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An Examination of the Institutions and Organiza-

tion of Imperial Painting at the Ming Court
Lin Lina
National Palace Museum

Abstract

The establishment of an academy for painting in imperial China was a nat-
ural development that took place with the increasing importance of art at the court.
The styles and organizational features of the imperial painting academy associated
with each court differed according to individual imperial taste as well as other gen-
eral variables, such as period and background. In addition, the institutional ranks,
titles, responsibilities, and salaries changed with each dynasty.

Artistic creativity and production was supported enthusiastically by members
of the imperial family and bureaucracy in theearly Ming dynasty (1368-1644). In
their leisure time from the numerous daily affairs at court, they were able to study
painting and calligraphy diligently; not a few went on to become gifted in painting
themselves. Court painting was most active and prosperous during the Hsiian-te
(1426-1435), Ch’eng-hua (1465-1487), and Hung-chih (1488-1505) eras, when
leading artists and artisans were recruited to the capital and were recommended or
- chosen for court service. At its height, the Ming imperial painting academy ap-
proached the splendor of that of the Hsiian-ho academy under emperor Hui-tsung
(r. 1101-1125). In fact, the recruitment of numerous artists to the court was one of
the pre-requisites for the revival of the institution of the imperial painting
academy, and it was also one of the determining factors in forming the academy
organization.

The institutional and organizational framework of the Ming dynasty painting
academy, unfortunately, is relatively obscure in the literature of Chinese art history,
mainly due to the lack of accurate or detailed documents regarding the system, re-
sponsibilities, and rank titles of the artists involved. The present article begins by
focusing on the motivating factors behind the establishment of the Ming Academy
as well as imperial support, continues with analyzing the actual positions of palace
painters and the places where they worked, and includes an examination of the ar-
tistic activities at the individual halls at court, citing examples to clarify and eluci-
date the discussion. Finally, information derived from surviving paintings by court
artists will help further define the nature of painting at the Ming court.

Although the Wen-hua, Wu-ying, and Jen-chih Halls were not the only places
where professional painters were concentrated at court, they were where the major-
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ity of such painters and calligraphers were located. These artists all fell under the
control of the Directorate of Ceremonies and Directorate of Imperial Accoutre-
ments. In addition to those artists who were controlled by court eunuchs, others were
awarded nominal positions in the Embroidered Uniform Guard of the military. Due
to this apparent lack of a clear-cut policy regarding the placement and rank of art-
ists, court service could be attained based on recommendation by members of the
bureaucracy. Furthermore, some palace craftsmen were associated with the Crafts
Institute and the Work Project Office under the Ministry of Works where they re-
ceived salaries according to their duties. Finally, the latter half of the present article
further discusses the relationship between these organizations and the painters and
artisans associated with them.
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* The author’s summary was translated by Donald Brix.
* The Chinese text of this article appears on page-tF through—OO.



