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Paintings and Politics in the Wanli Court: A Study on
Imperial Procession Departing from and Returning
to the Forbidden City and Buddhist Paintings
Commissioned by Empress Dowager Cisheng

Ho, Ka-yi
Department of Fine Arts
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Abstract

Imperial Procession Departing from the Forbidden City (Chujing tu) and Imperial
Procession Returning to the Forbidden City (Rubi tu) (both hereafter abbreviated as
Imperial Processions), now at the National Palace Museum, Taipei, and Buddhist
paintings impressed with the seals of Empress Dowager Cisheng (1545-1614) provide
rare evidence of the court paintings produced during the Wanli reign (1573-1620). Due to
the lack of textual records indicating the commission and production of court paintings
in the Wanli reign, scholars have not yet fully explored the political implications and
artistic features of this group of paintings. This study, therefore, investigates the political
significance of the event documented in the Imperial Processions and the conventions of
commissioning and viewing paintings at the Wanli court to discover the historical contexts
in which these paintings were produced and used. The Buddhist paintings commissioned
by Empress Dowager Cisheng provide supplementary evidence to reconstruct the artistic
features of Wanli court painting. This study also examines the differences in the use of
painting modules and decorative features between the secular and sacred paintings of the
Wanli court and identifies the different institutes supervising painting production at the
Ming court as documented in textual records.

Keywords: Imperial Procession Departing from the Forbidden City, Imperial Procession
Returning to the Forbidden City, Wanli Emperor, Dingling, court painting,
Empress Dowager Cisheng, Buddhist painting of the imperial court
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