Foreword: Chronology as a Research Method

What happened and when? The appeal of chronology has long been evident through
the extensive traditions of record-keeping and scholarly studies by both ancient annalists and
contemporary historians. From early works such as the Spring and Autumn (Chungqiu) to
modern chronicles and interpretations by scholars, there is an enduring interest in recording
and associating events with specific dates. The notion of chronology offers a way to
understand and organise historical narratives. Court historians, diarists, and scholars alike
have long been captivated by the potential for timelines to reveal patterns and connections

across time.

No chronological timelines, like any history, could offer a complete account of what
happened in the historical past. However, what they do provide is a framework to approach a
particular period and it is up to individuals to decide how to engage with such a framework.
Chronology not only serves as a structuring tool; it also acts as a reflective lens through

which the complexities of historical and literary landscapes can be examined.

In the graduate seminar on Research Methods that I teach at Oxford, I usually
dedicate one session to discussing “Time, Chronology, and Periodisation” with students. This
session serves two primary purposes. First, it equips students working on pre-modern China
with essential skills for understanding and converting dates and times across various calendar
systems. Second, it facilitates broader discussions on how time and chronology can be
employed as effective tools for structuring research. This approach is partially influenced by
my personal habit of examining events, authors, or incidents within their temporal context to
discover what else occurred around the same time. This often leads to unexpected paths and
new information beyond the original focus. In this way, exploring timelines and employing
chronological methods can be indispensable tools for the curious researcher. Furthermore,
delving deeper into specific years can illuminate broader historical contexts and narratives.
This methodological framework not only enhances our understanding of the past but also

enriches our engagement with historical texts.

Professor Song Lijuan’s book, A Chronicle of Western Translations of Classical
Chinese Fiction (1714-1911), demonstrates the use of biannian chronology as both a
narrative and analytical tool. Covering nearly two centuries, this book presents events as part

of a connected timeline rather than isolated incidents. The chronological structure allows for
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a multi-layered interpretation of historical developments. This methodology moves beyond
simple chronological listing to a deeper analysis of historical patterns and literary
developments. Readers, including specialists and students of Chinese fiction, may benefit
from reading this book in conjunction with her earlier monographs published in 2017 and
2022 on studies of classical Chinese Fiction and their early translations in the West. It also

highlights the complementary nature of chronicles and research monographs.

I encourage readers to follow their own interests when reading this book to explore
various levels of historical time through concepts such as events, conjunctions, and longue
durées, as defined by the Annales school, or other temporal abstractions. Consider the year
1761, for example. As you will find in this book, this is a significant year marked by the
publication of Thomas Percy's English translation of Haogqiu zhuan, titled Hau KiouChoaan
or The Pleasing History, in London. Additionally,t hrough her cross-reference, Professor
Song guides you to also look at the year 1719, when an earlier translation of the same work
by James Wilkinson may be found. Moreover, Percy's 1761 translation in four volumes also
includes other parts such as “I. The Argument or Story of a Chinese Play,” “II. A Collection
of Chinese Proverbs,” and “III. Fragments of Chinese Poetry.” It therefore represents an
effort to capture aspects of Chinese literature and culture beyond the realm of fiction in mid

eighteenth century, making it a significant document in both literary and translation history.

Several frameworks for potential comparisons and connections are available. I
recommend that an inquisitive reader consider pairing Professor Song’s Chronicle with
another chronological history on another subject or with a different focus. For example, to
gain more insight into the corresponding historical period in China, one can refer to various
comprehensive chronological histories of Chinese history or literature, or specific volumes
detailing the chronological developments of a particular literary genre. Such explorations
need not be constrained by geographical or cultural boundaries. One might, alternatively,
examine the same year via a volume such as The Annual Register, or, a View of the History,
Politicks, and Literature, of the Year 1761, which was published with a significantly different
purpose and target audience. It is notable, however, that both Percy’s translation and the
Annual Register of 1761 were published in London by the same publisher, R. and J. Dodsley
in Pall Mall. Any overlaps (or lack thereof) between the two books will provide valuable
insights. Such collateral readings invite us to contemplate various modes of cultural

interactions and material exchanges occurring at that historical moment, including the



transmission of books between China and Europe, the transfer of knowledge across different

linguistic mediums, or other aspects depending on the material being read.

About a decade ago, at the Beijing Forum 2014, I introduced the concept of
“reciprocal gaze” as an approach towards reading pre-modern Chinese literature from cross-
cultural perspectives. One potential inquiry could be: what other works of fiction or
translations, in various languages and forms, were being produced concurrently in other
literary cultures during the timelines addressed in this book? For instance, how might a
researcher of Victorian literature or another early modern literary tradition interpret and
utilise Professor Song’s Chronicle, in a manner similar to or different from a sinologist? It is
therefore my hope that this book will appeal not only to scholars and students of sinology, but

also to a wider readership, fostering reciprocal gazes from diverse perspectives.
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