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Abstract

This paper examines a remarkable conver-
gence in literary transmission between China
and Western countries during the early mod-
ern period: the first novels translated be-
tween these cultures predominantly featured
narratives of love and marriage that chal-

lenged societal conventions. Works such as
Haogin 3hnan (3F3E4%, c. 1683), translated

into English as The Pleasing History (1761), and

Heinrich Zschokke's "Adventure at New
Years Eve night" (1818), translated into Chi-
nese in 1906, both centered on couples over-
coming social barriers to realize their love.
This phenomenon reflects parallel socioeco-
nomic developments in both regions, where
growing mercantile wealth and nascent indi-
vidualism created audiences receptive to nar-
ratives challenging traditional marriage ar-
rangements. Through analysis of these texts,
their translation histories, and reception con-
texts, this study demonstrates how the selec-
tion of these novels for translation was not
accidental but symptomatic of deeper cul-
tural currents. The emergence of novels cel-
ebrating romantic love over familial and so-
cial obligations marked a crucial shift in both
societies toward recognizing individual au-

tonomy in personal relationships.
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Comparative literature; Marriage in literature;
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translation; Haogin huan; Romantic individ-
ualism; Cultural convergence; Early modern
literature; Heinrich Zschokke; Cross-cultural

reception

1. Introduction: Personal Freedom and
Social Tradition in Early Cross-Cultural

Translation
1.1 Research Problem and Significance

What explains the curious convergence
that the first novels fully translated between
Chinese and Western languages were pre-
dominantly narratives of romantic love tri-
umphing over traditional marriage arrange-
ments? This seemingly coincidental pattern,
exemplified by Haogin zhuan (translated into
English in 1761) and Heinrich Zschokke's
"New Yeat's Eve" (translated into Chinese in

1900), invites deeper investigation. This
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study proposes that these translation choices
were not accidental but reflect parallel social
developments in both regions: the rise of
commetcial wealth outside traditional aristo-
cratic structures and the emergence of ro-
mantic individualist ideas challenging estab-
lished social hierarchies. By examining the
content of these texts, their translation histo-
ries, and reception contexts, this paper aims
to demonstrate how early literary exchanges
between China and the West reflected and
reinforced evolving attitudes toward mar-
riage and personal autonomy in both socie-

ties.

1.2 Methodology

This study employs a comparative ap-
proach that combines literary analysis, trans-
lation history, and cultural studies. The meth-

odology includes:

e Textual analysis of the original novels

and their translations, exploring thematic
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content, narrative  structures, and

ideological frameworks

e Contextualizing each work within the
historical background of its original
literary tradition

e Analysis of available paratextual

materials, including translators' prefaces

and publication histories

e Comparative study of reception contexts

in target cultures

e Investigation of socioeconomic
conditions in both regions during their

respective translation periods

Primary sources include first editions of
the translated novels (where available) and
historical documents of translation practices.
Secondary sources comprise scholatly re-
search in comparative literature, translation
studies, and socioeconomic history of China
and Western Europe from the 17th to eatly

20th centuries.

2. Arranged Marriages and Free Mar-
riages: Historical and Literary Back-

ground

2.1 Arranged Marriage Systems in China

and the West

Arranged marriages have deep historical
roots in both Chinese and Western societies,
albeit with different cultural characteristics.
In traditional China, marriage arrangements
were governed by the principle of "parents'
words"

command and matchmakers'

(REFZ 4, WA F), reflecting Confu-
cian values of filial piety and family harmony.
Patriarchal family structures determined mar-
riages primarily based on family advance-

ment rather than individual preferences.

In Western Furope, particularly among
aristocracy and the emerging bourgeoisie,
martiages similarly served strategic social and
economic functions. Marriages among Euro-
pean nobility consolidated political alliances

and preserved bloodlines, while bourgeois
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marriages integrated capital and commercial

connections.

These traditions shared important com-
monalities: individual romantic preferences
were subordinated to family interests, the in-
volvement of intermediaries (matchmakers
in China, marriage brokers or family connec-
tions in Europe), and the view of marriage as
an alliance between families rather than indi-
viduals. However, significant differences ex-
isted as well. Chinese arranged martiages typ-
ically allowed young people less autonomy
than European customs, with many couples
meeting for the first time on their wedding
day. Additionally, the religious dimension of
marriage in the West (particularly Catholic
Europe) had no direct equivalent in Confu-

cian China.

By the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ties, traditional systems in both societies were
experiencing new tensions. The rise of com-

mercial wealth created social mobility that

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 15 (2024)

threatened established status hierarchies,
while intellectual currents in both regions
(Neo-Confucianism in China, Enlighten-
ment thought in Europe) raised new ques-

tions about individual rights and happiness.

2.2 Representations of Marriage Conflict

in Pre-Modern Literature

Before becoming the first novels trans-
lated between China and the West, both lit-
erary traditions had developed rich explora-
tions of marriage conflict. In Chinese litera-
ture, the Ming and Qing dynasties saw the
rise of the popular genre of scholar-beauty
novels (4 FEA VR, typically depicting
talented scholars falling in love with beautiful
young women, overcoming family opposi-
tion and social obstacles, and eventually

achieving marriage.

Early Chinese literary works had estab-
lished templates for exploring romantic con-

flicts. Tang dynasty stories like "Yingying's
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Story" (% & %) depicted romantic feelings
obstructed by social convention, while Yuan

dynasty dramas such as "Romance of the
Western Chamber" (% #872) adapted these

narratives for theatrical audiences.

In Western literature, marriage conflicts
took various forms from medieval romances
to Renaissance comedies. Narratives like
"Tristan and Isolde" depicted the tragic con-
sequences of love that violated social norms,
while Shakespeare's comedies often por-
trayed young couples triumphing over paren-
tal opposition. With the development of the
novel form in the eighteenth century, works
like Richardson's "Pamela" (1740) and Rous-
seau's "Julie, or the New Heloise" (1761)
brought new psychological depth to explora-
tions of marriage, desire, and social conven-

tion.

3. The First Chinese Novel Translated

into a Western Language: Haoqiu

zhuan (3Fi&4%)
3.1 The Novel and Its Cultural Context

Haogin huan (3F84%), written around

1683, represents the popular scholar-beauty
genre that flourished during the Qing dynasty.
Its title, commonly translated into English as
"The Fortunate Union," carties connotations
of "seeking a good match" or "pursuing a

lovely companion." The novel belongs to the
"Ten Works of Genius" (17 F ) series,

though it was considered second-rate fiction
in its original context and might have been
forgotten in China had it not been translated

into Buropean languages.

The story revolves around the talented
scholar Tie Zhongyu and the beautiful Shui
Bingxin, whose attempts at marriage face
multiple obstacles. Bingxin's uncle tries to
marry her against her will to the son of a cor-

rupt official, and after Tie Zhongyu rescues
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her, rumors question her chastity. The climax
of the story involves royal intervention—the
empress personally verifies Bingxin's virgin-
ity through a physical examination, removing

the final obstacle to the couple's marriage.

Haogin 3hnan emerged during a period of
cultural and political transition in China. The
early Qing period (1644-1911) followed the
Manchu conquest of the Han Chinese Ming
dynasty, creating complex tensions around
cultural identity and legitimacy. The novel's
emphasis on the restoration of moral order
through royal intervention reflects anxieties
about social stability during this transitional

period.

While the novel contains explicit moral
messages consistent with Neo-Confucian
values, it also subtly challenges certain as-
pects of traditional marriage arrangements.
The protagonists' determination to marty for

love rather than convenience represents a

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 15 (2024)

significant departure from strict adherence to

parental authority in marriage matters.

3.2 Translation History and European

Reception

The translation history of Haogin huan
begins with James Wilkinson (Chinese name:
424 %), a British merchant living in Macao
and Canton in the early eighteenth century.
Around 1719, Wilkinson produced a partial
English translation of the novel, with ap-
proximately a quarter translated into Portu-
guese, likely with the help of a language tutor.
This manuscript remained unpublished until
Thomas Percy, Bishop of Dromore, com-
pleted the translation, rendering the Portu-
guese sections into English, and published it
in 1761 as "Hau Kiou Choaan, or The Pleasing

History."

The publication history reveals European
attitudes toward Chinese literature. Percy in-

itially published the work anonymously, only
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acknowledging his and Wilkinson's roles in
the second edition of 1774. As Woesler (2015)
notes, "Percy lived in an age ofliterary hoaxes,
and many people were suspicious of his tale's
provenance." Percy himself initially believed
the story might be of Portuguese rather than
Chinese origin, reflecting European uncet-

tainty about Chinese literary forms.

The translation quickly generated interest
across Burope, with German (Murr, 1766),
French  (Eidous, 1766), and Dutch
(Houttuyn, 1767) versions following in rapid
succession. Each translator handled the text
differently, with varying degrees of fidelity to
Percy's English version. According to Woes-
ler (2015), "Murt's German translation mis-
takenly took 'Haogqiu' to be the name of the
author rather than the title, indicating the sig-

nificant cultural gap translators were attempt-

ing to bridge."

The reception of Haogiu ghuan in Europe

was influenced by prevailing Orientalist

frameworks and limited understanding of
Chinese culture. Percy described the novel as
a "curiosity" offering insights into Chinese
customs and morals. In his preface, he im-
plied that "the following translation was
found in manuscript, among the papers of a
gentleman who had large concerns in the
East-India Company, and occasionally re-
sided much at Canton," emphasizing its value
as an anthropological document rather than

as literature.

By 1829, John Francis Davis published a
new English translation titled "The Fortu-
nate Union," providing more detailed anno-
tations and additional context about Chinese
culture. Davis, who had formal training in
Chinese and served the East India Company,
produced a more scholarly translation than

Percy's eatlier version.
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3.3 Literary and Cultural Significance

As the first Chinese novel to be fully
translated into a Western language, Haogin
Zhuan played a disproportionate role in shap-
ing early European perceptions of Chinese
fiction. Despite its second-tier status in the
Chinese literary hierarchy, it became repre-
sentative of Chinese narrative traditions in

the eyes of many European readers.

The novel's status in cross-cultural literary
history far exceeds its intrinsic literary value.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who devel-
oped the concept of world literature, read the
German translation of Haogiu huan and in-
corporated it into his limited understanding

of Chinese literature, along with "An Heir in
His Old Age" ( (F ALY ) and "The Two
Cousins" ( { 24EE) ). As Woesler (2015)
notes, "For Goethe, these love stories repre-

sented the entirety of Chinese literary

achievement, a severely limited perspective

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 15 (2024)

that nevertheless influenced his inclusive vi-

sion of world literature."

This first translated Chinese novel's focus
on a love and marriage narrative established
expectations that would shape subsequent
Western intetest in Chinese literature. West-
ern readers and publishers showed greater re-
ceptivity to Chinese narratives with recog-
nizable romantic elements and moral frame-
works, potentially overlooking works that
might have revealed more distinctive aspects

of Chinese literary aesthetics.

For Chinese literary history, the transla-
tion of Haogin zhuan represents a curious
irony—a minor work receiving international
recognition while more significant works re-

mained untranslated.
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4. The First Western Novels Translated

into Chinese: Patterns and Parallels

4.1 Western Literary Works in Late Qing

Translation

The translation of Western literature into
Chinese began in the late Qing period, par-
ticularly after the signing of the Treaty of
Nanjing (1842) and the establishment of
treaty ports, which facilitated greater cultural
exchange. However, systematic translation of
Western novels did not emerge until the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, co-
inciding with growing interest among Chi-
nese intellectuals in Western ideas and insti-

tutions.

Lin Shu (1852-1924) became the most
prolific translator of Western novels during
this period, translating works by Dickens,
Dumas, Scott, and Hugo, despite not know-
ing any foreign languages himself. Lin
worked through oral translation, collaborat-

ing with bilingual partners who read the

foreign texts aloud while Lin rendered them
into classical Chinese prose. His 1898 trans-
lation of Alexandre Dumas fils' "La Dame
aux Camélias," titled "The Story of the Paris-

ian Lady of the Camellias"

(CERFIEHXHEF) ), marked an im-
portant moment in introducing Western ro-

mantic novels to Chinese readers.

The selection of wotks for translation was
not random but followed discernible patterns.
Romantic narratives, adventure stories, and
novels with clear moral messages predomi-
nated, while more experimental or formally
challenging Western works were typically

ovetlooked.

Translation of literature dramatically ac-
celerated after the abolition of the imperial
examination system in 1905, as intellectual
energies previously focused on classical
learning turned toward foreign thought and
literary forms. The establishment of com-

mercial publishing houses dedicated to
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translation, such as the Commercial Press
(established in 1897), created the institutional
infrastructure for systematic translation ac-

tivities.

4.2 Heinrich Zschokke's "New Year's
Eve" and the Love vs. Convention

Theme

Among the earliest Western novels trans-
lated into Chinese, Heintich Zschokke's
"New Year's Eve" (1818) deserves special at-
tention. This German novella, translated into
Chinese in 1900, centers around the theme of
romantic love challenged by social conven-
tions—the very same theme that had made
Haogin huan appealing to Western readers

nearly 150 years eatlier.

Zschokke (1771-1848), though little re-
membered today, was a popular Swiss-Ger-
man writer whose works combined romantic
sentiment with moral edification. "New

Year's Eve" tells the story of Philipp, a night

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 15 (2024)

watchman, and his beloved Roschen, who
cannot marry due to poverty. Through a se-
ries of events, including a prince who ex-
changes places with Philipp (a plot device
reminiscent of Shakespearean comedy), the
couple eventually receives royal blessing and

economic support, making marriage possible.

Like Haogin hunan, Zschokke's novella

features:

e Jovers prevented from marrying by
social circumstances rather than personal
incompatibility

e The intervention of a benevolent
authority figure (a king rather than an
empress)

e A plot structure that challenges social
conventions while ultimately reinforcing
moral order

e The triumph of virtuous love over

practical obstacles

The significance of this work being se-

lected for early translation into Chinese
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reveals striking parallels with the earlier trans-
lation of Haogin huan into European lan-
guages. As Liu Hongtao observes, "both
translation choices reflected and reinforced
changing attitudes toward marriage and per-
sonal autonomy in the target cultures, select-
ing narratives that challenged traditional mar-
riage arrangements while maintaining recog-

nizable moral frameworks."

The Chinese translation of Zschokke's
work appeared during a period of intense so-
cial debate in China about marriage customs
and the status of women. Reform-minded in-
tellectuals like Liang Qichao (1873-1929) ac-
tively promoted "new fiction" (#7 V) to

advance social and political reform.

The timing of Zschokke's translation co-
incided with emerging feminist critiques of

traditional marriage practices in China.

4.3 Hermann Sudermann's '"Cat's

Bridge'" and Cultural Reception

Another significant early translation was
Hermann Sudermann's "Die Katzensteg"

(1890), translated into Chinese between
1904-1905 under the title  {F##) or alter-
natively (B ("The Traitor"). This
German novel, while primarily concerned
with themes of war, betrayal, and redemption,

also contains an important romantic subplot

that again deals with social obstacles to love.

Sudermann's  novel revolves around
Boleslav von Schranden, whose father is
viewed as a traitor for guiding French troops
against Prussian forces during the Napole-
onic Wars. This family disgrace prevents
Boleslav from marrying Helene, the daughter
of a priest. The novel concludes at a location
called Cat's Bridge, where Regina—a maid
involved in the original betrayal—sacrifices
herself to save Boleslav, achieving redemp-

tion through death.
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The reception of Sudermann's novel in
China reveals complex patterns of cultural
appropriation and reinterpretation. As Wang
Zhongjiang states, "Chinese treaders inter-
preted Sudermann's narrative primarily
through a nationalistic framework, focusing
on themes of patriotism and betrayal rather
than the novel's critique of Prussian social hi-

erarchies.”" The alternative title {32 B 42)

("The Traitor") emphasizes this nationalistic
reading, highlighting issues of loyalty and be-
trayal while downplaying the romantic ele-
ments that constituted an important aspect

of the original work.

Nevertheless, the novel's exploration of
social obstacles to marriage connected it to
ongoing Chinese debates about individual

autonomy versus social obligation.

The reception of Zschokke and Suder-
mann works demonstrates how Chinese
readers

actively  interpreted =~ Western
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romantic narratives through their own cul-

tural and political concerns.

5. Socio-Cultural Trajectories: Parallel

Developments in China and the West

5.1 The Rise of the Merchant Class and

Changing Marriage Patterns

The convergent interest in novels chal-
lenging traditional marriage arrangements re-
flects parallel socioeconomic developments
in China and Western Europe. In both re-
gions, the growth of commercial wealth cre-
ated new social dynamics that complicated
traditional status hierarchies and marriage

customs.

In China, the late Ming and early Qing pe-
riods saw significant commercial develop-
ment, with merchant families rising to prom-
inence whose wealth exceeded their formal
social status. This economic reality created

tensions with traditional Confucian status
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hierarchies (which theoretically placed schol-

ars above merchants).

Wealthy merchant families increasingly
sought to convert economic capital into so-
cial capital through strategic marriages with
scholar-official families, creating new pat-

terns of social mobility.

In Western Europe, similar processes un-
folded as commercial wealth challenged aris-
tocratic privilege. Between 1600 and 1800,
commercial elites gained social power, with
wealth derived from trade rather than land,
creating new patterns of consumption, socia-
bility, and marital strategy. In England, the
"marriage market" became increasingly influ-
enced by commercial considerations, with
Jane Austen's novels providing classic literary

treatments of this social reality.

In both cultural contexts, the growth of
commercial wealth created audiences recep-

tive to narratives that challenged rigid status

hierarchies while maintaining overall social

ordet.

The novels that became the first transla-
tions between these cultures directly ad-
dressed these ambiguities, depicting couples
who, despite traditional obstacles, proved
themselves worthy of union through virtue

and talent.

5.2 Intellectual Currents: Romanticism

and Late Qing Reformism

The translation of love vs. convention
narratives between China and the West coin-
cided with intellectual movements challeng-
ing traditional social arrangements in both re-
gions. In Europe, Romanticism elevated in-
dividual emotional experience, challenging
rationalist approaches to human relation-
ships. In China, Late Qing reformism in-
creasingly questioned traditional social insti-

tutions, including marriage customs.
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European Romanticism, which emerged
in the late eighteenth century, profoundly al-
tered attitudes toward marriage and love. The
Romantic movement redefined love as a
unique emotional experience, legitimate in it-
self rather than serving social functions. Jean-
Jacques Rousseau's "Julie, or the New Hel-
oise" (1761) and subsequent Romantic nov-
els celebrated love based on personal affinity
rather than social convention, though often
containing moral warnings about passion un-

regulated by social norms.

'This intellectual current created a basis of
receptivity for narratives like Haogin zhuan
that depicted love as a powerful force while

maintaining a moral framework.

In China, the Late Qing period saw inten-
sifying critiques of traditional institutions, in-
cluding arranged marriages. Reform-minded
intellectuals increasingly described freedom
of marital choice as an aspect of national

strengthening and modernization.
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The "Hundred Days' Reform" of 1898,
though politically unsuccessful, marked an
important moment in introducing Western-
influenced ideas about individual rights and
women's status into mainstream Chinese dis-

course.

These intellectual currents created a Chi-
nese readership receptive to Western narra-
tives depicting love triumphing over social

obstacles.

The parallel development of romantic in-
dividualism in both regions, despite vast cul-
tural differences, created the conditions for

mutual literary interest.

5.3 Literary Markets and the Economics

of Translation

The economics of literary production and
translation significantly influenced which
works crossed cultural boundaries. In both
Europe and China, translation choices re-

flected not only intellectual interests but also
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commercial calculations about reader appeal

and production costs.

In eighteenth-century Europe, transla-
tions of Chinese works satisfied readers' fas-
cination with exotic cultures while also meet-

ing moral expectations.

Haogin zhuan was relatively short (com-
pared to monumental works like "Dream of
the Red Chambet"), making it economically
feasible to translate and publish, while its self-
contained narrative structure facilitated
reader comprehension without extensive cul-

tural background.

Similatly, the translation of Western nov-
els into Chinese during the Late Qing period
reflected both ideological and commercial

considerations.

The economic structures of translation
production influenced not only which works
were selected but also how they were pre-
sented. In Europe, translations of Chinese

works were often accompanied by

explanatory materials, describing them as
ethnographic documents, enhancing their
perceived educational value. In China, trans-
lations of Western novels were typically seri-
alized in periodicals before book publication,
creating reading experiences shaped by pub-

lication formats.

These economic realities ensured that
love narratives—with their universal appeal
and dramatic tensions—dominated early

cross-cultural literary exchange.

The economics of translation thus rein-
forced thematic convergence around love
and marriage, as translators and publishers in
both cultural contexts selected works they
believed would find receptive audiences

while managing production costs.
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6. Gender, Autonomy, and Authority:

Comparative Thematic Analysis

6.1 Female Virtue and Male Authority in

Cross-Cultural Contexts

The novels that became the first transla-
tions between China and the West share sig-
nificant thematic patterns in their treatment
of gender, virtue, and authority. Both Haogiu
Zhuan and early Western novels translated
into Chinese feature female protagonists

whose virtue must be proven or preserved,

often through male or institutional validation.

In Haogin zhuan, after rumors question
Shui Bingxin's chastity, her virtue becomes a
central narrative concern. The novel resolves
this tension through royal intervention—the
empress personally examines Bingxin and
confirms her virginity, making her marriage

to Tie Zhongyu possible.

Similarly, in Western novels like
Zschokke's "New Yeat's Eve," while female

characters' virtue is essential to the narrative,
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it still requires external validation. Roschen's
value as a bride depends both on her inherent
qualities and on the prince's recognition of

these qualities.

Both literary traditions position female
bodies and behavior as sites of moral contes-
tation, where female virtue is simultaneously

essential to patriarchal structures and con-

trolled by them.

However, important distinctions exist in
how these novels conceptualize female virtue.
Chinese narratives like Haogin ghuan empha-
size the inseparability of bodily chastity from
moral virtue, while Western romantic narra-
tives increasingly distinguished between

physical purity and moral character.

Despite these differences, both traditions
ultimately reinforce the authority of estab-

lished hierarchies while allowing limited ex-

pressions of individual desire.
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6.2 Resolution Patterns: Imperial Grace

and Royal Blessing

A striking parallel between Haogin 3huan
and early Western novels translated into Chi-
nese is their reliance on authority figures to
resolve romantic conflicts. In both traditions,
benevolent rulers or aristocrats intervene to
make possible love matches that social con-

vention would otherwise prevent.

In Haogin 3huan, the emperor and em-
press function as deus ex machina figures,
dispensing justice, punishing evil, and ulti-
mately sanctioning the marriage of Tie

Zhongyu and Shui Bingxin.

Similarly, in Zschokke's "New Year's
Eve," the prince's intervention makes Philipp
and Roschen's marriage possible by provid-
ing previously lacking economic means and

social validation.

These resolution patterns reveal the fun-
damentally conservative nature of these

seemingly progressive narratives. By making

the fulfillment of romantic desire contingent
upon established authority, these novels ulti-
mately reinforce hierarchical social structures,
even while critiquing specific customs within

them.

The reliance on authority figures to re-
solve romantic plots reflects complex social
realities in both cultural contexts. In imperial
China, appeals to higher authority against lo-
cal injustice represented a legitimate, if ideal-
ized, model of conflict resolution, reinforcing
imperial legitimacy. Similarly, in European
contexts, the trope of enlightened monarchs
or aristocrats as agents of justice reflected
idealized political ideals in an age of absolute

rule.

These parallel narrative strategies facili-
tated cross-cultural translation by providing
recognizable patterns of conflict and resolu-

tion.

The paradox of these natratives—their

simultaneous challenge to and reinforcement
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of established authority—explains their ap-
peal to audiences navigating similar tensions
between emerging individualism and en-

trenched social hierarchies.

6.3 The Emergence of Companionate

Marriage as a Cultural Ideal

The novels crossing translation bounda-
ries between China and the West reflected
and reinforced emerging ideals of compan-
ionate marriage in both cultural contexts. De-
spite different terminology and conceptual
frameworks, both traditions were evolving
toward valuing emotional compatibility as an

important element of marriage.

In China, the scholar-beauty genre to
which Haogin zhuan belonged emphasized
the ideal of matching talent with beauty
(F FTHEA) as the ideal foundation for mar-

riage.

In Western Europe, the eighteenth cen-

tury witnessed the gradual rise of "affective

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 15 (2024)

individualism,"  emphasizing  emotional
bonds between spouses rather than purely

economic or dynastic considerations.

These parallel developments created re-
ceptive audiences for cross-cultural narra-
tives celebrating compatible unions based on

mutual appreciation.

However, important differences existed
in how these traditions conceptualized mari-
tal compatibility. Chinese narratives typically
emphasized complementary virtues within
hierarchical gender roles, while Western ro-
mantic narratives increasingly emphasized
emotional symmetry and spiritual commun-

ion.

Despite these differences, the shared em-
phasis on marriage as a potential source of
emotional fulfillment rather than merely so-
cial function facilitated cross-cultural literary

exchange.

The translation and reception of these

novels thus reflected critical historical shifts
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in both cultures—from viewing marriage pri-
marily as a social and economic institution to
recognizing its emotional and personal di-

mensions.

7. Literary Afterlives: Long-term Impacts

and Canonization Processes

71 From Margins to History: The
Changing Status of Early Translated

Novels

The novels that pioneered literary ex-
change between China and the West have ex-
petienced dramatic changes in status over
time. Haogin huan, considered minor litera-
ture even in its original context, gained his-
torical significance through the accident of
being among the first to be translated, only

to later fall into relative obscurity.

In China, Haogiu zhuan occupied a mar-
ginal position in the literary hierarchy, classi-
fied among the "Ten Works of Genius" but

considered far inferior to masterpieces like

"Dream of the Red Chamber." As Woesler
(2015) notes, "Without its translation into
European languages, Haogin huan might
have been forgotten in China, overshadowed
by more mature works in the scholar-beauty

genre."

The novel's status was paradoxically ele-
vated because of its Furopean translation,
with twentieth-century Chinese literary histo-
rians coming to recognize its historical signif-
icance as the first Chinese novel to serve as a

"cultural ambassador."

Similarly, the first Western novels trans-
lated into Chinese, such as Zschokke's "New
Yeat's Eve" and Sudermann's "Cat's Bridge,"
occupied relatively minor positions in their
respective literary traditions but gained his-
torical significance through their roles in

cross-cultural exchange.

This pattern reveals the contingent nature
of literary canon formation and the special

role of cross-cultural translation in canonicity.
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Works may achieve canonical status in one
culture precisely because of qualities that
marginalize them in another, creating asym-
metrical patterns of literary memory and in-

fluence.

The historical reappraisal of these works
suggests that literary significance derives not
only from intrinsic aesthetic qualities but also

from cultural functions.

Today, these novels occupy positions of
historical rather than aesthetic importance in
both Chinese and Western literary historiog-

raphy.

7.2 Canon Transformation and Selective

Traditions

Since these eatly translations, processes of
literary canon formation in both China and
the West have undergone major transfor-
mations, affecting our understanding of their

historical significance. All literary traditions
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are "selective traditions," reflecting changing

cultural values and power relations.

In China, the May Fourth Movement
(1919) dramatically reassessed the traditional
literary canon, elevating previously marginal-

ized vernacular fiction while criticizing classi-

cal forms as feudal and backward.

This canonical transformation was partly
influenced by Western literary standards in-
troduced through translation, creating com-

plex patterns of cultural influence.

In Western literary traditions, similar ca-
nonical transformations occurred as Roman-
tic and Modernist aesthetics replaced Neo-
classical evaluation, changing how early
translations of Chinese literature were under-

stood.

These canonical transformations have in-
fluenced how later translators and scholars

approached cross-cultural literary exchange.

The scholarly rediscovery of these eartly

translations in recent decades reflects new
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theoretical approaches that value previously

marginalized aspects of literary history.

The changing status of these works re-
veals the contingent nature of all canonical
judgments and the special complexities of

cross-cultural canon formation.

7.3 Contemporary Relevance and Cross-

Cultural Literary Studies

The contemporary significance of these
eatly translated novels lies not in their aes-
thetic influence but in the historical patterns
of cross-cultural reception and appropriation
they reveal. As scholarship increasingly em-
phasizes global literary interconnections,
these pioneering translations provide valua-
ble case studies of how literature crosses cul-

tural boundaries.

Recent scholarship has moved beyond
evaluating the accuracy or representativeness
of these translations to focus on their func-

tion in target cultures. Contemporary

scholars do not dismiss eatly translations for
their inevitable cultural distortions but rather
study how these distortions themselves re-
veal important cultural assumptions and ex-

pectations.

The convergent interest in love vs. con-
vention narratives identified in this paper
provides a compelling case study of "transla-
tion zones"—spaces where different literary

traditions find unexpected points of contact.

Despite vastly different social and philo-
sophical backgrounds, the parallel develop-
ment of romantic individualism in Chinese
and Western literary traditions raises im-
portant questions about cultural universals

and particulars.

Contemporary scholars increasingly rec-
ognize that early translations like Haogiu
ghuan into English and Zschokke's works
into Chinese established patterns of expecta-
tion that influenced subsequent cross-cul-

tural literary exchange.
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The contemporary relevance of these
eatly translations lies in how they reveal the

complex interplay between universal human

concerns and culturally specific literary forms.

Works that successfully cross cultural bound-
aries typically do so by balancing culturally
specific elements with themes of cross-cul-
tural resonance, creating composite works
that exist in productive tension between cul-

tural systems.

By studying how these early translated
novels negotiated the balance between cul-
tural specificity and cross-cultural appeal,
contemporary scholars gain insights into

broader patterns of cultural exchange.
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8. Conclusion: Marriage, Modernity, and

Cross-Cultural Resonance

This study has examined a remarkable
convergence in early literary exchange be-
tween China and the West: the dominance of
narratives challenging traditional marriage ar-
rangements among the first novels translated
between these cultures. This pattern, exem-
plified by works like Haogin huan (translated
into English in 1761) and Heinrich
Zschokke's "New Year's Eve" (translated
into Chinese in 1900), reflects parallel socio-
economic and intellectual developments in
the two regions despite vast differences in

cultural traditions.



WOESLER: EARLY NOVELS FROM CHINA & THE WEST, EJSIN 15 (2024) 7-38 29
Table 1: First translations from Chinese literature into Western languages
Representative
Year| Title Language Translator of Chinese Lit-
erature
Xuan Zang
647 |Laozi # T [not literature] | Sanskrit ¥ T yes
R
Drama of the Three King-
Juan Gonzalez
1585 doms R " [ L — Spanish yes
de Mendoza
ZEI®FE
B £ % — Ben Sim Po Juan Cobo
1592 Spanish ‘ No
Cam GEXS
1593|Four Books Latin Matteo Ricci Yes
Five Classics (incl. Book of
1626 Latin Nicolas Trigault | Yes
Songs)
Philippe Cou-
1687 F B # FRILT Latin -
plet
Hau Kiou Choaan — The |75% English, 25%
1719 Wilkinson No
Pleasing History (partial) | Portuguese
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of the Red Chamber

Davis

Representative
Year| Title Language Translator of Chinese Lit-
erature
Hau Kiou Choaan — The
1761 English Percy No
Pleasing History (complete)
Haoh Kjo6h Tschwen, d. i.
1766/ angenehme Geschichte des | German Murt No
Haoh Kjoh
Hau Kiou Choaan, Histoire
1766 French Eidous No
chinoise
Chineesche Geschiedenis,
behelzeende de gevallen van
1767 Dutch Houttuyn No
den Tieh-Chung-u en de
jongvrouw Shuey-Ping-Sin
An Heir in HIS Old Age John Francis
1817 English No
(ALY Davis
Excerpts from the Dream John Francis
1819 English, French Yes
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Representative
Year Title Language ‘Translator of Chinese Lit-
erature
The Two Cousins Jean-Pierre
1826 French No
(R4EH) Abel- Rémusat
Table 2: Early German Literature Translated into Chinese
Rele-
vance
in
Year |Work Author ‘Translator Ger-
man
litera-
ture
What is the Germans'
Wang Tao (E%5) .
1871 |mother- E.M.Arendt No
. Zhang Zhi xuan
land? ( {(AAEIKY )
Faust Gu
1901 Goethe Yes
(part) CGFEEE) ) Hongming (Z5848)
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Rele-
vance
in
Year |Work Author Translator Ger-
man
litera-
ture
1904-|Cat's Bridge {Z#47)
Sudermann Wu Dao No
1905 | (X & (E B )
Adventure at New Years
1906 Heinrich Zschokke ? No
Eve night

The selection of these novels for transla-
tion was neither random nor arbitrary but
symptomatic of deeper cultural currents. In
both China and Western Europe, the growth
of commercial wealth outside traditional sta-
tus hierarchies created new tensions around
marriage customs, while emerging intellec-
tual movements questioned established so-

cial conventions. These

parallel

developments created audiences receptive to
narratives challenging traditional marriage ar-
rangements while maintaining recognizable

moral frameworks.

The thematic resonances between these
works—virtuous lovers overcoming social
obstacles, benevolent authority figures sanc-
tioning unconventional marriages, the tri-

umph of moral worth over status
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considerations—facilitated their cross-cul-
tural translation despite significant differ-
ences in literary traditions and social back-
grounds. As this study has demonstrated,
these shared thematic concerns reflected
similar responses to parallel historical devel-
opments rather than universal or timeless hu-

man concerns.

Several important conclusions emerge
from this analysis: First, the history of literary
translation between cultures reveals patterns
of selection that tend to privilege works ad-
dressing shared social concerns, despite vast
differences in cultural traditions. The conver-
gent interest in narratives challenging tradi-
tional marriage arrangements reflects similar
tensions in both China and the West between
individual autonomy and social obligation

during periods of transition.

Second, cross-cultural literary exchange
typically involves complex processes of do-

mestication and foreignization that make

translated works accessible to new audi-
ences while preserving elements of cultural
difference. The success of Haogin huan in
European translation reflected its ability to
balance exotic elements with recognizable

moral frameworks and narrative patterns.

Third, the historical significance of liter-
ary works often derives not from their ca-
nonical status in their original culture but
from their function in cross-cultural ex-
change. Works occupying relatively mar-
ginal positions in their original literary hier-
archies gained disproportionate historical
importance through the accident of early
translation, forming initial perceptions that

influenced subsequent cultural exchange.

Finally, the parallel development of ro-
mantic individualism in Chinese and West-
ern literary traditions, despite profoundly
different philosophical foundations, raises
important questions about the relationship

between socioeconomic conditions and
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cultural values. The similar trajectories
from arranged marriage toward greater in-
dividual choice in both regions correlated
with commercial development and emerg-
ing merchant classes, suggesting significant
connections between economic structures

and marital ideals.

The novels examined in this study—
trom Haogiu zhuan to Zschokke's "New
Year's Eve" and Sudermann's "Cat's
Bridge"—may not represent the highest
aesthetic achievements of their respective
traditions, but they reveal important pat-
terns in how literature crosses cultural
boundaries. By attending to these patterns,
we gain valuable insights into the enduring
challenges and surprising convergences of

cross-cultural literary exchange.

As Zschokke's novel "New Year's Eve"
exemplifies the romantic ideals of the pe-
riod, it is worth examining specific passages

that illustrate the core tensions between
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love and social convention. When Philipp
presents his earnings to his parents to help
pay their rent, his father Gottlieb responds
with a statement that encapsulates the

moral values celebrated in the story:

"Philipp, you are truly the comfort and
staff of our old age. God will reward you
for it. Continue to be honest and to love
your parents. I tell you, the blessing will not
fail to come. For the New Year I wish you
nothing, but to keep your heart pious and
good. That is within your power. Then you
are rich enough. Then you have your

heaven in your conscience."

This statement encapsulates the moral
framework that makes these love narratives
palatable across cultural boundaries—vir-
tuous love and filial piety deserve social
recognition and divine blessing. Similarly,
when the Prince, disguised as a night
watchman, encounters Rdschen, he is

struck by her beauty and virtue:
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"Réschen went up to him and fell joy-
tully drunk with love around his neck and
kissed him with glowing joy: 'More than a
thousand guilders? Will they indeed give

you all that money?"

Later, when asked whether she would
accept wealth from someone other than
Philipp, Réschen demonstrates her moral

virtue through her response:

"No, Philipp, truly not for all your

money, if you were not my Philipp."
The Prince further tests het:

"And how, for example, if I would give
you twice as much and were not your
Philipp?"

To which she replies with moral cer-

tainty:

"Then I would throw your treasures at

your feet and make you a polite curtsey!"

The Prince, mistaken for Philipp, is

moved by Rdschen's genuine love, which

contrasts with the mercenary relationships
he has experienced in court society. This
encounter ultimately leads him to intervene
in the couple's favor, demonstrating how
these narratives balance romantic individu-
alism with reinforcement of benevolent au-

thority.

This study contributes to our under-
standing of comparative literature by mov-
ing beyond simple models of influence to
examine parallel developments and mutual
reception. It demonstrates how the first
novels translated between China and the
West—often overlooked works in both lit-
erary traditions—played crucial roles in
shaping cross-cultural perceptions and es-
tablishing enduring patterns of literary ex-
change. Their shared concern with love vs.
convention reflected not universal human-
ity but historically specific developments
during periods of social and economic

transition in both regions.
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As contemporary scholarship increas-
ingly emphasizes global literary intercon-
nections, recovering the history of these pi-
oneering translations provides valuable
perspective on the enduring challenges and
possibilities of cross-cultural literary under-
standing. These seemingly minor works il-
luminate how literature can simultaneously
reflect culturally specific concerns and ad-
dress human experiences that resonate

across cultural boundaries.
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Abstract

The ancient Mediterranean civilizations’
approach to arteries of travel for people,
animals, produce/products, and wagons to
traverse, opens up fascinating discussions
on China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
This paper places the BRI in the perspec-
tive of world history through the lens of the
network of public Roman roads in antig-
uity. Since time immemorial, emperors and
rulers have imposed road maps on huge

swathes of land to facilitate and safeguard

! For a modern reconstructed map of the ancient
Roman Roads, readers may find this concise and
useful: https:/ [ www.worldhistory.org/ uploads/ im-
ages/ 11501.pngv=1692587223 uploads/ im-
ages/ 11501.png?v=1692587223. 1 would like to
thank Dr. Margaret Chu for enriching and im-

proving this paper with her insightful comments.

administrators, army, merchants, and trav-
ellers. Although it may be a novel program
for China, for the west and for the major
powers in the ancient Mediterranean and
Near East, making inroads has been a po-

litical convenience.

Key Words

Silk and Roman Roads; trade and infra-
structure; ancient democracy; citizens’

rights; rule of law.

Introduction

At its zenith during the Five Good Em-
perors, Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus
Pius and Marcus Aurelius, who ruled be-
tween AD 96—180, the Roman Empire was
also at its largest in size, stretching from
Britain to the Danube, the Fertile Crescent
marked by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers
in Mesopotamia, and North Africa. An am-
bitious network of public roads connected

Rome with the rest of the empire." It is for

I am also indebted to Dr. Rodney Merrill for his
permission to reproduce his translations of the
ancient Greek texts. Dr. Renée Dreyfus also im-
parted her knowledge to the paper, to whom I am
grateful. This paper was based on a talk delivered
at the World Conference of Chinese Studies in

2020.
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good reason that the Romans earned the
monikers as “empire builders” and “road
builders.” From the Republic to the Em-
pire, engineers and architects followed hard
on the heels of the exploits and conquests
of emperors and generals to impose a road
map to facilitate the free movement of ar-
mies, people, and goods. Radiating in all di-
rections from Rome, this extensive trans-
portation system safeguarded the military
and the administration while expanding
trade. It also enabled the creation of a
postal service, cursus publicus, crisscrossing
the empire and linking the emperors and
their far- and all-reaching bureaucracy
through the communication system of mail
delivery by relays via the Roman road sys-
tem.” Its population was a melting pot of a
myriad of ethnic races and peoples, speak-
ing different languages and practising di-
verse religions and customs. How did

Rome rule its empire? By building roads.

2 The Achaemenid Persian postal system, after
which the Roman one was patterned, is discussed
below. Also, see Robert E. Krebs and Carolyn A.
Krebs, Groundbreaking Scientific Experiments, Inven-
tions, and Discoveries of the Ancient World (Westport,
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2003), 101-103.
Also Camilla Mackay, “Postal Service” in the En-

eyclopedia of Ancient History, Volume P1-Ro, edited
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What is the lasting and indelible import of

the Roman roads? This paper will unfold.

Forerunners of Postal Roads for
Swift Communication: Signal Fires and

Beacons

Signal fires and beacons, common
among ancient cultures to relay news or
messages, were likely a forerunner of roads.
As early as the fifth century BC, Classical
Greek literature had already made refer-
ences to their employ a millennium before
in the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1400—1250 BC).
In the Agamemnon, first of the trilogy
Oresteia by Aeschylus (525/524-456/455
BC), the watchman opens the play with a
speech illustrating the function and func-
tionality of the beacon: “this year-long
lookout,” (Agamenmmon, v. 2).” This signal
system is revealed in the Watchman’s pro-
logue as a prearranged and efficient

method to announce the fall of Troy and

by Roger S. Bagnall, Kai Brodersen, Craige B.
Champion, Andrew Erskine, and Sabine R.
Huebner (Blackwell Publishing, Ltd., 2013),
5460-5461.

3 Translation from the original Greek by Rodney
Mertill, The Oresteia. Aeschylus (Self-published,
2018).
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King Agamemnon’s homecoming: “And
still 'm watching for the beacon-signal’s
flame/ to shine, a flash of fire that, bringing
news from Troy,/ repotts to us the city’s
capture” (Agamemnon, vv. 8-10). For the
purpose of this paper, the significance of

his speech:

Arise!l Arisel

So loud and clear I signal Agamemnon’s
wife

Quickly to get herself from the bed, and
in the house

lift up a song of celebration, shout for
this

bright beacon, if indeed the citadel of II-
ion [v. 29]

is captured, as appears from this fire-
messenger

And I myself shall dance an introduc-
tion then,

for I shall count my master’s lucky cast

my own: [v. 32]

4 For the original Greek texts for both Agamemnon
and Persians, please refer to the volume of the Ox-
ford Classical Texts Aeschyli. Septem quae supersunt
tragoedias, edited by Denys Page (Oxford: Claren-
don Press, reprinted 1975).

a triple six the beacon-light has thrown

for me

(Agamemnon, vv. 25-33),"

rests in the word “Ilion” (v. 29), or Troy,
which indicates not only the long distance
the fire signal traverses but also its reliance
on a series of lookouts to send a message
in relay, as mapped out later by Queen
Klytaimnestra (Agamennon, vv. 281-3106):
from Mount Ida near Troy in northwestern
Turkey, across the northern Aegean and
the peninsula in northern Greece, down
the eastern coast of mainland Greece, to
Mycenae on the Peloponnesos. Out of ne-
cessity because of the lack of a permanent
set-up, this line of communication, albeit
unsophisticated, was created by Agamem-
non before embarking for Troy to dispatch
an agreed-upon message from the war zone
to his wife at home, in the heroic age in the
Late Bronze Age of Greece (ca. 1400-1250
BC) as defined by Homer’s epic poems, the
lliad and the Odyssey.”

5> Vincent Ciaramella, in “Message of Fires. An ex-
amination of the distances between the signal
fires lit to announce the fall of Troy and deter-
mining if the relay system could work as found in
the play “Agamemnon” by Aeschylus” (Harvard
University: Center for Hellenic Studies, 2015), argues
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The victorious message conveyed by the
signal fires is “my master’s lucky cast,” (v.
32), bringing relief to the Queen and the
royal household. In the skillful hand of the
poet, the tragedy of war—the reality of cas-
ualty, defeat, captivity, or utter annihila-
tion—is disguised in a hopeful and trium-
phant note. The contents of such smoke
messages are only as good as the turn of
events allows. Like other tools in the struc-
ture of humanity, beacon fires and even
roads are indifferent to human achieve-

ment or destruction.

A Precursor: The Royal Roads of

Achaemenid Persia

When it comes to constructing roads,

however, the Romans stood on the

that the prologue of the play is poignant and the
speeches by the Watchman and by Klytaimnestra
are pregnant with meaning. Readers interested in
further interpretation of the text may also wish to
read Stephen Tracy, “Darkness from Light: The
Beacon Fire in the Agamemnon,” The Classical
Quarterly 36, no. 1 (1986): 257-260. The aim of
this paper, however, is to bring attention to Ciar-
amella’s discussion of the path, albeit dramatic, of
the signal fire for long-distance messaging in the

wider context of ancient roads.

=

For a modern reconstructed map of the Achae-

menid empire and its road system, please see:
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shoulders of a long line of kings and em-
perors: the Royal Roads of Achaemenid
Persia connected its capital Susa (in pre-
sent-day southwestern Iran) through Ana-
tolia (modern Turkey) to Sardis, capital of
the Lydian empire in the seventh and sixth
centuries BC until it became a satrapy or
province of the Achaemenids, and then
onto the Aegean coast.” The Persian king
Darius I (r. 522—486 BC) built this 2,400-
kilometre (1,491 1/5-mile) highway. An
unpaved dirt road, it nevertheless served
the purpose of establishing communication
with his empire all the way to the Mediter-
ranean in the west. Incorporated into this
complex artery was also a relay network,
through thick or thin, for communication

by messages.” Fresh relays of men and

bttps:/ | byzantinemporia.com/ wp-content/ np-
loads/ 2017/ 08/ Royal-Roads.png. Please note that
this paper only emphasises the section of the
Achaemenid Royal Road from Susa to Sardis.
One must bear in mind that this complicated road
system had more than one branch and was not
created out of nothing—it was based on earlier
Hittite (ca. tenth century BC) and Assyrian
roads—to serve an empire that spanned three
continents: Asia, Europe and Africa.

7 For an appreciation of the Achaemenid state
postal system (“pirradazis” in Elamite and in

Latin “angarium”) maintained by the carrier on
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horses as well as way stations, posted at in-
tervals, were able to cover the distance re-
quired to deliver in the fastest time. This
system was eventually inherited and ex-
panded by imperial Rome into its postal

service.®

From this impressive and elaborate en-
terprise of the Royal Roads, however, came
disastrous results from the two Greco-Per-
sian Wars waged on Greece by Darius in
492-490 BC and by his son Xerxes (r. 486—
465 BC) in 481-479 BC, as chronicled in

his swift-hoofed mount, Herodotus (Histories
8.98) captures the essence: “no snow, no thunder-
storm, no sun-heat, no dark night hinders a rider
from covering the distance in the quickest time”

(my translation).

8 For further discussion about the Roman postal

system, please see below.

9 Aeschylus (see fn. 4 for reference to the Greek
text of Persians) and Herodotus (Historiae, 2 vol-
umes, edited by Carolus Hude, Oxford Classical
Texts, Oxford: Clarendon Press, reprinted 1979)
are our main sources about Xerxes’ pontoon
bridge. The Hellespont (now known as the Dar-
danelles), separating Asia from Europe, was
bridged by the royal engineers to enable the
Achaemenid army and horses to cross on foot to
continue the invasion of Greece: “The royal city-
destroying army/ already has passed to the neigh-
boting land/ on the opposite shore,/ having

crossed the strait of Helle, Athamas’ daughter,/

The Histories by Herodotus (ca. 484—
430/420 BC). On both occasions, the great
Persian kings had to beat a retreat when the
Greeks repulsed their attacks by land and
sea. The pontoon, or floating, bridge, an
extension of the Royal Roads, across the
Hellespont constructed by Xerxes’ men
during the second Persian War and made
famous in Aeschylus’ Persians’ and Herod-
otus’ Histories all came to naught." The tri-
umph of Greece over the Achaemenid em-

ire, despite the latter’s sophisticated
pire, p p

on a bridge of boats fastened/ by flaxen cables/
casting a strong-clamped roadway/ as a yoke on
the neck of the sea” (Aeschylus, Persians, 65—72).
I would like to thank Rodney Merrill for permis-
sion to quote his unpublished translation of these

eight lines.

10 See fn. 9: Herodotus, Historiae (7.33-30), on the
construction of the bridge across the narrow strait
of the Hellespont to facilitate military movement.
N. G. L. Hammond and L. J. Roseman in “The
Construction of Xerxes’ Bridge over the Helles-
pont” (The Journal of Hellenic Studies, pp. 88—107)
argue and prove the feasibility and viability of
Xerxes’ bridge as described in Herodotus. The
aim of this paper, however, is not to focus on the
design or efficacy of the Persian boat-bridge but
to emphasise human resourcefulness in building
roads and extending communication to facilitate

movement and achieve a putrpose.
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communication and transport systems, and
its impressive land and sea forces, reshaped
and redefined Greek identity in the west
vis-a-vis the Persian world in the east: that
the independent Greek poleis (city states)
shared a common ground and fought
alongside one another to safeguard the
freedom of Gtreece—and, in the case of
Athens, its democracy. Two-and-a-half
millennia later, the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation, NATO, founded on 4 April
1949 upon the concept of mutual defence
of each independent member state against
military aggression conducted by third par-
ties, echoes the sentiment of the ancient
Greek poleis. The goal, too, is to safeguard
freedom and democracy of its member

states.

Military Defence: Signal Fires, Bea-
cons and the Great Wall of China

Looking east from the ancient Near
East to the vast stretch of land before it
drops into what is today known as the Pa-
cific Ocean lay ancient China. Already dur-
ing the Western Zhou dynasty (1046771
BC), according to Sima Qian’s (ca. 145-87

11 Sima Qian, “Zhou Dynasty Annals 4 (Zhou benji
4), Records of the Historian, chapter 4, in History of the
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BC) Records of the Grand Historian, Shiji, sig-
nal fires and beacons were put into service
to allow the emperors to muster feudal
princes with their armed forces to the cap-
ital to ward off imminent attacks by fero-
cious enemies." Forming a pathway origi-
nating from the imperial capital, these lit
watchtowers branched out to the strong-
holds of the feudal lords. Not unlike Ro-
man roads, these networks of signal fires in
ancient China served military and commu-
nication purposes. In Western Zhou, the
web of blazing fires provided the visual im-
pact of urgency and menace to summon
help from all corners of the empire to con-
verge in haste and with fortitude to defend

the capital.

Imagine when this national security
function was grossly exploited—as a prank
and no less by the emperor himself. Histo-
rians in ancient China did not shy away
from underscoring the turpitude of Em-
peror You (795-771 BC) as the cause of
the collapse of his empire. Sima Qian also
does so in his monumental work. A century
before him, Li Bu-wei (291-235 BC),

chancellor of the State of Qin, cautions

Twenty-four Dynasties (Zhonghua Book Company,
revised edition, September 2013, pp.145—220).
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against frivolity in his treatise, “On Cir-
cumspection,” with reference to Emperor
You’s frivolous abuse of the function of a
national security system.' This last em-
peror (r. 781-771 BC) of the Western
Zhou dynasty was literally playing fire with
fire and brought upon himself and his
country fatal consequences. Infatuated
with his beautiful consort, Bao Si, who
rarely, if ever, smiled, he took the advice of
a sycophantic minister, Guo Shi-fu (810—
771 BC), to misuse signal fires and beacons
not for a national emergency to save the
capital—but to elicit from Bao Si a smile.
And, indeed, she did. Elated, the young
emperor repeated his experiment a few
more times. Much like the story in Aesop’s
Fables of the boy who cried wolf, when the
voracious Xirong attacked, his vassals, not
taking  the

signals  seriously, came

1214 Buwei, “Semblance” (y/ s2) in “On Circum-
spection 27 (shen-xcing lun 2), chapter 22, in Wang
Lici, Annotations of the Lu Family Spring and Autnmn
Apnnals (Bashu Book Company, January 2002), pp.
2725-2731. 1 would also like to thank Margaret
Chu for reminding me of the cautionary tale of
Emperor You and Bao Si.

13 Ihid. Also, Sima Qian, op. cit., pp.187—188. Like
many such historical events, they become “les-
sons” for posterity, be it for moral or political ex-

hortation in sober teaching or popular literature.

belatedly—Emperor You had been killed,
consort Bao Si captured and the capital
ransacked. "’ National security infrastruc-
ture embedded in signal fires and beacons
was used creatively by Agamemnon to
communicate military victory to his wife to
set her mind at ease was, however, frivo-
lously used by Emperor You to haul hun-
dreds of thousands of troops across the
empire to induce a favourite consort to
smile. The merit of inventions is assessed

by human employ.

Foreign, nomadic or tribal invasions
neither began nor ended with the Xirong.
Chinese history had been a chronicle of
foreign incursions by neighbours sur-
rounding its land mass. Constructed under
Qin Shi-huang-di (r. 221-210 BC) and
completed during the Ming dynasty (AD
1368-1644)," the Great Wall of China

As late as the Ming dynasty, Feng Menglong
(1574-10640), a historian, novelist and poet, wrote
the historical novel, Chronicles of the Eastern Zhon,
in which this story is narrated in chapters 2 and 3.
Some two thousand years later, this ancient event
of the misuse of the infrastructure signal fires and
beacons for national security was still very much
alive in the consciousness of the Chinese people,

elite or simple folk alike.
14 See John W. Dardess, More than the Great Wall: The
Northern Frontier and Ming National Security, 1368—
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formed an imposing architecture for na-
tional security. This continuous line of for-
tifications, stretching over 20,000 kilome-
tres (12,427 '/ miles) from Shanhaiguan in
Hebei province in the east to Jiayuguan in
Gansu province in the west, served as a
military defence against China’s formidable
neighbours in the north. Along the route,
the wall has also accommodated fortresses,
watch towers, beacons, and a horse track.
Inasmuch as this long and meandering wall
depicts a better established and more solid
border to secure a communication system
and logistics movement, it also remains to

this day a nod to the advanced technology,

1644 (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield,
2020) for an in-depth and scholarly account of the
Ming Emperors’ successive endeavours and
struggles to keep peace along the frontier against
the incursions of the tribes inhabiting the steppes.
In a way, the Great Wall alone no longer served
as the only defence against the barbarian raids.
Recourse to diplomacy, ingenuity and stratagem,
as evidenced in the Ming court, was also required
to fend off the threats.

15 This UNESCO site sketches a brief but concise
summary of the origin and description of the
Great Wall of China:
https:/ [ whe.nnesco.org/ en/ list/ 438/ .

16 This concept of the north-south divide originated
from Arthur Waldron’s concept that “the Great

Wall came to represent a timeless cultural and
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military strategy, and forward-thinking ap-
proach of the third-century BC Qin dyn-
asty.” As time goes by, this great divide has
also become the paradigm of the political,
economic, and cultural frontier of China,
demarcating the boundary between the no-
madic barbarians of the north and a more
cultivated and developed empire of the

south.'®

Roman Roads: The Ancient Internet,
Hadrian’s Wall, and civis Romanus

sum

1. The Ancient Internet

ecological border between China and the ‘barbar-
ians’ to the north,” as mentioned by Nicolas
Tackett in “The Great Wall and Conceptualiza-
tions of the Border under the Northern Song”
(Journal of Song-Ynan Studies, vol. 38, 2008, pp. 99—
138), p. 99. See also Nicola Di Cosmo, in Ancient
China and Its Enemies: The Rise of Nomadic Power in
East Asian History (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2002), for his study on the fraught
history and tensions since time immemorial be-
tween China and the nomadic empires to the
north. This paper, however, argues that inasmuch
as a meandering “defensive” wall can keep out the
“barbarians,” it also serves as a path to lead and
take travellers—military or civilians—to their

destinations.
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Surviving exchanges of letters and posts
of the era bear testament to the extensive
Roman road and postal system which had
created many letter writers and epistolary
poets—letters real and imaginary, official
and private, anonymous and famous. Un-
der Augustus Caesar (r. 31 BC-AD 14),
epistles became a literary genre in the bril-
liant hands and poetic genius of Horace
(65-8 BC) and of Ovid (65 BC-AD 17) al-
beit to well-known, anonymous or uniden-
tified addressees, from whom a reply was
not expected. The two books of the Epistles
(twenty-two poems altogether) of Horace
contain conversational discourse and ad-
vice to a narrow circle of friends, his patron
Maecenas and Emperor Augustus himself.
Despite its verse form (in dactylic hexame-
ter used exclusively for Greek and Roman
epic poetry), these epistolary “poems,”
with their serious or casual tones, topics
and intentions, point to the popularity of

letter writing enabled by a well-established

1" Horace’s Epistles begins with a dedication to his
patron Maecenas in which he establishes the pro-
gramme throughout the rest of Book I while
Book II opens with a letter to Augustus Caesar.
The themes are varied: poetry and themes; an up-
right life; city versus country living; personal phi-
losophy (not adhering to a particular sect or

school); to name but a few.

and institutionlised postal system in the
Roman world."” Ovid pushed the boundary
of the genre of epistles even further in his
Heroides (or Epistulae Heroidum) by assuming
the voice and persona of mythical Greek
and Roman heroines addressing their hus-
bands or lovers, who generally have failed
to behave propetly.' Although these are
twenty-one literary letters “faked” (that is
composed) by the poet, they can also be-
tray sentiments that could have resonated
with common people throughout the ages.
On the flipside of this epistolary composi-
tions, Pliny the Younger (ca. AD 61-113)
was known for his avid and indefatigable
official correspondences with Emperor
Trajan (r. AD 98-117), under whom he
served as governor in Bithynia and Pontus
on the Black Sea in northern Anatolia
(modern Turkey), as well as for those ad-
dressed to his friends—highlighting the
distance of under 2,000 kilometres (about

1,243 miles) the Roman postal service

18 With regard to the men whom the majority of
these epistles address, most of these women, or
tragic heroines, are abandoned, betrayed, disap-
pointed, or bereaved: Penelope to Ulysses; Briseis
to Achilles; Dido to Aeneas; Ariadne to Theseus;
or Medea to Jason (Hervides 1, 111, VII, X, and
XII).
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served between the civil servant and his

19
emperof.

The Horatian epistles and Ovidian love
missives foregrounded the private and of-
ficial letters posted or received by Romans
living along Hadrian’s Wall on the border
between ancient Britain and Scotland. The
Vindolanda correspondences from a Ro-
man garrison on the Wall in the north-
westernmost  frontier offer powerful

glimpses into the lives of the commanding

19 Pliny the Younget’s Epistulae contains private and
official correspondences. At the request of the
Roman historian Tacitus (AD 56—ca. 120), he
wrote two letters (Book 6.18 and 20) in which he
recounted his eyewitness account of the eruption
of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79 when his uncle
Pliny the Elder was killed in a valiant effort to res-
cue a friend’s wife in Pompeii. Despite the de-
tailed account, he omitted to mention the month
in which the eruption occurred, leading to contin-
ued debates about the precise date of this catas-
trophe. In addition, he also corresponded with
Emperor Trajan while serving as his provincial
governor—tevealing his frustration caused by the
long delays in the emperot’s replies. The question
of Christians dominates his letter to Trajan (Book
10.96) and the emperor’s response (Book 10.97)

give a taste of provincial administration.

20 This example number

2004,0501.71), “...Before Jove no farmers were

(registration

subjugating fields...” (my translation), piques

one’s curiosity as to the rest of the
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officers, their family and household, the
soldiers, and even ordinary people in Ro-
man Britain, as well as the administration
of these forts in the northernmost outpost
of the empire. Wooden writing tablets ex-
cavated at the site bear witness to topics
from the sublime, ‘“ante lovem nulli

subigeba[nt] arva coloni iu ...,” (a quote

2 to the mun-

from Vergil’s Georgies 1.125),
dane, such as “mentioning gifts of socks,

sandals and two pairs of under]_aants,”21 and

correspondence. Made of wood and inscribed
with cursive Latin in black ink or of waxed
wooden surface to be written on by a stylus, most
of these tablets have survived from the reign of
Trajan (about AD 100) and form the largest cache
of this kind from the edge of the Roman Empire.
This page from the Vindolanda Charitable Trust’s
website  (bttps:/ [ www.vindolanda.com/ blog/ fact-file-
writing-

tablets) provides a small menu of the wealth and
breadth of the topics in these letters. For addi-
tional information of these tablets, the online col-
lection database of the British Museum, where
these tablets are now housed, is recommended:
https:/ [ www.britishmuseum.org/ collection/ galleries/ ro-

man-britain) vindolanda-tablets.

2 Also in the British Museum (accession number
1980,0303.35), this tablet shows the practice of
sending clothing to soldiers stationed in faraway
territories, just as we still do today, even though
we may never identify the sender or recipient in

this letter.
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social invitations and financial transac-
tions.” Although none of these tablets are
in pristine condition, enough has been con-
served to enable us to read the name or
rank or position of some of the writers and
piece together the contents in some of
them. These preserved correspondences
confirm the diversity of the Roman army
and citizenry where soldiers were recruited
from all over the empire and served in its
far-flung corners.” These letters found in
Vindolanda may not always be akin in tenor
and spirit to those echoed in Horace’s Epis-
tles or Ovid’s Heroides; however, they are all
witnesses to the popularity of letter writing
and the efficiency of the well-established

Roman postal service.”*

22 Also in the British Museum (registration number
1986,1001.64), this tablet was sent by Claudia
Severa to invite Lepidina to a birthday celebra-
tion. The latter was the wife of the prefect (com-
mander) of the Ninth Cohort of Batavians, a mil-
itary unit stationed in Vindolanda; and another
tablet (registration number 1989,0602.74) from
Candidus to his brother Octavius with a lengthy
text recording commercial practices provide evi-
dence of Roman financial transactions: loan and

credit, cash economy, accounting and inventory.

23 In Camilla Mackay, “Postal Service, “in the Ency-
clopedia of Ancient History, Volume Pl-Ro, edited by
Roger S. Bagnall, Kai Brodersen, Craige B.

2. Hadrian’s Wall

Almost three centuries after the build-
ing of the Great Wall in ancient China, Ro-
man Emperor Hadrian (r. AD 117-138),
after his visit to Britain in AD 122, ordered
the construction of Hadrian’s Wall across
northern Britain on an east-west axis along
the isthmus from Wallsend in Newcastle
on the River Tyne to Bowness-on-Solway.
Almost 118 kilometres (73 miles or 80 Ro-
man miles) in length, the wall was also an
engineering feat while serving as a bulwark
against the barbarian tribes beyond. Unwit-
tingly, it has delineated the border between

Scotland and England ever since.

Champion, Andrew Erskine, and Sabine R.
Huebner (Blackwell Publishing, ILtd., 2013),
5460-5461, 2012.

2 During the Roman Republic, Cicero (106-43
BC), lawyer, politician, orator, and author, corre-
sponded with his close friend Atticus (68—43 BC),
laying bare his own personal strength and short-
comings as well as offering a perspective into the
social and political development (and disintegra-
tion) leading up to his death. Please refer to Cic-
ero’s Letters to Atticus, in Loeb Classical Library,
edited and translated by D. R. Shackleton Bailey,
4 volumes (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,

1999).
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Hadrian Wall, however, was but one
strand in the web of the Roman road sys-
tem, together with the almost 2,000-mile
road map imposed upon ancient Britain.
Radiating from Londinium (present-day
London) like arteries from the heart, these
roads fanned out in all directions reaching
almost all corners of the island, connecting
the Roman strongholds, towns and settle-
ments in ancient Britain as well as creating
an efficient transportation system through-
out the province. Although the Roman
conquerors beat a retreat in the early fifth
century AD, their presence was not washed
away into the tides of history.” Some of the
modern British roads are superimposed on
their Roman predecessors. One may even
argue that, after the Roman conquest of
Britain, civilization gradually replaced bar-
barism through the construction of a road
system to service the empire in its entirety,
which would have entitled 2 Roman citizen
to travel from the province of Britannia to

Rome to access justice in the form of a trial.

%5 The Teutonic (a Germanic tribe) invasion of Gaul
prompted the redeployment of the Roman Le-
gions stationed on Hadrian’s Wall to the northern
frontier of the empire. Henceforth, the Roman
influence and presence on the island began to di-

minish.
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3. “Civis Romanus sum”

The evangelical movement that en-
hanced the spread of Christianity, as docu-
mented in the Acts of the Apostles, attests to
the size and extent of the cosmopolitan Ro-
man Empire. In examining Saint Paul’s—or
Saul before his conversion to Christianity
on the (Roman) road to Damascus—itiner-
ary throughout the eastern part of the em-
pire, which traversed the eastern Mediter-
ranean across Anatolia, one becomes aware
of the established and accessible land and
sea routes enabling and expediting his mis-
sionary undertakings. While the episode in
the Aets, 9.3-19,% is categorically read as a
chronicle of his conversion, a curious fact
is usually glossed over in the narrative. As
soon as he was in Jerusalem, Paul declared
himself not only a Roman citizen

“4vlpdnov Popalov nod dxatonpitov”

26'The conversion of Saul here is also recounted
later in the Acts by Paul (26.12—18). The refer-
ences to the Aefs are quoted from The New Testa-
ment in Greek and English, American Bible Society,
New York, 1966.
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(Acts 22.25),7 but also one by birth (Acts
22.28), the military tribune® and his centu-
rion realised that they had wrongfully ar-
rested and bound, and threatened to whip
a Roman citizen, who had been untried and
uncondemned;  suddenly, the table
turned—they feared for their own lives
(Acts 2.24-29). Paul’s Roman citizenship,
encapsulated in three words cvis Romanus
sum (“1 am a Roman citizen” in Latin),
guaranteed his immunity to the unlawful
treatment at the hands of the authorities.
Thereupon, thanks to his status with its
complementary rights, privileges, and pre-
rogatives, Paul was despatched to Rome to
appear for a trial before Caesar’s court.
Vast was its empire, disparate were its peo-
ple, languages and cultures, the Roman
Empire was knitted together with a net-

work of roads which citizens from the far

27 Paul had experienced the same treatment at the
hands of chief magistrates eatlier when he and his
companion Silas were in Philippi and were after-
wards imprisoned. However, when this time he
announced that they were Roman citizens, the
chief magistrates and their attendants were in
great fear (Aets 16.37-39).

28 Tronically the military tribune’s Roman citizen-
ship was bought: “I became one by paying a large

amount of money” (Aets 23.28).

corners of its extensive territory could
travel on to reach its capital, Rome, to as-
sert their right to a fair trial and to claim
their equal rights before the law—a privi-

lege exclusive to citizens and none else.

All Roads Lead to Rome

1. The Ancient Silk Roads: A

Network of Informal Trade Routes

Although the ancient Roman roads res-
onate in the ancient Silk Roads, the latter
remained mainly a network of trade routes
connecting imperial China, where the
Great Wall of China is left off on its west-
ern flank, with Rome, through Central Asia,
the ancient Near East (modern Middle
East), and into North Africa.”” Caravansa-
ries—predating inns and hotels—were es-
tablished at intervals along the routes to of-

fer safe and secure accommodation to the

2 Peter Frankopan, in The Silk Roads: A New History
of the World (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), deftly
splices all the different routes between Asia and
Europe throughout history from ancient to mod-
ern from the perspectives of religions, trade and
exchanges of goods, wars and disasters, ambitions
and wealth, the shift of power and the ebb and
flow of empires, wheat and alliances, and the
transit from gold to black gold, in expanding our
understanding of the multiple strands of the silk

roads.
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merchants, their caravans, and pack ani-
mals on the road. Facilitated by middlemen,
no one person could have journeyed across
these roads, routes, and tracts in its entirety
through no-man’s or lawless land, banditry,
and highway robbery; undergoing harsh
and unforgiving environment and inclem-
ent weather; and battling waves and piracy
while seafaring. For the ancient Silk Roads
were not a domestic system of roads
planned, built and maintained by the impe-
rial Chinese court. Collectively, they con-
stituted a caravan tract followed by mer-
chants and middlemen from diverse coun-
tries and tribes, as well as stateless traders
in a free-trade style relay. For this reason,
some modern historians deem the term,
“Silk Routes,” more appropriate. This
substantiation of the plurality of the Silk
Roads is informed by the recent exhibition,
Silk Roads, organized by the British Mu-

seum, London. Covering from AD 500 to

30 For readers interested in the Chinese designation
for Silk Roads (sichou %i /u): Not only can the char-
acter /x# be singular or plural, but also, when com-
bined with xian, /u refers to “route,” with jing to
“path,” and with xz to “track.” Implicit in this one
character /x is, therefore, the dynamism of the an-
cient Silk Roads—that it incorporates the reality

of a complex trade transport. This section on Silk
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1000, the ambitious and comprehensive as-
semblage of objects from cities along these
land and maritime routes, together with its
in-depth and scholatly catalogue, explains
and justifies the crisscrossing of “routes”
by peoples from all corners on the huge
land mass “from sea to shining sea”: from
the Far Eastern edge of the Pacific Ocean
through Asia and Middle East into Europe,
the British Isles and Ireland, and Africa,
terminating at the rim of the Atlantic

Ocean.’

The one major difference between these
ancient Silk Roads from the Roman roads
is that travellers on the former had to ne-
gotiate different countries, peoples, and
languages, each with its own governing sys-
tem, sets of laws and customs, currency
and barter methods; those on the Roman

roads were journeying within the same

Road versus Silk Roads has benefitted immensely
from a discussion with Margaret Chu.

31 Silk Roads, as both the exhibition and catalogue,
curated and edited by Sue Brunning, Luk Yu-
ping, Elizabeth R. O’Connell, and Tim Williams
(The British Museum, 2024), convincingly defines
this combined enterprise as “an epic journey” (p.
18); hence, warranting the designation of “Silk

Roads.”
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country, protected by its laws and security

forces.

2. The New Silk Road or One Belt,

One Road: Intricate Political Economy

While the ancient Silk Roads were trade
oriented—bringing goods to buy and sell,
the New Silk Road serves multiple func-
tions for commercial exchange and inter-
connectivity with nation-states along it.”

Trade networks, investment and capital

32The four case studies presented by Eyck Frey-
mann in One Belt One Road: Chinese Power Meets the
World (Cambridge, MA, and London: Harvard
University Press, 2021) are useful tools to under-
stand the workings of China’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative. Even though no definitive conclusion was
drawn in each case, the author has managed to lay
out the details of each encounter—a dance—be-
tween a foreign country and China in their mutual
negotiations in trade, construction, or loan. The
book allows us a glimpse into the offences and
counter-offences manoeuvered by different na-
tions to understand the underpinning of these
courtships, albeit successful or not. Richard T.
Griftith’s The New Silk Road. Challenge and Response.
(Leiden: HIPE Publications, 2019) examines the
inroads the Initiative had made into constructing
and extending roads, rail, and energy pipelines in
Asia and Europe—the balance between invest-
ment and return, the pros and cons of such pro-
jects, and road blocks such as politics. There is,

unfortunately, one infelicity in the book (pp. 9—

flow besides, the One Belt, One Road
serves to strengthen policy communication,
mutual understanding and networking
among populations under the aegis of the
People’s Republic of China. Unlike the al-
most haphazard nature of the ancient Silk
Roads, the Belt and Road Initiative is an
unprecedented macro plan of political
economy conceived by the Beijing govern-
ment to reach westwards beyond Central

and Southeast Asia,” through the Middle

10). In the 2010 exhibition, To Live Forever: Art and
the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, at the Brooklyn Mu-
seum was an ancient Egyptian jade carving,
which, therefore, was used as a proof that trade
had existed between ancient China and countties
west of the “Middle Kingdom” since at least the
second century BC. This is an amulet of Pataikos
flanked by goddesses (accession number
37.949.E), 7.5 cm (2 15/16 in.) in height and
made of Egyptian faience (a ceramic material with
silica in the core and glaze on the surface layer)—
and #ot jade from China. This was likley generated
from a misreading of a New York Times review of
the exhibition, “Taking It with You in Ancient
Egypt,” by Ken Johnson, (bitps://www.ny-
times.com/ 2010/ 03/ 12/ arts/ design/ 12ancient.himl),
in which the reviewer has described this amulet as
a “weird jade-green faience sculpture.”

33 China is trying to connect Southeast Asia by high-speed
rail. Here’s how that'’s going
(bttps:/ | www.cnn.com/ 2024/ 03/ 25/ travel/ china-

south-east-asia-travel-train-infrastructure-intl-
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East, down to Africa and across Europe. It
has also extended its routes to East Asia
and to the Pacific islands and Central and
South Americas. A far cry from the pri-
vately motivated, free-trade practice of the
ancient Silk Road, the New Silk Road is a
forward-looking conception of an intricate
web of economic, socio-political and diplo-

matic investment hitherto unparalleled.

Roman Roads: Citizen’s Rights

Notwithstanding the sophisticated po-
litical economy envisioned by the One Belt,
One Road in the twenty-first century, it is
not characterized by an important feature
inherent in the ancient Roman roads.
From the perspective of world history, fur-
ther progress in human civilization could

be learned from the network of public

bnk/ index.htm! published on 26 March 2024) by
Heathen Chen, CNN, with reporting from Has-
san Tayir, indicates China’s ambitious plan in ex-
tending its high-speed rail to Southeast Asia either
through loans to or joint ventures with the local
governments—with an editorial caveat emptor.

3 “As it happened, at this very hour, he [the inter-
locutor] had to respond to a court summon.
Should he fail to do so, he would lose the case”
(my translation). For the texts and commentaries
on Horace’s Satires, please refer to: Edmund P.

Morris, editor, Horace. Satires and  Epistles
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Roman roads in antiquity—that of a citi-
zen’s right to a trial. As we have seen, this
privilege looms large in St. Paul’s narrative.
It is also inadvertently as telling in Horace’s
Satires 1.9. The encounter between the poet
and his annonymous interlocutor hinges on
a lawsuit in which the latter is a defendant.
In order to latch onto the poet to make an
introduction to his patron Maecenas, the
interlocutor not only makes a pest of him-
self but he is even willing to forego appear-
ing in court to answer a summon: “et casu
tunc respondere vadato/ debebat; quod ni
fecisset, perdere litem” (vv. 36-37). **
Therefore, by shadowing Horace, he has
relinquished the lawsuit brought against
him. However and thanks to the Roman
Laws of the T'welve Tables, /lex duodecin: tab-

nlarum,” failure to appear in court entitled

(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1967)
and Emily Gower, editor, Horace. Satires Book 1
(Cambridge University Press, 2012). These two
editions help readers understand further the Saz-
7res as well as the workings of this encounter be-
tween the unnamed plaintiff and defendantin 1.9.
3 “Si in ius vocat, ito, ni it, antesatmino; igitur, em
[= eum)] capito” (if plaintiff summons [defendant]
to court, he shall go; if he does not go, plaintiff
shall call a witness; then take him by force) from
the Twelve Tables of Roman Law, in Remains of Old
Latin, Volume 1II: Lucilins. The Twelve Tables,
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the plaintiff to summon his opponent by
taking him by force as long as a third-party
bystander was available to be called upon
as witness. This is what happened at the
end of Satire when Horace is named wit-
ness to the arrest (“ego vero/ oppono au-

ticulum,” vv.76-77),

thereby freeing him
from his interfering interlocutor. Inasmuch
as the poem is a fanciful tale of deus ex
machina, its surprising and humourous end-

ing testifies to the intricacy of the Roman

laws enjoyed by its citizens.

Regardless of the various readings of
this poem,” one concept comes through.
The Twelve Tables accorded to all Roman
citizens, be they patricians or plebians, irre-
spective of ethnicity or gender, from Africa
or far-flung British Isles, the same code of
laws as well as the same rights and respon-
sibilities of being a “civis Romanus.” They
only had to go to Rome. Roman roads led

their citizens to the court of justice.

Humanity has been traveling down

the road for recoutrse to civil law since, if

translated by E. H. Warmington (Loeb Classical
Library 329. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1938).

3 “Then I offer my ear” (my translation). Horace
proffered his ear to be touched, a gesture signify-

ing an agreement to be a witness.

not before, the time of ancient Rome. Not
unlike the ancient Silk Roads, some sec-
tions have been bumpy, uncertain or peri-
lous. While Roman roads had a special
meaning for Roman citizens, the global
conception of the Belt and Road Initiative
could serve as inspiration for the global
community of the twenty-first century: To
apply the Roman concept of citizenship
and the protection and privileges provided
under the law, especially that of the right to

a fair trial—to all citizens of the world.
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Abstract

This article examines the historical pro-
cess through which Confucian classics
were translated, interpreted, and integrated
into European philosophical discourse
during the 17th and 18th centuries. It fo-
cuses on the work of Francois Noél, whose
comprehensive translations and philosoph-
ical interpretations of Confucian texts sig-
nificantly influenced European thinkers,
particularly Christian Wolff. The study
highlights the complex hermeneutical pro-

cess involved in this cultural exchange,

characterized as an "interweaving of textual
cultures," and demonstrates how Confu-
cian classics became an important source
for European philosophical thought during

the Enlightenment.
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1. Introduction

The task of a constructive intellectual enconn-
ter with the Confucian tradition, which the Jes-
uits in China faced, led to an engagement
that enabled a rarely fruitful epoch of cul-
tural exchange in world history: Represent-
atives of two high cultures, who had to
acknowledge with great astonishment that
"theitr" culture was not the only one, met as
equals. Through this cu/tural-historical con-
text, fundamentally different hermeneutical
perspectives emerged than would later be
the case (in the 19th and 20th centuries),

when Chinese culture was addressed
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almost exclusively from a great geographical

and intellectual distance.

One of the most important aspects of
this cultural-historical context was the -
mediacy of the exchange with representa-
tives of Confucian high culture. The philo-
sophical discourses and work on the trans-
lations of Confucian classics were conducted in
parallel in Chinese and Latin. Even though
Latin remained the foundation of the mis-
sionaries' own intellectual identity — if they
wanted to be interesting conversation part-
ners for Chinese scholars, they not only
had to learn to speak and think in #be /an-
guage of their host country, but beyond that,
they especially had to actively and creatively

master its philosophical foundations.

This cultural-historical context thus led
to an intellectual dual existence that was, on
one hand, sustained by the conviction of
the equality of philosophical traditions, but
on the other hand was still determined by the
tension of spreading the superior
worldview — the Gospel — in word and

deed as representatives of the Roman

Church.

Beginning with Matteo Ricci, one can
thus observe a tenacious and multi-layered

struggle for a "good" Christian-Confucian

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 15 (2024)

synthesis on one hand and for one's own
identity as a religious messenger of Rome
on the other. Even without the missionar-
ies always being conscious of it: It was very
often about much more than the question
of the "right" mission: In this struggle, zany
fundamental questions about the self-un-
derstanding of Western and Chinese cul-
ture emerged. Without intending to, they
had created a common development space
between cultures that had undergone 2000
years of continuous, independent develop-
ments, a space that was neither exclusively
Chinese nor European, as the paradigms of
both cultures failed to truly grasp the other

with their familiar categories.

The extent to which the Jesuits were ac-
tually aware of the complexity of this de-
velopment space (and its potential) remains
to be further explored. To this day, the
abundance of effects emanating from the
reports, letters, and translations of the Jes-
uits cannot be fully surveyed. When one
considers that the first works on historical-
critical biblical exegesis (Meynard 2011: 72-
73) emerged under direct influence from
the classic exegesis in the late Ming dynasty,
it becomes clear how multilayered the im-
pact of Chinese culture was on Europe dur-

ing this epoch.
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2. Frangois Noél: Author of the Most
Comprehensive Sinological Work in the

18th Century

When the Jesuit Francois Noél (1651-
1729) came to China in 1685, his brothers
in the order had already been engaged for
several generations with the interpretation
of Confucian classics and had discussed
central philosophical and theological ques-
tions in this context. Noél could thus build
on a rich wealth of experience in his sino-
logical work and create interpretations that
— he hoped — would convince the cardinals
in the Vatican that the Confucian rites and
texts, while belonging to a completely different cul-
ture, did not contradict the Catholic faith in
any respect. This motive guided his trans-
lation: Sinensis Imperii Libri Classici Sex and
his systematic presentation Sinica tribus trac-
tatibus, both published in Prague in 1711.
While the translation demonstrably re-
ceived thorough reception in Europe through
Christian Wolff's consideration, not the
slightest evidence has been found to date
for a reception of the Philosophia Sinica. This
is all the more surprising given that the first
treatise on the knowledge of God shows

strikingly many parallels to Leibniz's

writing Disconrs sur la theologie naturelle des
Chinois (Kern 1998: 276). Similarly, funda-
mental similarities can be found between
the third treatise (Ethica Sinensis) and

Wolff's central ideas on ethics.

Since an influence of Noél's Philosophia
Sinica on European scholars such as Leib-
niz and Wolff can currently only be pre-
sumed but not proven, this work can at
least provide important insights into how
Noél theologically and philosophically in-
terpreted Chinese thought. Thus, it pro-
vides important information on the herme-
neutical principles of Noél's translation and
gives answers to the question of how he
understood his role as a translator and

bridge-builder between cultures.

The exploration of the "most compre-
hensive sinological work" of the 18th cen-
tury (Kern 1998: 277) is thus still a multi-
layered and promising task with numerous
open questions. The answer to these ques-
tions will determine what role Noél's work
plays in the history of the "Great Encoun-

ter" between China and Europe.

3. The Significance of Zhu Xi for Noél's
Work
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The classic interpretation and philoso-
phy of Zhu Xi (1130-1200) largely deter-
mined intellectual life during the Ming and
Qing periods: A/ scholars who engaged
with the Confucian heritage had to engage
with Zhu Xi. Thus, the Jesuits were quite
right to compare him in importance to
Thomas Aquinas. However, Zhu Xi was
fundamentally rejected as an authority for in-
terpreting the classics, as he was accused of
atheism or materialism due to his monistic
philosophy. For example, in Couplet's
translation of the first three of the "Four
Books," this led to the somewhat contra-
dictory situation that any direct reference
to Zhu Xi was rejected and the "true (i.e.,
latently Christian) meaning" was to be
sought only in the classics themselves, yet
indirectly (through the use of Zhang Ju-
zheng's commentary), many of Zhu Xi's
lines of interpretation were ultimately fol-

lowed.

Thus, for the Zhu Xi reception before
Noél, it can be summarized that while there
had already been much engagement with
him — it was always under the premise of

incompatibility with Christian doctrine.

On precisely this point, No€l set a com-

pletely different signal with both his

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 15 (2024)

translation and his Philosophia Sinica: For
him, Zhu Xi was simply "the interpreter":
Noél does not mention him by name but
introduces a commentary with the words
"interpres ait" (the interpreter says). In the
first treatise, there follows a detailed theo-
logical-philosophical justification for why
Zhu Xi (and the other neo-Confucian com-
mentators) should be considered neither
atheists nor materialists. Noél's translation,
in turn, is distinguished firstly by the fact
that he translated all of Zhu Xi's prefaces
to the "Four Books" for the first time (and
uniquely to this day!). Secondly, he elevated
Zhu Xi's Xiao Xue to the rank of a "Liber
Classicus" — this could possibly be regarded

as a homage to the "second Confucius."

This means that Zhu Xi takes on pretty
much the same importance in Noél's work
that he actually had. Whether it can be fur-
ther concluded from this that Noél wanted
to signal his willingness for intellectual
proximity to the orthodox circles at the
Qing court, or whether this means that he
himself was convinced of the depth and
significance of Zhu Xi's exegesis, remains

to be clarified.

Without doubt, however, with his com-

mitment to Zhu Xi, Noél succeeded in
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allowing the European reader an authentic
view of traditional and contemporary clas-
sic interpretation, which had simply not
been possible before. It is precisely for this
reason that it remains a matter of utmost
urgency to find out whether the Philosophia
Sinicawas read by Leibniz — at the very least,
this would also historically explain why Leib-
niz arrived at similar interpretations as

Noél (cf. also: Mungello 1977: 22-32).

4. The Reception of Noél by Christian
Wolff

When Christian Wolff expressed his ad-
miration for Confucian thought, as it had
been revealed to him in Noél's translation,
in a public speech in June 1721, the philo-
sophical explosive power of engagement
with China probably became as clear as
never before: For the first time, 2 German
philosopher publicly emphasized the com-
plete agreement of his thinking with the
Confucian and found in it the "confirma-
tion" for his thoughts on a non-theological
foundation of practical philosophy. While
Leibniz had still cleatly separated his sino-
logical writings (at least formally) from his

philosophical ones, we find in Wolff a

creative synthesis and a public profession
of his admiration for the Confucian tradi-

tion.

The extent to which the storm of indig-
nation that this speech provoked was actu-
ally triggered by this admiration — or
whether the "greatest university scandal of
the 18th century" (Hinske 1979: 319) was
not primarily triggered by completely dif-
ferent factors, has not yet been clarified.
However, it can be assumed that many the-
ologians and scholars in the Pietist strong-
holds (especially in Halle and Tubingen)
sensed what spiritual avalanche would be
unleashed if Confucius — as Wolff had em-
phasized — were to be accorded the same
significance as Jesus Christ. And so it is
probably no coincidence that the first re-
flections on the contents and goals of the
historiography of philosophy were made at
that very time: And in this process, once
again, any non-Enropean philosophy was unam-
biguously excluded. However, what is
astonishing in this context is less these con-
temporary reactions than their long-term ef-
feets: To this day, the number of studies on
"Wolff's speech" can be counted on one
hand, — almost no research has been done
on his reception of Noél (or on Noél him-

self). Similarly, the many questions that
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arise in connection with the Noél reception,
as evidenced in the "speech," have not
been addressed: In which other works of
Wolff can traces of the Noél reading be
found? How can these be proven at all if
Wolff deliberately tried to erase such traces
after the speech to avoid getting into even
more trouble? To what extent were there
scholars (perhaps among Wolff's students)
who were inspired by Wolff to read Noél
themselves? And above all: did Wolff ex-
change ideas with Leibniz about Noél dur-
ing Leibniz's visits to Halle (between 1712
and 1715)?

All these questions touch on multiple
themes, and a clearer picture of the impact
history of Noél's translations depends on

their answers.

5. Conclusion: The Interweaving of

Textual Cultures

Since the Noél reception remains largely
unexplored for the reasons mentioned
above, it is still too early to assess its histor-
ical significance. But however this assess-
ment turns out: The fact that over centuries,
the best minds of the Jesuit mission and the

most significant scholars of Europe (often)
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intensively engaged with Chinese philoso-
phy and its central works for a lifetime can-
not (continue to) be denied. Nor can it be
denied that this engagement was a highly
complex hermeneutical process: I would
like to describe this process, following N.
Standaert, as an znterweaving of textual cultures,
since the actors in this engagement (to var-
ying degrees) coming from Greco-Jewish-
Christian culture began to reflect upon and
make fruitful the foundational texts of the
Confucian tradition. As Standaert writes
very vividly, the metaphor of "interweav-
ing" is particularly suitable as an image for
this process because in this image, the di-
versity of threads, their colors, and the new
patterns they form — intentionally or unin-
tentionally — can be vividly described

(Standaert 2008: 219-209).

Applied to the work of F. Noél, this
metaphor becomes particularly fruitful.
This is expressed in the final sentence of
his preface alone, in which he encourages
the reader to make the reading of Confu-
cian texts fruitful for their Christian life, so
that "Christ may become a cornerstone for
both." Equally impressive is No€l's remark
that the reader should not consider Chinese

philosophy as purely theoretical knowledge
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but should realize it in their own life (in:

Praefatio ad lectorens; without page number).

Both in Noél's translation and in his sys-
tematic work Philosophia Sinica, the convic-
tion is expressed that the Chinese texts can
speak to the (European) reader #o the same
degree as the foundational texts of Western
culture. Thus, Noél's work is an expression
of a hermeneutical complexity and fruitful-
ness that deserves the highest respect 7e-
gardless of the bistorical significance of this work:
In the way he interweaves the "textual cul-
tures," he has succeeded in drawing the
most comprehensive and precise picture of
the Confucian tradition up to that time, and
in a way that could inspire a European
reader like Christian Wolff to immerse
himself in Sinensis Imperii Libri Classici Sex
for forty years and make them fruitful for
the questions of the Enlightenment. This
reading and the intellectual processes and
works stimulated by it represent yet an-
other form of "interweaving," in which it
becomes visible how the Confucian classics
could become an important source of Eu-

ropean philosophy.
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