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How do Writings on Incense Represent the World?
A Study of the Records on Incense (Xiangsheng) in the

Late Ming Dynasty

Huang, Sin-yu*

In the late Ming dynasty, the Records on Incense, the most comprehensive of
the “treatises on incense,” was composed by Zhou Jiazhou. By burning incense and
sleeping soundly to withdraw from the world, Zhou seemed to want to give up the
struggle for wealth and power and to escape from the vicissitudes of life. However,
wealth and power were inextricably linked with the circulation and acquisition of
incense. And so, he devoted his whole life to this compilation, not only as an
obsession, but also as a countermeasure against his own obsession with the
circulation and acquitision of incense. According to his account, aside from temples,
only the most powerful could enjoy high-quality incense, while those who lived in
seclusion could only fulfill their obsession with it through writing. Was there any
type of connection between this phenomenon and the voyages to the Indian Ocean by
Zheng He in the early 15th century or the dramatic trends of globalization in the 16th
century? And how did information on aromatic substances from faraway lands find
its way into Chinese conventional knowledge of the day? Even though officials and
some scholar-gentlemen once advocated banning foreign aromatic substances,
western aromatics pervaded the scholar-gentlemen’s life, blending into the traditions

of Chinese high culture.

Keywords: Ming dynasty, aromas/incense, China, Indian Ocean, globalization
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