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Preface

In 2010, the Forbidden City celebrates its s9oth anniversary of comple-
tion while the Palace Museum becomes 85 years old. A series of events
including temporary exhibitions and symposiums are organized to com-
memorate such a joyful moment. The exhibition Splendors from the
Yongle (1403-1424) and Xuande (1426-1435) Reigns of China’s Ming Dy-
nasty which opens on September 26th at the gallery above the Meridian
Gate was one of these important events.

In the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), the reigns of Yongle, Hongxi
and Xuande covered a span of thirty-three years from 1403 to 1435.
Claimed by historians as the most glorious period of the Ming dynasty,
it is recorded in history as The Rule of Ren and Xuan (Ren Xuan zhi
zhi). ‘The policies of these three emperors, especially those of Hongxi and
Xuande made the Ming dynasty a world power of eastern nations leav-
ing profound influence on the evolution of later Chinese history. Many
importanf events well known today happened in this period including
the building of Beijing, the maritime expedition of Zheng He to the
“Western Ocean”, the compilation of the Yongle Encyclopedia and the
building of the Forbidden City on the site of which stands today’s Palace
Museum.

All cultures have close connections between the on-going
developments of contemporary society, politics, and economics. The em-
perors in the Yongle and Xuande reigns were not only expert at dealing
with state affairs but were also well cultivated literati. According to the
archives, the Yongle Emperor loved literature and calligraphy, often be-
stowing his calligraphy on gentlemen of the court and family members.
Emperor Xuande was even better versed and capable of writing poetry
and essays; in painting and calligraphy there was nothing he could not
do. In the Palace Museum’s collection, of the seven imperial paintings
by Ming dynasty emperors, five were done by the Xuande Emperor.
"These records and paintings suffice to show the artistic pursuits and taste

of the Yongle and Xuande Emperors. Under the emperors’ personal

B 7 AR L S I

participation and promotion, court art and culture in the early Ming
dynasty was multifaceted with astonishing achievements. This exhibi-
tion is a presentation of the splendid art of that period through rich and
versatile artifacts.

Selected from the large number of objects in the Palace Mu-
seum, these 150 sets of artifacts are mainly from the early Ming dynasty
reigns of Yongle, Hongxi and Xuande. In the hope of presenting court
life and the social context of this remarkable time from various angles,
they are grouped in eight categories: painting and calligraphy, jades,
gold, lacquer, enamel, Buddhist sculpture and Xuande incense burners.
Through these exhibits, we can see that court art of the time covered a
wide variety. A variety of porcelains in different colors went along with
Zheng He to the countries along the South China Sea (Nanyang) and
won world fame. Lacquer technique reached its peak and was not to be
surpassed in later periods. The graceful Court style in calligraphy and
the fine Academic style in painting opened new trends in painting and
calligraphy. The Xuande incense burner, which has been intensively yet
inconclusively discussed, remains a puzzle waiting further exploration
with scientific methods. Other objects such as enamels, jades, gold wares
and Buddhist statues are all astonishing, They all reflect the artistic taste
of that time. Through the exhibition, visitors can enjoy the extraordinary
artistic charm and supremacy of the Yongle-Xuande era.

Due to limits in exhibition display, the varieties and numbers
of the artifacts are circumscribed. Nonetheless, it is the first time in Chi-
na, or even in the world, that a museum has organized such a large-scale
exhibition showcasing treasures from the Yongle and Xuande reigns of
the Ming dynasty. As is well known, the archives of the Ming dynasty
are largely missing because of changes in dynasties and wars. Academic
research today still suffers from the lack of archives and actual objects of
the early Ming dynasty, especially for the years after the Yongle Emperor

moved the capital to Beijing. In this exhibition, the imperial treasures



that were kept deep in forbidden palaces for such a long time are taking
their public debut and speaking for themselves which to a degree makes
up for the regrettable lack of archives and objects. We believe that this
exhibition will be beneficial to research on Ming dynasty history.
Thinking back to October 2009, the Palace Museum in Tai-
pei organized the exhibition Harmony and Integrity: the Yongzheng
Emperor and His Times. Dozens of objects from the Palace Museum in
Beijing, including the portrait of the Yongzheng Emperor, went across
the strait to join the exhibition in Taipei. The first cooperation in sixty
years between the Palace Museums on both sides of the strait aroused
great attention from different segments of society and the exhibition won
unprecedented success. During the exhibition period, an international
symposium on Yongzheng opened the door for academic exchanges
between scholars and experts on both sides of the strait. Taking the op-
portunity of this exhibition, the Palace Museum will also organize an

international symposium of The Yongle (1403-1424) and Xuande (1426-

1435) Era and Tts Impact and invite colleagues from Taipei Palace Mu-
seum to participate. We believe that this second gathering of the scholars
of the two Palace Museums will continue to contribute to the promotion
of academic exchanges and development of Chinese culture.

"The success of an exhibition lies in the support and collabora-
tion of various circles in society. Starting from its preparation, the exhi-
bition received enthusiastic interest from scholars of Ming dynasty his-
tory. The valuable expert advice from scholars ensured the high academic
level of the exhibition as well as the richness of content. The generous
loans from the Tibet Museum, Qinghai Museum, Hubei Museum and
the Capital Museum increased the exhibition’s quality. On behalf of the
Palace Museum, I extend my heartfelt gratitude to the above-mentioned

organizations and people for their strong support.

Zheng Xinmiao
Director of the Palace Museum

September 2010
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