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FOREWORD

t has been a long and exciting history of

tremendous cultural exchange between China and

other countries. In terms of culture, economy,
ideology, and personnel, these exchanges between China
and other countries can be dated back to the times of
Qin and Han dynasties—directly or indirectly, by land or
sea. The long-term and multi-faceted cultural exchange
helps the world to understand more about China and
the rest of the world, enriching the common wealth of
mankind—both materially and spiritually.

The book series entitled Roads to the World offers
the most splendid stories in the entire history of Sino-
foreign cultural exchange. We hereby offer them to
foreign students learning the Chinese language, and
to foreign readers who have a keen interest in Chinese
culture. These stories depict important personalities,
events, and phenomena in various fields of cultural
exchange between China and other nations, and among
. different peoples. By reading the books, you may
understand China and Chinese civilization profoundly,

6 g
(o )
N
{ i)
J
91‘9

.

.



and the close link between Chinese civilization and
other civilizations of the world. The books highlight the
efforts and contributions of Chinese people and Chinese
civilization in the world’s cultural interchange. They
reflect mankind’s common spiritual pursuit and the
orientation of values.

This book is a historical record of how The Orphan
of Zhao written by Ji Junxiang, a playwright of the Yuan
Dynasty of China, was adapted into The Orphan of
China by Voltaire. Since then, this Chinese tragedy had
been repeatedly translated, reviewed and adapted by
different countries, creating the “craze for The Orphan
of Zhao” across Europe in the mid-18" century. The
“China fever,” which emerged in Europe at the end of
17" century, also reached its climax at that time.
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“The Orphan” Taken to Europe

n February 1734, an anonymous letter was carried by
Mercury, an open publication in Paris. In this letter,
snippets from the French translation of a Chinese
drama were included. The letter said: “Sir, this is the new
and unique present I promised to give you. Please tell me
- what you and your friends think after reading the Chinese
tragedy. Furthermore, please also tell me the reason why
I'm so interested in this drama. Is it because anything
ancient or from far away can always stir our admiration?”
Who was the writer of this letter? How did he get
to know this Chinese drama? Why was he so keen to
introduce and recommend this “Chinese tragedy” to his
French friends? Which “Chinese tragedy” was it referring
to in this letter?
Although this letter was anonymous, people, through
various channels, came to know that the writer of this
letter was Joseph Henry Marie de Premar (1666-1736), a

priest of the Society of Jesus in France.
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VOLTAIRE AND THE ORPHAN OF CHINA

Joseph Henrg Marie de Premar was born in Cherbourg
in northwestern France on July 17, 1666. This was a town
and seaport on the northern tip of Cotentin peninsula in
Normandy. In 1683, he joined the Society of Jesus of the
French diocese at the age of 18.

After joining the Christian Church, he was fully
devoted to the study of theology and performed well. In
1698, he was sent to China as a missionary to disseminate
Christianity. After his arrival in China, he was profoundly
immersed in the Chinese culture and had never left China
ever since, till his death in 1736. Furthermore, he also got
a Chinese name—Ma Yuese.

Why did Ma Yuese write that letter? Why did he make
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Matteo Ricai and Johann Adam Schall von Bell opened a map
of China. Above them there were two founders of Jesuits.
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VOLTAIRE AND THE ORPHAN OF CHINA

a special mention of that Chinese tragedy? And why did
the Society of Jesus send him to China as a missionary?
In order to understand these questions, we should, first
of all, know something about the age in which Ma Yuese
lived.

In the late 17" century, some European merchants
shipped some “made-in-China” commodities back to
Europe, such as silk, porcelain, tea, lacquer and jade.
When these commodities were available on the European
market, they were sold out quickly. For the Europeans
then, these made-in-China commodities were very exotic
and attractive. They had never seen such fine and light
silk products before, or imagined that the leaf-like stuff
called “tea” could be drunk and could produce such a
fresh scent and aroma. Neither had they seen a piece of
furniture made of wood that could be so artistically made
and so beautifully decorated.

Not only these “made-in-China” commodities were
passionately pursued and cherished by the Europeans,
the Chinese living habits were also imitated by some
Europeans. In ancient China, sedan chair was a common
and widely-used means of transport. In the eyes of
Europeans, however, it was fun and interesting to use
sedan chair as a means of transport. When French King
Louis XIV was organizing a family party, he, after all

guests had arrived, appeared at the party, sitting in a
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