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Musician Households of the Ming and Qing Dynasties:

A Study Based on a Special Government Institution

Chiu, Chung-lin
Research Fellow, Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Musician households had long been discriminated against by the society as
social outcasts. The Ming Dynasty included “musician households” as a hereditary
professional caste in its household registration system based on this way of
thinking. Despite continuous protests from court officials, the Ming Dynasty
“musician households” were given a specific social space due to the need of their
skills. They performed as a group similar to an orchestra at ceremonies held at
courts, the princes’ mansions, the Kong Family Mansion, and local government
offices. However, in addition to fulfill mandatory duties, they were often
subjugated to extra assignments and even had to pay extralegal fees. Because the
princes and their children would take female musicians as secret concubines and
have offspring, the court had to give them reprimands repeatedly, though without
much effect. Therefore, in 1565 the court ordered the dismissal of all the musicians
serving in princes’ mansions. In 1579, Zhang Juzheng and others believed that this
institution was established by the founder of the Ming Dynasty and must not be
abolished. As such, the musician household was restored. In comparison with
musicians of the Ming Dynasty, Qing Dynasty musicians had fewer opportunities
to perform in the “official sphere.” After 1659, female musicians no longer
performed in the court princes’ mansions. During the Ming Dynasty, musicians
often appeared at carnival-like welcome-Spring ritual and even played the role of
the Spring-officials in the ritual. This practice was considered preposterous during
the Qing Dynasty. Therefore, both the court and local governments issued several
orders between the 1660s and 1670s to rectify this practice. The court emancipated

musician households in Shanxi and Shaanxi in 1723, and nationwide in 1725. A
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musician’s legal status was thenceforth the same as that of a commoner, and the
government no longer kept tracking on musician households’ activities. After the
emancipation, the court no longer used musicians from musician households and
started to recruit musicians elsewhere. Yet though no longer outcasts, musicians
were not relieved of their duties, and they still had to pay additional irregular
extralegal fees. Musicians had never been allowed to attend schools, nor did they
keep the status of a commoner after the emancipation. In 1771 there was a reversal
of policy, which stipulated that only a fourth-generation musician could take the
civil service examinations or buy a government position. Evidently, the
emancipation was an empty promise; musicians remained marginalized people

discriminated against by society.
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