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Gold-Brocaded Textiles of the Yiian-Ming Period:

Problems of Diversity and Correlation

Chang Hsiang-wen
Conservation Department

National Palace Museum

Abstract

The term “woven-gold” (chih-chin) refers to a weaving technique characterized
by the use of thin gold wire as a decorative element. Textiles produced with this
technique include woven gold brocade, woven gold gauze, tabby, and “cut-gold”
(k’o-chin) tapestry. The combination of fine skill and rare material gives these
textiles a splendid visual ‘effect. They compose a unique aspect of Chinese textile
tradition, and are culturally significant in many ways. With its famous nasij (na-
shih-shih) brocade, the Yiian-Ming period represents the apogee of woven-gold
craftsmanship. The work of this period surpassed in both technology and decorative
design the traditions of the T’ang and Sung, and exerted a powerful influence on
later Ming and Ch’ing developments.

Studies of cross-cultural exchange and craft traditions during the Mongol-Yiian
period have long recognized the importance of Yiian dynasty gold weaving. Since
the early years of the twentieth century, Chinese and foreign scholars have made
substantial progress in the stylistic analysis of woven-gold textiles and the
examination of related textual evidence. With recent archeological discoveries in
mainland China exposing previously unknown aspects of Mongol-Yiian textile
development, the scholarly community now has an opportunity to redefine its
understanding of this critical period. However, despite the vast scale of the Mongol
empire and the frequency of its contacts with the outside world, the period offers
only a few examples of surviving textiles and textile-related texts and images.
Moreover, efforts to relate transmitted textiles to those from recent excavations face
many difficult problems. This essay addresses, through an examination of
documentary and material evidence, the variety and complexity of the woven gold
textiles that circulated during the Mongol-Yiian period. It explores and defines
terms such as nasij, ta-erh-ta-ssu, and chin-lan in their temporal and spatial
contexts. It also analyses decorative motifs and evidence of their transmission that
can be gleaned from Islamic textiles, ceramics, metalware, architecture, and other
contemporary materials. In so doing, the paper aims to not only further our
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knowledge of these motifs, but also highlight the relevance of woven gold to the

understanding of different cultural traditions.

Keywords: Mongol-Yiian period, textiles, gold thread

* The article in Chinese appears from page 115 to 144.
* Translated from the Chinese abstract on page 115 by Jeffrey Moser.



