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Preface

In 1601, Matteo Ricci (1552-1610), a Jesuit missionary of the
Roman Church, after a long quest was finally allowed entry into Beijing.
In the name of contributing tribute to the emperor, the Italian, who
dressed in Chinese scholar’s robes and who had lived almost twenty
years in South China, used Western devices including two chime clocks
to open the gates of the Forbidden City. Realizing his long-held dream
of meeting the emperor, he was favorably received and soon obtained
permission to reside in Beijing. The Wanli Emperor (r. 1573-1620) was
keenly interested in the novel chiming clocks, displaying them on his
imperial table. In the history of Sino-Western relations of the Ming and
Qing dynasties, an especially significant page was turned in which mis-
sionaries mediated cultural exchange.

Although the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) succumbed to the
Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), missionaries still felt that paying tribute with
mechanical devices was an important means of pleasing Chinese em-
perors, and the Qing dynasty emperors had the same enthusiasms for
these Western devices as their Ming predecessors. The German Johann
Adam Schall von Bell was the first to offer a very delicate celestial body
chime clock as tribute to the Shunzhi Emperor (r. 1644-1661), and also
wrote an essay explaining the clock. The Kangxi Emperor (r. 1662-1722)
wrote a poem on a folding fan depicting a chime clock and bestowed it
upon Tomas Pereira, a missionary from Portugal: “Circling all day and
all night, it is better than an hourglass; Steady and reliable, it will work
for two hundred years.” When the Yongzheng Emperor (r. 1723-1735)
bestowed a pair of chime watches on Nian Gengyao, the Governor of
Sichuan and Shaanxi, Nian expressed his gratitude in a memorial to
the throne: “Too happy and moved to say a word.” During the Qianlong
Emperor’s reign (1736-1795), Western timepieces were very popular.
They were not only collected in the Imperial Palace, but also bought
and treasured by high officials, rich merchants, and scholars. Collecting
timepieces became an important way for Chinese people to understand
Western culture.

The timepieces favored by emperors came from two sources.

Some were from foreign countries, either contributed by missionaries,

or purchased by the government or local officials, or ordered according
to preferences of the royal family. Others were made in China. A clock
workshop in the Palace, with about one hundred artisans in its prime,
was responsible for the manufacture and repair of timepieces under the
guidance of missionaries. It is remarkable that this group in the Forbid-
den City was specializing in the production of timepieces with sophis-
ticated technology. At the same time, building on existing handicraft
industries, timepieces were soon being produced in Guangzhou, the
only international port in China, and in the middle and lower reaches of
the Yangtze River.

The more than one thousand timepieces in the Qing Palace
made in China and imported from foreign countries have become a
distinct and valuable category in the Palace Museum collections. It re-
mains the finest among similar collections in the world.

’fhese timepieces witnessed the history of cultural exchange
between Chinese and Western cultures in the seventeenth century.
During that period, most foreigners entering China were missiona-
ries from an order of the Roman Catholic Church, the Society of Jesus,
which was a force in the Counter-Reformation in Europe. Their pur-
pose in China was to disseminate Catholicism. Western devices such
as timepieces were tools to gain favor with Chinese rulers in the hope
that restrictions on missionary activities would be lifted. The Kangxi
Emperor discovered the nature of Western science from these devices,
while succeeding emperors regarded them as mere playthings. What
they cared about was not the technology, but the objects that were
produced by advanced technology. They knew little about the outside
world, while being intoxicated with the mind-set of being the Celestial
Empire. As a result, the missionaries failed to spread Catholicism in
China, and China also failed to learn advanced science and technology
from the Western countries. From the time of the Jiaging Emperor
(r. 1796-1820), the Clock Workshop weakened along with the declin-
ing power of the nation; after the reign of the Daoguang Emperor (r.
1821-1850), no more clocks were made. Meanwhile Western countries

were more rapidly developing in science and technology, further widen-




ing the gap between China and the West. This history, although we may
feel regret, cannot be denied.

The foreign timepieces in the Qing Palace collection include
those produced in Britain, France, Switzerland, the United States, and
Japan from the eighteenth century to the early twentieth century. They
not only reflect the evolution of timepieces during these two hundred
years, but also embody the highest standards of the industry. Most
of the timepieces were produced in Britain in the eighteenth century
when British science and technology led the world. British timepieces
were the most advanced due to their beautiful shapes, magnificent
decorations, and delicate mechanical gears. There were many famous
clock-making experts, such as James Cox (d. c. 1791) and Timothy
Williamson (fl. 1769-1788), many of whose timepieces are in the Qing
Palace collection. Most timepieces from France were produced from
the late nineteenth century to the early twentieth century. The newest
achievements of science and technology were collectively embodied
in their workmanship and artistic forms. The marvelous conceptions
and novel designs reflect the creativity of French craftsmen and the
high level of clock manufacturing in France. Switzerland produced
clocks of exquisite workmanship such as the gilded bronze clock with a
magician, the gilded bronze clock with transparent four sides, and the
clock with a cloisonné folding screen. The pocket watches produced in
Western countries, varying in shapes and precious materials, were also
imported into China and were favored by the imperial family and court
officials. The timepieces are classic products of their various countries.
Remarkably, most of the timepieces in the Palace Museum collection
can still be used today. Here it is appropriate to thank the generations of
conservators in the Palace who worked hard with professional dedica-
tion to maintain the clocks and watches.

The timepieces in the Palace Museum are not just tools for
telling time, but incomparably exquisite works of art. Those produced
in Britain, France, and Switzerland adopt the mechanical structure of
gear train. The surfaces of the timepieces are decorated with figures,

animals, and masks, as well as performances including acrobatics, jug-

gling, brush writing, and scenes of flowers blooming, birds twittering,
and streams gurgling. One marvels at their complicated actions, lifelike
shapes, and mellifluous music. Due to the influence of the Renaissance
in graphic art and decoration, the timepieces inevitably reflect the
characteristics of Europe after the Renaissance. To display wealth and
luxury, the timepieces made by Chinese mostly used zitan wood and
mahogany for outer case; traditional pavilions were used for the shape,
and were inlaid with enamel or painted with golden lacquer to show
their simplicity and stateliness. Most of these timepieces were made in
the Qianlong period. For example, the complicated design and exqui-
site workmanship of the clock in black lacquer with painted pavilion
and a gathering of immortals for a birthday celebration took five years
to make and integrates many aspects of traditional Chinese culture. Its
high aesthetic value often causes visitors to linger in appreciation.
Since the 1950s, the Palace Museum has been exhibiting
these treasured timepieces. In the 1960s, it established a special hall
for their exhibition, which has been very popular with museum visi-
tors for the past forty years. With each change of venue, the installation
has been improved. In 1985, the clock and watch exhibition gallery
was moved to the Hall for Ancestral Worship (Fengxian dian). From
1999, renovation was carried out in this gallery. It allowed the historical
building to be seen and greatly improved the exhibition conditions. To
encourage people to know the timepieces better, and to appreciate their
workmanship and manufacture, we are publishing this book Timepiec-
es in the Imperial Palace with relevant research included. It is hoped
that through the exhibition and book, visitors will not only become
interested in these, but also feel increased affection for the Imperial

Palace, this great repository of human culture.
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