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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to record and analyze 

the features of the dragon design in Chinese textiles of the 

Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1912), to investigate their cultural 

and status symbolism, and to apply them to modern textile 

printing design. Twelve samples from Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art, Phoenix Art Museum, and other secondary 

resources were examined. Seven designs were transformed from 

traditional dragon design and the background contact. The 

dragon was one of the best known and most important motifs 

among decorations of Chinese costume. The costumes of the 

Ch'ing dynasty were the last ones whose decoration 

represented and reflected the ancient Chinese principles and 

traditions. Thus this study is valuable to textile scholars 

for both design and symbolism analyses, and to fashion 

designers for design inspiration. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

China, one of the most ancient countries with its 

own splendid original characteristics, is directly attached 

and adhered to the world of the steppe and Central Asia. 

Because of the high frozen plateau and desert solitude bar

riers, China had at least twenty centuries of isolated and 

continuous civilization before the irruption of the outside 

world with the arrival of Buddhism in the first century A.D. 

and other foreign ideas later. However, they stimulated 

Chinese originality without ever imperiling it (Grousset, 

1961). The prolonged isolation, sealed off from all con

tacts, made a long incubation possible and endowed Chinese 

culture with a powerful originality. The Chinese genius had 

created a wisdom, an art, a humanism that were complete and 

might be untranslatable into foreign thinking. 

Because of the cultural originality, the Chinese had 

developed their own clothing characteristics and philosophy. 

Not just like "clothes make the man" (Vollmer, 1980), in 

China, a look at the designs of the clothes and the way they 

were worn often revealed more than the man himself - they 

reflected Chinese civilization : people's life style, social 

1 
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mores., cultural values, and technological developments. 

China was said to be "the kingdom of clothes" (Chou, 1984, 

12). The rules and forms of clothes were already roughly 

codified during the Hsia dynasty (c. 1989-1523 B.C.) and 

Shang dynasty (c. 1523-1028 B.C.), and were completely codi

fied in a comprehensive set of regulations to govern offi

cial costume and accessories in the Chou dynasty (1027-256 

B.C.) (Chou, 1984). Also, since that time, clothes have been 

regarded as one of the expressions of manners (Chou, 1984). 

In the traditional Chinese costumes, the decorative 

design in textiles was the most magnificent part instead of 

the style which was always very simple. Through the four 

thousand years of civilization, style and construction of 

clothing were sensitive to changes in taste, status, rank, 

or dynasty, but decorative design in textiles involved only 

minor variations or was even more enriched. The characteris

tics of decoration of the traditional Chinese costume were 

the numerous uses of the very complex, and sophisticated 

pictorial symbolism. These motifs served as identifications 

of different ethnic origins, social classes, political 

status, seasonal changes, and personal auspicious wishes 

(Vollmer, 1978). They and their meanings offered visual and 

decorative vocabularies — providing us with insight into 

the dynamics of Chinese civilization and ornamenting the 
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surroundings of human existence. To read these vocabularies 

is to read Chinese art and civilization. 

This study is designed to record and analyze the 

features of the dragon design in Chinese textiles of the 

Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1912); to investigate their cultural 

and status symbolism, and furthermore, to apply them to 

modern textile printing design. The dragon is chosen for 

this study because it was one of the best known and most 

important motifs among the decorations of Chinese costume 

(Scott, 1958). Since ancient times the dragon had 

represented the emperor's authority. It had already 

decorated Chinese imperial coats at least by the T'ang 

dynasty (618-907) and was used most profusely in the Ch'ing 

dynasty (1644-1912). The Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1912) is 

chosen for this study because the costumes of the Ch'ing 

dynasty were the last ones whose decoration represented and 

reflected the ancient Chinese principles and traditions, and 

also because they were the most beautiful (Jenyns, 1981). 

Furthermore, most surviving evidence of Chinese costumes 

preserved in musetims and private collections today date from 

the Ch'ing dynasty (Vollmer, 1978). 

Objectives 
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Specific objectives of this study were: 

1). to record and analyze features of the dragon design in 

Chinese textiles of the Ch'ing dynasty; 

2) . to investigate cultural and status symbolism of the dra

gon design and the background contact; 

3). to experiment with acceptable transformations of the 

dragon design and the background contact to modern textile 

printing design. 

Resource Materials and Procedures 

The resource materials were collected from the 

relevant books, magazines, and museum catalogs either in 

English or Chinese. Primary source materials for this study 

were "Five Colours of the Universe" (1980), "In the Presence 

of the Dragon Throne" (1977), "Decoding Dragons: Status Gar

ments in Ch'ing Dynasty China" (1976), by John E. Vollmer; 

"Chinese Textiles: An Introduction to the Study of their 

History, Sources, Technique, Symbolism, and Use" (1934) by 

Alan Priest and Pauline Simmons; and "Chinese Costume in 

Transition" (1958) by A.C. Scott. 

The samples were mainly obtained from the secondary 

sources for general investigation of the symbolism and 

features of the dragon designs. However, four physical exam-
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pies were available at Phoenix Art Museum and Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art for further examination in detail. 

Color photographs were made of each of the samples 

to facilitate the analysis of the features and symbolism of 

the decorative designs. The following categories were esta

blished for analysis of the design: basic background of the 

textiles which included year of origin, end use of the tex

tiles, materials and techniques used, and resources; 

features and motifs of the designs; and symbolism of the 

motifs. 

A series of textile printing design transformations 

from the dragon design and background contact were explored 

and executed. Color photographs were made of each of these 

new designs. In each design, the origin of the idea was 

shown. Suggestions were made as to the fabric and the end 

use of each design. 

Limitations 

This study was limited to the Ch'ing's textiles with 

dragon decoration. The samples for the overall analysis 

came from the secondary sources. The samples for the detail 

investigation came from Phoenix Art Museum and Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art. The application of the dragon design 
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to modern textile printing design was limited to screen 

printing for cotton and silk. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The Origins of Chinese Textiles 

In China, the techniques of spinning and weaving 

were already known during the Neolithic period. Evidence was 

found in the village of Pan-p'o in Shen-si; the materials 

used then were the wild hemps (Editoriale, 1983; Sullivan, 

1984) . Hemp and other bast fibers were most often used in 

inexpensive clothing until cotton was introduced from India 

and became widely available in the twelfth century (Vollmer, 

1977) . The date of introduction of wool into China is unc

ertain. However literary evidence for the general use of 

woolen cloth placed it in the Yuan dynasty (1276-1368) 

(Jenyns, 1981). Silk has been the predominant fiber for 

luxury garments in China from at least the second millennium 

B.C. (Vollmer, 1977). The Chinese were the first people to 

breed silkworms, reel, spin, and weave silk from their 

cocoons, and embroider in silk (Jenyns, 1981). According to 

legend, the silkworm was first reared by Lei Tsu, the wife 

of the Yellow Emperor, Huang-ti, who lived from 2698 to 2598 

B.C.. Sericulture in the Shang period (c. 1523-1028 B.C.) 

was already quite advanced; there was evidence of use of 

7 
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silk not only in the existence of written characters, but 

also in the remains of considerably advanced silk fabrics 

adhering to Shang bronzes found at An-yang. The technique 

used in these fabrics was tabby, and tabby with netted 

threads and damasking (Editoriale, 1983; Jenyns, 1981). The 

latter necessitated a rudimentary loom with shafts. 

From the late Chou dynasty (c. 1027-256 B.C.) and 

the Han dynasty (206 B.C.-A.D. 220), there was an ever-

increasing body of archaeological data, literature record 

which documented Chinese weaving and garment constructions, 

and other artistic pieces which provided additional evidence 

for many garment types which did not survive. Most of the 

Han dated silk fabrics were found outside China proper in 

Mongolia, Central Asia, Syria and South Russia, along the 

trade routes or at military or colonial outposts (Jenyns, 

1981) . This provided evidence of the popular use of silk and 

the development of foreign trade. In the Han dynasty, there 

was already regular intercourse between China and the West 

through the Silk Road. By means of the Silk Road, which was 

found by a Chinese traveler called Chang Ch'ien during the 

Wu-ti reign {140 -85 B.C.), a great quantity of silk and 

other goods were exported to Central Asia and Europe. The 

Silk Road started from the capital of the Han dynasty, 

Ch'ang-an, present-day Si-an, and struck north-west-ward, 
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crossing through the Kan-su corridor to the oasis of Tun-

huang in the Gobi desert, and continuing via today's Soviet 

Central Asia, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, to 

the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea. From there 

ships carried the merchandise to Rome and Alexandria (Hop-

kirk, 1980; Editoriale, 1983). Since this period, China had 

remained a major exporter of silk fabrics until the late 

nineteenth century though the secret of sericulture had 

already been spread through the East and Central Asia in the 

fourth century and through the West in the sixth century 

(Vollmer, Keall, & Nagai-Berthrong, 1983). 

In the Han period, silk fabrics had reached an 

extremely refined level and the expression of pictorial 

design in textiles that represented special symbolism had 

become very popular. Some elaborate patterns were animal 

forms, real or fantasy; diapered geometrical motifs, 

repeated over the whole surface; and endless rhythmic clouds 

and flowers (Sullivan, 1984; Jenyns, 1981). Such polychrome 

patterns were technically in advance of any which were being 

woven elsewhere at that time (Jenyns, 1981) . The Chinese 

were then already using the draw-loom, on which they could 

produce fabrics with mechanically repeated patterns. Some 

looms for weaving damask involved the use of 120 shafts. 

However, the Westerners at this time knew only how to weave 
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by hand (Feddersen, 1961; Editoriale, 1983). The weaving 

methods, motifs and symbolism used in the Han dynasty 

represented formed the basics of Chinese textile techniques 

and designs (Jenyns, 1981). 

After the Han dynasty, through the four strongest 

dynasties of China: T'ang (618-907), Sung (960-1276), Yuan 

(1276-1368), and Ming (1368-1644), the techniques, quality, 

elements of design, and exports of textiles continued to 

develop and increase. Until the Ch'ing period, the Chinese 

last empire, there flourished highly developed tapestries 

(k'o-ssu), velvets, carpets, damasks, brocades, and 

embroideries. 

The Ch'inc[ Dynasty and its Textiles 

The Manchu was one of the alien groups from the 

north of China who repeatedly threated the Chinese plains. 

In 1644, the Manchu finally swept down across the Great 

Wall, conquered the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), and ruled 

China. They used the dynastic title, Ch'ing, which had 

already been adopted in 1635 (Vollmer, 1976); this revealed 

their greediness of taking the Dragon Throne. 

After conquering China, the Manchus brought their 

own art but were affected by China at the same time. 
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Therefore, they created a new culture, which was a blend of 

China and Manchu traditions (Priest, 1945). Taking costumes 

as an example, although the Manchus banished the traditional 

Chinese court costume and preserved their nomadic heritage 

to distinguish conqueror from conquered, they used Chinese 

imperial symbolism for the decoration of their coats (Voll-

mer, 1978). As to the Ch'ing's textiles, K'o-ssu, brocades, 

and embroideries had special artistic interest. The most 

elaborate and colorful k'o-ssu, brocades, and embroideries 

produced by the Chinese under the Ch'ing dynasty were made 

in the Ch'ien-lung reign (1736-1759) (Jenyns, 1981). 

The characters "k'o-ssu" now used in writing mean 

"cut thread" or "cut silk". It was woven on a loom, using a 

shuttle, and involved cutting thread at the margin of the 

colored areas Instead of running through the width of the 

fabrics. The spaces which were thus left between one color 

and another gave a carved effect and as a result, it was 

called "cut silk". Various theories of the origin of this 

technique exist. Sullivan (1984) said this technique was 

invented in Central Asia, possibly by the Sogdians, improved 

by the tJighurs, and finally passed on to the Chinese early 

in the eleventh century. But according to Jenyns (1981), 

this technique was said by both European and Chinese author

ities, to have originated in the T'ang period (618-907). 
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Other evidence exists contradicting both these theories. 

However, there already had been fragments of tapestries 

found dating back to the T'ang period. It is certain that 

the art of k'o-ssu had been very popular in the Sung dynasty 

{960-1276). Compared with Western tapestries, Chinese 

tapestries made exclusive use of silk, mostly in conjunction 

with gold and silver thread {Feddersen, 1961). Auxiliary 

details like eyelashes were occasionally painted in after 

the Sung period (Chu, 1970). Moreover, Chinese tapestries 

were much more delicate than Western tapestries. According 

to Sullivan (1984), the finest Gobelins tapestry had 8-11 

warp threads to the centimeter, the Sung had up to 24. The 

Sung had 116 weft threads to the centimeter as compared to 

22 of the Gobelins. 

The Chinese have always excelled at embroidery and 

brocade. Their history is bound up with the first use of 

woven silk in China, and could be equally ancient. Brocade 

was woven on a loom with the multicolored ornamentation 

woven into a satin ground. Embroidery was applied to fabric 

by hand with a needle rather than with a shuttle; the 

designs were not limited by the warp or weft. Both 

embroidery and brocade were often used for decoration of 

silk clothing, silk flags, and banners as distinguishing 

marks of rank. 
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Velvet-weaving was considered to have begun in the 

latter part of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) (Feddersen, 

1961). The technique used was to cut parts of the pile vel

vet; these parts contrasted in darker tone with uncut parts. 

Velvet had been largely confined to use in hangings and 

cushion covers found in Buddhist temples. The commonest 

design was the lotus flower surrounded by scroll work 

(Jenyns, 1981). 

The famous Chinese decorative designs that symbol

ized status and culture were always found on k'o-ssu, bro

cades, and embroideries. As cited in Jenyns (1981), the 

book of "Po Wu Yao Lun" written by Ku Ying-t'ai of the Ming 

dynasty went into detail concerning the kinds of Sung 

dynasty brocade ornamentation. He listed over fifty dif

ferent motifs, including: Storied Palaces and Pavilions, 

Dragons in Water, Dragons Coiling through a Hundred Flowers, 

Dragons and Phoenixes, Tortoiseshell Grounds, Lotus Flowers 

and Reeds, Dragons in Medallions Pursuing Jewels, Floral 

Emblem of Longevity, Lions Sporting with Balls, and Tree 

Peonies. Each of them had their own special meaning and sym

bolism. These decorations were also similar and popular in 

the embroideries and k'o-ssu. 

By the middle of the seventeenth century great quan-
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titles of Chinese woven, embroidered, and printed silks were 

exported to Europe. They were in high demand because of 

their novel design and subtle color (Jenyns, 1981; Jourdain 

£ Jenyns, 1967). As cited in Jourdain and Jenyns (1967, 

63), Saint Aubin spoke with enthusiasm of Chinese 

embroideries and silks unrivaled for their regularity and 

finish: 

"The varied direction of their stitches, the extreme 
cleanliness and care of the Chinese embroiders 
preserve the lustre and freshness of their work.... 
There is no country where work is carried on with 
such cleanliness, and so cheaply." 

Export reached its widest extension during the eighteenth 

century. Not only were silk items shipped to Europe from 

China, but in return, European garments cut to the required 

size and shape were also sent to China to be embroidered, 

and Chinese embroideries were made for both the general 

European market and private individuals (Jenyns, 1981). As a 

result of the vogue for Chinese silks at that time, the 

English government, under the pressure from local manufac

turers, forbade the use of wrought silks made in India, Per

sia, or China in 1700, and in France, Louvois forbade the 

importation of painted silks from the East in 1686 to reduce 

and control the influx of Oriental silks (Jourdain fi Jenyns, 

1967). In spite of these enactments, Chinese silks were 

exported in ever-increasing quantities in the Ch'ing dynasty 
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(Jenyns, 1981). 

Symbolism 

According to Jung (1964, 20), a symbol means "a 

term, a name, a picture that possesses specific connotations 

in addition to its conventional and obvious meaning." Jung 

(1964) also mentioned that man always unconsciously 

transfers objects or forms into symbols and expresses them 

in both his religion and visual art. However, in tradi

tional China, people transferred objects into symbols cons

ciously (Yeh, 1981). They used the symbolic decorations and 

motifs to spread messages of social class, political status, 

cultural background, seasonal changes, and personal taste in 

everyday life. 

Many of the Chinese symbols originated in ancient 

folklore, religion or history; some originated in non-

Chinese images but with sophistication and refinement, and 

some were actually complex word plays (Stalberg & Nesi, 

1980) . Lots of symbolic language is as old pis Chinese civil

ization itself. The symbols have been handed down from gen

eration to generation with some being modified and redefined 

t and a wealth of new designs and symbols being added by the 

craftsmen during later periods. By the Ming dynasty, at 

latest, the decorative system that is thought of as 
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specifically Chinese was complete (Feddersen, 1961). These 

rich heritage and variety of artistic symbolic motifs, which 

not only formed an integral part of Chinese art and society 

(Vollmer, I960), but also were a special feature of Chinese 

arts and crafts (Stalberg & Nesi, 1980), served as a visual 

vocabulary to express the ideas and sentiments of Chinese 

civilization. 

Symbolic Characteristics of Chinese Textile Designs 

Clothing was the most direct tool to carry symbolic 

messages because it went with the individual everyday and 

everywhere. The characteristics of the decoration of tradi

tional Chinese textiles was a very complex and sophisticated 

pictorial symbolism was always used to identify different 

ethnic origins, social classes, political status, seasonal 

changes, and personal auspicious wishes regardless of wearer 

or occasion (Vollmer, 1978). These decorations, along with 

those on pottery, formalized the rich artistic vocabulary 

which was later used in all crafts (Stalberg & Nesi, 1980). 

The motifs that were selected to embellish Chinese textiles 

revealed a particular symbolic structure. Few of them were 

purely for decoration; nearly all carried symbolic meaning 

(Vollmer, 1980). There are few cultures which have defined 

costume symbolism so consciously or so clearly. 
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According to Vollmer (1980), a great number of 

Chinese symbolic motifs were taken from the nature world 

such as flowers and animals. This was related to the 

Chinese's nature-loving character. Delicate floral orna

ments made poetic reference to seasonal changes. Where 

flowers or plants of any kind appeared in art, they always 

carried with them symbolic values (Feddersen, 1961). The 

lotus stood for summer, the tree-peony for spring, the 

chrysanthemum for autumn, and the prunus for winter (Yeh, 

1981). The months were often symbolized as follows: Janu

ary, prunus; February, peach; March, tree-peony; April, 

cherry; May, magnolia; June, pomegranate; July, lotus; 

August, pear; September, mallow; October, chrysanthemum; 

November, gardenia; December, poppy (Feddersen, 1961). 

Another group of motifs was derived from mythology 

(Vollmer, 1980). Among these were the attributes of various 

deities, the elements of Chinese cosmology, and the depic

tions of fabulous beasts. For example, the attributes of 

the Eight Immortals, who for various reasons and in diverse 

ways, achieved immortality, symbolized the wishes for 

longevity and good fortune (Vollmer, 1980; Williams, 1941) 

(Figure 10a and 10b). The dragon, phoenix, and ch'i-lin 

(unicorn) (Figure 8), three of the Four Fabulous Beasts, 

were the emblems of emperor, empress, and first degree 
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military official represently. The tortoise, another of the 

Four Fabulous Beasts, was a symbol of strength and long life 

(Feddersen, 1961; Williams, 1941) 

Others were taken from items that carried symbolic 

meaning by suggestion, association or extension. These might 

be both animate and inanimate items {Vollmer, 1980). One of 

the most famous was the many seeded pomegranates which 

served in the wedding ceremony and symbolized fertility. 

Chinese symbolic motifs were depicted in a convinc

ingly naturalistic way; even those elements from the ima

ginary world of myth were given concrete and recognizable 

substance (Vollmer, 1980). They belonged to an ornamental 

iconography that was used in all decorative arts shared by 

both emperor and villager (Stalberg & Nesi, 1980) . The 

motifs that appeared on textiles were identical with those 

found on ceramics, lacquers, jades, wood carvings, porcelain 

vessels, and papercuts. 

Chinese symbolism was flexible. Individual motifs 

were used in many contexts and often had more than one mean

ing. Besides being associated with the summer season, the 

lotus stood for purity amid corruption of worldly life 

because it rose unsmirched above the muddy water. The lotus 

might convey the wish for fertility (Figure 1). It was also 
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Figure 1. Satin horizontal decorative curtain, 
embroidered, Ch'ing dynasty (National 1977. 100). 

The lotus and Mandarin duck motifs, which 
symbolized wishes for fertility and happy 
marriage, were used in the wedding ceremony. 
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the sacred emblem of Buddhism and the sign of perfection 

(Stalberg & Nesi, 1980; Williams, 1941; Yeh, 1981), On the 

other hand, many kinds of symbols shared common meanings. 

The symbolic motifs used for longevity could be symbolized 

by the tortoise, butterfly, crane (Figure 2), peach, mari

gold (Figure 3), and chrysanthemum, et al.. 

The homonymous nature of the Chinese language 

allowed verbal puns that could be worked out as rebuses, 

which mean "a representation of words or syllables by pic

tures of objects or by symbols whose names resemble the 

intended words or syllables in sound" (Gove, 1963, 1893). 

The Chinese used pictorial emblems which had the same 

pronunciations as other words to form phrases, especially 

those evoking auspicious wishes for happiness, longevity, 

fertility, and wealth that have been pursued by the Chinese 

since ancient times (Vollmer, 1978; Yeh, 1981). The most 

common was the bat, whose pronunciation, fu, is the same as 

the character meaning luck, and it became an emblem for the 

latter (Feddersen, 1961; Yeh, 1981). A bat carrying one 

peach implied wishes for luck and long life. 

Chinese symbols seldom existed in isolation because 

the combinations of motifs were necessary to impart particu

lar ideas or concerns that were expressed by phrases (Voll-



Figure 2. Detail of a chair cover with cran decoration, 
tapestry-woven silk, 1600-1650 (Vollmer, 1980, 
48). 

The crane, which was said lived reputedly for 
10,000 years, was one of the symbols for 
longevity. 
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Figure 3. Satin short jacket with dragon and marigold 
motifs, Ch'ing dynasty (National, 1977, 59). 

The marigold, which blossoms every month, evoked 
wishes for long life. 
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mer, .1980). During the nineteenth century, entire sentences 

were incorporated into rebus symbols (Vollmer, 1980). This 

literary taste marks a level of sophistication that few cul

tures have achieved. 

The Symbolism of the Decoration in Ch'inqr's Textiles 

The symbolic motifs and the symbolic meanings of the 

decorative design in Ch'ing's textiles could be traced to 

the very foundation of Chinese civilization — ancient 

stories, religions, and the life philosophy of Chinese. 

Although as conquerors of China, the Manchus intended to 

maintain a separate ethnic identity through the regulation 

of costumes, they had embraced the spirit and motifs of 

Chinese symbols. 

The Dragon 

The dragon j.s the most frequent and important of all 

Chinese artistic symbols. It is found throughout Chinese 

crafts, in every medium, as the emblem of the Son of Heaven 

and of China itself. According to "Lung Tsai" (1980), the 

dragon began to appear on the artistic pieces of the pre-

historical times and became very popular in the Shang 

dynasty (c. 1523-1028 B.C.) and Chou dynasty (1027-256 

B.C.). The oldest Chinese work which mentioned the dragon 
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is the I-Ching, a manual of divination for foretelling the 

future composed during the Chou dynasty, in which the dragon 

was used to explain the divinations (Visser, 1969). 

The dragon was a divine creature in China. In the 

"Shuo Wen Chieh Tzu", a famous Chinese dictionary composed 

in the Han dynasty, Hsu stated that the dragon was the chief 

of the scaly reptiles; it wielded the power of transforma

tion and the gift of rendering itself visible or invisible 

at pleasure; in the spring it ascended to the skies, and in 

autumn it buried itself in the watery depths. The dragon 

was the most powerful of the Four Fabulous Beasts. Visser 

(1969, 65) quoted the following passage from an ancient 

Chinese work "P'i Ya" composed by Lu Tien (1042-1102): "None 

of the animals is so wise as the dragon. His blessing power 

is not a false one. He can be smaller than small, bigger 

than big, higher than high, and lower than low...." 

The forms of the dragon varied, especially before 

the Ch'in dynasty (221-206 B.C.) and after the Han dynasty 

("Lung Tsai," 1980). Ancient dragons depicted on bronzes 

and jades had several forms. Some were one-legged with 

horns, while others were long, hornless, reptilian 

creatures, more like serpents (Stalberg & Nesi, 1980). The 

dragon after the Han dynasty was gradually uniform. Wang Fu 
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, who lived at the time of the Han dynasty, said: 

"The people paint the dragon's shape with a horse's 
head and a snake's tail. Further, there are expres
sions as 'three joints' and 'nine resemblances' (of 
the dragon), to wit: from head to shoulder, from 
shoulder to breast, from breast to tail. These are 
the joints; as to the nine resemblances, they are 
the following: his horns resemble those of a stag, 
his head that of a camel, his eyes those of a demon, 
his neck that of a snake, his belly that of a clam, 
his scales those of a carp, his claws those of an 
eagle, his soles those of a tiger, his ears those of 
a cow. Upon his head he has a thing like a broad 
eminence {a big lump), called ch'ih mu. If a dragon 
has no ch'ih mu, he cannot ascend to the sky." 
(cited in Visser, 1969, 70) 

In the sixth century the dragon's predominant shape was 

assumed: with a camel's head, stag's antlers, serpent's 

body, and four feet armed with claws (Feddersen, 1964). 

The symbolic meaning of the dragon was very broad. 

The dragon was said to be the gods of thunder, clouds, and 

rain. Its scream and voice were the thunder; its breath 

turned into clouds, and its power manifested itself in heavy 

rains (Visser, 1969). When autumn came with its dry 

weather, the dragon descended and dived into the water to 

remain there till spring arrived again. In the beginning of 

spring, thunderclaps were heard and a little rain came down; 

the ancients believed that this was the work of the dragons, 

who appeared in the sky in the form of dark clouds (Visser, 

1969). 



26 

From ancient times the dragon had represented power. 

By the Han dynasty, it had been the symbol of the emperor 

and his blissful reign (Scott, 1958; Stalberg & Nesi, 1980). 

A great number of legends pointed to the close connection 

between the dragon and the emperor. The legendary emperors 

Huang-ti, Yao, Yu, and the founder of the Han dynasty, Kao-

tsu (206-195 B.C.) were all said to be the sons of the dra

gon ("Lung Tsai," 1980). The birth of the emperor Wu-ti of 

the Han dynasty was said to have been preceded by the 

appearance of dragons (Visser, 1969). The dragon not only 

decorated the emperor's robes, but also adorned his dishes, 

the finishings of his palaces, his coffin, and the clothing 

and possession of courtiers in his service. 

The Dragon in Ch'ing's Textiles 

At least by the T'ang dynasty (618-907), the dragon 

had decorated Chinese imperial robes. These were recorded as 

having only three claws (Vollmer, 1977; Sullivan, 1984) . 

Over the centuries a rigid protocol developed; in the four

teenth century a robe with four-clawed dragons was permitted 

to lesser nobles and officials, while five-clawed dragons 

were restricted to the emperor and imperial member (Sul

livan, 1984). Dragon robes became extremely popular under 

the Ch'ing after the official dress regulations were pro
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claimed in 1759 (Sullivan, 1984). These beautifully 

designed silken robes stimulated development of textile arts 

(Stalberg & Nesi, 1980). 

In the Ch'ing dynasty, there were two species of 

dragons used for costume textiles, the lung and the mang. 

However, the appearance of the lung and the mang remained 

the same; the only difference was where they were decorated. 

The lung was the five-clawed dragon which was only used by 

the emperor, empress, heir apparent, and the imperial concu

bines . The mang was used by the official members below the 

rank of those imperial members mentioned above and above the 

rank of eighth degree officials. There were both five and 

four-clawed mang. The five-clawed mang was used by the 

members above the rank of the third degree prince and below 

the rank of the people already mentioned. The four-clawed 

mang (Figure 4) was used by the third degree prince down to 

the seventh degree official. The eighth and ninth degree 

officials were not allowed to wear any dragon decoration 

(Scott, 1959). 

Rank was further symbolized by the number of dra

gons. A nine dragon decoration was used by the emperor and 

everyone down to the third degree of official rank. The 

eight mang decoration was used by the officials from the 



i Figure 4. Detail of a court coat — four-clawed profile 
mang, tapestry-woven silk, 19th C. (LACMA). 
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fourth to sixth degree, while the five mang decoration by 

those of the seventh degree (Scott, 1959). When nine dra

gons were used in the costume, they formed a protecting 

arrangement (Figure 5). Four dragons, which were on the 

chest, back and shoulders, pointed to the principal direc

tions of the compass and created the first ring of defense 

protecting the inner field and the emperor. Four more dra

gons, which were on the skirt — two at the front and two at 

the back — indicated the intervening directions of the com

pass and formed the second ring of protecting power (Voll-

mer, 1980). The ninth dragon was placed on the inner coat 

flap and was never seen. The emperor was respected to be 

the "figure of nine five" because there were nine dragons 

totally, and five dragons could be seen from both front and 

back (two on the skirt, two on the shoulders, and one on the 

chest or back) (Chou, 1984). 

After 1759 all courtiers were required to wear a 

plain, dark-coloured surcoat called p'u-fu over other court 

attire (Vollmer, 1977, 1980). Insignia badges were 

displayed at the chest and back of p'u-fu to distinguish 

rank (Figure 6). The regulation of the court insignia is 

shown in Table 1. The imperial members used dragon badges. 

The nine ranks of civil officials and military officials 

were identified by bird badges and animal badges (Figure 7 



Figure 5. The protecting arrangement of the nine dragons 
(Vollmer, 1980, 23}.' 



Figure 6. Pu-fu with, square inaignia badge, 19th C. 
CVollmer, 1983, 107). 



32 

Class Insignia for court 
overcoat 

court hat 
knob 

courtcoat 
color 

emperor . four medallions with 
front-facing five-clawed 
dragons; symbols for sun 
and moon onshouldersr 
shou at chest and back 

large 
pearl 

bright 
yellow (or 
other 
color as 
specified) 

heir- four medallions with 
apparent front-facing five-clawed 

dragons 

ruby orange 

1st degree 
prince 

four medallion: two 
front-facing five-clawed 
dragons at chest and 
back; two profile five-
clawed dragons at 
shoulders 

ruby brown 

2nd degree 
prince 

four medallions: all 
profile five-clawed 
dragons 

ruby brown 

3rd degree 
prince 

two medallions with 
front-facing four-clawed 
dragons at chest and 
back 

ruby blue 

4th degree 
prince 

two medallions with 
profile four-clawed 
dragons 

ruby blue 

5th degree 
noble 
(duke) 

two squares with 
front-facing four-clawed 
dragons at chest and 
back 

ruby or 
coral 

blue 

6th degree 
noble-" " 
(marquis) 

two squares with 
front-facing four-clawed 
dragons at chest and 
back 

ruby or blue 
coral 

Table 1. Court insignia used during the Ch'ing dynasty 
(Vollmer, 1980). 
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7th degree two squares with ruby or blue 
noble front-facing four-clawed coral 
(earl) dragons at chet and 

back 

8th degree two squares with ruby or blue 
noble front-facing four-clawed coral 
(sons-in- dragons at chest and 
law of 1st back 
degree 
princes) 

9th degree two squares: ch'i-lin ruby or blue 
noble coral 

10th two squares: lion ruby or blue 
degree coral 
noble 

11th two squares: leopard ruby or blue 
degree coral 
noble 

12th two squares: tiger ruby or blue 
degree coral 
noble 

1st degree two squares: Manchurian ruby or 
official crane (civil); ch'i-lin coral(oi 

black 
coral(or (blue) 

(military) imitation) 

2nd degree two squares: golden coral or black 
official .pheasant (civil); lion opaque red (blue) 

(military) stone 

3rd degree two squares: Malay sapphire black 
official peacock (civil); or trans- (blue) 

leopard (military) parent 
stone 

4th degree two squares: goose lapis black 
official (civil); tiger lazuli or (blue) 

(military) opaque blue 
stone 

Table 1. Court insignia used during the Ch'ing dynasty 
(VoTlmer, 1980) — Conti nued. 
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5th degree two squares: silver crystal black 
official pheasnat (civil); bear or trans (blue) 

(military) parent 
white stone 

6th degree two squares: egret white black 
official (civil); panther opaque (blue) 

(military) stone 

7th degree two squares: Mandarin crystal black 
official duck (civil); or trans (blue) 

rhinoceros parent 
(military) white stone 

but smaller 
than 5th 
degree 

8th degree two squares: quail gold black 
official (civil); rhinoceros (chased (blue) 

(military) floral 
design) 

9th degree two squares: paradise silver black 
official fly-catcher (civil); (engraved) (blue) 

sea horse/seal? or gold knob 
(military) for ceremon

ial occasions 
(plain or 
engraved) 

Table 1. Court insignia used during the Ch'ing dynasty 
(Vollmer, 1980) -- Continued. 
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and 8) (Chou, 1984; Vollmer, 1980). There were two kinds of 

badges — circular (Figure 23) and square (Figure 7 and 8). 

The circle was symbolical of heaven and the square of the 

earth (Scott, 1959). Four circular badges, one each back 

and front of the p'u-fu and on each shoulder, could only be 

worn by the emperor down to the second degree prince, the 

design within being the five-clawed lung or mang. The third 

and fourth degree princes used two circular badges with 

four-clawed mang. While other nobles and all the officials 

wore the two square badges with different designs according 

to rank (Scott, 1959; Vollmer, 1980) . 

The power of the dragon was emphasized by incor

porating various elements of the universe — the ocean, 

mountain, and sky. As shown in Figure 13, at the hem of the 

court coat, the diagonal bands and rounded billows 

represented water to symbolize the universal ocean surround

ing the earth. From the rounded billows rising prism-shaped 

rocks represented the earth mountain and above were the dra

gons, as symbols of imperial authority, against the sky 

which was associated with rain. This universal symbolism 

was complete only when the coat was worn. Then, the human 

body became the world axis, the neck opening became the gate 

of heaven, separating the material world of the coat from 

that of the spiritual which was represented by the wearer's 
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Figure 7. Insignia for the second degree civil official — 
golden pheasant, embroidered silk, c. 1850-1875 
(Vollraer, 1983, 110). 
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Figure 8. Insignia for the first degree military official 
-- ch'i-lin, embroidered silk, c. 1875 (Denver, 
1981, 69) 
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head. Besides being symbols of power, authority, and dig

nity, the coats constantly reminded the wearer of his duty 

to the throne (Vollmer, 1977). 

The dragon always incorporated symbols of prosper

ity, longevity, and good fortune which reflected personal 

auspicious wishes. The use of these complex and sophisti

cated auspicious symbolism, which was superimposed on the 

basic cosmic schema of court coats, increased when the 

Ch'ing dynasty became unstable and declined (Vollmer, 1977). 

This suggested the cosmic symbols on the coat, which rem

inded the emperor and officials of their role in establish

ing a harmonious balance in the universe necessary for sta

bility and order, were no longer sufficient to preserve the 

Manchu regime. 



CHAPTER 3 

DESIGN ANALYSIS 

Design Features and Symbolism 

One of the significant feature of the dragon design 

in Ch'ing's textiles is the incorporation of various ele

ments which evoke universal and auspicious meanings. The 

reason and way of their incorporation is highly .related to 

Chinese thought and taste in art. The power of the dragon 

is emphasized by incorporating various elements of the 

universe because from the Chinese's point of view the dragon 

is the king of the world just as the emperor is the con

troller of the nation. This forms the basic cosmic schema of 

the dragon design. The role and authority of the emperor is 

further emphasized by the Twelve Symbols; these symbols rem

ind them to be a good and wise king, establishing a harmoni

ous balance in the universe necessary for stability and 

order. In addition to these symbols which emphasize the 

dragon's power, some other sophisticated auspicious symbol

ism reflecting Chinese life philosophy — pursuing longev

ity, fertility, and good fortune — are used. These auspi

cious symbols scatter in the waves and clouds. Most of them 

are a motley of Budhist and Taoist emblems, including Eight 

38 
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Precious Things, attributes of the Eight Immortals, and 

Eight Buddhism Symbols. 

These motifs not only emphasized the power of the 

dragon, but also enriched the design. In the dragon design, 

the expression of symbolism and Chinese civilization reaches 

to a peak only when these motifs appear at the same time. 

These motifs, although in supporting roles in the dragon 

design, are magnificent even when taken out of the dragon 
i 

design. In this study, parts of the dragon design will be 

used to support these points and to provide a better 

description and illustration of the dragon design. 

For the convenience of analysis of the dragon design 

later, it is appropriate at this point to make general 

statements about the popular incorporated motifs and their 

symbolism. 

1). Elements of the Universe including ocean, mountain, and 

sky: As shown in Figure 13, the ocean is represented by the 

diagonal bands, rounded billows, and breaking waves. From 

the rounded billows, there rises the earth mountain which is 

represented by prism-shaped rocks and above that are the 

dragons against the sky which is associated with rain and 

represented by clouds motifs. 

2). Twelve Symbols (Figure 9a and 9b): these emblems are 
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Sun (heaven and intellec
tual enlightenment) 

Moon (enlightenment; the 
hare of the moon prepares 
el i xi r) 

Stars (heaven and the 
cosmic universe) 

Mountain (earth) 

Fu (.judgment) Ax (power to punish) 

Figure 9a. Twelve Symbols of Authority (Denver, 1981, 
title page). 
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Dragons (natural world 
and adaptability) 

Pheasant (natural world 
and literary refinement) 

Water Weed (water and 
puri ty) 

Bronze Cups of Sacrifice 
(metal and filial piety) 

Flame (fire and intellec
tual brilliance) 
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Grain (wood and responsi
bility to feed people) 

Figure 9b. Twelve Symbols of Authority (Denver, 1981, 
title page) — continued. 
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systematically placed on the robe; the Sun with a three-

legged cockerel inside (Figure 9c) and the Moon with a rab

bit pounding elixir of immortality inside (Figure 9d) are at 

the right and left shoulders; the Constellation with three 

stars and the Mountain over the chest and back dragons, the 

Symbol of Distinction (Fu) and the Axe at the front waist, 

the paired Dragons and the Pheasant at the back waist, the 

Water Weed, paired libation Cups, Flame, and plate of Millet 

at the skirt {Mailey, 1980; Vollmer, 1980). These emblems 

which date back to the Han dynasty (206 B.C. - A.D. 220) are 

differently interpreted and possibly changed from age to age 

(Mailey, 1980). According to Vollmer (1980), the Sun, the 

Moon, the Constellation, and the Mountain remind the emperor 

of the four great annual sacrifices to the Sun, Moon, Heaven 

and Earth made by him as intercessor for his nation and peo

ple. The Symbol of Distinction and the Axe represent devine 

judgement and the power to wield judgement. The Dragons and 

the Pheasant represent dominion of the natural world. The 

Water Weed, Cups, Flame, and plate of Millet symbolize four 

of the five natural elements — water, metal, fire, wood; 

while the fifth natural element earth is represented by the 

Mountain at the back. While the interpretation by Priest 

and Simmons (1934) is different, however it is according to 

the T'u Shu Chi Ch'eng ("Encyclopaedia of K'ang Hsi"): 
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Figure 9c. Detail of a Lamaist priest robe — the Sun with 
a cockerel inside, silk and gold metallic 
wrapped thread embroidery, 1881-1899 (LACMA). 

Figure 9d. Detail of a Laraaist priest robe -- the Moon with 
a rabbit preparing elixir of life, silk and gold 
metallic wrapped thread embroidery, 1881-1899 
(LACMA). 
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The Sun, the Moon, and the 
Constellattion...symbolized the light of the good 
and wise king shining upon the world.... The Moun
tain, which distributes cloud and rain and thus sym
bolizes the beneficence of the good and wise king to 
his people.... The Dragons, ever infinite in its 
changes...symbolizes the adaptability of the good 
and wise king, who publishes his laws and instruc
tions according the the needs of the time.... The 
Flowery Bird (Pheasant), with the five colors on its 
body...symbolizes the cultural accomplishments of 
the good and wise king.... The Cups, with the 
representation of the tiger and the long-tailed 
monkey...symbolize the fact that the good and wise 
king pacifies rebellions with super- natural force 
as the tiger overpowers things with courage and 
forcefulness.... The Water Weed , which rises and 
falls with the water, symbolizing the good and wise 
king responding to the needs of the time.... The 
Millet, upon which the life of human beings depends, 
symbolizing the good and wise king as the mainstay 
of all things.... The Fire, which fires pottery, 
melts metals, and cooks, symbolizing the good and 
wise king's supreme virtue as daily renewed.... The 
Axe, which can cut and sever, symbolizing the 
decisiveness of the good and wise king when facing 
situations.... The Symbol fo Distinction (fu), con
sisting of two chl characters back to back... sym
bolizes the working together of the prince and his 
ministers (Priest and Simmon, 1934, 55, 56). 

3). Taoist Symbols: the attributes of the Eight Immortals, 

also called Eight Precious Things (Pa pao) (Figure 10a and 

10b) evoked the pursuing of longevity. The Eight Immortals 

are Chung-li Ch'uan, Chang Kuo-lao, Lu Tung-pin, Ts'ao 

Kuo'chiu, Li T'ieh-kuai, Han Hsiang-tzu, Lan Ts'ai-ho, and 

Ho Hsien-ku (Vollmer, 1980; Williams, 1941); they achieved 

immortality for various reasons and in diverse ways. 

4). Buddhist Symbols: the Eight Precious Things (Pa pao), 



45 

v\. 

Figure 10a. The Eight Immortals with their attributes 
(Yeh, 1981, 200). 
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Fan of Chung-Li Chuan Bamboo Tube and Rods of 
Chung Kuo-lao 

Sword of Lu Tung-pin Castanets of Ts'ao Kuo-
ch' iu 

Iron Crutch and Pilgrim's 
Gourd of Li T'ieh-kuai 

Flute of Han Hsiang-tsu 

Basket of Peaches of Lan 
Ts' ai-ho 

Lotus Pod of Ho Hsien-ku 

Figure 10b. Attributes of the Eight Immortals (Yeh, 1981). 
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also called Eight Emblems of Happy Augury (Pa chi hsiang) 

(Figure 11) to distinguish them from the other sets of 

Taoist symbols. These eight emblems which were imported 

from India are the Buddha's spiritual attributes, including 

the Parasol, symbol of the incorruptible majesty; the 

Canopy, symbol of the victory of Buddhism or symbol of king 

who shelters all living things; the Vase, symbol of holding 

the water of life; the Conch Shell, symbol of the call to 

worship; the Wheel, symbol of the Buddist doctrine which 

leads to perfection; the Endless Knot, symbol Of everlasting 

love of Buddha and the guide to happiness; the Lotus, symbol 

of divine purity; the Fish, originally the emblem of Vishnu 

and Kama, symbol of the joining of happiness and utility or 

male and female elements. 

5). Symbols from the Hundred Antiques: Another set of Eight 

Precious Things (Pa pao), also called Eight Antiques (Pa ku) 

(Figure 12), are represented by various categories of 

antiques. They are generally tied with ribbons or narrow 

bands which represented the "rays or aura of the charm" of 

the antique (Williams, 1941, 157). One popular combination, 

which were derived from tangible forms of wealth to symbol

ized good fortune, were the Pearls which granted every wish, 

the Rhinoceros' Horn, the Coin which symbolized wealth, the 

Painting, the Musical Stone, the Lozenge (Fang sheng) which 
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The Parasol The Fish of Gold 

The Vase The Lotus 

The Sea The Endless Knots 

The Standard The Wheel 

Figure 11. The Eight Precious Things CEight Elblems of 
Happy Augury) (Priest & Simmons, 1934). 



49 

o 
The Pearl The Coin 

<$> 
The Painting The Lozenge 

The Coral The Pair of Books 

The Horn The Ju-i Scepter 

Figure 12. The Eight Precious Things (Eight Antiques) 
(Priest & Simmons, 1934; Vollmer, 1980). 
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symbolized victory, the Leaf of the Artemisia which was a 

plant of good omen and prevention of disease, and the Pairs 

of Books (Priest and Simmons, 1934). 

6). Others: other popular decorative motifs are bats which 

represent good luck, peaches which symbolize longevity, tree 

peonys which represent riches and honor, and marigolds which 

mean longevity, etc.. 

Design Analysis 

Each item to be discussed is numbered and will be 

discussed in the following framework: 

1). Basic background of the textile, including end use of 

the textile, materials and techniques used, year of origin, 

and resource. Name of the resource and page number was given 

if the sample came from secondary resource. The initials 

LACMA indicated that the sample was collected by the Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art; the initials PAM indicated the 

sample was the collection at the Phoenix Art Museum. 

2). Motifs of the design. The motifs of dragons, those 

accompanying the dragons, and how the total design was 

arranged was described. 

3). Symbolism. The symbolism where not mentioned in the pre

vious section was described. 
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Nos. 'l and 2. 

No. 1. : Manchu boy emperor's semiformal court coat, 

silk tapestry with some silk embrodery, c. 1875-1900 

(Vollmer, 1984, 144) (Figure 13 and 13a). 

No. 2.: Woman's semiformal robe, silk and gold 

embroidery on silk satin, c. 1875 (Denver, 1981, 60) 

(Figure 14 and 14a). 

Both nos. 1 (Figure 13) and 2 (Figure 14) were 

decorated with a cosmic diagram: five dragons can be seen in 

these pictures, one on the chest, two on the skirt, and 

another two on the shoulders. (According to Denver and Voll-

mer, these robes were adorned with nine dragons, therefore 

another four should be on the garment back: one back chest, 

two back skirt, and one on the inner flap.) The dragons, 

which are five-clawed, are grasping flaming pearls — this 

evoked the emperor's search for virtue and wisdom on behalf 

of his nation and people. The Twelve Symbols were displayed 

among the clouds. Shown on these pictures are the Constella

tion with three stars over the chest dragon; the Axe and the 

Symbol of Distinction (Fu) at the right and left sides of 

the chest dragon (Figure 14a); the Cups to the right and the 

Water Weed to the left of the skirt dragons (Figure 13a). 



No 1. Figure 13. Manch.u boy emperor's semiformal court 
coat (Vollmer, 1984, 144). 

Figure 13a. Detail of Figure 13. 
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No 2. Figure 14. Woman's semiformal robe (.Denver, 1981, 60) 

Figure 14a. Detail of Figure 14. 
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The Eight Precious Things of the Buddhist Symbols were scat

tered in the waves in mirrored images. The left side of 

mirrored image as seen in Figure 13a is described from right 

to left as. follows: the Canopy (symbol of the victory of 

Buddhism or symbol of king who sheltered all living things) 

can be seen at the top of the waves; the Lotus (symbol of 

divine purity), the Parasol (symbol of the incorruptible 

majesty), and the Conch Shell (symbol of the call to wor

ship) can be seen at the top of the waves; the Endless Knot 

(symbol of everlasting love), the Fish (symbol of abun

dance), the Vest (symbol of holding the water of life), and 

the Wheel (symbol of the Buddist doctrine lead to perfec

tion) can be seen in the waves. Bats carrying two peaches 

or the Chinese character wan (10,000) which symbolized hap

piness and longevity, and round stylish shou (longevity) 

characters are found scattered among the clouds. Borders 

were also decorated with cosmic diagram. 

No. 3. 

Court coat, embroidery on silk, Ch'ing dynasty (PAM) 

(Figure 15 and 16). 

In No. 3, Figure 15 and 16 show some detail motifs 

which are similar to Nos. 1, and 2. Figure 15 shows details 

of the Canopy, the Lotus, the Parasol, the Endless Knot, the 



No 3. Figure 15. Detail of a court coat (PAM). 

No 3. Figure 16. Detial of a court coat (PAM). 
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Fish, the Vase, and the round stylish Chinese character shou 

(longevity) Figure 66 shows details of a bat carrying two 

peaches, the Conch Shell, the Parasol, and part of the Vase. 

No. 4. 

Woman's formal court vest and collar; body: silk and 

gold thread embroidery on dark blue satin, and fac

ings: silk and gold satin; c. 1745-1775 (Vollmer, 

1983, 55) (Figure 17 and 17a). 

This vest was decorated with cosmic diagram. The two 

fronts of the vest are mirrored images. Two profile five-

clawed dragons are on each front (according to Vollmer, 

another three on the back). Some precious things are in the 

waves: the Ju-i Scepter which symbolized good luck and a 

symbol resembling the Conch Shell (one of the Buddhist sym

bols which meant the call to worship) can be seen at the top 

of the waves; the Pearls are scattered all over the waves; 

the Coral and the Coin, and the Book and the Lozenge (Fang 

sheng) are found next to each other in the waves (Figure 

17a). A bat (good luck symbol) can be seen above the waves. 

According to Vollmer, the facings were woven with dragon 

roundels and other precious motifs. Borders were also 

decorated with cosmic diagram. 



No 4. Figure 17. Woman's formal court vest and collar 
(Vollmer, 1983, 55). 



Figure 17a. Detail of Figure 17. 
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No. 5. 

Imperial clansman's semiformal court coat, 

embroidery on silk satin, c. 1775-1800 (Vollmer, 

1980, 44) (Figure 18, 18a, and 18b) 

No. 5 (Figure 18) was decorated with cosmic diagram. 

In this imperial clansman's semiformal court coat, five 

five-clawed dragons can be seen. Except for the chest dra

gon, this robe was decorated with a mirrored-image arrange

ment. The right side of the decoration is analyzed. Six of 

the Eight Precious Things (the attributes of the Eight 

Immortals), are found: as shown on 18a, symbols resembling 

the Basket of Peaches and the Flute at the top of the waves, 

and the Castanets to the right of the profile dragon; on 

18b, the Fan above the profile dragon, the Lotus Pod to the 

right of chest dragon, and the Bamboo Tube and Rod to the 

right-upper side of the chest dragon. Peaches of immortal

ity rose from the mountain. Bats, peonies, lily, and some 

other unknown flowers were scattered among the cosmic 

diagram. Borders were also decorated with a cosmic diagram. 

Nos. 6 and 7. 

No. 6.: Court coat, silk tapestry, Ch'ing dynasty 

(PAM) (Figure 19). 



No 5. Figure 18. Imperial clansman's semiformal court 
coat (.Vollmer, 1980, 44). 



Fugure 18a. Detail of Figure 18. 

Figure 18b. Detail of Figure 18. 
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No. 7.: Court coat, silk embroidery on silk, Ch'ing 

dynasty (LACMA) (Figure 20 and 21). 

Nos. 6 (Figure 19) and 7 (Figure 20 and 21) show 

some detail motifs of the attributes of the Eight Immortals: 

the Fan (Figure 19), the Iron Crutch and Pilgrim's Gourd 

(Figure 20), and the Castanets and the Bamboo Tube and Rod 

(Figure 21). 

No. 8. 

Prince's formal surcoat (back), silk tapestry, c. 

1900 (Denver, 1981, 48) (Figure 22 and 22a). 

No. 8 (Figure 22) is a man's surcoat decorated with 

medallions. Five medallions can be seen in this picture. 

The medallions, which were decorated with five-clawed pro

file dragons enclosed by frames with cloud motifs, Eight 

Precious Things (Buddhist Symbols), bats carrying Chinese 

character wan (10,000), and stylish circular shou (longev-

itty) characters, are similar to the medallion show on Fig

ure 23 (No. 9). 

As show on Figure 22a, the skirt was decorated with 

a mirrored-image border depicting the cosmic diagram. On 

the right side a dragon head can be seen to the right of the 

mountain. Some of the Eight Precious Things (Buddhist 
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No 6. Figure 19. Detail of a court coat — the Fan (PAM). 

The right-upper side is the Coin, one 
of the Eight Antiques. 
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No 7. Figure 20. Detail of a court coat — the Iron 
Crutch and Pilgrim's Gourd (LACMA). 

No 7. Figure 21. Detail of a court coat — the Castanets 
and the Bamboo Tube and Rod (LACMA). 
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No 8. Figure 22. Prince's formal surcoat (Denver, 1981, 
481. 

Figure 22a. Detail of Figure 22. 
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Symbols) can be seen in the waves: the Parasol and the 

Canopy at the top of the waves; the Wheel, the Vase, and the 

Endless Knot in the waves. The Vase here is inserted with 

three spears. Because the pronunciation of vase, p'ing, is 

the same as the character meaning safety or smooth, thus it 

became an emblem for the latter; the pronunciation of spear, 

chi, is the same as the character meaning rank or grade, 

thus it became an emblem for the latter; therefore a vase 

inserted with three spears meant "wish you get promoted 

three higher ranks smoothly" (Yeh, 1981). Three of the 

other set of Eight Precious Things (symbols from the Hundred 

Antiques) are also found in the waves: the Pearls, the 

Lozenge (Fang sheng), and two Coins. The sleeve and the 

neck edges were decorated with cosmic diagrams. 

No. 9. 

Dragon medallion, gold and silk embroidery on silk 

satin, c. 1875-1900 (Denver, 1981, title page) (Fig

ure 23) . 

In this dragon medallion, the five-clawed front-

facing dragon, which is grasping the flaming pearls, is 

among the cosmic diagram and enclosed by frames with clouds, 

Eight Precious Things (Buddhist Symbols), bats, and a styl

ish circular shou (longevity) character which is just above 
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No 9. Figure 23. Dragon medallion (Denver, 1980, title 
page). 
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the dragon. The arrangements of the Eight Precious Things 

are: the Parasol to the upper-left side, the Wheel to the 

left, and the Fish to the lower-left side of the dragon; the 

Conch Shell to the left, and the Vase to the right of the 

mountain; the Lotus to the lower-right side, the Endless 

Knot to the right, and the Canopy to the upper-right side of 

the dragon. 

No. 10. 

Carpet, knotted wool pile, c. 1875-1900. {Vollmer, 

1980, 24) (Figure 24 and 24a). 

In No. 10 (Figure 24), the carpet was decorated with 

a symmetric cosmic diagram within a four-lobed pattern. At 

each lobe, there is a front-facing five-clawed dragon, which 

was outlined with a strip motif. Some of the Eight Precious 

Things (Eight Antiques)— the Pearls, the Rhinoceros Horn, 

and the Lozenge (Fang sheng) — can be seen in the waves. 

The center is scattered with clouds ,Shou (Longevity) and 

Wan (10,000) characters. 

No. 11. 

Court coat, silk embroidery on silk fabric, c. late 

19th century, (LACMA), (Figure 25). 



No 10. Figure 24. Carpet CVollmer, 1U84, 24) 

Figure 24a, Detail of Figure 24. 
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In No. 11 (Figure 25), the detail of the court coat 

illustrates some motifs such as the Pearls, the Rhinoceros 

Horn, and the Chinese character wan (10,000), which are 

similar to those in Figure 24a. 

No. 12. 

Square stool cover, brocaded design in satin, Ch'ing 

dynasty (National, 1977, 68) (Figure 26). 

In No. 12 (Figure 26), this "Stool Cover Brocade" 

fabric was decorated with design of "carps jumping over the 

Dragon Gate" (National, 1977, 68): two profile five-clawed 

dragons are between the clouds and the waves which symbol

ized the universal sky and ocean. The regular rock, which 

always rose from the ocean and symbolized the earth moun

tain, was substituted by a gate, called Dragon Gate(Lung-

men) . The Dragon Gate, which was decorated with two coiling 

dragons, was a metaphor of high fame and reputation, there

fore carps jumping over the Dragon Gate symbolized reaching 

for success (Yeh, 1981). The frame was decorated with 

animals of the ocean. 



No 11. Figure 25. Detail of a court coat CLACMA). 

No 12. Figure 26. Square stool cover ("National, 1977, 



CHAPTER 4 

DESIGN TRANSFORMATION 

Seven textile printing design transformations from 

the dragon design and background contact were created and 

executed. These designs were limited to screen printing for 

cotton and silk. Each design which is given a name is num

bered and will be discussed in the following framework: 

1). The origin of the design idea. 

2). The design process and design characteristics. 

3). The design suggestions, including fabric used and end 

use of the design. 

72 
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Design 1 (Figure 27) . 

Two-color 'breaking waves' printing design on silk 

chiffon for woman's evening dress. Design repeat 

22" x 18". 

This design originated from one of the Elements of 

the Universe — ocean (Figure 28) — which X found was beau

tifully used in traditional Chinese textiles. I wanted to 

design an ocean print other than a traditional one. To 

expand this idea I studied examples in art books and noted 

that the ocean motif was used not only in traditional 

Chinese textiles but also in other decorative arts such as 

lacquer, bronzes, and furnitures by both Chinese and 

Japanese. I drew the theme of ocean over and over again to 

try the different modification possibilities of the tradi

tional motifs. Finally the breaking waves was chosen as the 

main theme and the rounded billows as the support theme. 

After the first draft came out, I decided to "print" this 

design on silk chiffon for woman's evening dress (Figure 29) 

because of the mysterious effect of the color and the 

elegance of the motifs. I modified the first draft by 

thickening some parts of the breaking waves to create the 

highlight effect which I thought would be nice for evening 

dress. 



Design 1. Figure 27. Two-color 'breaking waves' printing 
design. Design repeat 22"xl8". 



Figure 28. Origin of design idea of Design 1. 
'breaking wave'; detail of a court 
coat, tapestry-woven silk, Ch'ing 
dynasty (PAM). 



Figure 29. Evening dress with 'breaking wave' 
print. 



77 

Design 2 (Figure 30). 

Six-color 'lotus everywhere' printing design on cot

ton for upholstery. Size 12" x 17". Design repeat 

22.5" x 22.5". 

The design, 'lotus everywhere', was developed from 

one of the Eight Precious Thing (Buddhist Symbols) — lotus 

(Figure 31). The original idea was to apply this lotus 

motif to a satin light weight coat with the bright petals 

over the obscure background lotus. However, after the 

design was completed, I felt it was too flowery for apparel 

and noted it might be good for upholstery such as curtain or 

sofa fabrics. The different colors of the petals added to 

the versatility of the color scheme. 
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Design 2, Figure 30. Six-color 'lotus everywhere' printing 
design for upholstery. Size 12"xl7". 
Design repeat 22.5"x22.5". 
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Figure 31. Origin of design idea of Design 2 and 
3; detail of a court coat, silk 
embroidery, Ch'ing dynasty (LACMA). 
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Design 3 (Figure 32). 

Five-color 'lotus' printing design on white cotton 

terry cloth for bath towel. Size 25" x 50". 

After the 'lotus everywhere' was finished, I went to 

bed dissatisfied and a beach towel with bright lotus blos

soms came to my dream. Figure 32 illustrates the towel ori

ginated from my dream with the different end use and colors 

of lotus and background. Different colors were used for 

background to make the design look more vivid. Even if the 

bath towel is folded in half and hung it also looks 

interesting. In future work, a whole series of towels and 

other bathroom textile items such as shower curtain with 

this lotus motif could be developed. 
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Design 3. Figure 32. Five-color 'lotus' printing design 
for bath towel. Size 25"x50". 
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Design 4 (Figure 33) . 

Two-color 'clouds' printing design on China silk or 

silk chiffon for woman's formal dress (Figure 35) or 

jacket; or printed on knitted cotton for teenager's 

sportswear. Size 19" x 16". Design repeat 20" x 

16". 

The 'clouds' came from the cloud motif (Figure 35). 

I drew long continuous geometric-shaped clouds and cut them 

into pieces. I moved the pieces around in different combi

nations — in irregular lines, in geometric-shapes, in scat

tered patterns. After each trial, I put the sheet on my 

desk for a while, sometimes for days, until I found the har

mony and composition which satisfied me. I was surprised 

that there was a feeling of movement in the scattered 

clouds. 



Design 4. Figure 33. Two-color 'clouds' printing design. 
Size 19"xl6". Design repeat 20" j<16". 

Figure 34. Origin of design idea of Design 4 and 
5; detail of a court coat, gold 
raetallic wrapped thread embroidery on 
silk, Ch'ing dynasty (PAM). 



Figure 35. Dress design with 'clouds' print 
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Design 5 (Figure 36). 

Three-color 'clouds in squares' printing design on 

silk chiffon for woman's scarf. Size 28" x 28". 

I wanted to do a printed scarf when I was doing 

'clouds'. When moving around the cut clouds, I found there 

still were lots of possibilities, so I used the same motif 

and technique to create 'clouds in squares'. I put the 

small squares around the boarders and randomly put some 

individual clouds on the square with some clouds inside and 

some out of the square. Then 1 cut a piece of paper as the 

center square and scattered the clouds around — this time 

without a feeling of movement. Now, it was time to decide 

the position of the center square — right in the middle or 

at a forty-five degree angle? Figure 36 illustrates how it 

came out — the middle a little bit angled to make the 

design look more dynamic. At last, I mounted the green and 

red stripes on the borders to add to the versatility for 

wearing. 



Design 5. Figure 36. Three-color 'clouds in square' 
printing design for scarf. 
Size 28"x28". 
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Design 6 (Figure 37). 

Six-color 'tree peony and pearls' printing design on 

cotton for upholstery. Design repeat 25" x 25". 

This design ceune from the tree peony — the flower 

of honor, and the pearls (Figure 17a) — grand for wishes. 

Three media were combined — water color, color pencil, and 

crayon. I especially like the vivid peonies and the fluent 

and free lines. 



Design 6. Figure 37. Six-color 'tree peony and pearls 
printing design for upholstery. 
Design repeat 25"x25". 
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Design 7 (Figure 38)., 

Three-color 'dragon lace' printing design on silk 

for either casual (Figure 40) or formal wear. Size: 

10' x 13'. Design repeat 16" x 20". 

It took me weeks to think about the dragon design, 

not only because of the shape of the dragon, but also 

because I wanted a dragon design with a different feeling 

from the traditional one. I sketched a lot to simplify the 

dragon, but in the same time keep the dragon shape. How

ever, the dragon didn't look like a dragon without scales, 

so I added the lattice in different scale to both the dragon 

and the background This elegant design came out by accident. 
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Design 7. Figure 38. Three-color 'dragon lace 1  printing 
design. Size 10"xl3". Design repeat 
le^O". 
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Figure 39..Origin of design idea of Design 7; 
detail of a court coat, gold metallic 
wrapped thread embroidery on silk, 
Ch'ing dynasty (PAM). 
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Figure 40. Casual wear with 'dragon lace' print 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to analyze and inves

tigate the features and symbolism of the dragon design in 

Chinese textiles of the Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1912), and to 

experiment with acceptable transformations of the dragon 

design to modern textile printing design. Some conclusions 

were made as follows: 

1). The traditional Chinese transferred objects into symbols 

and consciously used these symbols on clothing. The dragon, 

which was used as a symbol of imperial power, is the most 
v 

popular symbolic motif. Not only the dragon itself, but 

also the number of dragons, the number of its claws, and the 

gesture of the dragon discriminated between ranks and there

fore emphasized inperial sovereignty. 

2). The dragon was always incorporated with various motifs 

which evoked universal elements, imperial power, and auspi

cious meanings. Especially the elements of the Universe — 

ocean, mountain, and sky motifs appeared whenever the dragon 

motif appeared. The imperial power was further emphasized 

by the Twelve Symbols, which also reminded emperors of their 

expected role to be a wise king. The sophisticated auspi

cious motifs, which represented personal wishes and usually 
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as a variety of combinations, were also incorporated but not 

essential. Popular auspicious motifs used were Eight Pre

cious Things, attributes of the Eight Immortals/ Eight Bud

dhism Symbols, bats, and flowers. 

3). Chinese symbols were flexible. Individual motifs were 

often used in many contexts and often had more than one 

meaning. The symbolic meaning depends on the context, the 

situation of wearing and the wearer. On the other hand, 

combinations of motifs were usually necessary to impart a 

particular meaning or idea. These symbols were meaningless 

in isolation. 

4). The dragon design in Ch'ing's textiles was not just for 

symbolization, but also for ornamentation. Through the two 

thousand years' experimentation, at least, the Chinese 

artists had developed a series of magnificent and unique 

symbolic decorations in textiles. Textile scholars or 

artists may find, objectively or subjectively, that every 

single motif in the dragon design, even in supporting role, 

is an individually well-designed object. 

5). A continuing study and a systematic arrangement of the 

features and symbolism of Chinese textiles is necessary. 

Chinese art has already been widely appreciated. The author 

believed that an historical study of traditional symbolism 

would provide people with insight into the dynamics of 
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Chinese society and civilization, and therefore help to read 

Chinese art thoroughly. 

6). Art of the past has already become one important 

inspiration of modern artists and does influence the 

present. Fashion designers, either garment designers or 

textile designers, frequently go back to fashion of the past 

to look for design ideas. The author believed the decora

tive design of traditional Chinese textiles, which has not 

yet been widely noticed by textile designers, could be a 

good design source for textile designers. 
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