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Costume System of the Ming Dynasty and the
Nobles’ Adornments Unearthed in and around Nanjing

( Abstract )

I . Costume System of the Ming Dynasty and Its

Characteristics

1. The Sources and Orientation of the Costume System of the

Ming Dynasty

The sources of the costume system of the Ming Dynasty can be traced as far back as
Western Zhou Dynasty and earlier times.

The evolution of the costume systems and related costume aesthetics of ancient China
roughly corresponded with the maturation of the Bronze Age civilization. Costume system
took shape as early as in Shang Dynasty.

The political system of ancient China reached maturity during the Zhou Dynasty. As a
component part and an extension of the political system,costume system also developed
substantially. Two points are noteworthy. At that time detailed rules are enacted for the upper
strata of the society to wear different attire on different occasions such as sacrificial rites,
royal court meetings, battlefield combat, social gathering and funerals. Another important
aspect of the costume system of the Zhou Dynasty was the strict stratification of costumes to
be worn by people at various rungs of the social ladder from the king and the queen down to
the ordinary citizens. In other words, costumes were outer indicators or symbols of the social
hierarchy. The costume system evolved during the Zhou Dynasty became models for the
ensuing dynasties. The costume system of the Ming Dynasty was no exception. Zhu Yuanzhang,
first Emperor of the Ming Dynasty, was a fervent admirer of the systems of the Zhou Dynasty.
He absorbed many elements from the Zhou Dynasty while establishing and perfecting the
costume system of the Ming Dynasty .

As soon as the Ming Dynasty was established, its rulers decided on the orientation of the
costumes. Zhu Yuanzhang decreed during his third year on the throne that the primary color of
the Ming Dynasty be red because the Zhou, the Han, the Tang and the Song Dynasties were all
for the fire virtue, i.. the red color, and Zhu Yuanzhang’s peasant army rose in armed rebellions
against the Yuan Dynasty in South China and the South stood for fire. Therefore red was the
right color for the new dynasty.

The Ming rules modeled their political system on those of the Zhou, the Han, the Tang
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and the Song Dynasties. Their costume system was also broadly based on those of the four
earlier dynasties. Though at the beginning of the Ming Dynasty official decrees declared that
the Ming costumes follow the system of the Tang Dynasty, the paintings in the Ming classics
show that it was not entirely true. Only the emperors’robes and crowns for ceremonial occasions
and officials’ attire for sacrificial rites followed the system and styles of the Zhou and the Han
Dynasties; costumes for imperial court meetings, official business and daily wear, head
ornaments, bracelets, bangles and ornamental belts mainly inherited the traditions of the Tang
and the Song Dynasties. On the whole there were more variations and original elements than
traditions in the costume system of the Ming Dynasty. At the start of the Ming Dynasty
preliminary rules were enacted concerning the emperor’s crowns and official attire and casual
wear, the ceremonial dress for the empress and the concubines, the officials’and generals’
costumes for court audiences and daily wear, and the clothes for the ordinary people.After a
lapse of a quarter of a century the Ming rulers revised and fixed their costume systems.

The strategic objective of the peasant uprising led by Zhu Yuanzhang was to overthrow
the government of the Mongolian nobles of the Yuan Dynasty. The Ming rulers took a very
antagonistic attitude toward everything Yuan. They were determined to do away with every
Yuan element from the costume system as well as the political system. The Mongolian costumes,
language and surnames were outlawed. Such intolerance of the fallen dynasty was unprecedented
in the history of China. Before Zhu Yuanzhang all the new rulers were more or less tolerant of
the costumes of the dynasties they had toppled. So during the Ming Dynasty the costume

orientation was more political than cultural and aesthetic.

2. Various Aspects and Characteristics of the Ming Dynasty

Costume System

The costumes of the Ming Dynasty could be classified into three major categories: the
costumes and adornments of the emperors and their empresses and concubines; the costumes
and ornaments of officials and their spouses; and clothes worn by the common people.

The costumes and adornments of the emperors and their empresses and concubines were
of paramount importance in ancient China, even though they were enjoyed by only a very
small proportion of the society. As soon as Zhu Yuanzhang took the throne, he ordered the
imperial court to discuss the costume system as one of the most urgent issues of the new
dynasty. Then he made it law in his imperial decree. The major parts of the Ming Dynasty

costume system are as follows:

Costumes for Imperial Court Gatherings

According to the decrees of the Ming Dynasty, on occasions such as grand sacrificial
rites, magnificent celebrations, winter solstices, anniversaries of saints, issuing of imperial
edicts and amnesty, receiving foreign envoys and enacting laws, officials and army generals
must be dressed in court costumes. The court costumes were similar to the attire for sacrificial
rites. While in court costumes, officials’and officers’ positions and ranks were indicated by
three other adornments: the number of ridges in their official hats, the silk ribbons of various

colors and decorative patterns and ornamental leather belts with small ornaments of jade, rhino

LR R - |



horn, gold or silver.

Costume for Official Business

As stipulated by the costume decree, the high-ranking officials and army officers stationed
in the Ming capital must wear costumes for official business for the daily morning and late
afternoon imperial court meetings. Officials and officers posted away from the capital also
must wear costumes for official business during office hours every morning. Differences in
positions and ranks were indicated by the colors, the floral patterns of the attire and the material
and decorative patterns of the belts. Officials of the highest position wore bright red robes, the
middle ranking officials were in indigo robes and junior officials in green. Like top officials,
the sons-in-law of the emperors, dukes, marquises and earls also wore bright red costumes.

Official Everyday Clothes

While dealing with their day-to-day official business, officials and officers usually wore
their official everyday clothes characterized by high collar robes with symbolic belts and
black gauze caps. Differences in positions and ranks were signified by materials and
craftsmanship of the belts and the decorative patterns of appliques sewn onto their robes.
Patterns of birds such as cranes, pheasants, peacocks and egrets stood for officials. Patterns of
fierce animals such as lions, tigers, leopards, bears, rhinos and sea horses symbolized army
officers. To use appliques to indicate different ranks was an invention of the Ming Dynasty,
which exerted a direct influence on the costume system of the Qing Dynasty.

The costumes of the empresses, the imperial concubines and the wives of court officials
were of two major types: formal and informal. On formal occasions such as conferring of
titles, paying homage to Buddhist temples, court gatherings and sacrificial rites, they must
wear ceremonial dresses. On other occasions they were usually in everyday clothes. The political
and social standings of the wives of the officials and officers depended on the positions of
their husbands or sons, the same as the conventions of the Song Dynasty in this respect.
Differences in the standings of the empresses, imperial concubines and wives of officials were

represented by their dresses, head ornaments, belt adornments and jewels.

Clothes

Differences in clothes including shawls and attachments were shown in their styles,
decorative patterns, colors, materials and ornaments. A very imposing dress called Hui was
especially designed for empresses to wear on ceremonial occasions. The imperial concubines
had their own formal dresses with distinctive features. The wives of nobles and top officials
usually wore broad-sleeve garments with long trains.

Coronets

The coronets worn by the empresses, imperial concubines, other female members of the
imperial family and wives of nobles and top officials were generally known as phoenix coronets.
But in fact those coronets fell into four major categories. And each category was further classified
into different types to indicate the wearer's position. On ceremonial occasions the empress
wore a coronet ornamented with nine dragons and four phoenixes to match her formal dress.
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On less formal occasions she usually wore a coronet ornamented with double phoenixes
supporting the dragon to match her informal dress. The imperial concubines, the wives of the
crown prince, the princesses, the wives of nobles and top-ranking officials wore coronets
ornamented with pheasants of varying numbers according to their importance of position.
Other female members of the imperial family wore coronets ornamented with peony blossom

or sweet-scented osmanthus flowers.

Belts

The empresses, the imperial concubines, the wives of crown princes and other dignitaries
of the Ming Dynasty put on jade belts to match their formal dresses and gold belts to go with
their informal dresses. Wives of other officials wore belts decorated with silver.

Since the costume system was part and parcel of the laws of the Ming Dynasty to safeguard
its feudal order, any breach of the costume system would incur severe punishment. The
prohibitions concerning the costumes are as follows:

Style:The styles of the costumes for all the people were fixed. And there were drawings
to go by. No one was permitted to buy attire whose style did not match their social standing.
Otherwise both the buyer and the seller would be punished according to law.

Color: The law of the Ming Dynasty forbade ordinary officials and people to wear black,
purple, yellow, green and colorful clothes.

Ornamental Patterns: Imperial decrees prohibited officials and common people to ornament
their costumes with patterns of dragons, flying fish, the Big Dipper and the Cowherd, lifelike
imitation of lions or clouds.

Materials: Common people were prohibited to use gold, jade, agate, jadeite, coral, rhino
horns, pearls and other precious stones as personal adornments. They were only allowed to
use silver, iron, wood and coarse cloth. Silk, gold and precious stones were exclusive to the

imperial court and high-ranking officials.

IT . Analysis and Appreciation of the Nobles’ Adornments
Unearthed in and around Nanjing

1. Classification and Analysis of the Nobles’ Adornments

The large numbers of ornaments unearthed from the tombs of the Ming Dynasty nobles
in and around Nanjing can be classified into head ornaments, neck ornaments, shoulder
ornaments, waist ornaments, arm and wrist ornaments, finger ornaments, belt ornaments,
pendant ornaments and dress ornaments. The head ornaments can be further divided into
crowns and coronets, hair ornaments, forehead ornaments, facial omaments, temples ornaments
and ear ornaments. Some of them mainly had political significance. While others had aesthetic
functions.The following are more detailed descriptions:

Coronets
The unearthed coronets worn by men were for tying up hair. So far no phoenix coronets
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worn by women have been unearthed intact. Only some fragments of phoenix coronets have
been discovered. A few complementary ornaments such as flower shaped gold foils, hair clasps
and hairpins are also available.

It is interesting to note that the hair-tying coronets unearthed in Nanjing was not mentioned
anywhere in the Ming decrees on the costume system. Clearly they were used on informal
occasions. Such coronets unearthed in Nanjing can be classified into three types. One type of
them are like the ridged coronets, but their sizes are smaller than the authorized ridged coronets.
They are made either of gold or silver. Some of them have five ridges, while others have six
ridges. Archaeologists have proved that the number of the ridges in those coronets corresponded
to the social status of the men when they were alive. Those coronets belonged to the early, the
middle and the late years of the Ming Dynasty respectively. Another hair-tying coronet made of
amber was unearthed from the tomb of Xu Fu, an influential duke. It is the only piece of its kind
known to experts. Its size is also very small. It was for everyday use. A third type is a flat half
circle gold coronet with decorative cloud patterns unearthed from the tomb of Mu Sheng, a
nobleman.

No complete phoenix coronets worn by women have been unearthed so far. Only an
incomplete phoenix cornet was discovered in the coffin of the wife of Xu Fu. As far as her
position was concerned, it should be a coronet with pearl pheasants ornaments. But no pearl
pheasants were found except a pair of gold pheasants in the shape of gold phoenix. The lower
part of their shaft is hooked. Obviously they were used together with the coronet and could not
be used independently. A pair of gold phoenix hairpins were unearthed from the dilapidated
tomb of supposedly an'imperial concubine situated to the east of the tomb of Zhu Yuanzhang.
Their shafts are the same as those of common hairpins. They could be used either independently
or as ornaments to the coronet.

Apart from the well-known phoenix coronets, there were also pearl coronets and floral
coronets. Pearl coronets were ornamented with birds or plants made of pearls or jadeites. Floral
coronets usually had lifelike flowers made of gold. Sometimes women of aristocratic families

wore floral coronets on less formal occasions.

Hair Ornaments

There were two types of hair ornaments. One could either put their own hair into certain
shapes or use other people’s hair coils for their own ornament. Another type of hair ornaments
included hairpins, hair clasps, combs and double-edged fine-toothed combs. These hair ornaments
are the largest in number among the adornments unearthed from the Ming tombs in and around
Nanjing and elsewhere in China.

The hairpins unearthed from the Ming tombs in Nanjing are made of gold, jade, agate,
amber, coral, silver, or sandal wood. The top and the upper shaft were all ornamented with
elaborate patterns or beautiful shapes.

Among the hair ornaments for aristocratic women of the years of the Ming Dynasty is a
round gold piece for fastening the hair bun. It is not recorded in the history books of the Ming
Dynasty.
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Forehcad Ornaments

During the Ming Dynasty it was fashionable for the aristocratic women to wear bandannas
around their foreheads. This tradition was originated in the Tang Dynasty. Apart from the silk
and cotton bandannas, there were also leather ones. At the same time, a kind of head bands for
fastening the hairs on women’s both temples were also popular. Some of the head bands were
ornamented with pearls, gold phoenixes, gold peony blossoms, gold cloud patterns and gold

cranes.

Ear Ornaments

Most of the ear ornaments unearthed in Nanjing are made of gold, only a few of them of
jade. They fall into two categories: ear drops and earrings. Some earrings are called “ear lilacs”
made of gold or other materials in the shape of small lilac flowers attached to the ear lobes.
Interestingly during the Ming Dynasty not all earrings were in the shape of rings. Many ladies
preferred earrings made of S-shaped gold filaments with other tiny ornaments welded to them.

Belt Ornaments

Belt ornaments were a type of waist ornaments and one of the very important symbols of
the costume system of the Ming Dynasty. So far dozens of belts have been unearthed from the
tombs of the Ming nobles and high-ranking officials. The belts themselves were rotten, only the
ornaments remain.

The belt ornaments unearthed in Nanjing are of two types: for men and for women. They
differ mainly in sizes and styles. Men’s belt ornaments are relatively larger and sturdier. Women’s
belt ornaments are smaller and more elaborate. But almost all of them are of very high quality
and superb craftsmanship. The majority of them are jade belts. Others are gold or amber belts.

According to the costume system of the Ming Dynasty, only the emperors, the empresses
and top officials like prime ministers were entitled to the use of jade belts. Only the emperors,
the empresses, the crown princes and the brothers of the emperors could use decorative patterns
of clouds and dragons on their jade belts. The imperial concubines could use only cloud and
phoenix patterns on their jade belts. Not long ago a jade belt edged with gold cloud and dragon
patterns was unearthed from the tomb of a nobleman named Wang Xingzu. It was of exquisite
craftsmanship. Clearly Wang Xingzu was not entitles to such a belt. Probably it was awarded
to him by the emperor on the throne then.

Only one gold belt was unearthed from a Ming tomb in Nanjing. It was composed of
twenty pieces of gold belt supports, each with a four- claw dragon pattern. Along with this gold
belt, an amber belt, a jade belt, a jade cup, a jade plate, a porcelain pot with blue cloud and
dragon painting and some coins were discovered in the same tomb. The amber belt was also the
only one of its kind. Since the tomb epitaph was missing, the identity of the dead man in the
tomb is still unknown. Very likely this amber belt was also awarded by the emperor.

From the tomb of a nobleman named Mu Rui a treasure belt was discovered. It was
ornamented with rubies, emeralds and pearls. Its white jade links were supported with gold
cloud-patterned plates. It found its match only in Dingling on the outskirts of Beijing. Both of
them belonged to the late years of the Ming Dynasty and were characterized by magnificence
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and elegance.

Pendant Ornaments

Pedants were also one type of waist ornaments of the Ming Dynasty. The pedants unearthed
in Nanjing are of three categories: giant pedants, silk ribbons and functional gold or jade pedants.
Giant pedants originated from the Shang Dynasty more than 12 centuries before Christ. They
were most important ceremonial objects used exclusively by the aristocrats on their ceremonial
and court costumes. The silk ribbons were gone long ago. What still remain are jade hoops,

jade pedants and other tiny ornaments.

Arm and Wrist Ornaments

The arm and wrist ornaments unearthed in Nanjing are of two types: bracelets made of
gold or silver and bangles made of gold or jade. Some bracelets have inscriptions, Others’
tightness can be adjusted. The two extremities of some bangles are in the shape of dragon

heads with pearls inlaid in the dragon eyes.

Finger Ornaments

There are numerous rings among the relics unearthed from the Ming tombs in Nanjing.
Some rings have fixed designs such as bamboo joints without floral engravings. Others have
the engravings of farmers, scholars, fishermen and woodcutters. They were used in pairs, i.e.
one on each hand. Still other rings have chrysanthemum blossoms and magic fungi engravings.
Another type of rings are gold thimbles covered with tiny depressions for pushing sewing
needles. Jade rings for the right thumb was evolved from the ancient instrument for holding the
bow string. After it became a finger ornament, it symbolized maturity. It is a very rare

archaeological discovery.

Button Ornaments

Gold or silver button ornaments were part of the aristocratic costumes of the Ming Dynasty.
The upper society was very particular about buttons, which were mainly used on the collars of
ladies’ garments. Most of the buttons unearthed in Nanjing are of gold. Only a few of them are
silver. During the late years of the Ming Dynasty some gold buttons were even inlaid with
peatls or precious stones. There are eight known designs of buttons: double butterflies, flower
and butterflies, double fishes, lotus ahd fish, baby on the lotus, peony and lotus, clouds and
human figures.

2. Significance and Appreciation of the Ornamental Relics

Unearthed from the Ming Tombs in and around Nanjing
The Ming tombs scattered in and around Nanjing are the most mysterious and most
fascinating part of the cultural relics of that dynasty. They are unique and invaluable. Of all the
Ming tombs, Zhu Yuanzhang’s tomb is of paramount importance and has the highest political,
historic, cultural and artistic value. The numerous tombs of the founding fathers of the Ming
Dynasty also add to the cultural heritage of Nanjing.
After overthrowing the Yuan rulers through persistent armed struggle, Zhu Yuanzhang
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established the Ming Dynasty and came to the throne in 1368. He chose Nanjing as the capital
city of his new dynasty. In 1398 he died of illness and, together with Empress Ma who had
passed away earlier, was buried in the underground imperial palace to the south of the magnificent
Purple Mountain, an ideal location suitable to the Emperor. The tombs of all other founding
fathers center around the Emperor’s tomb as if the warriors would defend the Emperor even in
the nether world. The tombs of the members and relatives of the imperial family, high-ranking
officials and nobles are mainly situated in the present-day Yuhuatai District and Jiangning County
as if they were making an obeisance to the Emperor by bowing and cupping their hands in the
other before their chests. The geographic locations of the Ming tombs are a vivid reflection of
the mindset and reality of that era.

At that time generals who distinguished themselves with outstanding service by defending
the country’s borders might be buried back in Nanjing after their deaths. It was a great award and
honor. For example, Zhu Yuanzhang’s adopted son Mu Ying died in Kunming after years’ service
guarding the border area. His coffin was taken back to Nanjing for a state burial at Generals’
Mountain. In the past two decades the archaeologists of Nanjing Municipal Museum have
excavated several tombs of the Mu Ying clan at Generals’ Mountain and unearthed many valuable
typical Ming Dynasty adornments and other cultural relics. In the meantime our archaeologists
have also excavated seven tombs of the Xu Da’s clan, the most influential family next only to the
imperial family during the early years of the Ming Dynasty. The discoveries from these tombs
and those of other nobles have added substantially to the collection of the Ming adornments of
our museum.

Beijing and Nanjing are taking the lead in the archaeological studies of the Ming Dynasty.
While Beijing focuses on the study of the imperial tombs of the Ming Dynasty, Nanjing
concentrates on the tombs of the clans of the founding fathers and other top officials and nobles.
Constant efforts have shed new light on the society, its political system, burial system, costume
system, economic development and culture of the Ming Dynasty. The relics, especially the
handicraft articles, gathered in the tombs are outstanding examples of the times. They have
enriched our knowledge of that dynasty and provided reliable evidence for further research.

The adornments unearthed from the Ming tombs in Nanjing are shining examples of the art
of ornament and the unity of beauty in style, decoration, material and craftsmanship.

Beautiful Designs: The designs of all the adornments are original and exquisite. For example,
the very common earrings and ear drops took the shape of bees, spiders, flowers, leaves on fine
twigs, pavilions or palace lanterns. One kind of ear drops common in the Ming tombs are made
of turquoise interlaced with fine gold strands. They are entirely different from conventional ear
drops. Their beauty is beyond words.

Harmonious and Symbolic Decorative Patterns: The layout and overall arrangement of the
decorative patterns on the adornments from the Ming tombs are harmonious and indicative of
the Chinese cultural tradition. The dragons, the phoenixes, the peony blossoms, the mythical
animal Qilin and the spiders all expressed a keen longing for good luck, love, happiness and
perfection.

High Quality Materials:The textures, the colors, the hues, the tones and the luster of the
materials used to make the ornaments are all of top quality. The gold, jade, amber and gem

pieces from the Ming tombs all give viewers a sense of beauty and magnificence.
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Perfect Craftsmanship: The unearthed ornaments show that during the Ming Dynasty
Chinese craftsmen’s technical skills had reached an unprecedented height. Even today’s artists
can not but admire and worship those masters. At the beginning of the Ming Dynasty Nanjing
was the center of China's jewelry industry and had a pool of the country’s first-rate artisans.
After Beijing became the national capital, Nanjing’s craftsmen went to Beijing by turns to
produce works of art for the imperial court and the ruling elite. Judging by the unearthed Ming
relics, we can infer that the Ming artisans had mastered dozens of advanced technilques to
process precious metals and polish jewels, jade, amber, rhino horns and ivory.

To conclude, the Ming Dynasty was the peak of China’s feudal society as well as the
most glorious period in the history of costume culture of ancient China. This dynasty revitalized
the Chinese national characteristics and cultural traditions in costumes and ornaments which
had been hindered by the Mongolian aristocrats of the Yuan Dynasty. The flourishing of Chinese
costume and ornament culture in the Ming Dynasty had far-reaching influence on the cultural
orientation and costume system of the Qing Dynasty, which in itself was a convincing proof of
the outstanding achievements of the costumes and the art of adornment of the Ming Dynasty.

Wang Xingping
Director of Nanjing Municipal Museum
October, 1999
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