Identifying Civil Rank Badges

yving to describe the appearance of the birds
and animals that served as rank symbols
during the Ming and Qing dvnaslies is like lryving
to record a moving train with a single, still picture.
A basic tenet of this book is that the design of rank
badges evolved over Hime. As a consequence, the
appearance of the creatures that denoted rank also
changed, Sinee the evelution of designs belongs
to a later portion of the book, at this juncture 1
will describe, in general lerms, the appearance
of the rank creatures during the middle and end
of the Qing dynasty, These are the most frequent
badges vou are likely to encounter and so will
serve as a convenient starting point. Once you
masler the basics ol identitication, the changes vou
encounter in the appearance of a bird or animal
trom a different period will be relatively easy to
recognize, Some of the descriptions associated
with dating, the gender of the wearer, and design
details will be unfamiliar to those who are reading
about vank badges for the fivst time. But it is my
hope (hal this book will serve as a uselul reference
over lhe years, Allhough some commenls may be
obscure on a first read, they will hopefully prove
enlightening when you use the book as a reference.
Betore proceeding with these descriptions,
I need to emphasize a point made in the
introduction, which is thal there are virtually no
principles that are universally applicable. The
diversity of designs implemented over time and
within the geographic expanse of the Chinese
empire makes even simple rules problematic at
some point, Let me provide some examples that
demonstrate this point.
One simple and direct observation is that
civil officials wore birds, and military officials,
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animals. While that is generally true, as most
“rules” are, there is an important exception. The
censors were a selecl group ol generally junior
officials who served to investigate the Chinese
bureancracy itselt. Through their own bureaucratic
hierarchy, they reported directly to the emperor,
They were authorized to send memorials directly
to the emperor when they needed to impeach an
inetficient or cormupt official, Thedr spedial emblem
was an animal called a viezhi, a mythical animal
that reputedly could immediately discern truth
from falsehood, When it detected a lie, it gored the
liar with its single horn. As such, it was a titting
symbol tor the men investigating wrongdoing. But
the importanl point here is that a group ol civil
officials wore an animal rather than a bird as their
rank symbol, undermining the general principle ot
birds tor civil and animals for military otficials.

Another convention is that civil and military
officials wore square badges and the imperial
tamily wore cireular badges. This was true unti]
the turn of the nineteenth into the lwenltieth
century, when the Guangxu emperor was being
held under house arresl by the dowager empress
Cixd (see appendix K). In the absence of a strong
imperial Hgure to enforce dress codes, cvil officials
gradually modified the shapes of their badges
into circles. The resull was a large number of
civil officials’ badges in a circular shape from this
period.

It is generally true that bivds were depicted
in a stylized way that conflicted with their actual
appearance. In particular, birds with webbed teet
were typically shown with clawed feet. However,
there are a limited number of examples, which
will be pointed out as they are encountered later,



where aquatic birds are rendered with at least
one webbed loot. So even when one examines
relatively minute details about the rank birds
and animals, specific, unvarying males are nearly
impossible to find.,

In addition to the influences ol time and
geography, there is another issue thal complicales
any eflort lo elucidate why rank symbols look the
way they do. Occasionally, an official modified his
symbol so that it might be mistaken for one of a
higher rank. This usually involved changing the
color of the bird or animal or adding or sublracling
a distinguishing characteristic. Later, we will
encounter a white goose with a red mark above
its bill —an obvious attempt to make the usually
brown or vellow goose appear to be a crane. In
another example, what would normally have
been a two-tailed paradise flycatcher of the ninth
rank is shown with five tail feathers, making it
resemble a silver pheasant of the fifth rank. Other
alterations include moditving the shape of the
bird's head or changing the head feathers. While
these unauthorized moditications can cause some
temporary confusion, a solid grounding in the
typical characteristics of each bivd will allow the
astute observer to identify the subterfuge. See the
author’s note at the end of the chapter lor a turther
discussion ol why a bird's normal characlerislics
were allered to Hout convention.

Notwithstanding the exceptions one finds to
nearly every rule; having a basic understanding
of the general nature of the appearance of the
various rank birds and animals is helplul. When
differentiating among the birds, one needs lo pay
attention to the shape of the head, neck, and tail
feathers. Color can sometimes be used to assist in
the identification ot the birds, but this cue is absent
when the design is executed in metallic thread
or monochrome brocade, or the color is modified
to appear to be that of a higher rank, like the
aforementioned white-bodied goose. The size or
configuration of the bird's body or wings are not
important, nor in most cases are the teet, which are
generally shown as clawed,

The civil service ranks were organized
into eighteen categories, that is, nine ranks, each

distinguished by an upper- and a lower-level
designation. When encountering them in written
literature, ranks are often defined by a momber and
letter, The mmnber refers to the rank, and the letter
refers to the level within that rank. A ninth-level
olficial of the upper level is labeled 9a; 4b relers lo
a lourlh rank oflicial of the lower level, Officials ol
the same rank wore the same badge even lhough
their levels might have differed,

The crane was the symbol of the highest civil
rank. It is typically shown as a white bird with a
smoolh head with a red cap, although in metallic
or monochrome badges, the head cap appears only
in outline. The neck is smooth. There are usually
five spade-shaped tail teathers, frequently black or
gray. The tips of the tail teathers normally do not
touch.

Figure 2.1 depicts a crane from the Reform
Period of 1898. The smooth head with red cap,
white body, and separated tail feathers are all
tvpical of this bird. Figure 2.2 depicts a crane with
a typical head and neck vet also with a wedge-
shaped tail teather varialion more commonly
seen in mandarin ducks or wild geese. Of note
are the clouds with the white center and the gold
scrollwork in the background, This combination
is normally tound in badges trom the early
Daoguang emperor’s reign (1821 50).

Pigure 21 Crane of a first-rank civil official, Reform
Period of 1898, Guangxu Period (1875-1908). Fhoto
provided by David Hogus.
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Figure 2.2 Crane of a lirst-rank civil official,
Daoguang, emperor {1821-30). Embroidered silk.
Photo by Derik Lin, provided by Chris Hall

Figure 2.3 Crane of a fivst-rank civil official, mid-
Dapguang Period (1821-50), Embroidered silk
embellished with seed pearls. Photo provided by
David Hugus.

Figure 2.3 is another example of a crane
shown with its normal, white color. The chunky
appearance of the background elements is typical
of the late Daoguang period. The detail image
reveals the seed peals incorporated into this badge.
Although the court dress regulations forbade
extravagance in rank badges, occasionally gold-
wrapped thread, seed pearls, or thread made ol
filaments trom peacock tail feathers were included.

The badges in tigures 2.1 through 2.3 were
designed for oflicials. The crane in figure 2.4
was made tor an otticial’s wite. The position of
the sun disk indicates the gender ol the wearer,
a discussion of which appears in the chapter on
iconography. For such monochrome badges as in
ligure 2.4, birds have lo be recognizable withoul
a color cue, Clues include the characteristic head
shape, smooth neck, and distinctive tail teathers.
The diagonal lines indicating deep waler al the
bottom of the badge date this badge to about 1850.

The golden pheasant represented a second-
level official. The distinguishing characteristics
are a crosted head (pointed in the back), a highly
coloriul body, and lwo long sword shaped lail
feathers normally marked with pairs of black
bands. Some golden pheasants also have black

bands on their necks.

Tetail of tig. 2.3 showing the seed pearls on the
crans's wing,
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Figure 2.4 Crane of a first rank civil oificial’s wife,
Taiping Rebellion Perod (1551-64). Monocluome
brosade. Thota provided by David Huagns,



The birds in figures 2.5, 2.6, and 2.7 have all of
the distinguishing characteristics associated with
the golden pheasant, The badge in figure 2.5 shows
the same golden scrollwork as in figure 2.2 and
was made aboul the same time, The bird in ligure
2.6 is set in water displaying Buddhist symbaols,
indicating that il was made loward the end ol the
Daoguang emperor's reign. Figure 2.7 is unusual
in thal the absence ol the rock suggests the bird
is m flight, A bird in flight is genevally assoctated
with the Reform Period of 1898 (see appendix K},
The more ornate bird in figure L8 has a properly

shaped head and bands on its tail feathers, but

Higus 20 ol phownt ol s seentnk i musing neck bands, presumably to avoid
becidered silk. Fhoto provided by David Hugus, detracting from the golden sparkle of its body.
This badge was made in the late 1800s, when ranks
were sold to support the imperial govermmnent (see

appendices 1, M, N, and O). It was commissioned
for a female, possibly the wife of a rich merchant,
in which case, she would likely have been more
interested in the bird's general appearance than
in specilic design details. Moreover, il is an
oxample of a metallic thread badge in which color
is introduced by the couching loops that held the
metallic thread to the background silk.

Figure 2.6 Golden pheasant of a second-rank civil
official, late Daopuang Period {1621-50). Lmbroidered
ailk, Fhoto provided by David Hogus,

Figure 2.8 Galden pheasant of the second civil vank,

Figure 2.7 Golden plisasanl of a second-vank civil probably for a merchant’s wife, Xianfeng /lonpzhi
official’s wife, Xianfeng/Tongzhi Period (1851- Period (1851-61,/1862-74). Gold metallic thread colored
61/ 1802-74). Woven silk. Photo provided by David by silk couching leops. Phate provided by David
Hugrus, Hugus.
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Figure 2.9 Peacock of third-rank civil official, Xianfeng
Period (1851-61). Woven silk. Photo provided by
David Hugus,

Fignae 2,10 Peacock ol a thivd-rank civil atlical,
Reform Period of 1898, Guangya Period (1875-1908).
Imbroidered silk. Photo provided by David Hugus.

Figure 211 Peacock of a thard rank cvil obhcial’s wike,
Yongzheng Period (1723-35). Gold metallic thread
with color from sill couching twead, Photo provided
Ty Dravid Hugms.
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The bird of the third civil level was the
peacock. This s one of the easier birds to identify
since its tail feathers all contain the distinguishing
“eve” associated with the actual bird, The head
can be either round or crested with no, one,
or two head teathers. Figure 2.9 illustrates the
smooth headed peacock. Figure 2.10 shows the
pracock with a smooth head and a single head
[eather. Figure 2.11 adds a second head feather,
and figure 2.12 shows a crested head with a
single head teather, But all of the birds show the
unmnistakable tail feathers with the distmguishing
eves. The badge in tigure 2.9 was constructed
about 1850. Figure 2.10 shows a bird {rom the
Retorm Period of 1898, Figure 2.11 was produced
early in lhe Yongzheng emperor's reign (1723-35),
and figure 2,12 depicts a badge in the process of
lranslormation lrom a square lo circular formal,
dating it to about 1900. Taken together, these
badges underscore the longevity of the tailfeather
motif in representations of peacocks.

Figmure 2,12 Peaceck o a third-rank vivil officials wile,
probably after 1900, Guangxn Period (1875-1908).
Embroidered silk. Photo provided by David Hugus,



The emblem of the fourth civil rank was
the bird variously called the wild goose or the
cloud goose, It was normally depicted as either a
vellow or a brown bird with a smooth head and
neck and a wedge shaped lail. No space appears
between its tail feathers, Other prevalent feahmes
inchide semicircular or commalike markings on
its neck and body to denote teathers. Figures 2,13
through 2.16 share these characteristics, even the
bird made of gold-covered thread in figure 216,
The earliest badge in this gronp is i figne 214, 1t
was produced in the mid 1700s during the reign
of the Qianlong emperor (1736-95). Figure 2.16 is

Figure 2.13 Wild goose of a fourth-rank civil official, . o oot
Daopuiang Period (1821-50), Embroidered ailk. Photo the latest badge, which, like @e bird in figure 2.10,
provided by Jon Eric Riis. was produced during the Retorm Period of 1898,

The badge in ligure 2,15 was made about 1850, as
indicated bw the deep water design al the boltom
of the badge. These badges exemplity the relative
stability of the goose image over most ot the Qing
dynasty.

Figure 2,14 Wild goose of a tourth-rank civil offical,
Qianlong Period (1736-95). Woven silk. Photo
provided Iy David Hugs.

Figure 2,15 Wild goose of a lourth-rank cvil obfical, Figure 2.16 Wild goose of a fourth-rank civil official,
Miambeng Period (1851-61). Bmbriideed silk. Photo Fetorm Perjed of 1898, Guangsn Period (1875-1908),
provided by David Hugns. Metallic thread and embroidered silk, Photo provided

by David Hugus,
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