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The Dao of Book Protection

Notes on the Covers of the Books
from the Tianlu Linlang Library

Zeng Jigang
National Palace Museum

ABSTRACT

The Tianlu Linlang R## 3R Library of the Qing 7 Dynasty was the first imperial collection
of rare books in the history of China. All of the titles from the Song K, Yuan 7T, and Ming #A
dynasties preserved in the Library at the Zhaorendian #84= & Palace are marked by clear and
striking collection seals, superior rebinding and redecorating work, as well as fine protective cases,
of which the different colors and materials were intended to differentiate the significance of the
titles. However, did the selection of the colors for the book covers follow any prescribed scheme?
Or was the scheme in line with that of the Qianlong $¢/% emperor’s Siku Quanshu @ J& 2%

(The Complete Library of the Four Treasuries) whereas each of the four classes of books — Jing
% (classics) , Shi % (histories) , Zi F (philosophies) , and Ji % (literary collections) —
was given its own distinctive coloring? The Tianlu Linlang Library was set ablaze in 1797, and
existing literature reveals nothing of pertinence to the physical attributes of the binding of its
books; the above query has thus remained to this date a lacuna in the studies of Qing imperial
collections and Chinese bibliography. Having carefully examined each title of the Tianlu
Linlang Library in the National Palace Museum’s collection, and rigorously verified its present
state against relevant writings in historical bibliography, in a preliminary attempt to unveil the
puzzle, the author has observed that the colors and materials of the book covers of the titles from
Qianlong’s original Tianlu Linlang Library and its reincarnation assembled by Emperor Jiaqing
7= )% after the fire do not correspond to their print dates, nor do they conform to the four-branch
classification outlined above. In general, colored sheets of paper and silk adorned with sprinkles
of gold were common during Emperor Jiaqing’s reign. When in 1821, the first reign year of
Emperor Daoguang 18 3¢, the Library was conserved, the selection of colors and materials for the
covers was very much in compliance with previous practice. Further repair work was conducted
during the Tongzhi F] 7 and Guangxu #.& reigns, and the use of materials for the book covers
became even more diversified, resulting in the loss of the classical taste, not to mention the lack
of any identifiable pattern in the selection of colors. The books excluded from the Library, that
is, the titles that had been preserved in other palaces and pavilions, though, may have retained the
original Tianlu Linlang book-cover styles.

Keywords: Tianlu Linlang Library, book cover, book binding and decoration
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