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The Emperor's Dining Table:

The Serving System of Palace Meals and
Its Related Problems in the Ming Dynasty
Chi’u, Chung-lin"

Abstract

This study deals with several aspects of the system of serving palace meals in
the Ming Dynasty: how the emperor dines, the dishes, the institutions of preparing
the meals, the number of people that have meals in the palace, and the amount of
spending on the meals. In the early years of the Ming Dynasty, the emperors were
served with frugality, and there were not many kinds of dishes on the table. After
the middle period, the meals of the imperial palace became comparatively
abundant—beef, milk and sweets were increased. Besides, the main food was
gradually changed from rice (food of southern China) to wheat (food of northern
China). These were the main changes in the palace meals. As for the preparation
system, there were three intitutions involved: Guang Lu Si (3t # =) of the civil
service system, Shang Shan Jian (¥ & B ) of the eunuch's system, and Shang Shi Ju
(%% & ) of the palace maid system. By convention, it was Shang Shan Jian that
supervised the serving of the emperor’s diet, but it became gradually the case for
the powerful eunuchs of the inner court to prepare emperor’s meals in turn after the
Wan-Li period (1573-1620). This meal preparation group, which was outside the
established system, was more able to satisfy emperor’s special appetite, and the
formal meals became gifts awarded by the emperors to their favorites. For
preparing the imperial meals, the serving institutions employed up to 9,400 kitchen
servants in the early period, but its number gradually decreased to 3,400 in the late
Ming. Among these kitchen servants, only several hundred went to the Shang Shan
Jian for preparing the emperors’ meals; and the remainder were responsible for the
meals of 10,000 palace maids, eunuchs, and imperial officials. The expenses
incurred amounted to 12,000 taels in silver per month in 1611, and 9,000 taels per
month during the Chong-Zhen (1627-1644).

Keywords: Ming Dynasty, palace meals, kitchen servant, eunuch, palace maid.
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