For our international scholars and their children,

as well as anyone who enjoys Chinese culture
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Chinese Cultural Kaleidoscope

China‘s Cultural History—
In Foreigners® Eyers

Whilst modern China and its phenomenal economic
growth since 1978 and the “Reform and Opening Up”
are known to most of us, because hardly a day goes by
without an economic or political news headline about
China, we are far less familiar with Chinese history and
culture. “Chinese civilization originates in an antiquity
so remote that we vainly endeavour to discover its
commencement”, so said the 19th century French
missionary and traveller Abbé Régis-Evariste Huc.

China suffered terribly in the 19th century and first
half of the 20th at the hands of foreign invaders and was
reduced to a sorrowful state.

However, | always say that for any visitor to modern
China, a visit to the Shanghai Museum in People’s Square
is @ must or, similarly, to the National Museum of China
in Beijing. The visitor will see how advanced a civilization
this was even long before the birth of Christ. Not for

nothing is the Chinese name for this country Zhongguo,
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meaning “The Middle Kingdom”. China truly was the
centre of the world for an exceedingly long time.

Here are some interesting comparisons: Go
back in time a mere 650 years to the founding of the
Ming Dynasty in 1368. For nearly three centuries few
would argue that this civilization was the world’s most
advanced. Look at the priceless artifacts on display in
those museums in Shanghai and Beijing. Admittedly,
the Ming Dynasty came to a sad end but compare, for
example, Nanjing with London in the early 15th century.
The former had a population of more than half a million,
London less than fifty thousand, where one in three
children died before the age of one. The city walls of
Nanjing, which still largely stand today, are the most
impressive | have ever seen, not just in their strength but
also their length. During the Ming Dynasty scholarship
flourished and the Yongle Emperor made Nanjing a
centre of learning. The encyclopedia he commissioned
finally filled over eleven thousand volumes, which was
the earliest encyclopedia (1408) in the world, even

earlier than the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1768) by more
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than 360 years.

The Scottish economic historian Niall Ferguson in his
book Civilization, the 2011 edition published by Penguin
Books, reminds us that, at this time, the English, when
not fighting each other, were in wars with the Scots, and
in The Hundred Years War with France. Indeed, all Europe
was torn by wars and in the east 1453 saw the fall of
Constantinople, the end of the Byzantine Empire and the
ascendancy of the Ottomans and Islam. But China was
flourishing while Europe was suffering.

Of course, this all changed. Global power shifted
from East to West but it took a long time. On the orders
of King George Il of England, Lord Macartney’s abortive
visit to China only took place in 1793 when he tried to
interest the Qianlong Emperor in the new products of
European science.

It is hoped that this book will throw some light on
China’s rich cultural history, including Chinese philosophy,
and encourage further reading.

The origin of this book is related to the managing
editor of the English language science journal of Zhejiang

Vi
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University Press, based in the city of Hangzhou, famous
for its West Lake, visited by Marco Polo during the Yuan
Dynasty, and whose statue stands on the lakeside today.
He described the city as being “beyond dispute the finest
and noblest in the world”. Hangzhou is again a wealthy
place. It has become one of the most affluent cities in
modern China.

Every year, at Christmas time in the West, the
managing editor of this journal sends a greetings card to
her editorial board members who are scattered around
the world, including many in Europe and North America.
But along with the card there is other material, such as a
collection of special Chinese stamps, or maybe something
about the writings and importance of Confucius. Always
something about Chinese history and culture is included.
For Christmas 2015 it was a booklet entitled “The Culture
of Chinese Festivals and Holidays”, again with special
stamps included and explaining events like the Spring
Festival, Tomb-Sweeping Day, the Dragon Boat Festival
and others. It is @ small but important way of reminding

people that China has an illustrious past of which it is
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proud, and which helps explain why it again seeks to be

an important player on the world stage.

lan McIntosh
March 26, 2016

(The preface is by a former editor of learned journals from the UK who has spent long
periods in China since 2008 assisting the editorial staff at Zhejiang University Press, in
Hangzhou. He has travelled quite widely in China and visited many places of historical
and cultural interest.
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