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“Nine-Dragon Floral Hairpin Crowns” in Song
Dynasty Empress Portraits”

Hsu, Wen-mei**

Abstract

Surviving portraits of Song dynasty empresses in the National Palace Museum
collection offer precious concrete visual information for our understanding of the
appearance of these imperial figures. From the term “nine-dragon floral hairpin crown”
found in texts, examining the crowns of Song dynasty empresses in paintings not only
shows them to be of the highest wardrobe ranking for empresses and consorts, they were
actually a reform of previous dynastic floral hairpin crowns. The nine-dragon floral hairpin
crown further demonstrates the close relationship between Song dynasty rule and Daoism,
serving as a conflation of the imagery for the motherly model of the nation and the Queen
Mother of the West.

The nine surviving full-length portraits of crowned empresses in hanging scroll
format span the Northern and Southern Song periods. Analysis of them, by incorporating
documentary evidence, reveals that the crown decoration of the earliest sitter in the seated
portrait of Zhenzong’s empress is the closest to the original textual description. It shows
that Dowager Liu, who acted as regent for ten years and was on the Daoist register, is
the most suitable candidate for the person depicted in the portrait. And the formation of
the empress’ nine-dragon floral hairpin crown is very likely to be closely related to the
drafting of regulations for the “Empress dowager crown” at the time. For the empress
crowns of the sitters in the portraits of Zhenzong’s empress and Renzong’s empress, the
imagery of female immortals riding dragons in the former and dragons with a pearl in
their mouth in the latter demonstrate the flexibility in making changes to the production
of empress crowns during the reigns of Emperors Zhenzong and Renzong. After the
portrait of Yingzong’s empress, however, the main motif of the empress crown became
the “large dragon holding a string of pearls in its mouth,” the ordering of the crown
decoration clearer as well. The crown system not only included nine dragons, but also
incorporated phoenix and other types of birds, the female immortals group in the crown
decoration being placed at the top and the groups of female immortals riding dragons and
birds scattered throughout the crown. The arrangement of nine dragons in the portraits of
Yingzong’s and Shenzong’s empresses consists of three dragons arranged along a central
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axis in groups of three. After the portrait of Huizong’s empress and including the ones
for Qingzong’s, Gaozong’s, Guangzong’s and Ningzong’s empresses, the image of the
empress crown in these five portraits shows the main dragon centered in the middle with
four dragons arranged on either side, suggesting that the arrangement for the empress
crown had become finalized by the Southern Song.

Keywords: empress, Song empress, empress portrait, empress crown, nine-dragon floral
hairpin crown
(Translated by Donald E. Brix)

*  Recelved: 2 August 2021; Accepted: 29 June 2022.

**  Associate Research Fellow, Department of Painting, Calligraphy, Documents and Rare Books, National
Paace Museum
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