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Possession and Legitimacy 
In Yongzheng’s Twelve Beauties 

Author: Amy Weber
Discipline: History of Art & Design

ABSTRACT: Yongzheng’s Twelve Beauties is a series 
of  six-foot-tall painted screens depicting beautiful wom-
MV�QV�QV\ZQO]QVO�TWKI\QWV[��<PM�[KZMMV[�_MZM�KZMI\ML�
NWZ�\PM�AWVObPMVO�MUXMZWZ��Z�������\W�������WN �9QVO�
LaVI[\a�+PQVI�_PQTM�PM�_I[�[\QTT�I�XZQVKM��1V�XIZ\QK]TIZ��
a study of  the screen featuring a woman surrounded by 
antiquities provides several insights into the concerns 
WN �\PM�MQOP\MMV\P�KMV\]Za�9QVO�KW]Z\��.QZ[\��Q\�PMTX[�][�
to understand how imperial collections of  antiquities 
and art objects were used to legitimize the rule of  the 
NWZMQOV�LaVI[\a��;MKWVL��\PM�_WUIV�LMXQK\ML�WV�\PM�
screen is a representation of  how art featuring ethni-
cally Chinese women could be used to “geogender” 
China and justify the Manchu Qing rule over what they 
XMZKMQ^ML�I[�IV�M`W\QK�IVL�NMUQVQVM�KW]V\Za��4I[\��\PM�
screen is an insight into courtesan culture and its rep-
resentation in various artistic genres in eighteenth-cen-
\]Za�+PQVI��<PZW]OP�I�KTW[M�IVITa[Q[�WN �\PM�XIQV\QVO��
this paper will examine the eighteenth-century Manchu 
Qing court and how the use of  art and imperial col-
lections were used to respond to the perceived cultural 
\PZMI\�WN �[QVQKQbI\QWV�
_______________________________________

 
3-A?7:,;"�+PQVM[M�IZ\�PQ[\WZa��-QOP\MMV\P�+MV\]-
ry Art History, Qing Dynasty, Yongzheng Emperor
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MI[\MZV�XIZ\�WN �_PI\�_W]TL�TI\MZ�JMKWUM�+PQVI��<PM�
Qing took control of  China in 1644 and ruled until 
�!����UISQVO�\PMU�+PQVI¼[�TI[\�LaVI[\a��9]M[\QWV[�WN �
ethnicity were an issue throughout the Qing reign, as 
there was tension between the Han (ethnically Chinese) 
XMWXTM�IVL�\PM�NWZMQOV�LaVI[\a�_PW�Z]TML�\PMU��<PM[M�
\MV[QWV[�IZM�^Q[QJTM�QV�AWVObPMVO¼[�<_MT^M�*MI]\QM[��
Yongzheng was the third Qing emperor to rule China 
IVL�Z]TML�NZWU������\W�������_PMV�Y]M[\QWV[�WN �
ethnicity were still fresh in the minds of  many Chinese 
XMWXTM��

In the screen of  the beauty with antiquities, the loca-
tion of  the treasure cabinet and the woman’s identity 
are irrevocably tied to each other in service of  the Qing 
court’s demonstration of  legitimate control over the 
XMWXTM�IVL�\PM�K]T\]ZM�WN �+PQVI��.WZ�\PM�9QVO�MUXMZ-

Poised, beautiful, and elegant, a woman perches like a 
caged bird in a space lined with exquisite and unique 
\ZMI[]ZM[��I�[]UX\]W][�QUIOM�Å\�NWZ�I�N]\]ZM�MUXMZWZ�
�ÅO������<PM�_WUIV�Q[�LZM[[ML�QV�U]T\QXTM�TIaMZ[#�I�
JZW_V��TWW[M�Å\\QVO�W]\MZ�ZWJM��IV�WZVI\MTa�MUJZWQ-
dered red and gold robe, and lastly, a long white robe 
\PI\�XWWT[�IZW]VL�PMZ�NMM\��;PM�_MIZ[�RM_MTZa�IVL�PWTL[�
I�[QV]W][�[MINWIU�OZMMV�KTW\P��0MZ�PIVL[�IVL�NIKQIT�
NMI\]ZM[�IZM�[TMVLMZ�IVL�LMTQKI\M��7VM�WN �\PM�_WUIV¼[�
sleeves is caught on the back of  the chair and reveals 
PMZ�LMTQKI\M��XITM�_ZQ[\��;PM�Q[�QV�\PM�NWZMOZW]VL��IVL�
her pale skin stands out against a work dominated by 
[PILM[�WN �JTIKS�IVL�JZW_V��<PM�_ITT[�JMPQVL�\PM�_WU-
an are covered in shelves of  beautiful objects such as 
vases, boxes, a large black bell, and an impressive black 
TIKY]MZ�KPM[\��

This screen is part of  a set of  twelve, all featuring 
JMI]\QN]T�_WUMV�QV�JMI]\QN]T�[M\\QVO[��<PMa�_MZM�
KZMI\ML�\PZW]OP�\PM�1UXMZQIT�?WZS[PWX�IVL�KWUUQ[-
sioned for prince Yinzhen, who became the Yongzheng 
-UXMZWZ��<PM�XIQV\QVO[�_MZM�LQ[XTIaML�QV�¹\PM�:MILQVO�
0ITT�,MMX�1V[QLM�?MMXQVO�?QTTW_[�QV�\PM�A]IVUQVO�
/IZLMV�º��0]VO��!!��������I�NI^W]ZQ\M�TWKI\QWV�WN �
\PM�XZQVKM��<PM�_WUMV�QV�\PM�[KZMMV[�IZM�XZM[MV\ML�
as Yongzheng’s lovers who are waiting for him (Hung 
�!!���������<PMZM�Q[�LMJI\M�W^MZ�\PM�QLMV\Q\a�WN �\PM�
women; some scholars believe that they are depictions 
of  actual imperial consorts, whereas others argue that 
\PMa�IZM�[QUXTa�OMVMZQK�JMI]\QM[��;\]IZ\���� �������

The work is six feet tall, creating a sense of  immedi-
IKa�_Q\P�\PM�^QM_MZ��1\�IVL�\PM�W\PMZ�MTM^MV�_WZS[�WN �
the series were mounted on screens that enclosed a 
[MI\QVO�IZMI��[]ZZW]VLQVO�\PM�^QM_MZ��0]VO��!!���������
Such large works of  art function as “an invitation into 
\PM�_WUIV¼[�IK\]IT�XZM[MVKMº��?PQ\M������������<PM�
bodily relationship that is created in such a large work 
Q[�IXXZWXZQI\M�\W�Q\[�[]JRMK\�UI\\MZ"�JMI]\QN]T�_WUMV��
Undoubtedly, the visual pleasure that the emperor 
experienced when seeing these works was increased by 
\PMQZ�TQNM�[QbML�[KITM�IVL�\PMQZ�[]ZZW]VLQVO�XTIKMUMV\��
In such an immersive work of  art, the prince would be 
IJTM�\W�NMMT�\PM�XZM[MVKM�WN �\PM�XIQV\ML�TILQM[��5WZM-
over, surrounded by the twelve screens in an enclosed 
sort of  room, the viewer becomes part of  the women’s 
[XIKM��I�O]M[\�QV�\PMQZ�Y]IZ\MZ[��<PM�_Ia�\PM�[KZMMV[�
transport the viewer in space and time are essential to 
]VLMZ[\IVLQVO�\PMQZ�N]VK\QWV�

To understand this work, it is necessary to understand 
\PM�KWV\M`\�QV�_PQKP�Q\�_I[�KZMI\ML��<PM�9QVO�LaVI[\a�
_I[�ÅZ[\�M[\IJTQ[PML�QV������Ja�\PM�5IVKP]�XMWXTM��IV�
ethnically non-Chinese group who ruled the north-
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well, courtesans were often the subjects of  meiren hua 
and were possibly the subjects of  Yongzheng’s beauty 
[KZMMV[��1UIOM[�[]KP�I[�\PM[M�Y]Q\M�WN\MV�NMI\]ZML�MZW\QK�
]VLMZ\WVM[��.WZ�M`IUXTM��IV�WXMV�[TMM^M��TQSM�\PI\�WN �
the woman in the painting, was often seen as a sexual 
QV^Q\I\QWV��0IVLTMZ������������<PM[M�\aXM[�WN �[MV[]IT�
undertones are an important part to understanding 
the functions of  Yongzheng’s screens and would likely 
have been heightened when the prince was physically 
[]ZZW]VLML�Ja�\PM�\_MT^M�XIQV\QVO[�

Moreover, meiren hua serve to demonstrate the sim-
ilarities between courtesan culture and Yongzheng’s 
JMI]\QM[��7N\MV\QUM[�UMQZMV�P]I�LQ[XTIa�KW]Z\M[IV[�
in locations with precious objects, such as antiquities, 
_PQKP�LMUWV[\ZI\M�\PM�ML]KI\QWV�WN �\PM�KW]Z\M[IV��
This makes her a good match for a man of  high social 
status, who also would have been educated (Handler 
������� ���<PM[M�WJRMK\[�LMUWV[\ZI\M�PMZ�ML]KI\QWV�
and status and are important to a courtesan’s identi-
ty, as “the ideal courtesan is not merely an object of  
sexual desire but a true participant in a man’s aesthetic, 
IZ\Q[\QK��IVL�TQ\MZIZa�TQNMº��0IVLTMZ�������� ��!���)�
courtesan must not only be beautiful but also have an 
education that would allow her to be a valued compan-
QWV�\W�I�OMV\TMUIV��?PQ\M��������!������<PM[M�Y]ITQ\QM[�
of  learning can consequently be transferred to Yong-
bPMVO¼[�[KZMMV�WN �\PM�JMI]\a�[]ZZW]VLML�Ja�IV\QY]Q\QM[��
Her location is crucial to her identity and suggests that 
[PM�Q[�[WUMWVM�_WZ\Pa�WN �\PM�ML]KI\ML�MUXMZWZ¼[�\QUM��
A man as well-educated as the prince would have ap-
preciated a companion who was not only beautiful but 
[PIZML�PQ[�TMIZVML�JIKSOZW]VL��<PMZMNWZM��\PM�TWKI\QWV�
of  the beauty in Yongzheng’s painting speaks to the 
ZMÅVMUMV\�IVL�Y]ITQ\a�WN �Q\[�[]JRMK\�

Precious Objects

<PM�\ZMI[]ZM[�QV�\PQ[�[KZMMV�PWTL�N]Z\PMZ�[QOVQÅKIVKM�
\PIV�[QUXTa�LMUWV[\ZI\QVO�\PM�ML]KI\ML�IVL�ZMÅVML�
JIKSOZW]VL�WN �\PM�_WUIV��;QUQTIZ�\W�PW_�XITIKM�
_WUMV�_MZM�PQLLMV�NZWU�UMV��;\]IZ\���� �������[MKZM-
Ka�_I[�IV�QUXWZ\IV\�I[XMK\�WN �\PM�QUXMZQIT�KWTTMK\QWV��
The concealment of  important objects lent a greater 
IUW]V\�WN �I]\PWZQ\a�\W�\PM�W_VMZ��+PQIVO����!��������
The power of  the emperor was visible in the fact that 
he controlled who could see the objects in his collection 
�+PQIVO����!���� ���<PM�XZQ^I\M�TWKI\QWV�WN �JW\P�\PM�
woman and the treasures surrounding her speak to how 
PQOPTa�^IT]ML�\PMa�_MZM�Ja�\PM�AWVObPMVO�MUXMZWZ��
The collection possessed by the emperor was a way to 
position himself  in history as well as in the world – a 
XPa[QKIT�_Ia�WN �LMUWV[\ZI\QVO�PQ[�Z]TM��+PQIVO����!��
������1\�IT[W�ZM^MITML�\PM�LQ^MZ[Q\a�WN �PQ[�MUXQZM��+PQ-
IVO����!��������1V�\PQ[�_Ia��Ja�KWTTMK\QVO�WJRMK\[�NZWU�

WZ[��ÅVLQVO�_Ia[�\W�TMOQ\QUQbM�\PMQZ�Z]TM�_I[�WN �OZMI\�
KWVKMZV��1V�AWVObPMVO¼[�[KZMMV��\PM�_WUIV�Q[�I�XIZ\�WN �
\PM�ZWWU��ZI\PMZ�\PIV�I�NWZKM�\PI\�M`MZ\[�IOMVKa�WV�Q\��
Just like the treasures that line the walls, she is also an 
Q\MU�][ML�\W�TMOQ\QUQbM�5IVKP]�Z]TM�W^MZ�+PQVI��.QZ[\��
through the display of  an imperial collection, Yong-
zheng is positioning himself  as continuing the tradition 
of  palace collections and demonstrating Manchu rule 
I[�I�KWV\QV]I\QWV�WN �XZM^QW][�LaVI[\QM[��0M�Q[�IT[W�
employing the legitimizing nature of  the treasures 
themselves, which were often seen as conveying qual-
Q\QM[�M[[MV\QIT�\W�I�OWWL�Z]TM��;MKWVL��\PZW]OP�\PM�LMXQK-
\QWV�WN �I�_WUIV�\PI\�Å\[�0IV�+PQVM[M�JMI]\a�QLMIT[��
Yongzheng is positioning himself  as having power over 
\PM�0IV�XMWXTM��<PQ[�XZWKM[[�IT[W�NMUQVQbM[�\PM�[XIKM�
WN �+PQVI�IVL�QV^Q\M[�KWVY]M[\��5WZMW^MZ��\PM�[KZMMV[�
draw upon other contemporary genres of  art, such as 
popular beauty prints and meiren hua (paintings of  
JMI]\QN]T�_WUMV���\W�KWV^Ma�\PMQZ�UMIVQVO�

Beautiful Women in Beautiful Spaces

Yongzheng’s screens have many similarities to other 
styles of  painting during the Qing dynasty, such as 
meiren hua and vernacular prints made for a mass 
I]LQMVKM�IT[W�NMI\]ZQVO�JMI]\QN]T�_WUMV��<PM�[KZMMV[�
are similar to vernacular beauty prints, as they feature 
JMI]\QN]T��ZMÅVML��IVL�_MIT\Pa�_WUMV�QV�JMI]\QN]T�
[M\\QVO[��)�SMa�XIZ\�WN �\PM[M�XWX]TIZ�XZQV\[�_I[�\PM�KZM-
ation of  an idealized life, featuring high-class beautiful 
_WUMV�LZM[[ML�QV�ÅVM�KTW\PQVO�TWKI\ML�QV�[XIKM[�NZM-
Y]MV\ML�Ja�\PM�MTQ\M��?IVO���� �������TQSM�\PM�_WUMV�
QV�AWVObPMVO¼[�[KZMMV[��<PM[M�_WUMV�KW]TL�JM�LM-
XQK\ML�QV�¹XZQ^I\M�[XIKM[�������WN\MV�N]ZVQ[PML�_Q\P�Q\MU[�
I[[WKQI\ML�_Q\P�\PM�K]T\]ZML�IVL�_MIT\Paº��?IVO���� ��
�����1V�\PQ[�_Ia��\PM�JMI]\QN]T�TWKI\QWV[�\PI\�\PM�_WUMV�
_MZM�NW]VL�QV�ILLML�\W�\PMQZ�JMI]\a��8Pa[QKIT�JMI]\a��
however, was not the only basis on which women were 
KWV[QLMZML�JMI]\QN]T�QV�\PM�9QVO�LaVI[\a��-L]KI\QWV�
was also an important factor and was often pictured 
QV�^MZVIK]TIZ�XZQV\[��?IVO���� ��� ���8MZPIX[�\PQ[�KIV�
also explain the location of  the beauty in this screen: 
[PM�Q[�QV�I�ZWWU�ÅTTML�_Q\P�IV\QY]Q\QM[��JMI]\QN]T�WJRMK\[��
IVL�JWWS[��<PM[M�WJRMK\[�XZM[]XXW[M�\PM�_WUIV¼[�XZQWZ�
knowledge of  history and literature that would lend a 
XZWXMZ�IXXZMKQI\QWV�\W�PMZ�TWKI\QWV�

Yongzheng’s screens are also similar to meiren hua 
XIQV\QVO[��<PQ[�OMVZM�WN\MV�LMXQK\ML�_WUMV�_IQ\QVO�
NWZ�\PMQZ�TW^MZ[��TQSM�\PM�_WUMV�QV�AWVObPMVO¼[�[KZMMV[��
In images like these, “the male viewer can take on, in 
imagination, the role of  the one [the woman] is waiting 
NWZº��+IPQTT������������<PQ[�OMVZM�KWVVMK\[�\PM�W_VMZ�
of  the works, in this case Yongzheng, to his paintings, 
I[�PM�Q[�\PM�WVM�_PW�\PM�_WUMV�IZM�_IQ\QVO�NWZ��)[�
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_I[�IT[W�][ML�I[�I�[aUJWT�WN �[\I\][��?IVO�������������
<PQ[�Q[�M^QLMV\�QV�\PM�XW[Q\QWV�WN �QUXMZQIT�KWV[WZ\[��
Under Manchu rule, the ethnicity of  consorts was of  
great concern, as it was in other dynasties that were not 
M\PVQKITTa�+PQVM[M��?IVO����������������5WZM�0IV�
and Manchu people were marrying, and Manchu lords 
in the eighteenth century became more interested in 
Chinese culture and less interested in their traditional 
K]T\]ZM��?IVO�������������.WZ�UIVa�MTQ\M�5IVKP]�
lords, as well as some emperors, this sinicization and 
loss of  traditional Manchu culture was of  great con-
cern, and the court became more focused on keeping 
\PMQZ�5IVKP]�TQVMIOM�X]ZM��?IVO������������

This concern can be seen in the imperial selection 
system, the xiunu system, which was created so that 
ITT�QUXMZQIT�KWV[WZ\[�_MZM�M\PVQKITTa�5IVKP]��?IVO�
���������������0W_M^MZ��\PQ[�Z]TM�_I[�VW\�KWUXTM\MTa�
set in stone, as the emperors Shunzhi, Kangxi, and 
Yongzheng were all known to have had Han Chinese 
KWV[WZ\[��?IVO�������������<PQ[�NIK\�LMUWV[\ZI\M[�\PM�
fascination with and attraction to Han women experi-
MVKML�Ja�\PM�5IVKP]�Z]TMZ[��5WZMW^MZ��UIVa�_WUMV�
who entered selection for being an imperial consort 
had Han lineage or were brought up in a Han Chinese 
UIVVMZ��?IVO�������������<PQ[�ILWX\QWV�WN �0IV�
Chinese culture was noticed by the Qianlong emperor, 
_PW�VW\ML�\PI\�¹\PQ[�Q[�\Z]Ta�VW\�\PM�5IVKP]�K][\WU��1N �
they do this before me, what is willfully worn at home? 
������)T\PW]OP�\PQ[�Q[�I�[UITT�UI\\MZ��QN �_M�LW�VW\�[XMIS�
to correct it, there must gradually be a change in our 
customs, which are greatly tied to our old Manchu 
_Ia[º��?IVO�������������<PMZMNWZM��JW\P�0IV�+PQVM[M�
women and Han manners of  expression were regard-
ed with suspicion by the Manchu court, as a threat to 
\ZILQ\QWVIT�5IVKP]�K]T\]ZM��

Despite the fear of  bringing Han women into the 
Forbidden City, the woman in Yongzheng’s screen is 
LZM[[ML�QV�I�0IV�+PQVM[M�UIVVMZ��;\]IZ\���� �������
This is visible in the jewelry that she is wearing; Man-
chu women wore three earrings in their ears, whereas 
the woman in the screen wears one earring - a Han 
[\aTM��;\]IZ\���� ����������<PM�ÆW_QVO�ZWJM[�WN �\PM�
ladies in Yongzheng’s screens were similar to those in 
contemporary vernacular Chinese paintings (Stuart 
��� �������I�KWV\ZI[\�\W�\PM�[\Qٺ�XWZ\ZIQ\[�WN �\PM�QUXM-
ZQIT�KWV[WZ\[�QV�5IVKP]�LZM[[��<PM[M�OIZUMV\[�IVL�
jewelry created the appearance of  being Han Chinese 
IVL�KWV\ZI[\ML�_Q\P�\PM�WٻKQIT�XWZ\ZIaIT�WN �5IVKP]�
_WUMV��<PQ[�0IV�UIVVMZ�WN �XZM[MV\I\QWV�Q[�VW\IJTM��
KWV[QLMZQVO�\PI\�Q\�_I[�NZW_VML�]XWV�I\�\PM�\QUM��1N �\PM�
elite were so concerned with preserving their Manchu 
ways, why was the future emperor sitting in a location 
surrounded by images of  beautiful Han women?

various regions of  China, Yongzheng was positioning 
PQU[MTN �I[�\PM�KWVY]MZWZ�IVL�Z]TMZ�WN �\PM[M�IZMI[��<PM�
objects would have stood in as representations of  specif-
QK�ZMOQWV[�WN �PQ[�MUXQZM��7JRMK\[�_MZM�][ML�I[�XQMKM[�WN �
QVNWZUI\QWV��ITUW[\�TQSM�I�TQJZIZa��+PQIVO����!��������
The emperor controlled this crucial information, to 
which only he (and later his heirs) had access (Chiang 
���!����!���<PM�TWKI\QWV�WN �\PM�_WUIV�IUWVO�\PM[M�
important objects demonstrates that she also is used 
as a way for the emperor to position himself, or as an 
exotic object providing him with information about his 
MUXQZM��

Throughout Chinese history, treasures have been a way 
\W�TMOQ\QUQbM�\PM�MUXMZWZ¼[�Z]TM��4MLLMZW[M��!� �!�����
�����<PQ[�KWV\QV]ML�QV\W�KWTTMK\QWV[�[]KP�I[�\PW[M�WN �\PM�
9QVO��<ZMI[]ZM[�_MZM�I�_Ia�WN �XPa[QKITTa�ZMXZM[MV\QVO�
the mandate of  heaven, which legitimized the rule of  
+PQVM[M�MUXMZWZ[��4MLLMZW[M��!� �!�������8ZMKQW][�
objects could be a tangible manifestation of  an abstract 
KWVKMX\��5WZMW^MZ��^QZ\]M�IVL�\PM�XW[[M[[QWV�WN �
\ZMI[]ZM[�_MZM�QV\MZKWVVMK\ML��4MLLMZW[M��!� �!�������
Oftentimes, the beginning of  an emperor’s reign (or 
a new dynasty, like the Qing) was a time of  expansion 
for the imperial collection “as a demonstration that 
they were going to conduct a virtuous and enlightened 
OW^MZVUMV\º��4MLLMZW[M��!� �!���!���?PMV�\PM�[\I\M�
became more secularized, art objects “acted as a guar-
antee for the legitimate political and cultural tradition 
QV�\PM�[MK]TIZQbML�[\I\Mº��4MLLMZW[M��!� �!�������<PM�
fact that the Manchus, a foreign dynasty, continued this 
\ZILQ\QWV�TMV\�I�[MV[M�WN �TMOQ\QUIKa�\W�\PMQZ�Z]TM��6W\�
only did treasures themselves give a rule legitimacy but 
collecting Chinese objects and antiques in the same 
manner as previous dynasties would position the Qing 
I[�XIZ\�WN �\PM�[IUM�TQVMIOM�\PZW]OPW]\�+PQVM[M�PQ[\WZa��
This continuation of  tradition likely contributed to 
\PMQZ�I\\MUX\[�\W�TMOQ\QUQbM�IVL�VI\]ZITQbM�\PMQZ�Z]TM��
Perhaps, along with the treasures she is surrounded by, 
the woman is also a tool used to demonstrate that the 
reign of  the Yongzheng emperor would be virtuous and 
TMOQ\QUI\M��

Chinese Beauties

The treasures are not the only intriguing aspect of  this 
XIQV\QVO��1\�Q[�IT[W�QUXWZ\IV\�\W�VW\M�\PI\�\PM�JMI]\QN]T�
_WUIV�_I[�XTIKML�QV�\PQ[�[XMKQÅK�TWKI\QWV�IVL�\W�Y]M[-
\QWV�PW_�\PM�_WUIV�IVL�PMZ�[M\\QVO�IZM�ZMTI\ML��4QSM�
the treasures in the background, imperial consorts were 
[MMV�I[�\PM�XZWXMZ\a�WN �\PM�MUXMZWZ��;\]IZ\���� �������
Similar to the way that important possessions were kept 
in secrecy, the way that these women were hidden from 
male viewers could also be a demonstration of  their 
QUXWZ\IVKM�\W�\PM�MUXMZWZ��<PM�XW[[M[[QWV�WN �_WUMV�
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WN �\PM�_WZS[��<PM�[KZMMV�\PI\�Q[�\PM�NWK][�WN �\PQ[�XIXMZ��
through its depiction of  Chinese treasures, legitimizes 
the Qing dynasty, as it continues in the Chinese tradi-
\QWV�WN �QUXMZQIT�KWTTMK\QWV[��1\�IT[W�MUXTWa[�XZMKQW][�
WJRMK\[�I[�[QOVQÅMZ[�WN �^QZ\]M�I[�_MTT�I[�\PM�5IVLI\M�WN �
Heaven, and the objects may be a stand-in for concepts 
WN �[XIKM�IVL�\QUM��<PZW]OP�IVITabQVO�\PM�OIZUMV\[�
and jewelry of  the painted beauties, we can discover 
that they are presented as Chinese women, which is 
especially striking when taken in context with the con-
\MUXWZIZa�5IVKP]�NMIZ[�WN �[QVQKQbI\QWV��*a�LMXQK\QVO�
Han Chinese beauties, Yongzheng’s screens feminize 
China and invite the emperor’s control over the region 
while quashing concern over the sinicization of  the 
5IVKP]�KW]Z\��AWVObPMVO¼[�<_MT^M�*MI]\QM[��_PMV�
considering the court at the time of  their creation, pro-
vide an insight into the concerns of  the Qing court and 
PW_�Q\�ZM[XWVLML�\W�XMZKMQ^ML�K]T\]ZIT�\PZMI\[�

A Feminine Space

Although the Manchu nobility were aware of  the sini-
cization of  its members and were wary of  Han culture, 
the emperor still enjoyed images of  attractive women 
who followed the ideals of  southern China (Stuart 
��� �������8MZPIX[�\PM�_WUMV�QV�PQ[�JMI]\a�[KZMMV[�
_MZM�UWZM�\PIV�[QUXTa�JMI]\QM[��<PM�0IV�_WUMV�QV�
the screens could be representations of  China itself; a 
way of  “geogendering” southern China through attrac-
\Q^M�0IV�_WUMV��;\]IZ\���� �������<PQ[�XZWKM[[�UIa�JM�
similar to how treasures in Yongzheng’s collection stood 
in for abstract ideas, such as history or geographical 
[XIKM��<PZW]OP�\PM�QUIOM�WN �I�JMI]\QN]T�0IV�_WUIV��
southern China is viewed as attractive and exotic to 
the Manchu elite, but also vulnerable and submissive 
�0]VO��!!���������;PM�Q[�I�_Ia�WN �ZMXZM[MV\QVO�+PQVI�
I[�NWZMQOV�IVL�NMUQVQVM��0]VO��!!���������<PQ[�KW]TL�
be a reassuring image to a Manchu court feeling 
\PZMI\MVML�Ja�\PM�[QVQKQbI\QWV�WN �Q\[�UMUJMZ[��<PMZM�Q[�
an important power dynamic at play in these images: 
Yongzheng is seen as having control over this woman, 
_PQKP�M`\MVL[�\W�KWV\ZWT�W^MZ�+PQVI�Q\[MTN ��0]VO�������
������5WZMW^MZ��AWVObPMVO�VW\�WVTa�PI[�KWV\ZWT�W^MZ�
Han women, but he also has control over their trea-
[]ZM[��)[�LQ[K][[ML��\ZMI[]ZM[�_MZM�VW\�WVTa�JMI]\QN]T�
objects but also contained information regarding the 
VI\QWV¼[�PQ[\WZa��*a�LMUWV[\ZI\QVO�PQ[�XW[[M[[QWV�WN �
these objects, he may also be demonstrating his posses-
[QWV�WN �+PQVM[M�PQ[\WZa��1V�\PM�[IUM�_Ia�\PI\�\PM�0IV�
women are a stand-in for the Han people, the treasures 
UIa�JM�I�ZMXZM[MV\I\QWV�WN �+PQVM[M�PQ[\WZa�Q\[MTN��<PM�
depiction of  Han Chinese women was not only an 
aesthetic choice but a demonstration of  the emperor’s 
power and control over southern China, its people, and 
Q\[�K]T\]ZM�

Moreover, the screens do not show real people or loca-
tions, but are rather depictions of  a “feminine space” 
�0]VO��!!���������<PQ[�QLMI�Q[�MKPWML�Ja�\PM�TWKI\QWV�
of  the screens - Yuanming Garden, often seen as a 
feminine space and a favourite location of  Yongzheng 
�0]VO��!!���������<PM�XZQVKM�MVRWaML�[XMVLQVO�PQ[�
\QUM�QV�\PQ[�XTIKM�WN �JMI]\a��)[�_MTT��Ja�JMQVO�MVKTW[ML�
by images of  beautiful women, he was inside another 
SQVL�WN �NMUQVQVM�[XIKM�

Although created for a future emperor, Yongzheng’s 
twelve beauty screens are works that are situated in 
the artistic tradition of  their time, such as vernacular 
JMI]\a�XZQV\[�IVL�UMQZMV�P]I��<PM�KWV\M`\�WN �\PM[M�
genres provides the viewer with information crucial 
to understanding the screens, such as the depiction of  
educated and cultured women and the depicted women 
waiting for their lover, who can be seen as the viewer 
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