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Preface 1

The Department of Costumes and Textiles at the Philadelphia Museum of Art represents a
collecting focus that is as old as the Museum itself. A reflection of one of the great strengths
of Philadelphia’s economy—the manufacturing of textiles—during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, our significant holdings in this field were also developed to support the
educational mission of this institution. Comprising more than 27,000 individual items, the
Museum’s collection of costumes and textiles is one of the oldest of its type in this country and
represents an extraordinary resource for students as well as scholars.

Likewise, the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s engagement with Chinese art began with its
founding in 1876 and the acquisition of a number of objects that were displayed in the great
Centennial Exhibition held that year in our city. The growth of this important part of the
Museum’s collection proceeded episodically, with the greatest amount of activity occurring during
the tenure of Fiske Kimball, who was appointed director in 1925 and served in that capacity for
three decades. It was Kimball who, shortly after arriving, secured the several great interiors—
among them the great Reception Hall from the Palace of Duke Zhao (Zhaogongfu), dating to
the late Ming Dynasty—that grace our galleries, and Kimball who acquired the Simkhovitch
Collection of Chinese paintings in 1929.

Kimball also played a central role in securing for the Philadelphia Museum of Art the
collection of sutra covers that is the subject of this publication. His naming of Carl Schuster as
the Museum’s assistant curator of Chinese art in 1935 represented both an effort to recognize and
support the work of this young scholar of Chinese textiles and to enlist his aid in developing the
collection. Five years later, the Museum would purchase the collection of textiles, including more
than 500 sutra covers, that Schuster had assembled during his research trips to many different
parts of China.

Schuster’s collection remains an important resource, but one that is still not widely known or
fully appreciated. For this reason, we were delighted when asked by Dr. Zhao Feng, the director
of the China National Silk Museum in Hangzhou, for permission to publish a catalogue of our
sutra covers. Such institutional partnerships are rare, but also most welcome because they provide
new and very significant opportunities to foster research and encourage collaboration among

institutions, such as ours, that are responsible for the stewardship of our shared cultural heritage.

Timothy Rub
The George D. Widener Director and Chief Executive Officer
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Preface 2

Most of early Chinese silks, especially those of finer quality, that have survived to this day are
associated with Buddhist practice. In the Buddhist caves in Dunhuang in northwest China
are found fragments of embroideries of Buddhist images dating from the fifth century, CE.
Also in Dunhuang are found scrolls of sutra (Buddhist scriptures) of the Tang dynasty (618-
907) wrapped in silks decorated with painting or resist-dyed patterns. From the ninth century
onwards, an individual scroll, backed with thick paper, would have a piece of silk mounted on
the back of the opening section that would serve as the wrapper when the scroll is rolled up. By
the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) printed sutras were mounted in continuous accordion folds, and
the “scroll” would look like a book when it is closed, and it is still called a scroll. The front and
back of such a volume would have patterned silk covers, and groups of ten such books would be
boxed in fitted cases, also covered with silk. In the case of the Tripitaka (the canon of Buddhist
scriptures), the complete set would number thousands of books and hundreds of cases. The
collection of sutra covers in the Philadelphia Museum of Art are pieces of luxury silks removed
from the covers of sutras, mostly dating from the Wanli era (1573-1620) of the Ming dynasty. It is
the largest collection of its kind in a public collection and accessible for study. This study has now
been completed by Xu Zheng and Wang Le, curators from the China National Silk Museum in
Hangzhou.

There were more printing of Buddhist sutras in the Ming dynasty than any other time
since the 10th century when sutras began to be prinred instead of hand copied. And there were
more printings in the Wanli era than any other reign periods in the Ming dynasty, including
that of Yongle (1403-1424). The Yongle emperor himself was a devout Buddhist, and had two
sets of the Tripitaka printed during his reign. This was made possible by the highly developed
printing industry and, for the sutra covers, a thriving silk industry in the Jiangnan region in
southeast China. The basic cause was, of course, religious fervour. In over a thousand years
since its introduction into China, Buddhism in the Ming had developed in two almost separate
directions. Buddhist concepts became progressively absorbed into Chinese thought, manifested
in philosophical and literary writings; while Buddhist practices became integrated into daily
life, from the imperial palace to the countryside. People prayed for deliverance in times of need
and disaster, and for blessing in times of peace. A common form of supplication to the gods was
donating to the printing of sutras. The greatest patron in this activity was the Dowager Empress
Li (1546-1614), mother of the Wanli emperor. In the first ten years of the Wanli reign, when the
emperor was still a minor, she ran the governmenrt with the extremely able prime minister Zhang
Juzheng. She immediately initiated a massive program of benefaction on all Buddhist acrivities,
including the building of temples, donating precious ritual implements, such as silver gilt incense
burners produced in Palace workshops, and the reprinting of the Northern Yongle Tripitaka (the
second of the Yongle editions, printed in Beijing) for distribution to major temples in all parts
of the country. In the twelfth year of Wanli (1584), she ordered another reprint of the Yongle

Tripitaka, this time with an addition of 410 books to the original 6361. There were more reprints



subsequently, either by imperial decree for distribution to major temples or a single set printed at
the request of a temple through the intercession of a senior court or palace official, or a prominent
monk.

According to one account, the covers for the original set were woven to the specification
of the Yongle emperor — light blue damask with a pattern of the Eight Auspicious symbols (also
known as the "cight treasures” in Buddhist iconography. For a version of this pattern in the Wanli
period, see 1940-4-26). As there is no known surviving example of the original Northern Yongle
Tripitaka, this cannot be verified. What we do have are the covers from the several reprints in
the Wanli era, with a variety of types of woven silks as represented in the Philadelphia collection.
That the great majority of the covers in this collection are from the Wanli reprints can be deduced
from the serial numbering system of the Tripitaka seen on the labels attached to the covers. A
small number are from the Wanli addendum, and also a few from later periods.

In the Wanli era, the region of Jiangnan was the most prosperous area in China, where trade
and industry flourished. A central role in the prosperity was the part played by the production
of silk and silk weaving. Silk and woven silks were traded to all parts of the country, and beyond
to areas to the north and west of Ming China. Silk of different types was also an important
commodity in overseas trade to Japan and to the Spanish in the Philippines — to be carried further
by galleons to America. Apart from private enterprises, there were official silk weaving and dyeing
workshops in Nanjing, Suzhou and Hangzhou, the main cities in Jiangnan, under the supervision
of Palace officials. The covers for the earlier printings of the Tripitaka, and individual sutras
commissioned by members of the imperial family, were likely products from these workshops.
A hint of this is provided by one of the covers in the Philadelphia collection (acc. no. 1940-4-
197), which matches exactly a piece of silk found in the tomb of the Wanli emperor. However,
other covers in the collection have been put together from scraps of clothes for garment and other
purposes. These may be from one of the later printings, when the palace store-rooms began to
empty.

The survival of large quantities of luxury silks from the Wanli era provides us with
comprehensive examples for the study of the art of silk weaving at a time that was a great period
for all the decorative arts in China. It also provides a vivid, albeit indirect, testimony to the social

and economic conditions of a particular time in Chinese history.

James C. Y. Watt
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Preface 1

The Department of Costumes and Textiles at the Philadelphia Museum of Art represents a
collecting focus that is as old as the Museum itself. A reflection of one of the great strengths
of Philadelphia’s economy—the manufacturing of textiles—during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, our significant holdings in this field were also developed to support the
educational mission of this institution. Comprising more than 27,000 individual items, the
Museum’s collection of costumes and textiles is one of the oldest of its type in this country and
represents an extraordinary resource for students as well as scholars.

Likewise, the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s engagement with Chinese art began with its
founding in 1876 and the acquisition of a number of objects that were displayed in the great
Centennial Exhibition held that year in our city. The growth of this important part of the
Museum’s collection proceeded episodically, with the greatest amount of activity occurring during
the tenure of Fiske Kimball, who was appointed director in 1925 and served in that capacity for
three decades. It was Kimball who, shortly after arriving, secured the several great interiors—
among them the great Reception Hall from the Palace of Duke Zhao (Zhaogongfu), dating to
the late Ming Dynasty—that grace our galleries, and Kimball who acquired the Simkhovitch
Collection of Chinese paintings in 1929.

Kimball also played a central role in securing for the Philadelphia Museum of Art the
collection of sutra covers that is the subject of this publication. His naming of Carl Schuster as
the Museum’s assistant curator of Chinese art in 1935 represented both an effort to recognize and
support the work of this young scholar of Chinese textiles and to enlist his aid in developing the
collection. Five years later, the Museum would purchase the collection of textiles, including more
than 500 sutra covers, that Schuster had assembled during his research trips to many different
parts of China.

Schuster’s collection remains an important resource, but one that is still not widely known or
fully appreciated. For this reason, we were delighted when asked by Dr. Zhao Feng, the director
of the China National Silk Museum in Hangzhou, for permission to publish a catalogue of our
sutra covers. Such institutional partnerships are rare, but also most welcome because they provide
new and very significant opportunities to foster research and encourage collaboration among

institutions, such as ours, that are responsible for the stewardship of our shared cultural heritage.

Timothy Rub
The George D. Widener Director and Chief Executive Officer
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