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For more than 2000 years the ancient Chinese empire has attracted
the attention and the interest of European writers. The earliest mentions
go back to the first century BC. Roman authors (Vergil, Plinius, Horace,
Seneca) had knowledge of a people in the extreme orient, the “Seres,” from
which came the material for the “sericas vestes,” the gauze-like transparent
garments of the rich Roman ladies, which provoked the protest of the Roman
moralists.!

About a hundred years after the appearance of the name “Seres”
we find another name, “Sinae” or Greek “Thinai,” for the land of silk.
Scholars agree today that this name referred to the powerful Ch’in dynasty
which ruled China in the third century BC., whereas the word “Seres” was
possibly derived from the Chinese word “‘sse” ( #%) for silk.> The Roman
author Plinius who wrote about 70 AD. mentioned that every year at least
a hundred million sesterces (= one million pound) flowed from Rome to
India, Seres, and Arabia: “So dearly we pay for our luxury and our women.”?

During the following ten or more centuries China seems to have
disappeared from the horizon of Roman or Greek writers. Only a Byzantine
historian, Theophylactus Simocafta, wrote around 630 AD. about a country
in the far east which must have been China? Generally speaking, it seems
that before the rise of the Mongolian empire people in Europe had some
knowledge of the existence of China but practically knew nothing concrete.

A new epoch of relationships between Europe and East-Asia began
when the Mongols started to establish their vast empire. The “Pax Tatarica”
not only reopened the old merchant trade; it also created new connections
of a religious and diplomatic nature. Messengers of the Popes and the kings
of France traveled. to the court of the Mongolian rulers, partly to preach the
Christian religion and partly to win them over for an alliance against the
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threat of Islam. One of them, the Flemish friar William of Rubruck, traveled
in 1252 to the court of the Great Khan on the Mongolian steppe. There
he came in contact with Chinese artisans and was able to gather information
about the great empire of Cathai which he believed to be the old land of the
“Seres.” He praised the skill of their artisans as unsurpassed in the whole
world. He learned that they produced silk of the finest quality and made
wine out of rice; that they wrote with a brush and drew all the letters of
a word in one figure.®

The first detailed and reliable information on China for European
readers was the travel description of the Venmetian merchant Marco Polo
who lived from 1275 until 1293 at the court of Kubla Khan in Peking.
He enjoyed the confidence of the remarkably broad-minded emperor and
had the opportunity of traveling extensively in the vast empire. According
to his reports China surpassed ail European countries in population, riches
and power. What he wrote seemed so fantastic and unbelievable to his
readers that they gave him the nickname Il Milione.” But his testimony
was later confirmed by other travelers and eventually convinced the Europe-
ans of the reality of this grandiose empire.

With the collapse of the Mongolian rule over Asia in the second half
of the 14th century the road to China was again closed for more than a
hundred years.

At the beginning of the 16th century China was discovered again,
by Portuguese sailors, this time under the modern name China. And now,
at last, the identity of the old Seres with the Cathai of the Middle Ages and
the new China was definitely recognized, although W. Rubruck had already
guessed so.

About this time a remarkable work on China was published by the
Spanish missionary de Mendoza. An English translation of it appeared
in 1588 under the title: The Historie of the great and mightie kingdome
of Chine and the situation there of. Togither with the great riches, huge
citties, politike government and rare inventions in the same. The book
contains rich details on all aspects of Chinese life: clothes, customs, funerals,
marriage and religious rites. It speaks about the fair administration of law
and justice, although the harshness of pumshments is not glossed over. The
martial-minded and world-conquering Europeans of the 16th century were

" surprised by the outspoken aversion of the Chinese against military service
and the arts of warfare. Matteo Ricci wrote about this in a letter of 1584. 6
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From the time that the Jesuit missionaries became active in Peking,
a rich stream of information began to flow to Europe, esp. to France which
was the leading power. A lively trade brought the products of Chinese
art to the West: porcelain, lacquer ware and silk. The so-called Chinese
Taste became the fashion of the age of King Louis XIV and influenced the
art and culture of the rococo movement.” The impact of European art on
China was smaller although the emperors called Western artists, architects and
painters. to Peking and employed them in the building and decoration of
the magnificent old Summer Palace ([El 88 B, Yiian Ming Yian). Among
the imports from China during this time was also the Chinese tea. Samuel
Pepys mentions in his Diaries on September 25, 1660: “I did send for a
cup of tea, a China drink, of which I had never drunk before.”” After the
drinking of tea had become fashionable, the demand for it rose so fast that
tea became an important factor in international trade. '

Aslong as the Jesuit reports formed the European opinion about China,
the Middle Kingdom enjoyed great respect and even admiration among the
educated people. The philosophers of the Enlightenment, esp. in France,
saw in China a sort of ideal state, “a wonderfully enlightened monarch,
the absence of aristocratic and priest rule, religious tolerance, an emphasis
on peace against the arts of warfare, a society of high culiure in which even
the lowest-born could make his way to the highest offices, 2 state whose
government lay in the hands of an educated elite; in short, a land in which
deified Reason dominated everything.”® The German philosopher G. Leibniz
spoke in his book “Novissima Sinica” (1697) of the unique dispensation
of fate that, starting from the iwo ends of the world, Europe and China,
two great civilizations were coming into a fruitful contact. He felt that
Europe with its highly developed sciences could learn much from the
practical philosophy and wise government of China.®

But this widespread admiration of China was not without opposition.
Rousseau criticised the much praised peacefulness of the Chinese. Neither
the ability of the governors nor the wisdom of the laws nor the mass of the
population were able to protect the country against the onslaught of
barbarian conquerors (the Mandchus). Voltaire, on the other hand, pointed
out that, in the end, the superior civilization of China had overcome and
assimilated the foreign conquerors.

The German scholar F. M. Grimm summarized the situation very
succinctly in a letter written in 1766. The Chinese empire, he wrote, had
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become in these days the object of special attention and study. At first
the missionaries had fascinated the public opinion through their enthusiastic
reports on that far-away country which could not contradict their lies.
Then the philosophers took up the topic and, according to their custom,
pointed out those things by which they could criticise and excoriate the
wrongs and abuses of their own countries. In this way China became in a
short time the home of all virtue and wisdom; its government was the best
possible, its laws, police, art, industry became the model for all the nations
of the earth.*

The sources for this sceptical or negative attitude were the reports
and descriptions of the merchants. They had had little contact with Chinese
culture and from their experiences with Chinese merchants they apparently
could only tell of their dishonesty. These two strands of information — of
the missionaries and of the merchants and travelers — went for a time side
by side and in sharp rivalry, but until the second half of the 18th century
the benevolent opinion about China remained prevalent among the educated
circles of Europe. With the decline of the rococo movement and suppression
of the Jesuit order the mercantile strand became dominant. Now the high
admiration for everything Chinese gave way to opposite feelings.

A good example of this critical attitude is the second part of Robinson
Crusoe (1718) by Daniel Defoe. The author based his story on the travel
reports of Louis LeComte, Journey through China (1697) and of the
Dutchman E. Ysbrant Ides, Three Years Travels from Moscow Overland to
China (1696)."  Robinson Crusoe records his observations with cool
criticism.  He visits Nanking which he finds worth seeing with its regular
plan and straight streets. He doubts that the city has a population of one
million. He also comes to Peking of which he has been told that it is as
large as London and Paris together. Surprisingly he does not attempt to
describe the city which in the days of emperor Kanghsi ( BB ER ) must have
had many monuments of interest. When he considers the poverty of the
people and its way of life, the government, the religion, and compares them
with his own homeland, he feels that it is not worth-while to lose any words
about them. On his way to Moscow he passes the Great Wall which in Europe
was admired as one of the great wonders of the world. But Robinscn Crusoe
is not much impressed because by English artillery and military skill, he
says, it could be overcome in a matter of days. Defoe’s narrative, which
was widely read in England and Europe, was certainly apt to destroy popular
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illusions about China.

Another significant publication of this time was Oliver Goldsmith’s
The Citizen of the World {(1760), in which a Chinese philosopher living in
London writes letters to his friend in Peking. Goldsmith’s intention was
obviously not to depict a real Chinese but an artificial literary character
that stood aside from European life and manners and thus was able to
criticize them objectively. The caustic remarks of the Chinese are based on
human common sense. He appears as a representative of a sound and superior
reasonableness; thus he can only shake his head over the absurdities of
Western taste and narrow-mindedness. The book provides funny and enter-
taining details about English life and society in the 18th century and the
opinions of Londoners about the Chinese.

With the beginning of the 19th century people in Europe began to
consider many aspects of China as ridiculous. But it did not stop there.
The attitude socon changed into a feeling of disgust and scorn. Now the
travelers and journalists knew only to report of the sordid decadence of
China. Everything was depicted as corrupt, the mass of the people living
in misery and poverty, incapable of progress. The whole vast empire was
seen as a dead body which was held together only by its seclusion from the
rest of the world.”? , ,

A number of reasons could be given for this harsh change of attitude
toward China.” The Eurcpe of the 16th and 17th century with its wars
of religion, its political and social conditions did not offer a pleasant picture.
We have to keep in mind that democracy, social justice and technical progress
are also in the Western world of recent date. On the contrary, under the -
Ch’ing emperors Kanghsi and Ch’ienlung ( 2F& ) China lived through a long
period of inner peace and external power. The praise of the missionaries
was not unfounded, esp. in face of the situation in Europe at that time.

But from the beginning of the 19th century on, China experienced
a general decline, whereas the European countries saw an amazing rise in all
sectors of economic, socio-political and scientific life. A recent British
author wrote that nobody who loves China and the Chinese will want to
dwell on the 19th century.® It was indeed a dark age for Chinese-European
relations. Up to that time, Europe had only received from China, materially
as well as spiritually, and had nothing to offer that China was eager to accept.
But now Europe rose to the position of the superior who could enforce
his will on a weakened China. ‘
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The leading power in the European confrontation with China was
England. Since the Opium War the official British attitude toward China
was a “policy of the strong hand.” Such a relationship was of course not
conducive to friendly cultural approaches between the two nations. It is
true that English scholars did highly meritorious work through the study
and translation "of the Chinese Classics (e.g. Legge) and that many young
Chinese went to England for study. But the pupils did not always become
the friends of their teachers. Ku Hung-ming (2% £2), for instance, one
of the more prominent returned students, quotes in his book The Story of
a Chinese Oxford Movement (1910} the impressions of an English traveler
about Canton. Canton, in this description, is a ghostly city. The streets
are closed from the sky; the smell is horrible; the lanes are crowded with
dirty people in grimy clothes or in their naked yellow skin; their heads are
shaved. If you hasten, as in a bad dream, from street to street, they stare
after you with curious eyes. Then you remember the devilish nature of this
people, its cruelty and its murderous revolts.

Ku Hung-ming rejects this description with harsh words. For this
aristocratic Englishman without ideas, he says, a Chinese in dirty clothes,
with a queue and in his yellow skin is just a Chinese with a queue and a
yellow skin and nothing else. The Englishman cannot see through the skin
the moral being and the spiritual natuve of the Chinese. If he could, he would
see what a fairy world is hidden in the mind of a Chinese. Among other
things he would see Taoism with its images of fairies and genii which are
not inferior to the gods of ancient Greece; he would find Buddhism with its
song of infinite suffering, pity and mercy as sweet and sad as the immortal
song of Dante; and finally he would find Confucianism with its “way of the
gentleman which will some day break up the social order of Europe and
its civilization.” "

Such a tone of mutual criticism and condemnation was, of course,
not apt to create friendly feelings. Even renowned Western scholars, as
Hegel and L. von Ranke, spoke slightingly of China and its long history as
lacking development and progress.'®

The Americans of the 15th century knew the Chinese chiefly as
immigrants on the American continent. Because of their strange language and
customs and their willingness to accept cheap labor they became targets of
discrimination and viclence.!” Against such oppression Mark Twain and Bret
Harte raised their voice, perhaps more from a sense of shame over the
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injustice of their fellow people than from a feeling of love for the Chinese.'®
But American policy toward China, esp. since 1900, was friendly and
generous. A net of American universities was spread over the country and
cultural exchange between the two nations increased and flourished.

A new turn in the history of Western opinion about China was brought
about by the First World War. This dreadful experience taught the nations
of Europe to become sceptical about the superiority of Western culture
and to look with new eyes on the old civilizations of the East. Thus Herman
Hesse wrote in 1917 to the French author Romain Rolland that he did not
believe in Europe but in mankind, in the empire of the soul in which all
nations participate and whose noblest embodiments we owe to Asia.”

In the first decade after the War a new and lively interest in China
arose in Europe: the so-called China Fashion of the Twenties. Already
during the last decades before 1900 Chinese poetry had become known
through translations, first in France, then in England, later in Germany.
The followmg years saw new translations, adaptations and imitations in
great plenty In London, Ezra Pound published his collection Cathay (1915);
T.S. Eliot later commented that Pound “is the inventor of Chinese poetry
for our time.”?® In Germany the poets of Expressionism, R. Dehmel, H. von
Hoffmannsthal, and A. Holz were all great admirers of Chinese poetry.
Above all it was Li Tai-po { 2K ) who fascinated European poets and
readers. In 1915 the German author Alfred Doblin published his novel
Die Drei Spriinge des Wang lun in which he tried to create a new type of man
formed on the philosophy of Taoism, wu wei (#255). Later, Bertolt Brecht
showed in several of his stories and plays that he had received strong impulses .
from the ancient Chinese thinkers Laotze, Motze, and Confucius.?!

In the years before and after World War I, traveling to the East and
around the world became fashionable and travel reports and diaries filled
the book markets. Numercus Western scholars began to visit China and to
create a more reflected image of ‘the country and its culture. Bertrand
Russell taught at Peking University in 1920 and spoke admiringly of China
and how much the West had to learn from it.

Generally speakmg, the attitude of modern writers toward Chma
shows a serious endeavor to give an objectively true and fair picture of the
country and its people. The more outstanding authors know China from
a long personal experience. Foremost among them is Pearl S. Buck. Her
books have given to millions of readers of all nations and races the first
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realistic and understanding picture of this nation which, in regard to
population and history, holds a unique position among the peoples of the
world.??

An extreme illustration of all the negative opinions and attitudes of
foreigners concerning China and the Chinese is the book What is Wrong with
China? by Rodney Gilbert (1926). The author, an American, defends himself
in the preface against the accusation that he had condemned the Chinese
from birth to death, from the beginning of their history to the present day.
Could he not find anything good in them? He answers that if he would put
together everything that he loved and admired about China, it would be a
big book. But China, he says, has so often been told how great and good
it is that the world and the Chinese themselves must also hear something
about their weakness and ugly sides.

As an answer to this book one should perhaps read Lin Yutang’s
(BRFE %) My Country and My People (1936) in which a Chinese of native
" and Western education offers an interpretation of China, together with
many outlooks on Europe and America. For Lin Yutang the Chinese are
rightfully proud of their old and vast country. In his eyes they are distin-
guished by a healthy instinct of life and possessed by a vitality which has
stood the test of several thousand years in spite of chaotic revolutions,
catastrophes and wars.

But the fact that China really suffered from dangerous weaknesses
was brought home to the people by the ageressions of the Western powers
and Japan. Therefore a strong reaction against the shackles of the old tradi-
tions arose among the younger generations and led to the overthrow of the
Manchu dynasty and the rise of a new China.

We have walked in big strides through twenty centuries and have briefly
pointed out the periods when the Chinese empire entered the horizon of
Western writers. We have seen that in the 17th and 18th century the Middle
Kingdom enjoyed a high reputation in Europe, but that only in the beginning
of the present century the barriers that separated China from the rest of
the world began to fall down; that China became a “land of the open door”
and entered into a free traffic of give and take with the nations of the world.
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