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Emperor Qianlong’s Inspection Tour in the South: A Study
Introduction

Emperor Qianlong’s Inspection Tour in the South is one of the most precious national treasures of
China. At the age of 75, Emperor Qianlong (reigning. 1735-1795) of the Qing Dynasty commented,
“I have only accomplished two important things during the fifty years of my reign: one is putting
down the western unrest and the other is touring in the south.” This set of paintings (work of
colour on paper, 68.6cm in height and 15,417cm in total length) depicts his first southern tour in
the 16th year of his reign (1751). It is the work of the court painter Xu Yang, by the order of “basing
the work on the contents of His Majesty’s poems”. The painting series is composed of twelve
scrolls, under the following titles: (1) Departure from the Capital, (2) Passing Dezhou, (3) Crossing
the Yellow River, (4) Inspecting Water Conservancy Projects on the Yellow and Huaihe Rivers,
(5) Boat Trip on the Yangtze River from Jinshan to Jiaoshan, (6) Sojourn at Suzhou, (7) Arrival in
Zhejiang and Visit to the Tower of Mist and Rain in Jiaxing, (8) Sojourn at Hangzhou, (9)Visit to
the Temple of Great Yu in Shaoxing, (10) Military Parade in Jiangning, (11) Shift to Land Route at
Shunheji and (12) Returning to the Forbidden City.

With a realistic style that is unique to traditional Chinese painting and by incorporating poetry,
calligraphy and painting, this masterpiece gives a vivid presentation of the emperor’s inspection
tour south of the lower reaches of the Yangtze River. In these pictures, Qianlong is seen inquiring
into local customs, visiting local officials and people, inspecting river projects, reviewing troops,
paying homage to the legendary king Yu and going sightseeing. Also unfolded in these scrolls
are the bustling marketplaces and magnificent royal palaces in Beijing, urban and rural scenes in
north and south China, daily life of 'ordinary people and landscapes along the Yellow and Huaihe
Rivers, the Great Canal, the Yangtze and Qiantang Rivers and by the West and South Lakes. It
offers us a glimpse of the social realities of that time.

This 240,000-Chinese-character book focuses on over 190 pictures from the scrolls, accompanied
with pictures of related places and objects. It discusses in 16 chapters the masterpiece’s historical
background and artistic and historical values by providing annotations to each of the twelve
scrolls and related records of this famous tour. It may serve as a companion book for readers who

want to understand and study its historical reality, cultural significance and artistic achievements.
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Profile of the Editor-in-Chief

Wang Hongjun, born in 1926, graduated from the Department of Political Science, Tsinghua
University. After serving in No. 17 Brigade and the Political Department of No. 6 Column of Jin-
Cha-Ji Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, he worked successively with the State
Administration of Cultural Heritage, the National Museum of Chinese History and the National
Museum of China. He was the Deputy Director, Secretary of CPC Committee and Research
Fellow of the National Museum of Chinese History, Acting Director of the Chinese Society of
Museums, Chairperson of the First Chinese National Committee of the International Council
of Museums (ICOM), member of the ICOM-ASPAC, representative to the Third Conference of
Chinese Historians (1983), consultant to the Chinese Society of Ming History, doctoral dissertation
reviewer and member of Doctoral Dissertation Panels of Peking University (Ming history), Renmin
University of China (Qing history) and Nankai University (Qing history) and part-time professor
at Beijing Normal University.

He is the author of: “Three Hundred Years of China: From Being Advanced to Backward”, “China
and the World between the 11th Century and Mid-19th Century”, “The Northwest Frontier during
Ming and Qing Period and Junggar Problems”, The History and Cultural Relics of Junggar, “Beijing
during the Wanli Era of Ming: A Study of Prosperity of the Imperial City by a Ming Painter”, “The
Growth of Nanjing’s Urban Economy and Changes of Daily Life in Late Ming: A Study of The

” “”

Booming Southern Capital by a Ming Painter”, “Capitalist Nascence of Metallurgical and Ceramic
Industries in Foshan: A Study on Restrictive Rules Inscribed on Tablets and Industrial Regulations
in Nanhai County”, “The History of Suzhou and Its Prosperity in the Qianlong Era: Preface to Xu
Yang's Life in Golden Times” and Leaves of Bigonia: Notes to Ming and Qing History. He is also
the Deputy Editor-in-Chief of Qing History (vol. I) in the Encyclopedia of China: Chinese History
(1st ed.) and the Editor-in-Chief of Museology (vol. I) in the Encyclopedia of China: Cultural

Relics and Museum (1st ed.) and The Basis of Chinese Museology.
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