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Sacred Trees and Heavenly Horses: Bureaucratic Knowledge
Production during the Qianlong Reign

The present paper looks at bureaucratic practices of collecting, categorizing, and
interpreting knowledge about the natural world during the reign of the Qing dynasty's
Emperor Qianlong (r. 1735-1796). The study examines imperially-commissioned
explorations of the Qing empire's borderlands, focusing on the regions of Xinjiang
and Manchuria. Before the Qing period, Manchuria had only been partially
incorporated into the Chinese empires. Likewise, the western frontier of Xinjiang was
the latest addition to the Qing territory during the culmination of the Qing imperial
expansion in the 1750s. The present study revisits Qianlong-period grand projects of
collecting knowledge about the vast territories, resources, and populations of the
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newly incorporated frontiers, such as the Illustrated Treatise on the Imperial Western
Territories (Huangyu Xiyu tuzhi) and the imperially commissioned Gazetteer of
Shengjing (Mukden) (Shengjing tongzhi), as well as imperial poetry and art
productions.

Following Joachim Kurtz and Benjamin Elman, | take a ‘de-modernized’
approach to Qianlong's exploratory projects, aiming to reverse the conventional
perspective and try to reconstitute concrete modes of knowledge production and their
underlying rules from the ground up, exploring Qing actors' interests as they
articulated and practiced them 'on their own terms.' To that end, | provide a close
reading of the projects' stated rationale and methods for gathering and interpreting
data, along with examples of how they applied their methodology throughout the
collections. Looking at imperially-commissioned compilations of knowledge along
with Emperor Qianlong's poetry, | ask what Qianlong wanted to know about his
empire's frontiers, why he thought that information was significant, and what he
eventually learned. The paper discusses natural knowledge production within the
Qing bureaucracy compared to imperial interventions in other fields of knowledge,
such as geography, cartography, and ethnography. Overall, | aim to contribute to our
understanding of eighteenth-century techniques for creating and validating
knowledge within the Qing bureaucracy.
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