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Gold and Silver Wares of the Ming Dynasty

Cui Xuean

After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, a variety of
gold and silver wares belonging to the Ming Dynasty have been un-
earthed in Beijing area, unprecedented in both the amount and the
delicacy of art. The underlying reason is the increasingly ascending and
developing of Beijing city’s status. It is not only a double inheritance of
Han and northern minorities” cultures, but also containing many creative
elements, Beijing city of the Ming Dynasty entered into the most splendid
phase in its history. The establishment and reinforcement of its status as
political center, the development of economy and commerce, the pros-
perity of culture and art, and the ever-changing and increasingly colorful
social life not only pushed Bejing city towards its summit but also provide
opportunities for the royal family, royal relatives on the distaff side,
eunuchs, high officials and notables, and plutocrats to accumulate wealth
and live a life of wanton extravagance. The gold and silver wares
belonging to the Ming Dynasty unearthed in Beijing area reflect this

phenomenon from a side aspect.

Most of the gold and silver wares are unearthed from the tombs of kings,
queens, concubines and royal relatives, among which the gold and silver
wares unearthed from Dingling Mausoleum are the most representative
ones. There are 560 pieces of gold and silver wares in all unearthed from
Dingling Mausoleum, not including all kinds of gold and silver fineries.
The gold and silver wares are mainly articles for practical use of the owner
of the tomb, such as wine-pots, Zun vases, Jue tripods, ewers, swing-
handled pots, basins, boxes, soap boxes, spoons, chopsticks, pillow-
ornaments, gold ingots, gold cakes and gold coins, etc. Most of the gold



and silver wares are made by hammering and folding. More complicated
parts of the wares, like neck, belly, bottom, quanzu, handle and liu, are
hammered after they are divided and then get welded. Most of the wares
are with cloud and dragon design, while a few are with flower and
phoenix design. The main part of the design is hammered and made
protruding; the details are engraved on the wares. Some of the wares are
engraved with inscriptions, stating the date, institution, name of the ware,
and the purity and weight of gold. Some inscriptions also contain names

of operators and craftsmen.

The technology of gold-wire-waving and gems stemming have been
widely applied to the gold and silver wares used by the royalty and nobles
since the Yuan Dynasty. There are a large number of gold and silver wares
stemmed with gems unearthed from Dingling Mausoleum. Metal wares
stemmed with other material can be traced back to the bronze wares of the
Warring States Period stemmed with gold and silver wires. However,
stemming gold and silver wires with gems started from the Yuan Dynasty
and became popular in the Ming Dynasty. The craft of gold and silver
wares has made important progress in design as it develops from wares
of a single metal to wares engraved with other materials and finally to

assembled wares in the “comparison style”.

Beside Dingling Mausoleum, a batch of gold and silver wares are also
unearthed from the tombs of royal relatives and concubines of the Ming
Dynasty. It provides new material for us to get a more overall comprehen-

sion of the manufacturing craft of the gold and silver wares in the Ming
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imperial court.

Surveying the history and achievements of the manufacturing and using
of the gold and silver wares unearthed in Beijing area, we can find that
from the occasional discoveries of the gold and silver wares belonging to
Liujiahe Tomb Period to the unsurpassed and splendid achievements
reached by the gold and silver wares of the Ming Dynasty, the manufac-
turing and using of gold and silver wares unearthed in Beijing area has a
developmental history parallel to the development of Beijing city’s
history. Only the upper circles, especially the imperial court and royal
family can enjoy the use of gold and silver wares—a kind of high-class
articles symbolizing their status and wealth. At the same time, gold and
silver wares have their special status and value as important articles for
being on friendly terms with foreign countries and they can also be
bestowed to citizens as rewards. As a special craft, the engraving and
manufacturing of gold and silver wares is closely related to the fashion
and aesthetics of upper circles, reflecting the requirements of the royal
family and nobles. Meanwhile, the guidance and permeation of the upper
circles’ fashion and the intrinsic delicacy of gold and silver wares also
make them adored and treasured among the people. The vivid shape and
brilliant craft embody the great imaginative and creative power of skilled
craftsmen. Innumerable masterpieces surpassing nature add glamour to

the famous historical and cultural Beijing city.
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Empexor Yongle made Beijing the captial of the country, then Beijing became the
centor of politics, economic and Cultare, with the development of the economic,
Beijing entered its most splendid time.

As a special craft, the engraving and manufacturing of gold and silver wares is both
a reflection of the requirements of the royal family and nobles and the guidance and
permeation of the upper circles’ fashion. These gold and silver wares are brilliant
representatives of the manufacturing art of the Ming Dynasty, fully presenting the
finery of the manufacturing art of Ming’s gold and silver wares and its splendor in

history.
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