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Japanese Products and Everyday Life in Suzhou, 1736-1795

Lai Hui-min

Abstract

This article examines sources for the import of Japanese goods into
China in order to discuss Sino-Japanese trade in Suzhou in the eighteenth
century and how people in Suzhou consumed Japanese commodities. The
ways that Suzhou residents consumed these commodities were influenced
not only by the quality of Japanese goods but also by the ruling culture of the
Qing dynasty. With the increase of population during the Ming and Qing
dynasties, China began to import copper from Japan in order to mint coins.
After the mid-eighteenth century, copper imports were outpaced by ocean
products from Japan. Analysis of cook books from southern regions of
China during the Qing dynasty shows that ocean products, soy sauce, miso,
and wines had changed dining habits in China.

Japanese wares, already favored by Ming literati, came in wider use
during the Qing dynasty. They were commonly found in kitchens and
bedchambers; commonly used imports included lacquer tea tables, tea plates,
lacquer cabinets, and wash tables. During the Ming dynasty, it was the
literati who determined what was fashionable; with the advent of the Qing
dynasty, the role of fashion leader shifted to the royal family. The taste of
the emperors deeply influenced that of commoners. The kinds of vessels
produced by the Suzhou Production Bureau, as well as the gifts chosen by
officials for the emperors, all reveal the tastes of the royal family. The
dining ware popular during the Qing dynasty shows how ordinary people
imitated their superiors. As for the emperors themselves, the Qianlong
Emperor usually gave orders to the artisans that, when imitating Western

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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style artifacts, they should somehow eliminate the “western-ness” of those
artifacts and make a clear distinction between Chinese and Western.
Japanese artifacts, however, suffered from no such limitations and were
much favored by the Qianlong Emperor. During his reign, foreign lacquer
(yangqi) was not only a name of a particular product but also representated
Japanese-style lacquerware in general. The influence of Manchu culture
can also be seen in how people of Suzhou adapted to the winter season.
Furs were commonly found in Suzhou markets during cold periods; people
also used heating equipment imported from Japan.

In sum, this article shows how the diet, daily utensils, and social
customs changed with the import of Japanese commodities. The gradual
assimilation of Japanese goods shows how Qing royal culture influenced
common citizens and how citizens imitated this royal culture.

Keywords: Suzhou, Japanese products, copper, maki-e, cultural identity
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