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Pacific Asia Museum Announces Exhibition 

Rank and Style: Power Dressing in Imperial China 

PASADENA (August 15, 2007) — For centuries China’s rulers and their representatives wore emblems on their robes that identified their place in a complex system of status and privilege.    The new exhibition Rank and Style: Power Dressing in Imperial China will explore how the ruling hierarchy was maintained through the bestowing and wearing of exquisitely woven and embroidered emblems. Of special interest are a large group of badges from the internationally renowned Chris Hall Collection Trust on loan from the Asian Civilizations Museum in Singapore. They will be on view for the first time ever in the United States at Pacific Asia Museum in Pasadena. The Trust’s extensive collection of badges is one of the finest in the world, particularly noted for its many rare and early examples. Additional pieces in the exhibition including robes, paintings and court accessories will be drawn from the holdings of Pacific Asia Museum as well as several Southern California private collections. Rank and Style: Power Dressing in Imperial China will open to the public on Friday, October 12, 2007 and remain on view through January 27, 2008. 

The Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911) dynasties saw the development of a system of badges to distinguish each grade of official in the ranks of the imperial bureaucracy.  At the top of the hierarchy was the emperor, below him were the members of the imperial family, followed by court officials —civil and military— each further stratified into nine ranks.  Rank and status, carefully crafted and preserved among China’s elite, were expressed primarily through garments and their decoration, making them virtually a second skin. 

The exhibition is divided into five sections. The first, Dragon and Phoenix: Badges for the Imperial Household, presents badges worn by the emperor, empress and other members of the imperial family.  In this section are several extremely rare badges from the Chris Hall Collection Trust.
Peacocks and Orioles: Badges for Civil Officials, the second section, traces the stylistic development of badge design from early Ming to late Qing (15th to early 20th century) and the avian imagery associated with each rank of civil official: the crane for first rank officials, followed by the golden pheasant, peacock, wild goose, silver pheasant, egret, mandarin duck, quail and finally the paradise flycatcher for the lowest rank.
The third section, Lions and Tigers: Badges for Military Officials, contains a fascinating array of real and mythical animals; their ferocity was desirable in a military officer whose primary responsibility was to guard the emperor first and the empire second. At the top, a first rank officer wore the mythical qilin as his emblem. Described as a horned creature with a scaly body, the hooves of a deer, the head of a dragon and a bushy tail, the qilin lived for three thousand years and was a symbol of virtue and perfection.  The second rank was represented by the lion, followed by the leopard, tiger, bear, panther, and rhinoceros, in descending order.

Peonies and Lanterns: Badges for Festivals and Ceremonies, the fourth section of the exhibition, explores the imagery on festival badges worn at the Ming court during the celebration of annual holidays. Palace protocol required the wearing of appropriate symbols on the rank badge.  
The final section, Beyond the Forbidden City: Badges as Iconic Emblems, is enhanced by objects, photographs and text showing the widespread influence of Chinese rank badges even after the end of the Qing dynasty in 1911, as well as in other countries of Asia—and even the West.  
 
The Qing system of ranks ended in 1911 with the demise of the dynasty. The wearing of badges, however, was so closely associated with status and identity that the tradition was briefly revived during the short-lived Republic (1911-1916).  Imperial badges were no longer needed after 1911 and became souvenirs for Western visitors and residents of China, particularly between 1912 and the late 1930s.  Badges were even specially made to form ladies’ handbags, as a particularly striking example in the exhibition shows.
This exciting exhibition will be on view Wednesday – Sunday, 10 a.m. - 6 p.m., October 12, 2007 through January 27, 2008.  Rank and Style is Pacific Asia Museum’s contribution to the “Skin/Art & Ideas Festival 2007” Pasadena-wide cultural collaboration taking place in October.  Pacific Asia Museum will offer special programming related to Rank and Style, including a curator’s tour and live performances.  For more information check www.pacificasiamuseum.org or call (626) 449-2742.  The exhibition is included with Pacific Asia Museum admission: $7 general, $5 students/seniors, and free for children ages 11 and younger. This exhibition has been sponsored by the Institute of Museum and Library Services, and Dr. George W. Housner.
# # #

Images are available from the Pacific Asia Museum press office at j.caballero@pacificasiamuseum.org or 626.449.2742, ext. 12.

Art & Ideas is a collaborative of Pasadena-area arts, cultural and science organizations, designed to engage the Southern California community by creating thought-provoking, issue-based arts festivals. “Skin/Art & Ideas Festival 2007” is Pasadena’s most ambitious citywide cultural collaboration to date.  Presented in 26 different venues throughout the city, the festival will be held from October 10th through 31st . The Festival features an array of performances, exhibitions, films, presentations and public conversations; commissioned, curated, and conceived by 22 of the city’s arts organizations, science institutions and community partners.   Intended to ignite discourse and offer multiple perspectives, the festival explores the unique theme of “Skin” through both the arts and sciences.  The Art & Ideas Festival is held every three years, and follows the successful model of earlier festivals — "Radical Past" (1999), "The Universe" (2001), and "The Tender Land" (2004). Art & Ideas is a collaborative project, organized by the Pasadena Arts Council.

For complete information on all of the events and programs for “Skin/Art & Ideas Festival 2007”, visit www.artideasfestival.org  or our Myspace page by searching for skin: art & ideas. Contact the Pasadena Arts Council at (626) 793-8171.
