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A Dreamy Rainbow: Royal Glass Snuff Bottle of Qing

Dynasty
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The world landmark of glass in Qing Dynasty
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Glass is one of the artificial materials invented by humankind. Whether in China or in the West,
glass was always an article of luxury used by the upper class in ancient times. Due to its
complex manufacturing process, glass was the most expensive technological achievement. As
glass products look clear, translucent, sparkling, and so lovable, ancient people regarded
them as invaluable treasures and showed them off to each other.

FE, HE=TZHENEBELARE. BRI E#. BEFTULNZmEAKER, BEERH
RIEFESTHENZ ANE, EHAEEE DRZEE., KICEZE, ARER. %EE.
B bE =B AR A T SIRIE S F B 1 X B MEIRIE RETRME AER
FIEMNEREER RRTBERESLZKE. 4N, HERMLHKTEERE. MER
REER], BESEEAH. HHNEYE L FHBEBENRIY.

In China, glass has a development history of over 3000 years. As baffled by jade ware, ceramics
and other industries, glass does not form a mainstream in China, but it is still remarkable due
to its distinct folk features and unique artistic styles. After thriving in the war times of Han
Dynasty, royal glass works produced in Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong period of Qing
Dynasty became the pinnacle of world glass history. The glass factories under the Royal
Workshop produced all kinds of glassware for the royal family according to the edicts of the
emperor, representing the highest process level of Qing Dynasty. At that time, glassware was
more expensive than jewelry. Today, according to the archives of Qing Dynasty, we know that
the government of Qing Dynasty gave glassware as rewards to Dalai and Panchen Lama every
year.
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The high level of the glassware manufactured in Kangxi and Qianlong period of Qing Dynasty
was mainly driven by the fact that the emperors of Qing Dynasty loved glassware very much
and devoted a large amount of financial resources and energy to it. According to Records of
laws and system of Qing Dynasty, an official file of Guangxu period, *-- in the 35" year of
Kangxi period, by observing the imperial edict, a glass factory was established and managed
by the Royal Workshop, and then an official was appointed to manage the factory:-in the 49"
year, two supervisors were appointed for the glass factory-in the 5" year of Yongzheng it
was proposed and approved to appoint a general supervisor for the craftsmen of the glass
factory- in the 6" year, it was approved to reappointed a deputy supervisor for the craftsmen
of the glass factory:--for the labor house of the Old Summer Palace, four deputy officials were
respectively appointed to be in charge of the housefor the glass factory, a vice supervisor
of craftsmen and a manager of the warehouse were appointed-" In the 35" year of Kangxi
period of Qing Dynasty (1696 A.D.), a royal glass factory was established according to the
edict of the emperor and was hosted by Kilian Stumpf. This glass factory was located at
Canchikou of Xianmen. Later, six new glass factories were built successively during Yongzheng
period. Expanded for many times in early stages, these glass factories had been producing
glassware until the period of the last Emperor Puyi.
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Emperor Kangxi, alias of Xuanye, was a great emperor of Qing Dynasty, who preferred to
study western science and technologies. He once invited several missionaries including
Ferdinand Verbiest to give lectures in the court. Although glassware is very common today,
for a Chinese emperor living in the 17" century, the production of glass was a mysterious
thing. To master the technology of glass production to manufacture glass products which had
the same quality as that of western glassware was a symbol of strength and political stake of
Qing Dynasty. It is because the Emperor attached political significance to glass production
that the incomparable royal glassware around the world was generated in Qing Dynasty. The
crystal glittering glassware experienced the foundation stage of Kangxi period, the innovative
stage of Yongzheng period and the prosperity stage of Qianlong period and became a new
treasure among artistic works and an important gift given by emperors of Qing Dynasty.
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In File of All Handicrafts Produced by Workshop of Qing Dynasty (hereafter referred to as
Qing File) kept by the First Historical Archives of China, there are detailed records about all
kinds of jobs undertaken by the workshop of Imperial Household Department from the first
year of Yongzheng period (1732 A.D.) to the 3" year of Xuantong period (1911 A.D.), including
production of gold and jade handcrafts, cases and paintings and enamels as well as other
repairing jobs. Of course, this file also contains records of glass factories, so it is the unique
historical material about glass production of Qing Dynasty. According to the statistics of Qing
File, glass snuff bottles accounted for over 80% of all Qing glassware. Therefore, this portable
toy-like condensed artistic form was a peeping hole of the charm of the royal glassware of

Qing Dynasty.
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Ever changing glassware colors
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The most common color of glassware is translucent. If some metallic oxide is added to the
raw materials of glass, glass will take on a certain color. The colorant in glass can selectively
absorb some part of the white light projected to it, so the spectrum of the light through the
glass will be changed and the glass will display all kinds of colors. The strength of coloration
depends on the type and amount of colorant and the production processing. For example,
cobaltous oxide makes glass deep blue; ferric oxide makes glass blue-green or yellow green.
Usually, oxides used in glass are not pure oxides but contain natural minerals or rare metals,
such as natural gemstone or gold, etc. In addition, it is required to add other oxide
appropriately to the raw materials so that the glass color will be purer.
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According to Xiangzhu Notes, completed by Wang Shizhen in the 44" year of Kangxi period
(1705A.D.), snuff is “kept in glass bottles and these bottles are made into different forms and
different colors, like red, purple, yellow, white, black and green. The white bottle looks like
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crystal, the red one like a rainbow, so they are so lovely.” Itis thus clear that snuff was stored
in glass bottles in Qing Dynasty and most of these bottles were made of monochrome glass.
Snuff bottles of single colors feature pleasing colors and forms, delivering a beauty of purity.
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Single color glass can be divided into “obscured glass” and “bright glass”. The former refers
to opaque glass, the latter transparent glass. According to Qing File, the colors of single color
glass are various, including bright white, creamy white, pale blue, brilliant yellow, amber yellow,
persimmon yellow, light yellow, golden yellow, wine yellow, orange, beeswax, amber, golden,
beige, dark brown, bright red, scarlet, shiny red, pink, golden red, pale blue, bright blue, sky
blue, deep blue, color of sunshine after rain, purple blue, reddish black, purple, blue, brilliant
green, dull green, bean green, light green, green, turquoise, emerald, grape, black, etc.
According to records in Qing File, “on March 22th, the 6" year of Yongzheng, the Old Summer
Palace reported that Assistant Minister Haiwang was given an edict by the Emperor to make
30 smaller chrysanthemum pattern glass dishes as before. These dishes shall be made into 15
colors, 2 piece for each color. After completed, they shall be laid on the small painted book
shelf in the 7" room of the first western row of swastika type house, placed into 6 groups, 5
for each group. Hereby you are ordered! ” The records above show that 20 glass colors could
be made in Yongzheng period of Qing Dynasty.
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In terms of color, the royal taste required much more than Europe then did. Apart from
imitating the colors of red and blue gem, emerald, agate, crystal, the royal glass factory, due
to the joint efforts of western missionaries and the excellent craftsmen of China, invented
various color formulas to imitate colors of jade, amber, emerald, tourmaline, lazurite,
turquoise, realgar, chicken liver stone, etc. and also created some special colors which showed
Chinese liberators’ love of natural beauties, such as color of sun shining after rain, lake green,
violet, bluish white, light yellow, persimmon yellow, west lake water, watermelon water, lotus
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pink, golden star, etc. During Yongzhen period of Qing Dynasty, there were over 30 glass
colors, which were so profound and splendid, making shining points of glass manufacturing
process of Qing Dynasty.

RIFREH I ZETT

Novelty aspiration of processing formula

BEE FEAGEFEBESH—EFERTRNERNET, X528F%. R, 5T
ZEZFAX. BERE NUBMAEATERELTATS DU RHNUREBERHE, Fit
WBRSTHRNREREN AT XBEXH. AERERUVAINEZET, MTRANHITEE
R, BRATRBETHOBEHTME, URHEAMER, MBPRESWHRE, IHE
BEHRE, ALY TAREHENEREERBE 7. I, FREIANSBENET
W, RERRBIZAIFNEE. B=REBREREWHLE, BHEMEEH S8
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In history, westerners and Chinese people used different formulas of raw materials in glass
production, which was affected by color generation taste, material sources, manufacturing
process, etc. The establishment of the royal glass factories of Qing Dynasty was dominated
by western missionaries and assisted by glass craftsmen from Guangdong and Shandong. As
a result, glassware of Qing Dynasty was quite different from the traditional “medical jade” of
Yuan Dynasty and Ming Dynasty. Supported by the huge financial resources of the royal family,
a large amount tests were made without considering cost and the essences of western and
eastern glass formulas were integrated to a new process. Mirabilite was used as flux, borax
used to increase thermal resistance, arsenic used to remove ferric oxide, which finally created
the pure and bright-colored royal glass formula of Qing Dynasty. In addition, ruby glass of
golden color was successfully introduced so that the glass production process of Qing
Dynasty climbed to a new height. The glass of the periods of three emperors of Qing Dynasty
features bright and pure colors, clear and transparent material, few bubbles and high density,
showing that the glass formula then was improved.
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As emperors of Qing Dynasty loved and promoted glassware and snuff culture, the collision
of eastern and western cultures and process technologies was fully demonstrated in the form
and pattern of the royal snuff bottles of Qing Dynasty. Some adopted the western abstract
geometric pattern of the processing trend in the 17" century, such as grinding edges, octagon
glass snuff bottle; some conformed to the Chinese culture taste, including a lot of graceful
and elegant forms like gourd, begonia, oil bottle form, egg plant, bamboo, egg, Chinese
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character “& " (ji)form, carp, etc. Moreover, the Chinese process of carving jade was
introduced into glass decorations. All kinds of fine patterns were carved on the glass snuff
bottles, like tiger, dragon, plum and butterfly, swastika, two Chinese characters of*f&” (fu) and
“%"(shou), Ruyi shoulder, bag type, double “&” (xi) and other ancient style patterns.

AENEFEBETFRFTHNEESEE  ERaf=SNkREL’ ERAXEEBRTESE
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Why the glass factories managed by western missionaries produced glassware of impressive
national style? The answer is that all these glassware were manufactured according to edicts
of the emperors of Qing Dynasty. “According to Discussion Records in the 3 year of
Yongzheng period, on the 3 of Leap March, Haiwang, assistant minister, received an edict
from the emperor: “I found that there were few fine glassware produced by the workshop
before, but they strictly followed the royal patterns. Recently, the glassware is very exquisite,
but they are of exotic style. When glassware is manufactured next time, you shall follow our
royal style. Hereby you are ordered!” This shows that during Yongzheng period, apart from
the improvement of the formula of glassware, their patterns and styles were also clearly
regulated, which laid a firm foundation of the prosperous development of glassware in
Qianlong period of Qing Dynasty.
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In addition to requirements of color and pattern, the royal glassware process was also
gradually innovated. The technicians mastered flowing, design carving, grinding and other
glass decoration skills and expressed them perfectly. According to the historical records, a lot
of glass varieties like single color glass, painted enamel glass, flashed glass, etched glass, gold
spotted glass, etc. were invented in Kangxi period. When it came to Yongzheng period, based
on the development of former generation, a new kind of glass, gold glass, was created. Then,
the glass production of Qianlong period reached its summit in Qing Dynasty. A lot of flashed
glass, and painted enamel glass were made, and many new processes were adopted like
aventurine glass, gold inlaid glass, mixing glass, in-painting glass, etc.
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In terms of process, glass-body painted enamel reflects the combination of western and
eastern skills, and the royal snuff bottle of this glass is the most exquisite and the most unique
type. As glass and enamel have similar fusing point, when manufacturing them, it is necessary
to control the temperature. If the temperature is too low, the color will be poor; if the
temperature is too high, the bottle will transform. Of course, as the melting points of each
color glaze are different, a colorful glass-body painted enamel ware shall be burned for many
times. As the rate of finished products is low, this kind of glassware is very precious.
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In the full bloom of Qing Dynasty, by following the best Chinese and western formula to select
materials and imitating all kinds of rare jewels, the royal glass factories produced profound
glassware of gorgeous colors. By taking elegant treasures and artworks of the past
generations as the model, the glassware of Qing Dynasty integrated the esthetic tastes of the
west and the east and was carefully manufactured according to the required patterns by the
emperors. Even when making a small bead or a small bottle, the glass factory then dare not
slack at it, which fully represented the perfect fusion of the royal esthetic taste and
technological innovation. Like a dreamy rainbow, the snuff bottles are worthy of savoring
carefully!

(52)

(THE END)
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