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Decorative Veins of the Ming and
Qing Dynasties” Furniture

Jin Yangiao

Decorative veins are important component of the furniture of the Ming
and Qing Dynasties, they reflected style of the era. Like decorative veins
of other handicrafts, those on furniture can be regarded as important
evidence of identifying year as well. Various kinds of decorative veins
are realized by low relief, relief, high reliet, round carving, the combi-

nation of relief, high relief and etc.

Furniture of the Ming Dynasty is simple and elegant, solemn and quiet;
its decoration is succinct and natural. This is the main charming feature
of Ming’s furniture. There arc also exquisitely carved furniture of the
Ming dynasty, but compared with the over-elaborating decoration on
Qing’s furniture, the decoration style of Ming’s furniture and that of

Qing’s have their own different features:

Ming’s furniture has simple lines, although decorative veins are
interspersed, but play the function of the crucial touch; furniture of the
Qing Dynasty is exquisite and densc, and its veins are pursued sedulously.

The furniture is more ornamental.

The subject matters of decorative patlerns are almost the same on the
Ming and carly Qing dynasties’ furniture, mainly including curved grass
lines, lotus designs, cloud lines, glossy ganoderma lines, dragon Chi
patterns, bird and floral designs, auspicious beast patterns, mountain
and river patlerns, personage patterns, auspicious patterns, etc. The pat-
terns on furniture of the middle and later Qing periods, besides continu-
ing using the old subject matter in previous times, developed copies of

ancient designs, Western designs and mixed Chinese and Western designs.



For example, imitation of ancient jade grain, imitation of veins on an-
cient bronze vessels, imitation of grains on ancient stones efc., and vari-
ant other designs developed from these patterns. Western designs occu-
pied a sizabled proportion of the palace furniture in the Qing Dynasty.
These designs are mostly curved or stretching blades of grasses, rose,
big shell, etc., which are similar to craving decorations on European
noble and royal furniture in the corresponding period. Some of the carv-
ing designs are combinations of Chinese and Western styles.

Generally, chairs of the Ming Dynasty are carved with simple veins like
meander and circling lines. Chairs of the Qing Dynastly are decorated
with veins on the back, head of the back, the handrail and many other
places. Stools in the Qing Dynasty arc various in styles. Carving,
engraving, inlaying, painting ctc., many kinds of ornamental tactics are

used, accompanied with auspicious patterns.

Tip-headed tables of the Ming dynasty are beautified with shelf board,
on which phoenixes, dragons, Chinese unicorns are frequently carved.
Painting tables in palaces of the Qing Dynasty is usually fully carved

with the clouds and dragons.

Four-piece cabincts arc very different in size. The heart area of the door
of the cabinet is relalively big, often decorated with carved plucked branch
designs, designs of interlocking branches and lotuses and glossy
ganoderma lines in the Ming Dynasty. The subject matter of the Qing
Dynasty is extensive. Besides the seawater, clouds and dragon design of

the imperial family, there are floral designs, personages and stories, va-
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ricty of cultural relics veins, auspicious pattern, etc.

Beds and couches of the Ming dynasty are relatively succinet in decora-
tion veins, and beds and couches of the Qing Dynasty are often inlaid
with such materials as the marble, agate, enamel, ivory, etc. painted with
gill and polychrome mountains and rivers, flowers, birds and beasts,

personage’s storics, cte.

Veins of furniture in Qing Dynasty, generally speaking, achieved great
success in the early stage 1o the middle period, especially the furniture
within the reign of three emperors, namely. Kongxi, Yongzheng and
Qianlong, Some of the ornamental veins had realistic style, but also pos-

sess much romantic charm.

After Qianlong, the furniture gradually formed new styles, pursuing
luxury and magnificence. Decorative area increased greatly, and was
often combined with mosaic technology. Ornament styles were differ-
ent in different part of China. For example, in the northern area, furni-
ture often adopted veins of variety of cultural relics. In the South, espe-
cially in Guangdong, the furniture was often decorated with veins of
bamboo joints, plum blossom and Western [loral patterns, which made
the furniture look over-elaborated and intensive. And furniture in Jiangsu
laid particular stress on elegance and exquisile, and were mostly carved
with little stories and designs of auspicious meaning like bats, grapes

etc.

The furniture of the Qing Dynasty kept in Beijing Imperial Palace repre-



sents the furniture in the Qing Dynasty. The palace-made furniture ap-
plied craft skills as high relicf and combination of high and low relief,
which present multi-layer effect. The carving skills were consummale.
The furniture was polished very smooth. Black lacquer or polychrome
and gilt mountains and rivers and personages were also frequent orna-

ment means in the palace of the Qing Dynasty.

Furniture of the Qing Dynasty often use designs with auspicious
meanings. Lt reflects the folk custom of all parts in China and ordinary
people’s yearning for happy life. The cloud lines symbolize promotion
and satislaction. The meander lines imply endless riches and honor. In-
terlocking branches have the meaning of sustained growth, and plum
blossom stands for longevity and forever-youth. In addition, designs ob-
taining its auspicious meaning from homophones are numerous. For
example, the joint of bamboo, which in Chinese is pronounced “jie” im-
promotion”. Bats, peaches and pairs of coins put together forms the pat-
tern meaning “enjoying both felicity and longevity™ or “good fortune
before eyes”. Glossy ganoderma, red crowned cranes and peaches make
up the auspicious pattern of “the celestial beings and beasts congratulat-
ing on birthday”. The combination of calabashes, flowers and butter-
flies constructs “forever happiness and rich for all generations”, or “full
of hanging melons”, which means having many descendants and a pros-

perous carcer.
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Cabinet
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The characteristic of the cabinets in the Ming Dynasty is that there are drawers and
Mencang (a closed space for storing things) under the surface of the cabinet,
whereas, in the Qing Dynasty, Mencang was usually replaced by a door. This kind
of structure is more reasonable and more convenient. Cabinet usually has one drawer
or two drawers or three drawers.

The most commonly seen cabinets were round-cornered cabinets, square-cornered

cabinets and four-piece cabinets.
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