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General Preface to

Compendium of Collections in the Palace Museum

Zheng Xinmiao

The Palace Museum is not only an administrative organization for the preservation of the Forbidden City architectural
complex of the Ming and Qing dynasties and its historical palaces, it is also an institution for storing, exhibiting, and re-
searching collections of Chinese cultural artifacts and ancient works of art, the core of which came from the imperial courts
of the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (164 4-1911) dynasties. The Palace Museum, with its almost unique collection of artifacts

of dynastic imperial culture, occupies an important position among museums in China and in the world.

I. Sources of the Palace Museum’s collection

The cultural artifacts in the Palace Museum feature a wide variety of types and are remarkably complete. They can be
divided into twenty-five categories and sixty-nine sub-categories, which include ceramics, paintings, calligraphic works, stele
rubbings, bronze, jade, jewelry, lacquer, enamel, sculpture, inscriptions, furniture, rare editions of ancient books, scholar’s
items, seal books of emperors and empresses, clocks and watches, military and parade equipment, and religious artifacts.
There are altogether over 1.5 million artifacts (or sets of artifacts) in the Museum according to the statistics at the end of 2006,
which represents eleven and a half percent of the objects in all of China’s museums. Of these cultural artifacts, there are 8,273
items (or sets) of the First Rank, which amounts to one sixth of all First-Rank artifacts in Chinese museums.

Of the entire Palace Museum collection of a million and a half artifacts, eighty-five percent, or 1.3 million artifacts, are
from the imperial court of the Qing dynasty. The other more than two hundred thousand (fifteen percent of the total) were
acquired after the Palace Museum was founded in 1925. The cultural artifacts from the Qing imperial court primarily came
from the following sources:

(1) The collections of former imperial dynasties. It was a long-standing tradition for Chinese imperial courts to collect
precious cultural artifacts. For example, during the reign of Emperor Huizong of the Song dynasty, the collection was espe-
cially large. Calligraphic Catalogue of Xuanhe Period (Xuanhe shu pu), Painting Catalogue of Xuanhe Period (Xuanhe hua pu),
and An llustrated Book Compiled during the Years of Xuanhe on Ancient Bronzeware (Xuanhe bogu tu), are in fact catalogues

of the treasures and curios, such as calligraphic works, paintings and bronze vessels, collected by the Song Court during the
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Xuanhe’s reign. The emperors of the Qing dynasty also attached great importance to cultural collecting. Emperor
Qianlong, in particular, expanded the imperial collections to its peak. Catalogue of the Qing Imperial Bronze Collection
(Xi ging gu jian), Sequel Catalogue of the Qing Imperial Bronze Collection (Xi qing xu jian), Imperial Bronze Collection in the
Palace of Tranquil Longevity (Ningshou jian gu), Precious Collection of Stone Moat (Shiqu baoji), Treasured Collections of Mys-
terious Halls (Midian zhulin), Treasured Rare Books of the Qing Court (Tianlu linlang) and General Catalogue of the Complete
Library of the Four Treasuries are all catalogues compiled under the Qianlong’s reign concerning ancient bronze vessels,
calligraphic works, paintings, and books collected by the imperial court. Although many of them are no longer extant, some
treasures have been preserved in spite of the turbulent ages and vicissitudes they went through, among which there are famous
calligraphic works or paintings such as Manuscript Beginning with Boyuan by Wang Xun of the Jin dynasty, Spring Excursion
by Zhan Ziqian of the Sui dynasty, Five Oxen by Han Huang of the Tang dynasty, and Night Revels of Han Xizai painted by
Gu Hongzhong of the Five Dynasties. All these works of art now in the Palace Museum were recorded in Calligraphic
Catalogue of Xuanhe Period, Painting Catalogue of Xuanhe Period or Precious Collection of Stone Moat. They are evi-
dence of the long tradition of collecting at Chinese imperial courts.

(2) Articles made by imperial courts. In order to meet the needs of the imperial family, articles of daily use and handi-
crafts of various kinds were made by highly skilled craftsmen from all over the country under the supervision of the Qing Im-
perial Workshop, a branch of the Imperial Household Department. No expense was spared to improve the quality of those
articles needed inside the imperial palace. Before 1755, thirty-eight different jobs were listed in the Imperial Workshop, which
included box making, mounting of painting and calligraphy, painting, Guangdong-style woodworking, bead threading, leath-
erwork, embroidery, gilding, silversmithing, jade carving, filigreeing, chiseling, inlaying, ivory and horn carving, ink-stone
making, bronze manufacture, clock making, glass blowing, drawing, bow making, armory forging, enamel making, wood
working, and lacquering. Later they were rearranged into fifteen workshops. This was a comprehensive handicraft workshop
of a very large scale. Its regular work was to make works of art, handicrafts, and articles for daily use, all characterized by impe-
rial splendor. Other articles were made by the best local craftsmen of Suzhou, Yangzhou, Nanjing, Zhejiang, Jiangxi, and
Guangdong according to design drawings, or models made of wax or wood, provided by the Imperial Workshop. Many con-
summate handicraft articles handed down, such as jades, enamelware, clocks, and curios, were all made by this workshop. The
archives of the workshop, which have been preserved, provide detailed information on many exquisite works of art and hand-
icrafts in the Palace Museum, such as their makers, the dates when they were designed, when their design drawings or models
were made, and when they were completed, as well as the locations where the items were stored.

(3) Tributes presented to the court or objects confiscated. Under the autocratic system of dynastic China, the ruler
viewed the whole country as his family. On the occasions of festivals, birthday celebration ceremonies of the emperors or in-
spection tours, it was a common practice for officials to present gifts, of which calligraphic works, paintings and curios were
most to the emperors’ liking. Emperor Qianlong wrote in Preface to the Sequel of Precious Collection of Stone Moat, “Over the

past forty-eight years, whenever there was a grand ceremony, calligraphic works and paintings, ancient and modern, pre-



