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The Grand Banquet of the Heavenly Kingdom:
Re(-dis)covering the Hidden Seating Chart for the Imperial
Banquet at the Hall of Supreme Harmony

Hsi-yuan Chen
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

During the Qing dynasty, the Hall of Supreme Harmony in the Forbidden City was
the primary venue for the emperor to demonstrate his supreme and absolute authority
over everything under the heavens. Major events of state were held here, including the
annual session to receive civil and military officials at court, the announcement of the
palace examination results, and investiture ceremonies. The events of state known as the
“three major days of the emperor,” namely New Year’s Day, the winter solstice festival,
and the emperor’s birthday—were the most significant. In observance of the etiquette
rituals, the emperor would then host a banquet following receipt of birthday
congratulations from imperial princes, court ministers, and diplomatic envoys of vassal
states. This imperial banquet was held in a spacious area comprising the Hall of Supreme
Harmony, the entire stepped platform, and grounded square in front of the hall, and it
was in all likelihood the largest in scale in Chinese history.

In this paper, I examine a hand-drawn diagram, housed in the archives of the Ming-
Qing Grand Secretariat at the Institute of History and Philology at Academia Sinica,
which depicts the seating arrangement of an imperial banquet at the Hall of Supreme
Harmony. However, the diagram does not have any heading, note or accompanying
document explaining the specific occasion for which it was drawn up. To determine the
occasion, I compare this diagram with similar diagrams in the official records, such as
the Illustrated Compendium to the Collected Satutes of the Great Qing and the
Regulations of the Board of Rites. Despite obvious similarities between the diagrams,
several noteworthy differences indicate that the diagram in question was not used for one
of the events depicted in the Illustrated Compendium or the Regulations of the Board of
Rites. Significantly, this diagram contains traces of revision. An examination using an
infrared line scanner allows me to recover the original diagram prior to revision and to

show that it was originally designed for a special and very rare occasion: an imperial
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wedding banquet. The emperor’s royal wedding was a rare ceremony throughout the
Qing dynasty because it was only held for unmarried emperors-in-waiting prior to
accession to the throne. I examine various works and related documents to narrow down
the list of potential events and identify the exact occasion for which this original diagram
was produced. I then examine why the original diagram was revised. I conclude that this
revised diagram was intended for another specific celebration for which it eventually
was not used because the newlywed emperor died unexpectedly.

My examination of the revised diagram and its original state also provides insights
into the nature and celebration of all imperial banquets during the Qing dynasty. The
banquet at the Hall of Supreme Harmony was uniquely symbolic because of its
manifestation of the hierarchical order of the celestial empire through the seating
arrangements for subjects of different ethnicities and for foreign delegations. This paper
also underscores a significant gap between statutory regulations and actual practices. It
was clearly stipulated in all official codes that the banquet at the Hall of Supreme
Harmony was to be held on the three major days of the emperor. My examination of
extant records shows, however, that this banquet was seldom held three times a year and
never on any winter solstice. Moreover, after the Qianlong reign, it was held only on the
New Year’s Day when the emperor celebrated milestone jubilees on reaching 20, 30, 40
years of age, and so forth. In conclusion, I note that regulations stipulated in the imperial
codes, even those for routine ceremonies, should not be assumed to reflect actual

historical practices.

Keywords: Hall of Supreme Harmony, imperial order of the world, three major

days of the emperor, jubilees, grand imperial wedding ceremony
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