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Imperial Bondservants’ Provincial Positions and Their
Contribution to the Acquisition of Objets d’Arts for Emperor
Qianlong’s Court

Chen, Kuo-tung

Institute of History and Philology
Academia Sinica

The Imperial Household Department is one of the bureaucratic apparatus of the Qing
dynasty. It is composed of the bondservants belonging to the Upper Three Banners and
its fundamental function is to serve the imperial household. In the course of the Kangxi
(1662-1722) period, the department set up an Imperial Workshop (zaobanchu, 9% % )
to make works of art and handicraft articles in accordance with the emperor’s orders.

During the Qianlong’s reign (1736-1795), quite a few imperial bondservants were
dispatched to provincial metropolis either on special missions or to take up certain
bureaucratic positions. In both ways, they took opportunity to find objets d’arts,
knowledge about them, as well as materials and artisans and artists to make them.
Furthermore, the Imperial Workshop also commissioned these bondservants to carry out
imperial order of making specific objects.

Those who were sent to the provincial metropolis had always had working experience
before in the Imperial Workshop for a long span of time, hence were well versed in
handling imperial taste and hobby. Through the good office of them, the emperor’s
wishes were always duly met. Such kind of practices first came to light in Emperor
Kangxi’s reign, but it was not formalized and expanded in scale until after the late
Yongzheng (1723-1735) and early Qianlong periods

Keywords: Imperial Household Department, bondservants, Imperial Workshop,
works of art and handicraft articles, provincial positions, artisans from

the South, textile commissioner, salt censor, superintendent of customs
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