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Privatizing the Imperial Landscape: The Rise of Pictorial
Autobiographies and Travel Memoirs in Early Nineteenth-
Century China

Mei, Yun-chiu

Center for General Education
National Tsing Hua University

In late imperial China, pictorial biographies or memoirs had been constantly
appropriated by government officials and examination candidates as an alternative way
of chronicling their personal histories and public services. With an attempt to preserve
the likeness of biographies or to dramatize their life stories, this type of work was
traditionally executed by artists specializing in narrative figure painting or portraiture.
The only exceptions are those richly illustrated autobiographies and travel memoirs
from the Jiaqing-Daoguang period (1796-1850) of the Qing, including Zhang Bao’s
(b. 1763) Fancha tu, Linqing’s (1791-1846) Hongxue yinyuan tuji, Zhang Weiping’s
(1780-1859) Huajia xiantan, and Liu Yin’s Wuxiangting huagao, which unequivocally
prefer landscape as a representational vehicle to figure painting. Consequently, the
main focus of their renditions also shifts from human activities to actual places, many
of which were significant to the lives and careers of the autobiographers, such as their
offices, residences, family estates, ancestral cemeteries, and hometowns. Meanwhile,
in order to exhibit their extensive travel experience and geographical knowledge, these
autobiographers were also keen to provide a comprehensive record of famous sites
which they personally visited during their journeys across the empire. As a result, their
visual memoirs could also stand out as an encyclopedia of iconic landmarks despite the
presence of some autobiographical elements.

It is worth noting that individual endeavors to compile and publish illustrated
encyclopedias of iconic landmarks, which flourished particularly in the late Ming, were
swiftly interrupted following the foundation of the Qing. Throughout the eighteenth
century, known as the golden age of Qing power, only those imperially sponsored
compilation projects came to fruition. The aforementioned nineteenth-century privately-
made compilations thus not only afford more personalized and diversified visual
representations of the vast territories under Qing rule, but also epitomize the resurgence
of individual efforts to launch ambitious cultural projects after a century long hiatus.

Keywords: pictorial biographies, pictures of famous landmarks, Zhang Bao,

Linqing, Zhang Weiping
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