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Dr. Frances Wood’s Forword

On behalf of the British Library, I am happy to add a few words of
introduction to Professor Wang Qingcheng’s new volume of facsimiles of
Taiping documents. As curator of the Chinese collections in the British
Library, I have always been very conscious that they should be made
available to Chinese scholars, and the publication of facsimile editions,
in China, is a splendid method of increasing access. Zhonghua Book
Company pioneered this type of publication with reproductions of dis-
persed volumes of the great Ming collectanea, Yongle Dadian , (1960)
which included the volumes (juan) then held in the British Library.
Volumes of rubbings of oracle bone collections in the UK, Yingguo Suo
Cang Jiagu Ji, were published by the Zhonghua Book Company in 1985.
The secular manuscripts from Dunhuang in the British Library were pub-
lished as Yingcang Dunhuang Wenxian by the Sichuan People’ s Publish-
ing House with the help of the Dunhuang — Turfan Academic Society and
the Institute of History of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (which
had also been involved in Yingguo Suo Cang Jiagu Ji) . The Dunhuang
manuscripts are now being digitised and mounted on the world - wide web
(idp@bl.uk) .

The Chinese documents from Dunhuang, volumes of the Yongle Da-
dian and the oracle bone collections were all recognised as important by
scholars in China and the West. The case of the Taiping documents is a
very different one. It was the patient detective work of Professor Wang
Qingcheng which unearthed some of the most significant documents, not
exactly buried but certainly undervalued in the British Library’s collee-

tions. Without Professor Wang’ s academic experience, some of these




items, particularly the imperfect Tianfu Shengzhi , might never have come
to light and we are grateful to him for assisting in the full exploitation of
our collections .

Taiping documents in the British Library include the relatively
well — known Gordon papers, documents and letters in Chinese and
English which were deposited in the British Museum’ by relatives of
Major — General Charles George * Chinese’ Gordon (1833 — 1885) .
General “ordon was deeply affected by his period of service in China,
when, at Li Hongzhang® s request for military assistance, he was sec-
onded from the British Army, to serve with the ’Ever- Victorious Army’
against the Taipings. In early December, 1863, when the Taiping leaders
surrendered at Suzhou, Gordon believed that he had negotiated on the
basis that they would not be killed, but Li Hongzhang overruled him and
executed the Taiping’wangs’ . Gordon’ s despair was described by Sir
Samuel Halliday Macartney (1833 — 1906), a British army medical offi-
cer who had actually joined the Chinese imperial forces (rather than serve
on the basis of secondment, like Gordon) and who continued in Chinese
government service, taking charge of the Nanjing arsenal (1865 - 1875)
and serving for many years as secretary and councillor at the Chinese
Embassy in London. And, in one of the most interesting twists of the
Taiping story, Sir Halliday Macartney married a daughter of one of the
Taiping *wangs’ . *

Though Gordon’s part in the Taiping rebellion is well - known,
non - specialists are perhaps less aware of the profound effect of the
Taiping Heavenly Kingdom on foreign missionaries in China in the mid —
19" century. Nowadays, as church attendance in Britain falls and mis-
sionary societies close down, it is quite hard to imagine how many foreign

missionaries there were in 19" century China and how widespread the




support for their endeavours with churches throughout the UK and Amer-
ica collecting pennies to finance their efforts. For these missionaries and
their supporters, the *Christian’ aspects of the Taiping Tianguo were truly
exciting, and they flocked to Nanjing to visit. Eventually missionaries
disagreed about the Taipings, some believing that their unorthodox bor-
rowings from Christianity were more dangerous than idolatry whilst others
thought that with some firm guidance, they could be brought to the straight
and narrow way of correct religious worship. Amongst the latter was
Joseph Edkins, who sent Hong Xiuquan the famous letter on Christian
theology which Hong Xiuquan returned, covered in red annotations.
Apart from Edkins’ direct interaction with Hong Xiuquan, other British
missionaries picked up Taiping publications in Nanjing. Many of these
gradually found their way into the British Library collections. In
R.K.Douglas> Catalogue of Chinese Books and Manuscripts in the British
Museum which was published in 1877, there are 20 items listed under the
Taiping heading. In his Supplement to the Catalogue , published in 1903, he
lists a further 9 items that had entered the Library by that time. As this was
forty years after the Taiping rebellion, it is quite probable that the items were
given to the Library on the death of the elderly missionaries who had collected
them. In the development of our collections, we have been fortunate in that
the English abroad like to buy and collect objects of interest to them, even if
they appear ephemeral at the time. Amongst the rarities in the Chinese col-
Jection are, for example, a number of late Ming woodblock printed guides to
Putuoshan which were collected in Zhoushan by James Cunningham, a doctor
with the British East India Company in the early 18" century. It is also foriu-
nate that when people in the UK find strange objects and documents in their
grandparents”’ attics, they take them to national museums and libraries for i-

dentification. With the passage of time, ephemeral items become rarities




through the accident of their survival. It is through such means that little
woodblock prints, picked up in Nanjing in the Taiping era by missionaries,
survived the destruction of the Taiping Tianguo, to await the attention of

Chinese scholars, such as Professor Wang Qingcheng.

i The British Museum was founded in 1753 and, from its foundation, the Library was the
senior department. In 1972, as it was felt that museums and libraries were developing a-
long separate lines, the printed book and manuscripts formerly in the British Museum were
transferred to the newly — established British Library. Thus General Gordon’ s papers,
both in Chinese and English moved to the British Library.

ii See the entry for Sir Samuel Halliday Macartney in the Dictionary of National Biography,
1917, and for Gordon’s reaction to the execution, Frances Wood, No Dogs and Not Many
Chinese: Treaty Port Life in China , 1843 — 1943, London, 1998, p. 79.

i1i British Library Or. 5896.
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