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The Historical Significance of
Rhinoceros Horn Raft Carvings during Late Ming
and Early Ch’ing Period

Ch’en Hui-hsia
Department of Antiquities
National Palace Museum

Abstract

Rhinoceros horn carving gradually became popular in the latter half of the
sixteenth century. The rarity and lustrous color of the material, augmented with
various decorative features, gave horn cups of all shapes a common aesthetic quality.
Nevertheless, it was those raft cups with unique shape that carried the deepest
meaning. Unlike painting and calligraphy, rhinoceros horn carving was not an art of
personal expression, but rather a commercial product of skilled craftsmanship within
a specific social context. The present essay focuses specifically on horn cups bearing
representations of human figures on rafts. In particular, it illustrates the relationship
between the motif and the literary tale of Chang Ch’ien riding a raft, and examines
how the motif emphasized different aspects of the story as it developed over time.
Through comparison with paintings and other relevant artifacts and records, the
essay then elucidates the developing characteristics of this iconology and offers an
interpretation of its socio-cultural significance during the late Ming and early Ch’ing
period. (Translated by Jeffrey Moser)

Keywords: rhinoceros horn carving, Chang Ch’ien riding a raft
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