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“The OId Zhenguan Reign of the Tang, the New
Peaceful Time of the lllustrious Age”: Emperor
Taizong of Tang and Sovereignty in the Play
Shengping baofa from the Qianlong Court

*

Wei Hua *, Mei Yi Lau

The “grand plays” (daxi) of the Qing court were produced in accordance with
political realities of the time. To promote sovereignty and educate the masses were more
important objectives than artistic or entertaining considerations. To take Shengping baofa
as an example, in the most commonly seen version of the play, it follows the storyline of
Xiyou ji while adding religious, political, and military scenes revolving around Emperor
Taizong of the Tang dynasty, whose triumph in the battle against Illig Qaghan shares
the spotlight with Tripitaka and his disciples in the final episodes of this lengthy drama.
Evidently, Emperor Taizong and his conquest were meant to allude to Emperor Qianlong
and his campaign victories over the Dzungars and the Gurkhas. As the stage design for
performance was changed from one-tiered to three-tiered stage and the figure Taizong
gains more weight in the playscript written in the later years of the Qianlong reign,
one can conclude that politics and the “aesthetics of excess” were closely related and
increasingly so in the making of daxi at the Qianlong court.
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