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Power and Symbol:
Porcelains with Five-Clawed Dragon Designs for
Ming Princes in the Mid-15" Century”

Maggie Chui Ki Wan™"

Abstract

During the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), the five-clawed dragon motif symbolized the
emperor, and its use by government officials and the general populace was prohibited.
However, for fanwang, or “princes of the border” in the Ming dynasty, who held neither
the status of the emperor nor that of officials and ordinary people, what did the five-
clawed dragon motif symbolize? This paper deals with a category of blue-and-white
porcelain ware dating from the mid-15t% century that features both five-clawed dragon
motifs and cross-hatched diamond patterns. Porcelain pieces with such a design have been
discovered in the tombs of Ming princes and their relatives, as well as in regional palaces
and kiln sites in various parts of China. Whether they were made by the Ming court or by
private kilns remains a subject of debate.

This paper aims to discuss the nature of this porcelain category and the reasons for
its production. By comparing different dragon motifs found on imperial porcelains, in
imperial portraits, from archaeological finds of the Middle Capital in the Ming dynasty,
and at the tombs of Ming princes from the early to mid-Ming period, this paper argues that
the porcelain of concern here was commissioned or purchased by the Ming princes from
specific private kilns in Jingdezhen, probably with the tacit approval of the emperor. The
porcelain pieces feature standard imperial dragon motifs but avoided the ascending dragon
that symbolized the reigning emperor and matched the motifs with cross-hatched diamond
patterns which were common in folk porcelain, so as to express the unique social status
of the Ming princes who were subordinate to the emperor but also held a distinct position
above ordinary subjects.

Keywords: princes of the border (fanwang), dragon, porcelain, Ming dynasty, interregnum
period, Nanxundian, Jingdezhen
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**  Associate Professor, Department of Fine Arts, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
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