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LECTURE NOTE
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Costume, Ceremonial, and the East Asian Order:
What the Annamese King Wore When
Congratulating the Emperor Qianlong in Jehol in
1790

Abstract Emperor Qianlong of the Qing dynasty celebrated his eightieth
birthday in 1790, for which Vietnam, Korea, the Ryiikyt Islands, Burma, and
Mongolia sent delegates to the imperial summer resort at Chengde 7&%f to pay
homage. Curiously, the Annamese (or, Vietnamese) king NguyénQuangBinh (Ft
J6°F), who had just defeated the Qing army, offered to appear in Qing costume
and kowtow to the Qing emperor. The unusual act pleased Emperor Qianlong and
infuriated the Korean delegates. What did costume and ceremonial mean in the
context of the East Asian political and cultural order? Why did the British
embassy to China led by Lord Macartney three years later cause friction with
regards to sartorial and ceremonial manners? This lecture will address these
questions.
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Introduction: Three Thoughts

Today, it is my honor to give a talk in the famous Fairbank Center for China
Studies. This talk is, to a great extent, a tribute to Professor John Fairbank,
because I am going to tell a story that happened on the eve of Western “impact
and East Asia’s “response,” a topic that Fairbank often addressed. My story
explores the change and negotiation of the East Asian international order prior to
the arrival of strong ships and potent weaponry from the West.
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The story took place in year 55 of the Qianlong reign of the Qing dynasty
(1790), when embassies from Annam, Korea, Ryikyi, Burma, Laos, Kazakh,
and Mongolia; also in attendance were Tibetan lamas, aboriginal chiefs of
Sichuan and Gansu, leaders of Taiwan aborigines, and so forth. They came to
Chengde to congratulate Emperor Qianlong on his eightieth birthday. The new
Annamese king, who recently had defeated Qing-dynasty troops, personally led
his embassy and requested to wear Qing-style clothing, which particularly
delighted Qianlong. However, the request drew complaints from the Rytkytian
and Korean envoys. Why did the Annamese king’s change of attire please
Qianlong but cause resentment from the other diplomats? Why were ceremonies
and attire of special importance in the political and cultural order of East Asia?
What did attire symbolize? Why did the Annamese approach toward ceremonies
and attire not result three years later in a similarly positive outcome, when the
British ambassador, Lord George Macartney, visited China?

Before I report the story, I would like to put forth three thoughts:

First, Before Westerners entered East Asia with “strong ships and potent
weaponry,” Beijing (also Chengde) had been the only platform for a variety of
East Asian cultural intersections and performances. There were numerous lateral
exchanges, for example: Korean envoys traveling to Japan and vice versa,
missions from Rytikyli to Nagasaki and Edo as well as to Fuzhou and Beijing.
There were Annamese embassies to the Qing court and to Siam, LanXang (the
Kingdom of LuangPrabang, an area today including parts of northern Laos and
southern Yunnan), and visits between Burmese and Indians. But in fact there was
no place like Beijing or Chengde that could allow envoys from various countries
to meet and interact with each other. Neither was there an occasion like
Qianlong’s eightieth birthday where envoys from different countries could take
their time to compete with each other secretly in Chengde, Yuanmingyuan
Garden, and Beijing. The late professor Yang Lien-sheng of Harvard University
once wrote on “contests among dynasties,” namely, to compare different
“histories” in different periods of time. Today, I am similarly talking about
“contests among countries,” which was a competition of “cultures” but in the
same time and same arena.

Second, East Asia was in a sense a large sphere for the workings of the
tributary system of Great China. Thus, various countries’ political positions in the
system had long been arranged in ceremonial codes, such as Da Ming huidian
(Collected statutes of the Ming dynasty) and Da Qing huidian (Collected statutes
of the Qing dynasty), where seating arrangements of foreign envoys were
specified. The unalterable order put Korea, Annam, Ryiikyt, and so forth behind
the Qing emperor, his princes, also the Mongolian princes, and then the Manchu
and Han officials. Also specified were articles of tribute, which were nothing but
“native-products-qua-gifts,” not pure transactions or well-calculated commercial
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relations. Therefore, on this broad, symbolic platform, countries competed for
“culture.” The competition included showing familiarity with “rituals,” a grasp of
Han literature such as poetry, and knowledge of “history,” especially anecdotes
and institutions. What visually distinguished high “culture” from the low one was
the “system of attire,” namely, cultural, historical, and symbolic meanings that
clothes and hats carried.

Third, Rituals, attire, and physical gestures like the kowtow were originally
symbols. Countries inside the sphere of China’s East Asian tributary system
depended on a set of “symbols” to establish a complex series of hierarchical
relations between the high and low, the intimate and estranged, and the far and
near. Then, the distinction of “China” and “Barbarians” was drawn and the order
of “inside” and “outside” was established. Nevertheless, this set of “symbols”
took effect only inside the tributary sphere. Once such symbols encountered
countries, cultures, and ethnic groups outside East Asia, who neither recognized
nor understood them, there was no traditional protocol to rely on for some kind
of “international order.” Therefore, when the Europeans’ “strong ships and potent
weaponry” arrived after the Opium War, the international order, as visually
arranged and approved at the important Chinese platform at Chengde and Beijing,
collapsed. Certainly, that was what happened later with Macrtney.

Now, let us tell the story.

The Koreans’ Surprise

On the sixteenth day of the seventh month of Qianlong 55, the Korean mission
arrived in Chengde to congratulate the Emperor Qianlong on his eightieth
birthday. All the Korean scholars who constituted the mission carried great
reputations. They were ambassador Hwang Inchom, vice ambassador SeoHosu,
secretary Seonglongin, as well as Park Jega, Lu Deuggong, and others. They
were all renowned men of letters in Korea. At the Chinese emperor’s summer
villa in Chengde they met the missions dispatched by Mongols, Muslims,
Annamese, LanXang, Burmese, Ryiikylians, Taiwanese, Sichuan and Gansu
chiefs, and the Kazakhs. It was a rare gathering of cultural representatives from
all over Asia.

On this occasion, the most noticeable envoy was the Annamese. Because the
high-profile mission was personally led by the new king, NguyénQuangBinh,
and had a large number of members, it received Emperor Qianlong’s warm
welcome. Yet, in Koreans’ eyes, Annamese diplomats seemed somehow weird.
Usually, Annamese envoys who came to pay tribute were clothed differently
from the Manchus (that is, the Qing rulers of China), but similarly to Koreans.
Both “bound their hair and had it hang down and wore black gauze caps, red
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robes with wide sleeves, hawksbill belts decorated with gold accessories, and
black leather boots.” On day sixteen, however, the Koreans saw that the
Annamese monarch and officials went so far as to wear Manchu clothing.
Therefore, in a private meeting, SeoHosu deliberately asked, “Was the dress in
your country the same as that of the Manchus?” PhanHuyich and V&HuyTén,
envoys of Annam, replied, “The emperor has approved of our king’s personally
paying tribute, so that he particularly granted clothing and vehicles to our king
and the accompanying officials. The imperial edict also allows that our native
dress also can be used when we have an audience with the emperor and partake
in sacrificial ceremonies. When we return to our native land, we wear our native
clothing. The clothing we are now wearing is nothing but expediency.”

From modern people’s perspectives, the choice of what clothes, hats, and belts
to wear is nothing but surface decoration, which may at most symbolize a
national style or an identity. Yet, in ancient East Asia, crowns, tassels, clothes,
and hats were symbols of “recognition” and “identification,” which were relevant
to not only ethnic groups (China vis-a-vis barbarians) but also states (dynasties).
In the traditional Confucian political system and cultural conception, it seemed
that two things were given special attention. First was the “calendar,” which
symbolized orthodoxy. Therefore, “resetting the first day of the lunar year” was
needed. Second, it was the dress, which symbolized cultural identification.
Dynasties’ legitimacy and sanctity were established in great part on clothing.
Therefore, it was called “changing clothing styles.” In the Han, Tang, Song, and
Ming dynasties, dress mattered, but was not so sensitive and strictly regulated.
The Great Qing empire, however, was different. The severe ethnic conflicts and
political identifications were, in some sense, ostensibly resolved by means of
forced use of Manchu clothing. On the contrary, the troublesome international
tributary system was retained, because permitting foreigners to wear their native
clothes helped resolve clashes caused by cultural identifications. The Annamese
usually wore Ming-style clothing just like people from Korea and Ryiky, to
symbolize its relative autonomy. Therefore, their abandonment of traditional
Ming-style clothing and the switch to Manchu style both surprised and upset
Korean diplomats.

But, why did the Annamese monarch and officials change their clothing style
at this time? Before we can tackle this question, though, let us take a look at the
historical background.

Annam’s Tribute: The Story of Qianlong 55

Qianlong 55 was the year in which the aging emperor reached his eightieth
birthday. He felt in this regard that he was among the most venerated rulers of
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China in its thousands of years. Though there were emperors in history such as
Emperor Wudi of the Liang dynasty, Emperor Gaozong of the Song dynasty, and
Emperor Shizu of the Yuan dynasty, who lived into their eighties, no one was on
the throne as long as Qianlong and no one had had five generations under the
same roof. Moreover, Qianlong not only maintained peace and order
domestically, but also “ruled at home and abroad with ten thousand countries
coming to pay respect.”’ He had “passed his seventies and had read countless
volumes,” thus taking great pride in his long life of accomplishments. Hence, one
year later, he would style himself “Old Man of Ten Great Campaligns.”2 The
complex logistics of how to sum up his achievements was brewing as his
eightieth birthday celebration approached. The emperor was ready to hold a
grand ceremony of longevity.

Early in the year, Emperor Qianlong published an act of grace to honor his
longevity, whose content was as follows: Domestically, the court not only
exempted all provinces of taxes receivable and bestowed rewards on families
with five generations, it also promoted all Manchu and Han officials by one rank
and honored Manchu and Han filial sons, obedient grandchildren, righteous
husbands, and chaste wives. Internationally, the emperor, at the Qianqing Gate,
granted an act of grace as well to foreign countries such as Korea, Annam,
Rytikyt, and Siam, and invited various countries to dispatch missions for
celebrations, thus showing their seriousness within the East Asian tribute sphere.
The timetable devised by the Qing court ruled that the foreign envoys would pay
respect to the emperor in Jehol (today’s Chengde Summer Villa), where they
would participate in celebratory activities starting from the seventh day of the
seventh month. On the twenty-fourth day, the imperial family and others would
return to Beijing. On the twenty-ninth or thirtieth day, some celebratory
ceremonies would be held in the Yuanming Garden. Finally, after the emperor
returned to the imperial palace in Beijing on the thirteenth day of the eighth
month, a grand ceremony would be held in the Taihe Palace. The whole
ceremony of longevity lasted more than one month, until the twenty-first day of
the eighth month.

For the occasion, NguyénQuangBinh, whose kingship had recently been
conferred, personally led the Annam mission to congratulate Emperor Qianlong.
The action greatly pleased and drew the attention of the emperor. According to
the Qing Veritable Records, the emperor had given numerous instructions the
year before. On one occasion, he had asked officials of the Grand Council and
the administrators of southwest provences, particularly Fukang’an, to prevent the
Annamese mission from setting out early in the spring leaving no one in charge

' Qinding da Qing huidian shili, vol. 296: “Libu, Chaohui, Wanshoushengjie,” in Xuxiu
Sikuquanshu, Book 802, 726.
2 Zhuang Jifa, Qing Gaozong shiquan wugong yanjiu.
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of domestic business there. On another occasion, the emperor urged Fukang’an to
receive the Annamese mission at the frontier to accompany them to Beijing. A
few days later, the emperor advised that Qing officials allow the Annamese
mission to “travel to the capital ahead of time” if the latter decided to do so. Half
a month later, when king NguyénQuangBinh came to pay tribute, officials along
the road were ordered to accommodate the entourage generously. When the
emperor heard that NguyénQuangBinh had dispatched people to purchase
ginseng for his eighty-year-old mother, he specially granted one jin of ginseng.
Emperor Qianlong particularly advised that the mission take its time traveling to
Beijing, for it was hot in the third month of the year. The emperor then issued a
special instruction that NguyénQuangBinh, as a king, come with complete
sincerity. Therefore, he should be given a reception with an embrace, which was
a special honor. In addition, it was announced that NguyénQuangBinh be granted
clothes, hats, and belts. It was said that foreign monarchs were usually granted
red belts, but NguyénQuangBinh was given yellow ones, with which the
Annamese king was notified that he was regarded as a prince: it was a “rare
imperial favor.™

As the saying goes, “courtesy calls for reciprocity.” The Annamese
demonstrated enormous seriousness. NguyénQuangBinh not only had promised
to lead a mission of hundreds including his son NguyénQuangThuy and an
accompanying official NgoVanSo to Chengde, but also prepared extravagant
gifts. Moreover, he asked PhanHuyich, another accompanying official, to
compose “Ten Melodies of lyrics and music to honor His Majesty’s Longevity.”
“Letters written in gold were sent along with memorials to the throne” to
repeatedly demonstrate loyalty to the Great Qing. The king aspired to treat
Emperor Qianlong as “the master and the father” and expected that the emperor
would fulfill his wishes. Emperor Qianlong, who was extremely delighted, said,
“Since the king treats me as his father, how could I not treat him as my son?”"*

NguyénQuangBinh and his officials started their journey to the celebration on
the twenty-ninth day of the third month of the Qianlong 55 (1790). On the
fifteenth day of the fourth month, they crossed the border.

The L&é-Nguyén Dynastic Change: Two Annamese Kings

In Qianlong 55, the great honor bestowed by Emperor Qianlong on
NguyénQuangBinh stemmed from the old man’s overall viewpoints developed in
his late years, namely, his wish that the momentum of China’s territorial

3 The descriptions above are from records covering Qianlong 54 and 55, in Qing shilu,
especially vol. 1351 to vol. 1354, 27000-50.
* Qing shilu, vol. 1353, 27040.
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expansion could surpass that achieved by all previous dynasties, and the wish for
cessation of all further disturbances in the border areas. How did such imperial
wishes fit with NguyénQuangBinh’s vow of allegiance to the Great Qing and his
demonstration of humbleness and submissiveness?

Let’s take another look at the background history, and in doing so we see that
it was a critical moment of regime change in Annam. In Qianlong 52 (1787),
three years prior to Qianglong’s eightieth birthday, LéChiéuThéng, or Emperor
Manbé of Annam, had been kicked out of Dong Kinh (the capital of Annam) by
NguyénVanHung from TaySon and had to escape to China. In the next year
(1788), upon a suggestion by Sun Shiyi, the Qing court decided to support the Lé
regime and prepared to suppress the rebellion. In the tenth month, LéChiéuThdng,
assisted by Qing troops, recaptured the capital of Annam. After he was conferred
a title, L&éChiéuThéng expressed his intention to travel to Beijing to celebrate
Qianlong’s eightieth birthday in Qianlong 55.

In the first month of Qianlong 54 (1789), NguyénVanHung overturned the
current order by defeating the Qing force. Sun Shiyi fled and 7,000 Qing troops
died. Again, LéChiéuThdng escaped to the great Qing and asked for protection.
The L& dynasty, which lasted 257 years, with sixteen generations, came to an end.
Also in this year, NguyénVanHung took a new name, NguyénQuangBinh. With
the great fear of Qing empire’s military revenge, he sent envoys to the Qing and
asked repeatedly for recognition from the Great Qing empire. Meanwhile, he
bribed Fukang’an so that he could dispatch his brother NguyénQuangHién to pay
tribute. The memorial to Fukang’an stated that the relationship between the king
himself and the opposing Lé dynasty was not that between “monarch and
subject, ” but that between “enemy states.” In addition, he claimed that the war
was “a conflict between barbarians, not a struggle against China” and that he
would personally travel to China to pay tribute and celebrate the emperor’s
birthday. The Qing emperor felt that, “[L&]ChiéuThdng abandoned his country
twice and could not defend his documents and official seals. Therefore, it was
Heaven that gave up on the Lé&s, who could not survive by themselves.” Finally,
in the fifth month, NguyénQuangBinh’s requests were approved and he was
conferred the title King of Annam. It was also ordered that L&éChiéuThdng
change his haircut and attire so that he could be “conferred the third rank, and
was ordered to lead his followers to Beijing to register under the Han Eight
Banners with ChiéuThéng as the Captain.”> Wang Chengpei painted a picture
titled “Elaborations of Ten Great Campaigns” about the escape of LéChiéuThdng,
the former Annamese king being dethroned by the Nguyéns from TaySon, from
his homeland to the north. In the picture, Lé changed his attire in the Summer
Villa of Chengde and wore clothing of the Great Qing style.

> Ke Shaowen et al., eds., Qing shigao, vol. 527: “Shuguo er: Yuenan,” 14638—40.
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Although LéChiéuThéng changed his attire and made surrender to the Great
Qing, he was merely an ex-monarch of a perished state. His capitulation did not
count as one of Qianlong’s greatest military accomplishments. What exemplified
cultural and military achievement was the war against the Nguyéns and the
surrender of the Nguyéns from TaySon to the Great Qing. As for this war, many
texts as well as visual materials such as “Album of Pacifying Annam” were
produced in the Great Qing empire. According to the source titled Archives
Created by the Ministry of Internal Order, after NguyénQuangThiy came to
Beijing to pay tribute, Qianlong summoned Yao Wenhan, Yang Daxin, JiaQuan,
Zhuang Yu, De Liming, Yi Lantai, and so on to “draw pictures using rice paper.”
The administrator of Wucheng Hall specifically ordered Yao Wenhan, JiaQuan,
and Yi Tailan to draw up a draft for emperor’s review to draw a “Painting of the
War Pacifying Annam.” The painting was “made in thick silk, with one zhang,
two chi, and eight cun in height, and one zhang, two chi, and six cun in width.”®
Obviously, the war was regarded as a victory.

Seeing only written records and visual materials, one would assume that the
Great Qing had won in a landslide, militarily and morally. From “The Battle of
GiaQuan Ha Hod,” “The Battle at Tam-dy and Tru-huu,” “The Battle of
ThoXuong River,” “The Battle of ThiCéu River” “Battle of PhtLuong River,” to
“The Painting of NguyénHué’s Dispatching His Nephew, NguyénQuangHién, to
Pay Tribute and the Court Banquet,” it seemed that the empire went from victory
to victory and occupied a high position, accepting a vassal state’s submission and
preserving the “dignity” of the celestial dynasty. In reality, however, it was the
military victor, the Nguyéns from TaySon, who gained ultimate advantage by
exchanging their ostensible submission for coveted political legitimacy and
military stability. The Nguyéns did not think highly of the symbolic distinctions
between “suzerain” and ‘“vassal” or between “celestial dynasty” and “small
regime.” They did not much value the cultural symbols such as the system of
“attire.” NguyénQuangBinh, who would travel to Chengde to celebrate the
birthday, made a lot of moves to please the Qing emperor. As a result, Qianlong,
who was eager to show off to “all under heaven,” felt delighted. Therefore, he
was anxious to wait for NguyénQuangBinh to pay tribute personally. The
Annamese king’s personal visit and congratulations, along with the missions
from all the other nations and tribes would testify to his fame as an “Old Man of
Ten Great Campaigns.”

In fact, even Qianlong himself knew very clearly that, among all his cultural
and military achievements, pacifying Annam was a sheer fluke. In the preface of
his “Supplementary Six Poems Extolling the Painting of the Annam War,” he

% The Chinese University of Hong Kong, The First Historical Archives of China eds.

Qinggong Neiwufu zaoban dang’an, vol. 51, 552.
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indicated that Annam was “unlike Ili, Muslim tribes, Jinchuan, and Taiwan,
where wars ended up with victories.” Although he tried to justify that it was “a
success without a war,” which was as brilliant as “subjugating enemies without a
war,” he admitted that “the turn of heavenly fortune allowed for pacifying the
territorial seas without using an army” because a series of accidental factors as
well as NguyénHué’s surrender for fear of his dread punishment after committing
transgressions.” It was caused by “Heaven,” not “planned by human beings.”’

In Chengde: The Annamese Mission at the Birthday Ceremony

On the ninth day of the seventh month of Qianlong 55, the Annamese king and
his envoys, who had been traveling in China for three months, arrived on
schedule at Chengde. They came earlier than the missions dispatched by the
Korean king Yi San, the LanXang king Zhao Wenmeng, and Mengyun, the
Burmese king, and earlier than the representatives of the various aboriginal
chiefs.

At this point, I might take advantage of the opportunity to tell a strange
anecdote. According to the Draft History of Qing, when NguyénQuangBinh
came to the Summer Villa of Jehol to celebrate the birthday, he was “ranked
behind princes, but ahead of princes of second degree.” Yet, the same source
states that, “QuangBinh actually had his younger brother assume his name,
because he did not dare to come in person.”® In certain Vietnamese records, the
one who came to China to pay tribute was not NguyénQuangBinh, but was
PhamCongtri. According to the Authentic Records of the Great South, in the third
month of 1790, “NguyénQuangBinh made PhamCongtri assume his name in
order to [go to China] because Pham physically resembled himself. He also
ordered NgoVianSé, PhanHuyich and others to accompany him. The Qing
emperor was ashamed of his defeat so that he pretended to accept [the Annamese
mission] and grant a large number of awards. Therefore, NguyénHué assumed
that he had attained his purpose and became more and more overbearing.”™ Yet,
this odd story is not credible.

The celebratory activities after the ninth day of the seventh month can be
divided into three scenarios: Chengde, the Yuanmingyuan Garden, and Beijing.
Since we have the Veritable Records of the Ming and Vietnamese sources such as
PhanHuylch’s The Travel of the Starry Raft, we know about the activities in great
detail:

Chengde. On the eleventh day of the seventh month or year 55, when the

7 “Buyong Annan zhantu liulii (bingxu),” 9-11.
8 Qing shigao, vol. 527: “Shuguo er: Yuenan,” 14640.
% “Danan shilu,” 32.
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Annamese mission stayed in the dwelling palace in Jehol, they paid tribute to
Emperor Qianlong with the ritual displayed by vassals. On the thirteenth day of
the seventh month, they were summoned to the inner palaces to “visit the Studio
of the Four Learnings.” On the fourteenth day of the seventh month, “it was
ordered by edict that the king and his accompanying officials be presented with
hats and clothes.” Here, the Annamese king was given a hat with a ruby top and
three-hole peacock tail-feather, a summer hat, a whole jacket set of imperial
yellow, a whole set of pouches with golden bands, a whole set of a four-serpent
official robe, a summer official hat, and a plate of coral beads for official hats.
Accompanying officials were given red-top summer official hats, official robes
with patterns of golden pheasants, official hat beads, belts, and pouches (officials
of lower ranks were granted blue-top summer official hats, official robes with
divine animal and insect patterns). On the sixteenth day of the seven month, the
Annamese king and his officials paid a visit to the Hall of Five Fortunes and Five
Generations. It was during this day that they requested of the Great Qing emperor
that they be allowed to wear Manchu clothing to pay tribute, which particularly
pleased the emperor. The emperor thus wrote: “Approving the request of
NguyénQuangBinh , the Annamese king, to wear attire of the celestial dynasty
and granting him a poem.” The Annamese ruler and officials “followed the edict
by wearing hats and clothing of the celestial dynasty and respectfully conveying
their thoughts.” PhanHuyfch and V5HuyT4n wrote poems based on Emperor
Qianlong’s thymes to express their admiration. In addition, probably sometime
during those days they interacted with the Korean mission, because they wrote
poems together with SeoHosu, Li Baeghyeong, Lu Deuggong, and Park Jegaby
using each other’s rhymes, which was a type of literary game that promoted
social interaction.

The Yuanmingyuan Garden. On the twentieth day of the seventh month,
missions from various countries returned to the Yuanmingyuan Garden from
Jehol, and on the twenty-ninth day the emperor visited there. Between the first
day and the tenth day of the eighth month, “banquets and dramas were offered
Continuously.” On the twelfth day of the eighth month, sacrifices to Heaven,
Earth, the Imperial Ancestral Temple, and the Gods of Soil and Grain were
conducted before the celebrations of the longevity birthday had ended. The
emperor then set out from the Yuanmingyuan Garden, via the Xihua Gate, to the
imperial palace.

Beijing. On the thirteenth day of the eighth month, the most solemn ceremony
of the longevity holiday was held in the imperial palace. Qianlong received all
civil and military officials in the Taihe Hall. The emperor also accepted
memorials praising his longevity from the missions led by Mongols, Muslims,
the Annamese king, Koreans, LanXang, and Burmese, as well the chiefs from
Jinchuan and Taiwan. On the twentieth day, the Annamese mission was ordered
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by edict to “leave for [their] homeland from the Xiyuan Hotel.”"*

During this period, the event about the Annamese’s change to Manchu dress
that had greatly angered the Korean envoys probably took place on the sixteenth
day of the seventh month, in Chengde.

Crown, Tassels, Clothing, and Hats Are All Different: Political
Recognition and Cultural Identification

The Qing court attached great importance to Qianlong’s eightieth birthday, and
the emperor made specific demands for attire. During the celebration, nobilities
and officials were required to wear official robes, while envoys from foreign
territories were to wear their own respective clothing. The Annamese ruler and
his officials were the exception, since they had actively requested to wear the
Manchu style. According to the emperor’s instruction, the symbols on the
Manchu-style robe worn by the Annamese king, should indicate a rank between
those of princes and second-degree princes."'

Although Emperor Qianlong showed great favor to the Annamese king, he was
very strict about the system of attire, which was of enormous symbolic
significance. In the third month of Qianlong 55, the eve of NguyénQuangBinh’s
departure from Annam, Emperor Qianlong received a memorial from Fukang’an,
who was in charge of Annamese affairs. He noted that NguyénQuangBinh
“admired Chinese-style attire” and once had purchased embroidered robes in
Hankou. In the beginning, the emperor was delighted to think that “the king
adores the Chinese style. As soon as he arrives in Jehol, he and others will
change to Chinese clothing and hats to demonstrate their respect.” Later, the
more the emperor pondered, the more he felt it wrong. He came to realize that
the embroidered robes purchased in Hankou were not of the Manchu style, but of
the Han style. He hurriedly issued an imperial edict to blame Fukang’an for his
ignorance: “The Han-style clothing and hats do not conform to the system of this
dynasty. The robes could only be called rounded-collar robes. How could they be
called embroidered robes, not to speak of the Chinese style?” In Qianlong’s
opinion, the “Chinese style” which symbolized the legitimacy of the country, was
the style of Manchu rather than Han Chinese. He asserted that the memorial was
carelessly authored by Fukang’an’s inferior aides and staff when they drafted
memorials. Therefore, he felt extremely “vexed and resentful.” He stated that, if
the Annamese king did admire the Great Qing, it was the Qing dynasty that was

1% Quotes above come from Pan Huiyi, “Xingcha jixing” and “Yantai qiuyong” and Wu Huijin,
“Huacheng houji.”

' Detail regulations on the attire of princes and second-degree princes, see “Qinding da Qing
huidian shili,” vol. 326, in Xuxiu Sikuquanshu, Book 803.
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supposed to grant him clothing and hats, ones that conformed to the Qing
system.

Qianlong’s attention to such a small matter indicates the significance of attire
in the Manchu emperor’s mind. As has been pointed out by many scholars,
Qianlong consistently paid attention to the power of Manchu emperors and the
domination of Manchu culture, especially the system of attire. As has been
known by all, in the very beginning of the Qing conquest of China, the Manchus
put emphasis on shaved hair and prescribed clothing styles as a way for subjects
to show their allegiance to the Great Qing. The policy was enforced even through
violent means. Of course, the entire notion was influenced by the ancient Han
Chinese political conception of court rites, which stressed the significance of
“revising the first day of the lunar year and altering attire” as a demonstration of
political legitimacy. After a long and often bloody Ming-Qing transition period,
what emerged was a fully Chinese style dynasty but one founded by Manchus.
Therefore, in the territory of the Great Qing empire, to remove the clothing of the
Ming and to wear the clothing style of the Great Qing was a symbol of political
legitimacy (namely, power demonstrated at the personal level) and at the same
time a symbol of ethnic rationalization (namely, hierarchization of cultures). This
sort of establishment of power and culture had been extremely cruel and strict.
Therefore, there was a saying that ran: “Adjust your hair or lose your head.”
After the founding of the new dynasty, it was a taboo to wear Han-style clothing
and hats, with only three exceptions: first, costumes on stage (for stories set in
the Han, Tang, Song, and Ming dynasties); second, women’s attire (some said:
“the men surrendered, but not women”); third, native attire of foreign territories
(Korea, Annam, Ryiikyt, Lanxang, and Burma, etc.). Yet, the exceptions
mattered very little, since these were stage costumes, women’s clothing, and
foreign dress. They were *
control over marginal areas, but it was not acceptable to mess up the
mainstream. "

Ever since Ming times, Annamese envoys had worn Han-style clothing and
hats. During the Ming’s Jiajing reign, the Korean EoSuggweon recorded in his
work Miscellaneous Records of Low-rank Officials that the attire of Ryiikytian
and Annamese envoys was not different from that of China (Ming).'* Even
during Qing times it was still the case. In the Qing Kangxi reign, Korean envoys
noted that their Annamese counterparts “wore black hats and their rounded-collar
robes and belts conformed to the regulations. Only their hair hung down from the

‘marginal,” not mainstream. It was fine to loosen

2 Qing shilu, vol. 1351, 27008.
1> Ge Zhaoguang, “Da Ming yiguan jin hezai.”
' Yu Shuquan, “Baiguan zaji,” 53.
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back of the head, which seemed strange to me.”" This is why the Annamese

choice of official garb at the birthday celebration seemed strange to the Koreans.
The Annamese, who were supposed to wear their traditional (in this case
Ming-era) clothing and hats, had changed to those of the Manchus, the barbarians
in the eyes of the Koreans. They did this self-consciously and triumphantly. To
Koreans, the Annamese were not as admirable as the envoys from LanXang, who
“walked with the hems of their embroidered robes brushing against the floor,” or
the aborigines from Taiwan whose hats were decorated with loosened feathers.”'
The Annamese could be seen as inferior even to the Ryukyi envoys, who always
wore Ming-style clothing. Korean men of letters, who wore Ming-style clothing
and despised the Great Qing deep in their hearts, looked down upon such a
strategy that sacrificed culture just to protect current interests. Lu Deuggong
satirized the Annamese king and his officials in his “Poems on travel notes of
Jehol™:

Ten thousand warships bolster the imperial dignity;

The ruler and officials from southern countries kowtow to express their
gratitude and return;

The three surnames have all faded away;

The Nguyéns now wear Manchu garments.

(Original note: the Annamese king and officials all wore Manchu-style
clothing and hats.)"’

Under the Koreans’ inquiries, Annamese scholars explained with difficulty that
their change of attire was simply an expediency in order to follow through with
an ongoing strategy.

Annam’s Minister of Personnel PhanHuyich and Minister of Public Works
V&HuyTén, both of whom were members of the Chengde mission, had both
written poems as part of the literary socializing with the Koreans, as mentioned
above. In Phan’s poem, we read: “[We] have shared a system of clothing and hats
for thousands of years; fortuitously, we have the chance to have lengthy
conversations day after day.” In the first line, the poet barely recognizes that the
attire of the Koreans and the Ming dynasty was consistent with the history of
civilization and traditional systems. The second line indicates that the meeting of
the Korean and Vietnamese missions in Chengde was quite a rare occasion.
However, VO wrote in his poem: “The clothing and hats need to follow today’s
system; isn’t the attire a continuation of ancient style?”'® The first line serves as

' Han T‘ae-dong, “Yang Se Yonhaengnok,” 233.

'S Lu Deuggong, “Namjangsaja” and “Taecmansaengbdn,” 24-25.
17 Ibid., “Annamwang,” 24.

'8 SeoHosu, “Yonhaenggi,” 468.
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a self-defense by stating that the Annamese attire needed to “follow today’s
system.” The second line indicates that even today’s fashion was a continuation
of the style in the past, which immensely displeased the Koreans. Later, Kim
Jeongjung (?-1793) compared them with the Ryukytans. He felt that the
Ryukuans “wore loose official robes to follow the system of ancient people...
They behaved with classic elegance and spoke honestly.” The Annamese, by
contrast, were sly: “they were frivolous and deceitful, without prudence and
decency.”"”

Not a Conclusion, but Some Questions

Three thought-provoking questions can be drawn from the story about a
self-conscious change of attire when the Annamese king and his officials
congratulated Qianlong on his eightieth birthday in Chengde.

First, dynastic changes took place frequently in the history of China, and in
that context “changes of attire” were also commonplace. But why did clothing,
hats, queues, and hair become so sensitive in the Qing era? Not only did
Manchus and Hans conflict with each other on this issue, but also Koreans,
Annamese, and Rytikyiians were stirred by it. Did various East Asian countries
culturally look down upon the Great Qing empire established by the Manchus?
Did the Manchus apply their ceremonial rules to introduce “internal” order and
thus help cope with ever-widening “external” issues?

Second, how did the competition between the Great Qing and Annam in this
round embody the relationship between “tributary states” (foreign territories) and
the “suzerain” (the celestial dynasty)? How do we understand this relationship,
and what was the difference between it and “colonial systems?” For Vietnam,
what did tribute, conferment, Qing ceremonials like that of Qianlong’s birthday
and its change of attire mean?

Third, given the fact that various East Asian countries in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries based their cultural identification and values on “the Great
Ming of memory,” what changed during Qing times? Did the changes point to
the following type of result: various East Asian countries boasting of “the
Chinese culture of Han and Tang” (micro-China); but at the same time “centering
on themselves” to establish themselves as independent nation-states? Was that
resulting in a gradual development of a “traditional China” versus a “real China,”
or “cultural China” versus “political China”? Were the various East Asian
countries developing conflicting images or impressions?

In Tang times, Chang’an was in some sense the very center of the world. Its
cultural influence was particularly appealing to China’s periphery. Yet a thousand

' Kim Jeongjung, “Y&nhaengnok,” 571.
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years later, although the Great Qing pacified the peripheral areas by means of
military conquests, was its cultural influence comparable to that of the heyday of
Han and Tang? Did the peripheral area’s identification with China take the form
of “ten thousand countries coming to pay tribute,” as Qianlong had expected? I
apologize for not being able to draw a conclusion. I have only some questions. |
thank all of you.

(This lecture was given at Fairbank Center for China Studies, Harvard
University on April 19, 2011)
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