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On the Revision of the Dynastic Histories of the
Liao, Jin, and Yuan by Emperor Qianlong of the
Qing Dynasty
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Abstract

Emperor Qianlong &2 f& (r. 1735-1796) regarded himself as the sole
worthwhile judge of history in his times. Prompted by this thinking, he ordered his
officials to compile a great number of histories and revise many historical writings.
All these works had to be-either finalised or, at least, endorsed by him before publi-
cation. of many such historical writings, the did-not regard the Liaoshi % 5
(Dynastic History of the Liao), Jinshi %4 ¥ (Dynastic History of the Jin), and
Yiianshi 7t (Dynastic History of the Yiian) as faithful historical accounts. He was
especially dissatisified with the transliterations of the names of persons, official ti-
tles, and places contained in these three histories. He observed that the three
dynasties were founded by alien peoples, whereas the three histories were compiled
by Han-Chinese historians of the successive dynasties. Emperor Qianlong thus
rejected the transliterations on the following grounds. Firstly, the Han-Chinese
compilers did not have ample knowledge of the “national” languages of the three
dynasties. Secondly, the transliterations were formulated with hidden meanings,
aiming at humiliating the alien dynasties and reflecting the Han-Chinese xenopho-
bia of the compilers. The revision of the three histories were introduced under the
imperial instruction of “conveying truth and manifesting impartiality” ( chuanxin
shigong 115 7~/ ). The revision, moreover, took on an implicit political mission.
As the Qing dynasty was a unitary multi-national state and the Manchus themselves
were also aliens in the eyes of the Han-Chinese, Emperor Qianlong took this oppor-
tunity, by demonstrating the “perfectly impartial and absolutely correct” ( dagong
zhizheng K /% & IE ) ways of writing history, to eliminate the influence of the
narrow-mindedness of traditional sinocentrism which would split his unified do-
main.

* The Chinese text of this article appears on page I4JLthrongh 7575 °



Of the three histories, Emperor Qianlong paid most attention to the Jinshi
since the Manchus were descendants of the Jurchen. Between the other two histories,
he laid more stress on the Yiianshi as the Mongols formed an important part of the
multi-national Qing dynasty, and were particularly well-treated by the Emperor
himself.

The revision was divided into three phases. The first phase took place in 1747
when Emperor Qianlong ordered his officials to revise the Chapter “Guoyu jie” (I
#Ef% » Explanatory Notes of the National Language) of the Jinshi. However, only
the official edition of this work required adaptation of the revision. Private editions
could either adapt the new version or retain the original one.

The second phase came in 1771 when Emperor Qianlong issued an edict to
recompile the three “Guoyu jie” of the three histories. In early 1772, the one of the
Jinshi was finished. Emperor Qianlong, who was too impatient to wait for the com-
pletion of those of the other two histories, ordered his officials to start the third
phase of the revision, i to revise the transliterations of all other chapters of the
three histories on the basis of the:new “Guoyu jie.” In 1775, the revised Jinshi was
issued. Although the dates of completion of the-other two “Guoyu jie” were un-
known, the revision of\the Liaoshi.and the Yiianshi were completed in 1781, The
three new “Guoyu jie” were incorporated in early 1786 into a book entitled Liao-
Jin-Yiian sanshi guoyu jie (%4 6= 5 B#E##, Explanatory Notes of the National
Languages of the Three Dynastic Histories of the Liao, Jin, and Yian). It was then
used as the orthodox version of transliterations, unifying the transliterations of all
other historical works concerning the three dynasties. However, unlike the three his-
tories, the revision of these other works included their contents and styles, not just
transliterations alone.
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