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Preface

The exhibition “The Splendors of Imperial Costume: Qing Court Attire from the
Beijing Palace Museum” will open on the occasion of the inauguration of the 2008 Beijing
Olympics.

This is the Museum’s finest, largest and most prestigious costume exhibition since
the Palace Museum was established in 1925. The vast majority of the exhibits are being
shown for the first time. While the Olympics embody the spirit of “faster, higher and
stronger”, this exhibition is a window on the Chinese nation’s splendid traditional culture
that aspires to be more exquisite and more beautiful. Both are part of civilization and
are treasures of the human spirit.

The salient feature of Chinese court costume, including Qing court costume, lies
in their fabric — silk — which has been favored since time immemorial for its excellent
quality and magnificent decorative effect. It was cherished by Chinese emperors as
part of their luxurious lifestyles. Abundant field archeology has demonstrated that silk
originated in China almost at the same time as the birth of her civilization 5,000 years
ago and developed alongside the latter. By the 5th century BCE it had spread overseas.
From the 2nd century BCE to the 10th century CE (from Han to Tang dynasties), the
world-famous Silk Road provided a continuous supply of silk to various parts of the
world, connecting Eurasia with Western and Eastern civilizations. It helped the advance
of science and technology, and promoted extensive political, economic and cultural
exchanges between East and West, making a tremendous contribution to mankind’s progress
and prosperity. As a result, silk was acclaimed as “the fifth invention” of ancient China.

Over thousands of years, ancient Chinese silk led the world in silk technology
thanks to an enduring vitality achieved through continuous technical innovation. As the
last dynasty, the Qing dynasty (1644-1911) saw the culmination of politics, economics and
culture of traditional China. Almost all the silk for court dresses came from the imperial
silk production agencies in Nanjing, Suzhou and Hangzhou south of the Yangtze River.
As these costumes were made as luxury for the highest rulers, diversity and magnificence
were pursued at all costs. As a result, they represent the summit of Qing silk technology
in workmanship and variety. Although the limited number of exhibits cannot provide a
full picture of that technology, they may exemplify the flamboyance and craftsmanship
of Qing dynasty silks as well as that of China’s millennia of splendid silk culture.

Costumes embody not only material civilization, but also spiritual civilization.
Almost since their adoption, they have carried rich spiritual and cultural meanings that
include customs, aesthetics, knowledge and experience as well cultural, religious and
social connotatons. In ancient China, costumes formed a crucial part of the culture of

ritual and music. “China is called Huaxia because of the beauty (hua) of her costumes



and grandeur (xia) of her rites” (Kong Yingda’s annotation to “Biography of Master
Kong”, Classic of History). Costume regulations were very important throughout the
dynasties because of their use in government for rites and the identification of status.
The founder of each new dynasty established new dress protocols different from that of
the previous one as a symbol of the transfer of power and as a vehicle for consolidating

the new regime.

The Qing dynasty was no exception. After they conquered the Ming dynasty
(1368—1644), the Manchu rulers virtually abolished the Han-—style crown-—costume
code with broad-sleeved loose robes that had been in use for a thousand years. Their
imposition of the Manchu narrow-sleeved and fitted nomadic dress made a huge impact
on traditional Chinese costume, establishing unique features of Qing costume as distinct
from those of previous dynasties. On the one hand, this reflected the Qing rulers’ use
of the change of dress as a crucial sign of the transfer of power; on the other hand, it
reflected their high regard for and staunch protection of their Manchu culture. However,
the environment of the age-old and profound Han culture led to the incorporation of
many features of traditional Han costume into Qing court dress. Thus it can be said
that Qing court costumes reflect the interaction and fusion of Manchu and Han cultures,
manifest the main characteristics of Manchu and Han clothing, and demonstrate a
tendency toward diversity in China’s clothing culture.

The dress code established by the Qing rulers surpassed those of any other dynasty
in detail and complexity. As the most obvious symbol of status, costume was used
to display the supreme prestige and sacredness of the imperial family and the strict
distinction between classes and ranks in order to maintain the rigid hierarchy under
imperial autocracy. The strong political and ritual implications of traditional Chinese
costume culminated in Qing court dress.

As a precious cultural heritage that engenders pride, Qing court costume reflects
craftsmen’s consummate skills, creativity and intelligence as well as the splendor of the
national spirit and culture. The passage of time has not diminished their magnificence
and unique appeal that stimulate admiration, require preservation, and inspire innovation.

Zheng Xinmiao

Vice Minister of Culture of the PRC
Director of the Palace Museum

June 2008
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Plates

I. Ceremonial Court Robes

. The Qianlong Emperor’s lined dark blue satin robe with four dragon roundels in

clouds

2. The Jiaging Emperor’s black fox fur overcoat with yellow silk lining
3. The Kangxi Emperor’s yellow satin court robe with dragons in clouds and fur
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. The Kangxi Emperor’s yellow satin court robe with embroidered dragons in

clouds and fur lining

. The Qianlong Emperor’s lined blue satin court robe with gold dragons in colorful

clouds

. The Jiaging Emperor’s lined red satin court robe with gold dragons in colorful

clouds

. The Yongzheng Emperor’s lined pale blue silk court robe with dragons in clouds
. Empress’ lined polychrome silk court jacket with gold dragons in colorful clouds

. Empress’ lined yellow silk court robe with gold dragons in colorful clouds

. Empress’ court skirt of red silk woven with gold longevity-character roundels

and dark blue satin with dragons amid clouds and floral motifs

. Dark blue satin for jacket with four dragon roundels embroidered in pearls
. Eastern-pearl court necklace

. Lapis lazuli court necklace

. Mellite (honeystone) court necklace

. Coral court necklace

. Coral court necklace

. Turquoise court necklace

. Gold filigree plaque with inlaid turquoise for fasting

. The Kangxi Emperor’s yellow satin court boots with pearl and coral trim

. The Kangxi Emperor’s navy blue silk court boots with pearl borders
. The Kangxi Emperor’s quilted stockings with yellow silk embroidered dragons in

clouds

Empress’ winter mink court crown with inlaid pearls

Gold diadem with inlaid lapis lazuli and pearls

Gold collar decoration with inlaid lapis lazuli, pearl and semiprecious stones
Red satin pendant embroidered with flowers

Auspicious Court Robes

. The Shunzhi Emperor’s lined vellow silk dragon robe with eight dragon roundels

in clouds

The Shunzhi Emperor’s lined vellow dragon robe with dragons in clouds

The Yongzheng Emperor’s yvellow dragon robe with embroidered dragons in clouds
The Yongzheng Emperor’s vellow satin dragon robe with embroidered dragons in
clouds and ermine lining

The Qianlong Emperor’s dragon robe with golden silk design, blue dragons in
colorful clouds, and white fur lining

The Qianlong Emperor’s lined blue silk dragon robe with dragons in gold and
silver threads
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The Qianlong Emperor’s lined yellow satin dragon robe with embroidered yellow
dragons in colorful clouds

Empress’ yellow dragon robe with eight dragon roundels

Empress’ yellow padded silk robe with gold dragons in clouds

Lined orange gauze dragon robe with eight dragon roundels in clouds for an
imperial concubine of the Qianlong Emperor

Lined mustard-colored satin robe with eight roundels of embroidered dragons, for
a concubine of the Qianlong Emperor

Lined dark blue jacket with sea wave design, eight dragon roundels and
characters for longevity, for the grandmother of the Kangxi Emperor

Lined yellow satin dragon robe with eight dragon roundels and longevity
characters, for the grandmother of the Kangxi Emperor

Red lined gown with eight roundels of plums, orchids, bamboo and
chrysanthemums in silk embroidery for an empress or imperial concubine

Empress’ padded dark blue silk jacket with eight roundels of embroidered dragon-
phoenix motifs and double happiness characters

Empress’ padded red robe with eight roundels of embroidered dragon-phoenix
motifs and double happiness characters

Lined dark blue satin jacket with eight embroidered butterfly motifs, for the
Qianlong Emperor’s empress or concubine

Light olive petit-point robe with eight round dragon motifs for the Qianlong
Emperor’s empress or concubine

Padded lavender silk robe with embroidered flowers of the four seasons in
baskets, for the Qianlong Emperor’s empress or concubine

Padded aqua satin robe with “appreciating-antiques” pattern, for the Qianlong
Emperor’s empress or concubine

Padded turquoise satin robe with patterned damask round dragons for the
Qianlong Emperor’s empress or concubine

Orange robe with dragons in clouds in silk embroidery for a son of the Jiaging
Emperor

Red satin for robe with bats, dragons and phoenixes in colorful clouds

Dark blue satin for jacket with eight roundels of dragons in clouds

Brown satin for dragon robe with seed pearl dragons in clouds

Yellow satin for dragon robe with dragons embroidered in seed pearls

Qing emperor’s winter sable crown for auspicious occasion

Qing empress’'s headdress with gem and pearl inlays

Headdress

Empress” blue velvet and gilded silver headband with inlaid pearls

The Kangxi Emperor’s auspicious court belt

The Jiaging Emperor’s auspicious court belt

Informal Court Robes

Dark blue satin informal court jacket

Brown satin informal court robe with patterned damask design
Blue satin informal court robe with patterned damask design
Grass green informal court robe with patterned damask design
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Dark blue satin informal court jacket

Dark blue satin informal court robe with patterned damask design
Silver gray satin informal court robe with patterned damask design
Yellow silk informal court robe

Tea-green camlet informal court robe

Pale blue informal court robe of imported silk gauze

. Travel Costumes

The Daoguang Emperor’s crown for summer travel

The Kangxi Emperors’s dark blue satin travel Jacket with snow weasel fur lining
The Kangxi Emperor’s padded red satin robe with baby dragon and floral designs
The Kangxi Emperor’s padded green satin travel robe with patterned damask
dragon in clouds

The Yongzheng Emperor’s brown camlet travel apron

The Yongzheng Emperor’s deer fur travel apron

Belt for the Kangxi Emperor’s travel robe

White jade thumb ring

The Qianlong Emperor’s jadite thumb ring engraved with a poem

. Military Uniforms

The Kangxi Emperor’s padded yellow satin armor with embroidered dragons in
colorful clouds

The Kangxi Emperor’s padded dark blue satin armor with embroidered blue
dragons in colorful clouds

Leisure Clothing

Empress’ unlined red petit-point robe with butterflies and golden double happiness
motifs

Empress’ lined yellow silk robe with embroidered grapes

Empress Dowager Cixi’s unlined yvellow silk robe with embroidered peonies and
round longevity characters

Padded blue satin robe with gold longevity characters and silver and gold
chrysanthemums, for the Guangxu Emperor’s empress or concubine
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Guangxu Emperor’s empress or concubine
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