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A Concise Outline of the Ming Dynasty System of Plaques (Fupai)
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ABSTRACT:

The system of plaques (fupai) has a long history and the Ming Dynasty in-
herited its system from earlier dynasties. Various types of talismanic boards
have been used over the centuries. In terms of function and use, most fall
into two main categories: (1) xinfu, which include the gold plaques used
in princely mansions, the tea and horse trade plaques used by the Tibet-
ans, the plaques of aboriginal governors in Yunnan and other areas and the
bronze xinfu used by the guard of the imperial city. (2) peipai, or pendant
talismans, such as were worn by millitary officials, guards, escorts, etc. and
these could be gold or bronze, or the ivory plaques used in rituals and au-
diences. There were also wooden plaques worn when entering or leaving
the imperial household or escorting to Nanjing. There were also types of
plaques that do not fit easily into either of these two categories, such as
those carried when relaying imperial orders, those used by couriers, and
those used in the imperial city to relay orders to patrols. The Ming Dynasty
organizations in charge of issuing and collecting plaques were, internally,
Yinshou Jian, and externally, Shangbao Si, while there were other organiza-
tions which were involved in the management of plaques in circulation and
other related matters. To strengthen control over the system the court for-
mulated a series of regulations. Generally, control was tighter in the earlier

years of the Ming Dynasty than in the later years.
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