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There is a tremendous amount of information available on almost every form of art created for
the court during the Ming dynasty. The common use of reign marks on art created in the
imperial workshops makes it possible to trace the taste and concerns of individual emperors, to
trace large trends in dynastic rule; even to see the impact of changes in tax structure, the ready
availability of silver from the Americas, and other national and global events and trends.

The magnitude of the industrial capacity of the imperial workshops during the Ming and the
following Qing dynasty is stunning. For example, 443,500 pieces were ordered from the
imperial kilns at Jingdezhen in 1433-that is well over 1000 pieces per day. Perhaps as many as
1,000,000 pieces were created on imperial demand during the Jiajing reign (1522-66). The level
of sophistication of the system for placing the orders and for creating these objects is equally
impressive; for example in 1597 there were 168 workshops at Jingdezhen, 70 kilns, 66 storage
areas, 104 areas for wood storage, dormitories, offices, and so on, taking a total space of
approximately 54,300 square meters. The most elaborate ceramics were created in a 72 step
process, each step carried out by highly trained specialists. Orders were placed by eunuchs in a
specific bureau at the court in Beijing and communicated to the individual workshops. Pieces
destined for the use in Beijing were transported by the Grand Canal.

In addition to technical aspects, research by Terese Bartholomew at the Asian Art Museum and
others has led to an understanding of the meaning of the motifs that appear on many Ming court
arts. Far from having only decorative appeal, it is now known that each motif was carefully
chosen in combination with others to create a specific message or wish.

Less is known about how individual pieces were actually used. Paintings of court interiors
during the Ming dynasty are rare and almost none survive that depict the rituals and ceremonies
that would have been the primary purpose for the creation of many court art works.

This talk will be presented in two parts. The first will explore some of the context of the objects
created for the Ming court-where and how they were made, and how they fit into the broader
context of the Ming dynasty court. The second focus on three specific objects made expressly
for the court: a fish jar made during the reign of the Jiajing emperor, a lacquer box made during
the same reign, and an embroidered silk made during the reign of the Wanli emperor.




Emperors of the Ming Dynasty

Given Name Life dates Posthumous | Temple Reign Reign
Name Name Title Dates
Zhu Yuanzhang 1328-1398 Gao Di Taizu Hongwu 1368-1398
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Great Sacrifices

Sacrifice to Where When

The Lord of Resplendent Heaven (Haotian Round Altar Winter Solstice

Shangdi)

August Earth Spirit (Huangdi gi) Square altar Summer solstice

Morning Sun (Zhao ri) Eastern jiao Autumn Equinox

Ancestors Great Ancestral First, fourth, seventh, tenth, and
Temple twelfth months

Great Earth and Great Grain Spirits (7aishe Great Altars of Soil | Second and Eighth months

taiji) and Grain

From Romeyn Taylor, “Official religion in the Ming,” CHC,vol. 8, pp. 843-44
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