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Abstract 
 
This paper is about the interpreter  for the first British embassy to China.  Li Zibiao was a Chinese 
Catholic priest who Lord Macartney recruited in Europe and brought with him to China.  This account 
of his participation in the embassy aims to help us understand the role of the interpreter in intercultural 
negotiations in the late eighteenth century.  Interpreting is something we tend to think of as invisible, 
but in these negotiations, where only a single interpreter was present, the interpreter had significant 
power.  In effect, he acted as a mediator, shuttling between the two parties to enable each to accept the 
positions of the other so that the negotiations could come to a more or less successful conclusion.  This 
position of power meant that the interpreter’s own institutional and personal interests could also be 
important to the negotiations.  Thus loyalty was crucial to how interpreting worked.  Ly’s achievement 
during the negotiations was to create a situation where both Lord Macartney and the Qing officials 
were willing to accept him as a mediator and where he survived to tell the tale.   
 

*** 
 
 At the end of Lord Macartney’s embassy to the court of the Qianlong emperor 
the British sailed home from Macao.  Li Zibiao, the Chinese priest who had acted as 
interpreter, stayed on in Macao and wrote an account of the embassy to his superiors 
in Rome in order to justify his participation. 1  He began by explaining that, “Things 
turned out unexpectedly, so that instead of secret interpreting (for that was what I had 
been assigned and intended to do) I became an interpreter of words, since after we 
disembarked from the ships into the Chinese skiffs, no one who was familiar with 
Chinese dared to join the embassy.”2  At the end the embassy he said that he had 
turned down invitations from Qing officials, including the governor of Guangdong 
province, to return with the next British embassy, and also offers from the British to 
work in London.  He explained that he did so because he knew that his duty was to 
wait to learn how he could satisfy the vow to be a missionary he had made when he 
had entered the College of the Holy Family in Naples.  “It was for this same religious 
reason that I became involved in matters of this world, and wasted my time and effort, 
but never now it is past have I regretted undertaking something that not even the most 
stupid person would have done if they had understood the danger.”3   

Since the rise of simultaneous conference interpreting in the mid-twentieth 
century with its microphones and glass booths, there has been a widely held image of 
interpreting as a perfectly transparent process in which the interpreter becomes 
invisible as an extension of the speaker whose words he or she is translating.4  
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Conference interpreting is of course only a small part of the work of interpreters today, 
but the effect of the image has been to concentrate attention on the process of 
translation and away from the person of the interpreter.  This has shaped English-
language scholarship on the history of interpreting even when the author is writing 
against it, as is the case for one of the best recent works, Kumiko Torikai’s Voices of 
the Invisible Presence.5  Chinese language historians of interpreting have a greater 
tendency to institutional history, since China has a long tradition of government 
institutions for training and providing diplomatic interpreters, but their work too is 
shaped by commitment to the modern norm.6 

In the late eighteenth-century the ideal of the diplomatic interpreter as a 
transparent translator of words did exist, but in practice interpreters also acted as 
informants, negotiators, and mediators.7  This role carried significant, but temporary, 
power.  Because of its importance and difficulty the interpreter needed to be someone 
of considerable ability and was therefore likely to have wider interests and ties that 
might affect the negotiations.  It mattered greatly to the principal parties to the 
negotiations who the interpreter was and what his loyalties were.  For the same reason 
the position of interpreter was a dangerous role to hold.  Relations of trust were vital 
to all concerned: the principals risked failure in their negotiations while the interpreter, 
as the weaker party, was even more vulnerable.  Trust could be created by the 
principals binding the interpreter into a shared world of male sociability, but also 
through institutional incentives and through threats.  Invisibility comes into play 
because it was a possible solution to the interpreter’s vulnerability: by creating the 
illusion that the principals were speaking directly to eachother, the interpreter could, if 
he wished, conceal his own role in the negotiations.  

Li’s accounts of his experience in this and other letters, along with of the 
abundant British and Chinese documents about the embassy, enable us to examine the 
role of the interpreter in intercultural diplomatic negotiations in the late eighteenth 
century.  His story shows us that while loyalty was a key virtue in contemporary 
understandings of interpreting, interpreters in this period were not simply 
representatives of nation states. Rather multiple personal loyalties cut across national 
stories as interpreters like other diplomatic agents pursued personal, institutional and 
ethnic interests.  Li’s loyalty to the Catholic church caused him to intervene 
surreptitiously in the negotiations at considerable personal risk and when that failed to 
adopt a position of invisibility, but his identity as a member of a religious 
congregation associated with the papacy rather than the Portuguese and as Han 
Chinese rather than Manchu were also important in how he was treated. 8 
 
British and Chinese expectations of interpreters 
 British expectations of interpreting for the embassy are well illustrated by the 
events that took place during the negotiations with Tipu Sultan that ended the Second 
Anglo-Mysore war in 1783.  George Macartney, as governor of Madras, was 
responsible for these negotiations and he sent his aide George Leonard Staunton to 
carry them out, so there is a direct link with the embassy to China when Macartney 
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and Staunton were also the principals in the negotiations on the British side.  On both 
occasions there was considerable tension between the interests of the British 
government and those of the East India Company, and Macartney and Staunton were 
close identified with the government. During Staunton’s journey across south India to 
meet with Tipu Sultan interpreting became a major issue in his relations with Anthony 
Sadleir, who represented the interests of the East India Company’s merchants in 
Madras.  Staunton and Sadleir’s letters on this occasion provide a good sense of the 
issues and expectations in interpreting at this time.  In India at this time written 
translation of diplomatic correspondence, which was usually in Persian, was 
undertaken by British men who had learned the language: in this case David 
Haliburton, who held the office of Persian Translator in Madras, and other men with 
similar posts in the army and East India Company.  However, Haliburton was not able 
to act as a spoken interpreter and had not accompanied the embassy.9  Instead Sadleir 
brought with him his dubash one Choleapah Moodely.10  Although the title dubash 
means interpreter, such men could also be powerful merchants in their own right.11 
Choleapah was clearly a man of considerable ability and soon became the chief 
channel of communication with the Mysore agents.12  In this he quite outshone 
Staunton’s man, Vincata Rangih, who was the East India Company’s interpreter for 
the port of Cuddalore.13 

The dispute blew up when Tipu Sultan’s agents began direct negotiations with 
the interpreters.  Staunton and Sadleir were not present at the discussions, but an 
English secretary attended and wrote up a report.  Sadleir rejected this saying that his 
man Choleapah had given him a different version of what had been said.  The 
secretary insisted that he had written down everything important and only ommitted 
repetitions and “compliments agreeable to oriental custom and policy.”14  The issue, 
of course, was what should be considered mere compliment and what was crucial to 
the negotiations.  Sadleir and Staunton asked Tipu Sultan’s representative for his 
version of what had been agreed, only to find that his notes made no reference at all to 
several of their complaints.  Staunton was convinced that Choleapah was planning to 
create a situation where Tipu Sultan would bribe him (and possibly also Sadleir), to 
act against the interests of the British state.  Thus he was horrified when Tipu Sultan 
himself acknowledged Choleapah’s importance by asking after him personally as 
soon as the British arrived at his camp.15 
 Staunton condemned Madras dubashes as a group because their occupation as 
middlemen meant that they were “bred in habits of cunning and adulation and are not 
exempt from the imputation of a disposition to venality.”16  His primary concern, 
however, was that Choleapah would be loyal to Sadleir and the interests of the East 
India Company merchants, not to him.  His response was to propose a quite different 
role for the interpreters.  He demanded that he and Sadleir should be present at all 
meetings. The proper behaviour of interpreters was what he claimed had happened at 
the beginning of the embassy, when the interpreters were concerned “simply in 
Translating every separate sentence or words as it was spoken on either side, but the 
Subjects, the argument, the method, the whole scope of the discussion depended on 
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the Principals.”17  The point soon became moot, because Sadleir and Staunton refused 
to speak to each other and began to communicate by memo, making any spoken 
negotiation impossible.   Once the indeterminacy of speech was eliminated, 
something much closer to Staunton’s proposal for translation was possible and they 
could explain disagreements as the result of linguistic errors or nuance, writing to 
Tipu’s representatives that “we are aware, with what facility expressions may be 
mistaken in passing from one language to another.”18  However, it is clear that this 
idea of words passing from one language to another was far from how the interpreters 
worked at the beginning of the embassy. 
 In China, the longstanding ideal was that all diplomatic interpreting should be 
controlled by the state.  Interpreters handling embassies were supposed to be officials 
in the College of Translators and Interpreters (Huitong siyi guan), an institution that 
had its roots in the early Ming dynasty.19  The college provided training in a wide 
range of languages ranging from Sanskrit and Persian to Uyghur and Thai.  At 
different times in the eighteenth century both Latin and Russian were taught: in 1729 
a class in Latin was added to the College of Translators and Interpreters and taught by 
Jesuit missionaries.20 Russian had its own institution, the Russian Language College 
(Eluosi wenguan), whose teachers included Russians captured on the frontiers and 
others sent to China on diplomatic missions.21  Missions from Korea, Japan and the 
Liuqiu Islands used written Chinese and brought interpreters with them who were also 
understood as officials.22  On China’s frontiers interpreters known as tongshi were 
low level state functionaries.  In areas like Taiwan where Qing control was expanding 
they were often the first level of local government.23  In Guangzhou (Canton), where 
they were known to the English as linguists, they received a tax on all foreign trade 
transactions and were responsible for the official paperwork needed by the foreign 
merchants.24   

However, in actual practice these Chinese institutions had difficulty producing 
people with the linguistic skills to interpret for a diplomatic mission.  The College of 
Translators and Interpreters was under constant criticism: its classes came and went, 
while its students were said to be unwilling to study for a lowly rank with limited 
prospects.  On the southern coast, although a significant number of Chinese in Macao 
spoke fluent Portuguese, the official linguists in Canton had merely enough English to 
do their job.25  Thus the Qing had to employ individuals with unusual life stories as 
interpreters.  For everyday puproses they could use defectors and prisoners captured 
on the frontier for Russian, and get documents in European languages translated in 
Macao.26  For diplomatic negotiations with Europeans the court usually turned to the 
Jesuits in Beijing: for the negotiations that led to the Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689 the 
Kangxi emperor employed Tomé Pereira.  Catherine Jami has argued that he chose 
Pereira because he regarded him as a loyal servant, and it was for this reason that the 
negotiations were conducted in Latin rather than Manchu, Russian or Mongolian. 27  
The choice led to disputes with the Russians as Pereira also pursued a Jesuit agenda in 
the negotiations.  For the Chinese, as for the British, the potential power of 
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interpreters during diplomatic negotiations was a threat, and issues of trust were 
crucial to their appointment. 
 
Building a Relationship with the Interpreter 
 Trust was not seen by either the British or the Chinese as a simple result of 
national origin but rather something that could be constructed: Staunton distrusted 
Sadleir quite as much as he distrusted Choleapah, and on occasion the Kangxi 
emperor chose to use European Jesuits rather than Mongol-speakers from his own 
court as interpreters.28  This was because internal rivalries were often as important for 
the negotiations as those with foreign states: when Macartney was offered the position 
as ambassador to China he was determined not to use anyone with a primary loyalty 
to the East India Company as an interpreter.  His relations with the Company while he 
was in Madras had been fraught, but he was also making a realistic assessment that 
those profiting from the existing trade arrangements in Guangzhou would have an 
interest in continuing them.  He wrote to Henry Dundas, Home Secretary and close 
ally of Prime Minister William Pitt, that he intended to take some gifts to conciliate 
the Jesuits in Beijing who might act as interpreters, but 

 
Prudence however requires not entirely to trust, if possible, to Interpreters, 
now either at Pekin or Canton. They might have local views and connections, 
or feel themselves under too much awe, to be able faithfully and completely to 
render the sense of the most decent representations.  It were therefore 
desirable to find in Europe a good Chinese Interpreter, who might 
communicate a variety of hints and instructions, and even some notions of the 
language, whilst onboard Ship, and above all might contract in the necessary 
intimacy of a long voyage, an Attachment which would ensure fidelity and 
zeal in the Service. His sentiments at least and real character could not fail of 
being discovered, and of shewing what degree of dependence should be placed 
upon him; in all events, he would serve as a check upon the resident 
Missionaries.29 

 
To find such a person Macartney decided to use his secretary’s close links with the 
Catholic church.  George Leonard Staunton was Irish from a mixed Catholic-
Protestant family and had been educated in a Jesuit college in France.30  He began his 
search through contacts in France and from there found out about the college in 
Naples where Chinese men were trained for the priesthood.  Staunton selected two of 
the men who had completed their training and came from north China, which he knew 
had a different dialect from Guangdong: Li Zibiao and Ke Zongxiao.  Two more, Yan 
Guanren and Wang Ying, then joined the embassy in London and sailed as 
passengers.31 
 Social rank was an important criterion in the selection of pupils for the Naples 
college: Li Zibiao came from a wealthy Chinese family in Wuwei, a trading town in 
China’s northwestern Gansu province.  His older brother Li Zichang joined the Green 
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Standard Army, the main military force recruiting Han Chinese, and went on to be 
honoured for his bravery in campaigns suppressing rebellions in Sichuan and Taiwan 
and rose to the rank of general.32  In later generations the family would produce some 
of the town’s most famous scholars.33 The family had probably converted to 
Catholicism in the early eighteenth century, when for a time there was a resident 
Italian missionary.34  After that there was no Catholic priest in this part of China for 
many years and it was this that motivated Li’s father to send his younger son, then 
aged just 11, to Naples in 1773 to study for the priesthood.35 
 The College of the Holy Family (commonly known as the Collegio dei Cinesi) 
had been founded specifically to train Chinese men for the priesthood, but over time 
had also developed into a school for the sons of the Naples elite.36  This was the 
environment in which Li Zibiao spent the next 19 years of his life.  When he arrived 
he was still a child, and was also several years younger than the other Chinese  
students most of whom were in their late teens and twenties.  Soon his best friend was 
Giovanni Borgia, only son of the Duke of Vallemezzana and Cosentini.37  These boys 
received the classic humanistic education that bound together the European elites of 
this period.  Li learned to speak Latin in the classroom and Italian informally.  The 
Chinese students read all the major classical Latin texts beginning with Cicero’s 
speeches, then going on to the great epic poetry of Vergil, the poems of Horace and 
Ovid, and even Lucretius’ entirely unreligious writings on atoms.38  Then they were 
taught the art of public speaking by Felice Cappello, a well known educationalist who 
published two of the textbooks he composed while at the college.  His textbook on 
rhetoric urges the general importance of training in public speaking for careers in both 
the church and the law.39  These rhetorical skills almost certainly shaped the way in 
which Li spoke and interpreted for Macartney. 

In addition Li continued to speak and study Chinese while he was in Naples.  
The Chinese students all lived together in a large dormitory and were required to 
continue to study Chinese texts in preparation for their future mission.  Originally 
there had been a teacher brought from China specifically for this purpose, but by the 
time Li arrived the arrangement was for one of the older Chinese students to teach the 
younger ones.40  Li would have been taught by the son of a military official in Beijing, 
a young man who had received a good education in China before he left for Naples at 
the age of 19.41  Later generations were taught by Yan Guanren, who was the son a 
wealthy Fujian merchant, and was one of the other students who returned to China 
with Macartney.42  While the kind of education such a teacher could provide would 
not have been of the highest order, it would probably have been quite similar to that in 
many traditional Chinese schools.   

Li was an outstanding student and much loved by both his teachers and his 
classmates.  In 1776 Gennaro Fatigati, the superior of the college, reported that “this 
Chinese boy has done better than all the others in the Latin language.”43  He also 
commented that Li was devout, modest and well behaved.  Clearly the young age at 
which he arrived in Naples made Li quicker at picking up languages than the older 
Chinese students.  His close friendship with Giovanni Borgia, which was unusual 
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among the Chinese students in its intensity, no doubt also helped.  Added to this he 
was very bright: later school reports constantly list his “excellent ability.”44  It is also 
clear that from his arrival Li was Fatigati’s favourite student.  Fatigati himself was 
unusual among the Neapolitan priests living and teaching in the college as a man of 
deep spirituality: he was hugely admired for having turned down the significant 
financial rewards of a bishopric in order to remain at the college.  Li’s later 
correspondence often echoes Fatigati’s spiritual style, something that is very unusual 
among the Chinese students, and suggest that he too came to speak easily in this way.  
Fatigati was of an age to be Li’s grandfather and his constant affection for the boy no 
doubt encouraged Li to internalise the values that he represented.  It also seems likely 
to have been one of the reasons for Li’s great confidence and security throughout his 
life.  Li’s sincere demeanour combined with an easy assumption that others would 
respond well to him was to be crucial in his time as an interpreter. 

When Staunton arrived in Naples, Li and his classmates were eager to return 
to China and start work as missionaries, but the college had for some time been 
unable to afford the costs of the voyage to send them home.  Staunton told the College 
authorities that the only responsibility of the Chinese would be to instruct the embassy 
in the customs and language of China on the voyage before leaving the embassy at 
Macao.45  This fitted with Macartney’s plan of finding an interpreter, winning his 
loyalty through friendship, and only later telling him what was required.  From the 
start Staunton treated Li and Ke as gentlemen with “finesse and good manners” and 
we can follow the progress of Macartney’s plan in Li’s letters back to the superior 
Massei and the other Chinese students in Naples as they travelled across Europe.46  
The party spoke in Latin, a language in which Staunton was fluent because of his 
seminary education and in which he also spoke to his young son.  By the time they 
reached Brussels it is clear that Li’s relationship with Staunton was deepening.  They 
must have discussed politics since Li wrote back to his Chinese classmates about 
British parliamentary reform giving Irish Catholics their rights.47  Staunton was an 
ardent supporter of the French revolution, while Li’s politics were much more 
conservative: he was pleased to see French refugees wearing the king’s cockade 
because he hoped for the defeat of the revolution and restoration of the French 
monarchy.  The two men had their differences about religion too, but it is clear that by 
this stage they were discussing the matter at a much deeper level than they had at the 
start, and that Staunton had revealed the extent of his links to the Catholic church to 
Li in a way that he very seldom did elsewhere.  He attended devoutly when Li or Ke 
said their daily mass and paid for someone to take them secretly to Catholic Sunday 
services in the Lutheran areas they had passed through.  Li probably even urged 
Staunton to convert from Anglicanism to Catholicism because he reported that 
Staunton was “obstinate in his religion and does not want to change it.”48  Staunton 
did however, tell Li that his mother was Catholic, something that the lengthy 
biography that his son later published about him omits.49  This was a sign of real trust, 
because Staunton was the subject of public attacks for his apparent links with the 
Catholic church which were a significant risk for his career. 
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In London Li and Ke stayed in Staunton’s house and met Macartney, with 
whom they spoke a mix of Italian and Latin.50  The eight-month boat journey to China 
strengthened Li’s relationship with the two men.  He and Ke as the nominated 
interpreters sailed on HMS Lion with Staunton and Macartney, while Yan and Wang 
travelled with the lower ranking embassy members on the East India Company ship 
the Hindostan.  An eighteenth-century warship was not a large space and there was a 
lot of opportunity for conversation, moments of shared laughter, and also of great 
danger.  As the captain followed the great current that flows east around Antartica, 
gales carried away one of the ship’s masts, filled the lower cabins with water, and 
eventually left the ship with no option but to bring in all the sails and simply run 
through the huge swell before the wind.  By the time the captain turned north towards 
the East Indies the ship was leaking eight inches of water an hour.51  Then, after the 
ship left Batavia (now Jakarta) it was becalmed when the monsoon winds that would 
take them to China failed to arrive.  In the intense heat and crowded living conditions 
dysentry and fevers spread among the crew.  Sixteen of the sailors died between 
Batavia and Macao and Li himself became desperately ill with scurvy.52 

When HMS Lion reached the waters off Macao, the three other Chinese went 
ashore as had originally been planned, but Li made the decision to continue with the 
embassy to Beijing against the wishes of his superiors.  Macartney saw this as 
evidence of the success of his efforts to build a relationship with Li over the course of 
the journey.  He reported to Dundas in London that he had  
 

a sufficient Interpreter, thro’ the medium of the Italian language, in one of the 
Neapolitan Chinese, a sensible Man, of a firm mind and good disposition, who 
becoming attached to me, overcame every apprehension of the danger arising 
from being found without permission, in the Service of a Foreigner, and 
agreed to accompany me throughout, continuing his European dress to avoid, 
if possible, discovery – while his companion could not resist the fears he 
entertained on the same ground, and left us at Macao.53  

 
Giambattista Marchini, the procurator of the Catholic missions in Macao, on the other 
hand, was horrified when Staunton brought him a letter from Li explaining his 
decision to go to Beijing as a person “in whom the ambassador placed great trust.”54  
He was worried about what would happen if the embassy went badly: Li would be 
discovered as a Chinese and a priest and this would have grave consequences not only 
for him but for the whole Catholic mission in China. 55   

Li’s response to the risks was to continue  wearing European dress, adopt an 
English name (Mr Plum, an English translation of his Chinese surname, recorded by 
the Chinese as Loumen), and rely on the striking capacity his unusual childhood had 
given him to conform to another culture.56  Staunton commented that because Li came 
from China’s far northwest he did not look quite like the other Chinese, and Yan 
Guanren wrote back encouragingly to Naples that Li was not afraid of discovery 
because he was an astonishingly good actor.57  None of these things, however, was 
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much of a disguise and Marchini’s fears were not unreasonable.  As everyone knew, 
thirty years earlier the East India Company merchants in Guangzhou had attempted to 
break the monopoly of the Chinese merchants by sending James Flint, their interpreter, 
with a petition to Ningbo to ask for permission to open trade there.  When this failed 
Flint sailed on north to Tianjin where he was arrested and imprisoned for two years.  
His Chinese assistant Liu Yabian was executed.58  One of the other possible 
interpreters for the Macartney embassy, a Chinese man who had lived in the 
Philippines and thus spoke fluent Spanish and Portuguese, withdrew once he realised 
the risks.  He was the son of a merchant who also taught Chinese to some of the 
English merchants in Macao.  They reported that he set off “with zeal and alacrity” 
and was ambitious to meet Macartney and go to Beijing.59  However by the time the 
ships reached north China he had been so scared by the questioning and threats he had 
received while negotiating for pilots on the way, that he refused to continue with the 
embassy.60   
 
Qing Officials’ Trust in the Interpreter 

Macartney chose Li as interpreter and persuaded him to go to Beijing as a 
result of the relationship he had built between them.  However, this would not have 
been enough for successful interpreting without similar confidence in Li from the 
Qing officials in charge of the embassy.  Macartney introduced Li as his 3rd Secretary, 
a relatively low ranking role, but from the start the Qing officials treated the 
interpreter as the third ranking member of the embassy after Macartney himself and 
Staunton.61  This was conventional Chinese treatment of visiting embassies and 
reflected the perception of interpreters as state functionaries.  It also had the effect of 
placing the interpreter in direct contact with high officials, where confidence and 
personal relationships might develop.  Liang Kentang, the governor of Zhili who was 
a stickler for correct protocol, gave Li’s assumed name of Plum (Loumen), in his 
report on the embassy’s arrival and recorded the speeches as being made by Plum on 
behalf of the ambassador.62  Li’s seniority was confirmed in his treatment as the 
embassy travelled from the coast to Beijing.  On the river journey inland, the 
procession began with Zhengrui, the senior official in charge of the embassy, and his 
suite in five barges, then Macartney, Staunton and Li each with a barge of their own, 
and then the rest of the Macartney’s retinue in groups.63  When they disembarked in 
Tongzhou near Beijing, Macartney, Staunton and Li were carried in sedan chairs, 
while the rest of the embassy got carts — to their considerable annoyance.64 

When the embassy arrived in the capital there was a dispute over where they 
should be housed which gives a good sense of Li’s role.  The house they had been 
allocated was in Haidian, a village a little to the north of the city, near the emperor’s 
garden residence, the Yuanmingyuan.  This made sense from the point of view of 
Qing officials, since the Yuanmingyuan was the site of the European-style palaces 
and was where the British gifts were to be displayed.65  Macartney objected to the 
house on sight.  From his point of view it was outside the city, not big enough, 
dilapidated, and quite unfurnished.66  So when the embassy arrived Macartney’s 
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retinue, exhausted from their journey in the uncomfortable carts, found themselves 
standing in a corridor with nowhere to go.  Eventually, “unable from fatigue to stand 
it longer, they all marched in a body in quest of his Lordship and Mr Plumb, whom 
they found disputing with the mandarines about the appartments not being sufficiently 
spacious.”67  It appears from this that Li was with Macartney and quite likely 
translating the words Macartney spoke rather than negotiating himself. 

These initial complaints failed and the embassy settled into the house, but the 
dispute continued and became involved with the issue of who should act as the 
embassy’s interpreter to the emperor.  Both Macartney and, as it happened, the 
Qianlong emperor had assumed up to this point that the Beijing Jesuits would take on 
the bulk of the interpreting for the embassy.  Macartney had originally stated to 
Dundas that Li’s role would be as his personal interpreter who could keep a check on 
what the Jesuits were saying and this was evidently also what he told Li.  The 
emperor had decided to appoint the Portuguese Jesuit José Bernardo de Almeida as 
interpreter giving him an appropriate official rank for the office.68  Macartney, 
however, thought that Almeida would support the Portuguese interest in maintaining 
trade through Macao against the British desire to break the monopoly by trading 
outside Guangdong.  Instead he wanted one of the French Jesuits, since in the 
aftermath of the French revolution’s anti-clericalism he thought that they would have 
little national interest in the outcome.69  The result was a most uncomfortable formal 
meeting between Macartney and the Beijing Jesuits in the presence of Zhengrui.70  
Macartney ordered the members of his suite to pretend that they did not speak Latin, 
which they found both demeaning and implausible, especially as Staunton was 
whispering to Li in Latin.71  During the meeting Macartney tried again to get the 
embassy’s residence moved into the city, but Almeida did not support him.  Instead, 
Almeida’s words to Zhengrui implied that  Macartney was not genuinely keen to go 
on to meet the emperor, who was spending the summer at his palace in Chengde up in 
the hills beyond the Great Wall.72  Li thought that this was the result of imprudent 
interpreting by Almeida which had resulted in Macartney’s request being 
misunderstood. 73  In any case Zhengrui refused the request.   
Li’s letter to Naples explains what happened next:  

 
A sharp dispute arose between the Officials and the Ambassador.  When the 
negotiations were forcefully disturbed, the two Senior Officials who 
accompanied us, called His Excellency Qiao and His Excellency Wang, came 
hurrying to find me demanding in a great state of excitement that I would set 
out openly the Ambassador’s opinions and reasons, which I knew full well, so 
that I could explain the original cause of his excited behaviour, which would 
certainly remove the reason for the present dispute.  I did not do so, saying 
that I was really tired from the previous days and quite exhausted by the work 
I had done, which was not my job, and that I was not an interpreter if they 
could find another, and that if I had done it from time to time it was not 
because it was my job but out of necessity.  But they would not accept my 
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arguments at all, but at length made great progress, so that I gave in to them 
not because they were right, but because I was overcome by their demands.  I 
came from where I was to the President of the Board, and explained the 
Ambassador’s thinking to him and why he so much wanted to stay in the city 
of Beijing, and that certainly as soon as his things were all safely arranged in 
whatever place was decided on, he would be able to leave quickly for the 
Emperor, who was then staying in Rehe, and that it was certainly not the case 
that there was anything wrong with the house in Haidian or that it was 
unworthy of such an important Ambassador.74 
 

Jinjian, the President of the Board of Works, agreed with this reasoning.  An 
alternative residence in the city was identified and Li made several trips into the city 
to approve it and make the arrangements.75  One striking feature of this account is that 
the job of the interpreter, as Li saw it, was not to transmit Macartney’s speech into 
Chinese, but rather to explain why Macartney thought as he did and to use persuasion 
to reach a solution that was acceptable to all.  In pursuit of this goal he clearly had no 
qualms about stating the precise opposite to Macartney’s opinions if need be: 
Macartney did indeed think that the house unworthy of him as ambassador, but this 
was scarcely a tactful thing to say to the officials who had provided it.76   

A few days later a letter arrived from Heshen, the senior minister on the Grand 
Council, to Wang Wenxiong and Qiao Renjie who were in charge of the embassy’s 
day to day affairs, telling them to appoint Li interpreter to the embassy for the 
imperial audience in Chengde.  They told him that this was “for the sake of 
minimising any controversy that might arise.”77  Li’s understanding of events was that 
this was the result of his relationship with Qiao and Wang.  He wrote that as a result 
of the disputes that had taken place  “the senior grand councillor He[shen] zhongtang 
relying on the account given by the officials made me interpreter to the Emperor and 
rejected all the others.”78  It was in fact perfectly conventional for the third ranking 
member of an embassy to be an interpreter and to attend the imperial audience in that 
position.  Nevertheless there had clearly been an earlier decision to use Almeida, so a 
decision was made by the Qing officials to use Li and it is interesting to consider the 
reasons for this.  It seems that they, like Macartney, had decided that they were 
willing to trust him. 

One possible explanation for Qing officials’ trust in Li is that, although he was 
committed to the success of the embassy as an event, he was by no means always in 
favour of either Macartney’s negotiating goals or his behaviour.  Bruce Anderson, in 
one of the most interesting studies of the role of the interpreter, has suggested that an 
interpreter who has an equal interest in the ends of both parties is likely to manipulate 
the content of negotiations towards moderation and to aim for what he sees as a just 
outcome where both sides believe that they have maximised their gains.79  This 
certainly seems to describe Li’s attitudes and behaviour.  Although he had spent many 
years in Europe, his birthplace and family identity was Chinese and his education in 
Naples had placed a great emphasis on this Chinese identity.  And although he had 
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arrived with Macartney, he had no particular reason other than friendship to identify 
with the British.  Likewise, the expansion of British trade was not a goal he shared, 
except in so far as it might benefit the interests of Chinese Catholics and the papal 
mission.  His attitude towards the embassy’s goals was balanced, but from the start 
somewhat distant. 

As the embassy progressed Li became increasingly critical of Macartney’s 
behaviour.  Although he smoothed over the disputes about where the embassy should 
stay, his own opinion was that in complaining about the house Macartney was 
behaving “as if drunk with too much honour.”80 As it happened this was also the 
Qianlong emperor’s view: when Macartney refused to perform the kowtow he wrote, 
“When they were coming to the capital, the local officials in the places they passed 
through all entertained them and provided for them, and could not avoid treating them 
too well, with the result that the envoy and his party became recklessly arrogant.”81  It 
may be that this idea was conveyed to Li, since as the interpreter he was the person 
who actually received the rebuke that followed, and that was why he later 
incorporated it in his letter.82  Or he may simply have come to the same conclusion on 
his own account.  In either case it is clear that his personal opinions were quite strong 
and were not always favourable to Macartney.   

Later on in the embassy the courier Aeneas Anderson, remarked that at one 
point meals arrived cold for several days and “Mr Plumb, the vehicle of all complaints, 
and who, in general, contrived to procure redress, was employed.”83  This (no doubt 
rather wearing) role inevitably meant that Li was constantly working with Qiao Renjie 
and Wang Wenxiong.  On the road north to the Emperor’s palace in Chengde a 
Manchu servant was beaten for stealing some of the embassy’s utensils.  When he 
was released he insisted that a Chinese couldn’t beat a Manchu outside the Great Wall, 
upon which Qiao and Wang had him beaten again, and Wang remarked to Li that a 
Manchu would always be Manchu.84  This anecdote, recorded by Macartney, suggests 
that there was a considerable degree of trust between the two.  On the one hand, this 
was a period when any kind of anti-Manchu slur could lead to terrible repercussions, 
so Wang put himself at risk by his remark.  On the other hand, he also made it clear 
that he knew perfectly well that Li too was Han Chinese, and not English as he had 
claimed to be.  As interpreter Li represented the English, but he was also at times on 
the side of the Chinese.  The Qing officials who worked with him could hardly fail to 
be aware of this. 

Li’s position between the two parties continued during the embassy’s time in 
Chengde and was one of the ways in which the disagreements between the two sides 
could be smoothed over to achieve a result which was, at least at that moment, 
acceptable to both.  At the audience with the emperor Li was treated as the third 
ranking member of the embassy.  He dined with Macartney and Staunton at the side 
of the Qianlong emperor’s throne, while the rest of Macartney’s retinue remained 
outside.  Of course he needed to be there to interpret, but the emperor also presented 
Li with a gift with his own hands, as he did to Macartney and Staunton.85  Heshen 
also invited Li to his house and offered him a gift.86  A few days later  Heshen gave 
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Macartney a tour of the vast imperial gardens.  They were accompanied by Fukang’an, 
a Manchu who was both the Governor General of Guangdong and Guangxi (the most 
senior official in charge of the British trade) and also simultaneously the general 
leading campaigns against the expansionist Gurkha state on the Tibetan borders, along 
with the Mongol Songyun who had just arrived from negotiating with the Russians on 
China’s northern border.  Earlier Fukang’an appears to have attempted to get 
Macartney to kneel when he addressed the emperor, as was normal practice, by 
pulling his sleeve and touching his head, but Macartney misread this as indicating that 
he should remove his hat.87  However, during the tour of the garden Fukang’an made 
sure that Li, who was speaking for the British, did so only on his knees.88  Meanwhile 
Li constantly soothed and encouraged Macartney, telling him the negotiations were 
going well, but was also annoyed that Macartney (who was suffering from painful 
gout) was not friendly enough to the Qing officials.89 

Li remained constantly aware of the risks of his position, especially when 
Macartney “acted with less and less courtesy so that nearly all the officials came to 
hate him” and all the embassy’s demands were refused.90  As he wrote,  
 

In this truly difficult situation I should have been afraid of the danger hanging 
over me, since I and I alone was speaking with everyone and handling 
everything, even what was offensive to the senior Ministers, but God 
miraculously protected me in the many and varied storms around this mission.  
I don’t know what caused them to think so, but all the Officials even Heshen, 
looked on me as though all the negotiations had been appropriate, even though 
they knew that I was Chinese.91 
 

The last sentence is his only possible reference to a claim made by the Macao 
procurator Marchini that Fukang’an had threatened his family.  Marchini was worried 
that Li “was in great peril” and reported that someone in Beijing (presumably one of 
the missionaries) had informed him that Fukang’an had said to Li, “You’re one of us. 
You’ll pay for it.  Your relatives depend on me and they’ll pay for you.”92  This was 
gossip and the words are far from reliable, but it was perfectly correct about Li’s 
situation: his brother Li Zichang was Fukang’an’s protégé and military subordinate: 
he had probably joined the army in the early 1780s during the Muslim rebellion in 
Gansu where Fukang’an was second in command.  Certainly he first came to 
prominence under Fukang’an in the Taiwan rebellion, and had then gone on to a 
senior military position in Guangdong under him.93  Moreover, Li Zichang had been 
eager to meet his younger brother arriving back from Italy after so many years, and 
had now hurried north to Beijing, where he arrived shortly after the audience with the 
emperor.94  This suggests that for Qing officials the creation of relationships to ensure 
trust could easily have been backed up by the use of threats, though it might also have 
been one of the reasons that they were willing to trust Li Zibiao.  In any case, even if 
no open threat was ever made, Li must have been aware of the huge risk to his brother 
and maybe also his wider family if he got into trouble. 
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The Power of the Interpreter 
 If we see the interpreter as someone with both potential power and interests of 
his own, then it was always likely that he would pursue those interests during the 
negotiations.  At one level Li had an interest in an outcome of the embassy that would 
ensure his own personal safety and might also fulfill his ideas of what would be a just 
outcome for both parties.  However, his strongest loyalty was to the church and 
especially to Chinese Catholics: he himself stated that he took the risks of interpreting 
for the sake of his religion.  Unsurprisingly he also pursued those interests during the 
negotiations.  While he was in Beijing he sent a request to the emperor to allow 
Chinese Christians to practice their faith.95  This request came ostensibly from 
Macartney, but it appears to have been separate to the main set of British demands, 
which were handed to the emperor in a gold box at the audience in Chengde, and Li 
did not inform Macartney.  There is thus no record, other than Li’s own claim, for the 
text of this request.  However, the emperor’s reply, which dealt with each of the 
British demands separately, included a section refusing the request.96  This created a 
nerve-wracking situation for Li when the actual discussions of the British demands 
and the emperor’s responses took place during the embassy’s journey back to 
Guangdong. 
 The senior Qing official who accompanied the embassy south was Songyun, 
whom Macartney had already met and liked in Chengde.  Songyun was an expert on 
the northwest and China’s frontier with Russia.  He had been sent to persuade 
Macartney to accept the emperor’s decisions so that the British did not cause any kind 
of trouble on the southeast coast.97  Songyun moved slowly and cautiously, and it was 
only after three weeks of travelling together by barge down the grand canal and 
discussing  Russia and other subjects of general interest, that he addressed Macartney 
on the subject of the emperor’s formal response to the British requests.98  His 
explanation included both a rebuke to the ambassador for adding to the British king’s 
requests, and an explanation of the emperor’s refusal of the British demand for 
freedom for Chinese Christians.  Macartney, who knew nothing about this, was 
startled and quite put out.  As he pointed out in his letter to Dundas, he had not even 
brought a chaplain with him.99  His version of the conversation with Songyun that 
followed this revelation was that he explained that the British thought all religions 
equally pleasing to God and that, unlike the Portuguese, they were not interested in 
conversions.100  Songyun’s report to the emperor gave a somewhat different version 
of Macartney’s response.  According to him, rather than instantly denying the request, 
Macartney returned the following day and clarified it, explaining that, 
 

We have understood everything and are truly grateful.  The only thing in the 
emperor’s letter that we still do not understand is the item that refuses the 
practice of religion.  Our original request was to beg the Emperor to bestow on 
the  Europeans living in China permission to continue to practice their religion, 
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we certainly did not mean that we wanted English people to practice their 
religion in the capital.101 

 
It is possible that either Macartney or Songyun was lying about what was said, but it 
seems more likely that Li was taking advantage of his position as interpreter, when 
neither side understood what the other was saying, to shape the negotiations to his 
own ends.  Having had the request for Chinese Christians to practice their religion 
refused, Li reformulated it as a request for the European Jesuits to continue to preach.  
In any case Songyun replied to this at some length, explaining that China had its own 
teaching passed down through the generations and it would be quite wrong for the 
emperor to allow the common people to be disturbed by different teachings.  He then 
assured the English (or possibly the nervous interpreter) soothingly, that “What you 
have done today is quite right, and if it is as you explain then you have no need to be 
afraid.”102  Macartney insisted on writing a note of clarification to Heshen, in which 
he laid out his own universalistic religious beliefs, explaining that the British 
merchants in China have no chaplains and clergy. 

 
“They come solely for the purpose of Trade, satisfied that the great Creator of 
the World, equally accepts the Homage of his Creatures in the different modes 
of Worship which he has permitted to be adopted, and excludes none from his 
favor whose merits and good intentions are pure and sincere.”103 

 
Macartney put the mistake down to an error in translation and wanted to investigate it, 
which focussed attention on Li and the Jesuits who had provided a written translation.  
It was a moment of high risk for Li, but as he recounted later, 
 

“His Excellency Song is a mild man with an indulgent nature, so he did not 
accuse the European interpreter of the letter of treachery, but excused it on the 
grounds of lack of skill in a foreign language, adding at the same time that this 
interpretation was absolutely not correct.”104 

 
 Up until this point, although Macartney often wrote as if he were speaking 
directly to the Qing officials, the Chinese documents very often present the British 
speeches as being made by the interpreter.   This was almost always the case when the 
embassy first arrived, but continued in Songyun’s reports to the emperor on the 
journey south which frequently mentioned the interpreter Plum.105  After this moment 
of high tension over the request for Christian tolerance, the interpreter disappears 
from the Chinese record of the embassy.  Songyun began to record speeches as being 
made by “the envoy”.106  Two weeks later, for the first time he used Macartney’s 
name (though the Chinese courtesies that follow sound much more like Li than 
Macartney).107  It appears that Li, having prudently accepted that his efforts to assist 
the church had failed, was intentionally effacing himself.  Invisibility had become a 
way out of the risks he faced when he attempted to use the power that his position as 
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interpreter gave him.  The fact that the British had an ideal of intepreting as a 
transparent process of the transmission of words between languages was part of what 
made this possible, even though that was not the everyday practice of interpreting.  
The ideal required the interpreter to conceal his own presence, and to become 
invisible, but at the same time it redefined faithfulness as accuracy to the words 
spoken, rather than the much more dangerous loyalty to the speaker. 
 
Conclusion 

Li Zibiao did not succeed in getting a declaration of tolerance for Chinese 
Christians, but then nor had the court Jesuits despite many years of trying, and all of 
Macartney’s other requests were also refused.  Nevertheless, as interpreter during the 
embassy he operated within the elite worlds of both the British and the most senior 
Qing officials.  He had significant status and played a role that was important to the 
outcome of the negotiations.  In this role he did succeed in ensuring that at the end of 
the embassy, when Macartney and Changlin, the newly appointed governor general of 
Guangdong and Guangxi, reached Guangzhou together, both the British and the 
senior Qing officials saw the embassy as having been a success.  Changlin treated 
Macartney with courtesy, promised good treatment for the British merchants, and 
issued orders that the British were not to be molested or ill treated.108  The British did 
not, as the emperor had feared, use their huge warship off the coast to cause trouble.  
Of course Macartney’s vision of the embassy as a success did not long survive the 
torrent of criticism he received on his return to Britain, but that was of little concern 
to the Qing officials or in fact to Li, though he did continue to write to Macartney in 
later years.  He went on to a long and successful career as a missionary in Shanxi 
where he founded a pious dining club for elite Catholic men and a major Catholic 
shrine which still survives.109 

Hitherto accounts of the Macartney embassy have largely ignored Li, but his 
invisibility in the record was the result at least in part of the danger of his role as an 
interpreter and later as a missionary.  It is notable that Macartney’s record of the 
embassy gives the names of the three other Chinese priests who accompanied the 
embassy to China, but not Li’s, even though Macartney and nearly every other British 
account praises the interpreter fulsomely.110  It seems probable that this was at his 
own request, since he also changed his surname on leaving the embassy from Li to 
Mei (which also means ‘plum’).111   
 Li Zibiao’s situation, in particular the status and the power he enjoyed as an 
interpreter, was probably already rare in the late eighteenth century.  For the British in 
China there were relatively few possible interpreters at this time and their knowledge 
arose from their unusual life stories.  It was this that made it hard for either side to 
control the interpreter, and thus made him powerful and also put him in a position of 
great risk.  Increasing interaction and, above all, the development of systematic 
published knowledge, including the publication of dictionaries and grammars as 
language learning tools, would soon change this.  It was probably already gone for 
India by 1800 and would be gone for China by the time of the next British Embassy, 
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Lord Amherst’s in 1816.  On that occasion George Thomas Staunton, who had 
accompanied his father on the Macartney embassy as a child and had learned Chinese 
from the Naples priests on the journey, was influential as an interpreter, but was 
clearly aligned by the British, much less successful in achieving a positive outcome, 
and at much less risk. 
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