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Translation or Exaggeration:
Guo Songtao’s Shixi jicheng in the West

(Abstract)

Li Jiaqi

To gather reliable foreign intelligence, the Qing empire (1644—1911) “ordered its
overseas diplomats to submit their official diaries regularly in the nineteenth century.
Guo Songtao (1818-1891), the first Chinese Envoy to the UK, depicted the thriving
Western colonization project in his diary, Shixi jicheng. However, his writings were
banned by the Qing court in 1877 for exaggerating the wealth and power of Western
countries. A few researchers have noticed that Western siewspapers disseminated the
censored diary and condemned the Qing court for covering up the true narrative of
the West. This paper identifies the circulation trajectory of Guo’s diary in London,
Hong Kong, and Shanghai to compare the Chinese and English interpretations on one
key entry of the diary. It reveals that the controversial entry is not from Guo’s own
travel experience, but from his translation-ef a new foreign book. This case study will
enrich the understanding of the envoy.diary as a controversial cultural medium in
Sino-Western relations.
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