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Sniffing fun: snuff bottles in paintings of Qing Dynasty
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“With her mouth like a cherry, her waist
willow, a beauty is learning in spring wind,
idly. She is in @ mood for recreation, just lost
in contemplation before unfolding the
book”. These poetic lines were written by Mi
Yuazhang, a famous poet of North Song
Dynasty. The images of the poem are vividly
depicted by this painting. A slender girl,
wearing light green silk blouse, sat in her
elegant study, is going to read a book but
lost in contemplation. A girl studying in
idleness shows the common “slight sadness”
esthetic taste of beauty paintings of Qing
Dynasty.
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This painting is one of the 12 Screens of Secluded Life in Study Inscribed by Emperor
Yongzheng collected by the Palace Museum of Beijing. In these paintings, there are
inscriptions written by Yongzheng when he was a prince with an alias name of “Poche Jushi”

(unoccupied person). This set of painting screens were customized for the Old Summer Palace.
Originally, they were posted on the folding screen of Shenliu Study of the Old Summer Palace.
In the August of the 10" year of Yongzheng (1732 A.D.), these paintings were torn off from
the screens. Then they were “smoothened out with packing paper, matched with scroll bars
respectively” and kept until today.
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This set of painting screens belong to claborate-style painting with enriched colors, vividly
depicting the life situations of beauties living in the imperial palace including tea-tasting,
appreciation of butterfly, leaning on bed, reading, etc. and showing the royal palace’s
sumptuous esthetic taste about paintings. Since these paintings are of realistic style, they are
taken as real historical materials used for studying the clothes, hair style, jewelry and other
decoration culture of women living in the royal court of Kangxi period and also an evidence
of the overall arrangement, furnishing, playthings and artworks in the early stage of the Old
Summer Palace.
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In this painting, a girl is leaning on a royal style chrysanthemum square table. Several Chinese
roses are in full bloom on a Ge kiln type bell bottle. Amid the bottle and the book in the hand
of the girl stands a colorful ruby glass snuff bottle.
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In the 17" centry, snuff was popular in the royal families of Europe. In the 18" century, snuff
swept the west and the east and snuff culture became a symbol of upper class. According to
the files of Qing Dynasty, when Emperor Kangxi made as south tour in the 23" year of his
times (1684A.D.), he called in missionaries Jean Valt (1614? - 1696) and Giandomenico
Gabiani (1623-1694) in Nanjing. The missionaries presented four kinds of tributes to Emperor
Kangxi. Kangxi said, “l have received your tributes. However, you have few such treasures, so
| decide to grant them back to you except the ‘xila’ and | accept it.” ' “xila” in Kangxi’s edict is
the transliteration of snuff, which shows that snuff was sourced from the west and introduced
into China at the end of the 17" century.
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Snuff was made of aging fermented tobacco powder and spices. It needs not lighting up and
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could be sniffed into nose directly, which can refresh mental and relieve discomforts. From
the words of Kangxi, we can see that he was very familiar with snuff and even loved it very
much so he only kept snuff and returned the other tributes. These historical materials were
quoted from Kangxi's Decisions by Nan Huairen, which is probably the earliest literature about
snuff.
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Nanlan Kuixu, the 2™ son of Nanlan Mingzhu, a most important minister of Emperor Kangxi,
once wrote a lyric titled Eulogy On Snuft, a Song of Southern Pavilion: Tobacco grows far
away from China (in Janpan); It can be smoked with a gold pipe. When a coconut sail came
to the southern China, a new method of smoking was introduced. It is not necessary to burn
tobacco with sanders fire. Instead, it can be sniffed with your nose. It smells like flower scent,
so sweet. The snuff bottles are very exquisite, like a bag or a musical instrument. When sniffing
it silently, even the fairy maiden would be intoxicated. *This lyric was written in 40" year of
Kangxi period (1701A.D.). The author highly praised snuff by saying that it was different from
burning incense but gave off intoxicating smells like nectar. This, in fact, is the charm of snuff
culture.
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Next, let’s view a portrait of a noble prince of
Qing Dynasty. This is a member of royal
family. He is wearing a winter robe, solemnly
sitting on a seat with a dragon pattern
brocade cover. He is appreciating his favorite
snuff bottle, one hand turning on the bottle
cap, the other hand holding the bottle,
looking peaceful and relaxed.
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It seems as if this prince was taking out a
spoonful of snuff and couldn’t wait for sniff it
before the royal painter finished his paining.
It is no wonder that Wang Qisun, a scholar of Qianlong period, sighed in his poem titled
“Twelve rhymes about snuff bottle” by saying that “you can't help sniffing for a thousand

i

times”.
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Since this portrait was drawn by a royal painter and would be viewed by post generations,
the images in it must have been carefully designed. In the central area of this painting is a
snuff bottle and even the patterns on the bottle were clearly depicted, showing that this snuff
bottle played an important role in the prince’s life. Perhaps, we can make a bold speculation:
because this prince made lots of feats, he was specially rewarded by the emperors and the
snuff bottle was a symbol of his reputation. As we know, from Kangxi period to Yongzheng
period to Qianlong period and later, snuff and snuff bottle had been a symbol of identity and
authority.

R (1773-1857) (S BHEEEFR) <PEFUT>F RHKHE 5, XEEND RE
B, Sy, mPRNE, BRLMK, RASHTEWEESNNEITS L&
B3, BRI (BEREY) <RBRXEREZBRT>Z RIMNLAERAEEREE §T2
Eol, SEHEABMAE. "BRTEONTT, hELEERHIENCEHRFLIERA,
Tong Huai (1733-1857A.D.) wrote a poem titled Fair of Huguo Temple (Jinbaihua House
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Poem Collections). Under the shades of the square, a lot of stalls crowded in the courtyard.
Brilliant treasures are shining; precious antiques are contending. If you want a fashionable
artware, snuff bottle is the most popularly item. This poem recorded the fashion of snuff bottle
collection in the curiosity market at that time. Xu Ke, also recorded snuff bottle in his Luxuries:
snuff bottles collected by De Xiaofeng (Qing Bai Lei Chao). “The noble people outside Beijing
all had the hobby of sniffing snuff bottles. When they attended a banquet, they would display
their collections to each other.” The record of social contact above evidently shows that snuff
bottles were expensive collections of noble people.
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During the three periods of Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong, China had a stable political
situation and a strong national power. As the emperor’s favorite snuff bottles and other
glassware and rewarding needed many snuff bottles, the royal glass factories established and
directed by European technicians expanded the scale gradually and the number of craftsmen
increased quickly. As a result, the glassware process, technologies and profoundness of
material in Qing Dynasty were improved rapidly, and the scale of production and product
types reached to their most prosperous stage, making a peak of glass production in ancient
China. The snuff bottles made by the royal workshop of Qing Dynasty feature rich varieties
and refined artistic essence, and completely reflect the esthetic taste of the times. Thus, snuff
bottles are always very popular in the collection field around the world.
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The end
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Notes:

1. (Qing Dynasty) Kangxi’s Decisions is included in Kangxi Chongzheng Collection-Kangxi's
Decisions (3 annexes)checked and annotated by Han Qi and Wu Min (Beijing: Zhinghua
Book Company, 2006)

2. (Qing Dynasty)Kui Xu: Fulogy On Snuff, a Song of Southern Pavilion, Yijie House Poemn
Collections (carved by Qianmutang in the 2™ year of Yongzheng Period of Qing
Dynasty) , volume 6, page 84, retrieved from the China Basic Ancient Book Data Base
(Retrieval time: July, 23", 2012)

3. File of All Handicrafts Produced by the Workshop of Qing Dynasty, now kept in the First
Historical Archives of China, is an important historical evidence for researches on name,
amount, usage and manufacturing process, etc. of glassware from Yongzheng period to
Xuantong period of Qing Dynasty.
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