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Abstract 

In December 2015, Academia Sinica in 

Taipei signed a cooperative agreement with 

St. Andrew’s Abbey (Sint-Andriesabdij 

Zevenkerken) to digitize Lu Zhengxiang’s 

(Lou Tseng-tsiang, 1871-1949) collection 

and set up an exclusive database. After 

briefly comparing Lu’s own memoir and 

two biographies, this article concludes that 

there are still unexplored and under-

explored areas about his life and career. 

This collection can help us fill these 
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lacunae. It is indeed of unique significance 

and worth our greater attention. Apart 

from political and institutional histories, 

Christianity seems to be a potential topic. 

We can expect that in the near future, 

researchers will have an excellent e-source 

to further explore the history of cultural 

exchanges between China and Europe. 
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Introduction 

If we accept that historical memory 

continues to undergo social and political 

reconstruction, we may notice that 

historians and the reading public have 

developed increasing interest recently in 

the historical narratives of the Beiyang 

government during China’s early 

Republican era. A few decades ago, it was 

seen as corrupt and impotent. Nowadays, 

we would rather believe those who once 

steered the government were patriotic. 

They shaped China’s political modernity 

with their bare hands and their legacies 

constitute the very foundation of China’s 

wealth and power today. 
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The centenary of the 1911 Revolution 

reinforced our memory of those statesmen. 

As the centenaries of China’s participation 

in World War I and the Paris Peace 

Conference are approaching, another key 

historical figure—Lu Zhengxiang (Lou 

Tseng-tsiang, 1871-1949), China’s Foreign 

Minister in the 1910s—has become the 

latest to be remembered. The Lu Zheng-

xiang Collection, kept in St. Andrew’s 

Abbey (Sint-Andriesabdij Zevenkerken), a 

Benedictine monastery near Bruges, Bel-

gium, has scarcely caught our attention. In 

December 2015, Academia Sinica in Taipei 

signed a cooperative agreement with the 

abbey to digitise the collection.1 As I was 

writing this article, this project was 

completed in March 2017.2 It is certainly of 

great value for historians. If we wish to 

advance our understanding of Lu 

                                                            
1 “Academia Sinica, Belgian abbey sign document 

deal”, Taipei Times, 20 December 2015. 

URL: <http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/tai

wan/archives/2015/12/20/2003635234> 

2 “Chenfeng bainian waijiao xinmi, Lu Zheng-

xiang wenwu jiang gongkai” [The bitter diplo-

matic secrets concealed for one hundred year, 

Lu Zhengxiang’s historiography is to open to 

the public], Central News Agency [Zhongyang 

tongxun she] 10 March 2017. URL:< 

http://www.cna.com.tw/news/aopl/201703100

059-1.aspx> 

Zhengxiang and modern Chinese history, it 

is vital to evaluate the current 

historiography of him. Accordingly, this 

article seeks to briefly compare his memoir 

and two major biographies, and ponder to 

what extent the collection can contribute to 

the historiography of modern China. 

Ultimately, this article aims to point to 

researchers working on the Republican 

period in China the potential significance 

and value of the Lu Zhengxiang Collection 

for the history of diplomacy and cultural 

interaction and exchanges between China 

and Europe during the era.   

 

1. Who was Lu Zhengxiang? 

Lu Zhengxiang might not be as well-

known as his friends such as Yuan Shikai 

(1859-1916), Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975), 

and Gu Weijun (also known as V. K. 

Wellington Koo, 1888-1985). He was born 

in Shanghai on 12 June 1871. His father 

worked for the London Missionary 

Society. 3  He studied French at Guang 

fangyan guan [Shanghai College of Foreign 

Languages] and then Tongwen guan [Imperial 

Peking College of Foreign Languages]. 

Soon after he graduated, he was appointed 
                                                            
3 Dom Pierre-Célestin Lou Tseng-Tsiang, Ways of 

Confucius and of Christ (London: Burns Oates, 

1948), 2. 
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as an interpreter and later the Chargé 

d’affaires at the Chinese legation in St. 

Petersburg, where he began his diplomatic 

career in 1892. While the Boxers unleashed 

their xenophobic anger across North 

China, in Russia, he married a Belgian lady, 

Berthe Bovy (1855-1926) in spite of his 

friends’ opposition. In 1907, he served as 

Ambassador Extraordinary to the Second 

Hague Peace Conference. Using his 

diplomatic skills, Lu asserted China’s role 

in several international conventions and 

upheld China’s position as an independent, 

sovereign nation-state in the international 

community.4 

 

After the establishment of the Beiyang 

government in Beijing, Lu returned to 

China and was in turn appointed as the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs — the first one 

in the Republican era. He recruited young 

and talented diplomats such as Gu Weijun 

and endeavoured to modernize China’s 

diplomatic institutions. During his public 

                                                            
4 Tang Qihua, “Qingmo minchu zhongguo dui 

haiya baohe hui zhi canyu, 1899-1917” [China’s 

participation in The Hague Peace Conference 

during the late Qing and early Republican 

period, 1899-1917], Zhengzhi daxue lishi xuebao 

[National Chengchi University journal of 

history], no. 23 (2005), 45-90. 

service in the Beiyang government, the 

Twenty-one Demands and the Paris Peace 

Conference of 1919 were the two major 

diplomatic crises confronting him. The 

former was started by Japan in order to 

increase its dominance over China, 

particularly in Manchuria and Shandong. 

Being the chief negotiator, Lu deployed as 

many viable tactics as he could to protect 

China’s sovereignty and integrity. Yet in 

the end, he painfully signed a revised 

version of the Twenty-One Demands 

under the heavy pressure of Japan’s 

ultimatum. The Allies’ victory in World 

War I gave Lu a rather unrealistic 

expectation that China would be treated 

equally and could annihilate the Twenty-

one Demands. Carrying these hopes, he led 

the Chinese delegation to attend the Paris 

Peace Conference of 1919. Yet the 

Western powers and Japan’s red-in-tooth-

and-claw politics greatly frustrated Lu. 

Pressured by Japan’s threat to veto the 

proposal for the League of Nations, US 

President Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) 

ignored China’s demand for equal 

treatment and allowed Japan to take over 

Germany’s privileges in Shandong.5 Lu had 

                                                            
5 Bruce Elleman, Wilson and China: A Revised 

History of the Shandong Question (Armonk, New 

York and London: M.E. Sharpe, 2002), 88. 
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no choice but to refuse signing the 

Versailles Treaty. This was a disheartening 

betrayal not only for China but also for Lu 

himself. 

 

Lu said, “…… it was profitless for me 

to remain any longer at the helm of the 

Department for Foreign Affairs, or to be 

made responsible before my country and 

before history for that accumulation of 

blunders before which so many others 

were withdrawing.” 6  The bitterness of 

China’s experience in the conference made 

him disillusioned and eventually led to his 

retirement. In 1922, his wife suffered from 

illness and he decided to move to 

Switzerland for her health treatment. Yet 

she passed away in 1926. “After the death 

of my wife I felt myself isolated. That was 

the only time I have sought for something — for a 

retreat. At that time I began to pray, to seek, 

with the idea of entering a House of the 

good God. …… And the good God 

caused me to go forward ……”7 One year 

later, he joined St. Andrew’s Abbey, 

                                                                                    
Margaret MacMillan, Peacemakers: The Paris 

Conference of 1919 and Its Attempt to End War 

(London: John Murray, 2001), 331-353. 

6 Lou Tseng-Tsiang, Ways of Confucius and of Christ, 

43. 

7 Ibid., 73. 

devoting himself to Christianity for the rest 

of his life. He was ordained as a priest in 

1935. On 15 January 1949, Lu passed away 

due to failing health. 

 

2. One Memoir and Two Biographies 

Along with Lu Zhengxiang’s memoir, 

quite a few works, including at least three 

biographies and dozens of articles, have 

explored his dramatic life. Unfortunately, 

most of them either focus on a specific 

issue or serve popular reading purpose. 8 

                                                            
8 For example, Huang Zunyan has discussed Lu 

Zhengxiang’s role in the Paris Peace 

Conference. Nicholas Keegan has written a 

quite condensed biography of Lu Zhengxiang, 

whereas Hu Xinding and two of his colleagues 

have published another popular biography. See 

Huang Zunyan, “Ye lun Lu Zhengxiang zai bali 

hehui zhong de zuoyong: yu Shi Jianguo 

xiansheng shangque” [Re-examining Lu 

Zhengxiang’s influence in the Paris Peace 

Conference: discussion with Mr. Shi Jianguo], 

Lishi dang’an [Historical archives], no. 4 (2003), 

97-102. 97-102. Keegan, “From Chancery to 

Cloister: The Chinese Diplomat Who Became a 

Benedictine Monk,” Diplomacy & Statecraft, iss. 

10 no.1 (1999), 172-185. DOI: 

10.1080/09592299908406114. Hu Xinding et al, 

Ruoguo waizhang Lu Zhengxiang: xiangei xinhai 

geming yibai zhounian [A weak country’s foreign 

minister Lu Zhengxiang: a dedication to the 

centenary of the Xinhai Revolution] (Beijing: 

Shijie zhishi chubanshe, 2011). 
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Only Luo Guang and Shi Jianguo have 

offered their own comprehensive accounts 

of Lu.9 Their biographies are therefore the 

most widely cited in the scholarship. 

 

Interviewing Lu in person in 1939 and 

1948, Luo Guang published his biography 

of Lu in Hong Kong in 1949, the year Lu 

passed away.10 It was largely based on the 

author’s first-hand observation and Lu’s 

personal statements. This biography is of 

great use, though it seems obsolete 

nowadays. Lu’s own memoir can be seen as 

a supplement to Luo’s biography of him. 

Lu himself seemed to think that the 

memoir lacked substantial length to be 

called as such. “These pages do not 

constitute my Memoirs. They do no more 

than bringing together some memories and 

                                                            
9 Luo Guang, Lu Zhengxiang zhuan [Biography of 

Lu Zhengxiang] (Taipei: Taiwan shangwu 

yinshuguan, 1967). Shi Jianguo, Waijiao zongzhang 

Lu Zhengxiang [Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang] 

(Fuzhou: Fujian jiaoyu chubanshe, 2015). 

10 Luo Guang also published his diaries of the 

interviews. See Luo Guang, “Fangwen Lu 

Zhengxiang shenfu riji” [Diaries of interview 

with Father Lu Zhengxiang], Zhuanji wenxue 

[Biographical literature], vol. 19 no. 2 (1971), 46-

51; vol. 19 no. 4 (1971), 80-84; vol. 19 no. 5 

(1971), 79-84; vol. 19 no. 5 (1971), 79-84. 

reflections.”11 In fact, it tells Lu’s life from 

the first person’s point-of-view. It can be 

considered as his memoir, albeit in brevity. 

The memoir consists of four speeches Lu 

gave when Nazi troops occupied Bruges in 

World War II. The manuscript was written 

in 1943 and was published in French in 

1945. 12  It was translated into English in 

1948. Until very recently, then, a Chinese 

translation has been available.13 

 

Many parts of Luo Guang’s biography 

of Lu are coherent with the memoir. For 

example, in the second half of 1915, Yuan 

Shikai intended to re-establish imperial 

institutions and proclaim himself emperor. 

After learning about Yuan’s intent, Lu 

urged Yuan not to do so and proposed to 

extend the presidency for life. Yuan did not 

accept this compromise and moved on 

with his scheme. In the end, Yuan Shikai’s 

reign as emperor was short-lived. The 
                                                            
11 Lou Tseng-Tsiang, Ways of Confucius and of Christ, 

vii. 

12 Ibid., vii-ix. For more details on the memoir, see 

Luo Guang, Lu Zhengxiang zhuan, 223-231. 

13 Lu Zhengxiang, Wang Mei trans., Huiyi yu 

suixiang: cong minguo waijiao zongzhang dao bilishi 

xiudaoyuan xiushi [Memories and reflections: 

From the Republican Foreign Minister to a 

monk at a Belgian abbey] (Shanghai: Shanghai 

yuandong chubanshe, 2016). 
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biography and the memoir both mention 

this anecdote.14 The former was written on 

the basis of Luo’s two interviews with Lu. 

The latter was published before the 

biography but between the two interviews. 

We can hardly deny the memoir did not 

affect the biography. To a certain extent, 

the memoir is a condensed oral history 

whereas the biography is its expanded 

version with Luo’s account. While the 

former is less widely circulated, the latter 

has become an alternative but reliable 

source to examine Lu’s life. 

 

Nevertheless, Luo Guang was a 

Catholic bishop and had a strong interest 

in Lu Zhengxiang’s devotion. This 

biography places an overt emphasis on Lu 

Zhengxiang’s spiritual life. Roughly half of 

its length is dedicated to his faith in God, 

his path toward Benedictine priesthood, 

and his idea of Christianity. If we wish to 

appreciate Lu as a devout believer, Luo has 

left us with the most detailed account of 

this matter. While narrating Lu’s political 

career, Luo tends not to contextualise what 

Lu thought and did. Instead, he cites 

anecdotes to demonstrate that Lu was a 

                                                            
14 Luo Guang, Lu Zhengxiang zhuan, 92. Lou 

Tseng-Tsiang, Ways of Confucius and of Christ, 38. 

good man and a sincere patriot. For 

example, immediately after receiving the 

Twenty-One Demands, Yuan Shikai 

summoned a confidential meeting to seek 

advice. According to Luo’s biography, 

during the meeting, Lu felt that the Beiyang 

government had to negotiate with Japan no 

matter how difficult it was. On the contrary, 

Deputy Foreign Minister Cao Rulin (1877-

1966), usually seen a pro-Japanese 

politician, opined that China would need to 

accept the Demands unconditionally.15 It is 

an implicit accusation of Cao’s disloyalty to 

China. In his own memoir, Cao particularly 

pointed out that Luo’s accusation was 

nonsense; he never said China should 

accept the Twenty-One Demands without 

negotiation.16 So far, no further document 

has proved this anecdote. In fact, in order 

to get the negotiation of the Twenty-one 

Demands going, Yuan Shikai re-appointed 

Lu as Foreign Minister and reshuffled the 

Ministry. However, Cao Rulin did not leave 

the Ministry as he was not re-assigned to a 

new post. Along with Lu, Cao was one of 

the delegates representing China. If he had 

ever said China should accept the Twenty-

                                                            
15 Luo Guang, Lu Zhengxiang zhuan, 98. 

16 Cao Rulin, Yisheng zhi huiyi [Reminiscence of my 

life] (Hong Kong: Chunqiu zazhishe, 1966), 116 
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one Demands unconditionally, why should 

he have been included in the Chinese 

delegation to put China’s negotiation 

position at risk? Cao’s role was in reality far 

more complicated than what is implied in 

Luo Guang’s biography. Unfortunately, 

Luo did not explore this issue further. The 

biography, fairly speaking, is a good source 

material concerning Lu’s spirituality, but 

regrettably lacks real historical depth. 

 

The inadequacy of Luo Guang’s 

biography is Shi Jianguo’s strength. Shi’s 

biography of Lu Zhengxiang was initially 

published at the turn of the millennium 

and the latest revision was published at the 

beginning of 2015. We may say that Shi’s 

biography reflects Chinese historians’ 

awareness to move beyond ideological 

historiography, reconsider the Beiyang 

government’s performance, and rediscover 

the legacies of key historical personalities 

during the early Republican era for 

contemporary China. In other words, Shi’s 

biography is primarily devoted to 

examining Lu’s political career. Lu is 

portrayed as an honourable public servant 

rather than a selfish, short-sighted 

politician. Agreeing with Huang Yuanyong 

(1884-1915)—a journalist in the early 

Republican era, Shi believes that Lu was 

too gentleman-like to be involved in 

conflicts with others. Such personality was 

his critical weakness in politics. As the 

tension between Yuan Shikai and the 

Nationalist Party (Guomindang or 

Kuomintang) was exacerbated, Lu was 

appointed as the Premier in the autumn of 

1912. Being one of President Yuan’s 

appointees, he was completely obedient to 

Yuan. He was also accountable to the 

congress largely controlled by the 

Nationalist Party. Lu’s personality made 

him unable to deal with the congressmen’s 

hostility. After only a few months, he 

resigned from the position in humiliation. 

Shi remarks that Lu was a great gentleman 

but never an able statesman.17 

 

Discussing the Paris Peace Conference 

of 1919, Shi Jianguo seems to agree that Lu 

Zhengxiang’s political weakness caused 

greater difficulty for himself. Heading the 

Chinese delegation to the Paris Conference, 

Lu harboured naïve hopes that Japan could 

return Shandong to China. The complex 

and treacherous internal politics within the 

Chinese delegation was unfortunately well 

beyond Lu’s control. The composition of 

                                                            
17 Shi Jianguo, Waijiao zongzhang Lu Zhengxiang, 99-

111. 
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the delegation mirrored the domestic 

politics within the Beiyang government 

that Lu found so exhausting to deal with. 

The Beiyang government was at that that in 

the hands of Duan Qirui (1865-1936), a 

warlord financed by Japan; the government 

was ambivalent in endorsing Lu’s attempt 

to contest Japan over the Shandong 

question. Meanwhile, the Nationalist Party 

had established a rival central government 

in Canton in 1917, though it was not 

officially recognised by the foreign powers. 

One of the delegates, Wang Zhengting 

(1882-1961), represented the Canton 

government’s interests; he ambitiously 

challenged Lu’s leadership. The factional 

divisions not only gave rise to internal 

conflicts in the delegation but also led to 

severe difficulties for China in bargaining 

with other countries, particularly an 

aggressive Japan. Although the Beiyang 

government insisted that he should stay in 

office, Lu came to feel that such perplexing 

situation was simply too overwhelming for 

him to overcome and requested several 

times to resign during the Paris Conference. 

 

Shi Jianguo is critical of Lu 

Zhengxiang’s reluctance to respond to 

Wang Zhengting’s challenge but feels 

sympathetic to the harsh situation that Lu 

was confronted with. Furthermore, he is 

strongly in favour of Lu’s dogged 

determination that Japan had to return 

Shandong to China. 18  As Japan was 

unwilling to do so and demanded to take 

over Germany’s privileges there, the 

Chinese delegation refused to sign the 

Versailles Treaty in the end. Shi concludes 

that it was Lu’s firm stand that led to this 

outcome; consequently, Shandong was not 

ceded to Japan.19 On the contrary, Stephen 

Craft argues that the refusal to sign the 

treaty solely resulted from Gu Weijun’s 

courageous deeds since he was “possessed 

with the knowledge that Lu did not intend 

to demand the return of Qingdao”.20 Shi 

Jianguo relies on Chinese-language 

memoirs and documents, whereas Craft is 

dependent on the English-language records 

of the American delegation. As a result, 

they present different images of Lu. Did he 

ever think of giving up Shandong? It is a 

rather puzzling question. We might need to 

re-examine both historians’ sources and 

compare with other materials so that we 

                                                            
18 Ibid., 223-225. 

19 Ibid., 218, 223. 

20 Qingdao is Shandong’s capital; see Stephen 

Craft, V. K. Wellington Koo and the Emergence of 

Modern China (Lexington: University Press of 

Kentucky, 2004), 51. 
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can determine whose interpretation is 

closer to the fact. 

 

In general, Shi Jianguo is positive about 

Lu Zhengxiang’s public service. Lu had 

embarrassing moments during his 

premiership and his gentleman-like 

personality made him submissive to Yuan 

Shikai. Nevertheless, Lu tried hard to 

protect China’s sovereignty internationally. 

His dedication to China’s diplomacy was 

remarkable. From the first edition to the 

latest revision, Shi has not yet changed this 

fundamental viewpoint of Lu. As to what 

has been added in the revised biography, 

the most important is a new section on 

Lu’s negotiation with Russia in the autumn 

of 1911 shortly before the demise of the 

Qing Empire. This talk was terminated due 

to the political transition in China. It was 

the prelude to the negotiation over Outer 

Mongolia in the beginning of the 

Republican era.21 Apart from this section, 

there are also a few more rare photos as 

well as some rather emotional comments 

on Lu by the author. We can feel the 

author’s admiration of Lu; Reading this 

biography feels like getting ourselves 

                                                            
21 Shi Jianguo, Waijiao zongzhang Lu Zhengxiang, 75-

78. 

involved in Shi’s conversations with Lu. In 

brief, the memoir is a condensed oral 

history. Whereas Luo Guang offers a 

detailed story on Lu’s spirituality, Shi 

Jianguo presents a contextualized narrative 

of Lu’s public career. If we wish to know 

what Lu achieved throughout his life and 

career, these works are excellent secondary 

sources. 

 

3. The Lu Zhengxiang Collection (1): 

Objects 

Lu Zhengxiang’s memoir and his two 

biographers together give us an overall 

view of his dramatic life. Yet the Lu 

Zhengxiang Collection at St. Andrew’s 

Abbey, this article argues, can lead us to 

different perspectives of this highly 

important personality. Lu was a diplomat, a 

Catholic, and an overseas Chinese. The 

collection reflects his multiple identities 

and can potentially shed light on China’s 

cultural exchanges with Europe and its 

relations with the Vatican. Lu left 

thousands of objects and papers in the 

abbey after his death. The collection 

comprises two parts. Firstly, a special room 

is set up to exhibit his belongings, 

including a desk, shelves, calligraphy, 

books, photos, medals, stamps, and so on. 

Secondly, his papers—correspondence, 
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diaries, etc.—amount to 52 boxes in total, 

all kept in the archives of the abbey. So far, 

Anne Vansteelandt has briefly introduced 

Lu Zhengxiang’s papers. What she has 

explored are mainly the documents 

concerning Christianity. She has barely 

mentioned the Chinese-language 

documents. 22  Historians have paid little 

attention to this collection. In 2011, a 

portrait of Lu was displayed in an 

exhibition in Brussels that commemorated 

the centenary of the 1911 Revolution in 

China.  Within the temporal contexts of 

the centenary of the outbreak of World 

War I in 2014 and the forthcoming 

centenary of the Paris Peace Conference in 

2019, Lu and his accomplishment are being 

remembered. It is necessary for us to 

rethink the significance of the collection. 

 

In October 2014, supported by the 

Vice-President of Academia Sinica, Prof. 

Wang Fan-sen, the Academia Sinica Digital 

Center sent a team led by Prof. Chung Shu-

                                                            
22 Anne Vansteelandt, “Lu Zhengxiang (Lou 

Tseng Tsiang), a Benedictine Monk of the 

Abbey of Sint-Andries,” in Historiography of the 

Chinese Catholic Church: Nineteenth and Twentieth 

Centuries ed. Jeroom Heyndrickx (Leuven: 

Ferdinand Verbiest Foundation, K.U. Leuven, 

1994), 223-230. 

ming to the abbey to inspect the current 

condition of the Lu Zhengxiang Collection 

in order to work out a feasible preservation 

plan.23 The investigation revealed that the 

collection has not been in a well-organised 

state; dozens of items are damaged. There 

is indeed an urgent need to reorganise, 

categorise, and repair these precious 

materials for preservation and future 

academic research. 

 

In the exhibition room, three items have 

been given the status of important cultural 

heritage by the Flemish government. They 

are (1) a Chinese-language report of the 

Paris Peace Conference concerning the 

League of Nations, (2) an album of the 

Paris Peace Conference, and (3) Enrico 

Arcioni’s (1875-1954) oil portrait of Lu 

Zhengxiang. They are now placed under 

governmental regulation and protection. 

The remaining items are not recognised by 

the government, for they have yet not been 

integrated into the local historical memory. 

Moreover, it is regrettable that there seems 

to be missing items. The monks said Lu 

enjoyed collecting pens and he never gave 

them away before he died. There were 
                                                            
23 Recommended by Prof. Wang Fan-sen, I 

participated in the endeavour as one of the team 

members. 
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dozens in the exhibition room. 

Unfortunately, there is only one left now. 

Whether this is due to theft or 

misplacement, the abbey most certainly 

needs to implement a stricter management 

policy. 

 

The three most significant categories of 

materials on display in the exhibition room 

are books, Chinese calligraphy, and photos. 

According to Lu’s own diary, he often 

ordered books from British and French 

dealers. He bought not only Chinese-

language titles, but also foreign-language 

titles as well. In his late years, Lu donated 

most of his law-related books to the 

Library of the Catholic University of 

Louvain. 24  The library however discarded 

some of the books. Most fortunately, a few 

years ago, Prof. Philip Vanhaelemeersch of 

Howest University Confucius Institute 

retrieved them from a recycling bin by the 

aisle of the library and returned them to the 

abbey. The books that are now kept in the 

exhibition room are mostly in Chinese. 

Their subjects cover Chinese classics, 

botany, and other areas. Although it is not 

                                                            
24 Luo Guang, “Fangwen Lu Zhengxiang shenfu 

riji (san)” [Diaries of interview with Father Lu 

Zhengxiang (part 3)], Zhuanji wenxue 

[Biographical literature], vol. 19 no. 5 (1971), 83. 

the complete collection of Lu Zhengxiang’s 

books, the exhibits leave no doubt that he 

had wide-ranging reading interests. Several 

pieces of calligraphy are dampened because 

there is no adequate equipment to adjust 

and control temperature and humidity. 

Since 2011, with Prof. Vanhaelemeersch’s 

assistance, Madam Yuan Lee Mine—

spouse of retired Belgian diplomat Victor 

Wei—has endeavoured to preserve and 

create a record of all existing materials. 

There is now a complete inventory. 

 

Lu Zhengxiang left dozens of photos. 

These can be seen as a kind of visual 

biography telling the stories of his time. 

Interestingly, there are few rarely seen 

photos of the Beiyang government Foreign 

Ministry. These amazingly show that the 

interior was of a luxurious Western design 

(Picture 1 and 2). It was however not for 

personal indulgence. From the perspective 

of proper diplomatic etiquette, Western 

luxury served the purpose of 

demonstrating China’s respect for the 

Minister’s visitors—Western diplomats 

who represented their own countries in 

China. In other words, it concerned 

China’s face. Historians tend to follow Shi 

Jianguo’s argument that Lu reorganised the 

Ministry and introduced consular 
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examinations to recruit young, talented, 

and Western-educated graduates who 

possessed university degrees in political 

science or international law. The most well-

known recruit to the Chinese diplomatic 

service was Gu Weijun. Lu wanted to make 

the Ministry similar to its Western 

counterparts. It was Lu who laid the 

foundation for China’s modern 

diplomacy. 25  Such an argument has not 

been explored further for decades because 

existing diplomatic and foreign affairs 

document collections in the Second 

Historical Archives of China in Nanjing 

and the Academia Sinica Institute of 

Modern History in Taipei do not yield as 

much information as one would like to 

obtain. The photos of Lu’s luxurious office 

provide a clue. His intention was beyond 

institutional change. One may argue that 

Lu endeavoured to organisationally as well 

as culturally make young Chinese diplomats 

act like Western diplomats and remake 

China’s diplomatic agencies to resemble 

those of its Western counterparts. 

 

4. The Lu Zhengxiang Collection (2): 

Papers 

                                                            
25 Shi Jianguo, Waijiao zongzhang Lu Zhengxiang, 82-

86. 

Secondly, all the 52 boxes of Lu 

Zhengxiang’s papers are stored in the 

archives of the abbey. They are mainly in 

Chinese and French; only a few of them 

are in English. The oldest can be traced 

back to the 1890s. There are also a few 

documents on his death. These papers 

might disappoint a historian if he or she 

only wishes to look for unrevealed secrets 

concerning China’s crucial international 

negotiations during Lu Zhengxiang’s 

diplomatic career, especially the Twenty-

one Demands and the Paris Peace 

Conference. According to Lu’s diaries, he 

often cleaned up his correspondence in his 

late years.26 The original inventory indicates 

that there should have been a box marked 

“Politiek (Versailles)”. Yet it is missing. No 

one knows if the documents were 

destroyed by Lu himself or someone else, 

taken away, or moved to somewhere else. 

There are also Henri de Codt’s 

manuscripts.27 He was a Belgian advisor to 

the Foreign Ministry and worked for Lu in 

the 1910s. The manuscripts, written in 

French, are the Foreign Ministry’s internal 

                                                            
26 For example, see diary entry on 29 March 1933, 

Box 9, diary on 30 September 1937, Box 10, and 

diary entry on 22 April 1941, Box 11, Lu 

Zhengxiang Papers. 

27 His Chinese name was Di Gu. 
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reports. Upon his grandson’s request, they 

were all returned to his grandson who is 

living in Brussels. In the archives of the 

abbey, the original manuscripts are all 

replaced with photocopies. 

 

The abbey is not a professional archival 

repository. Although it tries hard to 

preserve Lu Zhengxiang’s papers, the 

conditions are worrisome. Clips and staples 

have rusted many documents. Furthermore, 

some documents damaged due to human 

factors. One of the previous archivists 

marked his serial note on a French-

language letter written by Soong May-ling 

(Madam Chiang Kai-shek, 1897-2003) 

(Picture 3). 28  Another letter from Junshi 

weiyuanhui [Commission on Military Affairs], 

possibly also written by Soong during the 

early stage of China’s War of Resistance 

against Japan, is found seriously damaged. 

The signature part was cut off intentionally 

(Picture 4).29 Needless to say, it is critical to 

offer the abbey professional assistance to 

prevent the papers from being damaged 

further in the future. 

                                                            
28 Soong to Lu Zhengxiang, letter, 14 September 

1939, Box 8, Lu Zhengxiang Papers. 

29 Junshi weiyuanhui to Lu Zhengxiang, letter, 20 

October (unknown year), Box 7, Lu Zhengxiang 

Papers. 

 

The current conditions are discouraging 

but it is unnecessary to be pessimistic. Mr. 

and Mrs. Wei and Prof. Vanhaelemeersch 

have volunteered to reorganise Lu 

Zhengxiang’s papers for few years. 

Hundreds of his letters are now placed in 

an ideal order. One might wonder why a 

retired diplomat and his wife are so 

passionate about such a demanding job. Mr. 

Wei’s grandfather, Wei Chenzu (Wei Sun-

Tchou, 1885-1942), was once the Chinese 

Minister to Belgium and was in the Chinese 

delegation to the Paris Peace Conference. 

Lu was his chief. Mr. and Mrs. Wei feel it is 

their duty toward history to be involved 

with and to contribute wholeheartedly to 

the preservation of the collection of their 

grandfather’s chief.  

 

Moreover, after Prof. Chung Shu-ming’s 

team left Bruges, there was a long 

negotiation between Academia Sinica and 

St. Andrew’s Abbey. In December 2015, 

Father René Fobe, Abbot of St. Andrew’s 

Abbey, finally agreed to sign a cooperative 

agreement with Academia Sinica. It will 

render substantial help to preserve the Lu 

Zhengxiang Collection. Meanwhile, 

Academia Sinica is now digitalising his 

papers and planning to set up a database 
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dedicated to Lu’s papers for researchers 

who are interested in working on these 

materials. We may expect that in the near 

future, Lu’s papers will not only be 

protected in a satisfying way but also made 

electronically accessible to researchers from 

all over the world. 

 

6. Historical Significance 

For several reasons, Lu Zhengxiang left 

a frustratingly small number of political 

documents; it is hardly possible for a 

historian to claim new discoveries on 

China’s major political events. The 

remaining documents are predominantly 

about his social, cultural, and religious 

activities across China and Europe. 

Accordingly, their value lies beyond the 

realm of political and institutional histories. 

This article asserts that these materials 

provide us a highly useful and viable means 

to further explore China’s cultural 

interaction with Europe in modern times. 

 

As a diplomat, Lu needed to attend 

social events. For example, there are an 

1897 banquet menu (Picture 5) and an 

1899 music programme (Picture 6). Lu was 

sent to St. Petersburg and was appointed as 

an interpreter in 1890s. These two items 

reflect Chinese diplomats’ social activities 

in foreign countries. The menu was written 

in French and had the symbol of the Qing 

Empire printed at the top. The banquet 

served Western dishes. The music 

programme was written in Chinese and had 

no imperial symbol. The items in the 

programme, including the Russian national 

anthem, were all Western. Both events 

were held in the Chinese legation in St. 

Petersburg. While Lu was taking charge of 

the consular service there, he was taught 

the Western table manners and dress codes 

in order to act properly in front of 

foreigners.30 He was highly assimilated into 

Western lifestyle. The Chinese legation 

arranged Western-style social events but 

employed flexible cultural strategies. If one 

tries to relate these materials to the photos 

of Lu’s luxuriously furnished and decorated 

office in the Beiyang government Foreign 

Ministry, one may argue that Lu’s intention 

to transform China’s diplomacy originated 

from his cultural preference and it was 

indeed a greater cultural project to change 

China. 

 

Foreign diplomats in China, on the 

other hand, tried to maintain their own 

lifestyles as much as they could. As Albert 

                                                            
30 Luo Guang, Lu Zhengxiang zhuan, 27-30. 
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Feuerwerker points out, “life in the Peking 

(Beijing) foreign community, diplomatic 

and private, was characteristically one of 

self-imposed isolation, of which the most 

dedicated exponents were probably the 

British who ‘allayed their nostalgia with 

dinners and dancing, gossip and golf, 

happily ignorant of the customs or 

language or feelings of the people they 

lived among.’” 31  Julia Boyd also provides 

an interesting example of a lunch party at 

the Ming tombs hosted by diplomat Daniel 

Varè, with “a table laden with steaming 

pasta, chicken cutlets, galantine, salads, 

puddings, stewed fruit, coffee and wine.”32 

Chinese diplomats in foreign countries and 

foreign diplomats in China present a sharp 

contrast. In the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, China was gradually 

incorporated into the Westphalian system 

as it gradually did away with its centuries-

old tributary system. We used to know that 

the transition originated from the Western 

                                                            
31 Albert Feuerwerker, “The Foreign Presence in 

China,” in The Cambridge History of China, Vol. 12: 

Republican China 1912-1949, Part 1 eds. Denis 

Twitchett and John K. Fairbank (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1983), 159. 

32 Julia Boyd, A Dance with the Dragon: The Vanished 

World of Peking’s Foreign Colony (London and New 

York: I. B. Tauris, 2012), 123. 

powers’ gunboat diplomacy. Lu’s papers 

indicate that behind this transition, there 

was an obscure yet steadily growing 

impetus driven by Chinese diplomats who 

had acquired and adopted specific Western 

cultural tastes. For them, China’s 

integration into the Westphalian system 

had to include the adaptation of a host of 

Western-lifestyle practices. The transition, 

in this sense, was inherently cultural. 

 

Meanwhile, Lu Zhengxiang was a 

Catholic and had a sincere wish to spread 

Catholicism in China. According to Ernest 

Young, towards the end of World War I, 

Lu tried to bring about the establishment 

of formal diplomatic relations between the 

Vatican and China. Yet France, regarding 

itself as the sole protector of all Catholics 

in China, opposed Lu’s attempt and 

demanded that China should approach the 

Vatican through France. 33  Obstruction 

from France did not discourage Lu’s 

endeavour in minimizing the distance 

between the Vatican and China. After his 

entry to the abbey, he continued to 

introduce Catholicism to Chinese officials 

                                                            
33 Ernest Young, Ecclesiastical Colony: China's 

Catholic Church and the French Religious Protectorate 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 

191. 
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who were thousands of miles away from 

Europe. According to the above-

mentioned letter from Junshi weiyuanhui, 

after the outbreak of China’s War of 

Resistance against Japan, Lu mailed Chiang 

Kai-shek a biography of King Albert of 

Belgium (1875-1934), who was a Catholic 

and led the Belgians in their fight against 

the German troops during World War I. 

Lu wanted to use this example to inspire 

Chiang and encouraged him to keep his 

faith in God and lead Chinese people to 

defend China against Japan’s invasion. 

 

In the second half of the 1940s, Chiang 

Kai-shek gained victory over Japan but 

then was trapped in the civil war against 

Mao Zedong (1893-1976) and the Chinese 

Communist Party. In the meantime, there 

were requests for Lu Zhengxiang’s return. 

Yan Huiqing (W. W. Yen, 1877-1950), 

retired Premier, wrote to thank Lu for 

sending a Benedictine booklet and 

expressed his hope that Lu could return to 

China to bring about “moral and spiritual 

regeneration” of the country.34 An official 

in the Foreign Ministry also wrote to Lu 

and asked if he would go back to “guide 

                                                            
34 W. W. Yen to Lu Zhengxiang, letter, 10 June 

1947, Box 33, Lu Zhengxiang Papers. 

your own people to God”. 35  Lu did not 

return and sadly passed away in January 

1949. During his expatriation in Belgium, 

Lu’s enthusiasm for spreading Catholicism 

in China never vanished. He deployed a 

top-down strategy and approached Chinese 

political leaders and officials as his starting 

point. Although the Vatican had by then 

established formal diplomatic relations 

with China, he was looking for a more 

spiritual Sino-Vatican relationship. Luo 

Guang’s biography has mentioned that he 

firmly believed Catholicism was able to 

make Chinese minds stronger and wished 

to convert the Chinese people as many as 

possible. 36  This point has not yet been 

examined in a wider global-historical 

context. Lu’s papers demonstrate that he 

had intimate religious links with Chiang 

Kai-shek as well as the Nationalist 

government. He used these links to convey 

Catholic messages from Europe to China. 

In this sense, Lu’s papers constitute a 

prism of the cultural dimension of the 

Vatican’s relations with the Nationalist 

government. To a certain extent, the 

cultural links between the Vatican and the 

                                                            
35 P. K. C. Tyau to Lu Zhengxiang, letter, 4 

August 1947, Box 35, Lu Zhengxiang Papers. 

36 Luo Guang, Lu Zhengxiang zhuan, 198-199. 
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Nationalist government partly explains why 

Mao Zedong deported the Apostolic 

Nuncio Antonio Riberi (1897-1967) after 

the establishment of the People’s Republic 

of China in 1949. Lu’s papers offer an 

avenue for us to explore his cultural role in 

Sino-Vatican relations and expand our 

understanding of the global history of 

Christianity. 

 

We have been depending on Lu 

Zhengxiang’s memoir and the two 

biographies of Lu written by Luo Guang 

and Shi Jianguo for decades. Although 

these three publications have contributed 

much to our knowledge of his life and 

career, there are still many unexplored or 

under-explored areas. The Lu Zhengxiang 

Collection at the St Andrew’s Abbey can 

help us fill these lacunae. The collection is 

indeed of unique significance and worth 

our greater attention. It is likely that Lu will 

be one of the key historical figures to be 

remembered for the centenary of the Paris 

Peace Conference in 2019. Apart from 

political and institutional histories, we 

might wonder what else the collection can 

tell us. Christianity in China seems to be a 

potential topic. Today, the Vatican and 

Beijing both have the intention to establish 

formal diplomatic relations. Yet the matter 

is still in an unsettled state. In view of this 

development, the Lu Zhengxiang 

Collection offers us important experiences 

and lessons from history. We can learn 

from the past for the present. Academia 

Sinica is preparing to build up a database 

dedicated to Lu’s papers. We can expect 

that in the near future, researchers will 

have an excellent e-source to further 

explore the history of cultural exchanges 

between China and Europe. 
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Fig. 1: Interior of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (1) 

* From the Lu Zhengxiang Exhibition Room 
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Fig. 2: Interior of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2) 

* From the Lu Zhengxiang Exhibition Room 
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Fig. 3: Soong May-ling’s French letter 
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From Box 8, Lu Zhengxiang Papers 
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Fig. 4: The damaged letter from the Military Affairs Commission 

* From Box 7, Lu Zhengxiang Papers 
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Fig. 5: A banquet menu in 1897 

* From Box 13, Lu Zhengxiang Papers 
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Fig. 6: A music programme in 1899 

* From Box 40, Lu Zhengxiang Papers. 
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Glossary 

Cao Rulin 曹汝霖 

Di Gu 狄谷 

Duan Qirui 段祺瑞 

Gu Weijun 顾维钧 

Guang fangyan guan广方言馆 

Huang Yuanyong 黄远庸 

Junshi weiyuanhui军事委员会 

Lu Zhengxiang 陆征祥 

Tongwen guan同文馆 

Wang Zhengting 王正廷 

Wei Chenzu 魏宸组 

Xu Shichang 徐世昌 

Yan Huiqing 颜惠庆 

Yuan Shikai 袁世凯 
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