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Radical Change and Connoisseurship—A Discussion of

Early Qing Aesthetic Style

LI Wai-yee

How the early Qing continued and transformed the late Ming discourse on
collecting and connoisseurship provides interesting perspectives on the early Qing
evaluation of, and nostalgia for, late Ming culture. “Objects from the fallen dynasty”
became a venue for historical memory and reflection. They derive their value from
the history they embody, the lives of their owners, and (or) their intrinsic aesthetic
attributes. Their social functions allow us to assess the self-definition of loyalist
communities as well as the literary-social ties between loyalists and those who directly
or indirectly participated in the new order. The varying political meanings of the
“discourse of things” encompass a range of emotions, from vague nostalgia to a strong
sense of alienation. Of special interest is the group of “romantic loyalists” who affirm
the continuum between loyalist sentiments and romantic-aesthetic sensibility. They
define themselves as “remnants” not only of the fallen Ming but also of late Ming
culture, with all its valorization of refinement and intense emotions. By this logic,
aesthetic communion over historical objects and cultural artifacts is a mode of loyalist
lament. In conclusion, we thus consider the balance and tension between aesthetic
sensibility and political integrity in early Qing historical memory and judgment of the
fallen Ming.

Keywords: the discourse on things  connoisseurship  historical memory
romantic loyalists  aesthetic sensibility  political integrity
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