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Preface

Throughout their long history in China fans fell into two categories
based on their functions: fans for daily use to keep cool and fans used
ritually to convey authority. Initially fans were used to drive away the
summer heat. As time passed, however, they tended to become works
of art tied to other cultural forms such as rituals, customs, poems,
dances and Chinese opera, and as such were beautifully combined
with calligraphy, painting and embroidery techniques. Within an
area of a few square centimeters, fans not only condense the wisdom
of artisans, but also bear with them a wealth of thoughts and feelings,
and embody a rich and distinctively Chinese cultural tradition.

The Palace Museum collection contains many thousands of
fans, most of which are from imperial collections. The majority of
fans from the Qing court are folding fans or round fans, made from
paper, silk, silk fabric, satin, gauze and kesi silk; there are also fans
made of bamboo, feathers, ivory and palm-leaves. From the existing
collection two peaks are evident in the development of fans at the
Qing court: first, the Qianlong period, when imperial fans were
characterized by exquisite designs, sophisticated materials and fine
workmanship, and both the collection and production of fans reached
a pinnacle; second, the reign of the Empress Dowager Cixi, when the
imperial collection was at its largest. Most of the Palace Museum’ s
collection derives from this period. However, at that point the Qing
had reached to its late period, and was assailed by domestic troubles
and foreign threats; its national strength had declined. Although fans
were produced in large quantities, high quality items were rare, and
could not compete with those from the mid-Qing period on either
an aesthetic or a technological level.

As a medium for the arts of painting and calligraphy, fans

are beloved for their unique art style. Literati, great painters
and calligraphers of various dynasties all created paintings and
calligraphic works on fans to display their talents, popularizing work
on fans as a distinct art form. The Manchu emperors of the Qing
dynasty greatly valued the study of Han Chinese culture, reading
classical works and creating paintings and calligraphy to demonstrate
their achievements. Fans bearing paintings and calligraphy, having
a profound connection with Han literati culture, were accordingly
favored by the Qing emperors. This direct engagement of the
imperial household boosted the development of artwork on fans,
causing this art form to flourish in court and allowing it to gradually
reach a peak in the Qianlong and Jiaqing periods. A great deal
of imperial fans with paintings and calligraphy emerged in this
period; the collection can be divided into fans bearing paintings
and calligraphy by masters of previous dynasties, by emperors, by
court painters and calligraphers, and by attendant officials. The
sophisticated techniques, exquisite paintings and calligraphy and
far-reaching artistic conceptions involved in creating these fans
are consistent with the meticulous care taken over other forms of
imperial paintings and calligraphy in the Qing dynasty. Together,
these various products formed a distinctive palace style.

Fans from the Qing court are rich in artistic value and in the
characteristics of that dynasty, standing as an important component
of Chinese fan culture as a whole. In them is concentrated the
wisdom and intelligence of the skilled craftsmen who made them;

they hold a valuable place amidst humanity’s cultural heritage.
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