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ABSTRACT 

INCEPTION AND RECEPTION OF WESTERN ILLUSIONISTIC TECHNIQUES 
IN QING COURT ART 

Tammy Tran, M.A (i.e., Ph.D., M.S., etc.) 

George Mason University, 2017 

Thesis Director: Dr. Dr. Angela K. Ho 

 

Between 16th to 18th centuries, both the eastern and western culture 

entered a period of new art, ideas and trade. Although both cultures have been 

generally viewed separately through different lenses, recent scholarships have 

begun questioning the interconnections and interactions between the two. I am 

interested in situating my thesis topic around the artistic exchanges between 

Europe and China and more specifically the inception of western perspectival 

illusionistic technique in Chinese art. One of the outcomes from this artistic 

exposure was a new form of imperial art that managed to break away from the 

traditional canon of Chinese art. The impact of this new Qing imperial art created 

social tensions, conflict and possibly enchantment for its contemporary viewers. 

Some of these images were generally not well-received by majority of the Qing 

court at first. However, these artworks were only made possible due to the Qing 

emperors reacting positively towards illusionistic paintings. One of the questions 



x 
  

are, why did the Qing emperors find these illusionistic paintings pleasing or 

useful as they steered away from the philosophy of Chinese art that was instilled 

for over a thousand years? This paper uses the concepts of transculturation and 

object agency to see how the incorporation of western techniques may have 

functioned in some Qing imperial art commissions. Ultimately, I suggest that 

these new forms of art, which utilize western illusionistic techniques, are “agents” 

that allowed the Emperor to convey a political message to viewers, his subjects, 

and allow the Emperor to indirectly exercise his authority. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

What happens when a Chinese emperor breaks centuries-old canons of Chinese 

art? When the Kangxi Emperor (r. 1661-1722) commissioned a portrait using 

western techniques, his imperial court painters (both Jesuits and Chinese artists) 

used ink and watercolor—traditional Chinese media—to execute western 

techniques, including chiaroscuro, which produces the illusion of three-

dimensionality through tonal modeling, on a hanging scroll (Fig.1). Currently 

attributed to the Jesuit court painter, Giovanni Gheradini, this portrait of Kangxi 

Emperor is shown in a frontal position, at the center of the composition, framed 

by two foreshortened bookcases placed behind him. By incorporating 

chiaroscuro, the painting may have provided a truthful representation of Kangxi 

Emperor’s appearance, unlike a conventional Chinese imperial portraiture (Fig. 

2), in which the emperor could have had a more generic look.  

 This chiaroscuro portrait was not well received by some Chinese court 

officials or the royal family. It was considered “crude” because the Emperor’s face 

had shadows.1 According to a letter written by the Jesuit Father de Ventavon:  

“A European painter is in real difficulties from the outset. He has to renounce 
his own taste and his ideas on many points, in order to adapt himself to those of 
the country. There is no way of avoiding this. Skillful as he may be, in some 
respects he has to become an apprentice again. Here they want no shadow in a 

                                                
1 Kleutghen, From Science to Art, 174-76. 
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picture, or as good as none; almost all paintings are done in water-colour, very 
few in oil. The first of this kind shown to the Emperor are said to have been 
done on badly prepared canvases and with badly prepared paints. Shortly 
afterwards they turned black in a manner that displeased the Emperor, who 
wants almost no more of them. Finally, the colours have to be unbroken and the 
lines as delicate as a miniature.”2  
 
It appears that the first Jesuits who came to the Qing court tried to learn 

Chinese methods of painting, such as calligraphy and watercolor, but they had 

difficulties appeasing the Qing court. Unlike western painting, in which emphasis 

on light and dark were necessary to produce optical realism, Chinese paintings 

did not rely on shadows; transitions of colors needed to be smooth and 

“unbroken” in conventional Chinese painting. 3  

This portrait of Kangxi did not follow the rules of conventional Chinese 

painting. To western eyes, the image of Kangxi showed great use of depth through 

shadowing as one can see how the anatomical structure of the Emperor’s face is 

defined, with his cheekbones and facial structure clearly modeled. However, a 

Chinese court viewer of that time period would have read the chiaroscuro and 

emphasis on shadows as dirt on the surface of the paining.4 Having shadows 

painted on the image of an emperor would seem disgraceful and 

disrespectful.5 Therefore, this portrait of the Kangxi Emperor was immediately 

seen in a negative light.6   

                                                
2 Beurdeley, Giuseppe Castiglione, 100-01.  
3 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 78.   
4 Kleutghen, From Science to Art, 174-76. 
5 Kleutghen, Chinese Occidenterie, 122-24.  
6 Kleutghen, From Science to Art, 174-76.  
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While one may not know why exactly Kangxi requested a western-style 

portrait of himself, and despite its negative reception, we can see this image as a 

moment in time where there were more interactions between the Qing Court and 

the West as well as curiosities about one another. Kangxi must have approved of 

this painting or accepted in order for it to have survived this long.7  

I situate my paper around this period between the late 17th century to late 

18th century in China, where cross-cultural boundaries created social tension and 

new forms of art. To understand why the Kangxi Emperor and his immediate 

successors, the Yongzheng Emperor and the Qianlong Emperor, commissioned 

works of art that employed western methods, it is important to consider how 

perspective, chiaroscuro, and other western techniques arrived at the imperial 

court through the Italian Jesuits, and how—as this new patronage system 

between the Jesuits and the emperors grew—it allowed the inception and 

reception of perspectival illusionistic paintings to take root, creating a new 

imperial genre of art as well as a new sense of visual control. 

Breaking the Paradigm of The Superfluous Treatise 
 
   In the early 1600s during the Ming Dynasty, a man by the name of Wen 

Zhenheng wrote the Treatise on Superfluous Things, stating what material 

objects (Chinese antiquities, paintings, porcelains, etc.) should be collected and 

how they should be venerated.8 It is also during this time when Dong Qichang, a 

                                                
7 Ibid.  
8 Clunas, Superfluous Things, 1-7. The introduction chapter gives a brief background information 
on Wen Zhenheng and other writers of the time period.  
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literati and theorist, commented on nature and human relationship within 

Chinese paintings. Dong emphasized the sheer marvel of brushstrokes in 

capturing the movement of natural landscapes, a key attribute to Chinese 

paintings for several centuries.9 These remarks and texts written during the 17th 

century China demonstrate the irreplaceable status of Chinese artistic 

conventions that were established before the Tang Dynasty. Wen Zhenheng and 

Dong Qichang could have been adding to the existing discourse about the cultural 

heritage of their country’s works of art for the sake of participating in educational 

dialogue, but they may also be making a social commentary on the value of 

Chinese art during a time when China began to open its doors to the Europeans.  

 Beginning with the Ming and Qing emperors in the late 17th to 18th century, 

western objects entered China’s imperial treasury. Western objects that did not 

fall within the canon of Chinese works of art, especially as defined in the Treatise 

on Superfluous Things discourse, seemed to have been of particular interest to 

the court.10 Qing emperors such as Kangxi (1661-1722), Yongzheng (1723-1735) 

and Qianlong (1735-1796) began to fill rooms or cabinets of curiosities, similar to 

the ones found in Europe, with European textiles, clocks, scientific instruments, 

western paintings and other enameled artworks.11 They acquired these new 

objects from the west, mainly from French and Italian Jesuits. It was a custom 

                                                
9 Chen, Chinese Perception of European Perspective, 97.  
10  Clunas, Craig, Superfluous Things, 8-12. This book, produced in the Ming dynasty, showcase 
the While the Chinese elites were aware of European objects; they did not find them as valuable 
as their own Chinese antiquities. Therefore, there was rarely a place for them in their own 
collections. However, that changed much later on in the Qing Dynasty. 
11 Jackson, Encounters, 89. See: Chapter 23, it discusses the technology such as scientific 
discovery and perspective entering Mainland China through the Jesuits.  
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that Jesuits must bring gifts during their missionary trips, especially if they 

wanted permission to meet the emperors in person.12  

 Due to these Qing Emperors’ new interests, traditional and conventional 

forms of Chinese art, specifically imperial art, take on a new identity where a new 

genre is then created. These new works of art commissioned by the Qing 

emperors would then create a new form of imperial art where Chinese artistic 

elements (ink and color pigments brush strokes, calligraphy, and so forth) are 

integrated with western illusionistic techniques such as perspective, chiaroscuro 

and other methods that create three-dimensional rendering.  

 By combining two different cultures’ aesthetics, these works of art may 

have created very different viewing experiences for the contemporary viewers. 

For instance, Chinese traditional painting and its philosophy has been 

implemented in China for over a thousand years. It is known to be one of the 

oldest traditions. Its techniques are the same as calligraphy; the materials consist 

of ink water-based paint. Oils were rarely used until the 19th century).13  These 

paintings were executed on either paper or silk in the formats of hanging or hand 

scrolls.14 Meanwhile, western illusionistic techniques such as perspective, 

chiaroscuro, and other elements commonly believed to have been derived from 

ancient Roman and Greek traditions and further developed in European painting 

                                                
12 Beurdeley, Giuseppe Castiglione, 26. Father Ricci presented many gifts to Emperor Shun-chih 
(Kangxi’s father). The emperor was given a Bible, a statute of Christ, a watch and a clock.  
13 There were some oil paintings produced in the Qing court but many were not preserved well.  
14 Clunas, Art in China, 79. 
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from the fifteenth century.15 The function of these techniques was employed to 

bring the images depicted to create what appeared to be a closer resemblance to a 

three-dimensional world. The method of western perspective used in paintings 

ran contrary to Chinese painting, which depicts “freer modes of spatial 

representation.”16  

 As Qing emperors began new collaborations with the European artists, 

such as the Italian Jesuit painters, the attempts to incorporate western artistic 

elements into the Chinese aesthetics were at first rejected.17 However, it did not 

stop the Qing emperors from continuing to experiment with these new 

techniques. Instead, they would request the Italian Jesuits to refine these 

techniques to harmonize with Chinese values and aesthetics. 18 By the time of 

Qianlong Emperor’s reign, the combination between western techniques with 

Chinese medium became more accepted at court, if not respected. Furthermore, 

commissions using these western illusionistic techniques became more common 

with the Qianlong reign. It was under Qianlong that the imperial collections grew 

the largest out of all the Qing emperors. The collections grew mainly through gifts 

from both the Jesuits and the tribute gift system from other ethnic groups and 

nations. The collections also grew from large works being commissioned from the 

imperial workshop and the Jesuits.19  

                                                
15 Zhou,The Elegant Brush, 76.  
16 Kemp, Tricks of the Stage, 432.  
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Clunas, Art in China, 79.  
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        The primary purpose of my thesis research is to investigate the artistic 

transformation and assimilation that came about during the Jesuits’ stay in the 

Qing imperial art workshop. My thesis focuses on Jesuits (mainly Castiglione) 

who participated in artistic exchanges within the Chinese cultural sphere. My 

paper will also examine the interconnections and encounters between the Italian 

Jesuit Giuseppe Castiglione, and the Qing Emperors (Kangxi, Yongzheng, and 

Qianlong) during the 18th century. 

 Essentially, the goal of this research is to understand the inception and 

reception of western perspectival illusionistic paintings created within the Qing 

imperial art. Therefore, my main questions are:  What might the incorporation of 

western painting techniques tell us about Chinese cultural views of the west?  

What sort of tensions came about when the emperors broke the canon of Chinese 

art? How did these new forms of art affect Chinese political and societal points of 

views? By examining the commissions of these Emperors and through the 

theoretical frameworks of transculturation and Alfred Gell’s theory of the agency 

of art, I will investigate how these new forms of art in China were meant to 

become agents in conveying political and social messages to the Qing Emperors’ 

subjects.  

        In terms of my methods, I am using the notion of transculturation to 

express the merging of two cultures into one form. While one may argue that this 

new form of imperial art in China is an example of hybridity, I do not believe that 

the notion of hybridity—as conceptualized in postcolonial theory—applies to the 
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interaction between the Italian Jesuits and the Qing Emperors. Furthermore, it 

would not completely convey the two cultures’ artistic elements merging within 

these imperial works of art.20   

Giuseppe Castiglione has long been studied and observed when examining 

the artistic exchanges between Europe and East Asia. However, his professional 

trajectories and his relationship with the Qing emperors have been marginalized 

by both the historiography of the Christian religion and by postcolonial 

generalizations.21  While there were several notable Italian Jesuits who painted 

for the Qing imperial court, my thesis will focus on Giuseppe Castiglione, who 

stayed in China for more than 50 years, and about whom there are more primary 

and secondary sources than any other painter- priests. Moreover, he is the one 

Jesuit painter, who has earned himself a well-established reputation among three 

different Qing emperors. He also gained the trust and friendship of Qianlong 

Emperor. Therefore, I would like to pay closer attention to Castiglione and his 

relationship with the emperors. 

 Because the Qing emperors were not profoundly interested or heavily 

invested in Europe—the Qing court did not feel the need to submit to the growing 

European powers and presence found through their trade, nor were they 

interested in adopting all forms of European culture, politics, and philosophy—

the reciprocal interaction between the Jesuits and the Qing emperors, especially 

Emperor Qianlong, should not be viewed through a “Eurocentric” or “colonialist” 

                                                
20 Hatt and Klonk, Postcolonialism, 230-31. 
21 Musillo, The Shining Inheritance, 113. 
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lens.22 There are a number of documents that record the Qianlong Emperor’s 

comments and thoughts about western techniques.23 From these documents, it is 

clear that he never thought Chinese art was inferior to art from the West: he 

believed Chinese art was superior. However, Qianlong noted that he enjoyed “the 

feeling of possession of the foreign afforded to him by employing artists from an 

alien tradition” and so one could deduce that the Qing court’s curiosity was 

engaged by the novelties that came from Europe.24 Hence, using the concept of 

hybridity will not really reveal much about the new patronage under the Qing 

court.25  

  Therefore the main purpose of incorporating the theory of 

transculturation rather than hybridity into my research is due to the fact that it is 

a concept that allows the oddity and unusual stylistic characteristics within the 

Chinese traditional artworks to come to light. The usual style will also become 

more apparent to the viewers. It also helps the viewers to see the distinct 

differences when looking at both traditional Chinese art and the new court art 

produced by the Jesuits (or other Chinese artists who use perspectival 

illusionistic techniques). Most of all, unlike hybridity, transculturation does not 

assume that one form dominates over the other. It will show two different 

                                                
22 Ibid. 
23 Clunas, Art in China, 79.  
24 Ibid. See: Musillo, Marco. Managing Perspective in the “The Shining inheritance Italian 
Painters at the Qing court, 1699-1812.” Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2016. 
25 Ibid. It would only perpetuate the notion that when a culture encounters western influence or 
acquires western “things”, it meant that the culture is trying to assimilate to the western culture. 
Not only is this not true but it distorts the possible original narrative of the Qing empire and the 
Italian Jesuits working together. 
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cultures mixing and melding together and at times, resisting each other. 

Transculturation does not enforce a specific viewpoint of one’s culture and so it 

allows for these imperial artworks to act on a multifaceted level. Most 

importantly, there is no perception of one being a minority or a submissive 

culture.26  

 Through transculturation, we can trace the inception of perspectival 

illusionistic paintings in Chinese representation and how mixing different canons 

of paintings can affect their contemporary onlookers. My thesis will also look into 

the reception of these new imperial paintings and how they impacted the court 

officials. These court officials were the primary audience of the emperors’ 

imperial commissions.27 They also worked directly with the emperors and were 

most likely the viewers of these art commissions, the emperors may have 

intended his courtiers to see these objects a certain way. Since these emperors 

were fascinated by many western objects and even created their own versions of 

cabinet of curiosities, these works of art can also simply be intended for the 

simple pleasure of viewing as well. This then allows the works of art to be 

multifaceted and function on different levels depending on how they were being 

viewed or displayed. 

Another method that I will use is the Object Agency theory, an 

anthropological approach created by Alfred Gell, to provide a theoretical 

framework when examining some of the new imperial art produced under 

                                                
26 Rogers, From Cultural Exchange to Transculturation, 474-503.  
27 Hung, Emperor’s Masquerade, 25-41. 
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Castiglione and Chinese imperial artists. The Object Agency theory offers a 

schema to see the chain of causality: how the patrons, the Qing emperors, use 

their knowledge of western perspectival techniques to connect to or control their 

subjects. These illusionistic works of art become a platform where they function 

as the “social-relational matrix” or “index” in which both the patrons and artists’ 

ideas are embedded.28 The social ideas that are embedded within the works of art 

can be conveyed within the events depicted in the art (though not all events can 

develop the way patrons originally intended).29 In producing these messages 

(perhaps political or social) to the audience, these artworks may reveal and 

portray the power play between the Emperors and their subjects.  

Another aspect of Gell’s framework that I will address is the 

“Enchantment” theory or the “Technology of Enchantment,” another form of 

agency that is activated when looking at certain works of art. Gell states that 

enchantment happens when the person who is viewing the object is awed, 

impressed, or confused by the material’s characteristics. The viewer is surprised 

by the technical skills that create the object, and therefore the emotions of feeling 

surprised, impressed, or confused can only be activated if the viewer has 

knowledge of the “technology of production” of the art object.30 The object’s 

existence becomes thought provoking to those who can see it. Moreover, because 

the viewer has some knowledge of the object’s visual properties and of its 

                                                
28 Gell, The Art of Anthropology, 6. 
29 Ibid,16. 
30 Ho, Gerrit Dou’s Enchanting Trompe-l’Oeil, 3-4. 
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production, the viewer then acknowledges the “powers” of the one (the artist) 

who made the object or the person (the patron) who commissioned it.31  

        This thesis is divided into three case studies. The first case study will 

analyze the eleven leaves album of Emperor Yongzheng’s Amuseument Portraits, 

1723-36.32 Currently displayed at the Palace Museum in Beijing, this album 

showcases different portraits of Emperor Yongzheng in various disguises. The 

case study’s analysis will focus on the Western Portrait of Yongzheng (Fig. 3), in 

order to establish the cultural and historical background of the Qing emperors. 

The Qing emperors were not ethnically Chinese but foreigners ruling over China. 

They were known as the Manchus, a nomadic tribe from the far northeast.33 

Thus, the emperors’ identities and their unusual choices of portrayals may be 

explained by understanding their background in being foreigners themselves.  

The face of Yongzheng in this western portrait is attributed to Giuseppe 

Castiglione. The rest of the body may have been painted by a member of the 

imperial court workshop.34 This case study will also elucidate the theoretical 

framework of transculturation, establishing an aid to see the clashing visual 

conventions when using western art techniques in traditional Chinese art 

mediums. This particular portrait series is one of the earlier examples of 

Castiglione’s experiments within the boundaries in Chinese art.35 It is here that I 

                                                
31 Gell, Technology of Enchantment, 45-47.  
32 There are 11 leaves total in the album but 14 sets were created. 
33 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 240-43.   
34 Ibid. 
35 Little is actually known about how much Castiglione worked on these portrait series. So far it’s 
been attributed to both him and the Imperial painting workshop.  
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will discuss portraits commissioned by Yongzheng’s father, the Kangxi Emperor, 

who first commissioned Castiglione and allowed him to become their Jesuit court 

painter.  

In the second case study, I will analyze the painting called Spring Peaceful 

Message, Lang Shining, 1688-1766 (Fig. 4), which is also currently at the Palace 

Museum in Beijing. There are two versions of this subject matter. One is known 

as a tie lo painting, which is a modello version prior to painting the final version 

onto a wall. The second version is final version being painted on the wall and it is 

known as the tongjing hua (Fig. 5). In order to have a tongjing hua painting, the 

emperor has to first approve the first version, the tie lo. My analysis is mainly 

focused on the tie lo version but I will also look at the two paintings holistically in 

order to understand their intended placement as well as subject matter.  

The Spring Peaceful Message painting depicts Hongli, the future Qianlong 

Emperor, standing next to each his father, the Yongzheng Emperor. Yongzheng’s 

son, Hongli, is receiving a plum branch from him. Although scholars are still 

debating whether the Yongzheng or Qianlong Emperor commissioned Castiglione 

to paint this image. 36 My thesis will focus this image during the era of Qianlong’s 

reign, as there is more textual evidence of Qianlong interacting with the image. 

Furthermore, the inscription found on the painting is also crucial to 

                                                
36 Hung, The Last Emperors, 53-55. Art Historian Wu Hung argues that Emperor Qianlong 
commissioned the painting but some scholars argue that the painting dates back to the Yongzheng 
era as well. Furthermore, on the top right-hand corner, Qianlong left an inscription saying, “In 
portraiture Shining is masterful. He painted me during my younger days; the white-headed one 
who enters the room today does not recognize who this is. It was inscribed by the Emperor 
towards the end of spring in the year 1782.” 
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understanding Qianlong’s feelings regarding both Castiglione and the painting 

during the emperor’s later years.37  

This painting is an amalgam between traditional Chinese format (ink and 

hand scroll) and the Western techniques (slight tonal rendering of the robes and 

draperies; the spatial differences between foreground, middle and background; 

and the use of linear perspective). As I will demonstrate, the outcome of this 

artwork actually created a sense of enchantment or wonderment and even 

discomfort to its viewers, especially with its odd use of the bright blue portrayed 

in the background, which was uncommon in Chinese landscape paintings. Spring 

Peaceful Message made an impact onto its contemporary viewers. Some were 

receptive towards it but most were not.38 I suggest that the painting’s agency 

direct the viewer’s eyes right into the plum branch where it is being handed down 

from father to son. By having the vanishing point placed where the plum branch 

is, it makes the viewer see it for a longer period and be reinforced by the 

emperor’s identity.  

Like the Spring Peaceful Message, my third case study is a hand-scroll 

called The Qianlong Emperor’s Southern Inspection Tour, 1764-1770 (Fig. 6). It 

is a twelve-volume scroll, depicting Qianlong Emperor going on an imperial 

inspection tour around southern China. Unlike the previous case studies, 

                                                
37 Even though Qianlong inscribed onto the painting it does not mean that he commissioned the 
painting. Calligraphy on paintings is common in that anyone who possesses the image can always 
inscribe what they want. It was a common ritual for literati to place their feelings, praises, and 
commentaries onto a painting whenever they see it. Depending on the social status of the person 
inscribing onto a painting, the value of the painting may even go up, as can be said if there are 
multiple of inscriptions from various scholars.  
38 Hung, Emperor’s Masquerade, 25-41. 
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Castiglione did not produce this scroll. Instead, a Chinese artist named, Xu Yang, 

executed it. While my paper focuses on the Italian Jesuits and the Qing emperors’ 

patronage system, I think it is crucial to also show an example done by a Chinese 

artist who has an interest in Western illusionistic techniques. In fact, it was 

required by artists within the imperial workshop to have some sort of knowledge 

on western learning. This then implies how much Qianlong Emperor especially 

revered the impact of perspective and other western techniques have on art.39  

In the Qianlong Emperor’s Southern Inspection Tour scrolls, they display 

his grand procession among his court officials, army and court servants. They 

also display different pictorial imagery throughout southern China such as the 

urban city-life, the mountain terrains, water pathways, as well as cities’ harbors 

where global trade are taken place. The scroll that I will be looking into is the 

sixth scroll called, Entering Suzhou along the Grand Canal, which is currently 

located at the Metropolitan Museum of New York.  

Like Spring Peaceful Message, I suggest that the perspective and 

illusionistic quality of a painting have an affect on viewers (who were not used to 

three-dimensional art). I propose that this could contribute to the political and 

social message being conveyed by the paintings. I will reference Erwin Panofsky 

in these two last case studies. According to Erwin Panofsky in his book, 

Perspective as a Symbolic Form, by being able to recognize that there is distance 

portrayed in a work of art, the “foreigner” or viewer can be directed into the 

                                                
39 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 240-43 
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image’s experience.40 Castiglione and Xu Yang’s usage of lineal perspective places 

the viewers into one spot and subtle direct the viewers accordingly to the focal 

point of the image, sending out an intended message the emperor wanted the 

viewers to see or focus on. The object agency in using perspective in Qianlong’s 

commissions of Spring Peaceful Message and Qianlong’s Southern Inspection 

Tour can situate the viewers within the emperor’s imperial authority, reminding 

him of who he is and the privilege of being able to witness some of the events he 

took part in.  

This paper uses the concepts of transculturation and object agency to see 

how the incorporation of western techniques may have functioned in some Qing 

imperial art commissions. Ultimately, I suggest that these new forms of art, 

which utilize western illusionistic techniques, are “agents” that allowed the 

Emperor to convey a political message to viewers, his subjects, and allow the 

Emperor to indirectly exercise his authority. 

                                                
40 Ibid, 31. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

YONGZHENG’S AMUSEMENTS ALBUM 

 Kangxi Emperor was not the only one who was interested in creating 

different modes of portraiture. His son, Yongzheng Emperor, was also interested 

in creating different pictorial representations of himself. In fact, as a prince, he 

commissioned paintings of himself as a peasant, which was highly 

unconventional and unorthodox.41  The Yongzheng Emperor’s reputed character 

was that of a distant and cruel ruler and is still considered not nearly as 

monumental of an emperor as his father, Kangxi Emperor, or his son, Qianlong 

Emperor. History’s narrative of his politics, personality and even of his 

contribution to the arts, has suffered.42 However, his art commissions with the 

Jesuits and his royal portraits suggest otherwise. It appears that he had love for 

the arts and his visual representations tend to show him as someone quite 

humorous.43 

 During the brief 12 years of Yongzheng Emperor’s reign, he commissioned 

a westernized portrait of himself (Fig. 2). He dresses in a fancy green robe that 

                                                
41 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 242.   
42 Ibid. Even as a prince he commissioned paintings of himself being depicted as a peasant, which 
is highly unconventional and unorthodox. The Prince Yinzhen, before becoming Yongzheng 
Emperor, was interested in the mundane things such as the agricultural life, the hermit cultivator 
and other ordinary lifestyles outside of nobility. 
43 Ibid. 
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resembles European noble attire while wearing a tall black wig with curls. In this 

portrait, he reportedly had asked Giuseppe Castiglione to paint him as someone 

from the European nobility and Castiglione chose to depict him as someone from 

Versailles.44 This image relates to a series of images from an album known as 

Yongzheng Emperor in ‘Costume’ Portraits or the Emperor Yongzheng’s 

Amusements. While the exact artists are unknown, scholars do know that they 

were produced under the imperial workshop and are currently attributed to 

Giuseppe Castiglione.45  

 In this album, Yongzheng is depicted outside of his own ethnic identity, for 

example, as a Muslim (Fig. 7), a Confucian scholar (Fig. 8), a Daoist (Fig. 9) and 

many other laymen representations. My first case study will focus on his 

depiction as a western nobleman, but I will also look at the portrait album 

holistically. Another reason for selecting the westernized portrait is that in the 

album, Yongzheng Emperor’s Amusements, he appears again with the same 

outfit (Fig. 10). In this second image, he is hunting a tiger with a trident, which 

appears comical as Europeans do not usually hunt animals with a trident. This 

image of Yongzheng Emperor hunting a tiger (as well as other portrayals) present 

Yongzheng Emperor as someone who is aware of the various cultures within and 

outside of China. This was an attempt to convey the emperor’s beliefs regarding 

what Europeans do, such as hunting. Moreover, the images reveal light humor 

                                                
44 Zhou, The elegant brush Chinese painting under the Qianlong Emperor, 301-302. 
45 Hung, Emperor’s Masquerade, 25-41. It is most likely that the entire body and background was 
painted by another artist or artists but the face of Yongzheng was painted by Castiglione.  
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and they do not represent the usual personality of Yongzheng that is described in 

textual evidence.46  

 The western portrait is shown in a three quarter view, which is a common 

western format. As mentioned earlier, the emperor is dressed in a European 

outfit, although fashion historians have pointed out that the depiction of the 

clothing is inaccurate.47 According to Wu Hung’s article, “Emperor’s 

Masquerade,” the outfit is not even an accurate description of a European attire. 

In fact, it is most likely Chinese clothing but worn differently to imitate the look 

that was considered westernized.  

 Painted in a traditional Chinese medium, ink and watercolor on paper, 

Yongzheng’s face is slightly modeled. One could see a gradual tonal modeling 

throughout his skin, which gives a gradient color palette of flesh tones in  pink 

hues. It is not as flat as the usual imperial portraiture, which is more two-

dimensional, such as Kangxi’s imperial portrait (Fig. 2).   A few different shades 

are created through chiaroscuro. The subtle usage of chiaroscuro enables a 

clearer articulation of his facial features, distinguishing his face further from the 

plain background. It is believed that Castiglione did the face and the rest of the 

body and background was done by the imperial workshop of other Chinese 

artists. The background is more two-dimensional and flat. While the colors are a 

lot bolder, it allows for the background to contrast with the main focus, which is 

Yongzheng’s face. I use this case study to establish my framework of 

                                                
46 Ibid. 
47 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 242-3. 
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transculturation. By having himself depicted as a foreigner, it conveys the Qing 

emperor’s awareness of other empires and nations that surrounded China. 

Originally a nomadic culture, the Qing court, which were Manchus, were well 

aware that China was not the only empire out there. 

 Both the Yongzheng western portrait and the album of Yongzheng 

Emperor’s Amusements have inspired several interpretations. Some scholars find 

these series quite similar to ethnographic series that other Chinese emperors 

have produced.48 These ethnographic series contain images of other foreign 

people from China’s neighboring nations as well as tributary states which the 

Qing empire has power over or with which they have a political relationship.49 

Scholarship in the 19th and 20th century has argued for an association between 

the ethnographic series and colonial enterprises.50 Sometimes this concept of 

colonialism or imperialism also stems from more of a Western perspective, where 

the ethnographic eye is usually about westerners who are focusing on other 

cultures such as Asia. However, the Chinese court (late Ming and Qing Dynasties) 

was also returning the same gaze back at the Europeans. The concept of the 

“otherness” was not just practiced by one society alone; in fact it was being 

practiced or viewed by all sorts of expanding powers or other empires.51  These 

                                                
48 Hostetler, Qing Colonial Enterprise, 96. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Odell, Clothing, Customs, and Mercantilism, 139-40. The current question within ethnography 
is then how do centers of power with a monopoly on production or even dissemination of 
knowledge define other peripheral groups or how would one dominate them? 
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emperors “were aware of the wide-ranging diversity of their realm, and they had 

the desire to record it.”52   

  It appears that Yongzheng (and even Kangxi and Qianlong) felt the need 

to be represented in a wide variety of roles related to different cultures found 

within or outside of China.53 Therefore in order to also understand Yongzheng’s 

westernized portrait, it is important to understand the conditions that surround 

the Manchus and how his father, Kangxi, had initiated a project to have an atlas 

that would unite all the parts of his empire in one view.54  Yongzheng, who grew 

up under the Kangxi reign, was greatly exposed to Kangxi’s love of western 

object, science and mathematics. With this in mind, it was not uncommon for the 

emperors (especially Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong) to experiment different 

viewpoints in life as well as in art.55  

 It seems apparent that many of the emperors’ personal portraits, like 

Yongzheng’s westernized portrait, seem to portray this new sense of 

experimentation. These self-representations of the Emperors at leisure, or their 

“pictures of pleasurable activities” or “amusements”, were manifestations of both 

their personalities as well as ideologies. The choice of an emperor’s activity 

depicted in these portraits is emblematic because each emperor wanted to show 

himself in a distinct, individualized manner. For instance, a role of a cultured 

literati was quite important to the Kangxi Emperor so he would have portraits of 

                                                
52 Ibid. 
53 There are images of both Kangxi and Qianlong depicting themselves as Confucian scholars, as 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, and other various identities.  
54 Hostetler, Qing colonial enterprise, 46. 
55 Ibid. 
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himself surrounded with books and other scholarly activities, as shown in Fig.1. 

Therefore, it may be just as important for Yongzheng Emperor to have himself 

depicted in the role of various ethnic cultures. This could mean that Yongzheng 

wanted to show that China under the Qing Dynasty was a multi-ethnic empire.56  

 It is crucial to first mention that my thesis will not dwell on the idea that 

Emperor Yongzheng’s costume portraits may be participating in cultural 

dominance over China’s neighboring nations or even the Europeans. While I do 

suggest that these various ethnic-identity portraits display Yongzheng embracing 

the diversity of his empire, it is still different from suggesting cultural dominance. 

This is because Yongzheng’s portrait series is different than ethnography in that 

he is essentially role-playing in his images. This painting I have selected to 

analyze serves not only as a window to see how flexible Yongzheng and the other 

emperors’ interactions with other cultures were but also how even their art 

commissions are malleable and can be acculturated through the right conditions, 

such as having Castiglione, a foreigner, as their court painter.  

 In a way, Yongzheng’s western portraits and his Amusements album can 

be a platform for showcasing examples of how the Manchus had greater interests 

with foreigners. This may be one of the reasons why linear perspective and other 

western illusionistic techniques were able to enter imperial art even if they don’t 

supplant the mainstream Chinese artistic identity. Since this western portrait is 

of a form of art that combines both western techniques and Chinese medium, it 

                                                
56 Ibid. 
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will also help establish a more foundational overview of how western and eastern 

art are being exchanged through transculturation, causing more western 

illusionistic paintings to take root.57  

 

Giuseppe Castiglione, the Qing Court Painter 
 
 Before delving further into the analysis of my first case study about 

Yongzheng’s western portrait, it is also crucial to understand who the Italian 

Jesuits were and how Castiglione came to play a major role in the Qing court. It a 

common belief, and it is mostly true, that China was extremely isolated.  Around 

late Ming Dynasty and early Qing Dynasty, they began to open their political 

borders to the Jesuits.58 The Jesuits came with a purpose – to convert. And the 

Qing emperors received them (and other Western traders), also with a purpose, 

which was to attain a lot of silver. In the process of these exchanges, a new large-

scale transmission of ideas and knowledge entered China.59 Western learning 

such as mathematics, astronomy, mapmaking and other scientific discoveries 

began to take root – especially among the Chinese upper classes.60 

                                                
57 By having this image as my first case study, it could also help readers understand my second 
and third case study later on. 
58 Brockey, Journey to the East, 194-96. The Jesuits displayed faithful service to the Qing 
emperor, especially to the Kangxi Emperor. They wanted to make sure to present themselves as 
useful so that they would be able to convert the emperor and his court. Moreover, it was also a 
part of their obligation as a service to humanity.  
59 Jackson, Encounters, 298. 
60 Ibid. Jesuits took on active roles in translating many treatises regarding scientific discoveries, 
such as astronomical calendars and cartography. 
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  As this curiosity of the “other” grew, the emperors realized that they 

wanted to utilize these Jesuits in order to expand their knowledge of the world 

around them.61 However tensions began to rise in court as the Jesuits began to 

spread their religious belief. The Jesuits saw how open the late Ming and Qing 

emperors were to certain western knowledge such as astronomy and scientific 

studies, and therefore used this receptiveness to make an attempt to spread the 

Christian doctrine from top of the hierarchy to the bottom.62  

 The emperors felt as though a new religion would disrupt the Confucian 

order that had been established for centuries. As a result, during both Kangxi 

Emperor and Yongzheng Emperor’s time, the court exiled the Jesuits and only 

allowed them to stay in Macau, an island on the side of Mainland China.63 

Despite this moment of conflict, it does not mean that the Qing Empire found 

Western knowledge as something negative, in fact they wanted it and continue to 

yearn for it-- especially anything they were curious about like perspective works 

of art. To not disrupt the Confucian order and to control the further spread of 

                                                
61 Wanting to keep the Jesuits and attain more Western learning was also a form of control, which 
will be discussed in the later part of my paper.  
62 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, Chapter 4.  
Jesuit, Matteo Ricci, is known to be the first Jesuit who truly captured the attention of the 
emperor (during the late Ming Dynasty). He brought presents to the emperor such as: religious 
paintings, crucifix, statue of Virgin Mary, hourglasses, coins, small clavichord, glass prisms and 
two clocks. He was also the one who later recommended Castiglione to enter the court.  
63 Ibid. See: F., St Sure Donald, Ray Robert Noll, and Edward Malatesta. 100 Roman documents 
concerning the Chinese Rites Controversy (1645-1941). San Francisco: Ricci Institute for 
Chinese-Western Cultural History, 1992. Records and letters being exchanged between Kangxi 
Emperor and the Pope of Rome during this period, where Kangxi told the Pope that he is not 
afraid to exile the Jesuits or even execute them if they continue to spread Christian doctrine in 
China. Furthermore, Kangxi also threatened to close their borders from the Europeans. This 
dialogue is important as it showcases the power play between the East and West, breaking the 
paradigm of certain post-colonial theory.  
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Christian doctrine, the court agreed that it would allow a few Jesuits inside 

Mainland China for very specific uses.64  

 These few Jesuits were only able to come into court through 

recommendation and through the trust of the current emperor seeking their 

knowledge. Out of all the Jesuits who went on missions to convert the Chinese, 

only one was able to stay in the Qing court for all three regimes. This Jesuit not 

only stayed in the imperial workshop started by Kangxi Emperor, producing a 

variety of new forms of art as well as training many court artists, but he also 

successfully combined the two different artistic elements (both western and 

eastern).65  This Jesuit, Giuseppe Castiglione, played a key major role in 

influencing the court art in the Qing state that would stay for 200 years. 

Furthermore, he made it acceptable for Qing court and Chinese artists to 

eventually accept perspectival illusionistic painting.66  

 Born in Milan in 1688, Castiglione entered the Jesuit order at the age of 

19. When he was 27, he was sent on a missionary trip to Beijing. At some point 

after his arrival in Macau, his first destination in China, Kangxi Emperor came to 

hear of Castiglione’s reputation and ordered him to come to the court in 1715 to 

be an imperial painter.67  During Castiglione’s stay in China, he took on the 

Chinese name Liang Shining. Coming from a completely different culture back in 

                                                
64 Odell, Clothing, Customs, and Mercantilism, 139-40. 
65 Jackson, Encounters, 304-06 
66 Musillo, Reconciling Two Careers, 45-59.  
67 Ibid. 
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Europe and then entering a new nation, China, Castiglione worked out a middle 

ground to work for the Qing court.68  

 During his early years, he collaborated with Nian Xiyao, a court official 

and brother-in-law of Yongzheng Emperor, to produce an adapted text on the 

treatise of Perspectiva Pictorum et Architectorum.69 By the time Yongzheng’s 

son, Qianlong, ascended the throne, Castiglione had become one of the best 

European painters in the Qing court and risen to prominence. Not only did 

Castiglione become one of Qianlong’s most valued portrait painters, but he also 

became Qianlong’s trusted friend.70 During the years of Qianlong’s rule, 

Castiglone painted portraits of the imperial family, painted horses to decorate the 

palace, produced designs and prints for European style palaces, and trained 

Chinese artists in western artistic techniques. 71   

Castiglione is often praised as the most successful Jesuit in reaching a 

stable and consistent communication with the Qing emperors. He helped 

established a patronage system where Italian Jesuits could come and take part in 

the imperial workshop, though under extreme restrictions. Started by Kangxi 

                                                
68 Kleutghen, Imperial illusions, 34-39.  
69 Ibid. Study of Vision is a text on linear perspective.  
70 Beurdeley, Giuseppe Castiglione, 40-46. It is said that Qianlong would go to Castiglione’s 
studio every week to watch him paint. Being close to a Qing emperor was not easy. At least one 
or two Jesuits were executed by the Qing emperor every year or two. Although during Qianlong’s 
reign, there were large commissions of art from Jesuits, his reign was also one of the strictest 
ones compared to his father and grandfather. In fact, he condemned any Christian faith spreading 
further. There are records where Castiglione would kneel and begged Qianlong to forgive his 
fellow Jesuits from execution. [There were times Qianlong would pardon them and there were 
times he would not. In any case, he never condemned Castiglione for speaking out for his Order. 
Though there were times Qianlong threatened Castiglione to never speak up again for the other 
condemned Jesuits.]  
71 Musillo, Reconciling Two Careers, 45-59.  
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Emperor, the Jesuits began to train other court artists in western techniques, 

which were at first deemed curiosities.72  Among these new curiosities, as 

mentioned earlier, was the use of perspective, an art form of drawing on a two-

dimensional surface – “giving the most accurate or approximate representation 

of what is being seen by the eye”.73 Perspective also includes chiaroscuro, the use 

of mathematics, and an understanding of the division of space into foreground, 

middle ground and background.74 Essentially, prior to the Jesuits’ arrival (as 

research and scholarship so far tell), the Chinese had very little exposure to linear 

perspective drawing, painting or any other forms of Western art.75  

 

Knowledge is Power: 
The Fluidity and Complexity of the Qing Emperors’ Identities 

 
 The Manchus were not actually ethnically Chinese. They were descendants 

of a nomadic group far northeast of China known as the Jurchen.76 They 

eventually abandoned the name Jurchen because it was a term they were 

associated with while under the Chinese rule. Later on they called themselves 

Qing, which means pure and clear.77Because they were in fact foreigners in China 

when they first invaded and took over the Chinese empire, it was very crucial for 

                                                
72 Kleutghen, Chinese Occidenterie, 117-35.  
73 Ibid. 
74 Jackson, Encounters, 306-08  
75 Ibid. 
76 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 240-43.   
77 Ibid. 
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them to establish their legitimacy as rightful rulers.78 As original nomadic tribes, 

the Manchus were constantly in contact with other ethnic groups, constantly 

learning advantages from every group they encountered.79 

 In the aftermath of the Manchu conquest of China in 1644, the Qing court 

knew that they had to be practical when it came to ruling over the Chinese. Not 

only did they keep the original Chinese system of civil service exams and the 

traditional formation of politics, education, Confucian beliefs and even culture, 

they also decided to utilize the skills of foreign missionaries.80 This helped the 

Jesuits to conform to some of China’s cultural values by avoiding certain social 

stigma.81  

  However, when the Manchus conquered China, the Chinese cultural 

atmosphere from the Ming Dynasty shifted into something far less open and 

receptive to foreign ideas.82 The Manchus, while a bit more receptive or open 

compared to the Chinese, still wanted to make sure not to disrupt the current 

order and stability that had already been established. Therefore, Kangxi and even 

Yongzheng placed strict limits on the number of Jesuits who were allowed to 

enter China. They also did not let Christianity spread since Confucian ideologies 

had already been implemented for thousands of years. However, that does not 

                                                
78 Hostetler, Qing Colonial Enterprise, 71. 
79 Ibid. 
80 The Chinese actually did not like the missionaries as much as the Manchus, but the Manchus 
were highly interested in western knowledge such as science, math and especially astronomy. 
During the overthrow of the Ming Dynasty, the Jesuits sided with the Ming. When the Qing rose 
to power, the Jesuits thought that they would encounter many problems, however to their 
surprise, the Qing court wanted to meet them on civil terms.  
81 Mungello, The First Great Cultural Encounter between China and Europe, 112. 
82 Ibid,115.  
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mean that the Qing court themselves were not open to whom they choose to work 

with in the imperial court, and therefore they still sponsored a few Jesuits into 

the court on their own terms.83 The emperors were strict toward the Jesuits when 

it came to religion, but for most other things, they were highly open-minded. One 

of the main things the Qing emperors enjoyed was the western illusionistic 

paintings and the ability to render life-like works of art as well as other curios 

such as scientific instruments, astronomy and cartography.84  

Little is known about the artistic exchanges between the Jesuits and the Qing 

imperial court during Yongzheng’s reign, at least compared to his successor, 

Qianlong Emperor.85 Despite the fact that Yongzheng had just as much 

fascination with western objects and art like his father, Kangxi, and his son, 

Qianlong, the narrative on the artistic exchanges between the Jesuits and the 

Qing court are often clouded by his poor treatment of the Jesuits.86 In fact, 

during Yongzheng’s reign, the Chinese’s curiosity of Western learning progressed 

to a second phase after its initiation during Kangxi’s reign, since there was 

evidence of Yongzheng favoring Castiglione. There are texts that speak about the 

emperor, who was very pleased by the mural paintings he commissioned, 

rewarding Castiglione with many gifts.87 Due to the success of Castiglione, wall 

paintings continued to be regular commissions even during the Qianlong era, 

such as the Spring Peaceful Message. In a way, the Yongzheng Emperor was 

                                                
83 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, Chapter 4. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Marco, Shining Inheritance, 113.  
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considered an art-lover among Manchu rulers. Unlike Yongzheng, Kangxi 

Emperor was more practical and believed that it was his duty to preserve and 

uphold the prestige legacy of Chinese artistic craftsmanship. However, 

Yongzheng passionately commissioned and collected works of art since his 

princely days. Besides wall paintings, he also had Castiglione produce floral still-

life paintings and other genre of paintings like domestic interiors of concubines’ 

living quarters.88 

 Yongzheng also had Castiglione work with his brother-in-law and court 

official, Nian Xi-Yao.89  They collaborated on a Chinese adaptation of an Italian 

treatise on the study of vision on perspective called, Perspectiva pictorum et 

architectorum, which was written by Andrea Pozzo.90 The second section of this 

treatise is important, since it includes 34 individual illustrations conveying the 

use of distance-point perspective that can create different architectural forms, 

including rooms with floors in the European “pavimento” treatment of 

perspective (this is also seen in Castiglione’s illusionistic wall painting of Spring’s 

Peaceful Message, which I will discuss in chapter two).91 This was a considerable 

project since it was one of the first literary translations on mathematical 

perspective works, especially in art.  

 

                                                
88 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 243. 
89 Wang, New visions at the Ch'ing court, 143. 
90 Ibid.  
91 Kleutghen, Imperial illusions, 72. 
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One Face, Multiple Roles:  
The Many Guises of Emperor Yongzheng  

    

 As mentioned earlier, the westernized portrait of Yongzheng and the 

eleven leaves album are not of random individuals who belong in the ethnic 

groups depicted, but it is actually the emperor himself role-playing these varied 

identities. A few scholars have made attempts at interpreting Yongzheng’s 

purpose in having this album.  

 These ‘costume portraits’ of Yongzheng are considered one of the more 

unconventional self-representations of an emperor. Including auspicious or 

unusual significant creatures, these portraits depict a man of different potentials: 

intellectual, spiritual, mythical and physical. 92 They show “a Confucian scholar 

with books, writing brush; a Buddhist itinerant monk; a Tibetan lama meditating 

in a cave; a Daoist immortal with a gourd hanging from his staff; a recluse 

listening to the waves; a fisherman dreaming; two figures in possession of magic 

charms; a pearl for summoning a dragon (symbolizing rain), and a peach of 

immortality; and three foreigners: a Mongol nobleman, an archer perhaps of a 

nomadic tribe, and a European hunter wearing a wig.”93 This defies the usual 

imperial portraiture of an emperor in China. The typical imperial portraiture of 

an authoritative figure (in full-body depiction) is usually drawn in the center of 

the painting (Fig. 2). The emperor would most likely be sitting on his throne at a 

distance from the viewer. The emperor is mostly ornate and adorned in his court 

                                                
92 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 243. 
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robe showing embroidery of a dragon in the center. This type of court painting 

usually conveys the “Mandate of Heaven,” an ancient Chinese belief that grants 

emperors the right to rule, as they are believed to be the son of heaven.94 Hence, 

it is common to see a symbol of dragons as they represent the true son of Heaven, 

and the emperor is endowed with multiple blessings.95  When comparing this 

“acceptable” imperial portraiture of Yongzheng to the unconventional Western 

Yongzheng, contemporary viewers (in this case, highly privileged court officials) 

could not help but find it odd. Yet the emperor did cherish it and even 

commissioned several more of himself, dressed in different attires of other ethnic 

cultures.96 

 In Wu Hung’s article, The Emperor’s Masquerade, the paintings have 

been interpreted as masquerades, which refers to the “fancy-dress” events hosted 

by the European nobility during this same period. According to Hung, these 

depictions are of Yongzheng Emperor's make-believe "personal masquerade 

party, where he is constantly the persona or character he tries to reenact or 

portray."97 Hung suggests that the "revealing" nature of the European portrait of 

Yongzheng is the manifestation of removing the “mask” or the “face” in which 

Yongzheng assumes. This bears great significance in Wu Hung's interpretation of 

                                                
94 Barnhart, Richard M., Wen C. Fong, and Maxwell K. Hearn. Mandate of Heaven: Emperors 
and Artists in China: Chinese Painting and Calligraphy from The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
Exhibition catalogue. Zürich: Museum Rietberg, 1996. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Gu Gong Bo Wu Yuan Cang Qing Dai Gong Ting Hui Hua. Beijing: Wen Wu Chu Ban She, 
1992. Along with the Western portrait of Yongzheng, he also commissioned a series of 11 images 
of him dressed up as other ethnic cultures such as a Mongol, Muslim, Daoist, and many others.   
97 Ibid. 
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how this album actually functions. Whether the emperor is a European, a 

Muslim, a Daoist, a Mongol, a Chinese scholar or a Tibetan, it is still Yongzheng 

Emperor who is portrayed as the main character and that character will always be 

the main identity. All the different roles are mere costumes or disguises, which is 

why Hung calls it the masquerade party. He said by "revealing" these different 

identities and knowing that it is the emperor possessing this identity, one can 

read the album that the Yongzheng eis “One Man Under the Heaven.”98 The 

Yongzheng Emperor may have wanted to show himself as someone who was well 

cultured or someone who has the knowledge to possess all cultures. Therefore, to 

present himself as the well-cultured man or an emperor, Yongzheng 

commissioned paintings that would show his “visionary performance of different 

roles” and perhaps the roles he needed to understand and to satisfy his multi-

cultural empire.99  

 Although scholars have made similar and different interpretations of 

Yongzheng’s incentive for creating these quirky portraits, one fact does remain. It 

is the fact that the Manchu’s concept of their own identity is quite fluid as well as 

complex. This was especially important for Yongzheng Emperor since he would 

leave a legacy for his son to expand the Qing’s court of western knowledge and 

bring a new era for imperial art. The Qing court was well aware of the fact that 

there are many diverse cultures out there, perhaps through their experiences of 

                                                
98 Hung, Emperor’s Masquerade, 25-41. 
99 Ibid. The only problem with this argument is that it is not entirely well-known who would 
actually see this particular album. One could assume that it had to be a very close circle that can 
view any types of portraiture of an emperor. Furthermore, it could simply be a personal album 
where only Yongzheng viewed it alone.   
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being exposed to other ethnic groups. The Manchus would meet them through 

trade or war campaigns.100 Perhaps they were also aware of other groups of 

people, as they were also foreigners themselves in China.101 In a sense these 

portraits show a great establishment of the Manchu’s knowledge of the world 

outside of China’s territory or even from within. Essentially by having this 

knowledge of the “others” it could also establish the emperor’s legitimacy in being 

able to rule an empire.  

 Another interpretation that can come from this album is that the Qing 

court was open to western learning and western illusionistic paintings. By 

experimenting different forms of art or ideas, it could have possibly enabled the 

Qing emperor to be experimental, which Yongzheng’s westernized portraits seem 

to have that certain quality. Furthermore, the portraits themselves are not just a 

reflection about the Manchus’ ability to be flexible—albeit within a defined power 

hierarchy--but being able to commission these new works of art (combining both 

western techniques and Chinese techniques) is the physical manifestation of that 

flexibility. The paintings show how Chinese traditional paintings and western 

techniques are encountering, co-existing with one another, and even resisting 

each other; therefore, causing imperial art to be acculturated.  

 In the westernized portrait, one can see the mixed medium and techniques 

of Western art and Chinese art. Not only does this portrait break away from the 

                                                
100 Hostetler, Qing Colonial Enterprise, 46. 
101 Ibid. Being foreigners in China also made the Qing court more aware of their position among 
the Han Chinese. There were internal conflicts at times over whether or not they had the respect 
among their Han subjects as legitimate rulers.  
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conventions of Chinese imperial portraiture, but it also features the slight usage 

of chiaroscuro on the emperor’s face. Despite the fact that the portrait style is not 

in the conventional Chinese format, it is still produced in a traditional Chinese 

medium, ink and paper. The part that is different is that portrait does not adhere 

to the “old conventions governing the depiction of monarchs.”102 Here, the 

emperor is facing three quarter view at bust length. The usual Chinese imperial 

portraiture would show the emperor full body and on the throne and most of all, 

adorned in his official robe that states that he is the emperor (Fig. 2). This image 

of the emperor now steps out of the traditional narrative of Chinese portraiture, 

in particular the canon of representations of emperors or royal families. 103 

 Starting with Kangxi, his fascination of western artistic techniques began 

to influence court painters and their mindsets on portraiture, which is why we 

find some early oddities in Kangxi’s imperial portraits as described in the 

introduction chapter. Some court viewers had their own reactions that were more 

or less in awe but many viewed Kangxi’s portrait negatively when they could not 

understand why the emperor’s face had light and shadows.104 Essentially, 

chiaroscuro was not appropriate in Chinese traditional painting.  

 By the time after Matteo Ricci’s death, Italian Jesuits had already begun to 

find ways to produce their first policy on artistic acculturation.105 Despite the 

Qing emperors being adamant on having  the latest Western technologies, they 

                                                
102 Musillo, Reconciling Two Careers, 45-59.  
103 Ibid. 
104 Chu, Qing Encounters, 176-177. 
105 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 101. 
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were not interested in assimilating to the European philosophy and culture, such 

as the concept of humanism during the Renaissance age. Everything had to be 

done within traditional Chinese parameters and law. Moreover, the Chinese 

made sure that the very few Jesuits who were in Beijing be obliged to glorify the 

Imperial Dynasty. In doing so, the Jesuits had to practice the very artistic 

accommodation they had been developing for their missionary work. 106 It is 

highly possible that upon arriving at the court, Castiglione had already known 

that the Chinese did not approve of certain western techniques, such as shading, 

due to the backhanded comments Kangxi received. Also, based on the Jesuit’s 

letter stating how other Jesuits must adhere to the customs of the Chinese’s 

aesthetics, Castiglione must have had been prepared to study the arts in China. It 

would not be until the Yongzheng and Qianlong reigns that imperial portraiture 

was better accepted due to Castiglione’s approach in combining western and 

eastern techniques.  

 At some point when he arrived to court, Castiglione began developing a 

style that would fit within the Chinese canon of representation, but it was a subtle 

amalgam of Eastern conventions and Western realism. After about seven to ten 

years at court, Castiglione perfected this combination where he managed to paint 

in a manner that would please imperial taste. He would combine oil techniques 

with traditional Chinese watercolor and ink painting, and then produce works 

characterized by brighter colors and precise brushwork. He also learned to 

                                                
106 Ibid, 106-07. 
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emulate the effects of oil painting on Chinese paper by painting layer by layer. He 

adapted many Western conventions of depiction of volume and space to many 

Chinese imperial subject matters.107 Once he became a favorite of the emperors, 

Castiglione took on many projects for imperial portraiture, procession scrolls, 

battle scenes, architectural landscape paintings as well as other types of genres 

such as still-life, domestic interior and one of his most famous, images of 

horses.108 Castiglione also developed a painting style known as xian fa (‘line 

method’), which features illusionistic concepts through linear perspective, which 

will be discussed in the later chapters.”109 

 Therefore when reviewing Yongzheng’s portrait, one can see how the 

subtle attempts at chiaroscuro of the emperor’s face, especially when compared 

to the earlier highly rendered portraits of Kangxi (Fig. 1) from the generation 

before. Within the strict confines of Chinese imperial portraiture, the western 

portrait of Yongzheng painted by (or attributed to) Castiglione manages to oblige 

with Chinese traditions. It’s understandable that it would receive fewer 

backlashes since it is well contained within the Chinese canon of art.110 The light 

chiaroscuro is not truly noticeable if not looking at the painting carefully and the 

                                                
107 Clunas, Art in China, 79. 
108 Bailey,Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America,106-7. 
109 Ibid,108. Xianfa became a separate branch of court painting, and Castiglione trained a number 
of pupils in this style. 
110 China: The Three Emperors, 67. Not much textual evidence is found regarding who saw this 
album series. But it can be assumed that it was the imperial court and elite circle. Only a small 
group was allowed to see an emperor’s portrait. In fact, it was a felony to see or own images of 
current or former emperors.. 
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medium is still clearly Chinese watercolor and ink.111 However, it still has the 

impact of being different for two main reasons. First, its subject matter is of an 

emperor disguising himself as a French nobleman and second, the contrast 

between the emperor’s rendered face against the flat background creates 

inconsistency. This would have already challenged the viewer to try to 

understand what was exactly going on.112  This unusual portraiture reflects the 

constant experimentations of the imperial court, where they were trying to use 

Western techniques with Chinese medium. It shows small hints of the emperor’s 

interest for western optical realism as one can see the subtle shading in his 

portraits. Furthermore, it also hints at his fascination at cultural pluralism, as he 

is being depicted as different people and engaging in a wide range of activities 

that he thinks represent the particular identity being presented. This shows that 

he has an interest outside of China’s borders.  Images like those in the 

Yongzheng’s Amusement album tend to give an interesting and entertaining 

result—before it becomes balanced in which both sides are equally satisfied. On 

one hand, the portrait shows the awareness Yongzheng ehad regarding his people 

and those outside of his territories. On the other, he is open to having himself 

depicted in various disguises and most of all, having Castiglione paint him in a 

western format with subtle tonal modeling. I propose that due to commissions 

such as Yongzheng’s Western portrait, the Amusement album, and many other 

                                                
111 The Western style portrait of Kangxi is also produced with ink and color pigments, however 
the effects were too similar to oil painting.  
112 Unfortunately I have not been able to find many sources on how people truly received this 
image besides Yongzheng being pleased with the album.  
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works of art, it enabled the Jesuits to engage further with the Qing emperors 

because of the emperors’ curiosities. It then allowed for the Jesuits to fully 

acculturate with the Chinese court’s expectation of visual art as well as 

experiment with both western techniques and Chinese medium. The Yongzheng’s 

Amusement album is a case study to show an early example of early Qing art, 

establishing a way to see how the western portrait was making an attempt to 

meld the two cultures’ aesthetics, yet it resisted one another at the same time due 

to its unusual style and content. The eccentric portraits of Yongzheng also 

function as curiosities of the emperor. In a way, it could indicate the flexibility of 

the Qing court of other cultures’ advances and techniques. It would not be until 

Qianlong Emperor’s period that lineal perspective and other methods of 

rendering will be further developed and integrated into Chinese works of art.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

SPRING PEACEFUL MESSAGE   

 Originally affixed onto a wall of Yangxin Dian Hall (Hall of Mental 

Cultivation) in the Forbidden City, the painting Spring Peaceful Message (Fig. 4) 

is by far one of the most famous tie lo paintings produced by Castiglione during 

the era of high Qing art.113 Tie lo images are illusionistic paintings or drawings 

that were made before having them painted directly onto a wall. These tie lo 

paintings function in a similar way to Renaissance’s modello drawings, which are 

preparatory studies of a larger work of art for the patron’s approval. Once 

finalized as mural paintings, they are known as tongjing hua.114 Therefore, there 

are actually two Spring Peaceful Message paintings made between the 

Yongzheng and Qianlong reigns: one is painted directly onto a wall (Fig. 5), and 

the other one is a tie lo painting. I will focus on the latter, as it is one of the very 

first tie lo paintings produced by Castiglione.  

 As mentioned earlier, the tie lo painting of Spring Peaceful Message was 

mounted in the Yangxin Dian Hall (just like the tongjing hua version), and it was  

visible for Qianlong’s consulted members of the cabinet, as well as his visitors to 

                                                
113 Richard M. Barnhart et al., Three thousand years of Chinese painting (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1997), 51-55. 
114 Kleutghen, Imperial Illusions, 20-35. These two types of paintings become established genres 
during the high Qing art and Castiglione was one of the main artists who worked on them. 
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whom he granted audiences. Furthermore, the piece’s location is significant not 

only because it was placed in the emperor’s study hall, but also because it was 

placed next to Qianlong’s Hall of Rarities, the room where Qianlong kept all of his 

art collections and prized objects.115 According to Kristina Kleutghen, an art 

historian who specializes in Chinese art and more specifically in illusionistic 

paintings in China, the placement of the Spring Peaceful Message signifies how 

Qianlong revered this image and its illusionistic qualities. He also treasured it for 

the content depicted in the painting.116 At some point the tie lo painting was later 

removed and mounted on a scroll where Qianlong wrote an inscription: 

“In portraiture Shining [Castiglione] is masterful. He painted me during 
my younger days; the white-headed one who enters the room today does 
not recognize who this is. It was inscribed by the Emperor towards the 
end of spring in the year 1782.”117 
 

The painting’s background is filled with an intense, luxurious blue color, an 

unusual aesthetic choice for conventional Chinese paintings, which typically 

usually use very few colors while maintaining a more black and white 

background. The Spring Peaceful Message’s blue background allows for the 

foreground subjects to be highlighted in a way in which the faces are more 

apparent and the white robes stand out. It is as if they were painted separately 

and pasted onto the background. The compelling contrast between the figures 

and the background enables the viewers to see the two main subjects closely, as 

well as the objects that surround them.  
                                                
115 Ibid, 138. 
116 Ibid, 140. 
117 Hai guo bo lan: Qing dai gong ting xi yang chuan jiao shi hua shi hui hua liu pai jing pin 
(Aomen: Aomen yi shu bo wu guan, 2001), 29. 
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The two figures are Yongzheng Emperor and his son, Hongli, who would 

later become Qianlong.118 They are both dressed as Han literati scholars, similar 

to Yongzheng’s Amusement Album where he is dressed as a Confucian scholar. 

The main action in the painting portrays a youthful Hongli receiving a plum 

flower branch from his father, and this symbolic gesture suggests that Yongzheng 

is passing the throne to his son.119 The composition of the painting also helps 

situate the eye of the viewer to land directly in the center. How Castiglione does 

this is by using linear perspective and placing the vanishing point at the plum 

branch. Furthermore, by having a distinct foreground of a rocky garden 

landscape and the bamboo trees in the background, it helps the eye move back 

and forth. The contours of the low table next to the figures create receding 

orthogonal, further creating the impression of depth. The table is also is shown 

with scholarly accessories such as books, antiques, and a scepter. This suggests 

the prestigious reputation of the emperors as being knowledgeable rulers. The 

placements of these objects-- bamboo trees, more flowering plums and other 

garden landscape surround on either side of the two figures-- draw attention to 

the center of the painting.120  

Succession Crisis: 
Establishing the Legitimacy of the Emperor 

 
 Since the exact date of this painting’s production is lost, many scholars still 

                                                
118 Ibid. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Although hard to see it is interesting to note that according to Kleutghen, the painting may be 
unfinished since there seems to be a lightly sketched figure. 
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debate whether Yongzheng or Qianlong commissioned the painting.121 This is due 

to the succession crisis that happened after Kangxi’s reign. The Manchus were 

often worried about their legitimacy as the sole ruler of China, especially when it 

came to conflicts they had with the Han Chinese. During the Kangxi reign, he not 

only came into power at a young age, but he also did so in the middle of the 

Manchu conquest of China. Even though it had been almost 20 years of Manchu 

rule by the time Kangxi came to power, there were still political unrest.122 Not 

only did he had to take on the task of subjugating the Ming populace, but he also 

had to make sure to consolidate his power internally among his Manchu and 

Mongol people.123 Kangxi Emperor did not leave any specific instructions 

regarding an heir before he died, which left the court confused and led his sons to 

begin fighting one another for power. Eventually, the Prince Yinzhen became the 

next emperor, and took on the name Yongzheng. However, despite his ascension 

to the throne, Yongzheng still had to prove himself as well as continue to fight off 

his brothers. According to recorded documents, because of what Yongzheng had 

to endure during his short reign, he made sure that he would leave instructions as 

to which prince would succeed him.124  

 Some believe that Yongzheng asked Castiglione to paint Spring Peaceful 

Messageso that his subjects would later know that he had intended for his fourth 

                                                
121 Hung, Emperor’s Masquerade, 25-41. 
122 Rawski, China: The Three Emperors, 1662-1795, 26. 
123 Ibid. 
124 Hung, Emperor’s Masquerade, 25-41. 
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son, Hongli, to rule China after him.125 Others believe that Qianlong had the 

painting and tongjing hua made specifically to underscore his right to rule after 

his father. Despite not knowing exactly which emperor had commissioned this 

painting, we do know for a fact that the inscription about Castiglione on the 

painting was made in 1782 by Qianlong himself.126  

 Whether it was Yongzheng or Qianlong who commissioned this painting, 

the same message is being projected and received by those who view it. The 

passing of the plum branch from Yongzheng to his heir, Prince Hongli, suggests 

that Yongzheng is ensuring that Prince Hongli will receive the throne. 

Furthermore, the actual passing of the throne from emperor to son was an 

intimate and private event. In fact, it was so confidential that Yongzheng 

established a secret method to make sure Qianlong’s succession was successful.127 

The only people who know the true story of how Qianlong became anointed as 

emperor are most likely the most trusted officials and other cabinet members at 

the time.128 

The Visual Experience 
 
 Upon entering the hall to Qianlong’s study room, his court officials would 

have to walk into a narrow hallway that would eventually lead into a small cul-de-

sac, where there is a small viewing room. In that small niche, the tongjing hua 

painting of the Spring Peaceful Message will be seen right in the center of the 

                                                
125 Ibid.  
126 Hung, Emperor’s Masquerade, 25-41. 
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wall (Fig. 5). Being able to walk straight into this viewing room before making a 

turn is an intended visual experience created by both the emperor and 

Castiglione.129  

 With this in mind, the painting contains a specific viewing position, which 

is determined by the physical display but also through the vanishing point found 

in the center of the painting (where the plum branch is being passed from the 

ruler to his heir).130 The vanishing point of the image directs our viewing between 

the two subjects, the emperor and his son, Hongli. Likewise, upon entering the 

hall to Qianlong’s study room, the audience would have been led straight into 

painting mounted against a wall directly in the center (Fig. 2).131  

 By the year 1782 when the inscription of Qianlong occurred on Spring 

Peaceful Message, the emperor had already been on the throne for nearly 50 

years. When he inscribed the tie lo painting, the personal experience of Qianlong 

receiving the throne is invoked again as Qianlong admitted he was no longer the 

young man depicted in the painting.132 From the personal connection between 

the private subject matter and the personal viewing position to the poem that 

applies to both the tieluo painting and the tongjing hua, the position of the Qing 

dynastic power of the emperor is being revealed to the lone viewer (or 

audiences).133 Therefore, those who enter upon the hallways that lead up to the 

emperor’s study room can see and even view the personal experience the emperor 
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has with the painting. In the moments before the viewer enters the emperor’s 

room, he knows that what he was seeing was simply a painting. However, he will 

be reminded of the transmission and the weight of the responsibility of an 

emperor ruling the Qing Empire.134 Essentially the viewer would be looking at 

this particular event as the emperor directs him. The viewer is a third party 

witnessing an important event, which indicates that he (the court official) is 

granted permission to witness this private transfer of power.  

 The painting’s power or its ability to create a seamless extension onto 

reality through an encounter can create a political reinforcement upon the 

viewer’s experience--- a message to remind the viewer who the emperor is and 

how he came to power. The painting is essentially like a window onto the past, 

showing a moment in time where Qianlong was receiving the throne from his 

father. Furthermore, by using linear perspective, a method that causes one to be 

situated in one spot, it can create a specific viewing point for the audience.135 

Linear perspective makes one aware of where their body is being positioned and 

also how their eye is moving through the painting. It is not simply the content of 

the image that reinforces this, but also how the painting is actually made. With 

this in mind, I suggest that this particular painting, Spring Peaceful Message, 

acts as a social agent in which illusionistic paintings can cause the viewers to take 

part in the emperor’s event. This then allows the emperor to reassert his 
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authority indirectly through the viewer’s vision.136 This case study will also lay the 

foundation for the next case study, the Qianlong’s Southern Tour Inspection 

scrolls, in which I will also analyze how perspective is used for more political 

purposes. 

 To understand how illusionistic paintings and the usage of perspective in 

Chinese art can act as an agent for the Emperor to send messages to his viewer, I 

am using Alfred Gell’s theory of object agency. In this case study, I suggest that 

using western techniques that create illusionistic paintings can influence the 

thoughts and actions of those who view these works of art. This is based on the 

idea that illusionistic techniques such as perspective, chiaroscuro, and three-

dimensional modeling can temporarily make a viewer see the image as if they 

would actually see it in his or her own reality. According to Erwin Panofsky, 

perspective is a construct in which the artist can use to bring the visible world 

into the person’s consciousness.137 In this case of the Spring Peaceful Message, 

the personal event of Qianlong receiving the throne is constantly invoked each 

time one sees it reinforcing the emperor’s identity as a ruler, and reminding a 

viewer who passes by and sees it before entering the emperor’s study room of 

Qianlong’s position. Furthermore, the painting was placed against the wall where 

the official and cabinet members will take notice each time they go see the 

emperor privately. The agency is also found within the placement of the artwork. 

How this happens is due to the experience of the person walking towards the 
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image, which is placed inside a little niche room. By encountering the image 

within the small room and from a specific angle, the intended message is invoked 

as the viewer realizes the content of the image he or she is viewing. 

 Alfred Gell’s theory of object agency is a framework that suggests that a 

work of art is an agent. It is not simply something for one to passively look at, but 

rather to channel the patron’s and the artist’s agencies. It causes the viewer to 

interact with the object and therefore the viewer may be influenced in a specific 

way. It is a framework that shows the concept of causality, that there is a cause 

and effect to the production of a work of art, and to the reactions of those who 

view them. Gell suggests that the art, or ‘index’, “permits a particular cognitive 

operation” that would allow the observer to “make a casual inference of some 

kind, or an inference about the intentions or capabilities of another person.”138 

The index in this case is the work of art, Spring Peaceful Message, and its agency 

lies in the material of the index, which then interacts with the viewers (the 

patients). In this case study then, the agency is enacted within the painting by the 

illusionistic qualities rendered in the image, such as the emperors’ faces and their 

clothing, the vanishing point (conveyed through linear perspective) located 

between the two subjects, Yongzheng and his son, Hongli, and the depth 

perception produced by the modeling of plants and objects both in the 

foreground and in the far background. This causes the viewer’s eye to take notice 

of the painting’s quality. Furthermore, the vision of the viewer, a Chinese viewer 
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per se, who may have not been exposed to many western-styled paintings, might 

be confused by this non-convention Chinese artwork.  

 I suggest that the usage of perspective along with other three-dimensional 

effects are endowed with agency within Spring Peaceful Message as it dictates 

the viewer’s eye to focus on a certain point in the image. In theory, once the eye 

situates itself onto the focal point, as directed by linear perspective, a response 

from the viewer is then drawn forth. I suggest that once the viewer sees the plum 

branch within the painting, he or she (assuming that it is an emperor’s court 

official or royal family member) will be reminded of the emperor’s authority as 

the legitimate ruler. It is also here where Gell’s theory of “enchantment” works 

with this analysis, which will be discussed a bit later on.  

Different from western works of art, traditional Chinese painting rarely 

uses linear perspective. In fact, their portrayal of the visible world is not 

preoccupied with depicting the realistic detail of an object.139 The spatial 

representation in Chinese works of art tend to be much freer, rather than being 

placed within a specific viewpoint in a room.140 Using linear perspective within 

this traditional mindset deviates from the traditional canon of Chinese painting 

and perhaps causes one to be intrigued or confused. Although Chinese works of 

art do not use linear perspective in general, they still have a directional sense of 

perception or a viewing position. Therefore, the viewing positions of Chinese art, 

especially in landscape images, artists tend to use shifting perspective where one 
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can view the image through various angles. When linear perspective is being 

used, the average contemporary Chinese audience of the time will be locked into 

one particular location, which might have caused the viewer to look a little longer 

due to confusion or wonder. Most of all, the viewer’ vision is fixated in one 

particular area. This type of effect is what Gell calls “enchantment”.   

According to Gell, “enchantment” happens when the object’s agency 

(which is Spring Peaceful Message’s use of linear perspective and bright blue 

background) makes the viewer wonder how this object comes into existence, or 

how this painting was made.141 As the viewer interacts with the painting, he or 

she becomes impressed by the technique, and therefore will view the work of art 

for a longer period.  

 As Gell states in his book, the agent is the one that “causes events to 

happen in their own vicinity”.142  The agent of the painting is usually initiated by 

the acts of “mind or will or intention”. But this sense of ‘act’ or ‘enchantment’ or 

‘knowledge of control’ cannot exist if the viewer does not have any knowledge of 

the material of the work of art. The viewer must have some sort of knowledge to 

perceive the process of making the artwork in order to receive its message. Since 

the intended viewers of Spring Peaceful Message are mainly cabinet members 

and advisors of the emperor, they are most likely educated in both literature and 

the arts. Their knowledge of conventional Chinese paintings will cause them to 

take notice of this odd combination of both western and eastern painting 
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techniques of Spring Peaceful Message, a painting done in watercolor and ink 

but through illusionistic techniques imported from Europe. According to a Zou 

Yigui, an 18th century Chinese connoisseur who painted still-life genres such as 

flowers and birds, criticized western illusionistic techniques: 

“…the Westerners are skilled in geometry when they paint a scene, the 
perspective is represented from broad to narrow, calculated mathematically. 
Their mural paintings depicting palaces look so real that one is almost tempted 
to walk into them. [It] is completely deficient in the mastery of the brush. All we 
see with such art is nothing but craftsmanship, and [it] cannot therefore be 
classified along with paintings of quality.”143  
 

Yet even though the Chinese viewers are aware of how perspective is being 

portrayed, they still know that the illusionistic quality of these tongjing hua 

images are tempting to look at, that is if they do not walk into them at first. With 

this in mind, the perspectival aspect of the Spring Peaceful Message painting and 

especially with its blue background, forces the main subjects to appear more 

apparent and noticeable. One can see the effect of enchantment when viewing 

literature or records during Qianlong’s reign. There were records of Qianlong 

officials commenting on the painting as well as other wall paintings found in the 

emperor’s palaces.  Some were receptive to the painting’s unique look while 

others found it hard to digest.144  

As stated by Panofsky, perspective’s intended purpose was “to realize in 

the representation of space precisely that homogeneity and boundlessness 

foreign to the direct experience of that space.”145 It transforms this psychological 

                                                
143 Kemp,Tricks of the Stage, 432. 
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145 Panofsky, Perspective as Symbolic Form, 30-31. 
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space into a systematic (mathematical) space where the eye can move around the 

painting but limited in its spatial viewing, meaning it forces the viewer to look 

where the perspective wants:  

“Perspective creates distance between human beings and things (“the first is the eye that 
sees, the second is the object seen, the third is the distance between them,” says Dürer 
after Piero della Francesca); but then in turn it abolishes this distance by, in a sense, 
drawing this world of things, an autonomous world confronting the individual, into the 
eye. Perspective subjects the artistic phenomenon to stable and even mathematically 
exact rules, but on the other hand, makes that phenomenon contingent upon human 
beings, indeed upon the individual: for these rules refer to the psychological and 
physical conditions of the visual impression, and the way they take effect is determined 
by the freely chosen position of a subjective “point of view.”146 
 

This technique draws the eyes to the most important narrative of the painting. 

The vanishing point and linear perspective used in Spring Peaceful Message 

draws the viewers’ eyes directly between Yongzheng and Hongli, showing 

Yongzheng passing the plum branch to his son. 

 With this in mind, the object agency of this painting is designed to 

concentrate the viewer’s eyes on to this particular action, the transmission of the 

throne as revealed by the symbolic inheritance of the throne, which is the plum 

branch. The vanishing point is placed right at the plum branch as it is being 

passed down from father to son. The painting then acts as an agent of dynastic 

legitimation and the viewer is reinforced to remember that moment in time and 

to believe whom their emperor, the “Mandate of Heaven”, is. The agency is only 

exerted onto the viewer in terms of being directed to the image’s main focus and 

therefore, their vision is indirectly being controlled.   

                                                
146 Ibid, 51. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

QIANLONG’S SOUTHERN INSPECTION TOUR SCROLLS 

 My final case study focuses on Qianlong Emperor’s commissions for 

paintings of his Southern Inspections Tours, an imperial tour that the emperor 

took multiple times during his reign (Fig. 6). To emphasize his political authority, 

Qianlong, like his predecessors, would make trips around China, mainly to the 

south where major cities and trading ports were located.147 The Southern Tour 

Inspections and other imperial tours were not uncommon. In fact there has been 

an abundance of textual evidence from previous dynastic regimes in China, 

where emperors have left the imperial palace to visit cities that brought 

prosperity to the country, meet with local administrations around the empire, 

and see the daily life of the citizens.148  

 This activity was seen as an imperial practice, a ritual of governance, 

where the emperors can take part to check on his vassals, to “promulgate 

virtuous teachings over long distances,” and to understand the general public’s 

hardship and livelihood.149 Furthermore, by taking this grand tour and appearing 

before local administration and the public, the Emperor was also asserting his 
                                                
147 Chang, A court on horseback, 36-38. Songs, poems and books that mention the imperial tours: 
Book of Changes (ca. 9th century BCE), The Liji (ca. 100 CE), Rites of Zhou (ca. 150 BCE), The 
Tongdian (ca 800CE). 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid, 37. 
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“ultimate rule over the realm”.150 To justify their position as a new ruling dynasty, 

the Qing emperors continued this legacy from previous rulers and began to 

conduct the Southern Tour Inspections as well. They even compiled a ritual 

compendium, called Imperial Encyclopedia (Gujin tushu jicheng, ca. 1725), to 

establish rules for the practice of imperial touring.151 The book itself also 

identified all the classical documentation of previous rulers’ imperial tours, 

procedures, and stories.   

 While there are documentations about these imperial tours and Southern 

Tour Inspections, both Kangxi Emperor and Qianlong Emperor also took on a 

new approach to portray the importance of imperial touring. Not only did they 

take part in several tours during their reign (Qianlong did the most with a total of 

six tours), but would be extremely extravagant and monumental. Most important 

of all, and what differentiates these two rulers from their predecessors, is that 

upon their return, they would order the imperial workshops to produce painted 

hand scrolls of their trips.152  

 By commissioning these artworks of their imperial tours, Kangxi and 

Qianlong wanted to present themselves to the subjects of the Han Chinese.153 

This visualization of their political, military, and cultural prowess in these scrolls 

are important in that these images show the ultimate authority of the emperor’s 

position as China’s main ruler. These scrolls are not simply made for leisure or 
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luxury, but rather to present an eye witness account of the emperor’s tours, and 

of his duties.154 However, the difference between these two rulers’ commissions is 

that the compositions featured in Qianlong’s scrolls were constructed entirely 

using linear perspective, which then creates a panoramic view versus the Kangxi’s 

southern tour, which uses shifting perspective. The emperor required his court 

artists to use western perspectival techniques. The effect of this stylistic choice 

produces a sense of order where the eye flows from one scene to the next, rather 

than having the eye wander constantly without a directional sense. Like the 

previous case study in which I argue that the painting of Spring Peaceful 

Message’s usage of western techniques affected the viewing of the emperor’s 

court officials, I am also using this case study to further showcase the agency of 

perspective used in Qianlong’s Southern Inspection Tour Scrolls.  

 The production of the scrolls of Qianlong Southern Tour Inspections took 

around six years to complete. It first started around 1764 and was completed 

around 1770 by the imperial workshop. The main artist who executed the project 

was Xu Yang, a native of Suzhou province of China.155 There are a total of twelve 

                                                
154 Chang, A court on horseback, 36-38. 
155 Ma, Picturing Suzhou, 81-90. Although the previous case studies were focused on the works 
by Castiglione, I chose Xu Yang’s Qianlong Southern Inspection Tour Scrolls to also showcase 
how other Chinese artists were naturally interested in using Western perspectival techniques in 
their works of art. Not much about Xu Yang is known in general and neither are there 
documentations that suggest him being close to Castiglione. He came to court much later and was 
involved with the imperial workshop during Castiglione’s last decade. Therefore, one can assume 
that they both would know of each other. Not much is said about Castiglione’s involvement with 
the Southern Tour Inspection Scrolls but during my time at the Ricci Institute, a few scholars 
there believe that Castiglione might have taken part in overlooking Xu Yang’s production, mainly 
because Castiglione and other Jesuits as well as other Chinese imperial artists have referred to the 
actual documentations of Qianlong’s southern tours.  
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scrolls in this particular series. The one I will be focusing on mainly will be the 

sixth scroll known as Entering Suzhou along the Grand Canal (Fig. 11). Out of 

the twelve scrolls the sixth one is the longest at 27 1/8 in. x 784 1/2 in. It shows 

the grand entrance of Qianlong entering Suzhou, a growing city in China during 

the 18th century. Furthermore, it can also be compared to the seventh scroll of 

Kangxi’s Southern Inspection Tour, which represents Kangxi’s visit to 

Suzhou.  Because some of these sections found in the Qianlong sixth scroll are 

also reproduced from the earlier Southern Inspection Tour Scrolls of Kangxi’s 

imperial touring, they can then be compared stylistically. It could be that 

Qianlong revisited the same place his grandfather went because of admiration, or 

he wanted to align himself with Kangxi since Kangxi was considered one of the 

greatest Qing emperors.156 In fact, this is not the first time that Qianlong request 

works of art to be re-made or replicated.  

 As mentioned earlier, in the scroll Entering Suzhou along the Grand 

Canal, the emperor and his entire entourage are entering the gate of Suzhou 

city.  The city of Suzhou has been popularized in many works of visual arts.157 

The scroll is filled with vignettes of the daily life of the people living in the city 

where many are interacting with one another, ordinary people walking around 

their residential neighborhoods, and/or setting up their shops. Besides seeing the 

locals’ daily life, it also shows the local administration greeting the emperor, 

while subsequently depicting how the general public was blocked from viewing 
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the emperor and the Empress Dowager.  Landscape scenes found within the 

scroll not only show urban life but also the scenic gardens, the forest areas, river 

and water pathways, famous temples and other renowned sites of Suzhou.158 

When compared to Kangxi’s Southern Inspection Tour scrolls (Fig. 12), one can 

see that Kangxi’s artists maintained a more traditional approach to scroll 

paintings where the majority of the viewpoints are quite isometric, which, unlike 

linear perspective, does not give a coherent representation of three-dimensional 

space. Chinese traditional isometric perspective allows the viewer to experience 

shifting perspectives (sometimes vertical perspective) where the eye is constantly 

wondering throughout the image and the viewer is not situated in one area. A 

detailed example can be seen up close in Kangxi’s Southern Tour Inspection 

scroll XVII, where multiple angles of the urban life can be simultaneously viewed 

from above, sideways and below. It is as if one is standing from across the bridge, 

on top of the bridge and even from the side of the bridge (Fig. 13).  

 By contrast, in Qianlong’s Southern Inspection Tour scrolls, one can see 

the consistent foreshortening of architectural buildings (Fig. 14). This allow the 

viewer to gauge the position of each place within the image but also how vast the 

city is when observing the grand entrance of the emperor and his people. 

Moreover, the rivers and water pathways recede further into the picture plane by 

having the rivers recede further into the vanishing point. Boats and ships are 

                                                
158 "Qianlong Emperor's Southern Inspection Tour, Scroll 6: Entering Suzhou Along the Grand 
Canal." Recording the Grandeur of the Qing: The Southern Inspection Tour Scrolls ASIAN 
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Accessed 2017. http://www.mcah.columbia.edu. 
 



58 
 

depicted according to the principle of proportional diminution and they seem to 

blend into the waters as well, creating foreground and background within water 

pathways. Temple scenes with their pagodas also give the viewers the sense of 

how high each pagoda is in relationship to the urban buildings and even the 

mountains. Linear perspective situates the viewers from a fixed point where they 

can only general look from one generation. Due to this fixed point, Xu Yang 

creates a panoramic view of the painting’s cityscape. The eye wanders less and 

tends to move along the horizon line.  

 Chinese hand scrolls are traditionally long and are viewed by sections from 

left to right (usually about three to four feet of the scroll at a time).159 The viewing 

process is also more intimate in that not many people can view the scroll at once. 

Since the details are so small, about one to three people can only view the scroll at 

the same time.  Usually with shifting and isometric perspectives, the viewers’ eyes 

can wander constantly and are in control of where they want to look at. However, 

with linear perspective the eyes wander less and are usually resting on the 

horizon line that is placed directly opposite of the viewers’ eyes. This line 

establishes the placement and order for how the architectural buildings, people 

and objects are portrayed.160 This sense of order developed by linear perspective 

then develops a way for the image to have a visual control over its viewers. While 

Qianlong’s Southern Tour Inspections scrolls are already monumental based on 

its subject matter, and the fact that they were also made under the same context 
                                                
159 Hockney, A day on the Grand Canal with the Emperor of China, (Program for Art on Film 
(New York, N.Y.), & Milestone Film & Video, 2007. Film. 
160 Ibid. 
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as his reputable grandfather, Kangxi, Qianlong took it a step further to enhance 

his political message through visual control. Xu Yang implements this visual 

control by making sure that the viewers’ eyes stop at each section of the scroll.  

 In the sixth scroll, there are five major sections that are intended for the 

viewers to truly look at, and the eyes of the viewers are able to make a “stop” for 

each of these sections. The five sections are: Queen Mother’s Barge, Tiger Hill, 

Chang Gate, The Qianlong Emperor’s Entrance, and Silk Commissioner’s 

Residence. The different sections of the scroll were produced to tell the viewer 

specific things, such as where the emperor and his entourage went, what he saw, 

and most of all, what he did.161 These specific aspects of the scroll also parallel the 

textual evidence produced during Qianlong’s tours, retelling the many political 

activities Qianlong initiated or had a role in.162   

Xu Yang made those specific sections stand out by painting clusters of 

people, the three-dimensional rendering of the human figure’s clothing, and the 

vibrant colors against the monochromatic background. There are also more 

anatomically correct representations of human figures, although there is a sense 

of hierarchy of scale depending on whom Xu Yang depicts. The emperor and his 

entourage, for example, are more noticeable and a bit larger than majority of the 

other human figures. 

                                                
161 "Qianlong Emperor's Southern Inspection Tour, Scroll 6: Entering Suzhou Along the Grand 
Canal." Recording the Grandeur of the Qing: The Southern Inspection Tour Scrolls ASIAN 
TOPICS IN WORLD HISTORY of the Kangxi and Qianlong Emperors Asia for Educators. 
2005. Accessed 2017. http://www.mcah.columbia.edu 
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Following the Qianlong Emperor 
 
 As one looks at the hand scroll painting throughout each section, the eye 

follows the image through the center (due to linear perspective) where most of 

the human figures are situated. When the eye reaches the fourth and most 

important event, it leads the viewer to the scene where the Qianlong Emperor 

enters the canal and city gate entrance, and is greeted by his local administration 

(Fig. 15). The emperor entered the gate on a horse to avoid the congested areas 

that surround the city gate.163 He is depicted much larger compared to the other 

figures. The parasol held over his head also identifies him as the emperor. One 

can see the entire group of people entering the gate with the Emperor. Officials 

are also presented in a hierarchical format based on the badges and ornaments 

that are adorned on their robes. In the same scene, the viewpoint shifts from this 

section onto the next, as one looks at how the emperor is approaching a bridge, 

which directs the viewers to the upcoming imperial stage and arch that are 

decorated. The stage is a symbol to honor the imperial tour of the Emperor where 

the officials are all welcoming him. 

 One can compare the arrival of Qianlong to Kangix’s arrival through the 

city gate (Fig. 12). Kangxi’s arrival showcase a dramatic environment where the 

eye is overwhelmed by the converging streets, the alignment of all the bodyguards 

and court officials, as well as placement of the ships along the waterways. The 

eyes are constantly shifting to see the general excitement as one tries to locate the 
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emperor.164 With Qianlong’s scroll, his arrival is subtle but easily spotted. Instead 

of showing a dramatic scene as if one is the onlooker trying to find the emperor, 

Xu Yang has the viewers to spot Qianlong directly as he enters under the canal 

and is portrayed much larger than everyone else. The eye then follows Qianlong’s 

movement throughout the scene, leading up to the bridge where he is heading. 

This is a major difference because the viewer is not completely partaking in 

Kangxi’s tour, as he or she is simply a viewer. In Qianlong’s scroll, one is not just 

the onlooker of his imperial tour, but actively viewing how the emperor is 

actually moving through these sections. It is as if one has the privilege to see how 

the emperor is moving and how he is actually viewing his entire tour. This is also 

further reinforced when looking at the figure of Qianlong Emperor. Qianlong in 

this scroll is looking directly out to the viewer. As a scroll that displays the 

historic imperial tour of Qianlong, it retells the importance of the emperor’s duty 

when he was investigating the local administration. However, the moment the 

figure of Qianlong looks directly back at the viewer, from his position when 

touring Suzhou, he breaks the narrative inside the painting. He breaks into the 

viewer’s presentism and acknowledges that one is looking into scene. It is as if the 

emperor wants one to take note that he is aware of the person witnessing the 

event or perhaps, he is granting the permission of the viewer to see him eye to 

eye.  
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This particular moment of the emperor arriving through the city gate is 

important because not only are the people receiving the emperor but the emperor 

is also receiving their city, Suzhou. Suzhou was one of the main cities that 

brought a lot of commerce and prosperity to the Qing Empire.165 Qianlong was 

very specific with this painting commission. He made it clear that he wanted very 

specific events to be depicted, and he most likely made sure how he wanted Xu 

Yang to portray these scrolls.166 By having the scrolls show how the emperor 

enters the city, how he is being received and what he does while touring the 

painting (inspecting local administration and seeing people’s daily lives), the 

images all reflect the imperial viewpoints and ideologies.  Using western 

techniques, such as perspective, can further reinforce those imperial viewpoints 

because of its effect in causing the viewer to situate him or herself from a specific 

position.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

                                                
165 Ma, Picturing Suzhou,186. 
166 Ibid. 



63 
 

CONCLUSION 

Although linear perspective is an artistic technique that is inseparable from its 

western origins, its employment and usage in Chinese traditional paintings still 

creates new and innovative pictures.167 While linear perspective never entered the 

Chinese mainstream visual arts in the 18th century, they still made an impact 

among imperial works of art. It also created a new visual experience for the Qing 

court.  

 In general, linear perspective and the combination of chiaroscuro, and 

mathematics like geometry all contribute to the idea that the image is imitating 

reality.168 It allows for the viewers to navigate within the image as the 

perspective’s invisible lines (like vanishing points, parallel lines, horizon lines, 

etc.) help guide the viewers’ eyes. This then causes the viewers to associate the 

image to their real vision, or reality.169  

 When looking into how perspective and other western illusionistic 

techniques evolved over the eighteenth century China and through the Qing 

emperors’ art commissions, one can see how perspective could become a middle-

ground for political interactions. Through my three case studies, Yongzheng’s 

Amusements Album, Spring Peaceful Message and Qianlong’s Southern Tour 
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Inspection scrolls, as well as examples from Kangxi’s portraits, I suggest that 

there is a sense of visual control. This control, developed by linear perspective 

where the eye is constantly directed to a subject matter, situates the viewers in 

one spot. By using this technique, agency is enacted in a painting in enhancing a 

certain message or viewing point. Therefore, I posit that through these case 

studies I have selected such as Spring Peaceful Message and Qianlong’s 

Southern Tour Inspection scrolls, the emperor may have wanted to further 

enhance his legitimacy and ultimate power by having his viewers visualize his 

imperial authority, especially during a time when there were much political 

unrest, the question of legitimacy as well as the growing foreign powers outside of 

China. Not only that but these images can also reflect the growing interest of the 

Qing court.   
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FIGURES 
 

 
Figure 1 Anonymous (Attributed to Giovanni Gheradini), Portrait of Kangxi Reading (ca. 1700-1721). 
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Figure 2 Anonymous Court Painter, Portrait of Kangxi Emperor in Court Dress. Late Kangxi Period. Hanging 
scroll, colour on silk. Palace Museum [Accessed through Royal Academy of Arts] 
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Figure 3 Attributed to Giuseppe Castiglione, Western-dress Portrait of Yongzheng Emperor, 1723-36. Ink 
and colour on silk. Palace Museum, Beijing. [Accessed through ArtStor] 
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Figure 4 Giuseppe Castiligone (Lang Shinig), Spring's Peaceful Message, Unknown date. Hanging scroll, 
colour on paper. Palace Museum, Beijing. 
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Figure 5 Qianlong Period, Spring's Peaceful Message (1736-95). Wall painting, ink and colour on paper. 
Room of Three Rarities, Hall of Cultivatin the Mind, Forbidden City, Beijing. 

 
Figure 6 Xu Yang, The Qianlong Emperor's Southern Inspection Tour, Scroll Six: Entering Suzhou along the 
Grand Canal, 1770. Hangscroll; ink and color on silk. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 7 Yongzheng's Amuseuments Album, Portrait of a Muslim, 1723-36. 11 album leaves from a set of 14, 
ink and color on silk. Palace Museum, Beijing. 
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Figure 8 Yongzheng's Amusements Album, Yongzheng as a Confucian Scholar, 1723-36. 11 album leaves 
from a set of 14, ink and color on silk. Palace, Museum, Beijing. 
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Figure 9 Yongzheng's Amusements Album, Yongzheng as a Confucian Scholar, 1723-36. 11 album leaves 
from a set of 14, ink and color on silk. Palace, Museum, Beijing. 



73 
 

 
Figure 10 Yongzheng's Amusements Album, Yongzheng as a Confucian Scholar, 1723-36. 11 album leaves 
from a set of 14, ink and color on silk. Palace, Museum, Beijing. 
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Figure 11 Xu Yang, The Qianlong Emperor's Southern Inspection Tour, Scroll Six: Entering Suzhou along the 
Grand Canal, 1770. Hanging scroll; ink and color on silk. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. [Accessed 
through ArtStor]  

 

 
Figure 12 Wang Hui, The Kangxi Emperor’s Southern Inspection Tour, Scroll VII, 1698. Qing Dynasty.  
Handscroll; ink and color on silk. 26 ¾ in x 45ft. 8 ¾ in). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.[Accessed 
through ArtStor]  
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Figure 13 Wang Hui, Detail: The Kangxi Emperor’s Southern Inspection Tour, Scroll VII, 1698. Qing 
Dynasty.  Handscroll; ink and color on silk. 26 ¾ in x 45ft. 8 ¾ in). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York.[Accessed through ArtStor]  
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Figure 14 Xu Yang, Detail: The Qianlong Emperor's Southern Inspection Tour, Scroll Six: Entering Suzhou 
along the Grand Canal, 1770. Hangscroll; ink and color on silk. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
[Accessed through ArtStor] 
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Figure 15 Detail: The Qianlong Emperor's Southern Inspection Tour, Scroll Six: Entering Suzhou along the 
Grand Canal, 1770. Hangscroll; ink and color on silk. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. [Accessed 
through ArtStor] 
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