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Heritage Remaking: Emperor Qianlong’s
Reorganization of the Imperial Portraits from the
Previous Dynasties in 1748

Lai Yu-chih
Department of Painting and Calligraphy
National Palace Museum

Abstract

The National Palace Museum has a rich collection of Chinese imperial and
Confucian sage portraits, and one of their most salient features is their systematic
mounting in a uniform manner. The imperial hanging scroll portraits, for example,
are all mounted with golden yellow silk featuring cloud patterning. The top section
of the mounting silk is lined with a slightly brighter yellow silk, and the back
mounting silk is inscribed with a text that reads, “Remounted in the wuchen year of
the Qianlong reign (1748).” This set of portraits, according to records in such texts
as Palace History of the [Qing] Dynasty (Guochao gongshi), was originally in the
storage of the Imperial Household. However, in the Qianlong reign the portraits were
then stored at the Nanxun Hall, hence their tradition name “Portraits of the Nanxun
Hall.”

This study is an attempt to reconstruct the history and original appearance
of the formation of this set of portraits in order to determine what kind of role
the set played in the structure of imperial authority established by the Qing
court. Furthermore, the study will try to identify whether the timing behind the
establishment of this set had any significance, and whether the choice of the Nanxun
Hall for storage was done on purpose or purely coincidental. More importantly,
recent studies in Qing history have pointed out that the Qianlong Emperor’s role as
a Chinese orthodox ruler was but one facet of his life, and certainly not the complete
one. Therefore, this study will investigate how the Qianlong Emperor as a Manchu
ruler diverted a historical legacy symbolizing Chinese orthodoxy for his own use,
and whether his identification as a Manchu influenced the selection of this set of
portraits. Furthermore, the study will go step further by taking into consideration
how this act of Chinese orthodoxy was placed in the complex Qing political
environment, where Manchu, Chinese, and Mongolian cultural elements co-existed.

Keywords: Imperial Portraits, Nanxun Hall, Confucian sage portraits, Chinese
Orthodoxy
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