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Furniture of the Ming and Qing Dynasties

There is no exact and universal conclusion about the origin of the Chi-
nese ancient furniture because of the lack of archeological discovery
and documents. However, Chinese antique furniture has been changed
and improved on the need of the Chinese people’s living style and is
well known to the whole world because of it long history, its intense
artistic style and its complete system.

Before the Tang Dynasty, people used low lacquered furniture. “Sit-
ting on ground in kneeling position™ is the popular living style of the
people at that time. This living style objectively restricted the develop-
ment in variety, amount and style.

During the Tang and Song Dynasties, the living style of “sitting with
the feet hung” has gradually become popular, tall wood furniture has
been quickly developed and has formed sound basis for the further de-
velopment of the furniture later.

During the Ming and Qing Dynasties, the technique and artistic
achievement of the hard wood furniture reached its prime in the history
of Chinese antique furniture and became the excellent heritage of Chi-
nese nation,

Furniture of the Ming and Qing Dynasties was created by the design-
ers who kept and developed the furniture making concept of the earlier
ages, combined the requircment of the new age, made full use of the
newly-found material, based on the new designing ideas and employed
the new techniques. Their appearance can not be separated from the
social economy development then, According to the study of many
specialists, industry and commerce have been quickly developed and
the numbers of the big cities and population has constantly increased
after middle period of the Ming Dynasty. Especially after the policy of

“fax taking the place of corvee™ came into effect in the forty-first year of
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Emperor Jiajing administration of the Ming Dynasty (1562), the pro-
duction force was liberated, which promoted the quick development of
the furniture industry. In addition, during Emperor Longging adminis-
tration (1567-1573) of the Ming Dynasty, the overseas commerce ban
was lifted again, which promoted the commercial development between
China and the countries in South Asia and various precious wood China
lacks were imported, which formed excellent material basis for the de-
velopment of hard wood furniture of the Ming Dynasty. In the Ming
Dynasty, not only the imperial officials who were responsible for equip-
ping the palace with all kinds of furniture bought screens, displays and
apparatus but also some emperors themselves advocated and made
furniture. For example, it was recorded in Zhuozhongzhi, Emperor
Xizong (Zhu Youxiao) of the Ming Dynasty was multi talented and good
at furniture making. If the administors like something, the common people
will follow it. So many officials and aristocrats and intellectuals at that
time began to seek the enjoyment of the life. They sought comfortable
and elegant furniture, from the living environment to the house structure,
from the setting inside the house to the display of the apparatus. At such
atmosphere hard wood furniture was refined and perfected.

Ming-style hard wood turniture was developed from mid Ming Dy-
nasty to early Qing Dynasty. It was mainly made in the arca with Suzhou
city as its center. Most of the products were delivered to Beijing by
canal. Just as what was recorded in Baigongji written by Zhanghan, 1
have visited Beijing for many times and have found that goods and trea-
sure are abundant, the clothes are gorgeous, the apparatus is delicate and
the palace is splendid. This is because that the workers all contribute
their best works and the officials collecte all the best. Thus although
these wonderful goods were not made in Beijing but were gathered in
Beijing.” what he said agreed to the true situation at that time,

The Ming-style furniture was mainly made of Huanghuali, Tielimu,
Xichimu, Zitanmu and so on because above mentioned precious wood

has the feature of strong texture, elegant tinct and beautiful grain. These



features are showed in the parts to receive the effect of natural beauty,
which is always pursued by the people. Secondly, mortis and tenon struc-
ture is used to make not only big furniture such as cupboard or bed but
also all kinds of tables and chairs because this structure is simple but
strong and reasonable. Besides, the surface of the furniture is engraved
with all kinds of colorful decorating lines. In addition, various decora-
tion methods were used in making Ming-stvle furniture. Its decoration
agrees with its structure. All kinds of decoration and engraving do not
damage or eliminate the strength und become an important purt of the
whole. Usually, it works as adding the linishing poinl 1o engrave the
traditional designs thal agree with the [urniture in simple engraving
method.

In order Lo [ully display the natural beauty of the grain and tinct of the
precious wood, Chinese traditional hot waxing technique was used as
the final decoration in making Ming style furniture. That is to apply wax
to the heated furniture and then polish it repeatedly with dry cloth so as
1o make the wax enter the wood and to make the furniture shining like a
mirror and the tinct and the grain are all displayed. When irradiated by a
cerlain angle, the waxed furniture has a delicate and wonderful colour,
reflecting the grace of Ming-style hard wood furniture to the greatest
exlent.

Similarly, the appearance and development of Qing-style furniture
could not be separated from the social development at that time. During
Emperor Kangxi and Qianlong administrations, the social economy was
greatly developed and the ruling class lived a life of luxury. The royal
family built parks and palaces here and there. Imperial household De-
partment of the Qing Dynasty spent a lot of labor force and money in
making high quality furniture to fill the palaces. The relatives of the
emperor and the officials also built luxurious houses, which objectively
promoted the development of the furniture industry in the Qing Dynasty.
At that time, most workers in Imperial household Department of Qing

Dynasty were [rom Guangdong province. The numher of the Guangdong
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workers was four or five al least and cight or nine at most. With the
support of Emperor Qianlong, wood technique in Guangdong province
became a main section that dominated the royal wood making and led
the national trend. Part of the furniture in the palace ol the Qing Dynasty
totally reflected the personal preference of the emperors. In order to
meet the preference of the royal family, the workers sought originality,
delicacy and luxury, which were quite different from the traditional
[eature, that is, simplicity.

The material used in Qing style furniture was almost the same as that
used in Ming style furniture. Some materials such as Zitanmu, Hualimu,
Hongmu and Xichimu were widely used. Qing furniture was usually
heavy and strong. A whole picce of material was preferred and splice
was seldom used. The frame that supports the whole structure was strong
so that the tinct and the grain were complete and the furniture looked
strong and majestic. In engraving, the evection and concave were used
together. The engraving was deep and all kinds of engraving and deco-
ration were complicated, but hollowed engraving was seldom used. En-
graving almost took half of the price. The design was mainly the tradi-
tional decoration such as mountain and river, (igures, dragon, phoenix,
lion, flowers, curly grass and precious animals. European style designs
were also used. In decoration techniques, gold traced specification, en-
graving (high relief, low relief, hollowed engraving). colourful painting
(golden lacquer painting, red lacquer painting, black lacquer painting),
inlaying (jade, mother-of-pearl, porcelain, enamel) were used, which
made the Qing style furniture unprecedentedly gorgeous. Of course, Ming
furniture was still made with some improvement and was still mainly
made in Suzhou area. Furthermore, part of the furniture inside and out-
side the palace was made according to the requirements of structure of
the house. The size of this kind of custom-made furniture depended on
the size of the material rather on the fixed size. This method became the
most popular method. This situation reflected that precious wood had

been more expensive as the result of the declining of the number after



the abundant use in the Ming and Qing Dynasties, On the other hand, it
also reflected the superb techniques of the excellent workers to make
use of every inch of the precious material effectively.

It must be made clear that most of the exquisite works were made
during Emperor Kangxi, Emperor Yongzheng and Emperor Qianlong
Administrations. The skills have greatly declined after Emperor Qianlong
and Emperor Jaqing Administrations and the skills could not be com-
pared with thal in the previous ages in all aspects such as the siructure,

the material, the engraving and the polishing.
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Chairs of the Ming and Qing Dynasties mainly include stools, drum-shaped stools,
chairs and thrones. Stools and drum-shaped stools do not have backs, Chairs can be
divided into backrest chair, armchair and round-backed chair according to its shape.

Yatiao and Quankou were often used as decoration between the legs in the chairs
of the Ming Dynasty. Qing chairs were wide and had thick legs. The backrests,

headrests and armrests were decorated with veins. Screen-styled back appeared.
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