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A Variety of Sources and Perspectives 

What idea did the Chinese have of the Western world? This important topic in the history of Sino-Western relations has been addressed by numerous scholars at different times and from various points of view. This research hopes to contribute to existing studies by providing an exhaustive account of the different sources containing information about Rome, thus trying to understand the perception that the Chinese had about it during the Qing dynasty.

Though the first descriptions of the Italian peninsula in Chinese language date back to the Ming, it was only during the Qing dynasty that a plurality of sources concerning the Western countries, including Italy and its major urban centres, became available to the Chinese. Such sources can be roughly divided into two categories, namely: a) texts written by foreigners for the Chinese, the majority of them being books on world geography written by the Jesuit and Protestant missionaries between the 17th and 19th century; b) texts written by the Chinese for their fellow-countrymen. The latter sources tend to be more recent and diverse, as they mainly date from the late Qing and range from collections of geographic works, to travel diaries and to memories left by officials and diplomats who had the chance to see the “eternal city” with their own eyes. 

At the beginning of the 20th century, then, a plurality of information on Rome was available to the Chinese. What was the resulting picture? Which aspects of the “eternal city” struck the Chinese attention during more then three centuries of restless historical change? Did the ups and downs of the modern history of Rome influence the perception that the Chinese had of it as a once powerful capital of a great empire? To what extent did different narrators contribute to modify the image of Rome through the centuries? These are some of the questions this research will try to confront with, starting from an analysis of the sources so far collected in Taiwan.        

