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Imperial Precedence at the Ming Court as Indicated by Seats
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ABSTRACT:

The Song dynasty (960-1279) witnessed the rise of traditional Chinese
furniture, which reached maturity in the Ming dynasty (1368-1644).
Ming emperors’ seats, as represented in paintings and described in lit-
eratures, are characterized by their rich variety, gold traceries, vermil-
lion lacquering, and masterly-rendered carvings and embellishments. In
comparison, court officials, however favored by the emperor, could only
stand or prostrate themselves when receiving an imperial audience. They
could not sit unless being explicitly instructed by the emperor, in which
case they were only allowed to sit on simple stools, in stark contrast with
the emperor’s elegant and richly decorated seats. In the Song dynasty, es-
tablished by ethnic Chinese as the Ming dynasty, aside from those spe-
cially dedicated to the emperor, full sets or pairs of lacquer chairs with
gold tracery decorated the court interior, even in those halls where the
officials awaited audience. Even though Ming-dynasty rites and regula-
tions rivaled those of the Song period in terms of its quality and compre-
hensiveness, the seats court officials were entitled to lagged far behind.
In the meantime, eunuchs in Ming imperial palace had comparatively
easy access to seats. They were even carried around the imperial pal-
ace ostentatiously on enclosed official litters, the use of which required
no imperial mandate. Such behavior manifests that the eunuchs enjoyed
higher status than court officials. Judging by the discrepancy in terms
of the quality of seats, Ming court officials were placed in a position of
much pronounced inferiority in relation to the emperor, whose superior-
ity “equals the heaven”.
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