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Abstract

The late Ming Dynasty (1522~1644) is the threshold of the
transition from a traditional society to a modern society. It is also a
time epoch when China’s ancient publishing enterprise reached its
summit. Commercial publishing in the late Ming Dynasty can be
treated as a unique case in China’s communication and publication
studies. This paper adopts a cross disciplinary methodology which
combines both historical research and communication research to
demonstrate the dynamic process of how traditional cultural resources
become available to the civil society through innovation of contents
and formation with the aid of the commercial communication media.
Furthermore, the dissertation also reveals the roles the knowledge
production and culture consumption played and the functions they
performed in the formation of this special time period. Hopefully this
approach can make contributions in switching the research directions
in the research of China’s publishing history, to enrich the domestic
research connotation in the field of communication study, and to
broaden the research perspectives in transitional studies of the late
Ming society .

The professionalization of the writers, editors, carvers, book
dealers and the specialization of the bookshops with printing
works and their management marked the growth of the publishing
and communication industry and the inner divisions of labor with
individual responsibility and cooperations based on certain roles
and efficient functions were the historical premise to the realization
of their printing and publishing activities.

The expansion of production scale and the structural changes
of commercial publications in the late Ming Dynasty can be
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viewed as a cultural revolution. The contents of the publications
~ obviously began to cater to the favor of the public and arose the
trend of utilitarianism. In other words, to serve the popular culture
entertainment and practical utility became the characteristics of the
publications in this period. Novels, dramas, examination reference
books, and books for daily life can all be treated as typical cases
to demonstrate this commercialization tendency. However, in the
popular culture consumption and culture reproduction processes,
commercial publications tended to regress their own classical
forms.

The creation of new book formats, the finalization of new word
and binding styles, the prevalent practices of using color plates,
comments and advertisements, together with the improvement of
printing and publishing techniques all help the formation of basic
paradigm in China’s traditional commercial publication trade. This
paradigm has already a unique textual value which enhances the
communication functions of the publications,

The production and supply of the commercial publications
were in an imbalanced geographical distribution where some
regions developed faster than some others. The marketing and
promotion took different forms including bookstore selling , long
distance trading, transactions in foreign markets and circulation
of the printing plates. In the process, the South played a core
role in linking the publication centers and distribution centers.
Subsequently a nationwide publication and distribution network
was created which covered all regions of Ming China. All this
indicated a new tendency in the commercial and specialized
printing industry, which provided a strong support to the continuous
prosperity of printing and publication trade in the late Ming
Dynasty.

The popularisation of general education, the increase of the
literate population, the reduction of the printing cost and book price
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as well as the rising of the purchasing power of the populace in
the late Ming Dynasty, greatly enlarged the potential numbers of
readers for the commercial publications, which built up the new
reader’s groups covering all “the four category of people under
the Haven”. The interactions between the writers and the readers
were critical for the increase of both quantity and quality of the
publications.

The prosperity of the commercial publishing and communication
resulted in the downward shifting of the cultural power as well as
the emergence of ideological diversities, which caused the loosening
of the state control and modemn enlightenment. The booming of the
commercial publishing also caused the mass reader groups to grow
rapidly, which in turn brought about lively culture consumption
activities. Owing to this prosperity, an atmosphere of existent civil
society and mass communication was built. The commercialization
of culture helped elegance and popularity co-exist, and brought about
the interaction among people of all social strata. On the negative side,
over-commercialization led to problems of quality and irrationality
from which the necessity is generated to seek for more rational
publication management. In general, in the late Ming Dynasty, the
traditional printing and publishing industry reached its heyday of
development. The commercialization of this trade and its creation of
the cultural landscape as well as the prosperities in the last quarter
of Ming Dynasty became some historical heritage and a feast of
discourse which posterities took delight in talking about.

Key words: Late Ming Dynasty Commercial publishing
Book dealer Publication formation Reader mass
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