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Taipei, offers an opportunity to observe the 
stylistic changes of Chinese art over the 
centuries and nearly 150 objects from a 
museum collection that rarely leaves its home 
country, visitors will be equally if not more 
captivated by the narratives of long-ago rulers 
who evidently were as idiosyncratic, 
exceptional, egocentric and flawed as our own. 

It turns out that Chinese emperors, despite 
claiming a mandate from heaven, were all-too-
human. Perhaps the most fascinating character 
detailed here is Qing Dynasty Emperor 
Qianlong (1736-99), who may have been the 
world's first tagger. An erudite art collector 
and China's most prolific poet-monarch, he 
composed over 40,000 works, and was 
compelled to inscribe his writings and 
promiscuously emblazon his name, even on an 

ancient jade tablet, a Bronze Age (2500-1500 BCE) artifact used by necromancers in ceremonial 
rituals, which he "redesigned" in the 18th century. One of his poems was found on the base of a 
Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127) sculpture, a ceramic pillow shaped like a reclining boy, said 

 

 

Kublai Khan as the first Yuan emperor, Shizu. Yuan 
dynasty (1271-1368). Album leaf, ink and color on 
silk. National Palace Museum, Taipei. Photo: 
National Palace Museum, Taipei 



to enhance the prospects of bearing male 
children; apparently, no object was too 
small or too sacred. Within the confines of 
his huge palace, Qianlong constructed 
hidden studios where he could take a break 
from matters of state and entertain himself 
with favorite possessions like a multi-
story, red-lacquered treasure box etched in 
gold that stored 44 precious objects and 
curios. Its drawers, secret compartments 
and boxes within boxes contained 
miniature ivory carvings, hand scrolls, 
jade, bronze and porcelain pieces, as well 
as a notebook duly recording the contents 
and their locations. 

Spanning 800 years of Chinese history, the 
exhibition's Imperial masterworks, which 
were originally housed in Beijing's 
Forbidden City, have had their share of 
narrow escapes, eluding destruction by 
foreign invaders and surviving China's 
Civil War between the Nationalist and Communist armies, with a detour to London before being 
spirited off the mainland to Taiwan for safekeeping. The show is divided into four dynasties 
ruled by the Han, Mongols and Manchus, and organized chronologically around the reigns of 
nine monarchs, including a sole female, an infamous player blamed for the downfall of the Qing 
dynasty – more on her later. Each had their quirks, priorities and strengths – some were artistic in 
their own right – and all left their aesthetic stamp on art of their respective eras. They also had 
big egos and palaces to match, but, unlike the Egyptians, for instance, who were inclined toward 
the colossal, the Emperors' treasures were less important as signifiers of wealth, status and 
religious belief than as emblems of discriminating taste, technical brilliance and cultural 
sophistication. 

The artworks were mostly intended for personal enjoyment and as food for the mind, which may 
explain why the emphasis is not on the monumental but on the intimate and the exquisite, the 
quietly spectacular. The wow factor doesn't come from size or glitter – refined jade, so hard it 
had to be cut with diamonds, was prized, gold was sparse – but from the beauty of the 

Meat-shaped stone, Qing dynasty (1644-1911). 
Stone: jasper; stand: gold. National Palace 
Museum, Taipei. Photo: National Palace Museum, 
Taipei 
 



craftsmanship. A small cloisonne vase, decorated with a delicate pink peony and rock-garden 
scene painted in enamel, and a square majestic yellow teapot that shares similar motifs, both 
produced during the reign of Emperor Kangxi (1654-1722), are just two of many examples. In 
keeping with the consistently high standards of this museum, the show's installation and 
accompanying explanatory text are top-notch. 

While many of the colors in ceramics today descend from expertise developed in China in the 
10th century, a cultural exchange with the Islamic world introduced a superior cobalt blue 
pigment. Cobalt, a key component of Islamic art, was scarce in China, and difficult to master 
when working with porcelain. A deep cobalt blue saucer and matching cup with a geometric, 
modern-looking handle and a wide, gilt-trimmed lip, here, were rare indeed during the Yuan 
dynasty (1271-1368). The now-familiar blue-and-white Ming Dynasty vases were the next step. 
An elegant example on display, flat with double ears and images of West Asian performers, is 
one of only two of its kind that has survived. 

But it was Emperor Huizong of the Song Dynasty, revered for leading a renaissance in Chinese 
court art almost 900 years ago, who set a standard of artistic excellence for the emperors who 
followed. An innovator, poet and accomplished landscape painter, he was also an influential 
calligrapher who devised a signature "slender gold" style seen in a pair of paper album leaves. 
Traditional portraits of rulers, like the pensive likeness of Huizong's ninth son, Emperor 
Gaozong, and a pair of lovely ink paintings of the young and older versions of his second wife, 
Empress Wu, were not for public consumption, and could only be viewed in the confines of 
ancestral temples. It was through his calligraphy that an emperor conveyed his image to his 
people. 

The show's most intriguing back-story belongs to the Machiavellian social climber and master 
manipulator Empress Dowager Cixi, an extravagant, dictatorial figure, partial to elaborate 18th-
century porcelains and an opulent lifestyle. In a whopper of a tale that could be the plot of a 
movie, she began her ascent to power as a low-status Manchu concubine to Emperor Xianfeng in 
the final years of the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), and rose to the rank of Empress Dowager when 
he died in 1861, wielding formidable influence behind the scenes for nearly 50 years. She may 
be credited with recruiting female artists to the Wish-granting studio, and helping shape the 
foundation of modern Chinese aesthetics, but the end of the dynasty, which collapsed two years 
after her death in 1908, and three years before the bell finally tolled for the Imperial Era, has 
been laid at her feet. Her dragon lady rep is only reinforced by her golden, six-inch-long 
fingernail guards, a lethal delivery system ideally suited for dispatching her enemies.  

Through Sept. 18. Info: asianart.org. 
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