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Picturing Empire: Illustrations of “Official Tribute”
at the Qianlong Court and the Making of the Imperial Capital

Lai Yu-chih®

Abstract

This article focuses on the production of illustrations of “Official
Tribute” to explore the relationship between imagery and rule at the
Qianlong court. An examination of the various editions of “Official
Tribute” from the Qianlong period reveals the integrative powers of the
Grand Council, the center of political power at the time. It mobilized an
entire bureaucratic network to produce images numbering in the thousands.
These pictorial achievements were used as diplomatic gifts for emissaries to
the court. This study also arranges and compares later additions to the
original images, highlighting their compositional principles and order. The
first scroll discussed here, therefore, is a composite representing the notion
ofthe imperial capital, indicating that “Official Tribute” is also an imperial
image arranged sequentially by geography from the political center of the
country outwards to its borders. By giving away these images to members
of the “empire,” the Qianlong Emperor not only endowed emissaries to the
court with a collective consciousness of the Qing Empire, he also defined the
individual status of each member within the empire. Furthermore, the
presentation of this imperial order, in terms of both content and format,
reveals many innovations. For example, the pairing of a man and woman to
represent a particular place or country, a method that originated in Europe,
and a much greater emphasis on “Western” proportion in representing the

image of the imperial capital in the first scroll. Other documentary evidence

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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confirms that modern concepts of the “West” became integral parts of

Qianlong’s image building and imperial construct.

Keywords: Qing palace studies, imperial image building, “Illustrations
of Official Tribute” (Zhigong tu), Western influence, image
production at the Qing Court
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