 1620s. In Chinese it is called Zheng He hanghai 
tu 鄭和航海圖 (Zheng He’s Navigation Chart),26 while in English 
it has been called ‘the Mao Kun map’ because it was 
preserved in a collection of military texts called Wubei zhi  
武備志 (Treatise on Military Preparedness) held in the 
library of Mao Kun 茅坤 (1512–1601), which was printed in 
1621 (Pl. 22.7) by his grandson Mao Yuanyi 茅元儀 (1594–
1641) and presented to the throne in 1628. This is probably 
not the actual sailing chart used on Zheng He’s voyages – it is 
perhaps a copy, or a copy of a copy – but it includes compass 
directions and the lengths of time (in watches, geng 更) that it 
takes to sail between certain destinations, as well as drawings 
of the shorelines as seen from the sea. It is therefore a valuable 
source of information. While there are no images of ships in 
the map itself, the 40 folios of the map are followed by four 

Total length: 71.1m

Length at waterline: 
63.05m

Beam 14.05m

Depth: 6.1m

Draught: 4.6m

Loaded displacement: 
1,810 tons

Height of main mast: 
38m25

This replica is thus just under the 250ft size which in my 
view is most realistic. One of the wonders of modern 
technology is that one can zoom in on Google Earth and see 
the replica under construction at the Treasure Shipyard in 
Nanjing, occupying one end of basin 6 (Pl. 22.6a–b). 

There are three main sets of illustrations relevant to the 
size of the ships. The first is the Mao Kun 茅坤 map, which 

Plate 22.7 Treatise on Military Preparedness or Records of 
Armaments and Military Provisions (Wubei zhi 武備志). Tianqi 
period edition, 1621–7. Woodblock-printed, ink on paper, National 
Library of China

Plate 22.8 (left) Drawing of 11.07m long rudderpost comparison 
with a man; (right) Wood rudderpost. Length 10.06m. Nanjing 
Treasure Shipyard Relic Site Park

Plate 22.6a–b Google map images, showing the actual ship under the construction
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found in approximately the same location during the 
excavation of the shipyard in 2003–4. While the 1962 study 
of the first find claims to prove that Zheng He’s ships could 
have been the size stated in the Ming shi, it considers these 
ships to be shachuan 沙船, or ‘sand-ships’, shallow ships used 
primarily for inland transport, which I believe to be a 

so-called ‘stellar diagrams’,27 which indicate how to position a 
ship in line with the constellations in order to sail across the 
two long expanses of open water along Zheng He’s route 
where coastal sailing is impossible. These expanses are firstly 
across the Bay of Bengal from Southeast Asia to India and 
back, and secondly from Calicut to Hormuz and back. The 
ships depicted in these stellar diagrams are sketchy, but they 
present an image of small ships with only three masts rather 
than gigantic ships. They even show a particular type of 
rudder that is consistent with the 11.07m long rudderpost 
found at the shipyard in 1957 (Pl. 22.8).28 

The second source of images is the illustration included in 
a religious text telling how the goddess Tianfei 天妃 
(Celestial Spouse) protects sailors.29 The important thing 
about this text is its date – 1420 – exactly contemporaneous 
with the voyages, compared to the illustrations in the Mao 
Kun map, which cannot be pinpointed before the 1620s. In 
this picture Zheng He’s ships are of a modest size with three 
main masts and two subsidiary ones (Pl. 22.9).

The third source of illustrations is the Long jiang Shipyard 
Treatise (Long jiang chuanchang zhi 龍江船廠志) of 1553 by Li 
Zhaoxiang 李昭祥 (f l. 1537–53).30 The Longjiang Shipyard 
was located in Nanjing near the Treasure Shipyard where 
the ocean-going ships were built. It produced much smaller 
ships than the Treasure Shipyard, mostly military ships for 
policing the inland waterways, but there was some overlap 
between the two shipyards in construction and supplies.31 
The Treatise provides illustrations of the 24 models of ship 
built at the shipyard, and these are accompanied in most 
cases by their dimensions. They are all of different sizes, 
and some are fortunately named according to their size, 
expressed in liao. There are 400-, 300-, 200-liao ships and 
smaller ones as well. Some scholars have tried to 
extrapolate the information given for the 400-liao ship to 
determine the dimensions of the 2,000-liao type. André 
Wegener Sleeswyk devised a formula for calculating the liao 
of a ship by multiplying its length, beam and depth 
(measured in chi) together, and raising it to the power of 
two-thirds.32

One of the illustrations of the 24 ships in the Treatise is of 
the ‘ocean-going ship’ (haichuan 海船). Enticing though it is 
to see this illustration, and to think it might represent Zheng 
He’s ships, a disappointing inscription appears in the space 
where the dimensions are usually given saying: ‘There is no 
information about the dimensions of this ship’ (chidu wukao 
尺度無考). Thus by 1553, only 120 years after the end of the 
voyages when the Treatise was written, the specifications for 
the long-distance sailing ships had already been forgotten, 
even in the precise place where they had been constructed. 
Despite this lack of information, the illustration itself at 
least provides a vague image that someone at the shipyard 
had of the ship at the time. Although it looks large, it has 
only four main masts, not nine (Pl. 22.10). While not 
scientific, the illustrations described above give the general 
impression that Zheng He’s ships were not the gargantuan 
constructions depicted in the Atkins illustration (see Pl. 
22.1).

There have been several archaeological discoveries of 
note. In addition to the rudderpost discovered in the 
Treasure Shipyard in 1957,33 two others of similar sizes were 

Plate 22.10 Longjiang Shipyard Treatise (Longjiang chuanchang 
zhi 龍江船廠志) by Li Zhaoxiang 李昭祥 (fl. 1537–53), 1553. Page 
showing ocean-going ship (haichuan 海船). The Bodleian 
Libraries, The University of Oxford, Chin.e.455/117-119 

Plate 22.9 Ship from ‘Sutra spoken from on high of the miraculous 
efficacy of Tianfei in salvation from distress’ (Taishang shuo 
Tianfei jiuku lingying jing 太上說天妃救苦靈應經), dated 1420. 
Woodblock printed, ink on paper. National Library of China



204 | Ming China: Courts and Contacts 1400–1450

(see Pl. 19.1) is exactly one Chinese foot long, and was 
designed this way to standardise the size of a foot. The 
samples that survive can therefore be used to confirm the 
size of a Ministry of Works foot in the Ming period.35 
Although, as mentioned above, it is not absolutely certain 
that this is the length of the foot used as a standard for 
shipbuilding, it is not likely to be far off. It should be noted 
that the prominent scholar and shipbuilding engineer Xi 
Longfei 席龍飛 uses 28.3cm as the standard shipbuilding 
foot measure, based on a ruler discovered in Fujian.36

One important piece of archaeological evidence is the 
shipyard itself. Many of the original 13 basins, shown on a 
map of Nanjing from the Second World War (Pl. 22.13) 
have now been filled in and transformed into sites for 
apartment buildings. Only three of the original basins now 
survive, basins 4, 5 and 6 (Pl. 22.14). Basin 6 is the only one 
to have been excavated. Its 400m length leaves plenty of 
room for three 137m long treasure ships lengthwise, but it is 
only 40m wide. Therefore, 56m wide treasure ships would 
not fit in the basin. This seems to be conclusive evidence that 
the ships built in this shipyard were not 44 by 18 zhang. 

In 2010, a further archaeological exploration turned up 
an inscription in what is thought to be the tomb of Hong Bao 
洪保, another eunuch, saying that he sailed on a ship that 
was 5,000 liao in size.37 

Studies by Chinese scholars are becoming more and 
more sophisticated and rigorous, as historians increasingly 
collaborate with engineers and scientists. Of course there is 
always hope that future archaeological finds will uncover 
more ships and discoveries related to Zheng He’s voyages 
and will answer the questions posed above. However, only 
the discovery of a 44-zhang ship will settle the matter of 
whether they were ever this big. Until further evidence is 
found, it appears that the best we can say is that the ships 
were probably about 250ft long, which is still a substantially 
large ship.

mistake. It also proposes a formula for determining ship size 
from rudderpost size that is based on a modern propeller-
driven steel ship, and a rudder of a completely different 
shape – made for shallow-water rather than deep-water 
sailing. More recently, scholars have been saying that Zheng 
He’s ships must have been deep-bottomed fuchuan 福船 style 
ships (like the Ryukyu ship, Pl. 22.11) in order to survive on 
the high seas.34 In the illustrations in Plate 22.12, showing 
the various sizes of treasure ship compared to the size of the 
rudderpost, an 11.07m long rudderpost appears like a 
toothpick compared to a ship that is 137m long or even half 
that size. The archaeological report of the Nanjing Treasure 
Shipyard itemises thousands of objects that were excavated 
there (including nails and pieces of wood), but nothing 
conclusive was found to indicate that the ships were of the 
order of 450ft long.

It was mentioned above that two foot-rulers were found in 
the Treasure Shipyard, both about 31cm long, thus 
conforming to the size of the Ministry of Works foot. 
Another clue to the length of the foot is provided in a 
completely unexpected source. The Ming paper money note 

Plate 22.12 Three sizes of ship compared to the size of the 
rudderpost

Plate 22.11 The Annals of Ryukyu (Liuqiu guo 
zhi lüe 琉球國志略) by Zhou Huang 周煌, 
published in 1759. Shurun tang edition, 
National Library of China
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Sanbao zhengyi ji 三寶征彝集 manuscript (also dated after 1617) and 
the Qi shi Dansheng tang 祁氏淡生堂 manuscript of 1620. In these 
works, the dimensions are not integrated into the text but written 
on the blank pages before the book begins as if added later as an 
afterthought.

16 Yan Congjian’s 嚴從簡 Shuyu zhouzi lu 殊域周恣錄 of 1574, 
Zhongwai jiaotong shiji congkan 中外交通史籍叢刊 series, vol. 13 
(Beijing 1993), j. 8, p. 306. J.J.L. Duyvendak translates the story of 
the documents’ destruction see Duyvendak 1938, 341–412, esp. 
395–6.

17 Gong Zhen 1961, 12.
18 Nanjing shi bowuguan 2006, 66–7, col. pl. 13. 
19 A table of the information about the construction of ships provided 

in the Shilu can be found in Church 2005, 18–19.
20 These accounts are Yingya shenglan (1451, first preface 1416), Xingcha 

shenglan 星槎勝覽 (1436) and Xiyang fanguo zhi (1434), respectively.
21 Gong Zhen 1961, 12.
22 Xin Yuanou 2002. 
23 Zhu Yunming, ‘Down to the Western Oceans’ (Xia Xiyang 下西洋), 

quoted in Mills 1970, 15.
24 Lo Jung-pang 1955, esp. 493, n. 18.
25 These dimensions were first given in the association’s promotional 

literature in 2009, and published in the journal produced by the 
association. See Zhao Zhigang 2008–9, esp. 103.

26 Xiang Da 1961b.
27 This is Mills’ designation, see Mills 1970, 29, 253, 335–46.
28 As noted below, two additional rudderposts of similar size have 

been found there. See Nanjing shi bowu guan 2006, 112–14.
29 The full title of this text is: Taishang shuo Tianfei jiu kuling ying jing 太

上說天妃救苦靈應經. It is discussed by Jin Qiupeng 金秋鵬 2000. 
The illustration is reproduced in Wang Bomin 1988, ill. no. 30, 
32–3.

30 I have used the edition in Xuanlantang congshu xuji 玄覽堂叢書續集; 
and also the modern edition edited by Wang Lianggong 王亮功 
(1999).

31 The interrelationships between the two shipyards are discussed in 
Church 2011; Church 2010.

32 Sleeswyk 1996.
33 Zhou Shide 1962.
34 The Ryukyu ship illustration is found in Zhou Huang, original 

date 1759 (Daoguang edition, c. 1830), 33b–34a.
35 Zhu Zaiyu 1998. On Zhu Zaiyu 朱載堉 (1536–1611) as the inventor 

of as the inventor of equal temperament in music, see Robinson 
1980. 

36 Xi Longfei 1999, 272–3.
37 Anon. 2014.

Notes
1 MS: j. 304, 7766–8.
2 According to the work that has been done on Ming weights and 

measures, the standard Ministry of Works foot (chi 尺) is 31.1cm 
long. There are ten chi in one zhang, hence one zhang is 3.11m. Qiu 
Guangming 1992.

3 The Minnesota had a draft of 7.5m and a displacement of 16,000 
tons. It was one of six ships that belonged to the ‘Connecticut-class’ 
of steel battleships built for the US Navy between 1903 and 1908. 
See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Connecticut-class_battleship 
(accessed 15 April 2016), and US Department of the Navy, Office of 
the Chief of Naval Operations 1969, 374–5. Charles E. Gibson tells 
of the way in which ships in the West became proportionally longer 
and narrower as they advanced from the Elizabethan era to the 
17th century. See Gibson 1958, 127.

4 See Seppings 1818, 1–8. The article is available online at http://
www.bruzelius.info/Nautica/Shipbuilding/
Seppings%281818%29.html (accessed 16 April 2015).

5 Church 2005.
6 Clunas and Harrison-Hall 2014.
7 Levathes 1994, 21.
8 Xin Yuanou 2002, 1–20.
9 Pao Tsun-p’eng adds up various figures for ship numbers in the 

sources and comes up with a total of 317 ships in the fleet. See Pao 
Tsun-p’eng 1961, 24–5. 

10 The ships of the line were a ‘type of sailing warship that formed the 
backbone of the Western world’s great navies from the mid-17th 
century through the mid-19th century’ (http://www.britannica.
com/technology/ship-of-the-line) (Accessed 15 April 2016); Edye 
1832; Albion 1926, 9. 

11 Church 2005, 32. 
12 In the excavation of the Treasure Shipyard, most of the wood was 

found to be Cunninghamia lancelota (sometimes called ‘China-fir’ 
(though it is not a fir)). See Nanjing shi bowuguan 2006, 112–14.

13 Xi Longfei and He Guowei 1985, 95, referring to Yang You, Yang 
Zongying and Huang Genyu 1981, esp. 20.

14 Han Zhenhua 1988.
15 Some editions of Ma Huan’s travel account, Yingya shenglan 瀛崖勝

覽, contain the dimensions as given in the Ming shi, and one or 
more of these may have been the source that the editors used to 
compile this official history. However, the earliest and most 
authentic edition does not have them. This is the Jilu huibian 紀錄
匯編 edition published by Shen Jiefu 沈節甫 ( jinshi 1559) in 
approximately 1617. It is thought to be the closest to the first edition 
produced in 1451. The three later editions that do contain the 
dimensions are: the Chaoshuo ji 鈔說集 edition (dated after 1617), the 

Plate 22.13 (left) Map of Nanjing in 1944, showing the 13 basins on 
the eastern shore of the Yangtze River. Nanjing Municipal Museum

Plate 22.14 (above) Illustration from Nanjing Archaeological Report 
of shipyard excavation; the rectangle at the bottom right represents 
the length and width of a hypothetical 137m x 56m treasure ship
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You walk for days among trees and among stones. Rarely does 
the eye light on a thing, and then only when it has recognised 
that thing as the sign of another thing: a print in the sand 
indicates the tiger’s passage; a marsh announces a vein of water; 
the hibiscus flower, the end of winter. All the rest is silent and 
interchangeable; trees and stones are only what they are.1

As we sit and read, Marco Polo (1254–1324) (as stylised by 
Italian writer Italo Calvino) recounts the feeling of a journey 
that leads to a city called Tamara. Tamara is a city of signs. 
The traveller along her streets is surrounded by images that 
point, warn, encourage or describe. Even her buildings are 
themselves signs: their form and placement signify the roles 
they play within Tamara’s broader urban ecology. The 
goods on display along her streets accrue value only insofar 
as they signify other things. In wandering among the signs of 
Tamara with Marco Polo, our knowledge of the city (like his) 
never quite moves beyond the surface. We leave Tamara, 
according to him, without actually having discovered it. 
What the city might be beneath this thick coat of signs 
remains a mystery after we leave her streets.

In Calvino’s book, Tamara is just one of many cities that 
Marco Polo describes to Yuan ruler Qubilai Khan (1260–94) 
in the course of a conversation about the spaces of the ruler’s 
empire that the Venetian explorer has visited in his travels: a 
city that exists as a mirror-image, a city of dead things and a 
city that cannot be expunged from the mind once it has been 
experienced. But Tamara takes on special meaning as a city 
that becomes a text, and a text made up only of signs and 
names:

Your gaze scans the streets as if they were written pages: the city 
says everything you must think, makes you repeat her 
discourse, and while you believe you are visiting Tamara you 
are only recording the names with which she defines herself 
and all her parts.2

This chapter takes Tamara and her signs as inspiration to 
look anew at the ways Ming translators also related cities 
and text. Ming students and instructors of translation 
mapped distant spaces and languages on gridded glossary 
pages, naming the categories and signs of foreign experience 
and finding equivalences in documentary Chinese. To 
understand these translators’ practices – especially their 
creation and use of bilingual glossaries – is to comprehend 
how they used signs on a page to create new kinds of 
equivalence. The translators’ signs weren’t quite tiger paw 
prints or hibiscus flowers: instead, these men read lines, 
sounds and images. But in doing so, they similarly 
encountered and created foreign peoples as constellations 
and combinations of symbols. By understanding them in this 
way, and by exploring the consequences of reading their 
practices as such, we can bring Ming history into dialogue 
with a larger set of questions about identity, ontology and 
empire in the early modern world. These texts can help us 
think anew about Ming objects by inviting us to consider not 
just what kinds of objects circulated in the early Ming, but 
also how we can use the early Ming to rethink objects 
themselves, from what and where they emerge and how they 
are constituted through literary technologies. This chapter 
will ultimately suggest that knowing a world and its objects is 
knowing what it looks like to be the same. The material 
world – as we encounter and know it – is a world of sameness. 

Chapter 23
‘Trees and Stones Are 
Only What They Are’: 
Translating Ming Empire 
in the Fifteenth Century

Carla Nappi
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羅) was added in 1578.9 Each of these bureaus was charged 
with translating a particular foreign script to and from 
Chinese, training students and officials in the relevant 
language and creating written materials as study aids, and to 
facilitate translation between the script and Chinese.10

Students came to the College through various routes and 
performed many different sorts of functions once established 
there. The earliest students at the College were culled from 
the Imperial Academy and the instructors were recruited 
from a pool of local interpreters who were native or fluent 
speakers of the relevant languages. Later students were 
allowed to enter the College by examination, and many 
managed to buy or bribe their way in. By the late 16th century, 
positions at the College had largely become hereditary: when 
an instructor died, his son often took over his job.11 Students 
were typically examined every three years, at which point 
they either failed (and could retake the test twice more during 
the regular three-year cycle before being ejected from the 
College), or were rewarded with a promotion. After three of 
these tests – or nine years of training – a student was qualified 
as an instructor. Once establishing himself as a capable 
translator, in addition to teaching and studying foreign 
scripts, a student or instructor could also be called upon as a 
calligrapher. He might alternatively be sent to a border 
station, where he would translate and produce documents for 
the court and occasionally teach Chinese classical literature 
and culture to foreign envoys.

The students and faculty at the College left a dispersed 
documentary archive of traces of a variety of materials 
meant to aid in the study and practice of translation. 
Students were responsible for learning, and in principle were 
periodically examined on, the most commonly used terms in 
the language they worked with. These included manuals for 
recognising and producing the alphabets of foreign scripts 
like Persian, Mongolian and ‘Phags-pa. They also included 
bilingual compilations of laiwen 來文, which were paired 
memorials in Chinese and a range of languages that were of 
diplomatic importance to the state. In addition, translators 
produced bilingual sets of poems that were ostensibly 
intended to aid in their practice, which was based in part on 
the memorisation of vocabulary. Aside from Sanskrit verses 
that were (like the other extant materials from that bureau) 
actual Buddhist texts, most of the bilingual poems composed 
by the bureaus were likely created by teachers and students 
as learning exercises.12 Each bureau composed two examples 
of verse in five- or seven-character units: each word was 
rendered both in Chinese and in foreign script with a 
Chinese gloss, with a complete Chinese-only version of the 
poem also provided as a reference. The poems are laid out 
on each page in the direction of the original non-Chinese 
script. The Persian poems, for example, are read from 
right-to-left, with one line of verse continuing across all the 
pages of the document before the reader would have had to 
flip back to the first page to read the next line, and do the 
same for that line. In contrast, the Thai poems are read 
top-down and right-left on each page. For the most part, 
these were not particularly attractive literary works, but they 
served the purpose of helping students become capped and 
salaried translators. Some students and instructors at the 
Thai Bureau, for example, wrote a ditty that helped them 

In order to get there, let us first visit the Yongle 永樂 court  
(r. 1403–24).

‘A print in the sand … a tiger’s passage’
Tigers stalked the capital of the Yongle emperor. They did 
not walk along its streets, but instead across the pages of its 
foreign language glossaries. And so ba-er-si 巴兒思 or 把兒思 
prowled the Mongolian and Gaochang 高昌 glossaries. 
Po-lang-ke 迫郎克 populated the pages of Persian glossaries. 
Gong 供 roamed through Tibetan glossaries, and si 思 
padded through Thai glossaries.

The Yongle emperor had prompted the creation of this 
multilingual paper bestiary in the fifth year of his reign 
(1407) after winning the throne in a bitter battle against his 
nephew, the erstwhile Jianwen 建文 emperor (r. 1399–1402). 
He was in the midst of a campaign to subjugate Annam 
(Northern Vietnam), and the eunuch Zheng He 鄭和 
(1371–1433) had just returned from the first voyage of his 
treasure fleet.3 Zheng He arrived at court laden with gifts, 
envoys and stories from the many foreign states his troops 
had visited. Yongle rewarded him and his men before 
immediately hatching plans for their next assignment to the 
south, which the emperor planned at the same time as an 
extended campaign against Mongolia in the north. 

As the membranes of this Ming world became 
increasingly porous, the empire was increasingly incapable 
of sustaining communications using written Chinese alone. 
Therefore, in order to protect and expand it, in 1407 the 
Yongle emperor created a Translators’ College (Siyi guan  
四夷館).4 Initially part of the Hanlin Academy, the College 
included eight bureaus devoted to a range of languages that 
were crucial for diplomatic communication between the 
Ming empire and states that did not use the Chinese script. 
The Mongolian (Dada 韃靼) Bureau handled diplomatic 
exchange between the Ming court and any state officials or 
others who preferred to use the Mongolian language in 
written communication. The Jurchen (Nüzhen 女真) Bureau 
was established to translate between Chinese and an Altaic 
language that had become politically crucial in the Jin 
dynasty (1115–1234) when North China was under Jurchen 
rule.5 The Huihui 回回 Bureau handled texts from areas 
that were known to practise Islam and that submitted 
documents in Persian, although the term huihui could also be 
used to describe texts in Arabic script. A wide territory fell 
under its jurisdiction: Samarqand, Arabia, Turfan, 
Champa, Java, Cambodia, Melaka and, remarkably, Japan.6 
There was a Tibetan (Xifan 西番) Bureau responsible for 
Tibetan literary and diplomatic texts; a Gaochang 高昌 
Bureau responsible for documents in Uighur script; a Baiyi 
百夷 Bureau that covered many polities and subprefectures 
around what is now Yunnan; and a Myanmar (Miandan 緬
甸) Bureau. The Sanskrit (Xitian 西天) Bureau produced and 
translated sutras and other classic literature – its extant 
‘glossaries’ ( yiyu 譯語) are in fact Sanskrit texts copied out 
with Chinese glosses on pronunciation – and its officials 
were also responsible for written communication with 
India.7 In addition to the eight original bureaus founded by 
the Yongle emperor in 1407, a ninth bureau devoted to Babai 
八百, a script used in Yunnan, was added in 1511.8 A tenth 
bureau for an early version of the Thai language (Xianluo 暹
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particular way. At another level, when translators equated a 
Persian term with a particular Chinese term, the 
juxtaposition of those two terms subtly expanded the 
meaning of each and created a new way of being the same 
for each of them. We cannot attribute these juxtapositions to 
the intentions of particular translators who might have 
decided to equate particular terms – the glossaries may well 
have been products of multiple hands writing multiple 
scripts and working collaboratively, and the extant glossaries 
are often devoid of the kinds of paratexts that might be used 
to ascribe authorship to them. Still, the texts themselves 
performed equivalence and accomplished the work of 
generating and inscribing likenesses.

In creating these texts, Ming translators were actually 
changing the material landscape of the dynasty insofar as 
they were changing the way it was defined and understood. 
That landscape was in part created through Ming practices 
of synonymy, and translators’ glossaries both recorded traces 
of these practices and helped enact them. This phenomenon 
was not local to the particular context of Ming translation. 
One of the most important ways that we come to know the 
world of objects in general is through synonymy: deciding 
what things are the same as other things and in what ways. A 
definition is just a statement of a series of ways of being the 
same as other things. The way a marsh, for Calvino, 
announces the presence of a vein of water, so a term like he 
河 in a glossary announces the fact that this is a river. And as 
the marsh is part of what it is to be that vein of water, so he 
makes up part of what it is to be a river. The names we have 
for things become part of how we understand those things, 
by becoming part of the constellation of traces from which 
they emerge and become present to us. Names thus become 
an integral part of the things themselves. At the same time, 
the way that synonymy was enacted by Ming translators 
generated a very specific set of relations. The terms included 
in translators’ glossaries were ostensibly culled from, and 
intended to aid in translating, documents of diplomatic 
importance to the Ming state. The particular kinds of 
equivalence were therefore shaped by the nature of Ming 
diplomatic relations with other states and the documentary 
traces that those relations produced. Diplomatic (or in some 
cases, religious or literary) documents were anatomised into 
individual units of vocabulary and then fitted onto a grid of 
glossary categories. What it was to be the same, for these 
translators, was thus the result of a disciplining process that 
transformed foreign documents into a shape that could be 
used and consumed by Ming readers and writers. 

That disciplining proceeded according to the practical 
needs of translators and interpreters. Translators’ College 
glossaries were meant to aid script-based translation of 
written documents, and thus foreign terminology was 
included, translated and integrated into the Chinese 
glossary system to the extent that it was useful to writers and 
readers. In contrast, consider the terms included in the 
glossaries of another Ming organ of translation, the 
Interpreters’ Station (Huitong guan 會同館). These texts were 
geared toward assisting oral interpreters in learning and 
using the vocabulary that was vital to carrying out their 
duties at the station. Intended for spoken conversation, they 
only included Chinese transliterations of foreign terms and 

remember basic terms like moon and mountain, person and 
plant, and hot and cold.13 

The language bureaus were also charged with creating 
bilingual glossaries full of words and phrases that were 
arranged in topical categories: Heavenly Bodies and 
Phenomena; Precious Objects; Human Affairs; Geography 
and the Land; Writing and Records; Types of People; 
Buildings; The Human Body; Directions; Numbers and 
Counting; Birds and Beasts; Flowers and Trees; Tools and 
Implements; Cloth and Clothing; Colours; Food and Drink; 
and Time and Calendrics. A section for Commonly Used 
Terms functioned as a miscellany of words that did not fit 
elsewhere. Some glossaries included other categories that 
included important vocabulary not subsumed in the typical 
glossary topics: the Tibetan instructors added a section for 
Aromatic Drugs, for example, and one for Classical or 
Religious Terminology. Each glossary page had columns of 
paired terms that were sometimes related to each other, with 
the entries in each topical category often beginning with the 
most simple and familiar, and ending with specialised 
terminology that was specific to the documents in a 
particular script. Readers would begin at the top right of 
each page and read down each column until arriving at the 
left edge and turning to the next set of words. For each entry, 
the translators provided three components: a word in foreign 
script, a translation into Chinese and a Chinese 
transliteration of the way the foreign term sounded. Some 
glossaries were clearly the work of several people, with at 
least one responsible for each script: the scripts on some 
extant glossaries seem to have been written at different 
times, and likely by different hands. 

Like prints in the sand marking the passage of a tiger, the 
terms on these glossary pages marked the passage of objects 
across and through Ming imperial languages of translation: 
suns and moons, rivers and roads, vegetables and trees. 
Ming translators’ glossaries were full of the traces of these 
objects and more. Reading these glossaries not just as 
translators’ tools but also as collections of objects allows us to 
understand Ming history as it might inform a broader 
history of objects and traces thereof.

‘A marsh … a vein of water’
In the early 15th century, the Yongle emperor had founded 
not just a Translators’ College, but also a machine for 
generating and then codifying possible ways of being the 
same for things in the Ming world. Those included ways of 
being a human body, ways of being a colour and even 
possible ways of being a mother or a son. This sameness was 
systematised though the education and practices of Ming 
translators.

Understood in this way, Ming translators’ glossaries were 
not just inscriptions produced by imperially sanctioned 
translators of diplomatic documents, but were also paper 
technologies for generating new likenesses and new ways of 
being the same. At one level, this was happening when 
translators decided to classify a particular term in a specific 
glossary category: when a Mongolian translator included 
terminology for ‘pearls’ within Precious Objects instead of 
Birds and Beasts, for example, he mapped the physical 
universe of the Mongolian and Chinese languages in a 
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assumed a context of archivable ink on a page, where the 
equivalences would be experienced as written text rather 
than spoken physical action. This contrast is interesting 
insofar as it draws our attention to the situatedness and 
locality of a quality we may otherwise take for granted: the 
state of being the same. 

So, how does this help us understand these objects in these 
glossaries at this point in the Ming? And why does that matter?

‘A hibiscus flower … the end of winter’
The objects inscribed into Ming translators’ texts 
collectively made up a traveller’s landscape, whether that 
traveller was ultimately at home in the Chinese language 
and exploring non-Chinese documents, or vice versa. In 
Calvino’s city of Tamara, the objects experienced by the 
traveller were not in themselves meaningful: instead, they 
stood only as signs for other, absent things. A hibiscus flower 
was not meaningfully experienced as itself, but instead only 
as an indication that spring was near. We might consider 
translators’ glossaries in a similar sense. As much as they 
performed equivalence in the ways explained above, they 
also inscribed difference: each term in Persian, Tibetan, 
Mongolian or another script immediately called attention to 
itself as distant from the object it named even as it was part, 
on some level, of it. If it was included in a College glossary, it 
signalled its own morphological difference from Chinese 
terms (through the body of its script, through the 
transliteration of its sound into Chinese characters) and thus 
from the scriptural body of the Ming, even as it became part 
of it by becoming partnered with Ming Chinese terms on the 
page. Therefore, in a way the vocabulary collected in Ming 
College glossaries can be read as signs of difference, of 
absence from the legible heart of the Ming empire and of 
illegibility that needed translating. Vocabulary in the 
Interpreters’ Station glossaries signalled a different kind of 
distance: there, each of the terms was offered in a 
transliterated Chinese script and the presence of a glossary 
signalled some kind of a distinction in oral cultures and a 
resulting potential problem through in-person 
communication. In both cases, translators’ vocabulary was a 
sign of a distance that needed to be overcome.

Even if it could not entirely be overcome, however, that 
distance could potentially be controlled. And that control 
was enacted by translators’ practices of synonymy, of 
making foreign terms – and thus objects, and actions and 
ways of speaking – functionally equivalent to Ming Chinese 
ones. The Translators’ College and the bureaus subsumed 
within it systematised these ways of being the same, and did 
so using fairly consistent rubrics. Each of the bureau 
glossaries that were used for practical and pedagogical 
purposes by students and instructors included virtually the 
same categories. Many of the glossary categories began with 
the most commonly used terms and proceeded to more 
specialised terms that were specific to the documentary 
contexts of particular languages. Because of that, there was 
significant overlap in the vocabulary included in the early 
pages of most of the bureau glossaries at the College and 
Station. As a result, the different language glossaries are also 
related to each other: looking at tian 天 (Heaven) across the 
bureau glossaries (and the translation and language-learning 

did not include foreign scripts.14 They were typically 
organised according to the same categories as the 
Translators’ College texts, though some editions contained 
additional rubrics. One Korean glossary, for example, 
contained separate sections for the names of the heavenly 
stems and earthly branches, and for the names of the 
trigrams from the Yijing 易經 (Classic of Changes).15 Judging 
from the terms and phrases included in the Station 
glossaries, interpreters had many kinds of interactions with 
visiting merchants and envoys. They commented on travel 
conditions and the state of the roads and buildings of the 
capital and its environs, and were well armed with phrases 
that described the conditions of rivers and directions for 
fording them, crossing bridges, travelling along roads, using 
wells and negotiating city walls. They spoke of the various 
stages of the night watch, the times of the day and the year 
and they commented on changes in the seasons. They 
learned the names for flowers, plants, trees, animals and 
foodstuffs that would typically come up in conversation with 
foreign envoys – not just lice and butterflies, but also 
glow-worms and mad dogs and silver-haired horses. (In the 
glossaries for Mongol and Jurchen languages, this could 
include many names for different varieties of horses, 
signalling the importance of the animals for trade with those 
groups.) They learned how to instruct envoys on the proper 
etiquette for inhabiting households in the capital: no 
running around, for example, and no burning the doors and 
windows down (guanfang buxu zuojian 官房不許作踐; men 
chuang buxu shaohui 門窓不許燒毀).16 They learned the terms 
for instruments used for cooking, playing music and 
maintaining horses and livestock; words for madmen, 
scarred men, belt makers, hat makers and idiots, 
hunchbacks, tanners and people with harelips. They learned 
how to talk about actions, from meditating to agreeing to 
sitting, and included special terms for ‘not becoming a useful 
person’, for asking in detail, for requesting wine and for 
bringing in horses. They learned how to talk about body 
parts and things that one could do with and to them, 
emotions, illnesses and qualities of character. The nature of 
some of the phrases in these glossaries gives us a sense that 
interpreters were not solely called upon to perform duties 
within the walls of the Station or even the capital: they were 
also sent to accompany envoys on their travels. Thus, some 
interpreters’ glossaries included multi-word phrases on 
Human Affairs that would ostensibly have been of use to 
foreign envoys staying at the hostel: ‘That’s ugly’, or ‘I’m 
drunk!’17 Interpreters at the Station could consult the 
handbook for instructions on how to direct foreign envoys in 
practical matters for navigating the roads, how to chat about 
the weather, how to direct envoys in matters of court 
etiquette and what to say to envoys who were on their way 
back home after visiting the Ming.

The kinds of relations that the Interpreters’ Station 
glossaries generated were based on an assumption of 
embodied performance: they were equivalences of gesture or 
oral utterance, to be invoked in a context where the primary 
goal was face-to-face communication, discipline, 
entertainment and/or stewardship. We can compare this to 
the kinds of equivalence generated by the Translators’ 
College glossaries and other textual materials, which 
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7 The Sanskrit Bureau seemed to be a problem for the College. 
According to a popular story, in the early days of the College one 
Qin Junchu 秦君初 (1385–1441) faked his way through the imperial 
exams and into a position as Sanskrit Bureau translator by 
memorising or sneaking a copy of a sutra into the exam, copying it 
out in Sanskrit and attaching it to the end of his exam paper. His 
deceit was not discovered until a century after his death, when 
instructors at the Bureau wanted to compile a glossary like that of 
their peers and had no model. They consulted the Huayi yiyu 
compiled by Qin during his days teaching at the Bureau, expecting 
it to contain translations of pertinent terms and ideas like the other 
glossaries, and found only a recopying of a Buddhist sutra, the 
Manjusri-Nama-Samgiti (Chanting of the Names of Manjusri).

8 Pelliot 1947, 229.
9 Pelliot 1947, 229.
10 A number of articles and essays have studied the Siyi guan and 

Huitong guan. The interested reader should consult Hirth 1888; 
Wild 1945; Pelliot 1947; Kane 1989, esp. 90–9; Crossley 1991, 
38–70; and Nappi 2015. Many of the early works rely on the 
foundational work by French Sinologist (educated in medicine as 
well) Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat. See Abel-Rémusat 1826. Several 
short articles through the early 20th century reported discovering 
new manuscripts of the text in European collections in London, 
Paris, Berlin and St Petersburg. See, for example, Ross 1908, 
689–795, which discusses a manuscript that likely originated in the 
Huitong guan.

11 This option was implemented after several directors of the College 
complained about the quality of the students who were securing 
places through examination or bribery. According to these 
complaints, the classrooms were full of rich boys who had neither 
the aptitude for learning nor an interest in studying the languages 
to which they were assigned. The entrance examinations, he 
protested, were irrelevant to the work the men actually did upon 
enrolling in the College, and the privileged sons of wealthy officials 
threatened to undermine the work of the entire institution. After 
one particularly strident complaint from a College Director in the 
16th century, the court implemented his suggestion that a new set 
of students should be chosen from among the blood relations of the 
current College translators. For the full text of the 1566 memorial 
sent by Director Xu Jie 徐階 (1494–1574) to the Jiajing 嘉靖emperor 
(r. 1522–66), along with a commentary by Gao Gong 高拱, see Lü 
Weiqi 1928, 193–7.

12 The 1695 Siyi guan kao by Jiang Fan includes examples of poems used 
to aid in the memorisation of vocabulary from the eight bureaus 
extant in 1695: Persian, Uighur, Tibetan, Thai, Burmese, Sanskrit, 
Baiyi and Babai. Some of the poems are titled, and most include the 
names of the authors, all of whom were translators of the College. 
These were most likely student assignments, as each bureau set 
includes the names of one or two officials who composed the poems 
(it is unclear whether they did so in foreign or Chinese script), and 
the names of student translator-officials who translated them.

13 Jiang Fan 1997, 719–20.
14 See the Chaoxian 朝鮮 glossary from the Awa no Kuni collection at 

Cornell University for prefatory remarks on the whole series of 13 
glossaries, based on an edition compiled by Mao Ruizheng茅瑞徵 
( jinshi 1601; fl. 1597–1636, zi Bofu伯符), who had written the Huang 
Ming xiangxu lu皇明象胥錄 (Record of the Interpreters of the August Ming) 
(1629), a treatise on tribute states of the Ming, and other texts on 
military and foreign relations. The edition also included a preface 
by Zhu Zhifan朱之蕃 (1564–?, jinshi 1595 [optimus]), a senior official 
in the Hanlin Academy who was famed for his calligraphy. Zhu 
had been sent as an envoy to Korea in 1605, perhaps explaining 
why his preface to the work appeared at the beginning of the 
Korean glossary. The glossaries included in the Awa no Kuni 
collection are Ming products, but more precise dating is unknown. 
See Davidson 1975. Because some of these countries communicated 
in writing with the Ming using Chinese, they didn’t need script 
glossaries.

15 Huo Yuanjie 1979, with Zhu Zhifan preface. 
16 Kane 1989, 244.
17 These examples can be found in the Human Affairs (renshi) section 

of the Ryukyu glossary from Huo Yuanjie 1979, 94. Numerous 
other cases are included in the many Interpreters’ glossaries. There 
are several examples from the Awa no Kuni Bunko glossaries.

practices that these glossaries form traces of ) gives us a way 
of expanding our notion of tian and relating the terms that 
translators equated with it not only to tian but also to one 
another: thus abka, tngri, and the heavens in other scripts and 
languages become the same. And this was the case not just 
for heaven, or for things like tigers and stones, but also for 
actions and modes of being, like ‘walking’, saying ‘yes’ or 
‘sitting’. As we explore connections and contacts in the Ming 
world, it is useful to keep in mind that those linkages could 
take many different forms, and the production of sameness 
by Ming translators was one important way that the early 
Ming formed new relationships and brought a new 
landscape of (language, translated) objects into being. And 
just as Tamara’s hibiscus flower signalled a transformation 
as well as an ending in pointing travellers ahead to a new 
season, a foreign term in a foreign script in a Translators’ 
College glossary signalled both a limit to communication 
and a transformation that transgressed that limit. 

‘Trees and stones … only what they are’
As the traveller makes her way to Calvino’s city of Tamara, 
there are objects she does not see. If a thing does not signal 
another thing, it escapes her notice. She walks for days 
among trees and stones without seeing them: trees and 
stones, after all, are only what they are. Beyond Tamara, 
Calvino’s book is peppered with other cities distinguished by 
their relationships to signs. Zirma, a city of memories and 
redundancies populated by blind men, madmen and girls 
raising pumas. Zoe, a city whose buildings and spaces and 
objects are indistinguishable from one another. Hypatia, a 
city that embodies a fantastically unconventional 
relationship between objects, images, language and signs, 
where the musicians hide in tombs and beautiful women 
wait in the stables. Olivia, a city of peacocks and sarcasm 
that challenges the traveller’s relationship between words 
and things. In each case, as we read, a page becomes a world 
full of things that are always pointing to other things. The 
documentary traces of Ming translators – especially the 
bilingual glossaries they made and used – can be read in a 
similar light. The things strewn across its pages are 
meaningful, are included and are significant only insofar as 
they point the reader to other things: to a foreign script, to 
another state, to a particular way of gridding material 
reality and ultimately to distance itself. 

Notes
1 Calvino 1972, 13.
2 Calvino 1972, 14.
3 Zheng He returned with his fleet in October 1407. On the seven 

voyages of his fleet, see Dreyer 2007. Dreyer interprets the voyages 
of Zheng He as a display of Ming power, in contrast to the popular 
account of Zheng He as a benign explorer.

4 On the dating of the founding of the Siyi guan to 1407, and on 
scholarly disagreement over which month it was founded in 
(November/December or April), see Pelliot 1947, 207–90, 227–8.

5 By the late 16th century, this bureau seems to have been an extinct 
or at least defunct part of the College: throughout the 15th and 16th 
centuries the Jurchen people preferred to write and read 
Mongolian even while they spoke Jurchen.

6 Wang Zongzai 1924, 10b–22b. In the 1695 Qing version of the Siyi 
guan kao by Jiang Fan, Huihui was added as an additional region 
administered by the Huihui Bureau. See Jiang Fan 1997. 
Classification under the Huihui bureau would have meant that Japan 
was sending Persian documents to China for official communication. 
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Chapter 24
Building Cultural 
Authority in Early Joseon 
Korea (1400–1450)

Lee Soomi

Translated by Oh Seung Hee and Jeong-
Spencer Eunjin

The period from 1400 to 1450 was a time of major cultural 
and political change in Korea. Following the founding of the 
Joseon dynasty in 1392, this era saw the state ideology shift 
from Buddhism to Neo-Confucianism. Taejong (r. 1400–18), 
the third king of the dynasty, eliminated senior officials and 
their relatives in order to clear the way for his son Sejong  
(r. 1418–50) to seize power.1 He established policies aimed at 
reducing the estates owned by Buddhist temples across the 
country that were enforced by Sejong after he became king. 
By 1424, only 18 Buddhist temples of the Contemplative (Seon 
禪) school and 18 of the Textual (Gyo 教) school would 
remain out of the tens of thousands of temples that had 
previously existed. Slaves and land owned by temples also 
became the possession of the government.2 Consequently, 
the position of Buddhism, a central power in the previous 
Goryeo dynasty (918–1392), was severely damaged.3

This chapter explores how Sejong eradicated the cultural 
legitimacy of the past dynasty and propagated the new 
cultural authority of the Joseon dynasty (1392–1897) 
following this turbulent period. Over the three decades of 
his reign, Sejong established an institutional foundation for 
the arts and accomplished many cultural achievements.4 
Examining this aspect of his reign reveals that events such as 
the demolition of cultural symbols of the Goryeo dynasty 
and nationwide enshrinement of portraits of the founder of 
the Joseon dynasty, hitherto thought to be unrelated, were 
actually closely intertwined and aimed at creating a 
centralised state that was governed by literature and the 
arts. This chapter also studies how poetry, calligraphy and 
painting were used for the purpose of forging an emotional 
bond between the king and scholar officials, and as a means 
to manage symbols of kingship during the Joseon period.

After the political situation stabilised and the authority of 
the Goryeo dynasty was subdued, Sejong successfully 
established his new cultural policy to enhance the dignity of 
the Joseon dynasty. Although Neo-Confucianism was 
established as the state ideology, belief in Buddhism lingered 
among the populace and, to an extent, respect for the 
perceived role of Buddhism in maintaining a stable society. 
In order to inculcate fully Neo-Confucianism into Joseon 
society, Sejong employed symbols and the arts in 
sophisticated ways to communicate his ideas to his subjects.

Sejong’s treatment of royal portraits 
Royal portraits were among the most significant symbols of 
rulership in dynastic Korea. It is, therefore, important to 
examine how Sejong managed the portraits of the Joseon 
founder Taejo (1335–1408; r. 1392–98), born Yi Seonggye  
李成桂, and the royal portraits of the Goryeo dynasty that 
he inherited. By doing so, we will be able to understand the 
process whereby the authority of the Goryeo dynasty was 
overthrown and the cultural authority of the Joseon dynasty 
was established. 

Prior to Sejong’s rule, a series of royal portrait halls 
( jinjeon) were established to house the portraits of Taejo.5 The 
first of these halls, named Junweonjeon, was built during the 
second month of 1398 at the king’s birthplace of Yeongheung, 
Hamgyeong province (Pl. 24.1). In the following month of 
the same year, another portrait hall, Jipgyeongjeon, was 
established in Gyeongju, the capital of the ancient Silla 



212 | Ming China: Courts and Contacts 1400–1450

Kingdom (57 bce–935 ce). By 1405, a portrait of Taejo had 
also been enshrined in Pyeongyang, the capital of the 
Goguryeo kingdom (37 bce–668 ce). After Taejo passed 
away in 1408, portraits of him were enshrined in Hanyang, 
the capital of the Joseon dynasty, and Jeonju, his ancestral 
seat. The only extant portrait of Taejo is in Jeonju. It is a copy 
dated 1872, produced by court painters based on the original 
image that no longer survives (Pl. 24.2).6

At the beginning of his reign, Sejong considered the use 
of portraiture in ancestral rituals to be misguided.7 Sejong’s 
policies, however, shows that his attitude towards royal 
portraits and their halls gradually changed. In particular, he 
began to consider the importance of the Portrait Halls of 
King Taejo, and ordered the production of new portraits of 
the former king, as well as copies of existing ones.8 During 
the first year of his reign in 1419, Sejong oversaw the 
completion of the final Portrait Hall of King Taejo, which 
his father Taejong had begun in the previous year. 
Significantly, this hall was located in Gaeseong, which was 
the capital city of the vanquished Goryeo dynasty. Thus, the 
portraits of Taejo were distributed and enshrined in 
locations of particular political significance to the king and 
the history of Korea. Moreover, the enshrinement ceremony 
of Taejo’s portrait in Gaeseong was recorded in detail, 
setting it apart from previous enshrinements that were not 
well documented, which suggests the likelihood that the 
event was politically motivated.9 

Once Sejong completed the project of enshrining Taejo’s 
portraits, he turned his attention to the royal portrait 

paintings and statues of the Goryeo dynasty. When Taejo 
became the first Joseon king in 1392, he ordered the statues 
of the kings of the Goryeo dynasty to be moved from 
Gaeseong to Majeon in Gyeonggi province.10 The number of 
ceremonial enshrinements of Goryeo royal portraits was 
then gradually reduced. In 1426, Sejong ordered the 
incineration of all the preparatory drawings of the portraits 
of kings and queens of the Goryeo dynasty that were stored 
in the Bureau of Painting (Dohwawon), and the half-length 
royal portraits kept in Jeongneung.11 Although burning can 
be interpreted as a conventional way of disposing sacred 
objects,12 Sejong’s act was more of a symbolic severance of 
the legitimacy of the Goryeo dynasty. According to the 
Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty, in 1427 and 1428, Sejong 
further ordered the burial of the portraits and the statues of 
King Taejo Wang Geon 王建 (877–943; r. 918–43), founder 
of the Goryeo dynasty, and King Hyejong (912–45; r. 943–5), 
as well as portraits of those who contributed to the former 
dynasty in proximity to the king’s royal tomb in Gaeseong.13 
Finally, Sejong finished this task with the burial of 18 
portraits of Goryeo kings in ‘enclosed and pristine lands (屛
處潔地)’ in 1430.14

One of the royal images buried near the tomb of the 
founder of the Goryeo dynasty in Gaeseong has been 
excavated.15 It is a bronze statue that is believed to be a 
representation of Wang Geon that was buried near his tomb 
(Pl. 24.3). Remnants of a silk belt were found together with 
the bronze statue, suggesting that the statue may have 
originally been dressed in a silk garment.16 According to Ro 

Plate 24.1 Portrait of Taejo 太祖御眞 in Yeongheung Junweonjeon  
永興 濬源殿, photograph taken in 1913. National Museum of Korea

Plate 24.2 Portrait of Taejo 太祖御眞, dated 1872, Jeonju 
Gyeonggijeon 全州 慶基殿. Hanging scroll, colour on silk, height 
218cm, width 150cm. Royal Portrait Museum, Jeonju City
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Myoung-ho, this statue of Wang Geon was the most sacred 
object in the ancestral rituals of the Goryeo dynasty, even 
more so than the royal portrait paintings.17 Burial of this 
statue by Sejong during the Joseon dynasty must have been 
an act of considerable political significance.

By burning and burying the portraits and statues of 
Goryeo kings, part of the most significant symbols of the 
Goryeo dynasty were eliminated. They were replaced by 
portraits of the rulers of the new Joseon dynasty in 1430, just 
11 years after Sejong established the final Royal Portrait 
Hall of King Taejo in 1419.

Sejong’s promotion of literary activities 
Sejong was able to accomplish the delicate task of removing 
the inheritance of the former dynasty because he had the 
support of scholar officials whom he had nurtured at the 
Hall of Worthies ( Jiphyeonjeon 集賢殿), the Royal 
Academic Institute, since 1420.18 These scholar officials 
advised Sejong on state projects and provided him with 
concrete justifications for undertaking them based on 
historical sources. Jiphyeonjeon scholars also played an 
important role in carrying out major cultural enterprises 
during this period, such as the invention of the Korean 
alphabet Hangeul in 1443, the publication of the poetry 
collection Songs of Flying Dragons (Yongbi’eocheonga 龍飛御天歌), 
the first work published in Hangeul, between 1442 and 1447, 
and the production of a revised version of the Illustrated Guide 
to the Three Bonds (Samgang haengsildo 三綱行實圖) in 1434 
with Korean material (see discussion by Sarah Schneewind 
in Chapter 25 of this volume).19 

By encouraging opportunities for interaction with his 
subjects, Sejong achieved political consensus and mitigated 
antipathy surrounding the controversy over the way in which 
he had became king in place of his older brothers. He attended 
daily royal lectures, where he read Confucian classics and 
discussed state affairs with Jiphyeonjeon scholars. After 
ascending to the throne, Sejong frequently held banquets for 
officials and royal family members. According to the Veritable 
Records of the Joseon Dynasty, on the eighth day of his 
enthronement Sejong held a banquet in honour of his father 
during which he wrote poems with one of his elder brothers, 
Prince Hyoryeong (1369–1486), and danced with scholar 
officials ‘amid great pleasure’.20 Sejong continued to hold 
banquets for royal family members and toasted them until 
Taejong passed away.21 

Sejong also participated in poetry gatherings with royal 
princes and scholar officials. Poetry exchange, calligraphy 
and painting were important means for fostering an 
intimate bond between Sejong, royal princes and officials. 
For instance, Sejong attended a poetry gathering held at his 
uncle Prince Hyoryeong’s new pavilion Huiwujeong 喜雨亭 
in 1447. There, the king commanded the crown prince, his 
third son Prince Anpyeong (1418–53), as well as officials 
Seong Sammun 成三問 (1418–56) and Yim Wonjun 任元濬 
(1423–1500), to compose poems.22 It is believed that two 
paintings were produced at the gathering: Night Banquet at 
Huiwujeong (Huiwujeong yayeondo 喜雨亭夜宴圖) and Pleasure of 
the Moon along the Riverbank (Imgang-wanwoldo 臨江玩月圖).23

Royal princes, in particular Prince Anpyeong, often 
played a key role as a mediator when the king sought poetry 

from officials. For instance, in 1442, at the recommendation 
of Prince Anpyeong, Sejong travelled to Icheon to visit a 
thermal spring in the company of the prince and many 
officials. After returning to the palace, Prince Anpyeong 
commissioned a painting and poems from 17 scholars to 
commemorate the visit. Munjong (r. 1450–2), who was the 
crown prince at that time, also composed an archaistic 
phrase, mounted it with a painting, and commanded Sin 
Sukju 申叔舟 (1417–75) to write a preface. In 1444 when 
Sejong visited a thermal spring in Cheongju, Prince 
Anpyeong and nine attending officials replied to the Poem on 
Sweet Spring Water (Yecheon si 醴泉詩) with 30 poems of their 
own. It is assumed that these poems were made into a scroll 
by the prince, most eulogising the king’s virtue.24 Princes 
were also patrons in their own right. A particularly 
impressive example is the painting Dream Journey to the Peach 
Blossom Land (Mong-yudowondo 夢遊桃源圖) (Pl. 24.4). 
Commissioned by Prince Anpyeong, it is a visualisation of 
his dream, painted by An Gyeon 安堅 (active c. 1440–70) 
with colophons and poems written by 21 scholars.25 

A precedent for the exchange of poetry between ruler and 
officials can also be found in the Goryeo dynasty. It was, 
however, practised more collectively and on a larger scale in 
the Joseon dynasty. Sejong’s poetry exchange with 
Jiphyeonjeon scholars further aimed to enhance the quality 
of poetry and calligraphy.26 The Veritable Records of the Joseon 
Dynasty records that Sejong openly expressed dissatisfaction 
over standards in the literary arts during a large banquet 

Plate 24.3 Statue of King Taejo Wang Geon, founder of the Goryeo 
dynasty, excavated at Hyeonneung in Gaeseong. Bronze, height 
138.3cm. The Korean Central History Museum, Pyeongyang
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held at the royal palace of Gyeonghoeru on the eighth day of 
the sixth month of 1435. Addressing princes, the grand 
secretary and 53 scholars, he said: 

Why is there now a lack of those who correctly abide by 
instructions and announcements (xungao)? Confucian scholars 
are not fond of the study of poetry because I have not admired 
the study of poetry. ‘Writing poetry and prose is a skill of little 
consequence,’ so even though later generations say that a 
certain era is not fond of the study of poetry, surely it is 
harmless. Yet, among sages of ancient times, there were none 
who were not adept at writing poetry and prose. I am also 
inclined to the study of poetry. If there are those on high who 
are fond of it, then who would not be fond of it? 

何今時尙乏訓誥(詁)之正者耶。儒生不好詩學，專由予不尙詩學
之故也。詞章末藝，後世雖云某代不尙詩學，固無害也。然前古
聖賢，未有不兼能詩賦者。予亦有意於詩學，上有好者，孰不好
焉。27

Sejong then assembled scholar officials to compose 
poetry. In response to this, 47 officials dedicated poems with 
alternating lines of 5 words and 7 words to the king, which 
were made into a scroll. In his speech, Sejong expressed 
wariness towards literary activities, while promoting their 
importance. Under Neo-Confucianism, the king was 
expected to avoid becoming too immersed and distracted 
by literary interests. In order to justify his support of literary 
cultivation, Sejong asserted that writing and exchange of 
poetry with officials were a part of internal and external 
administration. Sejong’s own view of culture spread among 
scholar officials and through to the wider society. In 
addition, Sejong emphasised the quality of calligraphy. For 
example, in the fifth month of 1442, the king commissioned 
an album of rubbings from stone inscriptions and 
distributed it to officials as models for practising 
calligraphy.28

Plate 24.4 An Gyeon 安堅 (active c. 1440–70), Dream Journey to the Peach Blossom Land (Mong-yudowondo 夢遊桃源圖), dated 1447. 
Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 38.7cm, width 106.1cm. Tenri Central Library

Plate 24.5 Anonymous, Eight Steeds of Taejo (Taejo Paljundo 太祖八駿圖), dated 1705. National Museum of Korea
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In 1446, Sejong commanded An Gyeon, the most 
distinguished court painter at the time, to paint the Eight 
Steeds of Taejo (Taejo Paljundo 太祖八駿圖) – a depiction of the 
eight horses that the founder of the Joseon dynasty once 
rode.29 This painting is no longer extant, but there is a later 
version of it dated to 1705 in the National Museum of Korea 
(Pl. 24.5). The ‘eight steeds’ of Taejo is referred to in Canto 
70 of the epic poetry anthology Songs of the Flying Dragons 
Flying to Heaven, noted earlier, which consists of poems 
glorifying the heroic achievements of the ancestors of the 
Joseon dynasty. In the following year, Sejong commissioned 
a smaller version of the painting and ordered officials to 
compose poems on the topic as a test of their literary 
abilities. Seong Sammun won first place out of eight leading 
officials, including Yi Gyejeon 李季甸 (1404–59), Yi Seok-
hyeong 李石亨 (1415–77), Sin Sukju and Seo Geojeong 徐居正 
(1420–88). The poems written by these officials were then 
mounted together with the small painting as a scroll and 
stored at Jiphyeonjeon.30 Furthermore, After Records on the 
Eight Steeds by Jiphyeonjeon was set as an examination topic in 
the metropolitan civil service examination that was held 
once every ten years.

Sejong’s commission of paintings and writings on the 
Eight Steeds of Taejo was highly strategic. It promoted the 
achievements of historical figures of significance to Joseon 
and elicited declarations of loyalty from officials, thereby 
reinforcing the legitimacy of the dynasty and his rule. At the 
same time, the dissemination of these works meant that the 

writings of leading scholar officials of the period would be 
shown, compared and discussed by a wider audience. This 
in turn encouraged scholar officials to become more 
competent intellectual leaders, with finely honed abilities in 
poetry writing, in addition to possessing a profound 
knowledge of Neo-Confucian classics. Throughout the 
process, Sejong was able to exhibit his cultural leadership by 
commanding officials to compose poems, thereby 
communicating his ideals of Neo-Confucian governance 
and cultural sentiments. 

Poems shared by envoys in Joseon 
The result of Sejong’s promotion of literary cultivation 
among scholar officials can be found in the handscroll of 
Poems Shared by Envoys in Joseon (Bongsa Joseon changhwa sigwon 
奉使朝鮮倡和詩卷) in the National Museum of Korea. 
Around 1,600cm in length, it consists of a frontispiece with 
the title of the scroll, followed by prose and poems, and 
colophons written by Tang Hanti 唐翰題 (1816–75) and Luo 
Zhenyu 羅振玉 (1866–1940) of the Qing dynasty (1644–1911). 
The scroll was mounted in its present condition in 1905.31 
This scroll records the literary exchanges between Ni Qian 
倪謙 (1415–79) (Pl. 24.6), an envoy from Ming China, and 
Jiphyeonjeon scholars, including Jeong Yinji 鄭麟趾 
(1396–1478) (Pl. 24.7), Seong Sammun (Pl. 24.8) and Sin 
Sukju (Pl. 24.9). The writings were composed during Ni 
Qian’s one-month stay in Joseon when he, together with his 
deputy Sima Xun 司馬恂 (?–1466), delivered the imperial 

Plates 24.6–24.7 Poems written by Chinese and Korean scholars (Bong sa Joseon changhwa sigwon 奉使朝鮮倡和詩卷), dated 1450, remounted  
in 1905, Hanseong (modern-day Seoul), Korea. Ink on paper, height 33cm, length 160cm. National Museum of Korea, Seoul, Sin 14149
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officials Jeong Yinji, Sin Sukju and Seong Sammun replied 
with poems in the same rhythm. In total, Ni Qian wrote 15 
poems; Sin Sukju, Jeong Yinji and Seong Sammun each 
wrote six poems. The poetry and prose in the scroll were 
written in the composer’s own hand. 

Ni Qian was impressed by what he witnessed when he 
arrived in Joseon. In a poem recorded in Anthology of Brilliant 
Flowers, Ni Qian describes his visit to the temple at the Royal 
Confucian Academy (Seonggyun’gwan 成均館) on the third 
day of the first month in 1450: 

In the early morning I visited the temple at the Royal 
Academy… Well-dressed literati are happily seated; youthful 
students joyfully stand in rows. How could the winds of culture 
especially reach the Eastern Seas [ Joseon]? Saintly 
transformation now spreads to the remotest corners of the world.

曉向成均謁廟堂… 濟濟衣冠忻在坐，靑靑衿佩喜成行。文風豈
特覃東海，聖化于今遍八荒。35 

Seeing through the lens of the Ming empire, Ni Qian 
interpreted the cultivation of Joseon scholars as the 
consequence of the virtue of Chinese civilisation and its 
replication. It is not surprising that there were those in 
Joseon Korea who felt antipathy towards the envoy and 
considered him arrogant. The Veritable Records of the Joseon 
Dynasty, for instance, describes Ni Qian in unflattering terms 
while acknowledging his literary talents: 

Ni Qian was talented and untrammelled. During his journey 
[in Joseon] he composed several tens of poems; he combined 
them into one copy and posted it on the walls of the 
Taepyeong’gwan [guesthouse for Ming envoys]. He also wrote 
an ode Ascending a Pavilion for it to be hung at the pavilion. 
People may mock him for being arrogant with his talent... Ni 
Qian and others at first did not accept gifts, but later they 
accepted them, and even demanded them. 

message to Sejong proclaiming Jingtai 景泰 (r. 1450–56) as 
the newly enthroned emperor of China. They left Beijing on 
the 13th day of the 12th month of 1449, and the imperial 
messenger in Gyeongbok Palace, Seoul, was informed of 
their arrival on the first day of the first leap month of 1450.32

Ni Qian and Sima Xun’s visit to Joseon Korea was one of 
36 envoys that the Ming sent to Joseon during the Sejong 
period – the highest number dispatched to any single king 
during the Ming dynasty. Prior to this visit, the early Ming 
court usually sent eunuchs as its main representative to 
Joseon. In 1450, following the turmoil of the battle at Tumu 
Fort when the Zhengtong 正統 emperor (r. 1436–49) was 
captured by Oirat Mongols, the Ming court chose instead to 
send Ni Qian who was then Expositor-in-waiting of the 
Hanlin Academy, and Sima Xun who was the Supervising 
Secretary of the Office of Scrutiny for Justice, suggesting the 
importance placed upon the visit. The arrival of two well-
educated officials from China was anticipated by Joseon 
scholars who saw this as an opportunity to display their 
literary talents through poetry exchanges. The resulting 
poems held national and diplomatic significance, and were 
subsequently compiled and published by the Joseon court in 
the Anthology of Brilliant Flowers (Hwanghwa jip 皇華集).33 Ni 
Qian also recorded the poems that he wrote and exchanged 
with Joseon scholars, which were published in Chapters from the 
Liao Sea (Liaohai pian 遼海篇). The scroll Poems Shared by Envoys 
in Joseon consists of poems most likely selected by Ni Qian who 
mounted them as a scroll after his return to Beijing.34 

Thirty-five pieces of writing from Ni Qian’s envoy in 1450 
were recorded in the scroll. All of them are poems, except for 
Ode to Ascending a Pavilion after Snow (Xueji denglou fu 雪霽登樓賦) 
by Ni Qian and the reply to it by Sin Sukju, both written in a 
prose form. When Ni Qian composed a poem, Joseon 

Plates 24.8–24.9 Poems written by Chinese 
and Korean scholars (Bong sa Joseon 
changhwa sigwon 奉使朝鮮倡和詩卷), dated 
1450, remounted in 1905, Hanseong 
(modern-day Seoul), Korea. Ink on paper, 
height 33cm, length 160cm. National 
Museum of Korea, Seoul, Sin 14149
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consolidate his relationship with them. The king shared his 
Neo-Confucian cultural vision through poetry and painting, 
and elicited responses from scholar officials. Poems and 
paintings produced under these circumstances had political 
implications, functioning as an expression of unity between 
the king and scholar officials. Through his policies, Sejong 
successfully established the new cultural authority of the 
Joseon dynasty within 50 years of its foundation. 
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This sense of competitiveness extended both ways. On 
one occasion, Ni Qian sensed the desire of the Minister of 
Works, Jeong Yinji 鄭麟趾, to challenge him in poetry. This 
took place after he composed the poem describing the scene 
at the temple of the Royal Confucian Academy. When Ni 
read Jeong’s poem, he was stunned and said:

Early on when I composed the poem on visiting the temple, I 
had intended to praise [ Joseon] for being non-Chinese ( yi) yet 
still valued culture. Unexpectedly Jeong Yinji (Minister of 
Works) responded to my poem at the banquet, seemingly with 
condescension. I followed and replied to his work. From then 
onwards, whenever I had to reply to his poems, I would reply 
immediately after reading them, finishing in a moment’s time. 
Then all were shocked and impressed. 

初作謁廟詩，本以嘉其夷而右文也，不意工曹席間吟和，似有陵
騁意，隨和還之。自此凡和其詩，俱觀罷卽答，頃刻而就，始皆
驚服。37

The above quote, recorded in Ni Qian’s own poetry 
anthology, shows his self-flattering reminiscence of his 
experience in Joseon Korea. On the other hand, some 
Joseon scholars thought Ni Qian’s literary talent was 
overrated. For example, Seong Hyeon 成俔 (1439–1504) 
mentions in Yong jae chonghwa 慵齋叢話 (Sayings from the Yong 
Studio) that, 

At the time the Jiphyeonjeon scholar Jeon Seong saw his [Ni 
Qian’s] poem, laughed at it and said: ‘This poem is written by a 
pedantic and outmoded instructor-official. I can beat him with 
only one of my sleeves rolled up.’ 

是時集賢儒士全盛 見詩哂之曰：眞迂腐敎官所作，可袒一肩而
制之。38 

The Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty further stress that 
Ni Qian and Jeong Yinji grew close and exchanged poems 
every day after the incident at the banquet.39 It records that 
Ni Qian finally praised Jeong Yinji after they wrote poems 
and drank together, saying that ‘one night’s conversation 
with you is more valuable than ten years of reading books (Yu 
jun yiye hua, sheng du shinian shu 與君一夜話, 勝讀十年書)’.40

Joseon scholars thought that their exchange of poetry was 
not simply a means of communication but also a way of 
manifesting their cultural pride.41 They believed that literary 
ability would be one way to change the Ming envoy’s 
attitude of superiority towards them and to overcome the 
hierarchy between the two states.42 Writing poetry was, 
therefore, not a personal matter, but had broader 
implications for the government. Sejong created an 
institutional system that encouraged officials to become 
highly cultivated scholars adept in the literary arts who 
could act as competent representatives of Joseon Korea in its 
key diplomatic relationship with Ming China. 

After laying the foundation for his political power by 
discarding the Goryeo dynasty’s royal portraits and statues 
while enshrining the portraits of the Joseon founder Yi 
Seonggye across the country, Sejong proceeded to establish 
Joseon’s cultural authority in earnest. Sejong encouraged 
opportunities for literary activities in order to communicate 
with scholar officials and royal family members, and to 
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39 JWS Sejong sillok 127 (32/1st leap month/戊申).
40 JWS Sejong sillok 127 (32/1st leap month/癸丑).
41 On the role of poetry in diplomacy between the Joseon and Ming, 

see Kim 1999, 322–34.
42 Kim 1999, 324–6.

36 JWS Sejong sillok 127 (32/1st leap month/甲子). 
37 Ni Qian, ‘Zheng gongcao jianhe jixi yongyun yi da zhu’ 鄭工曺見

和即席用韻以答注 (Minister of Works Jeong’s Impromptu Reply in 
Rhyme), in Liaohai pian 遼海編 (Chapters from the Liao Sea). See Yin 
Mengxia and Yu Hao 2003, vol. 1, 523. 

38 Seonghyeon 成俔 (1439–1504), Yong jae chonghwa 慵齋叢話 (Assorted 
Writings of Yong jae), vol. 1. The text is accessible in Hanguk gojeon 
jonghap DB, http://db.itkc.or.kr/itkcdb/mainIndexIframe.jsp.
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Did a Joseon book inspire a Ming court compilation? 
In the first half of the 15th century, Great Ming adopted 
luxuries and signs of power from across Eurasia, and from 
Africa and the Middle East. Joseon Korea sent, not always 
willingly, brushes and paper, gold and pickles, concubines 
and eunuchs, chefs and animals.1 But neither books nor 
written moral instruction seem likely imports from what the 
Ming saw as a lowly tributary. Rather striking, therefore, is a 
suggestion made in the Dictionary of Ming Biography (hereafter, 
DMB), published in 1976, that the Wulun shu 五倫書 (Book of 
the Five Relationships), was ‘an imperial undertaking… 
initiated in the Xuande period, possibly as a result of the 
Korean publication in 1434 of the elegantly illustrated book 
of exempla, Samgang haengsil 三綱行實 [-do 圖, or The 
Illustrated Guide to the Three Bonds]’.2 This chapter will assess 
the likelihood of Joseon influence and how to think of the 
book as an ‘imperial undertaking’, and use the two books to 
complicate the common view of Confucianism as a strict, 
oppressive and hierarchical system. 

One can imagine the Xuande 宣德 emperor (r. 1426–35) 
receiving a Korean book from a consort or a mission, 
admiring it in the same way as he did so many Korean 
products, and perhaps deciding that a complimentary 
imitation would be timely in around 1434 when Ming was 
losing, and Joseon gaining, ground against the Jurchens in 
the north.3 None of the references given in the DMB entry, 
however, justifies the hypothesis. With respect to timing, 
King Sejong (r. 1418–50) started the discussion of what 
became the Samgang haengsil-do (hereafter, Samgang) in 1428; 
was given a draft in 1432; ordered printing on 4 June 1434; 
and ordered distribution on 24 December 1434. The fastest 
travel time from Seoul, capital of Joseon, to Beijing was 34 
days, and the Xuande emperor died on 31 January 1435. His 
last six days of life could not have sufficed for him to select 
and rework items from various histories and classics for the 
Wulun shu as the preface added in the Zhengtong 正統 
period (r. 1436–49) says he did.4 Nevertheless, it is possible 
that Sejong sent a proof to the Ming court earlier in 1434, or 
a partial mock-up even earlier, given that another book had 
been sent for approval in 1422.5 In short, timing alone cannot 
tell us whether or not Xuanzong admired Samgang and 
began Wulun shu in imitation.

Another factor undermines the imitation hypothesis 
more definitively. The two collections share many stories, 
but no organisational features.6 Samgang has three fascicles 
devoted to the Three Bonds: the bond of child to parent, 
minister to ruler and wife to husband. Samgang includes 111 
stories of filial children (xiaozi 孝子), 110 of loyal officials or 
loyal subjects (zhongchen 忠臣) and 110 of fiercely devoted 
women (lienü 烈女). Wulun shu, by contrast, contains 62 
chapters that are unevenly divided among categories (see 
below). Samgang grants each exemplar his or her prose story 
and a poem, both in Chinese, and an illustration. (Hangul 
prompts were added to later editions.) Wulun shu includes 
only prose accounts. Samgang rigidly confines each exemplar 
to one woodblock, while Wulun shu runs text from page to 
page in the usual way. What this means is that the reader of 
Samgang first encounters a pictorial narration of the story, 
then turns the page to read about him or her.7 On the face of 
it, the two books share little in terms of appearance. 

Chapter 25
The Book of the Five 
Relationships: Thoughts 
on Mid-Fifteenth-Century 
Court Confucianism

Sarah Schneewind
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Yet we may still ask whether Samgang had the kind of 
flawless beauty the Xuande emperor appreciated. An extant 
example of Wulun shu from the Xuande court is in the 
Princeton University Library and the Bodleian Library, 
University of Oxford (Pls 25.1–2). There is debate as to 
whether the 1434 edition of Samgang is extant, but the 1982 
reprint is believed to be the closest to the original (Pls 
25.3–4), so I rely on that here. The two books share the 
formal features of the finest palace productions: double 
borders, on the centre fold thick black mouths inside 
elephant trunks, blackened fishtails with scalloped white 
strips and decorative circles above the central title lines. 
Both books were punctuated on the blocks. Wulun shu was 
larger: the court edition is about 40 x 23cm by my 
measurement, compared to Samgang’s reported not quite 27 x 
17cm. Wulun shu was carved in large, elegant standard script 
(kaishu 楷書), and printed on high-quality tree-bark paper.8 
The imperial Qing catalogue notes its great purity.9 Samgang 
is, if anything, less elegant, although the pictures make it 
more appealing. More to the point, since many beautiful 
Ming palace printed books had reached Joseon by 1428, it is 
more likely, as Young Kyun Oh concludes, that they 
influenced the look of Samgang and not the other way around. 

The purpose of the Samgang haengsil-do
Yet books from the Ming court shaped Samgang only so far. 
More significant were debates that were taking place at the 
Joseon court. King Sejong and his team of officials were 

shaping a Neo-Confucian realm centred on filiality and 
ritual for all, and governed by a powerful king wielding the 
Great Ming Code (Da Ming lü 大明律). Other aristocrats or 
yangban, however, understood Neo-Confucianism as 
supporting hereditary status and upper-class privilege.10 In 
1428, the court learned that a commoner had killed his 
father. A high minister deplored the patricide as a case of ‘a 
person of lower status killing one of higher status’, but for 
Sejong patricide was in a class of its own.11 Wives will go 
around killing their husbands, he says, and servants their 
masters; a patricide, by contrast, strikes at the very heart of 
a kingly order built on filial piety.12 To transform all his 
subjects, down to ‘ordinary people living in the alleys and 
lanes’, Sejong initially ordered the ethnically Uighur 
Joseon scholar Seol Sun 偰循 (?–1435) to revise an earlier 
work on filial children.13 Ministers insisted on the addition 
of wifely exemplars to strengthen new patrilineal ideals in 
order to curb the property rights and independence that 
Goryeo elite women had formerly enjoyed. When Sejong 
countered with a proposal to include officials who had 
remained true to their lords in adversity, Seol Sun in turn 
insisted on giving dignity to scholar-officials by adding 
exemplars who had loyally remonstrated with rulers about 
their behaviour.14 

Samgang focuses on ascriptive hierarchy and the duty of 
subordinates. Within each category, the Chinese exemplars 
come in chronological order, followed by the Korean 
exemplar in chronological order, but royalty are moved to 

Plate 25.1 First page of Book of the Five Relationships (Wulun shu  
五倫書), dated 1447. Woodblock printed, ink on paper, height 37cm. 
Princeton University Library, East Asian Library, TC328/1212

Plate 25.2 Book of the Five Relationships (Wulun shu 五倫書), 
imperial edition with seal of the Kings of Lu, dated 1447. 
Woodblock printed, ink on paper, height 35cm. The Bodleian 
Libraries, The University of Oxford, Backhouse 421



The Book of the Five Relationships: Thoughts on Mid-Fifteenth-Century Court Confucianism | 221 

the beginning regardless of timing.15 The chronologically 
nonsensical arrangement of illustrations puts emperors and 
officials higher on the page than commoners; and kings, 
official buildings, fathers, husbands, graves and funerals 
above subjects, houses, sons, wives and living quarters.16 

Most fundamentally, the Three Bonds formulation 
valorises fixed hierarchy over other Confucian values. It 
demands absolute filiality of the child (and daughter-in-law), 
loyalty-to-the-death of the minister (and subject) and fierce 
devotion of the wife (or widow), without reciprocal 
obligations on the part of parents, rulers or husbands. 
Invented by the Han toady and patrilinealist Ban Gu 班固 
(32–92), the formula also served Zhang Zhidong 張之洞 
(1837–1909) at the other end of imperial history as a bastion 
against egalitarian challenges.17 The Three Bonds was not 
the only option Confucianism offered: Joseon later made 
other choices, and Wulun shu refers to the Three Bonds but 
relies on another formulation.18 

The dating of Wulun shu
Korean influence on Wulun shu seems unlikely. Was it an 
‘imperial undertaking’? The attribution to the Xuande 
emperor in the preface may have been fiction given that he 
died a decade before its publication. The preface itself, 
putatively by his son, may have been ghost-written, perhaps 
by Grand Secretary Yang Shiqi 楊士奇 (1365–1444), as a 
way to camouflage teachings meant for the teenage 
Zhengtong emperor as teachings from him to others, in the 
name of his father.19 

If the Xuande emperor did work on the project, it clearly 
fell into abeyance until some eight years after his death. Two 
kinds of confusion surround the dating of Wulun shu. First, 
the DMB gives conflicting information. One entry records 
that the book was ‘finished and printed in 1443’, leading to 
speculations about an imaginary delay in one county’s 
acquisition of the book.20 But another entry correctly gives 
1443 as the year Liu Yan 劉儼 (1394–1457), a new 
metropolitan graduate ( jinshi 進士), was assigned to work on 
the compilation.21 Further sources show that the team 
included other men from the Hanlin Academy (Hanlin yuan 
翰林院), such as Lü Yuan 呂原 (1418–62), Yang Ding 楊鼎 
(1410–85) and Qian Xili 錢習禮 (1373–1461), all metropolitan 
graduates who later lectured the emperor on the classics.22 

Second, the DMB entry on Liu Yan dates the printing of 
Wulun shu to Zhengtong 13 (1448), but accounts in the 
Veritable Records for the year 1447 clearly state that the 
Zhengtong emperor ordered the printing of the book on 27 
April and the building of 40 storerooms for its woodblocks 
and copies on 25 September.23 On 27 October 1448, copies of 
the book were sent to Confucian schools across the empire.24 
The source for the incorrect dating in DMB may be Hanlin ji 
翰林記 (Records of the Hanlin Academy), which mistakes the 
year of the book’s dissemination for the year of its 
completion. This error is compounded by a later 
comprehensive catalogue, which adds the correct month of 
the preface of the book, but in the wrong year.25 The Hanlin ji 
author Huang Zuo was perhaps misled by a rather funny 
memorial of 1448: 

Plate 25.3 The Illustrated Guide to the Three Bonds (Samgang 
haengsil-do 三綱行實圖), reprint of the 1432 edition (Seoul, 1982). 
Page showing the illustration of righteous wife Zhang

Plate 25.4 The Illustrated Guide to the Three Bonds (Samgang 
haengsil-do 三綱行實圖), reprint of the 1432 edition (Seoul, 1982). 
Page showing the text of righteous wife Zhang



222 | Ming China: Courts and Contacts 1400–1450

The teachers and students of the Confucian schools of the 
empire, having received from above the gift of the Wulun shu, 
are constantly coming to the capital to express their thanks for 
this grace, neglecting and abandoning their task of study. We 
request that from now on, upon their receiving it, it be 
considered sufficient that they face the court to express thanks 
for this grace. The emperor agreed.

禮部奏：天下儒學師生蒙賜五倫書籍，往往赴京謝恩，荒廢學
業，乞令就彼望闕謝恩為便。從之。26

The Veritable Records dates the Wulun shu quite clearly: its 
compilation started or re-started in 1443; the completed 
book was printed in 1447; and it was promulgated in 1448. 

Comparing the contents of Wulun shu and Samgang
Although each had been discussed before, Mencius was the 
first to list five ‘cardinal human relations’ (renlun 人倫), 
without calling them ‘the Five Relationships’: 

Between parent and child (literally, father and son) there is 
affection; between ruler and minister righteous propriety; 
between husband and wife distinction; elder and younger 
[brother] follow precedence; friends share good faith. 

父子有親，君臣有義，夫婦有別，長幼有序，朋友有信。27 

The Neo-Confucians built on this formulation, making 
explicit that the fourth relation refers to brothers. Wulun shu 
builds on that tradition, as Table 1 shows, following the 
‘Doctrine of the Mean’ in putting ruler-minister ahead of 
parent-child.28 

Accordingly, Wulun shu differs from Samgang in a number 
of ways. First, the opening chapter of Wulun shu surveys the 
set of five relationships through brief quotations, and the 
other chapters cover each side of each dyadic relationship 
with both ‘fine words’ ( jiayan 嘉言, a phrase from the Book of 
Documents) and ‘good deeds’ (shanxing 善行, a phrase from 
the Record of Rites).29 Second, the ‘fine words’ sections 
provide a theoretical component, with quotations from all 

of the Confucian Five Classics and Four Books, and a dozen 
later works by writers including the Song Neo-Confucians. 
Third, the Five Relationships formula includes the 
relatively equal relations of ‘brothers’ and ‘friends’. Fourth, 
Wulun shu goes further to include sections on daughters, 
mothers, uncles, aunts, lineage relatives and ‘teacher-
student.’ 

A fifth and important difference is that Wulun shu makes 
demands of both parties. Samgang contains not one single 
‘devoted husband’.30 Wulun shu includes 11 devoted husbands 
or fiancés. Most are men who refuse to desert the partners of 
their early obscurity for new, high-ranking wives, but there is 
also one husband who refuses to add concubines. The newly 
successful men of Song times in this category refuse to 
abandon wives or fiancées who are not only lowly, but also 
disabled (since birth status as such had diminished in 
importance since Tang times). For instance, one new 
examination graduate whose betrothed had gone dumb 
stands up to the demands of his elder brother that he choose 
someone able to advance the family interests: 

If I do not marry this girl, for her whole life she will never have 
a married home… To cast someone off because of illness, how 
could that accord with human feeling?

此女某若不娶，平生遂無所歸。…因即疾而遂棄，豈人情哉。31

Emotional sincerity is central in Wulun shu. An entry on 
Liu Tingshi 劉庭式 (fl. c. 1078–85) tells how he had 
contracted early to marry the daughter of a local neighbour. 
He earned his metropolitan degree, and could have made a 
better match since the betrothal silk had not yet been sent 
over to formalise the agreement. Moreover, the girl had 
gone blind. But, when someone urged a different match, Liu 
laughed and said:

My heart is already promised to her! How could I turn my back 
on my earlier intentions? 吾心已許之矣。豈可負吾初心哉。

Category Subcategory Subtopics Appended relationships # of chapters 
(juan)

Which 
juan?

The Five Relations 1 1

Way of the Ruler Fine words  2 2–3

Good deeds 49 (The final 5 subsections are on royal women.) 19 4–23

Way of the Minister Fine words 1 24

Good deeds 42 28 25–53

Way of the Parent Fine words  ½ 54

Good deeds  Mothers, uncles, aunts 1 ½ 54–5

Way of the Child Fine words  ½ 56

Good deeds  Daughters, wives 1 ½ 56–8

Way of the Husband and 
Wife

Fine words ½ 59

Good deeds (Separate subsections on husbands and 
wives.)

½ 59

Way of Elder and Younger 
Brothers

Fine words ½ 60

Good deeds Lineage ½ 60

Way of Friends Fine words ½ 61

Good deeds Teacher-student 1 ½ 61–2

Table 1 Table of contents from Wulun shu
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inferiors into obedience. Such is Confucian harmony in 
Wulun shu. Compared with the punishing one-sided 
obligations of the ‘Three Bonds’, or with the contemporary 
European ‘Great Chain of Being’, the Five Relationships 
offers a capacious and humanist utopianism. 

Further, the ‘Five Relationships’ formulation chosen by 
the Ming court for this book undermines any equation of 
‘Confucianism’ with ‘family values’. The model instead is a 
set of dyadic relationships, of which two are not family 
relations. Exemplars are fiercely conscientious individuals 
who sometimes speak and act against both the wider family 
interest and the orders of seniors, precisely in order to carry 
out the mutual, if unequal, obligations of a particular dyad. 
Dora Ching, pointing out the paucity of visual 
representations of the family in imperial China, discusses 
the Admonitions of the Instructress to the Court Ladies (Nüshi zhen 
tu 女史箴圖) in the British Museum, traditionally attributed 
to Gu Kaizhi 顧愷之 (344–405) but dated to c. 400–500, as a 
rare portrayal of an ideal complete family.35 To my eye, 
however, the painting shows a ‘family’ broken into dyads, 
whose overlapping relations of superiority are very difficult 
to represent properly all together. Ching’s analysis 
highlights the way in which the bodies of the adults set 
boundaries that protect and confine the children, but 
actually the eldest prince and the princess royal form part of 
the lines of the overall pyramid, leaving their backs 
unprotected (Pl. 25.5). We can see the pyramid as 
comprised three smaller triangles: at the lower right sit 

They married, and she bore several children before 
dying. After several years, when Liu still had not remarried, 
a colleague said to him: ‘Grief is born of love; love is born of 
sexual desire. In this case, where does your love come from? 
What does your grief come from?’ Liu replied:

I only know that I have lost my wife, and that’s all. If I trace it 
back in reasoning that sex produces love and love produces 
grief, then the sexual desire will weaken, the love will fall into 
abeyance, and my grief will also be forgotten. Then, indeed, 
any rippling sleeve in the marketplace, with dallying eyes that 
beckon to the heart, could be made a wife! 

吾知喪吾妻而已。吾如緑色而生愛緑愛而生哀。色衰愛弛。吾哀
亦忘。則凡楊袂倚市。目挑而心招者。皆可以為妻也。32

The point is the humanity and moral value of all parties, and 
the individual’s development of his natural conscience – not 
obedience to hierarchy or family interest. 

In Wulun shu, superiors hold as much responsibility as 
privilege. One account tells of the exemplary brother 
Minister Niu Hong 牛弘, whose younger brother liked to 
drink. Minister Niu arrived home one evening to find his 
wife furious because the bibulous brother had shot their cart 
ox; he did not even reprimand his brother, but simply bore it, 
like his namesake the ox.33 Similarly, a family head recorded 
in the ‘lineage’ section, when asked how the family had 
managed to stay together for nine generations, took a brush 
and he wrote ‘Forbearance’ (ren 忍) 100 times on a piece of 
paper.34 He did not speak of forcing or even educating 

Plate 25.5 After Gu Kaizhi (顧愷之) (344–405), Admonitions of the Instructress to the Court Ladies (Nüshi zhen tu 女史箴图), detail of family 
scene, c. 400–500s. Handscroll, ink and colours on silk, height 24.37cm, length 343.75cm. British Museum, London, 1903,0408,0.1
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The categories of good deeds for ministers illustrate the 
many tasks and challenges facing officials at all levels: 
assisting (the ruler’s) virtue, making basic plans for the 
dynasty, regulating ritual, regulating appointments, regular 
assessments of officials, selection of officials, preserving the 
law, insisting on doing right, constancy in doing right (in both 
often despite pressure from rulers), reproving and warning 
(the ruler), impeachments, loyal righteousness, knowing the 
main principles, administration, transforming people 
through teaching, correcting popular customs, having mercy 
on commoners, soothing words, the encouragement of 
agriculture, equalising tax burdens, emptying jails, 
preparing against drought, rescuing people from natural 
disasters, water management, the soldier-cultivation system, 
serving as an ambassador, military tactics (this has the most 
sections), border defence, eliminating bandits, suppressing 
and pacifying, relating to the people with kindness and good 
faith, orthodox study, diligence and determination, tireless 
labour, perspicacity, knowledge, loyal reverence, virtuous 
self-control and tolerance (with respect to those who wrong 
you), incorruptibility, modest yielding, not taking advantage 
and quiet retirement. 42 ‘Loyalty’ (zhong 忠) appears twice: as 
‘loyal righteousness’ (zhong yi 忠義), which in the examples 
given in the book usually means dying for one’s country at the 
hands of invaders and rebels; and as ‘loyal reverence’ (zhong 
jin 忠謹), meaning expressions of ritual reverence for the 
ruler that exceed common practice. One exemplar’s story in 
this category concludes: ‘Because of his loyalty, the emperor 
often followed his advice’.43 

Although Confucian relationships were dyadic, this list 
shows that within the ruler-minister relation there lurked a 
third term: min 民, meaning subjects or commoners. In fact, 
the dyad junchen 君臣 is ambiguous, sometimes meaning 
ruler-minister, sometimes ruler-subject. Throughout the 
Ming, emperors and officials often praised or blamed one 
another in terms of whether they helped or harmed the 
populace. The triad ruler-minister-subject appears from the 
earliest proclamations right through the last emperor’s 
suicide note at the end of the dynasty: he criticised himself, 
but also blamed his officials for the disaster and asked the 
rebels not to harm a single one of the common people.44 We 
could say that in Ming this third term – the people – actually 
mediated the relationship between ruler and minister in 
their ideological and political pronouncements.45

The uses and legacy of Wulun shu
We could see Wulun shu as imperial propaganda. The 
Hongwu and Yongle emperors and their empresses star in 
most of the chapters on rulers; in the frugality section, for 
instance, the average number of lines of text per ruler is five, 
but the Hongwu emperor gets 14. Ming emperors are also 
recorded as recognised exemplars from the period, thus 
partaking of their glory. The preface to Wulun shu boasts 
about how the dynasty has nourished, in people’s daily lives, 
the closeness of parent and child, the righteousness between 
ruler and minister, the differentiation of husband and wife, 
the orderly precedence of brothers and the good faith 
between friends, bringing decades of peace. 

After the initial wide promulgation of Wulun shu, rulers 
especially bestowed the book upon princes who requested it; 

husband (ruler) and wife; on the left mothers and children, 
with the older son more central than but no taller than his 
brother, and the secondary consorts bent in less dignity and 
with the tops of their heads slightly below that of the 
empress; and at the top, teacher-student, so that the eldest 
son (and heir) is above both his brothers – but his sister is 
distressingly above him, or possibly just further back. With 
overlapping age, generation, gender and status hierarchies, 
as well as the mutual responsibilities of each dyad to 
represent, it is small wonder that few painters attempted 
whole family portraits.36 

The ruler-minister relationship in Wulun shu 
A sixth difference between Wulun shu and Samgang is that the 
former focuses on governance rather than social hierarchy. 
Governance dominates even some stories of family 
exemplars: the first ‘devoted husband’ listed, for instance, 
wins office because the respect he and his wife show one 
another demonstrates that he has sufficient virtue to govern 
commoners.37 A man of early Ming times listed under ‘Way 
of the Father’ wrote to his son with advice about 
incorruptibility in office; when bureaucratic backbiting sent 
the son to jail, the father’s letter surfaced, and so impressed 
the emperor that he released the son and rewarded the 
father.38 Nominally a compendium of all relationships, this 
book focuses on the responsibilities of the ruling class.

The ruler-minister relation dominates the compilation: it 
receives 50 chapters, about 80 percent of the book, analysed 
according to 91 topics.39 The categories of rulers’ ‘good 
deeds’, which were often just utterances, are: sagely virtue, 
sagely study, respecting Heaven, following ancestral laws, 
sagely filiality, the virtue of humility, warnings about the 
need for caution, warnings about desires, frugality, 
esteeming good faith, constant discernment (of others’ minds 
and qualities), rites and music, taking sacrifice seriously, 
establishing the heir apparent, harmony among relatives, 
fiefs, virtuous transformation, diligence in governing, 
systems of rule, commanding officials, seeking advice, 
listening to and accepting advice, nourishing the aged, 
revering Confucian scholars, promoting study, nourishing 
talent, recognising others, seeking out the wise, employing 
the wise, benevolence to commoners, emphasising 
agriculture, rectifying names, rewarding those who 
contribute, praising and commending, rewards and 
punishments, eliminating heterodoxy, mercy in punishment, 
forgiving trespasses, managing troops, managing horses, 
commanding generals and controlling barbarians.40 

Each category spans history, sometimes from the very 
beginning through early Ming. Frugal behaviour, for 
instance, is demonstrated by 28 rulers from the sage-king 
Yao 堯 to Yongle 永樂 (r. 1403–24).41 There is some 
intertextuality: after a Han emperor appears, for instance, 
three articles refer to him directly. Over time change 
appears: the first 12 articles involve frugality on the part of 
the ruler himself, sometimes explicitly to benefit the people; 
in medieval times, frugality encompasses ministers and 
palace women; in the Song (960–1279) frugality is demanded 
even of commoners. While Wulun shu was being compiled, 
unrest caused by imperial demands made the examples 
condemning requisitions from the people highly topical. 
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especially in Jiangxi. But not only there, of course: just as the 
Sagely Son of Heaven has promulgated Wulun shu, Han 
writes, we scholar-officials will be able to collect recent 
poems more broadly, once the completion of the national 
gazetteer has ushered in a true period of ‘instituting rites and 
making music’.63 Han, as both beneficiary and partner of the 
glorious throne, claims the right to compile poetry/public 
opinion himself. 

Given the long history of remonstrance, this partnership 
did not preclude sharp criticism. During a severe drought in 
1493, the Hongzhi emperor called for frugality and for 
straight talk. Li Dongyang responded in May with a 
characteristic Mencian critique, referencing comments on 
the timely use of natural resources.64 Resources are limited, 
he writes, as the current impoverishment of both subjects 
and state coffers shows. They can only be ‘inexhaustible’ if 
the ruler sets an example by respecting frugality; and to 
encourage that, Li condenses a story from Wulun shu in 
which the Yongle emperor meditates on how his frequent 
ceremonial changes of clothing remind him of Empress Ma, 
his putative mother, personally mending for the royal family, 
and of the joy such thrift brought his father, the Hongwu 
emperor. Li reminds his own ruler that the founder of the 
Ming, and his attending ministers, had set the Empress Ma’s 
thrift as a ‘law for ten thousand generations’ (wei wanshi fa  
為萬世法), a judgement reinforced by it being recorded by 
the Xuande emperor in Wulun shu.65 If the emperor sets the 
example, the whole bureaucracy will follow suit, ‘managing 
finances with all their might’ ( jing ying jili 經營極力).66 But the 
book enables Li to go beyond encouragement. Before telling 
the story of Empress Ma mending, Li borrows a saying 
originally from the Tang tongdian, then quoted by Taizu 太祖 
of the Song dynasty (r. 960–76), and included just above, in 
the section on rulers’ frugality in Wulun shu:

Just because there is one man ruling the whole empire, it does 
not mean that the whole empire is an offering to that one man. 
Well, if the empire is not an offering to one man, to whom is it 
an offering? The point is that it is not a private possession! 

以一人治天下不以天下奉一人。夫天下不以一人將誰奉乎。不私
其有之謂也。67 

Song Taizu directed this saying at his womenfolk as they 
draped their palace in expensive fabrics. The contrast with 
Empress Ma’s mending relates it directly to Li’s memorial, 
enabling him to anticipate the attack by Huang Zongxi 黃宗
羲 (1610–95) in 1663 on rulers who take the realm as their 
own family estate and squeeze every penny from the people 
to enrich themselves and their heirs, rather than working 
hard to benefit all.68 

Conclusion 
The Wulun shu made an impact; among other things, the 
label ‘wulun’ (Five Relations) became common only after its 
publication. To assess the DMB’s summary statement about 
it, quoted at the start of this chapter: the Korean Samgang 
probably did not inspire the compilation. The Xuande 
emperor may have started the project, but even if he did, 
most of the work was probably done under his eldest son. 
Moreover, Wulun shu was an ‘imperial undertaking’ only in a 
loose sense. It was compiled by at least four of the sharpest 

the Zhengtong emperor himself was the first to do this, in 
1449.46 His successor also honoured officials with this gift, 
giving it to the top metropolitan graduate in 1451 and 
Hanlin chancellor Ke Qian 柯潜 (1423–73); in 1448 to the 
most long-lived Ming official, Wei Ji 魏驥 (1374–1471); and in 
about 1451 to Li Kui 李奎 (1389–1457), who like some others 
constructed a special building to house it.47 Wulun shu was 
among the many rewards (alternating with punishments) 
granted to the Mongolian Ming general Mao Qara 毛哈喇 
(1394–1468); he told his son and grandson, who later died 
alongside him battling Mongol forces: 

Loyalty and righteousness are all in here. You should 
respectfully learn it thoroughly. Do not neglect this!

忠義盡在是矣汝等奉誦之毋忽。48 

As a gift, Wulun shu was part of a larger set of imperial 
publications and writers also drew on it in this capacity. It 
provided the epigraph for the treatise on music by Prince 
Zhu Zaiyu 朱載堉 (1536–1611).49 Li Dongyang 李東陽 
(1447–1516) lists it with other imperial books in an 
examination essay, noting that the books were widely read, 
even by commoners.50 A commentary by Xia Liangsheng夏
良勝 (1480–1538) on the fundamental text ‘Doctrine of the 
Mean’ includes a Yongle edict he had read about in the 
Wulun shu.51 A Mongolian scholar in Henan annotated it for 
students.52 

The collection served as a source for early Ming history.53 
Many notable scholar-officials, such as Wei Jiao 魏校 
(1483–1543) and Yang Yiqing 楊一清 (1454–1530), mention 
reading it.54 Officials drew on it right away for precedents: a 
memorial of 9 June 1450 references a saying of the Yongle 
emperor on wide consultation with officials, and another of 
15 June 1450 cites it on taking personal responsibility for 
sacrifice.55 Wang Shu 王恕 (1416–1508) used a Yongle 
utterance from Wulun shu to discuss rites to Confucius.56 
Another memorial urged the ruler to attend to heavenly 
portents as Wulun shu shows the Hongwu emperor doing.57 A 
16th-century official used it as ‘reliable evidence’ of early 
Ming processes of advice and consent.58 Urging active daily 
teaching by the throne to guide officials and commoners, 
Qiu Jun 邱濬 (1418–95) quoted from Wulun shu the Yongle 
emperor’s description of beginning his mornings with 
quiet-sitting.59 The compilation promoted imperial 
centrality, and it may have been key in preserving specific 
sayings and actions of the early Ming rulers. But it recorded 
officials too: Ye Sheng 葉盛 (1420–74) wrote that in his time, 
only Wulun shu recorded the important contributions of early 
Ming general Liu Jiang 劉江 (fl. c. 1370).60

Government offices reprinted Wulun shu whole, but like 
other palace works, its wide audience meant that it also 
stimulated commercial editions and imitations, some 
illustrated.61 It also justified other collections. In 1457–8, Han 
Yong (1422–78) collected Ming poems in Jiangxi 江西 
province, where he had served for about eight years before 
being sidelined.62 His preface refers to the classical role of 
poetry in reflecting popular opinion and thus the quality of 
rule. He celebrates the successive Ming ‘sages’ for nourishing 
human talent and virtue, so that talent is rising, music is 
stirring and everyone from the nobility down to the cotton-
wearers of the hills and forests is recreating antiquity – 
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things failing his own son in an examination. See his epitaph in Xu 
Hong 1505, 8/19. 

22 On Lü Yuan, see his epitaph in Li Xian c. 1470, 20/23, and in Xu 
Hong 1505, 8/12; his 1462 death notice in MSL Yingzong shilu 346.5a 
(6/11/庚申); and his biography in Liao Daonan 1545, 3/32. On 
Yang Ding, see his death notice in MSL Xianzong shilu 267/3a–b 
(21/6/甲午). On Qian Xili, see Wang Zhi c. 1465, 24/59. Peng Shi 
彭時 (1416–75) may also have worked on the collection, while at the 
National University; see Li Xian c. 1470, 15/16.

23 DMB, 970. MSL Yingzong shilu 151.8b (12/3/己丑) (printing), 157.5a 
(12/8/乙亥) (storage). MS 8/98/2425-6 reports that the Xuande 
emperor made the book and the Zhengtong emperor prefaced and 
printed it. See also Jang 2008, 122 n. 22, but the citation to the 
Huidian should be to the Yingzong shilu.

24 MSL Yingzong shilu 170.7b (13/9/癸丑). 
25 Huang Zuo 1560–6, 13.10b; the catalogue is Qianqingtang shumu, 

Huang Yuji c. 1690, 11/41.
26 Memorial from the Ministry of Rites (Libu 禮部). Yu Ruji et al. 

1620, 94/26, and MSL Yingzong shilu 172.6a (13/11/庚子).
27 Mengzi 34A.
28 Xia Liangsheng c. 1530, ch. 20. 
29 They were bound variously: the Qing catalogue lists five versions 

in 32, 60 or 62 fascicles, in four or six cases. Yu Minzhong 1775, 
9/11–12.

30 Oh 2013, 173. 
31 Zhu Zhanji 1443, 59/7, story of Zheng Shutong 鄭叔通.
32 Zhu Zhanji 1443, 59/6–7, from Songshi 宋史, 459/1. Husbandly 

fidelity may have political overtones like wifely fidelity.
33 Zhu Zhanji 1443, 60/17.
34 Zhu Zhanji 1443, 60/26.
35 Ching 2013, 277.
36 That it is a royal family, exceptionally, which was portrayed as a 

group may underline problems with the view that the imperial 
family was ‘the pattern and model of all families within the 
empire’. See Clunas 2013, 94. Ordinary wives could not be 
demoted to concubine, nor vice versa; imperial consorts could be 
shifted around. Ordinary sons inherited equally; there was only 
one throne. 

37 Zhu Zhanji 1443, 59/4.
38 Zhu Zhanji 1443, 54/4. Ye Chunji 1570–4, 14/12–13 cites this case 

from Wulun shu.
39 Ni Qian 1493, 25/16–17 notes this unevenness of categories. 
40 Zhu Zhanji 1443, Table of Contents 1–7.
41 Zhu Zhanji 1443, 7/1–8.
42 Zhu Zhanji 1443, Table of Contents 7–15.
43 Zhu Zhanji 1443, 51/7.
44 MS 2/24/335.
45 A mid-19th century primer includes the three terms together: ruler 

( jun 君), shown as originally having handlike elements on both 
sides of a box (kou 口), is explained as facing forwards, while both 
minister (chen 臣) and people (min 民) face right towards the 
sovereign. ‘To recline’ (wo 臥) is explained as depicting both 
ministers and ordinary folk kowtowing to the sovereign. Bai 2005, 
131. 

46 See MSL Yingzong shilu 179.13b (14/6/丙子), 206.7b (2/7/ 戊午), 
209.3a (2/10/庚午); MSL Xiaozong shilu 132.7a (10/12/壬辰); MSL 
Shizong shilu 205.3a (16/10/乙卯), 205.2a (16/10/癸丑). Other 
bestowals: MSL Yingzong shilu 212.8a (3/1丙辰) (an official’s wife); 
MSL Yingzong shilu 216/11a (3/5/戊辰) (a new county school); MSL 
Wuzong shilu 171/11a–b (14/2/辛卯) (replacement copy in 
Confucius’s hometown); and MSL Shizong shilu 174/5b (14/4/ 己巳) 
and 180/6b (14/10/甲寅).

47 On Ke Qian, see epitaph by Wang Yu王 (1422–95, js. 1451), in Xu 
Hong 1505, 13/11, who like Huang Zuo 1560–6 (16/16) adduces the 
gift to prove how good ruler–minister relations were then. On Wei 
Qi, see Mao Qiling c. 1690, 73/4. On Li Kui, see Xie Min and Tao 
Cheng 1731, 40/32.

48 Xu Hong 1505, 17/8. DMB, 1039–40.
49 Zhu Zaiyu c. 1600, 1/1.
50 Li Dongyang 1516, 38/21. See He 2013, 113–14.
51 Xia Liangsheng c. 1530, 12/77.
52 Kuang Yuche and Ren Chongyue 1984, 51. 
53 Jang 2008, 169. Historian Chen Jian noted this use of Wulun shu 

minds in the country during the mid-Ming shift of initiative 
away from the throne and into the hands of ministers. 
Scholar-official Ni Qian 倪謙 (1415–79) wrote that Wulun shu, 
Taizu’s Great Warning (Yuzhi da gao 御制大誥) and two 
collections compiled under the Yongle emperor urging 
secret good deeds and filiality all showed how the Ming 
emperors, like the sage-kings, led through rites and 
education.69 But in fact Wulun shu is not like the others. Aside 
from the preface, Wulun shu is not written in the emperor’s 
voice, and it targets not ordinary people, but the powerful, as 
did Liu Yan’s next project, the Mirror for Rulers (Lidai junjian 
歷代君鑑). My brief introduction has overlooked the 
contemporary relevance of the work as well as the Hanlin 
Academy authors, who may have discussed their work on 
Wulun shu somewhere at more length than I have found.70 But 
I propose that this fascinating, beautiful, mid-15th century 
court production may be best understood as a Hanlin work 
of history offering practical moral guidance to both rulers 
and ministers in their joint responsibility to the country and 
the people.
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The many ways in which Iran was connected to China over 
the centuries, both by land and by sea, complicates the 
isolation of any particular period of that relationship. This 
ambiguity is especially pronounced for the period 1400–50 
due to the lingering presence of East Asian visual symbols 
that had been popularised in Iran during the time of 
Mongol domination from the middle of the 13th century to 
the middle of the 14th century. When we see a 15th-century 
painting from Iran or Central Asia that includes Chinese 
elements, it is often difficult to know whether these should be 
viewed as a lingering reflection of the Mongol era, or newly 
acquired features deriving from more recent contact with 
Ming China. 

 Although Mongol governmental control over Iran had 
collapsed by the 1350s, the cultural and artistic legacy of the 
Ilkhans, the branch of the Mongol dynasty who had ruled 
Iran, survived to varying degrees in the regional successor 
states that were created within its former boundaries. In 
some cases the consistent use of a similar design or motif in 
both the Mongol and Ming periods, such as the association 
of dragons with governmental authority, underscores the 
cultural continuity in significant aspects of the visual 
vocabulary of the region. For example, dragons and 
long-tailed birds appear prominently in the decoration of a 
Mongol palace erected in north-west Iran in the 1250s and 
are also featured in court paintings of the post-Mongol 
period.1 These same creatures appear repeatedly in the 
court arts of 15th-century Iran. For example, golden dragons 
embellish the white umbrella carried over the head of a 
prince in an early 15th-century painting from Tabriz that is 
thought to depict a local ruler of the Jalayirid dynasty that 
ruled the region between the collapse of the Ilkhanid 
Mongol state and the rise of the Timurids (Pl. 26.1).2 As will 
be demonstrated below, dragons are also associated with 
royal power in paintings made for various members of the 
Timurid dynasty. 

The period of 1400–50 under discussion coincides with 
Timurid domination over Iran and Central Asia. It opens 
with the final years of Timur’s life (who died in 1405) and 
encompasses the entirety of the reign of his son and eventual 
successor, Shah Rukh (r. 1407–47). Timur’s empire had been 
created by reconnecting the fragmented polities that arose 
as successors to the Mongol Empire in Iran and Central 
Asia. Unfortunately, he devoted more energy to these 
conquests than to converting his extensive holdings into a 
stable and integrated state. As a result, shortly after his death 
the various regions of his empire began to pursue more or 
less independent paths. Consequently, regional variations in 
artistic production began to appear as different local rulers 
gave varying degrees of importance to patronage of the arts; 
local artistic connections with China also differed in form 
and content.

Timur’s life extended only to the first five years covered 
by the exhibition at the British Museum, but the impact of 
his conquests and of his attitude towards artistic production 
can serve as a point of departure. In important respects the 
fundamental objective of Timur’s conquests was to 
reconstruct the Mongol empire with the presumed goal of 
making his own family its legitimate rulers in perpetuity. 
This objective is evident not only from the focus of his 
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military campaigns, but also from more personal aspects of 
his life. He sought to bolster his political legitimacy by 
attaching himself to the family of Chinggis Khan in any 
possible way. He ruled in the name of a titular Mongol 
descendant whose importance was symbolic rather than 
practical. He sought out and married female members of the 
Chinggisid family, which permitted him to use the coveted 
title of Güregen or ‘son-in-law’.3 

Timur also appears to have viewed the Ming rulers as 
obstacles to his eventual goal of reconstructing the broad 
expanse of the Mongol state. A Spanish envoy to Timur’s 
court, Ruy González de Clavijo, who witnessed several 
royal audiences during his visit to Samarqand in the 
autumn of 1404, describes the ways in which Timur showed 
his contempt for Chinese officials sent from the Ming court 
to collect tribute from him. He not only sought to humiliate 
them by relegating them to an inferior position among his 
guests, but also addressed them in insulting language. In 
addition, they were detained for some time before being 
allowed to return to China, and without the payment from 
him that they had been sent to collect.4

Although none of the other Timurids attempted to assert 
control over the territory of the Ming state, other facets of 
Timur’s legacy continued to shape their artistic patronage. 
Following a policy previously used by the Mongols, 
whenever he conquered an area, Timur treated skilled 
craftsmen as booty to be used as he saw fit. If their skills 
were deemed useful, those individuals could be forced to 
leave their homes and move to his capital, Samarqand, in 
order to execute projects under his command.5 

The artistic consequences of these forced relocations 
instigated by Timur are most easily documented in 
architecture. For example, in the cemetery zone of 
Samarqand known as the Shah-i Zindeh, tombs belonging 
to female members of Timur’s immediate family can be 
divided between those that are decorated with the 
techniques and designs already established in Samarqand 
by the last quarter of the 14th century, prior to Timur’s 
seizure of the city, and those which display decorative 
systems introduced to the region in the early 15th century by 
builders and tile-makers who had been transferred to 
Samarqand from the Iranian cities of Shiraz, Yazd and 
Isfahan. 

A mausoleum in the Shah-i Zindeh, known as the tomb of 
Shad-i Mulk Agha and erected through the patronage of 
Timur’s elder sister, Turkan Agha (d. 1386), to serve both as 
her own tomb and that of her daughter who had died in 1371, 
continues the architectural and decorative traditions that 
had been established in Samarqand by the 1360s and which 
are evident in some of that complex’s earliest documented 
structures such as the tombs from the 1340s and 1350s.6 In 
addition to an elaborate programme of geometric ornament, 
the tiles of Shad-i Mulk Agha employ stylised lotus blossoms 
shown in profile. These floral designs indicate that at least 
one East Asian decorative feature had already been 
integrated into the artistic repertoire of Samarqand tile 
makers by the last quarter of the 14th century. 

This local Samarqand approach to architectural 
decoration contrasted with the new techniques and designs 
that were introduced by craftsmen forcibly transferred to 

Samarqand after Timur’s campaigns in western Iran in the 
1380s and 1390s. These new trends are represented by a 
tomb erected by another of Timur’s sisters, Shirin Bika Aqa, 
for either her own use or that of her family.7 The tomb’s 
portal is surmounted by a vertically ribbed vault, while its 
exterior surfaces are covered with tiles executed in the 
laborious technique of cut-tile mosaic that had been 
developed in western Iran. Comparable vaults and 
ornamentation are still preserved in late 14th or early 
15th-century structures erected in Tabriz, Isfahan and 
Shiraz.8 The consequences of Timur’s policy of moving 
craftsmen from one region to another is more easily 
documented in architecture than in the production of 
portable works of art, but some objects may reflect the 
application of a similar practice of transferring skilled 
craftsmen from one region to another in order to execute a 
royal commission. The fact that Timur’s grandson Ulugh 
Beg (1394–1449) also inherited at least some of his 
grandfather’s transplanted craftsmen is indicated by the fact 
that after his accession to the throne in 1411, he issued a 
decree permitting transplanted Syrian ceramic specialists to 
return to their homes.9 Ulugh Beg’s decision to release 
Timur’s conscripted workers, however, does not exclude the 
possibility that he acquired other specialised artisans. 

Although Ulugh Beg did not emulate his grandfather’s 
passion for territorial expansion, the fact that his dominion 
included Timur’s capital, Samarqand, may well have 
provided him with the opportunity to embrace other aspects 
of the latter’s policies. It is known, for example that he too 

Plate 26.1 Page showing Khusraw at Shirin’s castle in Nizami, 
Khusraw wa Shirin, dated 1406–10, Tabriz. Ink, opaque watercolour 
and gold on paper, height 25.7cm, width 18.4cm. Freer Gallery of 
Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., Purchase F1931.36
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respective possession of objects of Chinese manufacture. 
The texts of their books contain the classics of Persian 
literature, but the ways in which those books were decorated 
provides insight into the new artistic currents reaching the 
Timurid dominions from Ming China. These examples will 
be taken in chronological order, beginning with a 
consideration of Iskandar Sultan’s manuscripts and then 
turning to one associated with Ibrahim Sultan.

Iskandar Sultan’s short but tumultuous life highlights the 
competing quests for political power and military superiority 
among Timur’s descendants in the years following the 
latter’s death in 1405. Iskandar Sultan’s court historian, 
Mu’in al-din Natanzi, claims that Iskandar received an 
official envoy sent to him by the Yongle emperor. This envoy, 
whose journey from China is said to have taken two years, 
reached Shiraz in 1412–13 with an official letter and various 
Chinese objects, and was sent back to China with a letter in 
Iskandar’s name as well as ‘Iranian rarities’.15 Iskandar, 
whose excessive ambition brought him into conflict with his 
Timurid relations and ultimately led to his execution in 1415 
on the orders of his uncle Shah Rukh (r. 1409–47) whose 
position as Timur’s successor had been accepted by the other 
members of the dynasty, appears to have viewed his relations 
with the Chinese emperor as a confirmation of his own 
exalted status.

The most clear-cut link between Iskandar’s association of 
East Asian visual symbols with his own political ambitions 
comes in an illustration in a manuscript anthology made for 
him which is now in the collection of the British Library (Pl. 
26.3) a book that is sometimes called ‘Iskandar’s Miscellany’.
The picture in question illustrates a story in the Iskandar-
name of Nizami describing how that prince sought the advice 
of a reclusive sage who lived in a mountain retreat. This 
painting’s starry sky, and the fact that the young prince is led 
by a servant carrying a candle, indicate that this visit is 
nocturnal. 

married female descendants of Chinggis Khan, which 
permitted him to use the same honorific title of Güregen, or 
‘son-in-law’ used by his grandfather. The coins struck by 
Ulugh Beg made reference to his grandfather by employing 
a symbolic device associated with him as well as his name.10 
Ulugh Beg’s special connection with his grandfather is also 
suggested by the fact that in 1425 he arranged for the 
transportation of a large slab of black jade from the region of 
Qarshi in Transoxiana to Samarqand where he had it 
carved and placed over Timur’s grave. The texts inscribed 
on it include a description of the circumstances under which 
he had acquired this stone.11 The particulars about who had 
shaped this slab of black jade and inscribed it with a text are 
not known, but Ulugh Beg’s appreciation of this material is 
evident in the three jade drinking vessels which were 
inscribed with his name. Two of them, one in the British 
Museum (see Pl. 1.5), the other at the Bharat Kala Bhavan 
in Banaras, are made of green jade and have dragon 
handles.12 The third example, now in the Calouste 
Gulbenkian Foundation Lisbon, was fashioned from a pale 
green stone and was clearly modelled after a metalwork 
object of a type known to have been produced in Herat; its 
principal ornament consists of Ulugh Beg’s name and titles 
(Pl. 26.2).13 The far-flung territories inhabited by Timur’s 
descendants led to a proliferation of princely courts 
including those in the city of Herat, the residence of his son, 
Shah Rukh, as well as one at Shiraz in south-west Iran, 
which was the successive residence of two of Timur’s 
grandsons, Iskandar Sultan b. Umar Shaikh (r. 1404–14) and 
Ibrahim Sultan b. Shah Rukh (r. 1414–35). Shiraz, renowned 
as the birthplace and residence of several important Persian 
authors including Sa’di (d. 1292) and Hafiz (d. 1389), had by 
the later 14th century become a major centre for the 
production of literary manuscripts.14 

 Manuscripts made for both Iskandar Sultan and 
Ibrahim Sultan contain images revealing the two prince’s 

Plate 26.2 Pale green jade jug, inscribed 
with the titles of Ulugh Beg b. Shah Rukh,  
c. 1425–38, Samarqand. Height 14.5cm, 
diameter 16cm. Calouste Gulbenkian 
Foundation, Lisbon, Inv. 328



Looking East, Looking West: The Artistic Connections of Ming China and Timurid Iran | 231 

Lisbon contains designs that show a variety of exotic bird 
with an exceptionally long tail, often described as a 
‘simurgh’. Depictions of this exotic type of bird were 
produced in Iran during the period of Mongol domination 
during late 13th and early 14th centuries when it was often 
combined with dragons.17 Iskandar’s page shows a pair of 
long-tailed birds framed in a lobed border which resembles 
the ornaments that decorate the shoulders of Ming dragon 
robes.18 The presence of textile decorations of Chinese origin 
in paintings made for Iskandar Sultan is not surprising for 
silk textiles were a standard component in the gifts sent to 
foreign dignitaries by Chinese rulers. 

The location of Shiraz in proximity to the Persian Gulf 
port of Hormuz gave it particular importance during the 
period of voyages to the Near East carried out by the Ming 
fleets led by the Muslim admiral, Zheng He, between 1414 
and 1433.19 Both Shah Rukh in Herat and his son Ibrahim 
Sultan in Shiraz are known to have participated in an 
exchange of envoys with the Ming rulers, and traces of those 
exchanges are reflected in books made for these Timurids at 
their respective courts.

The removal of Iskandar from control over the key city of 
Shiraz provided an opportunity for Shah Rukh to install his 
own son, Ibrahim Sultan, as the ruler of that important 

The princely message of this image is enhanced by the 
fact that Iskandar wears both a crown and a gold-
embroidered fur-trimmed robe. Although the design of his 
garment’s gold-embroidered decoration can be seen only in 
part, its main feature appears to be a pair of sinuous dragons 
whose tails are visible on his shoulders and sleeves. A similar 
dragon appears as a marginal decoration on another page of 
this manuscript on fol. 542r. Although this dragon lacks the 
exact configuration of the dragons used to embellish robes 
worn by members of the Ming imperial family, the 
connection between this creature and Iskandar’s princely 
status would have been clear to a viewer in Iskandar’s day. 

The inclusion of designs which appear to replicate 
Chinese embroidery patterns on other pages of Iskandar’s 
manuscripts suggest that such patterns held a special interest 
for this Timurid prince. One of these drawings executed in 
ink with touches of colour appears to be a kind of sampler 
with several patterns on the same page (Pl. 26.4). The most 
prominent of them show one quarter of the design for a kind 
of cusped medallion known as a ‘cloud collar’ that was 
traditionally placed on the shoulders of Chinese robes such 
as one embellished with dragons made for a Ming prince 
that was excavated in Shandong province.16 A manuscript 
made for Iskandar Sultan in the Gulbenkian Foundation in 

Plate 26.3 ‘Iskandar visiting a sage in his cave at night’, from 
Anthology made for Iskandar Sultan b. Umar Shaikh at Shiraz,  
c. 1412. Height 18.4cm, width 12.7cm. British Library, London, Add. 
27261, fol. 230r

Plate 26.4 Illuminated page showing designs for cloud-collar 
embroideries, Anthology of Iskandar Sultan, dated 1410–11. 
Tempera and gold dust on paper, height 27.4cm, width 17.2cm. 
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, Lisbon, L.A. 161, fol. 130a
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centre. Pictorial evidence linked to the reign of Ibrahim 
Sultan provides the clearest indication of the way in which 
the Zheng He voyages contributed to the distribution of 
Chinese ceramics in the Near East. In addition to these 
well-known voyages, Chinese ceramics also appear to have 
been distributed by land-based convoys.20

As was the case with the luxurious Chinese textiles that 
appear to have reached Shiraz during the reign of Iskandar 
Sultan, most of the information about the appearance of 
Ming ceramics in Timurid Iran comes from vessels depicted 
in manuscripts made at Timurid courts in Shiraz and Herat. 
Three paintings from Shiraz ranging in date from c. 1430 to 
1444 suggest that the volume and variety of Chinese 
ceramics in use at the court in Shiraz grew with time. 

The first example comes from a copy of the Shahnama of 
Firdawsi made for Ibrahim Sultan and believed to date from 
the 1430s.21 One of this manuscript’s spare compositions 
focuses on the hero Rustam who deflects a rock with his right 
foot while seated on the ground drinking from a golden cup 
and roasting meat on a spit over a fire (Pl. 26.5). The 
solitary Chinese blue-and-white bottle on the ground beside 
him is decorated with a landscape that includes a bird 
swimming on a small pond. This same object is depicted on 
another folio of this Shahnama manuscript depicting 
Firdawsi’s conversation with the court poets of Ghazni. In 

Plate 26.5 ‘Rustam deflects a rock’, in Firdawsi, Shahnama, 1430s. 
Opaque watercolours, ink and gold on paper. The Bodleian 
Libraries, The University of Oxford, MS Ouseley Add. 176, fol. 272b

Plate 26.6 ‘Timur celebrates his conquest of Delhi in December 
1398’, page from a dispersed copy of The Zafarnama (Book of 
Victories) by Sharaf al-din Ali Yazdi, copied by Ya’qub ibn Hasan 
known as Siraj al-Husayni al-Sultani at Shiraz for Ibrahim Sultan b. 
Shah Rukh, 1436. Harvard Art Museums/Arthur M. Sackler 
Museum, Bequest of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, 1960.198Plate 26.7 A page from a Shahnama manuscript depicting Faridun 

enthroned in the palace of Zahhak, dated 1444. Height 24.2cm, 
width 23.2cm. Bibliothèque nationale de France, Suppl. Persan 494
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tempting to connect the presence of these Chinese visitors 
with the great variety of Chinese ceramic vessels depicted in 
this painting, its connection with a manuscript of 1444 
means that this image post-dates the culmination of the 
Zheng He voyages by more than a decade. Although 
historical evidence confirms that the cessation of his travels 
did not signal the end of all contacts between the Timurids 
and the Ming court, the identity of these particular visitors 
has yet to be established. 

The Shahnama manuscript in Paris, to which this page 
belongs, appears to have been produced at the Timurid 
court of Shiraz because its scribe, who signs as Muhammad 
al-Sultani, was the court calligrapher for Ibrahim Sultan. As 
the latter had died in 1434, a decade before this manuscript 
was produced, the youthful prince depicted in the painting 
would appear to be his son and heir, Abdallah b. Ibrahim  
(r. 1434–46). This Paris Shahnama and its frontispiece now in 
Cleveland argue for the stability of the Timurid court in 
Shiraz in the years following Ibrahim Sultan’s death, both 
with respect to the production of illustrated manuscripts and 
in maintaining relations with Ming China. The most 
tangible consequences of that relationship is the continued 
collecting and use of Ming blue-and-white ceramics at court 
functions.

Embroidered textiles and blue-and-white ceramics were 
not the only kinds of Chinese materials known to the 
Timurids. Another medium is a kind of heavy coloured and 
decorated paper that differs in several ways from the 
traditional kinds of paper used in Iran and Central Asia for 
the transcription of various kinds of texts. The composition 
of the ink used by Near Eastern scribes required that they 

this case, the ceramic bottle sits in solitary splendour on a 
golden dish.22

A very similar blue-and-white bottle appears in the next 
example, a page from a dispersed manuscript of a history of 
Timur’s life, known as the Zafarnama, which was written for 
Ibrahim Sultan by his court historian Sharaf al-din Ali 
Yazdi (Pl. 26.6). Timur once again drinks from a shallow 
golden bowl while courtiers stand beside him or entertain 
him. This painting contains the depiction of three different 
Chinese ceramic objects. An attendant grasps the lower 
portion of a stem-cup and a pair of blue-and-white bottles sit 
on a small golden table; one of these is decorated with a 
swimming bird and the other has a landscape scene. 

The final example is a double-page painting now 
detached from its parent manuscript dated to 1444 that can 
be found in the Bibliothèque nationale de France (Pl. 
26.7).23 This painting now in the Cleveland Museum of Art 
(Pls 26.8a–b) suggests that the ceramic collection at Shiraz 
had been augmented since it depicts 18 separate objects. Two 
are sets of six bowls of varying sizes and shades of blue. Each 
group of objects rests on a golden table that is carried by two 
men. Another attendant carries a pair of larger blue-and-
white dishes one of which serves to cover the other. The 
number of blue-and-white bottles has also grown, the pair 
seen in the Zafarnama illustration has now become four. 
Three bottles sit side-by-side on a small brownish red table 
and a fourth is carried by one of the prince’s attendants. 

The most surprising feature of this double-paged 
frontispiece, however, is the fact that it also depicts three 
Chinese men who kneel on the ground behind two groups of 
local courtiers who kneel on small carpets. Although it is 

Plate 26.8a–b: a) (left) ‘A princely banquet in a garden’, left folio of double page frontispiece (recto) illustration from the Shahnama (Book 
of Kings) of Abu’l-Qasim Manur Firdawsi, 1444, Shiraz, Iran. Opaque watercolour, gold and silver on paper, height 32.7cm, width 22cm. 
The Cleveland Museum of Art, John L. Severance Fund 1956.10; b) (right) Manuscript of the Shahnama of Firdawsi, 1444. Opaque 
watercolour, gold and silver on paper. The Cleveland Museum of Art, J. H. Wade Collection, 1945.169
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surface. Some volumes contain the classics of Persian 
literature and some carry the text of the Qur’an. Dated 
examples suggest that most of these manuscripts were 
produced in the 1430s or 1440s.24 

A Qur’an now in Detroit is a good example of this group. 
The two opening pages of its text are its most lavishly 
ornamented pages and have been published in a number of 

write on paper which had been smoothed and covered with 
a coating of starch. The paper made and used in Iran and 
Central Asia is well suited to this technique of writing. 
During the reign of Shah Rukh, however, a very different 
type of paper was used to copy a few manuscripts. It was 
much heavier than ordinary paper, was dyed in various 
colours, decorated with gold and had a smooth and waxy 

Plates 26.9–10 Sections of a Qur’an written on Chinese gold-sprinkled paper, attributed to the Timurid court at Herat. Illumination 
attributed to the Muhammad Juki illuminator, c. 1440. Leather, paper, ink, colours and gold, book: 44.5 x 38.1cm, manuscript: 30.5 x 26.7cm. 
Detroit Insitute of Arts, City of Detroit Purchase, 30.323

Plate 26.11 Preface to the Shahnama of Firdawsi, text composed by 
Baysunghur b. Shah Rukh, Herat, c. 1444. Gouache on paper, height 
24.7cm, width 13.5cm. Royal Asiatic Society, Persian 239 fol.3b

Plate 26.12 ‘Gushtasp plays polo before the Qaysar’, illustration 
from the Shahnama of Firdawsi, c. 1444. Gouache on paper, height 
22cm, width 15cm. Royal Asiatic Society, Persian 239 fol.252a
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exhibition catalogues.25 Although various aspects of this 
manuscript deserve a more detailed study, the remarks here 
will focus on its unusual paper and the striking parallels 
between the decorative repertoire of this Qur’an’s opening 
illumination and that in a copy of Firdawsi’s Shahnama, now 
at the Royal Asiatic Society in London where it is known as 
Ms 239. Internal documentation in this book Ms. 239 
demonstrates that it was produced for a Timurid Prince, 
Muhammad Juki b. Shah Rukh. His name and titles are 
included in dragon-embellished banners depicted in some of 
the paintings.26 Although manuscript illumination in 
15th-century Timurid manuscripts is highly conventional, 
the Detroit Qur’an and the Shahnama in the Royal Asiatic 
Society share idiosyncratic features in the design of their 
golden borders, the tonality of their colours and the 
execution of their intricate frames which divide the surface 
of the page into discrete compartments (Pls 26.9–10). 
These similarities suggest that both manuscripts were 
produced in close proximity to each other in both time and 
space. The Shahnama copy is thought to date to the 1440s and 
to have been made in Herat so the same provenance can 
thus be suggested for the Detroit Qur’an. Another distinctive 
feature of Muhammad Juki’s Shahnama is that it depicts one 
of its heroes, Gushtasp, in a fashion analogous to the 
painting of Iskandar Sultan discussed earlier in this chapter. 
He wears a golden crown and the shoulders of his garment 
are embroidered with golden dragons (Pls 26.11–12). The 
question of whether this princely figure should be 
interpreted as a depiction of Shah Rukh’s son Muhammad 
Juki has been raised, but so far no conclusive answer had 
been provided.27 

Aside from its highly decorated opening pages, the visual 
drama of the Detroit Qur’an is created by the unusual paper 
on which it is copied. Ten different colours of heavy paper 
decorated on one side with gold are used for the volume’s 
individual gatherings. In one case, the Qur’an’s text has 
been written over an upside-down landscape vignette that 
shows a grape vine rooted in a golden hillside. The plant’s 
branches, leaves, tendrils and grape clusters are visible 
between the words of Quran 16: 119–28.

This brief survey of Ming-Timurid artistic relations 
between 1400 and 1450 demonstrates that Timur’s 
descendants included Chinese textiles, ceramics and paper 
in their courtly life and ceremonies. Both the quality of these 
objects or materials and their distant origin must have 
enhanced their value to the rulers in the various centres of 
Timurid power. This general conclusion does not exclude 
the possibility, however, that individual Timurid rulers 
placed more particular and personal interpretations on their 
ownership of such precious goods. 
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Chapter 27
Precious Stones and 
Ming Culture, 1400–1450

Craig Clunas

Plate 27.1 Toothpick box with chain, Ming dynasty, 15th century. Gold 
and gems, length 9.1cm, with chain 25.2cm, weight 83g. Rietberg 
Museum, Zurich, Collection Alice and Pierre Uldry. Inv. No. U 301 GS

The poem with which the interpreter Ma Huan 馬歡  
(b. c. 1380) prefaces his account of the early Ming imperially 
ordered oceanic voyages, commanded by the eunuch 
admiral Zheng He 鄭和 (1371–1433), opens stirringly: 

The emperor’s glorious envoy received the divine commands,

‘proclaim aloud the silken sounds, and go to the barbarous 
lands’ … 

And it continues, in describing the armada’s reception in 
foreign parts: 

Here when the heavenly writing came, a happy clamour 
meeting,

Chieftains and heads of the barbarous tribes all vied to give it 
greeting.

Tribute of southern gold, rare gems, from distant parts appear;

Grateful, admiring our virtue, they show themselves loyal, 
sincere … 

Mountains high and mighty waves I ere then saw but few;

Unwonted gems and jewels rare I now begin to view.1

Even by the standards of early 15th-century court 
panegyric, hardly famed as one of the high points of Chinese 
verse, this is not great poetry. But, as this chapter will argue, 
it is not by accident that ‘southern gold’ (nan jin 南) and ‘rare 
gems’ ( yi bao 異寳), or ‘unwonted gems and jewels’ ( yi bao qi 
zhen 異寳奇珍) glitter in this poem with which Ma Huan 
opened his Overall Survey of the Ocean Shores (Ying ya shenglan  
瀛涯勝覽), a text which was probably written after the first 
voyage in 1416. In fact, they are the only specific objects of 
foreign ‘tribute’ he mentions in this prefatory verse. 
Gemstones, and objects inlaid with gemstones, have lain 
outside the mainstream of research into Chinese art and 
material culture, largely because until recently scholars have 
had so few examples to examine. Although the literary 
evidence for the use of table vessels in precious metals is 
ample, the number of surviving artefacts in museums, prior 
to recent archaeological discoveries, has been small.2 The 
same is true a fortiori with regard to precious metal vessels 
and objects enhanced with gemstones. The few surviving 
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Plate 27.2 Pair of gold pillow ends inlaid with semi-precious stones, Xuande period, 1426–35, Beijing or Nanjing. Gold, rubies, turquoise 
and other precious and semi-precious stones, height 14.47cm, width 18cm each. British Museum, London, 1949,1213.1-2

Plate 27.3 Group of gold and gem-encrusted hairpins, excavated 
from the tomb of Zhu Zhanji, Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411–41), and 
of Lady Wei (d. 1451) at Zhongxiang, Hubei province, c. 1403–51, 
Nanjing or Beijing. Gold, jade, precious and semi-precious stones, 
maximum length 20.5cm. Hubei Provincial Museum

examples outside China, such as a gem-encrusted gold 
toothpick case in the Rietberg Museum, Zurich (Pl. 27.1) or 
a pair of pillow ends in the British Museum (Pl. 27.2), have 
lacked a context in which to understand them, excavated as 
they were in the early 20th century in uncontrolled 
conditions. Indeed, the latter objects were for many years 
catalogued and displayed as ornamental plaques for sewing 
on clothing, a sort of luxury rank badge, and their true 
function as ornamental pillow ends has only recently been 
recognised. But in more recent years significant excavations 
in China have greatly enhanced our understanding of the 
types, functions and range of precious metal objects in the 
early Ming, and many aristocratic tombs have yielded up 
material of this type.3 Now, through a closer examination of 
the significant quantity of such material excavated from the 
tomb of Prince Zhuang of Liang 梁莊王 (1411–41) at 
Zhongxiang in Hubei province, and by reading that 
material in the light of a survey (necessarily sketchy) of its 
historical and cultural context, it is possible to make the 
preliminary claim, which it is hoped will be tested through 
further research, for the importance of such objects in Ming 
courtly life. This was an importance out of all proportion to 
their quantity, indeed one which conversely is derived from 
their very rarity.

It was not just rhetorically, or in verse, that gems were 
sought out by the maritime voyages of the Yongle (1403–24) 
and Xuande (1426–35) reigns. A eunuch memorial of 1458 
claims that ‘the stock [of gems brought back by Zheng He] is 
close to exhaustion’, suggesting that it was sufficient for 
courtly needs through the first half of the 15th century, 
which encompassed the short lifetime of Prince Zhuang of 
Liang.4 It is worth therefore taking a closer look at exactly 
what stones of which types are found in this extraordinary 
complex of objects (Pl. 27.3). The tomb of Zhu Zhanji  
朱瞻垍, ninth son of the Hongxi emperor (r. 1425), first and 
last Prince of Liang, contains 111 items inlaid with some 18 
different types of precious stones, numbering 772 stones in 
all; it is slightly unclear from the excavation report whether 
this figure also includes the 21 loose gems (Pl. 27.4) which 
may have come adrift from their settings (the tomb itself was 
flooded centuries ago), or which may simply have been 

included as loose stones. It is a reasonable presumption that 
most if not all of these items were gifts to the prince from the 
central imperial courts, and manufactured in imperial 
workshops in Nanjing or Beijing. None of the stones has been 
cut, rather they are polished only, but they include some 
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where did they come from? As Lin Meicun has pointed out 
in an important recent essay, China is generally poorly 
supplied with the major types of gemstone, which 
historically have been sought outside its borders. Lin 
identifies three major phases in the East–West cultural 
exchange of gems. One is to be situated in the late Eastern 
Han period (25–220), when the influx of Buddhism also 
brought with it the important symbolic role which gems 
have played in that religion, as for instance in the concept 
of ‘seven jewels’, Chinese qi bao 七寳, after the Sanskrit 
sapta-ratnāni, a term of wide usage though of fluctuating 
content. It has even been argued by some scholars that 
there is in fact a ‘theological-economic link’ between this 
idea and an upsurge in Sino-Indian trade in the first 
centuries ad.10 A second phase identified by Lin Meicun as 
being crucial to the influx of gems to China is to be found 
in the Yuan period, with its opening of both trans-Eurasian 
and oceanic trade routes, when the classic Arabic lapidary 
texts such as that of Ahmad al-Tīfāshi (1184–1253) may have 
become known in China. The third phase is situated in the 
early Ming, associated in particular with the Zheng He 
voyages, a phase for which the tomb of Prince Zhuang of 
Liang offers our best material evidence.11

Rubies are mined today, and indeed have been mined for 
centuries, in a relatively limited number of places. Closest 
geographically to the Ming borders are the particularly 
prolific ruby mines of Mogok, now in northern Myanmar, 
but in the early 15th century controlled by the Shan state of 
Mong Mit, itself part of a larger Shan polity of Hsenwi.12 
The scholarship of Sun Laichen has provided us with an 
account of the key part that an overland trade in gems 
played in state formation among the Shan. The trade was 
partially controlled from the Chinese side by ‘supervising 
eunuchs’ (zhen shou tai jian 鎮守太監) based at the provincial 
capital of Yunnanfu (modern Kunming) from 1425, who 
acquired material directly on behalf of the imperial court, 
but it was also partly in the hands of Chinese private traders 
who ventured to the Shan regions. The trade seems to have 
flourished particularly after 1450.13 Geoff Wade’s exhaustive 
coverage of references to Southeast Asia in the Ming Veritable 
Records (Ming shi lu 明實錄) shows almost nothing in the way 
of gems arriving as ‘tribute’ at court from the Shan states 
before that date; in fact, there is only one such reference, 
relating to the presentation in 1396 by Si Lunfa 思倫發 
(father of the more famous Shan chieftain Si Renfa 思任發/
Thonganbwa, fl. 1400–45) of ‘elephants, horses, gold, 
precious stones’.14 Apart from this reference, we do hear of 
envoys from Sulu, Melaka and Xianluo (modern Thailand) 
presenting ‘precious stones’ in 1417, 1419 and 1438 
respectively, while in 1436 a righteous envoy to the former 
colony of Jiaozhi (northern Vietnam) is recorded refusing a 
bribe of ‘gold and precious stones’.15 The mere absence of a 
record in the Veritable Records cannot be taken as convincing 
evidence that an event did not take place, but it may well be 
that ‘tribute’ was not the principal route by which rubies got 
into China. Of course, the rubies in the Prince Zhuang of 
Liang gold belt may indeed have come from the Mogok 
mines, but if they did so they are much more likely to have 
come via intermediaries elsewhere; gems are, after all, 
supremely portable items. The chronicler of the Zheng He 

gems of particularly large size and high quality. The largest 
single group of stones is the rubies, of which there are 175, as 
opposed to 147 sapphires and 52 turquoise (there are no 
diamonds); rubies also predominate among the loose stones, 
17 of which display the seductive red gleam of this rarest of 
the four major gemstone types (diamond, emerald, sapphire 
and ruby). One of the loose stones has been scientifically 
tested, proving it to be a true ruby, or corundum (aluminium 
oxide Al2O3 coloured with chromium), as opposed to a balas 
ruby or spinel which despite visual similarities is 
mineralogically quite different (aluminium magnesium 
oxide MgAl2O4).

5 Jewellery and items of personal adornment 
form the great majority of the objects inlaid with gems, 
although it is clear that in this period it was also the practice 
on occasion to inlay vessels and objects, not just jewellery, of 
various kinds. Although the gold vessels from the Prince 
Zhuang of Liang tomb are all plain, a ewer and a basin of 
unknown provenance now in the Philadelphia Museum of 
Art, and included in the British Museum exhibition Ming: 50 
years that changed China, are decorated not only with an incised 
pattern of dragons and clouds similar in execution to those 
on the Rietberg Museum toothpick case, but also with a 
quantity of gems and semi-precious stones, and the now-
empty settings for many more.6 Stones are also inset into the 
hilt of an elaborate ‘jewel sword’ with courtly connections, 
the gems forming the eyes of the lion-like beast which grips 
the blade in its mouth.7 And jewels of all sorts decorate both 
the thrones of Ming emperors and the headdresses of their 
consorts as they are portrayed in formal court portraiture.8 
However, in the case of Prince Zhuang and his consort Lady 
Wei 魏 (d. 1451), the great majority of the jewels they 
possessed seem to have been worn on the body, on hat 
buttons in his case, and on hairpins, earrings, finger rings 
and bracelets in hers. 

Given their numerical and visual predominance in the 
Prince Zhuang of Liang tomb (note for example their 
centrality in each plaque of the great gold filigree belt (Pl. 
27.5), which will be further discussed below), and also for 
reasons of space, this chapter will concentrate on the 
rubies, noting only in passing that, despite their visual 
dissimilarity, red rubies and blue sapphires are, in terms of 
their basic chemistry, the ‘same thing’ (with different trace 
impurities accounting for the hue), and they tend to be 
found in close proximity to each other in nature.9 But 

Plate 27.4 Loose gems excavated from the tomb of Zhu Zhanji, 
Prince Zhuang of Liang, and of Lady Wei at Zhongxiang, Hubei 
province. Hubei Provincial Museum
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Ocean Shores, where he writes, a propos of the mountain ‘at 
the side of the king’s residence’: 

The interior of the mountain produces red yagu 雅姑, blue yagu, 
yellow yagu, blue milan 米藍 stones, xilani 昔剌泥, kumolan 窟沒藍, 
and other such [stones]; they have each and every precious 
stone. Whenever heavy rain occurs, the water rushes out of the 
earth and flows down amidst the sand; they search for and 
collect [the stones], and that is how they get them. There is a 
common saying that the precious stones are in truth the 
crystallised tears of Buddha the patriarch.20

J.V.G. Mills, Ma Huan’s translator and editor, has done 
his best to make sense of the terminology here, as heir to a 
long tradition of learned wrangling going back at least to the 
great French sinologist, and notably combative 
controversialist, Paul Pelliot (1878–1945). However, there is 
very little point in trying to work out what such terms ‘really’ 
mean in contemporary parlance, or to tie 15th-century usage 
to modern definitions on a one-to-one basis. The naming of 
gemstones has always been (and remains) unstable and 
fluctuating, touching as it does on essentially unresolvable 
issues of the intersection between cultural value, commercial 
worth and the chemistry of rocks. But what is important to 
note in the early Ming context is that the terminology is not 
in origin Chinese, but is borrowed from neighbouring 
languages, as part of the interaction of Arab, Persian and 
Mongol vocabularies with Chinese, attendant on the 
Chinggisid hegemony in Eurasia. Yagu is from the Arabic 
yāqūt and first appears in the late Yuan text Nan cun chuo geng 
lu 南村輟耕錄 of 1366 by Tao Zongyi 陶宗儀 (c. 1316– 
c. 1402), in his discussion of various kinds of ‘Muslim stones’ 
(huihui shitou 囘囘石頭), although he uses the much more 
complicated graphic forms 鴉鶻 to render the word yagu.21 

voyages, Ma Huan, tells us that, in Java, ‘Gold, all kinds of 
precious stones (bao shi 寶石), and all varieties of foreign 
goods are sold in great profusion’;16 Java was a port of trade, 
not a point of gem production, and his note demonstrates 
merely that Chinese private or court-sponsored agents did 
not have to go directly to the mines to get the stones. He 
remarks too on the ready availability of gemstones in 
Xianluo (which played the same port-of-trade role), and on 
the gem-trading activities (still pursued today) of the 
Chettiar merchants of Cochin (now Kochi) and Calicut 
(now Kozhikode) in modern Kerala, on the southwest coast 
of India; however, these were again principally middlemen, 
rather than mining entrepreneurs.17 An equally or even 
more likely source of rubies for the early Ming court was the 
island of Sri Lanka, the crucial point of intersection 
between the trade routes of the eastern and western parts of 
the Indian Ocean, and a land of semi-mythical riches, 
identified for example by Arab writers as the original site of 
Eden, and by the Venetian traveller Niccolò de’ Conti 
(1395–1469), who was in Asia at the very time of the Zheng 
He voyages, as a particularly rich source of gems.18 In 1283, 
one of Sri Lanka’s rulers had written to a Mamluk sultan of 
Egypt with the proud boast: ‘I have a prodigious quantity of 
pearls and precious stones of every kind’, while at least five 
diplomatic missions to the Ming from King 
Parakramabahu VI (r. 1412–68) took place between 1416 
and 1459, and the island was the site of one of Zheng He’s 
most forceful interventions, testified to on the trilingual 
Galle stele inscription, with its implicit claim that Chinese 
(not Sinhala) is the successor to Sanskrit as the central 
Buddhist language.19 Sri Lanka is the subject of the longest 
single gem-related passage in Ma Huan’s Overall Survey of the 

Plate 27.5 Gold belt set with gems excavated from the tomb of Zhu Zhanji, Prince Zhuang of Liang, and of Lady Wei at Zhongxiang, Hubei 
province. Yongle or Hongxi period, c. 1403–25, Nanjing or Beijing. Gold, precious and semi-precious gems, total length 65cm, overall 
weight 641.9g; largest piece: height 6cm, width 3.5cm. Hubei Provincial Museum
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guo 寳國 (‘the Pure Land’), bao shu 寳樹 (‘the jewel-trees of 
the Pure Land’), bao zang 寳藏, for Buddhism itself, and bao 
che 寳車 (‘the precious cart’), i.e. the one vehicle, the 
Mahāyāna.29 If a ‘jewel cart’, bao che 寳車, had such a 
meaning, it is hard to imagine that a baochuan 寳船, (‘jewel 
ship’, as the mightiest of Zheng He’s ships were called), 
lacked such resonances altogether. We might also recall the 
concept of the Buddhist ‘three jewels’ (San bao 三寳), 
referenced in Zheng He’s inscription of Xuande 11 [1431], 
recounting the miracles of the goddess Tianfei at Changle, 
and which later became attached to the man himself in 
literature and folklore.30 Ma Huan, we might remember, 
reports the Sri Lankan belief that gems are the tears of the 
Buddha, a rare case in which not just actual gems but the 
lore about gems is being translated into the imaginary of the 
Ming empire. The term bao is also equally often seen as an 
attribute of sovereignty, as in terms such as bao zuo 寶座 
(‘throne’), or the bao xun 寳訓 (‘Precious Instructions’), a set 
of texts ‘containing the most important imperial edicts and 
orders … officially ordered for publication’,31 or even the tong 
bao 通寳 (‘circulating treasure’), coins which bore the 
imperial reign mark and were issued only by the Ming state.

We might also ask to what extent gems were important 
simply because they came from outside the Ming. Like the 
appearance of a tribute qilin from Bengal, they partake of the 
concept of rui 瑞, the numinous or auspicious aspect of 
unusual phenomena. This is perhaps particularly so in the 
case of rubies, in that they seem to have a rather limited 
history in China prior to the Yuan period, when they appear 
bearing a foreign name and trailing all the allure of the 
exotic. Two balas rubies, or spinels, were indeed found, 
along with a cache of other gemstones (sapphires, topaz, 
chalcedony), inside a magnificent Tang dynasty (618–906) 
gilded silver pot excavated as part of the Hejiacun hoard in 
the outskirts of Xi’an in 1970. But it remains the case that for 
this early period ‘rubies are not easily identifiable in literary 
and historical sources’, and even the exhaustive erudition of 
the great scholar of exotic imports to early China, Edward 
Schafer, cannot cite a Tang Chinese word which refers 
specifically to a ruby or spinel; they were little known (and 
certainly not written about) then.32 However, they 
predominate visually in the Ming material from the half 
century 1400–50, and, as we have seen, are numerically the 
largest single group of stones in the Prince Zhuang of Liang 
tomb. Does this prominence relate simply to more copious 
sources of supply at this period, following on from the 
exploitation of both land and sea routes of engagement with 
the rest of Eurasia? Or does it relate to changed tastes on the 
part of the Chinese elite, tastes which they might perhaps 
have shared with contemporaries elsewhere? It certainly 
seems to be the case that there was something of a craze for 
rubies, for gems of a predominantly red hue (as indeed there 
was for red ceramics), in many of the courts of Eurasia in the 
14th and early 15th centuries. Rashid al-Din describes the 
garden laid out by the Ilkhanid Ghazan Khan near Tabriz 
in 1302, with its ‘golden throne inlaid with rubies and other 
gems’.33 In the same part of the world a century later, rubies 
and spinels were to be the Timurid gem par excellence, as 
when the gardens of the emir Timur himself were described 
in Persian poetry in these terms: 

Despite the fact that Tao does discuss other types of ‘red 
stones’, it still seems likely that a ‘red yagu’ is what today we 
are calling a ruby or a spinel. They were, on Ma Huan’s 
testimony, available at many points on the Indian Ocean 
littoral, at Aden for instance, in addition to those places 
already mentioned.22 At Hormuz on the Persian Gulf there 
were red yagu but also red la 剌, which Mills identifies as the 
Persian word lal, meaning the balas ruby or spinel. It might 
be speculated that these are in fact the same stones as the lazi 
蠟子 which are mentioned in the antiquarian text Ge gu yao 
lun 格古要論 of 1388 as coming from ‘the Southern and 
Western Barbarian regions’ and as being ‘often [found] 
embossed on bracelets, bowls, cups and rings’.23 Spinels were 
mined at Badakhshan, which straddles the modern 
Afghanistan/Tajikistan border and was then within the 
Timurid empire, to which the coastal city-state of Hormuz 
was then theoretically a vassal. The fact that Ma Huan’s 
only specific mention of la comes in relation to the closest 
point he got to the Timurid empire is not without interest. 
Hormuz was also, Ma tells us, the source of ‘fine vessels of 
jade’ (mei yu qi min 美玉器皿), attesting to its connections with 
the sources of that stone deep in Central Asia, in an area also 
not at that point under Ming control.24 Badakhshan is 
almost certainly the source of the magnificent 170-carat 
spinel stone in the British crown jewels known romantically 
since the early 19th century as the ‘Black Prince’s Ruby’, first 
recorded in 1685 but quite possibly in circulation well before 
that.25 There is no direct evidence for gems as part of the 
‘tribute’ brought by any of the 78 official Timurid missions to 
the Ming court between 1387 and 1504 (unless they are 
concealed under the generic label of fang wu 方物, ‘local 
products’).26 However, as in the case of the rubies of Mogok, 
this does not mean that the spinels of Badakhshan did not 
make their way by other means into the Ming empire, and 
the Timurid connection, which will be discussed below, is 
certainly an important one.

If we turn from issues of supply to those of consumption, 
we might ask what gems mean in the Ming context. In her 
magisterial cultural history of gemstones and jewellery in 
the early modern West, the art historian Marcia Pointon has 
written, ‘Jewellery exists both as a unique material 
manifestation that blends the natural world with the skill 
and ingenuity of human endeavour and as ideas circulated 
and debated’. It acts as ‘a means of conveying what is most 
precious in a non-material as well as a material sense’.27 For 
China, we have barely begun to think about these issues, 
and the literature on gems is very meagre in comparison to 
that on the cultural value of, for example, jade. So what 
follows has to be speculative, an agenda for further work 
rather than settled conclusions, and is meant as a suggestion 
of several possible lines of enquiry. 

One of these might be to think more intensively about the 
religious symbolism of jewels, in its relationship to actual 
material culture. A modern listing of Chinese Buddhist 
terminology makes the point about bao 寳 – ‘jewel’ or ‘gem’ 
– that ‘this term often qualifies that which touches on the 
Buddha or Buddhism’.28 This is certainly borne out by the 
standard English dictionary of Chinese Buddhist terms, 
which has no fewer than 44 entries where bao is the 
headword; these include bao dian 寳典 (‘the scriptures’), bao 
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then to the ‘last gasp of the pax Mongolica’40 in an early 
15th-century era of peace in Central Asia? Gold was 
certainly a colour sacred to the Mongols, with a 
cosmological as well as a material significance;41 to what 
extent did its use in combination with red stones become a 
broadly understood visual language of grandeur and status 
in a range of post-Mongol polities? And do red gems perhaps 
have a specifically Ming cosmological significance, in terms 
of the ‘five phases’ cosmology of which colour symbolism 
was just one aspect? At first sight, this is perhaps an 
attractive line of argument. It is still quite common in the 
literature to see a claim to the effect that red was ‘the 
symbolic colour of the Ming dynasty’ and hence red gems ‘a 
metaphor of royalty’.42 But the contemporary evidence for 
this is in fact sparse. The idea that dynastic succession, the 
overthrow of one house by another, was governed by the 
order of the ‘Five Phases’ (or ‘Five Virtues’, wu xing 五行), 
such as water, fire, etc., and hence that each dynasty had ‘its’ 
colour, certainly carried considerable credence in early 
Chinese political thought. But by the Northern Song period 
(960–1127) this had been comprehensively dismissed by 
intellectuals such as Ouyang Xiu 歐陽脩 (1007–72), and the 
theory’s role in explicit dynastic legitimation seems to have 
rapidly diminished; it does not appear as an argument in 
any of the official Ming sources authored by the Confucian 
elite.43 There is however some evidence that fire (and hence 

Highland and lowland, steppe and plain, were turned into 
pleasure parks like the gardens of paradise, 

Forage herbs became tulips, stones became rubies and pearls, 
grass became elixir, and the ground became gold.34

The Castilian ambassador Ruy González de Clavijo (d. 
1412), in Samarqand in 1403, is our source for the 
observation that Timur ‘wore on his head a tall white hat on 
the crown of which was displayed a balas ruby’.35 For the 
Mughal rulers of India in later centuries, rubies were a key 
sign of their Timurid ancestry, and they explicitly sought out 
inscribed gems, several of which survive today, in Iran.36 
The flash of red attracted the eye in other parts of the world 
too at just this time. In South India the Tamil text 
Līlātilakam, written at Travancore between 1375 and 1400, 
innovatively uses the simile of rubies and coral in place of 
the more usual ‘pearls and coral’ (maṇi-pravāḷam) to describe 
the interlacing of Sanskrit and vernacular vocabularies in 
elegant prose.37 

In Europe during the same era, as well as the possible 
case of the ‘Black Prince’s Ruby’ (if not definitively 
medieval), noted above, rubies (which may also in fact be 
spinels) glitter prominently in the earliest surviving crown 
of an English queen, the so-called ‘Bohemian’ or ‘Palatine’ 
crown, attested as part of the English crown jewels in 
1399.38 They appear in a gold-and-ruby Burgundian badge 
showing the pelican in her piety (Pl. 27.6), as well as on 
the breast of the Duke of Milan, Galeazzo Maria Sforza 
(1444–76), whose favourite red gems all had their own 
nicknames (Pl. 27.7).39 

It is perhaps not leaning too heavily on the evidence to 
postulate the sense of a gold-and-gems aesthetic 
combination (with rubies, the rarest of the four major gem 
types, particularly prominent) to set beside golden textiles as 
one element of a pan-Eurasian high elite material culture (to 
set alongside, for example, the taste for fine horses, hunting 
hounds and trained raptors). Is such a gold-and-rubies 
aesthetic in the Chinese context (and this must of necessity 
be highly speculative) an inheritance of a specifically 
Mongol glamour or, to put it more conservatively, one which 
at least owes its dissemination to the Mongol hegemony, and 

Plate 27.6 Pendant in the form of a pelican, c. 1440–60, Franco-
Burgundian. Gold set with ruby, height 2.95cm, width 3.58cm. 
British Museum, London, Franks Bequest AF 2767

Plate 27.7 Antonio Pollaiuolo (1433–98) and Piero Pollaiuolo 
(1443–96), Portrait of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, c. 1471. Tempera and 
oil on cypress panel, height 65cm, width 42cm. Galleria degli Uffizi, 
Florence
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indicative of the Song dynasty, which they ostensibly (at 
least initially) fought to restore.44 It is very tempting 
therefore to posit the material evidence as telling us 
something about beliefs which might have been held within 
the imperial clan about the protective force of the colour 
red, even if these beliefs go unrecorded in sources written by 
those subscribing to the now-orthodox position that it was 
the ruler’s virtue, and not the preordained succession of 
Five Phases, which governed the rise and fall of dynasties. 
Certainly the red rubies are by far the most prominent of 
the five differently coloured gemstones in the filigree gold 
plaques that make up the magnificent princely belt 
excavated from the tomb of Prince Zhuang of Liang (see Pl. 
27.5). The use of ‘red, white, blue, yellow, black’ (in that 
order, and here the term used for ‘red’ is chi 赤) is ordained 

the colour red) was promulgated as the supporting virtue of 
the peasant armies who fought against the Mongols at the 
end of the Yuan dynasty. These armies included (but were 
not restricted to) those led by the Ming founder Zhu 
Yuanzhang, fire having been sometimes seen as the phase 

Plate 27.8 Hat-top ornament, excavated from the tomb of Zhu Zhanji, 
Prince Zhuang of Liang, and of Lady Wei at Zhongxiang, Hubei province,  
c. 1424–41, Nanjing or Beijing. Jade, gold, semi-precioius and precious 
gems, height 6.3cm, diameter 6.6cm. Hubei Provincial Museum

Plate 27.9 Gold hat-top ornament, excavated from the tomb 
of Zhu Zhanji, Prince Zhuang of Liang, and of Lady Wei at 
Zhongxiang, Hubei province, c. 1420–41, Nanjing or Beijing. 
Gold with seven gem stones, height 3.9cm, width 5.2cm. 
Hubei Provincial Museum

Plate 27.10 Gold hat-top ornament, excavated from the tomb of Zhu 
Zhanji, Prince Zhuang of Liang, and of Lady Wei at Zhongxiang, 
Hubei province, c. 1424–41, Nanjing or Beijing. Gold with ten gem 
stones, height 7.5cm. Hubei Provincial Museum

Plate 27.11 Gold hat-top ornament, excavated from the tomb of Zhu 
Zhanji, Prince Zhuang of Liang, and of Lady Wei at Zhongxiang, 
Hubei province, c. 1424–41, Nanjing or Beijing. Gold with 18 gem 
stones, height 3.4cm. Hubei Provincial Museum
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that individual objects have been variously identified as 
both Indian and Chinese in manufacture.52 While there can 
be no suggestion that the Prince Zhuang of Liang belt is 
actually of Indian manufacture, it is reasonable to posit that 
it partakes of an internationally understood language of 
esteem and kingly exchange. At the very least, it recalls the 
‘golden waist belts’ which the ruler of Bengal gave to the 
Chinese ambassador Hou Xian 侯顯 (like Zheng He, a 
eunuch) in 1415, or the ‘two gold belts inlaid with jewels’ 
which the ruler of the Arab state of Aden presented to the 
Ming envoy who turned up on his shores.53 Thus from 
Hubei to Bengal to Aden, and arguably further to the west 
as well, a gold belt studded with gems (and perhaps 
particularly with red gems) was a meaningful shared 
symbol of sovereign esteem, along with the fierce and exotic 
animals and fine horses and weapons which similarly had 
passed as gifts between princes throughout the 14th and 
into the 15th century.54 These astonishing objects help us to 
think outside the framework of nationally bounded cultures 
and artistic traditions and to see the ways in which courts of 
many kinds mediated contact and exchange in a world 
where the cosmopolitan allure of the Great Khans 
continued to gleam and glitter.

Notes
Particular thanks go to Peter Ditmanson, Jérôme 
Kerlouegan and David Robinson for readings of this 
chapter, which helped to sharpen the argument and 
provided several key references. 

in the context of belt ornaments in the relevant section of 
dress regulations for imperial princes found in the Da Ming 
huidian 大明會典 (Collected Statutes of the Great Ming).45 The 
Prince Zhuang belt conforms to this prescription to a 
degree, except that blue gems are substituted for white, and 
the black ornaments provided by organic materials such as 
wood or rhinoceros horn have all perished due to 
immersion in water, leaving one empty collet on each 
plaque.46 Does the prominence of rubies then have a 
cosmological significance? While not ruling this out, it 
seems wiser to consider that such prominence may owe as 
much to the rarity, and hence value, of rubies in a pan-
Eurasian context of multiple successor states to Mongol 
hegemony, all equally aware of what constituted glamorous 
and splendid princely accoutrements.

In the Chinese case, the early Ming inheritance from the 
Yuan in the realm of elite material culture is certainly 
becoming ever more evident. Although the excavators of the 
Prince Zhuang of Liang tomb initially assigned all the 
gem-encrusted hat buttons (Pls 27.8–11) to the Yuan 
period, on the grounds presumably of their similarity to hat 
ornaments seen in Yuan imperial portraiture, it seems more 
prudent to share the scepticism of Lu Xixing and David 
Robinson, preferring to see these rather as a Ming 
continuation of a Yuan format, one of many.47 Even so, there 
is a degree of divergence within this (admittedly small) body 
of objects, with the example shown in Plate 27.11 
displaying a completely different aesthetic to those shown in 
Plates 27.8–10, where the solid settings contrast with the 
elaborate filigree of the former piece. And the variety does 
not stop there: Plate 27.8 is dominated by an elaborate 
openwork jade carving of a dragon, while Plates 27.9–10 
culminate in a single large vertical gem. A hat button of this 
latter type, topped by a red gem, is visible atop the central 
figure in the anonymous but certainly early Ming-period 
scroll, Hunting by a Lake, now in the Palace Museum, Beijing 
(Pl. 27.12), and they appear in several 15th-century imperial 
portraits as well. As we have seen, such hat buttons were also 
very much a Timurid fashion; indeed the Ming envoy Chen 
Cheng 陳誠 (d. after 1457), who was in the Timurid capital of 
Herat in 1414–15, observed how the dandies of the city ‘have 
gems and jewels on their heads to manifest their 
extravagance’.48 One other object type with a similarly wide 
range might be the kind of jewel-encrusted belt now under 
discussion, which along with jewelled robes played a 
prominent part in diplomatic exchange across Eurasia.49 A 
Yuan ambassador gave the Delhi sultan Muhammad b. 
Tughluq an example of the latter (along with slave girls, 
textiles, aromatics and weapons) in 1340.50 In Ma Huan we 
read how the King of Calicut, in South India: 

wished to send tribute; [so] he took fifty liang of fine red gold and 
ordered the foreign craftsmen to draw it out into gold threads as 
fine as a hair; these were strung together to form a ribbon, 
which was made into a jewelled girdle with incrustations of all 
kinds of precious stones and large pearls …51

At this high end of precious metal working, shared 
technical traditions could cover large areas of the 
premodern world. There are for example very close 
similarities of technique and decoration between Indian 
and Chinese silver filigree work of the 18th century, such 

Plate 27.12 Detail from Hunting by a Lake (Hupan shelie tu 湖畔射獵

圖), c. 1426–35, Beijing. Ink and colour on silk, image height 107cm, 
width 123.5cm, with mount height 208cm, width 142cm. The Palace 
Museum, Beijing
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16 Mills 1970, 90; Ma Huan 1955, 9.
17 Mills 1970, 105–6, 141, 143; Ma Huan 1955, 21, 45, 47.
18 Elverskog 2010, 83; Mills 1970, 64.
19 Hall 2010, 112, 116–17.
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1955, 37.
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22 Mills 1970, 155; Ma Huan 1955, 58.
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reference to their great value), and it is noteworthy that there is no 
alternative term for these stones in this text.

24 Mills 1970, 170; Ma Huan 1955, 67.
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From 2010–13, Peking University and the National Museum 
of Kenya undertook a project entitled ‘Sino–Kenyan 
Cooperative Archaeological Project in Lamu Archipelago 
Areas’,1 sponsored by the Ministry of Commerce of the 
People’s Republic of China. As part of this project, the 
School of Archaeology and Museology of Peking University 
carried out excavations and also conducted a thorough study 
of Chinese ceramics unearthed in Kenyan coastal areas 
from previous archaeological excavations and surveys.

Research on Chinese ceramics in Kenya’s coastal areas
The joint archaeological team from Peking University and 
the National Museum of Kenya conducted three studies of 
Chinese ceramics unearthed in Kenya. The examined 
objects were from 37 sites or shipwrecks located through 
formal excavation and investigations at locations along the 
Kenyan coast from 2010 to 2013. These included Fort Jesus 
in Mombasa,2 the Gedi Ruins of Malindi,3 the site of Shanga 
on Pate Island4 and the Manda town ruins on Manda 
Island.5 Chinese ceramics of unknown provenance held at 
the Fort Jesus Museum, the Gedi Ruins Museum and the 
Lamu Museum were also examined. A total of 9,552 
Chinese ceramic sherds were collected and studied from 
these varied sources. An additional 1,060 Chinese ceramic 
sherds uncovered during the excavation projects and a small 
number of Japanese and Southeast Asian ceramics were 
analysed and sorted. In terms of scale, this Kenyan coastal 
project is the second biggest of all the sites around the Indian 
Ocean rim to have yielded finds of Chinese ceramics. The 
largest project is the work on Chinese ceramics from the site 
of Fustat, the old town of Cairo.6

The project proceeded as follows: 1) selecting and piecing 
together ceramic sherds excavated from Kenyan coastal 
sites; 2) conducting a typological study identifiying the place 
of manufacture, the classification of types and dating the 
finds; 3) compiling statistics according to their types; 4) 
measuring, cataloguing and illustrating the samples (Pl. 
28.1), and photographing all the ceramics with a colour 
chart in raw format; 5) creating a database of Chinese 
ceramics from the coastal areas of Kenya and publishing the 
final report. The research methodologies were as follows: 
1. The identification of production areas or kiln origins 

Chapter 28
Ming Ceramics 
Discovered in Kenya and 
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Qin Dashu

Plate 28.1 The China-Kenya joint archaeology team illustrating 
Chinese ceramics unearthed in Kenya
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and the dating of objects were mainly done by visual 
observation. To ensure the reliability of the results, 
experts of each type of ware were invited to review these 
findings. For example, researchers familiar with Yue, 
Longquan, Jingdezhen and Fujian kiln sites from 
Zhejiang and Fujian Provincial Archaeological 
Institutes as well as the Palace Museum in Beijing were 
invited to Kenya to participate in the evaluation of these 
ceramics. Archaeometric analysis of unearthed 
ceramics was performed by Associate Professor Cui 
Jianfeng of Peking University who visited Kenya twice 
to conduct the on-site elemental analysis of the Chinese 
ceramics. The Thermo-Fisher Scientific’s Niton XL3t 
900 handheld x-ray fluorescence (XRF) analyser was 
used to analyse the glazed surface of the samples. The 
data of ten elements, Zirconium (Zr), Strontium (Sr), 
Rubidium (Rb), Thorium (Th), Iron (Fe), Manganese 
(Mn), Titanium (Ti), Scandium (Sc), Calcium (Ca) and 
Potassium (K), was collected for statistical analytical 
purposes. The underglaze colour elements of some of 
the Yuan dynasty blue-and-white wares, underglaze 
copper red wares and the blue-and-white wares in Fort 
Jesus Museum were analysed to identify the sources of 
the pigment materials and their dating. More than 
1,000 records were made. The handheld analyser has 
proven effective in the identification of kiln origins. 
Therefore, the results are reliable and have served as the 
foundation for further research.

2. Each of the 37 sites of the Kenyan coastal area where 
Chinese ceramics were found have been investigated 
and five sites were excavated by our team. All 9,552 
Chinese shards were treated as one unit. After dating 
and identifying their production kiln, shards were 
analysed in detail. Since the 1960s, research on Chinese 
ceramics from the sites located along the Indian Ocean 
rim has focused on identifying the types of wares at 
each individual site at a particular time. With a detailed 
statistical study, a better understanding of the export of 
Chinese ceramics can be achieved. 

3. Archaeological information was extracted from each 
sample. Some types of Chinese porcelain shards were 
unearthed in large numbers and were sorted using 

archaeological typological methods. As a result, they 
can be studied from different perspectives in the future.

As the preliminary study is now complete, the researchers 
involved in the project, including the author, are engaged in 
analysing the materials obtained in Kenya, comparing and 
contrasting them with Chinese ceramics found around the 
Indian Ocean rim at other sites as well as in China itself, in 
addition to the eventual writing of the final report. The 
reports of some of these areas are, however, complete and 
have yielded some significant preliminary results.7 This 
chapter will discuss some of these findings, focusing 
specifically on Ming ceramics found at Kenyan coastal sites 
as well as some important related issues of the Ming 
dynasty’s ceramics trade and its history in general. 

General overview of the Chinese ceramics excavated 
from Kenyan coastal areas
East Africa, or more precisely the terminal of the South 
China Sea and Indian Ocean rim, was an important node in 
trading networks. Starting from the 9th century, cities in 
modern-day Kenya and Tanzania were important locations 
in the trading circle of the Indian Ocean rim. Unearthed 
ceramic wares found in East Africa show that there was a 
long history of the exportation of Chinese ceramics to this 
region. A number of Changsha (Pl. 28.2) and Ding wares of 
the 9th century, Yue wares of the 10th century (Pl. 28.3) as 
well as 10th-century Fanchang white wares of Anhui 
province have been unearthed in Kenyan coastal areas. 
Research has shown that the large scale export of Chinese 
ceramics by sea began in the mid-8th century and rapidly 
reached a peak in the late Tang to early Northern Song 
dynasty in the 9th–10th centuries.8 During this period a 
range of ceramic exports reached East African coastal areas, 
which were the terminals of Chinese ceramic exportation. 
At this time, however, the ceramics were imported through 
entrepôts.

Chinese ceramics discovered in East Africa show that a 
second peak was reached during the late Southern Song to 
early Ming dynasty in the 13th to early 15th centuries when 
Chinese merchants travelled to the East Africa regions.9 
During this second phase, the quantity of Chinese ceramics 

Plate 28.2 Changsha ware shards of the 9th 
century unearthed from Shanga site, Pate 
Island
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discovered in East Africa increased tremendously and 
Longquan wares formed the majority of exported goods (Pl. 
28.4). This was the most prosperous era in the trading of 
Chinese ceramics in the region before the later colonial 
period. The most important episode during the early Ming 
dynasty was Zheng He’s navigations. Zheng He visited 
Africa at least twice and according to researchers, landed at 
a few sites along the Kenyan coast. The Chinese ceramics 
discovered in the coastal areas of Kenya provide key 
material evidence of Zheng He’s presence in Africa as this 
chapter will discuss.

In the 15th and 16th centuries, East Africa was the first 
stop for Westerners when they entered the Indian Ocean. In 
1498, Vasco da Gama landed in Malindi after rounding the 
Cape of Good Hope. The Portuguese controlled East Africa 
during the 16th century, and used it as a springboard to 
establish colonies east of Africa. The trade route of Lisbon–
Malindi–Goa–Melaka was created and eventually extended 
to the southeast region of China. During this period, the 
volume of ceramic trade expanded rapidly and even 
surpassed that of previous eras. 

The coastal areas of Kenya that represent the Swahili 
region of East Africa played a strategic role in the ancient 
trade circle of the South China Sea to the Indian Ocean, 
and in the global trade system that gradually evolved in the 
15th and 16th centuries. The Chinese ceramics that have 
been unearthed in these areas were important trade wares 
and through tracing their export from China to regions 
along the Indian Ocean rim, it is possible to obtain a better 
understanding of the wider changes that occurred over time 
in the history of Chinese maritime trade.

The Ming dynasty represents a crucial period in the 
history and development of Chinese maritime trade and the 
Chinese ceramics discovered in Kenya demonstrate the 
state of ceramic exports at this time, especially to the Indian 
Ocean rim regions. Among the 9,552 pieces of Chinese 
ceramics unearthed from the 37 sites or museum collections 
studied, 2,523 items (26.41%) are Ming ceramics. Among the 
Ming ceramics, 753 objects (29.85%) are from the early 
Ming, 171 (6.78%) are mid-Ming (Chenghua to Zhengde 
reigns) and 1,599 (63.38%) are from the late Ming to colonial 
period. Chinese ceramics unearthed from two key sites in 

Kenyan coastal regions and the accompanying data will be 
used as evidence to discuss two important issues surrounding 
the export of Ming ceramics.

The ‘Ming Gap’ in Chinese ceramic exports during the 
early Ming
The term ‘Ming Gap’ was coined by Tom Harrisson in light 
of the fact that no sign of trading activity during the Ming 
dynasty had been found, not even in the form of broken 
pieces of ceramics, along 100 miles of the coast of southwest 
Borneo despite the discovery of millions of sherds from the 
pre-Ming period in the area.10

In 2004, Roxanna M. Brown, then Director of the 
Southeast Asian Ceramics Museum at Bangkok University, 
confirmed the existence of a ‘Ming Gap’. She listed 15 
shipwrecks containing Chinese and Southeast Asian 
ceramics discovered in the Southeast Asia region to show 
that Ming dynasty policies banning or curtailing private 
foreign trade caused the end of the ceramic trade that up 
until this point had been monopolised by China. Dr Brown 
identified two types of shortages: a general scarcity of 
Chinese ceramic during the years 1325–80 and a severe 
shortfall of specifically blue-and-white porcelain in 1352–
1487. These two shortages were again referred to by Brown 
as the ‘Ming Gap’.11 Her views were well received by 
academics and the ‘Ming Gap’ became a common feature in 
discussions among experts in connection with the Ming 
dynasty’s export of ceramics and believed by many to be a 
consequence of the Ming dynasty’s ban on private overseas 
trade.

The phenomenon of the almost non-existence of blue-
and-white Chinese ceramics during the late Yuan and early 
Ming has been partially proved in the East Africa coastal 
areas. Only a few Yuan dynasty blue-and-white shards were 
found in Kenya and almost no early Ming blue-and-white 
shards have been discovered. However, it is incorrect to say 
that no Chinese ceramics were exported during the early 
Ming period. Dr Brown’s conclusions relied on ceramics 
recovered from shipwrecks discovered in Southeast Asia and 
it should be pointed out that these do not always provide a 
complete picture of the trading situation because materials 
recovered in underwater discoveries are unhelpful in terms 

Plate 28.3 Yue ware shards from the 10th century unearthed from 
the site at Shanga, Pate Island

Plate 28.4 Longquan wares from the 13th century excavated from 
the site at Mambrui, Kenya
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of context. In order to examine the quantity of Chinese 
ceramic exports from a chronological perspective, studying 
a coherent context or stratum of an ancient trading site is a 
better way of understanding the issue of the evolution of the 
export of Chinese ceramics.

Research by our team as part of this project in the coastal 
areas of Kenya shows that the absence of export ware during 
the late Yuan to the Hongwu reign (1325–98) in the early 

Ming period is due to the fact that there is not enough 
material from shipwrecks to cover this period in time. 
However, there are sufficient discoveries on land to show 
that the ‘Ming Gap’ did not exist at this time. The 
Longquan kilns have been extensively excavated in recent 
years and the dating of late 14th and 15th century wares is 
now more securely linked to archaeological evidence from 
the production sites in the Longquan area of Zhejiang 
province. A large quantity of Longquan ware dating to this 
period has been discovered along the coast of Kenya (Pl. 
28.5), in addition to a few blue-and-white (Pl. 28.6) and 
underglaze copper-red wares from Jingdezhen (Pl. 28.7). 

Following on from this, we can now use data derived 
from our investigation of Chinese ceramics unearthed from 
the Gedi Ruins on the outskirts of Malindi to examine 
thoroughly the state of Chinese ceramic exports during the 
late Yuan to early Ming periods. The Gedi site is located 
15km southwest of Malindi in the central part of the Kenyan 
coastal region. It was the largest and most important ancient 
settlement in the region and judging by the size of the site, 
academics believe that it was a settlement of 3,000 people. 
On the basis of archaeological excavation and related 
research, scholars estimate that it was built in the 12th or 
13th century. It slowly developed into a prosperous 
settlement and lasted until the 16th century when it was 
abruptly abandoned. James Kirkman was in charge of 
archaeological excavations at the site for a period of more 
than ten years from 194812 and it is the most extensively 
excavated site in the Kenyan coastal area. As part of our 
project, we conducted research on all the ceramic pieces (a 
total of 1,257) excavated from the site, identifying the areas 
of production and determining the dates of manufacture.13

In terms of the production areas, 732 pieces (58.23%) 
were Longquan wares (including Longquan type wares 
made in the broader area of Longquan in China), 469 
(37.71%) were made in Jingdezhen, 30 (2.39%) were Fujian 
wares, 14 (1.11%) were from Guangdong, 1 (0.08%) was 
Cizhou ware and 6 pieces (0.48%) remain unidentified. An 
investigation into the Longquan wares revealed that almost 
none of them could be dated to the Southern Song and most 

Plate 28.5 Longquan ware shards from the early Ming period (early 
15th century) unearthed from Gedi Ruin

Plate 28.6 Blue-and-white shards from the Yuan dynasty unearthed 
from Gedi Ruin

Plate 28.7 Underglazed copper-red Yuhuchun vase unearthed from 
Gedi Ruin (restored)
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of them were from the Yuan and early Ming dynasty. Only 
four pieces were dated to the mid-Ming.

In terms of production date, the findings were as follows:
 

• Apart from the six pieces of unidentified wares, only two 
(0.16%) of the 1,251 pieces of datable wares could be 
attributed to the Southern Song and they are both 
Qingbai wares of Jingdezhen.

• Of the total number of items, 289 pieces (23.1%) were 
dated to the early and middle period of the Yuan dynasty 
(1276–1332). Among these wares, 256 (88.58%) were 
Longquan wares, 30 (10.38%) were Fujian, 2 (0.69%) were 
from Guangdong and 1 piece (10.35%) was Cizhou ware.

• There were 217 pieces (17.35%) of the total items that 
could be dated from the late Yuan to early Ming period 
(1333–1403).14 Among these objects, 182 pieces (83.87%) 
were Longquan wares (including Longquan Type) and 35 
(16.13%) pieces were from Jingdezhen, including some 
blue-and-white shards.

• Early Ming pieces from the Yongle to Xuande reign 
(1403–35) totalled 292 (23.34%). During this period, 290 
items (99.32%) were Longquan wares and 2 (0.68%) were 
Jingdezhen wares, mostly dating from the Yongle to 
Tianshun reign period (1403–64).

• One hundred (7.99%) of the total number of items were 
dated to the mid-Ming (Chenghua to Zhengde reign, 
1465–1521). During this period, 4 pieces (4%) were 
Longquan wares, 90 (90%) were from Jingdezhen, of 
which most were blue-and-white, and 6 (6%) were 
Guangdong wares.

• There were 351 pieces (28.06%) of the total number of 
items that could be dated to the late Ming ( Jiajing, 
Longqing, Wanli and Tianqi reigns, 1522–1627). During 
this period, 345 pieces (98.29%) were from Jingdezhen 
and 6 pieces (1.71%) were Guangdong wares (all shards of 
a storage jar).

The statistics surrounding the Chinese ceramics from the 
Gedi Ruins, especially the figures from the late Yuan and 
early Ming period, show that the quantity of exported 
Longquan wares was much larger than that of Jingdezhen 
wares at this time. The issue of resolving the problem of the 

‘Ming Gap’ is related to an increase in knowledge 
concerning the dating of Longquan ware. The alleged lack 
of Chinese ceramic exports during the early Ming is due to 
the fact that the early Ming Longquan celadons have been 
incorrectly dated to the Yuan period.15 As a result, it is now 
clear that the scale of ceramic export at this time was not 
small, but was in fact dominated by Longquan wares. In her 
study Roxanna Brown also mentioned that there was no 
export of blue-and-white ceramics from the late Yuan to the 
end of the Chenghua reign (1352–1487), but this has also been 
disproved as blue-and-white and underglaze red wares of the 
late Yuan and early Ming have been discovered in Kenya as 
shown in this chapter.

In examining the Chinese ceramics discovered at sites in 
the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean rim, it is possible 
to believe that the commonly held notion that the Zheng He 
navigations represented the peak of a new trading era is 
contradicted by the fact that there are seemingly only 
limited archaeological discoveries of materials from this 
period. Indeed this does seem to cast doubt on the nature of 
Zheng He’s navigations and the true extent of trade during 
this period.16 However, Longquan wares unearthed from 
many sites related to Zheng He and this period have 
previously been dated to the Yuan period or even earlier to 
the Southern Song. Therefore, after studying and 
comparing these wares with kiln site finds in China and 
other Longquan wares, these finds unearthed in Africa and 
even from other regions of the Indian Ocean rim can be 
re-dated as early Ming products. If we distinguish the Yuan 
and early Ming Longquan wares correctly, and apply 
statistical analysis to them, we come to the conclusion that 
the early Ming was in fact an extended part of the peak of 
Chinese ceramic exports that had developed since the Yuan 
dynasty.

The official export of Longquan ware during the early 
Ming
The excavation of the Fengdongyan kiln in 2006 confirmed 
that this was the production site of official Longquan wares 
from the early Ming period, as recorded in historical 
literature.17 The excavation results improved our 
understanding of these official wares that acted as a form of 

Plate 28.8 Large official Longquan ware 
bowl, Hongwu period, 1368–98, unearthed 
from Fengdongyan kiln site, Dayao, 
Longquan. Height 16.4cm; diameter 40cm
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were quite similar to the official blue-and-white wares of 
Jingdezhen. This is a distinctive feature and in this respect 
they were unlike the regular Longquan wares used by the 
ordinary people of the period.18 Through use of this feature, 
our team identified some of the Longquan wares unearthed 
from the Kenyan coastal areas as early Ming official wares. 
These include the celadon dish with incised lotus from 
Ungwana (Pl. 28.9), the incised celadon bowl from 
Ishakani in Coast province, the celadon bowl with moulded 
medallion from the Gedi Ruins and the sherds of official 
Longquan wares found at the sites of Shanga, Pate Island 
and Mambrui (Pl. 28.10).

In order to have a better understanding of the early Ming 
Longquan wares found in East Africa, I have carefully 
studied the examples of celadon produced as tribute in 
Longquan. Family tombs of even the most important officials 
of the Ming court such as Xu Da 徐達 (1332–85), Mu Ying  
沐英 (1345–92) as well as princes and marquises do not 
contain this type of tribute ware from Longquan. Of the 
hundreds of early Ming Longquan wares unearthed from 
tombs throughout the country, not one example of this type 
has been found. There are about 20 to 30 pieces of this type of 
Longquan official ware in the Beijing Palace Museum, most 
of them handed down from ancient times.19 This confirms the 
exclusive nature of the tribute wares, which were made only 
for the imperial court. However, such wares have also been 
discovered at important places overseas. For example, the 
Topkapı Saray in Istanbul has a large collection of these 
types of Longquan wares (Pl. 28.11).20 This means that early 
Ming Longquan wares might have been used for trading and 
that Longquan tribute wares designed by the imperial court 
were specially made as gifts for foreign countries. This is 
recorded in the Collected Statutes of the Great Ming under the 
entry of ‘Ministry of Works’.21 Therefore, Longquan official 
wares were ordered by the Ministry of Works, used on official 
occasions and presented as gifts to other countries. The 
popular large dishes and bowls of the Yongle reign might 
have been made in Longquan kilns specifically for the 
voyages of Zheng He so that they could be presented as gifts 
to the rulers of the countries he visited. In any case, these 
discoveries of imperial wares provide strong evidence that 
Zheng He visited the coastal areas of Kenya. 

A Chinese researcher studying the 14 locations of East 

tribute from Chinese kilns to the imperial court at this time. 
The objects were finely made, with regularly and neatly 
formed thick bodies. Thick green glaze had been applied 
evenly and the glaze has a notable gloss (Pl. 28.8). The 
unglazed ring on the base for supporting the object during 
firing was always very regular in shape, showing that great 
care had been taken when scraping away any unwanted 
glaze. The shape of the objects and the decorative designs 

Plate 28.9 Official Longquan dish unearthed from Ungwana site, 
Kenya

Plate 28.10 Official Longquan shard of a large bowl unearthed from 
the site at Mambrui

Plate 28.11 The large official Longquan dish collected in Topkapı 
Palace Museum, Istanbul, Turkey
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reign, Chinese ceramic production increased and the scale 
of ceramic export became relatively large during a short 
period of time (Pls 28.14–15). This was the result of 
internal changes within the Ming dynasty when the 
manufacture of various products that represented the 
development of market economy increased and had an 
impact on society. The silver standard of the monetary 
system was formed in this period which needed more silver 
in exchange for material goods. This caused a shortage of 
silver and consequently led to stronger reliance on imported 
silver.24 The rapid commercialisation of goods resulted in 
the flourishing of illegal trade along the coastal regions of 
China and ceramics were one of the most important cargos 
in this illicit trade. Consequently, Chinese porcelain of this 
period is found in fairly large numbers along the Indian 
Ocean rim and Southeast Asia, thereby reflecting the whole 
trading system of the entire Ming dynasty and not just that 
of East Africa.
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Africa on the ‘Zheng He Navigation Chart’ (Zheng He hanghai 
tu 鄭和航海圖) has identified seven locations where Zheng 
He probably landed. The name ‘Man Ba Che’ (慢八撤) 
marked on the chart has been identified as Mambrui.22 
Significantly, excavations at the site of Mambrui by our joint 
archaeological team have yielded a piece of blue-and-white 
imperial ware of the Yongle reign (Pl. 28.12) which may 
come from a blue-and-white jar with a lid from the official 
kiln of the Yongle reign (Pl. 28.13) and a Yongle tongbao  
永樂通寶 (Circulating treasure of the Yongle era) coin.23 An 
official Longquan ware shard was also found at the same site 
(see Pl. 28.10). These archaeological materials provide 
conclusive evidence that Zheng He visited Kenya in East 
Africa and that Mambrui was one of the possible places 
where he landed.

The increase of Chinese ceramics during the mid-Ming 
period
During the Chenghua, Hongzhi and Zhengde reigns 
(1465–1521), the quantity of Chinese ceramics at the Gedi 
Ruins and Mambrui increased tremendously, representing 
a brief upturn in Indian Ocean rim maritime trade 
controlled by the Arabs and Persians. For a long period of 
time, the coastal areas of East Africa maintained a close 
relationship with West Asia and the Middle East. The 
dominance of Arab and Persian trade ended when the 
Portuguese came to Africa. From the end of the Xuande 
reign to the early years of the Chenghua reign (1436–65), 
there was an extremely low level of Chinese ceramic 
production and trade and we found very few shards from 
this period in Kenya. However, starting from the Chenghua 

Plate 28.12 Jingdezhen official kiln blue-and-white shard 
excavated at the site of Mambrui

Plate 28.13 Jingdezhen official kiln blue-and-white jar with lid, 
excavated from Dongmentou, Zhushan, Jingdezhen in 1994. Height 
14.8cm; diameter 25.8cm. Jingdezhen Institute of Ceramic 
Archaeology

Plate 28.14 (above) Jingdezhen blue-and-white shards of Hongzhi 
to Zhengde period excavated from Mambrui site

Plate 28.15 (right) Jingdezhen blue-and-white shards of Jiajing 
reign unearthed form Gedi Ruin
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Peking University formed a joint archaeological team to conduct 
an excavation on the Fengdongyan kiln site at Dayao, Longquan 
city (Zhejiang sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo et al. 2009). During 
the excavation, the strata of the Hongwu and Yongle periods were 
discovered. Among the Yongle strata, three shards with the incised 
date of the Yongle reign were unearthed and thus confirmed the 
reliability of the date of the strata. Subsequently, some researchers 
have continued detailed comparative studies on the unearthed 
materials from the strata of the Yuan, early Ming and mid-Ming 
periods (Xu Jun 2009; Shen Jun 2014). These studies have 
significantly enhanced our knowledge about the early Ming 
Longquan ware, followed by the discovery that many formerly 
identified Longquan ware of the Yuan dynasty are actually 
products from the early Ming period.

16 Wang et al. 2014.
17 Zhejiang sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo et al. 2009.
18 Xu 2009.
19 Qin et al. 2009.
20 Krahl 2001.
21 In Da Ming huidian, vol. 194, ‘Ministry of Works no. 14’, the entry of 

‘pottery wares’ recorded: ‘In the 26th year of Hongwu reign edict: 
Firing of imperial wares and others must have designs of the 
examples approved, the materials and labours calculated. If large 
quantity has been counted, the potters shall be sent to the capital 
for setting up the kilns and for the production of the porcelain. If 
less quantity has been counted, works are delegated to Raozhou 
state and Chuzhou state under the order of Ministry of Works.’ 
(Shen Shixing 2007). We know from this record that Raozhou 饒州 
State (present-day Jingdezhen 景德镇) and Chuzhou 處州 State 
(present-day Longquan 龍泉) both accepted official orders from 
the government to produce imperial objects. They made ordered 
objects from sample designs and requested the same standards of 
production. A further record consulted has shown that Longquan 
undertook the manufacture production of official wares from the 
26th year of Hongwu reign (1393) to the first year of Chenghua 
(1465).

22 Shen Fuwei 2004.
23 China had long exported copper coins through smuggling since 

ancient times. The coins were mainly used as raw materials to 
recast as new objects. Despite numerous government edicts 
forbidding the exportation of copper coins since the Song dynasty, 
the smuggling of these coins continued. Therefore, a copper coin of 
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findspot was one reached by Zheng He’s voyage. But, if the coin is 
taken into consideration with the Longquan official ware sherds 
and the Jingdezhen Yongle official blue-and-white sherds 
discovered in Mambrui, they become relatively secure evidence for 
the argument that Zheng He’s fleet had landed there.

24 Wan 2004.

Chinese Export Ceramics Found in Africa and the 
Maritime Silk Road’ (Project Number: 15ZDB057), with the 
support of China National Planning Office for Philosophy 
and Social Science. It is also supported by the ‘Integrated 
Research on the Exported Ceramics of Ancient China 
Found along the Coast of East Africa’, which was sponsored 
by the Compass Plan Project of State Administration of 
Cultural Heritage.
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8 Qin 2013.
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author of Daoyi Zhilüe (A Simplified Description of the Ocean’s Shores), 
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first trip was in the first year of Zhishun (1330) when he travelled to 
Somalia and Mozambique. The second trip was in the third year of 
Zhiyuan (1337) when he returned to Mozambique. Both of his trips 
were on merchant ships, indicating that Chinese merchants had 
already been to Africa by this time. Wang Dayuan recorded more 
than 220 places in Asia, Africa and Australia in Daoyi Zhilüe: ‘What 
I recorded is what I visited, experienced and what I saw and heard. 
Legends and stories are not mentioned in this book’ (Wang Shixing 
1981). Ma Huan, the author of Yingya Shenglan (The Overall Survey of 
the Ocean’s Shores), who participated in three of Admiral Zheng He’s 
maritime expeditions, complimented Wang Dayuan’s 
documentation: ‘After visiting and seeing in person, I know what 
the author of Daoyi Zhilüe documented are real facts’ (Ma Huan 
1985).

10 Harrisson 1958; Tai 2011.
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ceramics unearthed from the Gedi Ruins in 2012. However, some 
more shards from the Gedi Ruins were found in storage during the 
course of our investigations in 2013. Because of this, the statistics 
used in this chapter are slightly different from those in the brief 
report. See Liu Yan et al. 2012.

14 Longquan ware from the late Yuan and early Ming dynasty are 
very similar which is why we have considered them as coming from 
one time period.

15 In 2006, the Zhejiang Provincial Institute of Cultural Relics and 
Archaeology and the School of Archaeology and Museology at 
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During the first half of the 15th century, the Ming imperial 
household famously dispatched seven expeditions under the 
command of the eunuch Zheng He鄭和 (1371–1433), as well as 
many smaller maritime embassies under other command, to 
the rulers of what we now call South and Southeast Asia. The 
navigational knowledge and nautical lore these expeditions 
would have required to reach destinations around the Indian 
Ocean – and having reached them, could have enlarged in 
turn – must have been enormous. ‘Must have been’, because 
almost nothing of this knowledge survived in the public 
record in China in later times. Whatever charts, route guides 
(known to Elizabethan Englishmen as ‘rutters’) and voyage 
diaries were produced in the course of engaging in this vast 
diplomatic traffic were deposited with the imperial 
household. There they were embargoed as state intelligence 
to which only the court could be privy, and eventually 
destroyed. Not a shred of primary documentation survives 
from the Ming central administration, and yet traces are to 
be found in certain late Ming sources.

Three well-known documents of the late Ming reveal, 
however, that some of this knowledge escaped the centripetal 
vortex of the political centre.1 One is the so-called ‘Laud 
rutter’, named in honour of Archbishop William Laud 

Chapter 29
Traces of the Zheng He 
Voyages in Late Ming 
Navigational Materials

Timothy Brook

Plate 29.1 Laud rutter or Dispatched on Favourable Wind 
(Shunfeng xiangsong 順風相送) in Chinese, 16th century. The 
Bodleian Libraries, The University of Oxford, MS.Laud Or.145
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(1573–1645) who presented it to the Bodleian Library at 
Oxford in 1639, presumably after it had been in his 
possession for some years.2 A rutter is a handbook listing the 
distances and directions that a mariner should take when 
following a maritime route. The Laud rutter is a 
compilation that presents all the routes from China to 
Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean in a one-fascicle 
manuscript handwritten in Chinese (Pl. 29.1). As the 
anonymous but literate editor relates in his preface, his book 
is not an actual rutter but an edited compilation based on 
handwritten records that he was able to acquire. The 
correctness of the data presented in the text he attributes 
entirely to the Zheng He voyages, noting that ‘in the first 
year of Yongle [1403] envoys were ordered to go to the 
countries of the Western Ocean to present edicts, and so 
had multiple opportunities to compile and correct 
[knowledge of ] compass routes’.3 Probably acquired by an 
agent of the East India Company in the first two decades of 
the 17th century, the Bodleian manuscript must originally 
have belonged to a Chinese merchant working outside 
China in the commercial networks around the South China 
Sea. Had this manuscript not been removed from 
circulation and deposited in a foreign library, it would never 
have survived to the 1930s, when the historian Xiang Da 
向達 (1900–66) transcribed it during an academic sojourn 
in Oxford. State jealousy of frontier knowledge and private 
jealousy of craft knowledge, a deadly combination from the 
historian’s point of view, would otherwise have conspired to 
guarantee its destruction.

The next exception to the disappearance of the 
knowledge that the Zheng He expeditions used and 
generated is the set of route charts (Pl. 29.2) which Mao 
Yuanyi 茅元儀 (1594–1640) compiled in the late 1610s and 
included as chapter 240 of his grand survey of military 
affairs, Wubei zhi 武備志 (Treatise on Military Preparedness). 
These charts, which vary in scale from page to page, show 
the principal routes along which the eunuch envoys and 
their military entourages passed. These routes are marked 
as dotted lines on the water without great precision, though 
many are annotated in great detail with the compass 
bearings marking the route. This is navigational 
information of a precise sort, indicating that Mao Yuanyi 
had access to a source preserving detailed first-hand 
knowledge of the Zheng He sailings. It has been suggested 
that Mao’s source was a private record that his grandfather, 
Mao Kun茅坤 (1512–1601), acquired in the mid-16th century 
while working on Chouhai tubian 籌海圖編 (Illustrated 
Compendium on Maritime Defence), a massive official 
compilation of data concerning coastal administration at the 
height of piracy in the Jiajing era (1522–66). If he ever had it, 
Mao Kun did not draw on it for his project, as far as we can 
detect. By the time of Mao Yuanyi, information concerning 
navigation routes to the Indian Ocean no longer excited 
state sensitivity. Even to members of the court in the Tianqi 
era (1621–7), it was obvious that Chinese ships, and indeed 
ships from all over the world, were plying these routes in 
numbers that defied the presumption that this knowledge 
should be construed as secret. 

Plate 29.2 Treatise on Military Preparedness (Wubei zhi 武備志), 240.20a–b. Tianqi period edition, 1621–7. National Library of China
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The final exception to the loss of navigational 
information from the 15th century differs in many ways 
from the previous two. This is Zhang Xie’s 張燮 Dongxi yang 
kao 東西洋考 (Study of the Eastern and Western Seas) completed 
in 1617, the ninth chapter of which is devoted to navigational 
information. Zhang produced the book in response to a 
request for information on maritime matters from the 
magistrate of Haicheng 海澄 county, who had jurisdiction 
over Moon Harbour (Yuegang 月港), the port in Zhangzhou 
漳州 prefecture from which merchants were setting forth in 
ever greater numbers through the Wanli era (1573–1620). 
That a local official in this period should want this 
information signals a significant reversal in the vector of 
maritime knowledge back from the private sector to the 
state sector, where it was no longer regarded as contraband. 
Zhang’s book was not published at the time, but it was not 
embargoed and circulated well enough to have survived 
until it was published in a mid-19th-century collectanea.4 

Dongxi yang kao postdates the Laud rutter. Like the Laud 
editor, Zhang has heavily edited and reorganised the 
information he had drawn from pilots’ rutters rather than 
simply reproduce a primary document from the 15th 
century. In fact, Zhang is not much interested in what 
happened in the 15th century at all, but instead restricts the 
material he includes to that which is of relevance to the 
present. He divides his route data into the standard late 
Ming categories of ‘water routes within the harbour’ 
(meaning the coastal zone off Zhangzhou and Quanzhou  
泉州), ‘Western Ocean compass routes’ (the network of 
routes running southwards down the coast of continental 
Southeast Asia) and ‘Eastern Ocean compass routes’ (the 
network of routes running eastwards out to the Pescadores 
and the Philippines and down to Borneo). Both the eastern 
and western route networks end at points beyond which 
Chinese junks did not sail. The Western Ocean routes stop 
at Aceh at the northern end of Sumatra, as that marked the 
westernmost port at which Chinese vessels called. That 
Zheng He and company went beyond Aceh is of no account 
to Zhang Xie. He is curious as to how contemporary 
information is overlaid on earlier knowledge, and in suitable 
scholarly fashion tracks some of that knowledge back to 
sources from the Song and before, but for him history is 
past. The traces of Zheng He’s voyages in Dongxi yang kao are 
thus rather faint, nothing more than curious footnotes that 
help construct the story of the state of play of Ming maritime 
networks as of 1617.

Stepping back from Zhang Xie, we can observe that 
knowledge of the Zheng He voyages survived in private 
commercial circles not because late Ming captains were 
intent on pursuing the political or geostrategic purposes that 
struck fear into imperial hearts. (Bear in mind that the 
expeditions were initiated because the Yongle emperor, 
facing a severe legitimacy deficit as a usurper and for 
nepoticide, hoped that the presentation of tribute by foreign 
rulers would demonstrate to a domestic audience that he 
enjoyed the mandate of Heaven). 5 Ming merchants in fact 
had no interest in such matters. If information about the 
routes Zheng followed was important to them, it was 
because these were simply the routes that every navigator 
sailing out of Ming coastal waters took. Memories of Zheng 

He had no monopoly on these routes; he simply travelled in 
the same sea lanes that everyone else used. What for the 
Ming court was diplomatic knowledge was for mariners 
practical knowledge. Still, that portion of navigational 
knowledge that by the late Ming had no practical 
application was preserved. Conspicuous in this regard are 
the instructions for sailing across the Indian Ocean. This 
was a traverse that Chinese ships made in the 15th century 
but not in the 16th, when the ingress of armed Portuguese 
vessels into the region discouraged the Chinese from sailing 
beyond the Straits of Melaka. The editors of the Laud rutter 
and Wubei zhi nonetheless both elected to include 
information about sailing routes across the Indian Ocean, 
even though no one was using this knowledge in the late 
Ming – which is why Zhang Xie left it out. The fact that 
these routes may have been moribund for a century did not 
dissuade the other two. Nor, as we are about to see, did it 
discourage the creator of a fourth late Ming document of 
Chinese maritime lore, the Selden map (Pl. 29.3). 

The Selden map is the first Chinese map since the Yuan 
dynasty to situate China in relation to the world beyond its 
shores in a way that takes account of the actual distances 
separating any one place on the map from any other, 
particularly maritime sites outside the realm.6 Probably 
drawn about 1608 by a Chinese cartographer working in the 

Plate 29.3 The Selden map of China, c. 1608. Watercolour and ink 
on paper, height 160cm, width 100cm. The Bodleian Libraries, The 
University of Oxford, MS. Selden supra 105
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the Selden map is, it is not a record of Zheng He’s travels. On 
close inspection, however, the Zheng voyages have left a clear 
trace on the map in the form of a rectangular colophon at the 
left-hand edge of the map directly to the east of a city marked 
as Calicut (Chinese Guli古里, modern Kozhikode, Kerala 
State, south India). In the 15th century, Calicut was the main 
trade entrepôt between West and East Asia; European 
travellers during the centuries before and after the 15th 
regularly referred to ‘ships from Calicut’ when describing 
maritime trade in the Indian Ocean.7 But Calicut is on the 
southwest coast of India, not where the Selden cartographer 
has put it in roughly where we would locate Rangoon, 
thereby collapsing completely the Bay of Bengal. Mislocating 
Calicut so radically goes against the considerable 
topographical accuracy that the map otherwise displays, 
indicating that the cartographer had no knowledge of the 
Indian Ocean. Placing it where he has is surely of no help to 
sailors. Still, he felt compelled to include the port and the 
colophon for epistemological reasons that we will return to at 
the end of this chapter.

The colophon (Pl. 29.4) presents a series of three 
directions from Calicut to the south coast of Arabia, each 
marked by a circle, which in translation I transpose to 
consecutive numbering: 

(1) from Calicut to the country of Aden, go northwest for 185 
watches. 

(2) from Calicut to the country of Dhofar, go northwest 150 
watches.

(3) from Calicut to Hormuz, sail on a 315⁰ bearing for 5 watches, 
on a 322½⁰ bearing for 45 watches, on a 300⁰ bearing for 100 
watches, on a 292½⁰ bearing for 15...watches, on a 7½⁰ bearing 
for 20 watches, on a 277½⁰ bearing for 5 watches, on a 330⁰ 
bearing for 10 watches, on a 322½⁰ bearing for 30 watches, and 
on a bearing of true north for 5 watches.

(1) 古里往阿丹國，去西北，計用一百八十五更。

(2) 古里往[佐]法兒國，去西北，計用一百五十更。

(3) 古里往忽魯謨斯，用乾針五更，用乾亥四十五更，用戌一百
更，用辛戌一十五更，用子癸二十更，用辛酉五更，用亥十更，用
乾亥三十，用單子五更。

The Calicut colophon consists of three types of data: 
destination, direction and distance. The destinations are 
three ports along the south coast of the Arabian peninsula, 
west to east: Aden at the mouth of the Red Sea; Dhofar in 
Oman, a port known today as Salalah; and Hormuz at the 
mouth of the Persian Gulf. Distance is measured in geng 更or 
watches, the distance a boat travelling at normal speed can 
cover during a tenth of a 24-hour day. Depending on the 
estimated speed one chooses, this works out at between 10 to 
15 nautical miles (16 to 24km) per watch.8 Curiously, the data 
for the three directions are not reported equally. For Aden 
and Dhofar, the colophon provides each with only an 
approximate direction (northwest) and a cumulative 
distance. These distances are noteworthy. The colophon 
gives the distance from Calicut to Aden as 185 watches. At a 
speed of 4 knots, this figure converts to 1,850 nautical miles 
(nmi). Given that the distance by air is just over 1,800 nmi, 
this figure is strikingly accurate. The figure of 150 watches 
for Calicut to Dhofar is less so. The air distance is just over 

western Javanese port of Bantam, it is also unique in 
depicting sailing routes, a feature not previously found on 
any other chart on this scale anywhere in the world. 
Radiating from a point in the Taiwan Strait off Moon 
Harbour into several networks extending north, east and 
south directions, these lines show the viewer where cargo 
vessels travelled, attesting the map as a whole to be a 
presentation of commercial rather than political knowledge. 
When examined alongside the routes recorded in the Laud 
rutter and Dongxi yang kao, the route networks on the Selden 
map roughly correspond to what is found in those books, 
though with minor variations – the existence of which is 
significant in indicating a degree of variability in knowledge, 
and in turn in the unknown sources of that knowledge. 

The routes on the Selden map extend across and beyond 
the entirety of what are now known as the East and South 
China Seas, extending as far southeast as the Moluccas and 
as far west as the end of the Melaka Strait. Accordingly, the 
routes the eunuch armadas followed coincide with only about 
a third of the routes on the chart, a reminder that whatever 

Plate 29.4 The Calicut colophon of the Selden map
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北辰星七指半，好風過海，乾戌单戌一百更姑馬山 （若戧風，
单戌八十五更 . . . . . . 見看被身形北辰星四指半，沿山使用辛酉
五更取伽里塔山頭，壬亥，单亥三更取迭微討水，乾亥五更取麻
里實吉，辛戌取龟山. . . 单亥及乾亥四更. . . 乾亥廿五更取沙剌
側抹山，. . . 用單子五更取忽鲁謨斯。13

Between the Laud rutter and the Selden map the 
sequences of bearings and watches are substantially 
comparable: 

Laud rutter: 322½⁰ – 330⁰ (5 watches) – 337½⁰ (5) – 307½⁰/300⁰ 
(100) – 277½⁰ (5) – 337½⁰/330⁰ (3) – 322½⁰ (5) – 292½⁰ – 
330⁰/322½⁰ (4) – 322½⁰ (25) – 0⁰ (5);

Selden map: 315⁰ (5) – 322½⁰ (45) – 300⁰ (100) – 292½⁰ (15) – 7½⁰ 
(20) – 277½⁰ (5) – 330⁰ (10) – 322½⁰ (30) – 0⁰ (5).

The two versions are notably close in their final legs. 
The Laud rutter advises the pilot to get on close to a 330⁰ 
bearing for 42 watches from Hormuz, whereas the map 
colophon recommends taking the 330⁰ bearing 3 watches 
earlier. The rutter plots the rest of the course in five 
segments, whereas the map reduces the changes of course 
to two. Both end on a bearing heading due north into 
Hormuz for the last 12 hours of the voyage. Their closeness 
is hardly surprising, for one would expect the navigational 
data for entering the narrower passages of coastal waters to 
tolerate less variation than courses plotted on the open sea. 
More strikingly, on the open sea both prescribe a course of 
300⁰ for 100 watches (though the Laud rutter advises 
shifting off that course after 85 watches if the winds are 
contrary). We need not assume that the coincidence of 
directions is merely a sign that the route was unitary or that 
both texts conform to some standard of accuracy we might 
want to idealise. More important for our purpose, which is 
to understand how knowledge of the Zheng He voyages 
percolated through time, is the stubborn fact that the two 
texts do not transcribe the route in exactly the same way, in 
terms either of how they segment it or of what bearings and 
distances they assign to each segment. Their directions 
overlap at many points without precisely reproducing each 
other. That they are not identical reinforces the point 
earlier made with regard to the first two routes on the 
Calicut colophon: sailing instructions from the 15th-
century expeditions circulated in variants, and their 
variations were absorbed and repeated by those who were 
producing new documents about the turn of the 17th 
century, when the sea lanes in this part of the world were 
once again coming alive with traffic.

This conclusion is further reinforced when we turn to 
another of the four exceptions to lost knowledge listed at the 
beginning of this chapter, Mao Yuanyi’s visual transcription 
of the Zheng He routes in Wubei zhi. The final panel in his 
album, which shows sea routes in the western half of the 
Indian Ocean, underscores the importance of Calicut as the 
chief entrepôt for trading networks in this region. From its 
prominent position in the upper right-hand corner of the 
panel radiate half a dozen routes, each annotated as going 
either to or from Calicut. Deciphering the opposite terminus 
of these routes is difficult, given the somewhat chaotic 
arrangement of bodies of land in and around the Indian 
Ocean. The routes that appear to be linked to Calicut are 
annotated as follows: 

1,300 nmi, which should entail a reduction of the Calicut–
Aden distance by 55 watches, whereas the figure in the 
colophon of 150 watches is only 35 watches less than the 
Aden route. The distance given for the route to Hormuz is 
even less reliable. The actual air distance is 1,450 nmi (i.e. 
between the distances to Dhofar and Aden), yet the watches 
listed in the directions add up to 235, far longer than either 
of the other two. This discrepancy may reflect the difference 
between sailing on open water and following a coastal route: 
the one on a straight-line course, the other on a more zigzag 
route compounded by the slower speed needed to negotiate 
the south of the Persian Gulf. The air distance to Hormuz 
being about 1,450 nmi, however, the addition of 90 watches 
seems more than the irregularity of a coastal route can 
explain. More useful for analysis are the directional details 
the Calicut colophon provides for the route to Hormuz, 
which it reports as a sequence of nine segments, each with its 
compass bearing and distance. The density of data 
compared to that for the other two routes may be the effect 
of the source the Selden cartographer used; it may also 
indicate that Hormuz was, at least in Chinese memory, more 
important than the other two ports.9

For comparative purposes, consider how these three 
routes are described in the Laud rutter. The route to Aden is 
there broken into five segments, of which the longest by far is 
the fourth, which extends for 125 watches on a 277½⁰ 
bearing.10 In addition, the Laud rutter furnishes a total 
distance of 176 watches, 9 watches shorter than the ‘Calicut’ 
colophon to the Selden map – which at a slightly faster 
average speed of 4.2 knots is as approximately accurate as 
that map. The route from Calicut to Dhofar in the Laud 
rutter is dominated by two compass bearings, 292½⁰ and 
285⁰, again well to the south of a true northwest bearing.11 
What the Laud rutter and the Selden map do agree on is 
distance; both report that the journey from Calicut to 
Dhofar takes 150 watches. The data for comparing the 
distance to Hormuz in the two documents is poor, but the 
detail of compass bearings in the Calicut colophon makes for 
a good comparison. The description of this route in the 
Laud rutter reads as follows:

Set out on a 322½⁰ bearing. Once you have left the breakwater 
and draw 15 fathoms,12  sight the North Star at a height of 4 
fingers and the Southern Cross exactly at 11½ fingers, then take 
a 330⁰ bearing for 5 watches until you reach the white shoals. 
Follow the coast of the island and take a 337½⁰ bearing for 5 
watches to reach Dingdebaxi 丁得把昔*. Sight the North Star 
at a height of 7½ fingers. If the winds are good, cross the sea  
between a 307½⁰ bearing and a 300⁰ bearing for 100 watches to 
Guma* 姑馬 Island. If the winds are contrary, follow a 300⁰ 
bearing for 85 watches. . . . Sight as though from the back of the 
North Star at a height of 4½ fingers, then follow the coast of the 
island and  set a course of 277½⁰ for 5 watches to reach the head 
of Jialita* 伽里塔 Island. Sail between a 337½⁰ and a 330⁰ 
bearing for 3 watches to reach the ferry at Tiwi (Ch. Diewei 迭
微), then 322½⁰ for 5 watches to reach Malishiji* 麻里實吉, then 
292½⁰ to reach Turtle Island. . . . Sail between 330⁰ and 322½⁰ 
for 4 watches . . ., then 322½⁰ for 25 watches to reach 
Shalacemo* 沙剌側抹 [Qalhat?] Hill. . . . Sail due north for 5 
watches to reach Hormuz.

開船乾亥，離石欄，水十五托，看北辰星四指，燈籠星正十一指
半，单亥五更取白礁，沿山使用壬亥四十五更，取丁得把昔，看
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earlier sources and at the same time their internal 
inconsistency. For there to be this many variations, mostly 
minor, in the information transcribed into late Ming 
sources, there had to be a large body of records available at 
least in private archives, and possibly in state archives as 
well. This at least is what these three versions of the sea route 
from Calicut to Hormuz tell us. 

The question these traces of the Zheng He voyages then 
raise is why the Selden cartographer – or indeed, why Mao 
Yuanyi or the editor of the Laud rutter – chose to include 
sailing directions from India to Arabia in their texts at all. 
One reason could be a sense of fidelity to one’s sources: the 
obligation to be as complete in reporting knowledge of the 
past as possible. This explanation applies best to Mao 
Yuanyi, whose explicit concern is to show the routes that 
Zheng He’s ships sailed. Mao is intensely interested in 
history, but his greater purpose is to provide information 
that may be of use in the future: to indicate all sea lanes that 
might become potential avenues of military attack. His book 
is a bei zhi 備志, a ‘record to prepare for the future’. The 
Laud editor similarly looks back to the Zheng He voyages as 
he compiles his rutter, and yet he too declares that his 
purpose is to provide knowledge that will be of use to 
‘shipboard’ (zai chuan 在船) men.15 The knowledge he 
provides may rely on sources from the 15th century, but his 
intention is to make it available for future use. Zhang Xie 
provides something of a negative confirmation by not 
including Indian Ocean routes in Dongxi yang kao. His 
mandate was to produce an overview of current maritime 
practices, not a history. Accordingly, he left out the routes to 
and from Calicut. The rutters he consulted must have 
included them, but they were not relevant to his purpose. 
The Selden cartographer is similarly presentist in his 
concerns but takes a middle position. He is concerned to 
represent maritime routes as they were at the time he drew 
the map, which is why the north end of Sumatra exhausts 
the geographical extent of the routes he depicts. From this 
perspective, the Calicut colophon is not so much a curious 
exception as a telling inclusion. Like the Laud rutter and 
Mao’s Zheng He atlas, it provides information that might 
some day become relevant to Chinese mariners. The 
Chinese knew very well that this was the zone from and into 
which the European merchants with whom they had contact 
were now trading; they were also encountering South Asian 
traders in considerable numbers travelling the trade 
corridors around the South China Sea.16 By including data 
about these routes on his map, the Selden cartographer was 
tucking into his panorama of the Chinese maritime trading 
world information that one or more of his sources happened 
to furnish, and that could have future use. That Zheng He 
sailed these Indian Ocean routes two centuries earlier was of 
no particular account. The Calicut colophon may have 
preserved traces of the past, but its stronger intention was to 
provide traces of the future.

Notes
1 Further comments on these three sources may be found in Mills 

1979.
2 The cover of the book bears a later inscription, Shunfeng xiangsong  

順風相送 (Dispatched on Favourable Winds), which is how Chinese 

(1) for your ship to reach Calicut, [take] a bearing of 45⁰ for 50 
watches and of 60⁰ for 25 watches and you reach your 
destination.

(2) follow a 97½⁰ bearing for 25 watches and you reach your 
country of destination.

(3) follow a 82½⁰ bearing for 28 watches and your ship reaches 
Calicut.

(4) follow a 90⁰ bearing for 15 watches and you reach 
[indecipherable]; then follow a 90⁰ bearing for 16 watches and 
you reach Jiamao* 加卯.

(5) follow a 105⁰ bearing for 28 watches and you reach Calicut.

(6) follow a 300⁰ bearing for 85 watches, then a 292½⁰ bearing 
for 40 watches, and your ship reaches Qalhat.

(1) 船收古里國，艮针五十更，寅針二十五更，收相接。

(2) 用乙卯針二十五更，收相接國。

(3) 用甲卯針二十八更，船收古里國。

(4) 用卯針十五更，收口口口，用卯針十六更，收口口口。

(5) 用丹[单]乙針二十八更，收古里國。

(6) 用丹[单]戌針八十五更，又用辛戌針四十更，船收加剌哈。 14

Only two of these routes actually name the port at the 
other end of the route, neither of which is Aden, Dhofar or 
Hormuz. Aden is clearly marked on the map, but without 
being explicitly connected by a route line to anywhere. 
Otherwise the Arabian peninsula fades off beyond the 
left-hand edge of the chart, giving no indication of where the 
Persian Gulf might lie. The navigational data in Mao 
Yuanyi’s Zheng He atlas are accordingly not easy to 
correlate with either the Calicut colophon or the Laud 
rutter. The only readily useful comparator is the sixth route, 
from Calicut to Qalhat, which lies across the mouth of the 
Persian Gulf from Hormuz. Mao’s version lacks precision, 
but it does repeat the main compass bearing given in both 
the Calicut colophon and the Laud rutter of 300⁰. Not only 
that, but it replicates the advice in the Laud rutter that the 
pilot should turn off that compass bearing after 85 watches if 
the winds are not favourable. It then follows this data with 
the instruction to sail on a 292½⁰ bearing, which 
corresponds to the next bearing on the Selden map, though 
the latter directs the pilot off that bearing after 15 rather 
than 40 watches and breaks down the remainder of the route 
into a more detailed series of segments. The Mao version 
ends at Qalhat – which may be a variant rendition of what 
the Laud rutter calls Shalacemo and which it locates five 
watches due south of Hormuz. Finally, the Mao chart 
severely reduces the distance by about 100 watches – which 
is almost perfectly in line with what the actual distance is. 

Without Mao Yuanyi’s source, we cannot recreate his 
reconstruction of the Zheng He sailing routes. We can, 
however, appreciate from the number of routes running in 
and out of Calicut which he records that the variations found 
between the Selden map and the Laud rutter are 
outnumbered by yet further now unknown variants, 
suggesting that an even wider trove of route documents 
survived down to the late Ming. What this observation does, 
of course, is simply strengthen the conclusion we drew 
earlier regarding the relative unity of data recorded in 
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scholarship tends to refer to the Laud rutter. It was reprinted in 
1961 as the first of two navigational manuals in Xiang Da 1961b. 

3 Xiang Da 1961b, 22.
4 Zhang Xie 1981.
5 Brook 2010, 93–4.
6 For the dating and authorship of the Selden map, see Brook 2013, 

169–73.
7 Manguin 2009.
8 The speed of 6¼ knots has been widely used by Ming historians. At 

that speed, a ship would cover 150 nautical miles in 24 hours. 
Xiang Da, however, considered 4 knots a more realistic estimate 
for Ming junks. Equivalent to a daily distance of 100 nautical miles, 
this is a rate I find more accurate for reading the Selden map; see 
the discussion in Brook 2013, 95, 162.

9 On the earlier export of Chinese porcelain to Hormuz, see 
Sjostrand and Barnes 2001.

10 Xiang Da 1961, 80: 開船乾亥，離石欄外，水十五托，看北斗星四
指，看燈籠星十一指半，单亥五更取白礁外過，乾戌五更平希星峪，
用乾亥二十更，看北斗辰五指三角，看燈籠星正十指三角，平莽角
雙儿，過.礁開洋，用辛酉一百二十五更平蕉塔那山，看北辰五指，

燈籠星十指，取塔巴里付山，沿山一更，取小赤塔密儿，取水，巡山
使单坤二十更，取阿丹碼頭. 

11 Xiang Da 1961b, 80–1: 開船乾戌, ，離石欄外，水十五托，单亥五
更，取白礁外過，乾亥五更平希星山，单乾二十更，看北辰五指一
角，燈籠十指一角，平莽角雙儿，過.礁頭開洋，辛戌五十更，看北辰
六指三角，燈籠八指三角，单辛七十更，看北斗七指三角，燈籠七指
三角，取祖法儿碼頭，泊船是也.  

12 Zhang Xie explains in the introduction to the ninth chapter of 
Dongxi yang kao that a tuo 托, here translated as ‘fathom’, was 
defined locally as the distance between your hands with your arms 
outstretched.

13 Xiang Da 1961b, 78–9. Asterisks indicate that a place name is 
romanised from Chinese characters. On the identification of 
Diewei as Tiwi, the region southeast of Muscat, see Mills 1970, 222.

14 Mao Yuanyi 1628, 240.20a–b. On the identification of Jialaha as 
Kalhat/Qalhat, see Mills 1970, 188.

15 Xiang Da 1961b, 22.
16 Brook 2008, 84–116.
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Deshin Shekpa, Fifth Karmapa of Tibet (1384–1415)  33, 125, 

151n.60, 154, 154, 155, 159
Dingling 定陵 (Ding Mausoleum)  69
Ding ware  117, 246
Dongdadian 東大殿 (East Main Hall) see Foguangsi
Dongmentou 東門頭  182, 251
Dongxi yang kao 東西洋考 (Study of the Eastern and Western Seas) 

(Zhang Xie)  255, 256, 258
dragon motif  50, 68, 69, 70, 71, 72, 74, 228, 230, 231, 238
 see also thrones
drainage  3
drama  6, 87–93
Dream Journey to the Peach Blossom Land (Mong yudowondo 夢遊桃源圖) 

(An Gyeon)  213, 214
dress
 court  56, 69, 70, 70, 71, 72, 73, 74, 145, 159, 243
 see also clothing; headdresses
Dunhuang grottoes  187n.20
Duobao fota 多寶佛塔 (Buddhist Pagoda of Many Treasures)  164
Duren jing 度人經 (Scripture on Salvation) (1406)  137, 137
Dutch East India Company  79

E’xi 鄂西  163
Early Court Audience (Zaochao tu 早朝圖) (anonymous)  66, 66
Eastern Ocean (Dong yang 東洋)  20, 255
Eight Steeds of Taejo (Taejo Paljundo 太祖八駿圖) (anonymous)  214–15, 

214
 poems about  215
Eight Views of Beijing (Beijing bajing tu 北京八景圖) (Wang Fu)  50, 

55n.12, 129, 130, 131
Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden (Xingyuan yaji tu 杏園雅集圖) 

(anonymous, after Xie Huan)  4, 52, 84–5, 84, 99–105, 100, 101
elephants  4, 16, 42, 47, 52, 52–5, 54, 125, 180, 238
 war  18, 40, 41
 white  126, 128, 148
Enni Ben’en 圓爾辯圓 (1202–80)  145
Esen (r. 1438–53/4)  13
Esen-Tughal (d. 1431)  12, 13
eunuchs  4, 59, 83, 219
 court  5, 19, 40, 51, 59, 80, 82, 84, 85, 89, 95, 111, 112, 153, 156–7,   

 200
 envoys  18, 20, 25n.62, 26, 28, 30, 34, 40, 42, 125, 155, 161, 198,    

 216, 254
 maritime ventures  20, 21, 31, 198, 200, 204, 237, 256
 supervisors  51, 111, 112, 161, 238
 see also Zheng He
Extensive Records of the Four Barbarian [Regions] (Siyi guang ji 四夷廣記) 

(Shen Maoshang)  32, 33

Fahaisi 法海寺 (Monastery of the Sea of the Law), Beijing  85, 156, 
156, 157, 161, 192

Fanchang white ware, Anhui  246
Fang Xiaoru 方孝孺 (1357–1402)  104
Fangshan 房山  144
Fei Xin 費信 (c. 1385–c. 1436)  30, 32, 33, 201
Fengdongyan kiln  247, 249
fengguan 鳳冠 (phoenix crown)  68, 72, 76, 168
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Fengtian jingnan ji 奉天靖難記 (Record of Responding to Heaven and 
Pacifying the Troubles)  95

Fengtiandian 奉天殿 (Hall for Worshipping Heaven)  56, 106, 161
Fengtianmen 奉天門 (Gate for Worshipping Heaven)  53, 56
Fengxi daoren 豐溪道人 (Master of Fengxi)  56
festivity rituals  113
Figures (Renwu tu 人物圖) (attributed to Zhu Bang)  60, 60
Firdawsi, Abu’l-Qasim Manur, Shahnama (Book of Kings)  79, 80, 232, 

232, 233, 234, 235
firearms see guns
Firearms Division (shenji ying 神機營)  41
Fishermen in a River Gorge (Xigu yufu 溪谷漁父) (attributed to Zhu 

Bang)  56, 58, 60
‘Five Phases’ (‘Five Virtues’) (wu xing 五行) 241, 242
Five Rites (wuli 五禮)  113, 116
flower motifs  70, 71, 72, 132–3, 168
flower-and-bird paintings, auspicious symbols  129, 132–3
Foguangsi 佛光寺 (Monastery of Buddha Light)  157
 Dongdadian 東大殿 (East Main Hall)  191
Forbidden City  46–55, 106, 106, 134
 see also Chengtian Gate; Da Ming men;  Fengtiandian; 

Fengtianmen; Qin’an dian; Taihedian; Taihemen; Wumen; 
Yongshougong Palace; Zhengyangmen

Fort Jesus, Mombasa  245, 246
Four Great Celestial Lords of the Thunder Gate (Leimen sida tianjun 

雷門四大天君) see Bi; Gou; Liu; Pang
Four Great Celestial Lords of Thunderclap (Leiting sida tianjun  

雷霆四大天君)  see Deng; Tao; Xin; Zhang
Four Saints (Sisheng 四聖)  137
frankincense  32
Fujian province  3, 22, 104
 wares  248, 249
Fuliang 富良 River  18
funerals  65, 113, 144, 221
Furnishing Archives of the Qing Palace (Qinggong chenshe dang’an  

清宮陳設檔案)  134

Gaeseong  212
Galle, Sri Lanka, stone stele  23, 23, 30, 33, 239
Ganyai 干崖  16, 17
Gao Gong 高拱, 219n.11
Gao Sixun 高司訓  99
Gaochang glossaries  207
Gaoliang 高粱 River  49
Gaoshang yuhuang benxing jijing 高上玉皇本行集經 (Scripture of the Jade 

Emperor) (1424)  135, 137, 138, 139
Gathering of Five who are Alike (Wu tong hui tu 五同會圖)  104
Gedi Ruins, Malindi  245, 248–51, 248, 251
gems see precious stones
Genghis Khan see Chinggis Khan
Ghazan Khan  240
giraffes  30, 30, 33, 36, 126, 126, 127, 129
glossaries  107–10
Goguryeo kingdom (37 bce–668 ce)  212
gold
 colour sacred to the Mongols  241
  figure of Mārīcī  169
 figure of the Three Pure Ones  169
 gold belt set with gems  239
 gold phoenix pendant (Yinzuoju 銀作局)  72
 group of gold and gem-encrusted hairpins  237
 hat-top ornaments  242
 levies, tribute and trade  16, 17, 18, 20, 33, 71, 149, 219, 236, 238,   

 243
 mantra tablet  167
 pair of gold pillow ends  237

 pendant in the form of a pelican  241
 plaque of Mahākāla  167
 seed syllables  167
 statue of the Bodhisattva Guanyin  168, 169
 toothpick box with chain  236, 237
 vájra thunderbolts  168
 see also precious stones
Golden Writings on the Great Achievement of Deliverance of the Numinous 

Treasure of Highest Clarity (Shangqing lingbao jidu dacheng jinshu  
上清靈寶濟度大成金書) (Zhou Side) (1433)  135, 139, 140

Goldsmith, Oliver  2
Gong Xiang 恭項  17
Gong Zhen 鞏珍  200, 201
Goryeo dynasty, Korea (918–1392)  12, 211, 212–13
Gou 苟, Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139, 141
Gourd and Catfish (Hyōnen zu 瓢鮎図) ( Josetsu)  4, 4
grain transport  201
Grand Canal  49–50, 52, 107, 186
Great Ming Code (Da Ming lü 大明律)  220
‘Great Ritual Controversy’ (Daliyi 大禮議)  113, 115
Gu Kaizhi 顧愷之 (344–405), Admonitions of the Instructress to the Court 

Ladies (Nüshi zhen tu 女史箴图)  223–4, 223
Gu Zechang 顧澤長 (b. 1941)  92
Guan 關, Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139, 141
Guangdesi 廣德寺 (Monastery of Spreading Virtue)  164
Guangdong  18, 22, 249
 ware  248, 249
Guangxi  18, 39
Guanyin (bodhisattva)  168, 169
Gui Zongru 桂宗儒  103
Guizhou 貴州 province  18, 52, 108
Gujarat  33
guns and gunsmiths  18, 39–41, 40, 41, 42, 43
 Bakau shipwreck  21, 21
Guo Chun 郭純 (1370–1444)  104
Guo 郭氏, Lady (d. 1451)  164, 165–7
Gyeongbok Palace, Seoul  216

Hafiz (d. 1389)  230
Haichen 海澄 county  255
hairpins  168, 237, 238
Hall of Worthies ( Jiphyeonjeon 集賢殿), Royal Academic Institute  

213
Han dynasty (206 bce–220 ce)  16, 27, 71, 74
Han Yong (1422–78)  225
Hangzhou  3, 27, 105, 255
Hanlin Academy (Hanlin yuan 翰林院)  98, 104, 126, 127, 129, 207, 

216, 221
Hanlin ji 翰林記 (Records of the Hanlin Academy)  221
Hanyang 漢陽  163, 212
hat ornaments  153, 242, 243
Hazhi Mahamo Qilanni 哈只馬哈沒奇剌泥  31
He Liangjun 何良俊, Siyouzhai hualun 四友齋畫論 (Theory of Painting 

from the Studio of the Four Friends)  132
headdresses  68, 70, 71, 76, 148, 238
Heda, Willem Claesz (1594–1680), Breakfast Still Life  79, 79
Herat  12, 230, 231, 232, 234, 235, 243
Hindu traditions  180
Hồ dynasty 18, 40
Hồ Nguyen Trừng (Le Trừng),  19, 43
Hồ Quy Ly (c. 1335–c. 1407)  18, 19, 38, 40, 42
Hongjue Temple  84
Hongjuesi 宏覺寺 (Monastery of Vast Awakening)  85
Hongwu 洪武 emperor (Zhu Yuanzhang 朱元璋)  (r. 1368–98)  7, 9, 

10, 12, 17, 47, 68, 76, 81, 95, 113–21, 125, 145, 153, 224, 225
 ceramics  114, 117, 118, 119, 248
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 Da Baoen Monastery  178, 184
 drama and music  89
 Linggusi  靈谷寺 (Numinous Valley Monastery)  155
 military actions and armies  15, 104, 163, 242
 new palace in Nanjing  58
 paper money  171, 172, 172, 173, 178
 policies  3, 27, 31, 37, 74
 princely enfeoffment  163
 renovation of Tianxisi 天禧寺 (Monastery of Heavenly     

 Blessings)  178
 ritual regulations  69, 113, 114, 115
Hongxi 洪熙 emperor (Zhu Gaochi 朱高熾) (r. 1425)  74–5, 96, 97, 

101, 104, 109–10, 122, 164
Hongzhi 弘治 emperor (Zhu Youtang 朱祐樘) (r. 1488–1505)  118, 

139, 146
Hormuz, Persian Gulf  125, 203, 231, 240, 256, 257, 258
horses  11, 15, 17, 18, 30, 32, 33, 36, 42, 53, 209, 215, 224, 238, 241, 243
 Horses and Grooms under Willow Trees (anonymous)  52, 52
Hou Xian 侯顯 (active 1403–27)  20, 30, 33, 35, 125, 155, 157, 243
Hu 胡, Empress (d. 1443)  76
hu 胡  10
Hu Guang 胡廣 (1369–1418)  96, 97, 103, 104, 123, 129
Hu Yan 胡儼 (1360–1443)  104, 123, 129
Hu Zongyun (active early 15th century) 胡宗蘊  104
Huai En 懷恩 (d. 1488)  112
Huang Huai 黃淮 (1367–1449)  95, 97, 104, 105, 123, 129
Huang Ming ji lüe 皇明紀略 (Brief Records of the August Ming)  58
Huang Ming xiangxu lu 皇明象胥錄 (Record of the Interpreters of the 

August Ming) (1629)  219n.14
Huang, Prince of Lu 魯荒王 (1370–89) 81
Huang Quan 黃筌 (c. 903–65)  132
Huang Zhong 黃中 (d. c. 1413)  38
Huang Zongxi 黃宗羲 (1610–95)  225
Huang Zuo 黄佐 (1490–1566)  98, 123, 221–2
Huangchao liqi tushi 皇朝禮器圖式 (Illustrated Regulations for Ceremonial 

Paraphernalia of the Imperial Court)  114, 120
Huangmei 黃梅 164
Huangzhou 黃州  163
Hubei province  72, 124, 136, 163–9, 237, 243
Huguang 湖廣 province  18, 102, 108, 163
Huiwujeong 喜雨亭  213
human sacrifice  164, 166
 see also immolation
Hunan province  52, 163
Hunting by a Lake (Hupan shelie tu 湖畔射獵圖) c. 1426–35  243, 243
Huo Tao 霍韜 (1487–1540)  98
Hwanghwa jip 皇華集 (Antholog y of Brilliant Flowers) (Ni Qian)  216
Hyejong, King (912–45; r. 943–5)  212
Hyoryeong, Prince (1369–1486)  213

Ibn al-Bannā  3
Ibrahim Sultan b. Shah Rukh (r. 1414–35)  230, 231–2, 232, 233
Icheon  213
Ilkhanid Mongols  228, 240
Illustrated Guide to the Three Bonds (Samgang haengsildo 三綱行實圖)  

213, 219, 220, 221, 221, 222, 223
immolation  76
Immortal Lü (Lü xian tu 呂仙圖) (attributed to Zhu Bang)  60, 61
Imperial Academy  207
imperial kilns  117, 118, 119
Imperial Palace in Beijing (Beijing gongcheng tu 北京宮城圖) 

(anonymous)  62, 63, 65
Imperial Palace of the Ming Dynasty (Mingdai gongdian tu 明代宮殿圖) 

(anonymous)  62, 63, 64, 64, 65, 65
Indian Ocean
 rim  26, 27, 239–51
 sailing routes  253–8

Indonesia  20
Inspector of Days (Zhiri 值日)  134
Inspector of Hours (Zhishi 值時)  134
Inspector of Months (Zhiyue 值月)  134
Inspector of Years (Zhinian 值年)  134
Iran, Timurid  228–37
Isfahan  229
Ishakani, Coast province  250
Iskandar Sultan b. Umar Shaikh (r. 1404–14)  230, 231, 231

jade  73, 83, 89, 145, 146, 165, 167, 168, 240
 cup  11, 13, 230
 hairpins  237
 hat-top ornaments  242, 243
 jug  230
Jade Emperor (Yuhuang 玉皇)  134, 135, 137–9, 138
Jade Fascicles (Tianhuang zhidao taiqing yuce 天皇至道太清玉冊)  140
Jade Maiden ( yunü 玉女)  136, 140
Jalayirid dynasty  228
Japan  4, 8, 15, 27, 29, 43, 81, 207
 ceramics  245
 paper  173
 Sino-Japanese cultural exchange  143, 144, 145
 stele  23
Jaunpur Sultanate  29, 30
Java  21, 23, 27, 30, 31, 33, 77, 207, 239, 256
Jegidoseol 祭器圖說 (Illustrated Catalogue of Ritual Vessels)  115
Jeong Yinji 鄭麟趾 (1396–1478) 215, 216, 217
Jeongneung  212
Jeonju  212
Jiajing 嘉靖 emperor (Zhu Houcong 朱厚熜) (1522–66)  66, 69, 98, 

113, 164
Jian of Liao, Prince 遼簡王 see Zhu Zhi
Jian Yi 蹇義 (1364–1435)  97, 123
Jiang Ji 蔣驥 (1378–1430)  104–5
Jiang Zicheng  132
Jiangnan  3, 5, 6, 65, 148
Jiangsu province  56, 102, 104, 110, 172
Jiangxi province  3, 18, 102, 103, 104, 129
Jiangxia 江夏 school  56, 59, 60
Jiangyin 江陰  172, 173
Jianwen 建文 emperor (Zhu Yunwen 朱允炆) (r. 1399–1402)  94, 

104, 122, 165, 184, 207
Jiaofangsi 教坊司 (Office of Entertainment Music)  89
Jiaozhi 交趾  18, 19, 25n.62, 40, 126, 238
Jiaxing Tripiṭaka (Jiaxing zang 嘉興藏)  34, 34
Jin dynasty (1115–1234)  27, 47, 172, 207
Jin Youzi 金幼孜 (1367–1431)  104, 105, 126, 129
Jin ping mei 金瓶梅 (Plum in the Golden Vase), ‘Funeral of Li Pinger’  

65, 65
Jinchi 金齒  16, 17
Jindian 金殿 (Golden Hall, Mount Wudang)  135, 164, 165
Jing of Ying, Prince 郢靖王 see Zhu Dong
Jingdezhen  77, 78, 82, 84, 117, 118, 182, 248, 249, 250
 imperial kilns  72, 82, 117, 118, 182, 184, 248, 251
Jinghaisi 靜海寺 (Calm Sea Monastery)  201
 stele  200
Jingtai 景泰 emperor (Zhu Qiyu 朱祁鈺) (r. 1450–6)  48, 111, 216
Jingxiang 荊湘 region  163
Jingzhou 荊州  163, 164
Jipgyeongjeon, Gyeongju  211
Jiphyeonjeon 集賢殿 (Hall of Worthies), Royal Academic Institute  

213
Jiutian ying yuan leisheng puhua tianzun yushu baojing jizhu 九天應元雷

聲普化天尊玉樞寶經集註 (Collected Glosses on the Precious Book of 
the Jade Pivot...)  137–8, 139

Jokhang Monastery, Lhasa  80
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Li Long 李隆 (active 1435) 110
Li Shimian 李時勉 (1374–1450)  101, 102, 105, 126
Li Shizhen 李時珍 (1518–93)  163
Li Tong 李童 (Li Fushan 李福善) (c. 1390–1453)  5, 85
Li Xian 李賢 (1408–67)  98
Li Zhaoxiang 李昭祥 (fl. 1537–53), Long jiang Shipyard Treatise 

(Long jiang chuanchang zhi 龍江船廠志)  203
Liang Fang 梁芳 (fl. 1470)  112
Liang Qichao, ‘Our Motherland’s Great Navigator Zheng He’ 

(Zuguo da hanghaijia Zheng He zhuan) 祖國大航海家鄭和傳  7
Liao dynasty (907–1125)  27, 47, 51
Lijiang  16
Līlātilakam (Tamil text)  241
Ling’endian 祾恩殿 (Hall of Eminent Favour) see Changling
Linggusi 靈谷寺 (Numinous Valley Monastery)  125, 155, 186, 186
Lingquan, Mount 靈泉山  164
literature  5–6, 163
Liu 劉 Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139
Liu Chaozong 劉朝宗 (active early 15th century)  72, 103
Liu Daxia 劉大夏 (1436–1516)  108, 108, 111, 200
Liu Ji 劉基 (1311–75)  104
Liu Jiang 劉江 (fl. c. 1370)  225
Liu, Lady 劉氏 (d. 1560)  164, 168
Liu 劉, Song Empress (969–1033), wife of Emperor Zhenzong, 

Official Portrait of (anonymous)  70, 71
Liu Tingshi 劉庭式 (fl. c. 1078–85)  222–3
Liu Yan 劉儼 (1394–1457)  221, 226
Liu Yun 劉允 (active 1515)  155
Liujiagang, inscription  201
Liuqiu guo zhi lüe 琉球國志略 (The Annals of Ryukyu) (Zhou Huang)  

204, 204
Liuzun tu 六尊圖 (Images of Six Vessels)  114, 114
Lizong 理宗 emperor (r. 1224–64)  146
Longchuan 隴川 Pacification Commission  17
Longguodian 隆國殿 (Hall of Enriching the State) see Qutansi
Long jiang chuanchang zhi 龍江船廠志 (Long jiang Shipyard Treatise) (Li 

Zhaoxiang) (fl. 1537–53)  108, 203, 203
Longqing 隆慶 emperor (Zhu Zaihou 朱載垕) (r. 1567–72)  249
Longquan ware  84, 118, 246, 247, 247, 248, 249–51, 249, 250
lu 籙 (Daoist register)  138
Lu Ban 魯班 (507–444 bce)  59
Lu Hong 盧鴻 (active Tang dynasty) 62
Lu Rong 陸容 (1436–94)  125
Lu Zhen 呂震 (1365–1426)  123
Lü Dongbin 呂洞賓  60
Lü Ji 呂紀 (b. 1477), Birthday Gathering in the Bamboo Garden (Zhuyuan 

shouji tu 竹園壽集圖) (with Lü Wenying)  99–100, 104
Lü Wenying 呂文英 (1421–1505), Birthday Gathering in the Bamboo 

Garden (Zhuyuan shouji tu 竹園壽集圖) (with Lü Ji)  99–100, 104
Lü Yi 呂毅 (d. 1409)  38
Lü Yuan 呂原 (1418–62)  221
Luchuan 麓川 (Luchuan-Pingmian 麓川平緬)  16, 17
Lujiang 潞江  16, 17
Luling 盧陵, Jiangxi province  96
Luo Zhenyu 羅振玉 (1866–1940)  215
Luoyang 洛陽, Henan province  114
Luzon  20

Ma 馬, Marshal, Celestial Lord  135, 139, 141
Ma 馬, Empress (d. 1382)  76n.12, 125, 155, 184, 225, 236
Ma Huan 馬歡 (d. c. 1460)  28, 32, 33, 201, 236
 Ying yai shenglan 瀛涯勝覽 (Overall Survey of the Ocean’s Shores)  15,   

 236, 239, 240, 243, 252n.9
Ma-na-re-jia-na-nai 麻那惹加那乃, King of Boni  22
Ma’bar, Coromandel coast  27
Madonna and Child (Francesco Benaglio)   77–8, 77
Mahākāla (Buddhist deity)  153, 153, 158, 158, 159, 167, 167

Joseon 朝鮮 dynasty, Korea (1392–1897 )  11, 13, 126
 ceramics, ritual vessels  114, 115, 116, 117, 120
 cultural exchange with Ming China  4, 41, 99, 211–18, 219–20
 royal portraits  211–13
Joseon wang jo sillok 朝鮮王朝實錄 (Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty) 

212, 213, 216, 222
Joseph of Cranganore  29, 33
Josetsu 如拙, Gourd and Catfish (Hyōnen zu 瓢鮎図)  4, 4
Journey to the North (Beiyou ji 北遊記)  141
Jubao, Mount 聚寶山  179, 180, 181, 182, 183, 186
Jubaomen 聚寶門 (Gate of Collected Treasures) (modern 

Zhonghuamen 中華門)  178
Jun ware  82
Junweonjeon 濬源殿  211
Jurchens  2, 10, 13, 49, 207, 219
 Jin dynasty (1115–1234)  51, 71, 172, 207
Juyong Pass 居庸關 (1345)  129, 131, 151n.45, 154, 155

Kagyü order imagery  158, 160
Kaifeng 開封  186
Kal Zangpa  158
Kan Duo 闞鐸 (1875–1934)  63, 65
Karmapas  153, 154, 155, 160
 Fifth see Deshin Shekpa
 Seventh see Zhengde emperor (Rinchen Palden)
Ke Qian 柯潜 (1423–73)  225
Kenkō Shōkei 賢江祥啓, Mountain and River  4, 5
Kenya, Ming ceramics  245–52
Keyili 可亦里 , ruler of Cochin  29
Khusraw wa Shirin  229
kingfisher feathers  18, 33, 69, 73
Kirkman, James  248
Kokan Shiren  151n.59
Kollam, Malabar coast  27
Korea  4, 12, 38, 43, 72, 211–18
 see also Joseon court
Kṣitigarbha 159
Kuai Fu 蒯福 (active 1368–98)  58
Kuai Xiang 蒯詳 (1398–1481)  56, 58–9, 62, 64, 65, 67
Kumbum Jampa Ling, Geluk monastery  157, 158
Kyushu, Japan  23

Laccadives  33
lacquer  18, 59, 108
 wares  73, 75, 80, 81, 85, 149, 166
Landscapes of Autumn and Winter (Sesshū Tōyō 雪舟等楊)  6
language  6–7, 12, 30, 46, 90, 96, 143, 206–10, 239
Lani 剌泥  31
Lantern Festival Celebrated in Emperor Xianzong (Chengua)’s Palace 

(Xianzong yuanxiao xingle tu 憲宗元宵行樂圖)  83, 83, 84
Laos  38
‘Laud rutter’ or Dispatched on Favourable Wind (Shunfeng xiangsong 

順風相送)  253–4, 253, 255, 256, 257, 258
Lavagnoli Chapel, Verona  78
laws  5, 6, 75
 sumptuary  68, 69, 71, 72, 73, 74, 82
Lê dynasty (1428–1527)  42
Le Lợi (1385–1433)  19, 42
Ledu 樂都 county  157, 190, 190
legitimacy
 Beijing  51–2
 see also Yongle emperor
Leizu 雷祖  137
Li Bin 李彬 (d. 1422)  19
Li Dongyang 李東陽 (1447–1516)  99, 225
Li Jili 黎季犛 (Hồ Quy Ly)   38
Li Kui 李奎 (1389–1457)  225
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Mogok, ruby mines  238
money see coins, paper money
Möng Mao  17
Mong Mit  238
Mongols  1, 2, 8–13, 27, 41, 43, 47–9
 Buddhism  125, 152, 154, 263
 campaigns against  139, 184, 185, 186, 207, 216, 225, 242
 and Dadu/Beijing  47, 49, 52, 53
 empire  71, 113, 136, 153
  map  8
 and Iran  228, 229, 231
 and Ming culture  71, 74, 75, 83, 153, 155, 161, 207, 208, 209, 239,   

 241, 243
 see also Oirat Mongols 216
motifs see animals; bird; dragon; flower; pheasant; phoenix
Mountain and River (Kenkō Shōkei 賢江祥啓)  4, 5
Mu Sheng 沐晟 (1368–1439)  16, 17, 42
Mu Ying 沐英 (1345–92)  16, 250
Mubang 木邦 (Hsenwi/Theinni)  16, 17
Muhammad al-Sultani  233
Muhammad b. Tughluq  243
Muhammad Juki b. Shah Rukh  234, 235
Mu’in al-din Natanzi  230
Munjong, King (r. 1450–2)  213
Muromachi shogunate  23
Musho Tokushi 無初德始 (Ch. Wuchu Deshi, d. 1429)  145, 146
music  87–93, 124
musk  33
Muslims  29, 31, 33, 185, 231, 239

Nan cun chuo geng lu 南村輟耕錄 (Tao Zongyi)  239–40
Nan Dian  17
Nanchang 南昌, Jiangxi province  87, 140
Nanjing 南京
 annexation of Vietnam and transfer of artisans  18, 19, 25n.61,   

 38, 40, 43, 58, 104
 capital  47, 106, 109, 129, 132, 143, 145, 154, 189
 excavations  85, 108, 183, 184
  see also shipyard
 imperial workshops  237
 Muslim community  185
 palaces  58, 59, 195n.2
 ritual ceremonies  33, 35, 117, 123, 125
 shipyard  110, 199, 203, 204, 205
  Treasure Shipyard Relic Site Park  199, 201, 202, 202, 204
 silk  27, 123
 see also Da Baoensi; Linggusi;
Narsingha, King of  29
naval power  26, 27, 30, 31, 39, 43
navigation  27, 202, 247, 249, 251, 253–9
Nénying Monastery, Tsang province, Tibet  154
Neo-Confucianism  96, 210, 211, 214, 215, 217, 220, 222
Nepalese art  148, 149, 153
Ngô Sĩ Liên  19
Ni Qian 倪謙 (1415–79)  99, 215–17, 226
Ni Yue 倪岳 (1444–1501)  99
Night Banquet at Huiwujeong (Huiwujeong yahyeondo 喜雨亭夜宴圖)  213
Nine Elders of the Mountain of Fragrance (Xiangshan jiulao tu 香山九老圖)  

100, 102, 103
Nizami  229, 230
Numinous Official Wang see Wang, Marshal

Ode to Ascending a Pavilion after Snow (Xueji denglou fu 雪霽登樓賦)  
(Ni Qian) 216

officials  5, 10, 13, 14, 19, 28, 31, 33, 35, 47, 49, 52, 59, 64, 94, 111
 civil and military  19, 95, 104, 110, 111

Mailapetam  29
Majapahit empire, Java  23
makara ( jing 鯨 or yu long 魚龍)  50, 50
Malabar coast  26, 27, 28, 29, 32, 33, 36
Maldives  33
Malindi  126, 245, 247, 248
Mambrui  247, 250, 250, 251, 251
Mamluk Sultanate  8, 239
Manda Island  245
Mañjuśrī (bodhisattva)  33
Mantegna, Andrea, Adoration of the Magi  78, 78
Mao Kun 茅坤 (1512–1601)  202, 203, 254
Mao Qara 毛哈喇 (1394–1468)  225
Mao Ruizheng 茅瑞徵 (fl. 1597–1636)  219n.14
Mao Yuanyi 茅元儀 (1594–1640)  202, 254, 257
maps
 Beijing  49, 54
 Bengal-Jaunpur  29
 Mongol empire  8
 Nanjing  295
 southern expansion  15
 Southern India  28
 Sri Lanka  31
 Zheng He’s voyages  20
Mārīcī (Buddhist deity)  35, 35, 156, 156
maritime trade  18, 21, 50, 106, 108, 111, 258
 commodities see trade
 Indian Ocean  26–36, 238, 245–52, 256
 restrictions  8, 27, 31, 247
Maritime Trade Supervisorates (Shi bo ti ju si 市舶提擧司)  18
mathematics
  Jiu zhang xiang zhu suan fa bi lei da quan 九章詳注算法比類大全 

(Complete Book on the Classification of the Mathematical Arts in Nine 
Sections) (Wu Jing)  3

Maw Shans (Shan polities)  42
measures
 chi 尺  200, 203
 liao 料  201, 203
 zhang  丈 104, 197, 198, 199, 201
Meiyintang collection  77
Melaka (Manlajia 滿剌, now Malacca)  20–1, 22, 23, 28, 29, 33, 36, 

207, 238
Mengding 孟定  16, 17
Menggen 孟艮  17
Mengyang 孟養  16, 17
Mianyang 沔陽  163
Miaozhian 妙智庵 (Marvellous Wisdom Hermitage)  144
Michele da Verona (1470–1536/1544)  78
military campaigns  35, 97, 107, 108, 109, 112
 Vietnam  37–45
military rituals  113
Ming Chengzu (1360–1424) see Yongle
Ming Daoist Canon (Zhengtong Daozang) (1445)  124, 135, 138, 140, 

140, 141, 141
‘Ming Gap’, ceramic exports  247–8
Ming shi 明史 (History of the Ming)  21, 22, 23, 29, 40, 59, 67, 68, 75, 

113, 122
 shipbuilding  197, 198, 199
Ming shilu 明實錄 (Ming Veritable Records)  4, 12, 21, 22, 28, 30, 31, 35, 

59, 94, 95, 96, 97, 98, 124, 149, 200, 238
Ming Veritable Records see Ming shilu
Ministry of Works (Gongbu 工部)  20, 43, 59, 64, 65, 109, 110, 156, 

189, 200, 250
Miracles of the Mass of Universal Salvation Conducted by the Fifth Karmapa 

for the Yongle Emperor (Pudu Ming Taizu changjuan tu 普渡明太袓長卷圖)  
34, 36, 123, 124, 125, 125, 154–5
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portraits
 Portrait Halls  211–12
 Buddhist  142–50
 Portrait of an Official in Front of the Beijing Imperial Palace (Beijing    

 gongcheng tu 北京宮城圖) (anonymous)  56–67, 57, 64
 Portrait of a Civil Official Awaiting Audience (Shangchao wenguan xiang   

 上朝文官像) (anonymous)  66, 67
 see also named individuals
Portuguese  22, 33, 35, 36, 41, 43
Potala Palace, Lhasa  35, 148, 148, 149
Precious Admonitions (baoxun 寳訓) 94
Precious Book of the Jade Pivot (Yushu baojing 玉樞寶經)  138
precious stones  25, 25n.62, 32, 33, 71, 236–44
 gold belt set with gems  239
 group of gold and gem-encrusted hairpins  237
 hat-top ornaments  242
 loose gems from tomb of Zhu Zhanji  238
 pair of gold pillow ends  237, 237
 pendant in the form of a pelican (Franco-Burgundian)  241
 toothpick box with chain  236, 238
princely enfeoffment  163–4
putchuck (medicinal root)  32
Pyeongyang  212

Qara-qoto
 document fragment 1382  9, 9
 seal with ‘Phag-spa inscription  9, 9
Qarshi, Transoxiana  230
qi yong tao pao 器用陶匏 (‘employing vessels made of pottery and 

gourd’)  117
Qian 錢, Empress (d. 1468), wife of Zhengtong Emperor, Official 

Portrait of (anonymous)  73, 74
Qian Xili 錢習禮 (1373–1461)  101, 102, 103, 221
Qianlong 乾隆 emperor (r. 1736–95)  114, 120
Qiantang 錢塘 city (modern Hanzhou)  105
Qianzi wen 千字文 (Thousand Character Classic)  180–1, 181
Qichun 蘄春 (formerly Qizhou)  164, 168, 169, 169
qilin (auspicious beast)  125, 126, 126, 127
 see also giraffe
Qin Junchu 秦君初 (1385–1441)  219n.7
qin (musical instrument)  88, 88, 91, 92
Qin’an dian 欽安殿 (Hall of Imperial Peace)  134, 135, 141
 statue of Zhenwu  136, 136
Qing dynasty (1644–1911)  42, 43, 74, 114, 155, 215
 construction  190, 191, 194
Qingbai wares, Jingdezhen  249
Qinghai province  157, 157, 159, 190
Qingshousi 慶壽寺 (Celebrating Longevity Monastery)  144, 145
Qingshui 清水 River  49
Qingwei 清微 (Pure Tenuity) school  137
Qingwei shenlie bifa 清微神烈祕法) (Secret Methods of Divine Fire of Pure 

Tenuity)  138
Qiu Jun 邱濬 (1418–95)  225
Qiuwen 丘溫  18
Quanzhou 泉州  255
Qubilai Khan (1215–94; r. 1260–94)  9, 10, 27, 34, 153, 153, 154, 161, 206
 paper money  172
Queen Mother of the West (Xiwangmu 西王母)  71, 75
quicksilver  33
Qur’an  234, 234, 235
Qutandian 瞿曇殿 (Gautama Hall) see Qutansi
Qutansi 瞿曇寺 (Gautama Monastery) (1392)  152, 157–61, 157
 Baoguangdian 寶光殿 (Hall of Blazing Jewel Light) (1418)     

 159–60, 159
 Longguodian 隆國殿 (Hall of Enriching the State)  161, 190,    

 190, 191, 192, 193, 194, 195

 Confucian  27
 court  5, 10, 11, 12, 16, 17, 19, 26, 27, 31, 32, 66, 74, 95, 96, 98
 Korean  11
 scholar  4, 88, 96, 97, 99–105
 Vietnamese  40, 43
Oirat Mongols (Qalmaqs/Kalmyks)  10, 13, 216
‘Orchard Factory’ (Guoyuanchang 果園廠)  73–4, 75
Ouyang Xiu 歐陽修 (1007–72)  94, 95, 96, 241

Pacification Commissions (Xuan fu si 宣撫司 )  17, 39, 42
Pacification Superintendency (Xuan wei shi si 宣慰使司)  16, 21, 22
padrão  22, 22
Palace and Gardens of the Ming Dynasty (Mingdai gongyuan tu 明代宮苑圖) 

(anonymous)  53, 62, 63
Palace of the Southern Rock (Nangang gong) (1494)  135
Palden Zangpo (Palden Tashi)  157, 159
Palembang  31
Pang 龐, Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139
Pangasinan  20
Panjaranātha Mahākāla  153, 158
paper money  17, 28, 32, 170–7, 171, 172, 173, 176
paper and paper-making  170, 173–7, 174, 175, 233, 234, 235
Parakramabahu VI (r. 1412–68)  239
parrots  30, 125
patricide  220
Pawo Tsuklak Trengwa (1504–66)  155
pearls  25n.62, 28, 32, 33, 68, 69, 69, 71, 72, 73, 239, 243
Peng Xianren 彭顯仁 103
pepper  2, 27, 28, 32, 33, 36, 111
Persia
 language  23, 30, 125, 207, 208, 209, 239
 literature  230, 234, 240
 maritime trade  33, 251
 paintings  79
Persian Gulf  26, 240, 256, 257, 258
Phakpa (Tibetan Imperial Preceptor)  153, 153, 154
pheasant motifs  70, 72, 76
Philippines  20, 255
phoenix motifs  68, 69, 70, 72, 72, 73, 74, 76, 124, 125, 129, 133, 168
Picking Lotuses (Cailian tu 采蓮圖) (attributed to Zhu Bang)  62, 62
pigeons  30
Pilusi 毗盧寺 (Vairocana Monastery)  159
Pipaji 琵琶記 (The Lute)  89
Pires, Tomé  33
Pleasure of the Moon along the Riverbank (Imgang-wanwoldo 臨江玩月圖)  

213
Plum in the Golden Vase (Jin ping mei 金瓶梅), ‘Funeral of Li Pinger’  

65, 65
poetry  6, 87, 88, 89, 95, 96, 97, 99, 104, 211, 225
 poetry exchanges  99, 213, 216, 217
 Antholog y of Brilliant Flowers (Hwanghwa jip)  216
 Poem on Sweet Spring Water (Yecheon si)  213
 Poems Shared by Envoys in Joseon (Bongsa Joseon changhwa sigwan)  215
 Songs of Flying Dragons (Yongbi’eocheonga)  213, 215
 Persian  232, 240
 see also Bai Juyi; Daoyan; Han Yong; Ni Qian; Yang Shiqi; Yuan  

 Hongdao; Zibo Zhenke
Polei 坡壘  18
Pollaiuolo, Antonio (1433–98)  241
Pollaiuolo, Piero (1443–96)  241
Polo, Marco  206
porcelain  33, 73, 110, 181–2
 blue-and-white  33, 74, 75
 ritual vessels  69, 70, 72, 73, 113–21, 116, 118, 119, 120
 see also ceramics
Porcelain Pagoda (Liuli ta 琉璃塔) see Da Baoensi
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Seong Hyeon 成俔 (1439–1504)  217
Seong Sammun 成三問 (1418–56)  213, 215, 216
Seppings, Robert  197
Sera Monastery, Lhasa  125, 148, 151n.42, 157
Sesshū Tōyō 雪舟等楊
 copy of 1491 self portrait  5
 Landscapes of Autumn and Winter  6
 splashed-ink style landscape  6
Sforza, Galeazzo Maria (1444–76), Duke of Milan, portrait 

(Pollaiuolo)  241, 241
Shad-i Mulk Agha mausoleum  229
Shah Rukh (1377–1447, r. 1407–47)  11, 228, 230, 231, 235
Shah-i Zindeh, Samarqand  229
Shahnama (Book of Kings) (Firdawsi)  79, 80, 232, 232, 233, 234, 235
Shan polities  42, 238
Shandong province  62, 81, 231
Shang Yi 尚義  161
Shanga, Pate Island  245, 250
Shangqing lingbao jidu dacheng jinshu 上清靈寶濟度大成金書 (Golden 

Writings on the Great Achievement of Deliverance of the Numinous Treasure 
of Highest Clarity) (Zhou Side) (1433)  135, 139, 140

Shanghai  85, 110, 201
Shanxi province  33, 48, 85, 100, 172, 187
 ceramics  187
Shaoxi zhouxian shidianyi tu 紹熙州縣釋奠儀圖 (Illustrated Shaoxi 

Confucius Worshipping Ceremony of Counties)  114
Sharaf al-din-Ali Yazdi  232, 233
Shen Du 沈度 (1357–1434)  126, 127
Shen Maoshang 愼懋賞, Extensive Records of the Four Barbarian 

[Regions] (Siyi guang ji 四夷廣記 )  32, 33
Shenwumen 神武門 (Divine Military Gate) (1420)  192
Shenyueguan 神樂觀 (Imperial Music Office)  89, 123
shi 勢 (Beijing)  46–7, 47, 54–5
Shi Jinqing 施進卿 (d. 1423)  22
Shingei Gei’ami 真芸芸阿弥 (1431–85), Scholar Viewing a Waterfall   

4, 5
ships and shipbuilding  20, 27, 106, 108, 109, 110, 112, 197–205, 203, 

204, 205
 replica of Zheng He’s treasure ship  199, 201–2, 202
‘Sutra spoken from on high ...’ (Taishang shuo tianfei jiuku ling ying jing 

太上說天妃救苦靈應經)  203
Shiraz  229, 230, 231, 232, 233
Shirin Bika Aqa  229
Shiyan 十堰  163
Shizhou Guard (Shizhou wei junmin zhihui shisi 施州衛軍民指揮使司)  

163
Si Jifa 思機發 (d. 1454) 17
Si Kenfa 思掯法 (active 1454)  17
Si Lunfa 思倫發 (d. 1399)  16, 17, 238
Si Renfa 思任發/Thonganbwa (fl. 1400–45)  17, 238
Sizhou 思州  18
Sichuan  16, 18, 52
silk  28, 108, 146, 147, 173, 222
 damask  27
 embroidery  148
 garments  146, 212
 paintings  52, 53, 58, 60, 61, 62, 63, 65, 66, 81, 81, 82, 83, 84, 85,   

 100, 102, 123, 125, 126, 132, 140, 152, 214, 223, 243
 portraits  4, 57, 67, 68, 71, 72, 73, 74, 143, 144, 145, 147, 212
 tapestry  147
 textiles  3, 27, 28, 33, 149, 231
 Vajrabhairava  155
Silk Road  13, 13, 252
Silla kingdom, Korea (54 bce–935 ce)  72, 211–12
silver  33, 112, 243
 monetisation  109, 111, 112, 251

 Qutandian 瞿曇殿 (Gautama Hall) (1392)  158, 158–9, 159
 wall painting 159

Rakta Yamari  80
Raozhou 饒州  117
Rashid al-Din  240
Record of Imperial Prouncements of Three Reigns (Sancho shengyu lu) 三朝

聖諭錄) (Yang Shiqi)  94–8
Record of Responding to Heaven and Pacifying the Troubles (Fengtian jingnan 

ji 奉天靖難記)  95
Records of the Western Regions [Visited During] the Great Tang Dynasty 

(Da Tang xiyu ji 大唐西域記) 34, 34
Red River delta  42, 80
reign marks, Yongle and Xuande eras  80–1
reliquary, Ming dynasty, Hongjue Temple  84, 85
Renzhidian 仁智殿 (Hall of Benevolent Wisdom)  59
Returning Home on a Moonlit Night (Xiye guizhuang tu 夕夜歸莊圖 ) 

(attributed to Zhu Bang)  62, 62
rice  5, 17, 49, 163
Rinchen Palden 領占班丹, Seventh Karmapa (1454–1506) see 

Zhengde emperor
Ritual Offering of the Golden Register (Jinlu Jiao 金籙醮)  139
ritual vessels  113–21, 114, 116, 117, 118, 119, 120
Rolpai Dorjé, Fourth Karmapa (Rol pa’i rdo rje; 1340–83)  153
Royal Confucian Academy (Seonggyun’gwan 成均館)  216, 217
Royal Portrait Halls  213
Ruan An 阮安 (d. 1453)  51
rubies  237, 238–9, 240, 241, 242, 243

Sa Shoujian 薩守堅 (fl. 1141–78?)  139
Sa’di (d. 1292)  230
Sacrifical Hall see Changling
Sacrifice to Sages (shidian 釋奠)  115
Saiyinchidahu 賽因赤答忽  114
Śākya Yeshé (1354–1439)  35, 125, 143, 144, 147–8, 157, 158, 160
 portraits  147–9, 150
Samarqand  12, 80, 207, 220, 230
Samgang haengsil 三綱行實圖 (The Illustrated Guide to the Three Bonds)  

213, 219, 220, 221, 221, 222, 223, 224, 225
Samten Zangpo  159
Samudera (Sumendala 蘇門答剌) 28, 32
Sanbao taijian xiyang ji 三寶太監西洋記 (The Adventures of the Eunuch...) 

(Luo Maodeng)  198, 198
Sancho shengyu lu 三朝聖諭錄 (Record of Imperial Prouncements of Three 

Reigns) (Yang Shiqi)  94–8
Sangyé Tashi (d. 1414)  157
Sanli tu 三禮圖 (The Illustrated Catalogue of Three Ritual Classics)  114
Sanli tu system  114, 114, 115, 117, 119
Santa Maria (ship)  197–8, 197
sappanwood  111
Śāriputra 實哩沙哩卜得囉/室利沙 (also known as Pandita 板的達 

1335–1426)  34
Scholar Viewing a Waterfall (Shingei Gei’ami 真芸芸阿弥)  4, 5
A Scholars’ Feast (mKhas pa’i dga’ ston) (1545)  155
Scripture of the Jade Emperor (Gaoshang yuhuang benxing jijing 高上玉皇

本行集經) (1424)  135, 137, 138, 139
Scripture on Salvation (Duren jing 度人經) (1406)  137, 137
Secret Methods of Divine Fire of Pure Tenuity (Qingwei shenlie bifa 清微神

烈祕法)  138
Sejong 世宗, King (1397–1450; r. 1418–50)  115, 211, 211–15, 212, 219
Selden map of China  255–7, 255, 256, 258
Selling Fish in the Snowy River (Xuejiang maiyu tu 雪江賣魚圖) 

(attributed to Zhu Bang)  60, 61
Senglusi 僧錄司  157
Seo Geojeong 徐居正  (1420–88)  215
Seol Sun 偰循 (?–1435)  220
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Taiping 太平  18, 181
 uprising (1856)  178
Taishang shuo tianfei jiuku ling ying jing 太上說天妃救苦靈應經 (‘Sutra 

spoken from on high ...’)  203
talismans (lingpai 靈牌)  164
Tamerlane see Timūr
Tamil  23, 23, 30
 merchants  33
Tan Yuanchun 譚元春 (1586–1637)  163
Tang dynasty  100, 113, 114
 codes of law  5
 construction  191, 192
Tang Hanti 唐翰題 (1816–75)  215
Tang Taizong 唐太宗 (627–49)  94
Tang tongdian  225
Tanzhesi 潭柘寺 (Deep Pond and Wild Mulberry Monastery)  145, 

146, 150n.23
Tao 陶, Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139, 141
Tao An 陶安 (1312?–68)  117
Tao Zongyi 陶宗儀 (c. 1316–c. 1402), Nan cun chuo geng lu  

南村輟耕錄 239–40
taxes  18, 32, 42
temples  49, 50, 51, 52, 59, 145, 157, 158, 159, 161
 Buddhist  3, 51, 148, 149, 155, 156, 193, 194, 211
 Confucian  113, 114, 117
  Temple of Confucius, Qufu  62, 64
 Daoist  3, 107, 123, 140, 141, 190, 192, 194
  see also Wudang, Mount
 Temple of Heaven, Beijing  50, 51
 see also named monasteries and temples
Tengchong 騰衝 16, 17, 24n.11
textiles  3, 33, 73, 80, 231, 232, 233, 235
Textual (Gyo 教) school  211
thangka (silk embroidery)  147, 148, 148, 149, 155
Thánh-tông, emperor (r. 1460–97)  19
Three Friends and a Hundred Birds (Sanyou baiqin tu 三友百禽圖) (Bian 

Wenjin)  132–3, 132
thrones  122, 238, 240
 dragon  146, 149, 150
Thunder Division (Leibu 雷部)  135
Thunder Inspectorate (Leiting dusi 雷霆都司) 134
thunder marshals  134–41, 135
Tian Subprefecture 田州  18
Tianfei 天妃 (Celestial Spouse)  203, 240
Tianhuang zhidao taiqing yuce 天皇至道太清玉冊 (Jade Fascicles...)  140
Tianjiang miao 天將廟 (Temple of Heavenly General)  139
Tianjin (formerly Zhigu)  49
Tianpeng 天蓬  137
Tianping  陳天平 (Trần Thien Binh)  (d. 1406)  17, 38
Tianqi period (1621–7)  18, 202, 249, 254
Tianshun 天順 emperor (Zhu Qizhen 朱祁鎮) (r. 1457–64) 

(formerly Zhengtong emperor)  48, 59, 76, 98, 111, 137
Tianxisi 天禧寺 (Monastery of Heavenly Blessings)  178, 184
 see also Da Baoensi
Tianyou 天猷  137
Tibet  34, 36, 92, 123, 125, 143–51, 152–62, 165–9, 180
 art  143, 144, 147–50, 152–62, 167–9
 Buddhism  125, 147–9, 152–62, 167–9
  see also Xuande emperor; Yongle emperor; Yuan dynasty
 dress  148
 gems  238, 240
 language  125, 207
 sacred sites  3, 51, 190, 194
  Gelug School  30, 147, 148, 149, 164
 and Xuande emperor  85
 and Yongle emperor  35, 125, 154

Sima Guang 司馬光 (1019–86)  94, 95
Sima Xun 司馬恂 (?–1466)  215, 216
Sin Sukju 申叔舟 (1417–75)  213, 215, 216
Sip Song Chau Tai  16
Śiva (Brahmanical deity)  30
Siyi guan 四夷館 see Translator’s College
Siyi guang ji 四夷廣記 (Extensive Records of the Four Barbarian [Regions])  

32, 33
Siyouzhai hualun 四友齋畫論 (Theory of Painting from the Studio of the 

Four Friends) (He Liangjun)  132
Sonam Gyaltsen  159
Sonam Sherab  148, 149
Song dynasty (960–1279)  26, 27, 39, 68, 70, 74, 113, 134, 222, 242
 architectural construction  55n.19, 190, 191, 192
 consorts  68–9
 guan ware  117
 imperial dress  70, 72, 74
 portraits  146
 relationships  222, 224
Song Lian 宋濂 (1310–81)  104
Song Taizu 宋太祖 (r. 960–76)  119, 225, 226
Song Yun 宋允 (active 1439) 30
Songs of Flying Dragons (Yongbi’eocheonga 龍飛御天歌)  213
Southen India, map  28
Southern Zhili 南直隸  110
spices  2, 111, 112
spinels see rubies
‘splashed-ink style landscape’ (Sesshū Tōyō 雪舟等楊) 4, 5, 6
Sri Lanka  21, 23, 23, 30, 33, 239
 map  31
 Tooth Relic of the Buddha  31, 34–6, 155
stelae  19, 22, 23, 95, 124, 144, 157, 160, 161, 201
 Da Baoen Monastery  95, 184, 185
 Galle, Sri Lanka  23, 23, 30, 33, 239
 Jinghai Temple  200
 Melaka  22
Su Shi 蘇軾 (1037–1101)  104
Suganla in Samudera  21
Sulu  20, 238
Sumatra  21, 22, 23, 31, 255, 258
 Old Port (Jiugang  舊港)  21, 22
sumptuary laws  68, 69, 72, 73, 74
Sun 孫, Empress (d. 1462), wife of Xuande Emperor, Official Portrait 

of (anonymous)  73, 74, 75
‘Sutra spoken from on high of the miraculous efficacy of Tianfei in 

salvation from distress’ (Taishang shuo tianfei jiuku ling ying jing  
太上說天妃救苦靈應經) 203

Suzhou  59, 64, 66, 143
 flooring bricks  183
 silk  27
Suzhou Alley (Suzhou hutong 蘇州胡同)  59, 65

Tabriz  228, 229, 240
Taejo, King 李成桂 (1335–1408; r, 1382–98)  211, 212, 212, 217
Taejo, King 王建 (877–943; r. 918–43)  212–13, 213
Taejong, King 太宗 (r. 1400–18)  11, 211, 213
Tai areas  3, 16
Tai Mao polity  16, 17
Taicang  201
Taihang 太行 Mountains  52, 54
Taihedian 太和殿 (Hall of Supreme Harmony)  56, 191
Taihemen 太和門 (Gate of Supreme Harmony)  56
Taihuiguan 太暉觀 (Abbey of Great Radiance), Jiangling
   165
Taimiao 太廟 (Imperial Ancestral Temple) (1545), Beijing  22, 51, 

53, 113, 117, 144, 192, 193, 193
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Walking Alone in Empty Mountains (Kongshan duxing tu 空山獨行圖) 
(attributed to Zhu Bang)  60, 61

Wan Dian 灣甸  16, 17
Wan 萬, Lady (1428–87)  112
Wang 王, Marshal, Celestial Lord, Numinous Official  135, 136, 

137, 139, 140, 141, 141
Wang 王, Empress (1564–1620), crown  68–76, 69, 70, 71, 73, 74
Wang Fu 王绂 (1362–1416)  129
 Eight Views of Beijing (Beijing bajing tu 北京八景圖) 50, 55n.12, 129,   

 130, 131
Wang Guitong 王貴通 (active c. 1407)  20
Wang Ji 王驥  (1378–1460) 17
Wang Shu  王恕 (1416–1508)  225
Wang Shuqying 王叔英 (d. 1402)  104
Wang Ying 王英 (1376–1449)  101, 102, 103, 104, 105, 129
Wang Zhen 王振  (d. 1449)  95, 111
Wang Zhi 汪直 (1379–1462)  4, 101, 102, 103, 104, 105, 200
Wanli 萬曆 emperor (Zhu Yijun 朱翊鈞) (r. 1573–1620)  38, 66, 69, 

141
‘Water-Land’ (shuilu 水陸) ritual paintings  152, 156
Wei, Lady 魏氏 (d. 1451)  72, 72, 153, 164, 237, 238, 239
 tomb  241
Wei Ji 魏驥 (1374–1471)  225
Wei Jiao 魏校 (1483–1543)  225
Weiyuan 威遠  17
Wen 溫, Marshal, Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139, 141
Weng Fanggang 翁方綱 (1733–1818)  100
Western Jin period (265–316)  74
Western Ocean (Xiyang 西洋)  20, 21, 39, 255
 voyages to  106–12
women  5, 69, 73, 75, 76, 82, 82, 219, 220, 224
 and music  88
 see also dress
Wu Jing 吳敬  (active 1450)  3
Wu, King of 吳王  (528–473 bce) 58
Wu Kuan 吳寬 (1435–1504)  99–100
Wu, Lady 吳 (d. 1402), consort of the Jianwen emperor  165
Wu Wei 吳偉 (1459–1508)  59, 60, 60
 Amusement of Fishermen in a River Landscape (Jiangshan yule tu  

 江山漁樂圖) 60, 60
Wubei zhi 武備志 (Treatise on Military Preparedness)  18, 18, 20, 202, 

202, 254, 254, 257
Wuchang 武昌 prefecture  163, 164
Wudang, Mount 武當山  107, 108, 124, 136, 136–7, 136, 141, 163, 

164, 193, 194
 see also Jindian; Zixiaodian; Zixiaogong
Wujing qishu 五經七書 (Military Classics)  43
Wulonggong 五龍宮 (Palace of the Five Dragons), Mount Wudang
 (1473)  135
Wulun shu 五倫書 (Book of the Five Relationships)  219–28, 220
Wumen 午門 (Meridian Gate)  56
Wushan school 吳山派  56
Wusong river  3
Wutai 五臺山, Mount  33, 33, 52, 125
Wutasi 五塔寺 (Mahābodhi temple, Beijing)  34, 35
Wuzhun Shifan 無準師範 (1177–1249)  145, 145, 146

Xia Liangsheng 夏良勝 (1480–1538)  225
Xia Yuanji 夏元吉 (1366–1430)  3, 109, 109, 110, 125, 126
Xian of Xiang, Prince 湘獻王 see Zhu Bo
Xiang Da 向達 (1900–66)  254
Xiang Zhong 項忠 (1421–1502)  111
Xiangshan  58, 59, 67
Xiangyang 襄陽 163, 164
Xianluo (modern Thailand)  238, 239
Xiawang 遐旺  22

Tieguai Li 鐵拐李  60
Tieta 鐵塔 (Iron Pagoda), Youguosi 佑國寺 (Protecting the State 

Monastery)  186
tiles
 Da Baoensi Pagoda  179, 181, 182, 183, 184
 Shad-i Mulk  229
timber
 construction  108, 179, 186, 187, 191, 192, 196n.33
 shipbuilding  198, 199, 205n.12
Timūr (Tamerlane)  11, 12, 220, 228, 229, 230, 241
 receiving gifts from Egyptian ambassadors  30
Timurid dynasty  3, 11, 12, 79–80, 240–1
 coin  11, 12
 fashions, hat buttons  242, 242, 243
 Iran  228–37
Toghan-Timür (r. 1333–70)  9–10
tombs  59, 163–9, 229, 237–43
 Prince of Jing of Ying 荊憲王 and Lady Guo 郭  165–7, 166
 Prince Xian of Xiang  湘獻王  165
 Prince Zhao of Chu 楚昭王, Zhu Zhen 朱楨  164–5, 165
 Prince Zhuang of Liang 梁莊王, Zhu Zhanji 朱瞻垍 and Lady   

 Wei 魏  167–8, 167, 168, 236, 237–43, 237
 Shah-i Zindeh  229
Tooth Relic of the Buddha, Kandy, Sri Lanka Kandy  31, 34–6, 155
Toqto’a-Buqa (r. 1433–52)  13
Traces of a Beast in a Pine Forest (Songlin shouji tu 松林獸迹圖)) 

(attributed to Zhu Bang)  60, 61
trade  27
 ceramics  77, 79, 246, 247, 251
 gems  71, 238, 239
 guns  40, 42, 43
 horses  209
 slaves  3
 see also tribute system
Tran dynasty  19, 38, 40, 42
Translators’ College (siyi guan 四夷館))  207, 208, 209, 210, 219n.12
transportation of goods  32, 49, 50
Treasure Shipyard, Nanjing  199, 200, 201, 201–2, 202, 202, 204
Treatise on Military Preparedness (Wubei zhi 武備志)  18, 18, 20, 202, 

202, 254, 254, 257
Treaty of Nanjing  179
trees
 Beijing  47, 51, 51, 52, 52
 see also paper; timber
tribute system  16, 21, 22, 23, 27, 28, 30, 31, 37, 40, 43, 44, 77, 109, 

236, 240
Tripiṭaka  34
Tsongkhapa (Tsong kha pa) (1357–1419)  33, 34, 35, 125, 147, 157, 158
Tsurphu (Tshur phu) Monastery  154
Tumu 土木 campaign (1449)  2, 15, 111, 216
Turfan  207
Turkan Agha (d. 1386)  229

‘Udayana Buddha’  154
Uighurs  207, 220
Ulugh Beg (1394–1449)  13, 229–30
Ungwana  250, 250

Vairocana Maṇḍala 156, 156
Vajrabhairava  148, 149, 155
Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty (Joseon wang jo sillok 朝鮮王朝實錄) 

212, 213, 216, 222
vermilion  33
Vietnam  16, 18, 19, 37–45, 80
 see also Annam; Đại Việt
The Visit (anonymous)  78, 79, 79
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Yi Seonggye see Taejo
Yim Wonjun 任元濬 (1423–1500)  213
Yin 殷, Marshal, Celestial Lord  135, 137, 141
Yin Qing 尹慶 (active 1400–10)  28, 29
Yin Xiangbao 尹向寶 (fl. early 15th century)  123
Yongchang 永昌, Yunnan  16
Yongding 永定 River  48–9
Yongdingmen 永定門 (Externally Pacified Gate)  66
Yong jae chonghwa 慵齋叢話 (Sayings from the Yong Studio)  217
Yongle 永樂 (Zhu Di 朱棣) emperor (r. 1403–24)  2, 3, 6, 7, 15, 47–8, 

69, 87, 144, 153, 224, 225
 administration  102, 104, 110
 artefacts  78, 80, 80, 83–4, 109, 160–1, 160, 239
 auspicious signs  122–33
 building works  47–8, 51, 107, 108, 136, 178, 184, 189–96, 201
 ceramics  78, 80–3, 110, 118, 182, 182, 249–51, 250
 Edict in Response to the Fengtian Hall Disaster (Fengtian dian zai kuan   

 xu zhao 奉天殿災寬恤詔)  106
 language glossaries  207–10
 legitimacy  20, 23, 26, 28, 36, 37, 38, 39, 51–2, 81, 109, 122, 127,   

 154, 155, 184, 255
 maritime voyages  50, 106, 108, 109, 112, 199, 237, 254–5
 military campaigns
  north  9–13, 107, 108, 186
  south  15–25, 26–36, 37, 38, 45, 186
 paintings  159
 portraits  85, 96–7, 98, 122, 146, 147, 149
 records  94–8, 109, 224–6
 religion  123, 124, 125, 134, 136–7, 139, 140
  Daoist  3, 163
  Tibetan Buddhism  3, 34, 35, 136, 153–5, 154, 168
 seal script  80, 81
 usurpation  2, 6, 11, 15, 37, 47, 94, 109, 122, 127
 see also Da Baoensi
Yongle beizang 永樂北藏 (Yongle Northern Tripitaka)  34
Yongle tongbao 永樂通寶 (Circulating treasure of the Yongle era) 

coin  251
Yongshougong 永壽宮 (Palace of Eternal Longevity)  66
Yongzheng 雍正 emperor (1723–35)  114
Youguosi 佑國寺 (Protecting the State Monastery), Tieta 鐵塔 

(Iron Pagoda)  186
Yu 裕 Mausoleum of the Thirteen Ming Tombs (Ming shisan ling 

 明十三陵)  59
Yu Xuekui 余學夔 (1372–1444)  103
Yuan dynasty (1271–1368)  1, 3, 9–11, 13, 26, 27, 39, 41, 74, 75, 201, 

238, 239
 ceramics  85, 117, 187, 246, 247, 248, 248, 249
 construction  47, 49, 50, 53, 191, 192, 193, 194
 literature and music  6, 89, 90, 91
 paper money  172, 173
 portraits  71, 72, 72, 146, 149, 243
 rituals and ritual vessels  114, 135, 136
 Tibetan Buddhism  153, 154, 168, 180
Yuan Gong 袁珙 (1335–1410) 122
Yuan Hongdao 袁宏道 (1568–1610)  145, 163
Yuan Qi 袁琦 (act. 1427) 161
Yuan Zhongdao 袁中道 (1570–1623)  163
Yuan Zongdao 袁宗道 (1560–1600)  163
Yue ware, Shanga  246, 247
Yuegang 月港 (Moon Harbour)  255, 256
Yuhuchun vase, Gedi Ruin  248
Yunhuatai 蕓花臺  179
Yunnan 雲南 province  10, 15–16, 15–17, 18, 19, 22, 24n.3, 33, 39, 

108, 207
Yuquan 玉泉 ( Jade Spring) canal  49, 50
Yuquansi 玉泉寺 (Monastery of Jade Spring)  164

Xie Huan 謝環 (1388–1452)  99–105
 Elegant Gathering in the Apricot Garden  4, 52, 84–5, 84, 99–105, 100,  

 101
 Nine Elders of the Mountain of Fragrance (Xiangshan jiulao tu  

 香山九老圖) (attributed)  100, 102, 103
Xie Jin 謝縉 (1369–1415)  97, 104, 105, 123, 129
Xie Zhaozhe 謝肇淛 (1567–1624)  127
Xin 辛, Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139, 139, 141
Xin’an 新安 (She 歙 county)  59
Xingguosi 興國寺 (Temple Revitalising the State)  51
Xinjiang  10, 12
Xiudingsi 修定寺, Anyang  188n.37
Xiuning 休寧  59
Xu 徐, Empress (1362–1407), wife of the Yongle emperor, Official 

Portrait of (anonymous)  68, 69, 70, 75, 125, 154, 184
Xu Da 徐達 (1332–85)  250
Xu Gao 徐杲 (16th century)  59
 Painting of (Xu Gao xiang 徐杲像) (anonymous)  62–6, 63
Xu Hongqing 許鴻磬 66
Xu Jie 徐階 (1494–1574)  219n.11
Xu Jin 許進 (1437–1510) 100
Xu Lun 許論 (1487–1559)  100
 Two Garden Gatherings (Eryuan ji 二園集)  99, 102
Xuande 宣德 emperor (Zhu Zhanji 朱瞻基) (r. 1426–35)  5, 75, 94, 

95, 97, 101, 104, 110–11, 139, 219, 240
 portraits  146, 147, 149
 reign
  artefacts  73–4, 75, 78, 78, 80, 81, 83, 146, 148, 237
  maritime voyages  106, 110–11, 112, 237
  mark  80, 81, 154
  writing style  129
 and Tibetan Buddhism  155, 159, 161
 and Wulun shu  219, 220, 221, 225
 see also Da Baoensi pagoda; Hu, Empress; Qutansi; Sun,     

 Empress; Veritable Records
Xuanguang reign  9
Xuanhe bogu tu system  114, 114, 115, 117, 117
Xuanzang 玄奘 (602?–64) Da Tang Xiyu ji 大唐西域記 (Records of the 

Western Regions [Visited During] the Great Tang Dynasty)  34, 34
Xương Giang  42

Yaliekunaier 亞烈苦柰兒 or Aliekunaier 阿烈苦柰兒 ([Vira] 
Alakésware or Alagakkonāra)  30–1

Yan, Mount 燕山 52
Yang Ding 楊鼎 (1410–85)  221
Yang 楊, Empress (1162–1232), wife of Emperor Ningzong, Official 

Portrait of (anonymous)  70, 71
Yang Pu 楊溥 (1372–1446)  95, 101, 102, 103, 105, 163
Yang Rong 楊榮 (1371–1440)  95, 100, 101, 102, 103, 104, 105, 109, 

129
Yang Sanbao 楊三寶 (active early 15th century) 157
Yang Shiqi 楊士奇 (1365–1444)  10–11, 99–105, 109, 111, 129
 Record of Imperial Pronoucements  94–8
Yang Yiqing 楊一清 (1454–1530)  98, 225
Yangtze River  3, 52, 148, 163, 205
Yao 堯 (sage-king) 224
Yao Canting 姚灿庭 (Qing dynasty)  59
Yao Guangxiao 姚廣孝 (1335–1418) see Daoyan
Yaozhou ware  117
Ya’qub ibn Hasan (known as Siraj al-Husayni al-Sultani)  232
Yazd, Iran  229
Ye Sheng 葉盛 (1420–74)  225
Ye Wang (Ye dbang) ‘Prince of Yan 燕’ see Yongle
Yebanaina 耶巴乃那 ([Parākramābahu] Apana?)  31
Yellow River  123, 128, 129
Yi Gyejeon 李季甸 (1404–59)  215
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Zhong yuan yinyun 中原音韵 (Phonolog y of the Central Plains) (Zhou 
Deqing)  90

Zhonggusi 鐘鼓司 (Music Office of the Inner Court)  89
Zhongli Quan 鐘離權  60
Zhongxiang 鐘祥  72, 72, 93, 153, 164, 165, 167, 167, 168, 237, 237, 

238, 239, 242
Zhou Chen 周忱 (1381–1453)  103
Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–73)  96
Zhou Huang 周煌, The Annals of Ryukyu (Liuqiu guo zhi lüe 琉球國志略)  

204, 204
Zhou Jing 周經 (1440–1510)  99
Zhou Shu 周述 (d. 1439)  101, 102, 105
Zhou Side  周思得 (1359–1451)  139, 140
Zhouli 周禮 (Rites of Zhou)  70
Zhu Bang 朱邦 (active mid to late Ming dynasty)  56, 59–62, 64, 

65, 66
 Figures (Renwu tu  人物圖) (attributed)  60, 60
 Fishermen in a River Gorge (Xigu yufu 人物圖) (attributed)  56, 58, 60
 Immortal Lü (Lü xian tu 呂仙圖) (attributed)  60, 61
 Imperial Palace of the Ming Dynasty (anonymous)  63, 64, 65, 66, 67
 Picking Lotuses (Cailian tu 采蓮圖) (attributed)  62, 62
 Returning Home on a Moonlit Night (Xiye guizhuang tu 夕夜歸莊圖)   

 (attributed)  62, 62
 Selling Fish in the Snowy River (Xuejiang maiyu tu 雪江賣魚)     

 (attributed)  60, 61
 Traces of a Beast in a Pine Forest (Songlin shouji tu 松林獸迹圖)     

 (attributed)  60, 61
 Walking Alone in Empty Mountains (Kongshan duxing tu 空山獨行圖)   

 (attributed)  60, 61
Zhu Bang zhi yin 朱邦之印  (seal of Zhu Bang)  56, 58
Zhu Bo 朱柏 (1371–99), Prince Xian of Xiang 湘獻王  164, 165
Zhu Changrun 朱常潤 (1594–1647), Prince of Hui 惠王  164
Zhu Chenhao 朱宸濠 (1469–1521), Prince of Ning 寧王  87–8
Zhu Di 朱棣 (1360–1424) see Yongle emperor
Zhu Dong 朱棟 (1388–1414), Prince Jing of Ying 郢靖王  164, 165
Zhu Gaochi 朱高熾 (1378–1425) see Hongxi emperor
Zhu Gaoxu 朱高煦 (1380–1426), Prince of Han 漢王 97
Zhu Gui 朱貴 (c. 1370–1420)  39
Zhu Houquan 朱厚烇 (d. 1553), Prince Duan of Jing 荊端王  168
Zhu Houxi 朱厚熙 (1500), Prince Huai of Yue 岳懷王  164
Zhu Jiyou 朱季友 (n.d.)  96
Zhu Neng 朱能 (1370–1406), Duke of Chengguo 成國公 38, 39
Zhu Qizhen 朱祁鎮 see Tianshun emperor; Zhengtong emperor
Zhu Quan 朱權 (1378–1448), Prince Xian of Ning (寧獻王)  87–93, 

140
 Shenqi mipu 神奇秘譜 (Wondrous and Secret Notation)  90, 91, 91, 92
Zhu Shu 朱橚 (1361–1425) Prince of Zhou 周王 122–3
Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200)  96, 114, 115
Zhu Youdun 朱有燉 (1379–1439), Prince of Xian  6, 93
 Chengzhai yuefu 誠齋樂府 (Lyrics of Chengzhai) 6
 Chengzhai zaju 誠齋雜劇  (Zaju Dramas of Chengzhai) 6
Zhu Youlun 朱祐棆 (1478–1502), Prince Hui of Qi 岐惠王 164
Zhu Youyuan 朱祐杬 (1476–1519), Prince Xian of Xing  興獻王  164
Zhu Youzhi 朱祐榰 (1481–1545), Prince Ding of Shou  壽定王  164
Zhu Yuanzhang 朱元璋 (1328–98) see Hongwu emperor
Zhu Yunming 祝允明 (1461–1527), Qianwen ji 前聞記 (Record of 

Things Heard ) (c. 1500)  201
Zhu Zaiyu, Prince 朱載堉 (1536–1611)  93, 225
Zhu Zaizhen 朱載圳 (1537–65), Prince Gong of Jing 景恭王   87–8, 

164
Zhu Zhan’gang 朱瞻堈 (1406–53), Prince of Jing 荊憲王  164,  

168
Zhu Zhanji 朱瞻基 (1398–1435) see Xuande emperor
Zhu Zhanji 朱瞻垍 (1411–41), Prince Zhuang of Liang 梁莊王   72, 

72, 153, 153, 161n.6, 164, 237, 238
 tomb  64, 81, 82, 167, 167, 168, 168, 237–43, 237, 238, 239, 241

Yushu baojing 玉樞寶經 (Precious Book of the Jade Pivot)  138
Yuxugong 玉虛宮  (Palace of Jade Void)  124, 137
Yuzhengong 遇真宮 (Palace of Encountering the Perfected)  137, 

192

Zafarnama (Book of Victories) (Sharaf al-din Ali Yazdi)  232, 232, 233
zaju 雜劇 dramas  6, 89
Zamorin  29
Zeng Qi 曾棨 (1372–1432)  10, 103, 104, 126, 127, 127, 129
Zhang 張 Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139, 139, 141, 141
Zhang Chang 章敞 103
Zhang 張, Empress (1379–1442), wife of the Hongxi emperor, 

Official Portrait of (anonymous)  72, 73, 74–5, 95, 101, 111
Zhang Fu 張輔 (1375–1449)  18, 39, 40, 41, 42, 44n.30
Zhang Juzheng 張居正 (1525–82)  163
Zhang Lu 張路 (1464–1538)  59
Zhang Maocheng 張懋丞 (1388–1447)  139
Zhang Ning 張寧 (1426–96)  99
Zhang Qian 張謙 (active 1408–20)  20, 22
Zhang Shicheng 張士誠 (1321–67)  104
Zhang Xie 張燮 Dongxi yang kao 東西洋考 (Study of the Eastern and 

Western Seas)  255, 258
Zhang Zai 張載 (1020–77)  96
Zhang Zhidong 張之洞 (1837–1909)  221
Zhang Zonglian 張宗璉 (1374–1427)  103
Zhangjiawan 張家灣 50
Zhangzhou 漳州 prefecture  255
Zhao 趙, Marshal, Celestial Lord  135, 137, 139, 141
Zhao of Chu, Prince 楚昭王 see Zhu Zhen
Zhe school (Zhepai 浙派)  56, 59, 62
Zhejiang province  3, 18, 20, 103, 104
Zhele Dian 者樂甸  16
Zheng Ci 鄭賜 (d. 1408)  96–7
Zheng He 鄭和 (1371–1433)  2, 6, 20, 20, 23, 23, 207
 Da Baoen Monastery project  185
 military action in Sri Lanka  34, 35
 statues, with his attendants  20
 voyages  15, 20–1, 22, 26, 28, 29, 31, 71, 110, 125–6, 186, 200,    

 202–3, 231, 247
  map  20
  navigational materials  202–3, 215, 253–9
  see also ships and shipbuilding
Zheng He hanghai tu 鄭和航海圖 (Zheng He’s Navigation Chart)  202–3, 251
Zheng Wenlin 鄭文林 (fl. 1522–66)  59
Zhengde 正德 emperor (Zhu Haozhao 朱厚照 Rinchen Palden) 

(1506–21)  66, 98, 155, 251
Zhengtong 正統 emperor (Zhu Qizhen 朱祁鎮 (r. 1436–49) (later 

Tianshun emperor)  2, 3, 5, 6, 48, 73, 85, 95, 97, 98, 101, 111, 216, 
221, 225

Zhengyangmen 正陽門 (Gate of the True Yang)  56
Zhenjuesi 真覺寺 (True Enlightennment Monastery)  151n.45
Zhenkang 鎮康  17
Zhenwu 真武 (Perfected Warrior) (Daoist deity)  124, 134, 136–7, 

136, 139, 140
 as Ancestral Master (Zushi 祖師)  139
 Flag Holder (zhiqi 持旗)  136, 140
 with Five Dragon Kings 134, 135
 as Patriarch of Myriad Methods (Wanfa jiaozhu 萬法教主)  138
 Sword Holder (peng jian 捧劍)  136
Zhenzong 真宗 emperor (r. 997–1022)  70
Zhi An 芝庵 90
Zhigu 直沽 (Tianjin)  49
Zhihuasi 智化寺 (Transformation of Wisdom Monastery), Beijing  

151n.45, 161, 180, 192
Zhong Sichen 鍾嗣成 (fl. 1320s)  90
Zhong Xing 鐘惺 (1574–1624)  163
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Zixiaodian 紫霄殿 (1412) (Hall of Purple Cloud)  189, 190, 190, 191, 
192, 193, 194, 195

Zixiaogong 紫霄宮 (Palace of Purple Cloud)  124
Zongle 宗泐  (1318–91)  144, 145
zouyu 騶虞  (mystical beast)  122–3, 123
Zunlei tu 尊罍圖 (Images of Wine Vessels)  114, 117

Index compiled by Elizabeth Wiggans

Zhu Zhanshan 朱瞻墡 (1406–78), Prince Xian of Xiang 襄憲王  
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