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The Line between Historical Fact and Legend:

The Relationship between Fu Kangan and
the Qianlong Emperor

Huang Yi-long*

Abstract

Fu Kangan #5194 (1754-1796) was the only Manchu outside the Qing
imperial clan to receive the princely title of beizi !~ and be posthumously
honored as a junwang #[= . The fact he was bestowed with such unprecedented
favors by the emperor led early Republican-era novelists and playwrights to
explore the precise nature of his relationship to the Qianlong {zf'% Emperor. The
most common theory was that Fu Kangan was Qianlong’s illegitimate son. There
was also speculation that the death of Empress Xiaoxian = Ff LI f, (Fu Kangan’s
paternal aunt) was connected with Qianlong’s affair with Fu Heng’s {fI{fi
wife. While the true identity of Fu Kangan remains one of history’s unsolved
mysteries, the abundant literary works inspired by Fu Kangan’s story have
dominated public understanding of his life. Drawing on new historical materials
and points of view, this paper re-investigates this issue, concluding that Fu
Kangan was not in fact Qianlong’s illegitimate son. Further, I shall explore
Qianlong and Empress Xiaoxian’s genuinely moving love story to attempt

to understand why Fu Kangan was raised in the palace and received special

* Huang Yi-long is an acamedician of the Academia Sinica and a chair professor in the Institute of

History at National Tsing Hua University, Hsinchu.
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treatment from the emperor. I also wish to examine the relationship between
historical fact and legend, and discuss how, with careful judgment, a combination

of both kinds of information can benefit historical research.

Keywords: Fu Kangan #5594, Qianlong §zf#%, Empress Xiaoxian F 1l T’,,
Fu Heng {fi{E, historical fiction



