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The Sourcing and Process Technology of Tin in the
Qing Palace

Hui-Min Lai
Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica.

Te-Cheng Su

Department of Materials, Imperial College London.

The fiscal levy in the Qing Dynasty mainly came from land tax, customs duties,
and the salt tax. But local tribute was also a source for the national levy. This
article reveals that most of the provinces submitting tribute tin did not produce
all this tin themselves; they also collected tin through commercial trade. For
example, in Guangdong Province, less than 10% of the tin submitted came
from local mining, and it mostly relied on importing tin from British merchants.
Also, some specialized shop managers in Jiangsu province were in charge of
tin purchases from Japan so as to avoid government officials’ corruption such
as fraudulent write-offs. The Qianlong Emperor often claimed that special
crafts from the western world were not required due to the vast territory, rich
natural resources, and self-sufficiency of China. The tin sourcing through
international trade, which is the first main focus of this article, contradicts
Qianlong’s view of self-sufficiency. More than three million catties of tin were
consumed by the Imperial Household Department from the eighth year of

Qianlong through the Guangxu period. The second main focus of this article is
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then to investigate how this large amount of tin was used. We propose that
applications of tin in the Qing Palace can be classified into four categories.
First, tin was used to manufacture moisture-proof tea canisters, travel goods,
and tableware through exploiting its lightweight and easily processible
properties. Second, tin was forged into sheets for waterproof and insect
prevention layers in buildings and wooden cases. Third, tin was added in a
copper melt to make bronze or ‘“Xiangtong” alloy, which could be processed
into bronzeware and musical instruments. Tin bronze, as well as tin-lead alloy,
was ground into powder for brazing or soldering filler to mend broken metal
ware. And fourth, tin was used to make tin-mercury amalgam mirrors, which
further inspired the glass mirror painting technique that depicted scenes of
everyday life in Qing Palace. From applications such as “Xiangtong” alloy and
glass mirror painting, we can conclude that the multicultural environment of
eighteenth-century China accelerated innovations and developments of the

process technology of tin in the Qing Palace.

Keywords: local tribute, trade, tin, metalworking, glass
painting
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