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The Enigmatic Qianlong: The Authenticity,
Ghostwriting, and Connoisseurship of Imperial
Calligraphy from the Qing Emperor Gaozong"

. EES
He, Yan-chiuan

Abstract

Regarding the positive studies on connoisseurship by the Qianlong emperor (1711-
1799), the findings are already quite numerous, though a significant portion of them were
shaped by the opinions of his courtiers. The present article, however, explores case studies
on calligraphy, connoisseurship, and engraved modelbooks to uncover the true character of
the Qianlong emperor in these fields. Despite undergoing rigorous training in calligraphy
from a young age, Qianlong’s early practice pieces demonstrate limited achievement in
this art form. After ascending the throne, a shift in learning approach further slowed his
progress in calligraphy, resulting in his early works exhibiting an immature style often
characterized by such defects as abbreviated brushwork, trivial motions of the brush, and
loose character structure. While Zhang Zhao’s (1691-1745) ghostwriting for the Qianlong
emperor has been widely acknowledged, only a few specific ghostwritten pieces by him
have been identified.

By analyzing the techniques of brush and ink in calligraphy, the present study
identifies those works written by Zhang Zhao on behalf of the emperor, thereby correcting
the overestimation of Qianlong’s accomplishments found in calligraphy appraisal. In fact,
many early inscriptions and works by Qianlong were later replaced or rewritten due to
Qianlong’s dissatisfaction with them. In terms of connoisseurship dealing with calligraphy
and painting, Qianlong’s personal taste and his lack of ability to appreciate the details of
brush and ink also frequently led to misjudgments on his part. The high-quality engraved
copies in the Modelbooks of the Three Rarities Hall (Sanxitang fatie), for instance,
suffer from a loss of finer details in the works due to Qianlong’s preference for using

*  Received: 26 April, 2024; Accepted: 23 April, 2025

** Chief Curator of the Department of Painting, Calligraphy, Rare Books and Historical Documents,
National Palace Museum
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the “Wujin” technique of rubbing, reflecting his own unique aesthetic setting him apart
from others. Through these perspectives, the present study reveals the disparity between
the “authentic Qianlong” and the so-called “Qianlong collective,” making it essential to
reassessing the Qianlong emperor’s place and influence in Chinese cultural history.

Keywords: Qianlong emperor, connoisseurship of calligraphy and painting, brush and ink (in
calligraphy), ghostwriting, Zhang Zhao
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