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CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND AN D INTRODUCTION 

"Enough oi · Greece and Rome. The exhausted store 
Of either nation, now can charm no more •••• 

On eagle win gs, the poet of to-night, 
Soars for fresh virtues to the source of light, 
To China's eastern realms; and boldly bears 
Confucius' morals to Britannia's ears.11 

- Prologue to The Orphan of China, 1759 

Every student of the eigh teenth century English 

literature i s aware of the fact that one of the marked 

characteristics of the English taste of this period is 

its growing interest in the Orient and an idealization 

of China as a land of refinement aud grandeur. Among 

the many manifestations of this interest on the popular 

level one may mention the vogue of the Chippendale furni-

t ure, the mania for the naturalistic garden with their 

grottoes and bridges, the importation of lacquer, por-

cel ain and Chinese wall-paper and the popularity of tea
l 

drinking. In literature this interest finds expression 

in the books of travel, Oriental tales and pseudo-letters. 

Oliver Goldsmith, i n a series of Chinese Letters, publi-

shed in the Public Ledger between January 24, 1760 and 

August 14, 17 61 and republished in 1762 under the title 

of The �C �i �t �i �z �~ �n� of t he World, capitalizes on both the in-

creasing curiosity of the people f or an alien civilization 

1. For a deta iled t reatment of these 
B. Sprague Allen's Tides i n En lish Taste 
A Background f or the Study of Literature 
Press, 1937). 

aspects, see 
(1619-1800): 
Harvard University 



and the novelty of a new l i terary genre. With the aid 

of his genius, which, in the words of Dr. Johnson, 

tttouched nothi ng that he did not adorn,nl Goldsmith not 

only scores an immediate success with his articles but 

also brings the new genre to the height of its glory. 

The first collection of �p�s�e�u�d�o�-�l�e�t�~�e�r�s� came from the 

hand of an Italian, Giovanni Paolo Marana, whose Letters 

Written by a Turkish Spy appeared in the French language 

in 1687 and in the English in 1691. This work was sup-

posed to be a translation from the Arabic letters written 

by 11 a 'l'urkish spy who lived fl ve and forty years, undis-

covered at Paris, giving an imperial account to the 

Divan at Constantinople of the most �r�~�m�a�r�k�a�b�l�e� transactions 

of Europe and discovering several intrigues and secrets 

of the Chri stian courts (especially that of France from 

the year 1637 to the year �1�6�8�2�~ �1�1�2� Under the guise of a 

foreign observer, the writer cri t i cizes from a foreigner's 

point of view t ne customs and manners of the country 

where he is resi ding. The i n genuity and effectiveness 

of this method soon attracted t he attention of a number 

of writers in both France and England, and in the first 

half of t he eighteenth century many books and journal istic 

articles employing the foreign-observer device appeared 

1. Austin Dobson, Life of OliverGoldsmith (London, 1888), 
p. 184. 

2. G. P. Marana, Letters Written by a Turkish Spy 
(London, 1691), 8 vols. 
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in Paris and London. As early as 1711 Addison wrote in 

the Spectator ( No. 50) a political and reli gious satire 

wh ich was said to be "a translation from a b1..mdle of 

papers left by four Indian princes visiting London11
•
1 

Addison, however, did not continue this series of 

"translations" after the first number, but when in 1721 

Montesquieu publish ed his Lettres Persanes, this genre 

of pseudo-letters was successfully established. In 1735 

appeared the Lettres Chinoises of Marquis D 1Ar gens (Jean 

Baptiste de Boyer) in wh ich a Chinese was for the first 

time used as the observer and critic. The English trans

lation of the Lettres Persanes was brought out in 1730,2 

and that of the Lettres Ch inoises, in 1741. In 1735 

Lord Lyttleton �p�u�b�~�i�s �h �e�d� his Persian Letters3 which was 

an obvious imitation of Montesquier1 s work. In 1757 

Horace Walpole wrote a political sa tire 1.mder the title 

of "A Letter from Xo-Ho, a Chinese philosopher at London 

to His Friend Lien Chi at Pekin."4 Written on May 12, 

1757 and sent to the press the next day, it passed through 

1. Joseph Addison, The Spectator, ed. Alexander 
Chalmers (New York, 1853), 6 vols., I, 318-20. 

2. Montesquieu, Persi an Letters, trans. John Davidson 
(London, 1933). 

3. Lord Lyttleton, Letters from a Persian in England 
to His Friend at Ispahan, in The Works of George Lord 
Lyttleton (London, 1776), 3 vols., I, 133-390. 

4. Horace Walpole, A Letter from Xo-ll o, A Chinese 
Philosopher at London to His Friend Lien Chi at Pekin 
(London, 1757). 



five editions in a fortnight.
1 

Such popularity was great 

enough to tempt Goldsmith to join what he fancifully 

called the "Fashion Fa ir 11 with his "wheel barrow .•. of 

Chinese morali ty 11 : 

I imagined the Thames was frozen over, and 
I stood by its side. Several booths were erected 
upon the ice, and I was told by one of the 
spectators, that Fashion Fair was going to begin 
•••• I was resolved, however, to observe the 
humours of the place in safety from the shore: 
sensible that ice was at best precarious •••• 

Several of my acquaintance seemed much more 
hardy than I, and ••• carried their work to the 
fair in sledges, some on carts, and those who 
were more voluminous were conveyed in waggons. 
Their temerity astonished me. I knew their 
cargoes were heavy, and expected every moment 
they would have gone to the bottom. They all 
entered the fair, however, in safety, and each 
soon after returned .. �~�h�i�g�h�l�y� satisfied •.•• 

The success of such numbers at last began to 
operate upon me. If these, cried.!, meet with 
favour and safety, some luck may, perhaps, f'or 
once attend the unfortunate. I am resolved to 
make a new adventure. The furniture, frippery, 
and fireworks of Chinahave long been fashionably 
brought up. I'll try the fair with a small cargo 
of Chinese morality. If the Chinese have con
tributed to vitiate our taste, I'll try how far 
they can help to improve our understanding. But, 
as others have driven into the market in waggons, 
I'll cauti ously begin by venturing with a wheel
barrow.2 

It is evident from the few paragraphs just quoted 

that, besides being attracted by the success of' the 

1. Allen, Tides of English Taste, II, 29. 
2. The Miscellaneous Works of Oliver Goldsmith, ed. 

Professor Masson (London, 1925), p.87-88. Cited hereafter 
as Works. 
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"Fashion Fair," Goldsmith is also aware of the taste of 

t he people being "vitiated" by Chinese "frippery and fire-

work s. 11 To what extent such vitiation had taken place 

may be shown by the following remark written by a con

temporary Italian resident in London in 1755: 

The simple and sublime have lost all influence 
almost everywhere, all is Chinese or Gothic; 
every table must be Chinese; the walls covered 
with Chinese paper filled with figures which 
resemble nothing of God's creation, and which a 
prudent nation would prohibit for the sake of 
pregnant women. 

In one chamber, all the pagods and distorted 
animals of the east are piled up, and called the 
beautiful decorations of a chimney-piece; on the 
sides of t he room, lions made of porcelain, grin
ning and misshapen, are shaped on brackets of 
the Chinese taste, in arbors of flowers made in 
t he same ware, and leaves of brass painted green 
lying like lovers in the shades of old Arcadia.1 

This popular outburst of an excessive fondness for 

Chi nese decoration, perhaps, can best be explained by a 

simi lar phenomenon on the literary .level • . V'lhat I have 

in mind is the idealization, and even over-idealiz_ation, 

of China, which, explicitly stated in the Prologue to 

Arthur Murphy's The Orphan of China, 1759, is voiced by a 

number' of travel-books on the Orient. Among these one 

may cite the English version of the work of a French 

1. John Shebbeare, Letters on the English Nations: 
By Battista Angeloni, a Jesuit who resided many years in 
London. Translated from the Original Italian. 1755. 
Quoted by H. J. Smith in his Oliver Goldsmith's The Citizen 
of the World (New Haven, 1924), p.4. 



Jesuit missionary, Louis Le Comte, Memoirs and Observa-

tiona, Topographical, Physical, Mathematical, Mechanical, 

Natural, Civil and Ecclesiastical, made in a late Jour

ney through the Empire of China (1697), and a historical 

and geographical account of China by another French 

Jesuit priest, Pere Du Halde, Description geographique, 

�h �i �s�t�o�r�i�~�u�e�,� chronologique, politique, et physique de 

l'empire de la Chine et de la Tartarie chinoise (1735) 

which Edward Cave rendered into English in 1736 as the 

General �H�i�s�t�o�~� of China. The impact of these and other 

books on t he mind of the readers must be tremendous. As 

pointed out by Allen, 11 in thei r accounts of it s govern-

ment, laws, customs, and reli gion they represented it as 

such an extraordinary country that many a reader must have 
1 

lamented that he was not born a Chinese." What the 

writers of these histories and memoirs tried to do and 

t h e result of their work h ave been summarized by Allen as 

follows: 

They expatiated on the fertility of China, the 
diversity and utility of its plants, the number 
of its rivers, and the prosperity of its people. 
They commended t he social system, its age and 
its stability; they extolled the Emperor's 
absolute power as a benevolent despotism, hailed 
him as "the father of his people," and eulogi zed 
his wi sdom in giving public o1'fices to educated 
mandarins who were trained for those administra
tive positions. They expressed their admiration 

1. Allen, Tides of English Taste, I, 182-3. 
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for the industry of the· Chinese, their politeness, 
t heir respect for t he ties of family life, and 
thei r appreci ation of the dignity and value of 
learning ... • 

The upshot was that they succeeded in creating 
the impression that China was b lessed with most, 
if not all, the substantial advantages of Utop ia. 
Th e writer of the introduction to Memoirs and 
Observati ons declared: 11 0 f all the Kin gdoms of 
the EarthCTilina i s t he most celebrated for Polite
ness and Civility, for Grandeur and Magnificence, 
for Arts and Invention.1 

It is significant, however, t hat while Goldsmith's 

knowledge of China i s deri ved mainly from Du Hal de and 

Le Comte, he is not among those who idolizes every t h ing 

t hat is Chinese. On the subject of fviurphy's play, Gold-

smith wrote i n �~ �h�e� Critical Revi ew, April, 1759, as 

follows: 

�~�~�e�n� l uxury has exhausted every mode of enjoy
ment, and is palled by an iteration of the same 
pursuits, it often has recourse even to absurdity 
for redress, and vainly expects f r om novelty 
t hose satisfactions it has ceased to find in 
nature ...• From t he p revalence of a taste like 
t h is, or rather from this perversion of t aste, 
the refined European has, of late, had recourse 
even to China, in order to diversify the amuse
ments of the day. We have seen gardens laid out 
in the Eastern manner; houses ornamented in 
front by zi g-zag lines; and rooms stuck r ound 
with Chinese vases and Indian pagods. If such 
whi msies prevail among t hose who conduct the 
pleasures of the time, and consequently lead the 
fashion, is i t to be wondered, if even poetry 
itself should conform, and t he public be pre
sented with a piece formed upon Chinese manners? ... 

1. Allen, Tides of English Taste, I, 182-3. 
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Voltaire, than whom no author better adapts his 
productions to the colour of the times, was 
sensible of this prevalence of fashion in 
favour of all that came from China, and resolved 
to indulge its extravagence •••• his advances 
to excellence are only in proportion to his 
deviating from the caha insipidity of h is eas
tern original •••• In those pieces of poetry, 
or novel, translations ••• there is not a single 
attempt to address the imagination, or influence 
t he passions; such therefore are very improper 
models for imitation •••• 1 

Goldsmith understands the importance of "deviating from 

the original" and the value of "influencing the passion." 

He is neither indulgent of the public taste nor slavi sh 

in t h e use of his literary material. 

Therefore, though Goldsmith writes in the line of 

Marana, Montesquieu, Lyttleton and others, he outshadows 

all his predecessors in a �n�~�u�n�b�e�r� of ways. First of all, 

his interest in these letters is one of a satirist and 

moralist whose criticism of life is not meant for one 

particular age but for all times. Secondly, as a novelist, 

he not only invents real characters such as the Man in 

Black and Beau Tibbs, but also gives a framework to his 

letters in the story of the Chinese philosopher's son 

whose wedding in London appropriately concludes his 

series. Finally, by making the writer of these letters 

neither a spy nor an ordinary traveller or a prince, but 

a philosopher and 11 a citizen of the world," Goldsmith 

1. The Works of Oliver Goldsmith, ed. Peter �C�u�n�n�i�n�g�~�a�m� 
(London, 1878), IV, 213-4. 
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reveals a deeper insight into human a1'fairs, a larger 

mind and a nobler spirit with which this new genre of 

literature has never been associated before. 



CHAPTER II 

THE METRO DS AND THE S PI RI T OF THE SATIRE 

The first impression we get from reading The Citizen 

of the World is the author's great satirical skill. The 

Turk ish Letters of Marana are often records of a confused 

mass of information on subjects of reli gion, wars or 

politics and contain very few satirical passages. Mon-

tesquieu1s Persian Letters are superior to Goldsmith in 

the wittiness of tone, but they are not drawn on as large 

a canvas as Goldsmith's. Lyttleton only follows t he 

tradition of Marana and imitates the story telling prac-

tice of Montesquieu; while Horace Walpole's Letter from 

Xo-Ho shows mainly a harshness of tone and the interest 

in the �c�o�n�t�e�m�p�o�r�a�~�J� events of his time. But, when we 

come to Goldsmith, we have a satire which is both subtle 

and deep and covers �~� great many aspects of life in the 

English mi ddle class society. 

Goldsmi th's satire aims at nmn with titles (Letters 

VIII, XXX , XXXII, LXIV, LXX LV, CXIII, �C�L�~�)�l� as well as 

comedians and bawdy wits (Letters IX, LIII) 2; �c�l�e�r �g�~�n �e�n� 

whom he usually respects (Letter LVIII)3 as well as book 

cri t i cs and booksellers whom he d i slikes (Letters XVI, 

1. Works, pp. 97, 133, 136, 191, 207, 2o2, 274. 
2. Works, pp. 98, 172. 
3. �~�.�,� p.180. 
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LI, LVII) 1 genteel ladies who pretend to be connoisseurs 

of Ch inese art (Letter XlV) 2 as well as women of the 

lower middle class (Letter LXI) 3 and widows (Letter 

�L �X�X �I�)�~� All t he classes of society from the nobility 

down to common soldi ers--poets, philosophers, lawyers, 

and society beaux--are alike ridiculed and scorned. The 

subject matter of hi s satire ranges from ordinary hmnan 

trivialities and vanities such as a gentleman's wig (Letter 

III )5 or the "fifteen �y�a�r�d�~� of trail i n g -ca1'fety11 of a 

lady's train (Letter LXXXI) 6 or the blue ribbons of a 

kni ght (Letter LXIV) 7 ; to the common practices or' h is 

day such as medicine (LettemXX IV and LXVIII), 8 gardening 

(Letter XXXI), 9 and t he publication of books (Letter 

LI); 10 and from people's daily practi ces to human insti

tutions such aa the Westminster Abbey �(�L�e�t�t�~�~� XIII), 11 

t he church (Letter LVIII) 12 and the court (Letters LXXII, 

13 LXXX, XCVIII); aud finally from i nstitutions to lar-

ger notions on religion (Letter CXI), 14 on poetry (Letter 

1. WorKs, PV• 108, 168, 179. 
2. Ibid., p. 105. 
3. Ibid., p. l8b. 
4. Ibid., p. 202. 
5. Ibid., p. 91. 
6. Ibid., p.218. 
7. Ibid., p. 191. 
8. Ibid., pp. 121, l \:1 6. 
9. Ibid., p. 135. 

10. Ibid., p. loB. 
11. Ibid., p . 103. 
12. I bid., P· 180. 
13. Ibid., pp. 204, 216, 242. 
14 . Ibid., p . 259. 
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XL), 1 on fame (Letter CIX)2 and on wisdom and happiness 

(Letters XXII, ALIV, LXX). 3 At times the author can jest 

with peri'ect ease as when he is describing the use of wlgs 

among the gent.Lemen. 

To make a fine gentleman several trades �~�r�e� 
�r�e�q�u�i�r�~�u�,� but chiefly a barber. You have un
doubtedly heard of the Jewish champion, whose 
strength lay in his hair. One would think that 
the English were for placing all wisdom there. 
To appear wise nothing more is requisite here 
than for a man to borrow hair from the heads 
of all his neighbours, and clap it like a bush 
on his own •••• 'rhe barber, who is still 
master of the ceremonies, cuts their hair close 
to the crown; and then, with a composition of 
meal and hog's lard, plasters the whole in 
such a manner as to make it impossible to dis
t i nguish whether the patient wears a cap or 
plaster: but, to make the picture more per
fectly striking, conceive the tail of some 
beast, a greyhound's tail, or a p i g 's tail, for 
instance, appended to the back of the head, and 
reaching down to the place where tails in other 
animals are generally seen to begin: thus be
ta i led and bepowdered, the man of taste fan
cies he improves in beauty, dresses up his hard
featured face in smiles, and attempts to look 
hideously tender .••• 4 

But at other times when the object of his satire concerns 

some larger issue, such as religion, Goldsmith is in 

deep earnestness. For example, in Letter CXI, where he 

attacks the growth of reli gious sects, he writes almost 

1. Works, p. 150. 
2. Ibid., p. 256. 
3. Ibid., pp. 119, 156, 200. 
4. Ibid ., p.91. 
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like a reli gious pamphleteer. 

Yet you must not conceive this modern sect as 
differing in opinion from those of the establi
shed religion; difference of opinion, indeed, 
fomerly divided their sectaries and sometimes 
drew their armies to the field. White govms 
and black mantles, flapped hats and cross 
pocket-holes, were once the obvious causes of 
quarrel; men then had some reason for fi ghting; 
they k new what they fought about; but at pre
sent they are arrived to such refinement in 
reli gion-making, that they have actually formed 
a ':new sect without a new opinion; they quarrel 
for opinions they both equally defend; they 
hate each other, and that is all the difference 
between them.l 

The range from wi g to reli gion is indeed an unusually 

wide one which none of its literary prototypes could 

rival . Again, Goldsmith describes not only the people, 

wi th whom the Chinese philosopher is associated in Lon-

don but also the numerous places of interest which .the 

latter visits; such as Newmarket,2 a sort of amusement 

park (Letter LXXXVI), Vauxhall 

theatres (Letters XXI, LXXIX)4 

Gardens (Letter LXXI), 3 

and sh ops (Letter LXXVII) .• 5 

A French critic in his· study of the French sources of 

Goldsmith has justly made this remark: 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

Le Citoyen du Monde est a plusieur titres l'une 
des: oeuvres .Les plus carac teris tiques du s iecle; 
la seule analyse de cette soi-disant corres
pondence revele une etonnante fecondite de 
themes. :bien Chi Atlangi commence par peindre 

Works, p . 260. 
Ibid., p.206. 
Ibid., �p�;�2�0�2�~� 
Ibid., pp. 116, 215. 
Ibid., p.212. 
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la societe anglaise qu'il �f�r�~�q�u�e�n�t�e�,� le petit
maitre doucereux, la dame qu i essai e de meu
bler son �h�~�t�e�l� a la chinoise; et meme les 
travers et les ri d# i cules de la populace. Il 
r eprend ces �t �h �~ �m�e�s� �~� mai ntes reprises et 
passe en r evue presque t ous aspects de la vie 
londonienne ••• l 

Besides t h is 11 fecundity 11 of t hemes in Goldsmith's 

Ch inese Letters, t here is also a diversity of meth ods 

in treatment of t h e vari ous subjects. vVhile t h e firet 

k ind of diversity mak es the letters extremely interesting , 

t he second k ind mak es them even more enter t aining t han 

they ot her wi se would be. The simplest method, of course, 

is the straight-forward descri ption and exposition where 

the satiric t one is concealed r a t her than openly ex-

pressed. For example, in Letter LXIV, where he ridicules 

t h e titles of a kn i ght, Goldsmith begins by saying : 

The princes of Eur ope have found out a manner 
of rewarding t heir subjects who have behaved 
well, by .presenting them with about t wo yards 
of r i bbon, wh ich is worn about t he shoulder. 

And he continues the res t of the letter in the same k ey. 

Shoul d a nobleman happen to lose h is l eg in a 
battle, the King presents him wi th t wo yards of 
ribbon, and he is paid with the l oss of his 
li mb •••• In short, while an European king 
has a yard of green rib bon left, he need be 
under n o apprehensions of wanting statemen, 

l. A. L. Sell s, Les Sources francaises de Goldsmith 
( Paris, 1924 ), p.88 . 



generals and soldiers •••• A person, already 
possessed of a competent fortune, who under
tak es to enter the career of ambition, feels 
many real inconveniences from his station, 
while it procures him no real happiness that 
he was not possessed of before •••• Instead, 
therefore, of regarding t he great with envy, 
I generally consider them with some share of 
compassion.l 

In the same way Goldsmith satirized the elegies of the 

great men in another letter (Letter CVI). 

Upon the death of the great therefore, the 
poets and ill1dertakers are sure of employment. 
While one provides the long cloak, black staff, 
and mourning coach, the other produces the pas
toral or elegy, the monody or apotheosis. The 
nobility need be under no apprehensions but 
die as fast as they think proper, the poet and 
undertaker are ready to supply them; these 
can find metaphorical tears and fami ly escut
cheons at half an hour's warning; and when the 
one has soberly laid t he body in the grave, the 
other is ready to fix i t fi guratively among t he 
stars. 2 

In these t wo passages we can see Gol dsmi th's 11 jeu d'esprit", 

which is as fine as Montesquieu's, but we also rea,lize 

that if the author continues to write in the same manner, 

the book will suffer as a result of the monotony of its 

mood. Goldsmith, however, has different ways in which 

to express his ideas. 

Among the numerous ways which I shall discuss, Gold-

smith seems to prefer the method of comparison to all the 

1. Works, p. 191. 
2. Ibid., p.252. 
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others. In numerous instances he opens the letter with 

a comparative statement. In Letter IV he begins the 

description of the characteristics of the English people 

by saying t hat 11 the English seem as silent as Japanese;"l 

in another _place (Letter XX I) 2 he begins the l etter with 

the remark t hat 11 t he English people are as fond of seeing 

plays acted as the Chinese." Again in Letter LXXI, 3 he 

starts t he account of h is visit to t he Vauxhall by saying 

that 11 the people of London are as f ond of walking as our 

friends of Pek in of riding ." These comparisons are only 

done in a casual manner, but there are other countless 

cases where the comparison is more detailed and deliberate. 

Fox example, in the letter which describes the literary 

society of London, Goldsmith compares the condi.tion there 

to t he condi ti on in China. 

Were we to estimate the learning of the English 
by the number of books that are every day publi
shed among them, perhaps no country, not even 
China i tself, could equal them in this particu
lar. I have reckoned not l ess than twenty-
t hree new books published in one day; whi ch 
upon computation, makes eight thousand three 
hundred and ninety-five in one year •••• From 
such a calculation y ou may conjecture what an 
amazing fund of .L it erature a man must be possessed 
••.• And yet I know not how it happens, but the 
English are not i n reality so learned as would 
seem from calculation ...•• In China, the emperor 

l. Works, p . �9 �2�~� 
2. Ibid., p . 116 . 
3. Ibid., p. 202. 
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-- ----- -- ---· ---

himself takes cognisance of all the 
the kingdom who profess authorship. 
every man may be an author that can 
they have by l aw a liberty not only 
what they please, but of being also 
t hey please.1 

doctors in 
In England, 

write; for 
of saying 
as dull as 

�~�~ �e�n� he mocks the long train of lady's dress, he compares 

its length to the "smallness of a Chinese lady's slip-

per" (Let ter �X�X�X�I�)�~� 2 And when h e lashes' at the v i ce of 

gamblin g among the women of London, he again compares 

the situation to China by saying that the English women 

only 11 stake t h e i r fortune, their beauty, health and repu

tations at gamin g t able," wi -chout attempting , as the 
-

Chinese women do 11 t o strip a single petticoat, or cover 

the board, as her last stak e, with her head-clothes" 

(Letter CII). 3 Thus he illustrates one vice with another 

which seems to be even more ridiculous and, very obviously, 

the parallel is not altogether true or accurate. In 

rid i culing t he vanity of the English women, for instance, 

he brings in what h e thinks as the Chinese s tandard of 

feminine beauty. 

To speak my secret sentiments, most reverend Fum, 
t he ladies here are horribly ugly; I can hardly 
endure the sight of them; they no way resemble 
the beauties of China •••• When I reflect on the 
small-footed perfections of an Eastern beauty, 
how i s it possible I should have eyes for a 
woman vvhose feet are ten inches long? I shall 

1. Works, p . 131. 
2. Ibid., p. 218. 
3. Ibid., p. 247. 
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never forget the beauties of my native city of 
'Nang1'ew. How very broad their faces! how very 
short their noses! how very little their eyes! 
how very thin t heir lips ! how very black their 
teeth! .•• English women are entirely different: 
red cheek s, b ig ey es, and teeth of a most odious 
whiteness are not only seen here, but wished 
for; and then they have such masculine feet, as 
actually serve some for walking . 1 

Except for the 11 black teeth," the details of Eastern 

beauty here outlined corresponds to the observation con

tained in Pere Du Halde's History. In the chapter on 

11 the Air and Physiognomy of the Chinese," Du Halde writes: 

As for the women they are commonly middle-sized, 
their Noses short, their Eyes little, their 
Mouth well-made, their Lips rosy, their Hair 
black, their Ears long , ahd their Complexion 
florid •.•• 2 

Pere Du Hal de, like all other foreigners who vis i ted China 

in the past, is most bewildered by the ancient custom of 

feet-binding,. which he therefore describes at great length 

in his book. "Among the charms of the sex," he states, 

the smallness of their Feet is not the least; 
when a Female Infant comes into the World , the 
Nurses are very carefu l to bind their Feet very 
close for fear they should grow too l ar ge. Th e 
Chinese l adies are subject all their l i ves to 
this Constraint which they were accustomed to 
in their Infancy, and ••• not only undergo this 
Inconvenience readi ly, but they i ncrease it, 

1. \Narks, p. 9l. 
2. Pere Du Halde, The General History of China �(�L�o�n�d�o�~�,� 

1736), 4 vols., II, 138. 
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and endeavour to make t heir Feet as little as 
possible, thinking it an extraordinary Charm.1 

Gol dsmit h repeats the motif of small feet three t imes in 

the short paragraph quoted above, and where he cannot find 

picturesque details to suit his purpose, he invents them 

out of h is own fancy. Hence, his conception of the 

" b lack teet h 11 as a mark of Oriental beauty. A great deal 

of his invention and his deliberate comparison, I believe, 

proceeds from his one attempt to make the picture even 

more strange and ridiculous to his English readers than 

it really i s. 

The comparisons, however, are not all made in rela-

tion to the Chinese. Goldsmith wants to make Lien Chi 

the Ch inese philosopher appear as a "citizen of the world," 

a man who has travelled everywhere and who is well-informed 

on every subject under t he sun; t herefore, he makes hi s 

hero talk in very far-fetched terms in order to bt him 

speak as a truly learned sage. Thus, when he is dis-

cussing the religious sects of England, he compares t h em 

to the "Faquirs, Bramins, and Talapoins of the East;112 

and, speaking on the custom of t he Europeans in discou-

rag ing love, he uses more strange illustrations such as 

11 the rudest savage of Sofala ••• the beauties of Circassia 

•.• the charming deputies from the k ingdom of Kashmire ••. 

1. Pere Du Ha.lde, The General History of China, p . 92 . 
2. Work s, p . 260 . 
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1 
the naked inhabitants of Southern America.n These quaint 

or fictitious comparison s ar e of course without any basis, 

but they serve the purpose of the author by making the 

satire more effective. As M. P. Conant has pointed out, 

"Goldsmith employs effectively the indirect method of 

the satirist wh o condemns one custom by praising its 

opposite. He seek s to give verisimilitude by quotation 

from Confucius, 'the Arabian �~�a�n �g �u�a �g �e�,�w� 'Ambulaachamed 

the Arabian poet, ' and 'a South American Ode. 'n2 

Another expository method that Goldsmith uses very 

often in the Chinese Letters is conversation--a conversa-

tion between the philosopher and another person. In each 

case where this method is used, a greater l ength of the 

letter is devoted to a form of dialogue in which the 

philosopher usually shows surprise or bewilderment at some 

new things he discovers and asks for explanation from his 

friend, and the other person explains in such a way as 

to make h im even more b ewildered and curious t han before 

so that the philosopher will ask more questions and he 

can go on indefinitely to explain. Among the numerous 

ex amples of this k ind, we may cite as the most interesting 

the letter where Lien Chi first meets the Man in Black 

(Letter �X�I�I�I�)�~� Here as elsewhere, it is chiefly conver-

sation t hat provides Goldsmith with the most sk illful 

1. Works, p. 265. 
· · ·2·· · M. P. ·-iTon.ant, The Oriental Tales in England �~�N�e�w� 

York , 1908), p . 192. 
5. Works, p. 104 
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means of satire. The subject of this letter is a visit 

to the Westminster Abbey, and, of course, the opportunity 

is �t �h �e�~�e� for the author to mock at the pretentious monu-

ments of those who are remarkable, not for any heroic 

deeds, but only for the magnificence of their tombs. 

But Goldsmith's satiric pen does not stop at what is 

merely the superficial. 

On being ushered into the Poet's Corner, the Chinese 

philosopher is told by the Man in Black that there lie 

the monwnents of Shak espeare, Milton, Drayton and Prior. 

He expresses his surprise why Drayton, a poet whom he 

"never heard of before," should be t here i nstead of "one 

Pope11 about whom he had.been told.1 His companion re-

marks: "It is time enough, these hundred years; he (Pope] 

is not long dead; people have not done hating him yet."2 

More bewi ldered now at why 11can any. be found to hate a 

man whose life was wholly spent in entertaining and in

structing his fellow-creatures,113 he asks his friend 

for an explanation of t he people's ill feeling against a 

poet. Such an occasion makes i t possible for Goldsmith 

to deliver a bitter di atribe on dull and incompetent li-

terary critics in general. 

1. Works, p. 104. 
2. Ibid., p. 104. 
3. Ibid., p. 104. 



They hate him f or t hat very reason. There are 
a set of men called answerers of books, who take 
upon them to watch the republic o1' letters, and 
distribute reputation by the sheet; they some
what resemble the eunuchs in a seraglio, who 
are incapable of giving pleasures themselves, 
and h inder those t hat would. These answerers 
have no other employment but to cry out Dunce 
and Scribblers; to praise the dead and revi le 
the living; to grant a man of confessed abili
t i es some small share of merit; to applaud 
twenty blockheads in order to gain the reputa
tion of candour; and tor evile t h e moral cha
racter of the man wtwse writing they cannot 
injure. Such wretches are kept in pay by some 
mercenary book-sellers, or more frequently t h e 
bookseller himself takes 'tl1.i s dirty work off 
t h eir hands, aa all that is required is to be 
very abusive and very dull. Every poet of 
any genius is sure to fi nd such enemies.1 

Then through some more dialogues exc:hanged with the 

guide and t h e gate-keeper, Goldsmith arrives even at 

ri diculing the institution of Westminster Abbey itself. 

In the ey es of an Oriental traveller, Hthere was little 

more within t han black coffi ns, rusty armour, tattered 

standards, and som f ew slovenly figures in wax; 112 and 

any piece of stone from t h e street cou ld b e "Jacob's 

pi llow. 113 And those who have to charge threepence at 

every gate because t hey ni'arm it from one--who rents it 

from another--who hires i t from a third--who leases it 

from the guardians of the temple,114 are but "ecclesiastical 

1. Works, p. 104. 
2 . Ibid., p. 105. 
3. I bid . 
4. Ibid. 
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1 
beggars" at best. Thus under the guise of a witty and 

learned foreigner, Goldsmith is able not only to attack 

the "answerers of books"2 without offence; he is even 

able to make fun of the money- making and relic-showing 

practices of a revered institution with great freedom and 

immunit y . 

Besides illustration by example and exposi tion by 

dialogues, Goldsmith sometimes employs another device, 

narration. According to this method, he often begins 

his satire by givin g an accotmt of an incident in which 

the philosopher h imself takes the part of the observer. 

For example, in the letter where he ridicules the English 

people's excessive patriotism (Letter IV), 3 Goldsmith 

describes a man i nside the bars of a debtor's prison 

yelling for the defence of freedom and the soldier out-

side cryi ng fo r t he defence of rel i g ious liberty. In 

another letter (Letter XIX ), 4 he starts a satire on the 

English system of marriage by depicting a quarrel in the 

street between an angry gusband and his unfaithful wife. 

The satires and morals �~�e� thus in t erwoven within the 

f abric of a story. 

As Lien Chi describes himself to hi s friend at Pekin, 

he is a man who loses no opportunity to place himself in 

1. Works, p . lU5. 
2 . Ibid. , p. 104. 
3. Ibid., p. 92. 
4. Ibid. , p . 113. 
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a crowd. 

Though naturally pensive, yet I am fond of any 
gay compauy, and take every opportunity of thus 
dismissing the mind from duty. From �~�h�i�s� motive 
I am often found in the centre of a crowd; and 
wherever pleasure is to be sold, am always a 
purchaser. In t hose places, w1t hout being re
mark ed by any, I joi n in whatever goes forward; 
works my passion into a similitude of frivolous 
earnestness, shout as they shout, and condemn as 
they happen to disapprove.1 

Therefore, out of all kinds of events he witnesses, he is 

permitted in every case to air his opinions freely. Over-

�~�o�o�k�i�n�g� a coronation procession, the Chinese philosopher 

expresses only the i ntensest scorn for �1�1 �a�~�l� the fo pperi es 

of the pageant," which include "coronets" and "escutcheons" 

as ·well as "lace, fringe, tassels, stones, bugles and 
-2 

spun glass." Admitted into the election hall (Letter 

CXII), 3 he can observe nothing but drunk enness and glut-

tony. Thus �G�o �~ �d �s�m�i�t�h� chooses and selects from everyday 

life of London incidents, both big and small, to ilH.l.s-

trate his theme, and also to color his satire with a 

vividness of detail. "In picturing t h e li ghter follies 

oi' society," Oliver Leigh thus writes of Goldsmith, "he 

never fails to wind �i�m�p�e�r�c�e�p�t�i�b�~�y� r ight in to the core 

of the subject, and �~�e�a�v�e� us at the brink of reflectiveaess 

1. Works, p. 174. 
2. Ibid., p. 251. 
3. Ibid., p. 260 . 

24 



1 
on the root-causes of evil." 

Yet whatever method Goldsmith uses in his satires, 

there is always an undertone of irony which is manifested 

by showi ng pity for the vice, or, more often, for its 

victims. A note of apology could always be detected for 

�j�u�s�~� t h e thing he is going to ridicule. For example, 

when he wants to satirize the English gentleman's vanity 

in wearing wigs, he introduces the subject by saying that 

vanity is only a part of human nature. 

I find no �p�l�e�a�s�u�r�~� t herefore, in taxing the 
English with departing from nature in their 
external appearance, which is all I yet know 
of their character. It is possible they only 
endeavour to improve her simple plan, since 
every extravagance in dress proceeds from de
sire of becoming more beautiful than nature 
made us; and this i s so harmless �~� vanity 
that I not only pardon but approve it. 2 

And when he desires to �c�a�~�i�c�a�t�u�r�e� the old maids of London, 

he makes us think first t hat their miserqOl6 life is not 

their own fault. 

I consider an unmarried lady declining into 
the vale of years, as orie of those charming 
countries bordering on China that lies waste 
for want of proper inhabitants. We are not 
to accuse t he country, but the ignorance of 
its neighbors, who are insensible of its 

l. Persian and Chinese Letters, ed. J. Davidson (London, 
1901), p. xi. 

2. \.Vorks, p. 90. 
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beauties, t hough at liberty tu enter and cultivate 
the sou1.1 

In another passage ridiculing the gluttony of the clergy-

man, he uses t he same method of mixing satire with a note 

of condonement. 

It is very natural 1'or men who are abridged in 
one excess, to break into some other. The 
clergy here, particularly those who are ad
vanced in years, think if they are abstemious 
with regard to women and wine, they indulge 
their other appetities without censure •.•• A 
debauch in wine is even more pardonable than 
this since one �g�~�a�s�s� insensibly leads on to 
another, and instead of sating whets the 
appeti te.2 

Very often Goldsmii.;h cannot help expressing even his real 

sympathy for t h e �p �6�o �~ �l�e� he wants to ridicule. As in the 

follo wing letter where he contrasts the Englishmen's fear 

of death with the Chinese p8ople1 s calm attitude towards 

it (Letter XII), he is, douoLlessly, more interested in 

presenti ng a moving scene than in making some ludicrous 

observations. 

The Chinese are very sincere in this respect; 
they hate to die and t hey confess their horrors; 
a greater part of their life is spent in prepari n g 
t h ings proper for t heir funeral .••• But 
people of distinction in England really deserve 
pity, for they die in circumstances of the most 
extreme distress. It is an established rule, 

1• Works, P. 130. 
2. Ibid., P. 181. 



never to �~�e�t� a man know that he is dying: 
physicians are sent for, the clergy are called, 
and everything passes in silent solemnity round 
the sickbed. The �p�a�t�~�e�n�t� is in agonies, looks 
round for pity, yet not a single creature will 
say that he is dying ••.• Besides all this, 
the chamber is darkened; the whole house echoes 
to the cries of the wife, the �~�a�m�e�n�t�a�t�i�o�n�s� 

of the children ••• and the sighs of friends. 
The bed is s<.lrrounded with priests and doctors 
in black, and only a fla mbeau emits. a yellow 
gloom. 'Where is the man,· how intrepid soever, 
that would not shrink at such a h ideous solemnity? 
For fear of affri ghting their expiring friends, 
the English practise all that can fill them 
with horror. Strange effect of human preju-
dice, thus to torture, merely from mistaken 
tenderness!1 

By pity or by subtle irony, Goldsmith always succeeds in 

creating out of ordinary events episodes full of human 

emotions. As C. S. Osgood, Jr. has pointed out, "His 

gift is one of transformation. The earthly he renders 

unearthly, the commonplace strange."2 11 The loving care 

with -vvhich he dwelt upon each scene," Osgood continues, 

11has mingled itself with every detail of the story, and 

has a s i ngularly converting effect upon each detail and 

hence upon the work as a whole.113 

Because of the great diversity of satiric methods 

and the large range of its themes, the Chinese Letters 

is obviously the most ambitious and the most successful 

1. Works, p. 102. 
2. C. S. Osgood, Jr., 11Notes on Goldsmith," MP, V 

(1907), 252. 
3. Ibid. 
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of its kind. It can truly be said, in the words of A. L. 

Sells, -chat Goldsmith i s 11 l'emule de tous auteurs de 

lettres turques, persanes, juives, armeniennes, qui 

firent les dtlices du dix-huitieme siecle."1 And, even 

when compared with Montesquieu's Persian Letters, the 

French critic admits that Goldsmith's work shows not only 

greater richness but even originality. 

Ces lettres chinoises sont, du reste, le 
chef-d'oeuvre de leur genre dans la littera
ture anglaise; le seul recueil, �p�e�u �t�-�~�t�r�e�,� 
qui puisse souteni r la compari son avec les 
Lettres persanes de Montesquieu . Les lettres 
du Citoyen sont plus riches, plus variees et 
plus t ouffues; lea Lettres persanes, par con
tre, plus �r�e �g�u �l�i�~�r�e�s�,� resemblent parfois a 
des pierres rares et finement �t�a�i�l�l�~�e�s�.� 
Celles-ci l 1 emportent par la forme, celles
la par la �v�a�r�i�~�t�e� des matieres et par un 
souci moral qui est perceptible sans fttre in
discret. Il ne faut pas oublier, au surplus, 
que la meileure partie du Citoyen est ori
gi nale, je veux parler des pages ott Goldsmith 
a mis · en �s�c�~�n�e� son Beau Tibbes, son "Homme 
en noir11 et sa dame du �m�o�n�t�-�d�e�-�p�i�~�t�~�. �2� 

1. Sells, Les Sources f r ancais de Gol dsmit h , p. 90. 
2. Ibid. 
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CHAPTER III 

CHARACTERS AN D STORY -ELElVlEN T 

The second characteristic that distinguished Gold-

smith's Chinese Letters from its l i t erary prototypes is 

t h e author's power in character deli neation. In Montes-

quieu 's Persian Letters, for instance, we only hear about 

such 1.mreal fi gures as wi ves and ennuchs of a seraglio; 

even among t h e persons t he heroes meet and talk with in 

Paris, none are fully developed characters. In The 

Cit i zen of t he World, however, Goldsmith deli berately 

creates characters--and all k inds of characters; and it 

is partly through them t hat a whole panorama of the 

English middle and lower class society is successfully 

presen ted and caricatured . 

To tak e but one instance (Letter CXII) where Goldsmith's 

primary interest, I suppose, is sti ll i n t h e aa ti.nizing 

of t h e English politics, an d not in the characteriza-

t i on of part i cular persons, one is surprised by the 

au t hor's l i vely and whi ms i cal way of depicting both the 

s i tuation and t h e people. Lien Chi reports of t h e feast 

as follows: 

Many an honest man, before as harmless as a 
tame rabbit, when loaded with a si n gle elec
t i on d i nner, has become more dangerous t han 
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a charged culverin. Upon one of t hese occasions 
I have actually seen a bloody- minded man
milliner sally forth at the head of a mob de
termined to f ace a desperate pastrycook, who 
was general of the opposite party •••• 

One can di date, for i nstance, treats with 
gin, a spirit of their own manufacture; another 
always drinks brandy, i mported from abroad. 
Brandy is a wholesome liquor; gin, a liquor 
wholly their own. This, then, f urni shes an 
obvious cause of quarrel,--whether it be most 
reasonable to get drunk with gin, or get drunk 
with brandy?

1 

In Letter CII of the Persian Letters, Montesquieu also 

mak es fun of two pol i ticians who are engaged in a debate. 

The situation is the drawing up of t he constitution. 

They are always talking here of the Constitution. 
The other day I went into a certain house, 
where t he first person I saw was a fat man with 
a red face, wh o said i n a loud voice, "I have 
issued my charge; I shall make no furt her re
ply to anyth ing you may say; but read my charge, 
and you will see t hat I have solved all your 
doubts .... " In this way he avoi ded engaging 
in conversation and t he exposure of his own in
competence. But findin g himself pressed, he •.• 
began to utter a mass of theological nonsense, 
supported by a dervish wh o received h i s re
marks wi th t h e utmost respect.2 

How flat is the description of 11 t he fat man wi th a red 

face" when placed s i de by side with Gol dsmith's "bloody-

. minded man-milliner"!" 

l. Works, p. 261-2. 
2. Montesquieu, Persian Letters, ed. John Davidson 

(London, 1933), p.230-l. 
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The innumerable portraits of all types of people 

are found page after page i n the Chinese Letters. There 

is, for example, the 11 lady of distinction" who furnishes 

her apartment wit h all sorts of grotesque Chinese bric-

a-brae (Letter XIV) . 

••. a little shrivelled figure indolently re
clined on a sofa, who nodded, by way of appro
bation, at my approach •••• She took me 
through several rooms, all furnished, as she 
told me, in the Chinese manner; sprawl i ng 
dragons, squatting pagods, and clwnsy mandarins 
were stuck upon every shelfe .•.. 1 

There i s the talkative Mr. Fudge, the bookseller who 

determines what kind of books to publish by the season 

(Letter LI). 

"Excuse me, sir," says he, "it i s not the sea
son; books have their time as well as cucum
bers .... Others may pretend to direct t he 
vulgar; but ..• I always let the vulgar direct 
me; whenever popular clamour arises, I always 
echo the mill i on." 2 

Asked to what purpose a book is published, h is reply is: 

"Sir, t he book was published in order to be 
sold; an d no book sold better, except t he 
crit i cisms upon it, which came out soon 
after: of all k inds of writings, that goes off 
best at present .•.• " 3 

l. Works, p . 106. 
2. Ibid., p . 168-9. 
3. Ibi d ., p. 169. 
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Tll.en there i s the poet 11 i n shabby finery11 who puts dovm 

s ixpence in order to read hi s own epic in an author's 

club(Letter XXX ). 

Our poet seemed at first to sh rink at the 
penalty, �h �~ �s �i�t�a �t�i�n �g� fo r some time whether he 
should deposit t he fine or shut up the poem; 
but, looking around, and perceiving t wo 
strangers i n t he room, h is love of fame out
weighed his p r udence, an d laying down the sum 
by law established, he insisted on his pre
rogati ve. 

A profound silence en suing, h e began by 
explaining his design •••. Then, putting him
self into t he attitude of an orator, wi th all 
the emphas i s of voice and action he proceeded .•.• 
With t hi s last line h e seemed so much elated, 
that he was unable to proceed. "There gentle
menl" cries he, "there i s a description for 
you; _Rabelais' bedchamber i s but a fool to it. 

A cap by night--a stocki ng all t he day! 

There i s sound, and sense and truth, and nature 
in the tr i f ling compass of ten little syllables.11

1 

Another society of scholars (Letter XXIX ) includes such 

person s as Dr. Nonenti ty, a metaphysician , Tim Sy llabub, 

" reckoned equally excellent at a rebus, a riddle, a 

bawdy song and an Hymn for the Tabernacle,112 and Lawyer 

Squint, who 11 makes speeches for Parliament, writes addresses 

to h is fellow-subjects, and l etters to noble commanders.11 3 

About t he metaphysic ian Gol dsmith writes: 

l. Work s, pp. 132-133. 
2. Ibid., p . l32. 
3 . Ibid. 
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Most people think him a profound scholar; but, 
as he seldom speaks, I cannot:be positive in 
that particular: he generally �~�p�r�e�a�d�s� himself 
before the fire, suck s his pipe, talks little, 
drinks much, and is reckoned very good com
pany. I am told he writes indexes to perfec
tion; h e makes essays on the origin of evil, 
philosophical inquiries upon any subject, 
and draws up an answer to any book upon twenty
four hours 1 warning . You may distinguish him 
from the rest of t he company by his long gray 
wig and the blue handkerch ief r ound his neck. 1 

Among the gPoup of old maids (Letter XXVIII), we encoun

ter all types of spinsters. First, there is Miss Jenny 

Tinderbox, who has "some beauty and a moderate fortune,11 

but, "resolved not to disgrace it (the family) by intro-
-

ducing a tradesman,11 rejects her equals and is "neglected 
- 2 

and despi sed by her supel"'iors; 11 then comes Mi ss Squeeze, 

a pawnbroker's daughter, wb.o is· "so perfectly sensible of 

the value of what she had got, t hat she was resolved 

never to part with a farthing without an equality on the 

part of her sui tor," and thus "refused several offers 

made· her by people who wanted to better themselves.113 

Another is La dy Betty Tempest, who has rejected hundreds 

of offers in her youth, passing "fr om triurnph to triumph, 11 

because 11 she had read plays and romances and there had 

learned t hat a �p �~�a �i�n� man of common sense was no better 

l. Works, pp. 131-132. 
2. Ibid., p.l30. 
3. Ibid. 
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than a fool; such she refused, and sighed only for the 
. 1 

gay, giddy, i n constant, and thoughtless. 11 Finally, 

there is Sophronia, "the sagac i ous Sophronia," who loves 

Greek, hates man 11 f rom her very 1nfancy.112 

She has rejected fine gentlemen because they 
were not pedants, and pedants because they 
were not gentlemen; h er exquisite sensibility 
has taught her to discover every fault i n 
every lover, and her inflexible justice has 
prevented her pardoning them; thus she rejected 
several offers, till the wr inkles of age had 
overtaken her, and now, without one good fea
ture in her face, she talks incessantly of the 
beauties of the mind.3 

These and a host of others are all superb examples of 

character delineation, but there are even more finished 

types than these in such persons as the Man in Black, 

Beau Ti bbs and his wife. 

The last mentioned three are drawn by Goldsmith with 

a novelist's skill and imagination. Whenever or whei'ever 

the trio appear, separately or in a �g �~�o�u�p�,� they show the 

same marked manners of speech and behaviour. The Man in 

Black i s the Chinese philosopher's guide in London and 

as his acquai ntance with Lien Chi I'i pens into friendship, 

we come to know him not only from his clothes, manner 

and speech but also from an account of his own history 

1. Works, p. l3U. 
2. Ibid., p . 131. 
3 . Ibid. 
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(Letter XXVII). Born in the family of a pastor whose 

"education was above his fortune, and his generosity 

greater than his education,111 at the death of his 

father, he is left only with his father's 11 blessing11 to 

start his career. Rejecting the restrai1v of a priesthood, 

he prefers the l i fe of a flat0erer in the service of a 

great man, but soon finds i t distasteful as he discovers 

his lordship to be 11 a greater dunce than himself.112 Being 

sti ll "good-natured" he tr i es his ambition in love, but 

the girl to whom he proposes marries his rival with "hi gh-

heeled shoes. 113 Finally, with his heart brok en and his 

future gone, he i s forced to borrow money from his friend 

but i s equally unsuccessful. Outwardly, therefore, he 

4 
calls himself a "man hater", but he practices philan-

thropy while he fe igns to be a misanthropist • 

••• while his cheek was glowing with c ompassion, 
and whi le his looks were softened into pity, I 
have heard him use t he language of the most un
bounded ill-nature. Some affect humanity an d 
tenderness, others boast of having such dispo
sitions from nature; but he is the only man I 
ever knew who seemed ashamed of his natural 
benevolence.

5 

He will try every means to relieve a beggar unnoticed when 

he is openly railing at the idleness and imposture of 

1 . Works, p. 127. 
2. Ibid., p. 127. 
3 . Ibid., p. 128. 
4. Ibid., p. 125. 
�~� Ibid. V o 
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beggars in general (Letter XXVI). 1 In his character indeed 

t here i s "something rel.uctantly good112--reluctant consis-

tently. 

Beau Tibbs is just as lively a person as the Man in 

Black. 

Hi s hat was pinched up with pecul.iar smartness; 
his looks were pale, thin, and sharp; round 
his neck h e wore a broad black r iband, and in 
his bosom a buckle studded with glass; his 
coat was trimrned with tarnished twist; he wore 
by his side a sword with a black hilt; and his 
stockings of silk, though newly washed, were 
grown yellow by long service. (Letter LIV) 3 

He is a pretender to high society, and in his conversation 

he affects intimacy with lords and countesses as well as 

the taste of an epicurean (Letters LIV, LV and CV).4 

Nothing can disturb his composure. His house is 11 in the 

outlets of the town," because, he explains, 11he chose to 

reside �(�t�h�e �r�~� for the benefit of the air; 115 his apart

ment on the top of a "creaking staircase" is one which 

11my Lord Swamp would gi ve ten thousand �g�~�i�n�e�a�s� for 116 

because it commends a "charming" view of "ships sailing 

and the whole country for t wenty miles round.117 iJii'hen he 

finally brings the Chinese philosopher to his door, the 

l. Works, p. 126. 
2. Ibid. 
3. Ibi d ., p. 174. 
4. Ibid., pp. 174, 175, 250. 
5. I b id., p . 176. 
6. Ibid. 
7. Ibid. 
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door is opened only after some loud knocking and shouting, 

1 by 11 an old woman with cautious reluctance. n On being 

asked where her .lady was, the old woman ar1swered, "Good 

troth, she's washing your twa shirts at the next door, 

because they have taken an oath against lending out the 

tub any longer."2 But even such a tell-tale reply does 

not affect his ability at deception. When Mrs. Tibbs 

arrives, sh e apologizes for her "dishabille" on the ground 

t hat she "staid out all ni ght at the gardens with the 

3 cou.n tess." The husband asks her to " give orders for 

dinner," and adds that "something elegant and little will 

do,--a turbot, an ortolan, a--. 11 And the wii'e interrupts, 

"Or what do y ou think, my dear, of a nice little bit of 

ox- cheek, piping hot, and dressed with a .little of my own 

sauce?114 In such a company, the philosopher has reason 

to remark that "the company of fools may at first make us 

smi le, but at .last never fa i ls of rendering us melancholy.115 

We can easily forget t h is little bit of moralizing on the 

part of Goldsmith, but the picture of Mr. aud Mrs. Beau 

Tibbs cannot be as easily forgotten. 

The Man in Black i s always extremely generous to the 

poor, and pretends to be parsimonious at the same time. 

1 . Works, p. 176. 
2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid., P· 177. 
4. Ibid. 
5. Ibid. 



Beau Tibbs always talks about Lord Mudler and the Duchess 

of Piccadilly but is often caught borrowing half a crown 

(Letters LIV and �X�C�I �X�)�~� Even the pawn-brok er's widow 

whom the Man in Black c ourts and who wears three gold 

rings on every fin ger is constantly seen strugglin g be-

tween the manners of good breeding aud her taste of a 

meaner kind (Letter LXXI). 2 In fact, they can all 

approach those inimitable characters in the best o1' the 

eighteenth century comedi es such as Tony Lumpkin or 

Sheridan's Mrs. Malaprop. As Sej_ls p oints out, "les por-

t ra i ts inoubliables de l 1Homme en_Noir et de Beau Tibbs 

sont d ignes d 1entrer dans un roman.tt3 E. A. Baker in 

The History of the English Novel, speaking of Beau Tibbs 

and his wif e, also says that "the i r speech is so per

fectly in character that it touches them into life. 114 

And h e adds t hat t hese "features in which The Citizen of 

the World approach es the n ovel of manners are t he best 

thing in it. 115 Likewise Austin Dobson in the introduction 

to his edition of The Citizen of t he World has paid very 

high praise to Goldsmith as a delineator of character. He 

associ ates Goldsmith's ski ll of character portray al in the 

letters with t ne same sk ill manifested in the novels and 

1. WoL'i{ S, pp. 174, 245. 
2. Ibid., p. 203. 
3 . Sells, Les Sources francaises de Gol dsmit h , p.90. 
4. E. A. Baker, Th e Hi story of English Novel (London, 

1942), 4 vols., II, 69. 
5. Ibid. 
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drama o1' the same author. 

But what in the Chinese letters is even more 
remarkable than their clever ralllery of social 
incongruities and abuses, is their occasional 
indication of the author's innate but hitherto 
undisclosed gift in the delineation of hmaorous 
characters. Up to this time he had exhibited 
no particular tendency in this direction. The 
little sketches of Jack Spi ndle and "my cousin 
Hannah," in 11 The Bee" go no f arther than the 
corresponding personification of particular 
qualities in the "Spectator" and 11 Tatler," and 
they are not of the kind which to employ a 
French fi gure, "enter the skinA of the persona
lity presented._ But in the case of the eccentric 
philanthropi st of "The Citizen of the World," 
whom he chri stens the 11Man in Black", he comes 
nearer to such a definite embodiment as Addison's 
!t Will Wimble." The 11 IVIan in Black" is evidently 
a combination of rome of t hose Goldsmith's 
family trai ts which were afterwards so success
fully recalled in Dr. Primros8, Mr. Hardcastle, 
and the clergyman of ''The Deserted Villa gen •.• 

Excellent as he is, however, the " Man in 
Black," with his grudging generosity and his 
'reluctant goodness," is surpassed in completeness 
of characterization by t he more finished por
trait of Beau Tibbs. The poor little pinched 
pretender to fashion, with his tarnished 1'inery 
and his reed-voiced, simpering helpmate ••• 
approaches the dimensions of a masterpiece .•• 
If Goldsmith had written nothing but this mini
ature trilo gy of Beau Tibbs,--if Dr. Primrose 
were uninvented and Tony Lumpkin non-existent,-
he would still have earned a perpetual place 
among English hQmorists.

1 

Of course, the greatest character Goldsmith creates 

in the Chinese Letters is the philosopher Lien Chi Altangi 

himself. As it has been observed before, he is neither a 

l. Oliver Goldsmith , Th e Citizen of t h e World, ed. 
Austin Dobson (London, 1918 ), p. xvii ff. 
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spy nor an ordinar y t r av el ler . Carryin g only t he attri -

bute of a phil osopher, he sh ows c ompl ete equani mity n o 

mat t er i n vvba t situati on h e i s p l aced . Vv1J.en a lady of 

distinct ion inv i t ed hi m to see her Chinese t emple i n the 

gar den, h e was capable of sayin g , " Ma dam, at t he en d of 

t h e c;ar den , t ha t n1ay not as well be cal led an Egyptian 
l 

py r amid as a Ch i n ese temple." Or, when h i s watch had 

been stol en by a g i r l v;hom he "fane i ed (as) a daughter 

of par adi se,112 he cons ol ed himsel f by having di sccvered 

a decei v er. 11 3 Sagaci ously , h e r emar k s t ha t conclu sions 

are of t en destr oyed by 11 t h e next minute's ex per i ence ..• 

( and ) the pr esen t moment bec omes a comment on the past. tr4 

He i s al ways a det ach ed figure whether he i s �c �o �~�~ �e �n�t �i�n �g� 

on t h e fo llies of Londoners or cont empl a t i ng t he mi s fo r-

tunes of h i s son. Ver y ap tly he descr i bed his own s tate 

of mind t o h i s f r iend a t Peki n as f ollows: 

l. 
2. 
3. 
4 . 
5 . 

I n every let ter· I expect accounts of some new 
revol u t ions i n Ch i na , some strange occurence i n 
t he st a te, or di saster among my pri va te acquai n 
tance . .. and am agreeabl y disappoi n t ed when I 
find my f r iends and· my country continu i ng i n 
fe l i city. I wander, bu t they ar e a t r est .•.• 
i t i s on l y t h e r apidity of my own moti on gives 
an i magi nar y swif t ness to ob jects whi ch are in 
some measure i nunovable. 5 

r 1-s · �~� 0  " �~� z p . 106 . 
I b i d .; p: 98 . 
I b i d .; p . ss: 
I bid . , p . se. 
Allen , Ti des of Engl i sh 'l'aste, II, 29 . 
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Such a character is certainly capable of a complete de-

tachment when he is observing a new kind of society, 

and, as such, he is admirable and interesting in his own 

ri ght. B. Sprague Allen, in his study of Tides of English 

Taste, calls Goldsmith's work 11 a masterpiece of the genre," 

and supports his statement with a specific reference to 

Lien Chi : 

Moreover, Goldsmith doednot arrange the letters 
in a mere mechanical sequence, checking off 
like the compiler of a guide-book each topic 
as he has done with it, but he imparts to the 
correspondence an artistic integrity by �s�u�f�f�~�g�i�n�g� 

it with the personality of t he imaginary writer, 
the �h �~�J �o�r�o�u�s�,� k indly, shrewd Chinese philosopher. 
He has created a character , whereas others have 
been too often content with an automaton as the 
mouthp iece of their ideas.1 

Besides the attention paid to the portrayal of cha-

racter, Goldsmith also gives to his Chinese Letters a sort 

of frame-tale, which consists of a single story in a 

series of letters. The majority of the letters, as we 

know, are supposed to be written from Lien Chi Altangi to 

his friend Fmn Roam, "first president of the Ceremonial 

Academy at Pekin," but interspersed with t hese are letters 

written by t h e Ch inese philosopher to his son Hingpo, who 

is a captured slave among the Persians, and letters from 

his son to him (Letters XXXV, XXXVI, XLIV, XLVII, LIX, 

LXV, LXX, LXXIII, LXXXIII, XCIII and CXXIII). 2 These 

l. Allen, Tides of English Taste, II, 29. 
2. Works, p. 142, 143, 156, 162, 18.2, 192, 200, 206, 

221, 236, 278. 
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letters purport to narrate t h e fortune of Hingpo in his 

journey f rom China across Persia, Terki and Moscow to 

England, his love for a beauti ful Christian girl in Persia 

named Zelis, his rescue of her from the seraglio, the 

ki dnapping of her by the Russian pirates on the Wolga 

river, his disappointment and grief, and finally the joyous 

meeting between Zelis and Hingpo in London and their sub-

sequant marriage. Upon a careful exan1ination of the in-

cidents, the merit of t h is frame-tale, no doubt, cannot 

be said to lie i n a good plot or even in a lively narra-

tion. In fact, the usual brilliancy of Goldsmith's 

descriptive power is limited here to only a few places; 

such as, t he harem scene on the eve of Zelis' wedding 

to t h e Persian monarch (Letter XXXVI), 1 the scene of 

Zeli s' rescue from Persia as the Circassian Tartars in

vade the town (Letter LIX) 2 and t h e kidnapping scene on 

the bank of the Wolga (Letter XCIV). 3 It is also true 

t hat the rgther arbitrary denouement in which Zelis, an 

Oriental girl, turns out to be t he niece of t he Man in 

Black, an Englishman, leads one to doubt whether Gold-

smith has any i dea at t he beginning as to how he sh ould 

develop his tale.4 

1. Works, p. 143. 
2. I b id., p . 182. 
3. Ibid., p. 237. 
4 . Smith, Oliver Goldsmith's The Citizen of t he World, 

p . 49. 



The primary purpose which Goldsmith must have f or the 

use of such a framework, I suppose, lies in the fact that 

the stories of Hingpo give the philosopher a chance to 

moralize, not on Englishmen' s vice and folly in particular, 

but on even broader philosophical issues; such as, fortune 

(Letters LXX, XCV and others),1 happiness (Letters X..X:X:VII, 

XLIV and others),2 and passion (Letter XLVII)? On these 

t hemes Goldsmith writes eloquently, but never with a true 

paternal concern. Even at the time when the son's freedom 

11 lifts the load of former anxiety from his mind,n Lien 

Chi is full of a philosopher's solicitude for all mankind, 

You are now free, just let loose from the 
bondage of a hard master . • • • A few years' 
perseverence in prudence, which at your age 
is but another name for virtue, will ensure 
comfort, pleasure, tranquility, esteem; too 
eager an enjoyment of every good t hat now 
offers, will reverse the medal, and present 
you with poverty, anxiety, remorse, contempt. 4 

VVben his son's letters from Persia 11betray a mind tern-

pested up by a thousand various passions,lf his reply is 

that man should learn to combat evil passions with good 

ones. 

l. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

Philosophers, my son, have long declaimed 
against passions, as being the source of al l 

Works, p. 200, 238. 
Ibid . , p. 140, 156. 
Ibid., p. 162. 
Ibid., p. 185. 
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our miseries: t hey are the source of all our 
misfortunes, I own; but they are the source 
of our pleasures too; and every endeavour of 
ou r lives, and all the i nstituti ons of philo
sophy, should tend to this, not to dissemble 
an absence of passion, but to repel those 
which lead to vice, by t hose which direct to 
v i rtue.1 

And what can it be but the most stoical spirit that any 

father can show when he contemplates his son's misfor-

tune in the follo wing terms? 

Your misfortunes are mine; but, as every period 
of life is mark ed with its own, y ou must learn 
to endure them. Di sappointed love makes t h e 
misery of youth; disappointed ambition, that of 
manhood ; and successless avarice, that of age. 
These t hree attack us t h rough life; and it is 
our du ty to stand upon our guard. To love we 
ought to oppose dissipation, and endeavour to 
chan ge the object of the affections; to ambi
t ion, t he happiness of i ndolence and obscurity; 
and to avarice, the fear of soon dy i ng.

2 

It is, I t h ink, very apparent from these passages 

t hat what accounts for the t h inness of narrative i n t erest 

i n the fr amet ale is only t h e fact that such an interest 

has been greatly subordinated t o the moralizin g intent 

of t h e author. Yet, it cannot be said that it is totally 

l ack ing . The story of Hingpo, t h ough not so well or-

ganized as we 1vish it to be , serves t o tie up the l etters 

in a way to give them an artif icial unity ; but, what is 

l. Works, p . 162. 
2 • tb i d • ' p. 2 3 8 . 
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more valuable, t h e philosopher's reflections on his son's 

mishaps and fortune complement the picture of Lien Chi 

as a sati r i st. For Goldsmith is a novelist in his own 

ri gh t; and he is not a sati rist without being a moralist 

at the same time. 



CHAPTER IV 

�~�{�E� CARGO OF illiiNESE MORALITY 

In the Preface to The Citizen of the World, Goldsmith 

writes t hat in his attempt to express the views of the 

Chinese philosopher, the latter usually gives him "a lift 
l 

of hi s Eastern sublimity," while he supplies the latter 
- 2 

with "a return of colloquial ease." We realize, however, 

t hat though Goldsmith has succeeded immensely in t he ease 

of his style, the Chinese philosopher has failed in help

ing him with the desired "lift". In other words, when-

ever Goldsmith tries to write as he thinks a Chinese 

should, or to make his hero talk with what he believes 

to be a Chinese phraseology, his thoughts are often clogged 

and fettered rather than li fted up into the sublime. For-

tunately, Goldsmith does not always remember the di sguise 

of the Oriental, and, hence, there are but few instances 

where the t hought is hampered by the limitations imposed 

by the genre. 

In the same preface, we also notice t hat Goldsmith 

mentions particularly the morals which he is going to 

impart to the reading public. 

The furniture, fri ppery and �f�i�~�o�r�k�s� of China 
have long been fashionably broJght up. I'll 

1. Works, p. 87. 
2 . Ibid. 
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try the fair with a small cargo of Chinese mora
lity. If the Chinese have contributed to vitiate 
our taste, I'll try how far they can help to 
improve our understanding. 1 

Very obviously, what i nterests Goldsmith in the person 

of Lien Chi is neither the mere garb of a Chinese gown 

nor the manner and traits he carries wi th him from a 

distant country; but rather it is the mind of the philo-

sopher and the morals and ethics of the East. Here lies 

the distinctive quality of Goldsmith's work which cannot 

be fo und in its forerunners. Goldsmith's predecessors 

merely have the intention of presenting a roreign ob-

server under whose guise t hey can criticize their society 

wi thout fear of punislLrnent; but Goldsmith's purpose goes 

deeper than that. His greatest desire is to improve on 

the morality of the English people by various tales and 

aphorisms from some Chinese philosophers whom he has read 

about in the works of Du Halde and Le Comte. 

The Chinese elements in The Citizen of the World, 

t herefore, can be c l assified under two major categories. 

The superficial ones constitute the first group, which 

includes the philosopher's manners of speech, the names 

of Chinese cities and the other details of Chinese life, 

habit and custom to wh ich he constantly refers. A second 

l. Works, p. 88. 
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group comprises Chinese tales, aphorisms and historical 

anecdotes which Lien Chi relates and quotes rrequently. 

In the citation of these maxims and tales, which I shall 

d i scuss later in this chapter, Goldsmith shows great skill, 

and thereby has attained his primary purpose of educating 

t h e public; but in the use of the 11 Eas tern metaphors and 

imagery, 11 by which he attempts to gi ve the letters a 

certain Chinese overtone and to h ide the identity of the 

authorship, h is experiment is seldom rewarded with success. 

The first kind of mistakes that the author comndts 

may be called the illo gi cal use of Chinese idioms. One 

of the early letters, for instance, begins with a sentence: 

tt May t h e wings of peace rest upon thy dwelling, and the 

shield of conscience preserve thee from vi ce and misery.11 1 

Goldsmith perhaps remembers the i dea from Du Halde that 

the Chinese are very ceremonious in matters of vlsits 

and sal.utations.2 Du Halde states that "even the Letters 

t hat are wrote by private Persons require a great Number 

of Formalities .•.• It is necessary to hav e a great Re-

gard to the Style, which ought to be different from that 

used in common Conversation.113 Here, Goldsmith is quite 

near the Chinese way of beginning a letter where the writer 

l. Works, p. 88. 
2. Du Halde has a chapter titled "Of the Ceremonies 

that they observe in Salutations, in their Visits, and 
their Presents they make each other, in their Letters, 
their Feasts ..•• " See General History, II, 151-169. 

3. Ibid., p. 190. 
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usually wished comf ort and happiness to the addressee, 

but such imageries as "the wings of peace" �a�n�d �1 �~�h�e� shield 

of conscience" are clearly the author's own. 

Goldsmith also likes to use certain Ch inese words 

with a great deal of elaboration without considering their 

congruity to the rest of the sentence. 'ro illustrate my 

point, I would like to quote from another place where h e 

wr i tes: 11 May Tien, the U..l"liversal soul, take you under his 

protection, and i nspire you with a superior portion of 

himself • 111 Or, in another letter, he says, 11 The soul, 

attuned to virtue here shall go f rom hence to fill up the 

universal choir where Tien presides • 112 ln person. . • • The 

Chinese word 11 Tien, 11 as interpreted by Du Halde, means 

11 the Supreme Being, Lord and Chief Sovereign of all things 

•.• the spirit that presides in heaven,113 but actually 

it stands for only an abstract thing, not even a bodiless 

being, which is certainly not an equivalent for God. Th e 

first half of the first quotation does make sense, inas

much as i t is li k e saying, 11 May God bless youJ11 But the 

incongruity i s obvious in the second half, and more so in 

the second quotation. Thus, in attempting to speak like 

a Chinese, Goldsmith often f ails to use Chinese words 

correctly. 

1. Works, p. 95. 
2. Ibid., p . 142. 
3. Du Halde, General History, III, 16. 



The juxtaposition of one t h ing with another of a more 

serious nature occurs in a great many places in the Chinese 

Letters. In the tale of the Kingdom of Lao1 (Letter XXV) 

Goldsmith says t hat t h e colonies in the Tartar land pros

pered through an export of 11 ivory and ginseng.112 11Ginseng,11 

as described in the General History, is a kind of rare 

medical plant found only in the mountains of the northern 

province;3 it certainly cannot be found together with 

ivory , which is t he product from China's southern region. 

Perhaps, the most ridiculous passage involving the use of 

Ch inese names in the whole book is in the following para

graph v,rhere Goldsmith praises the "celes tia 1 excellence" 

of womankind. 

Celestial excellence ••• sure thou hast been nur
tured by the bill of Shin Shin, or sucl{ed the 
breasts of provident Gin Hiung . The melody 
of thy voice could rob the Chong Fou of her 
whelps, or inveigh the Boh that lives in the 
midst of the waters. Thy servant shall ever 
retain a sense of thy favours; and one day 
boast of thy virtue, sincerity, and truth, 
among the daughters of China.4 

"Shin shin" is actually a monkey, and "Gin Hiung," a bear. 

The reason for attributing these an imals to Du Halde, as 

suggested by Hamilton J. Smith, is t hat they do not occur 

in the books of other writers about China and t hat they 

1. Works, p. 123. 
2. Ibid., p. 123. 
3. Du Halde, General History, II, 261. 
4. Work s, p. 97. 
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are described in the same grouping and order in the General 

History. Du Halde states: 

That which they constantly affirm of the Animal 
Sin Sin makes one think it is a kind of an 
Ape. They say that it is the Size of a Man, 
and resembles Mankind in almost all its Actions. 
There is another which they call Gin-hing, 
that is, a Man- Bear, which must be only under
stood of the extraordinary Bi gness of that 
k i nd of Bears compared with Man. 1 

Smith also suggests that Goldsmith is only quoting from 

memory in the use of his source since the source-book is 

a work which not only is bulky but also contains no index.2 

Hence, "Shin shin" the monkey is said to have a bill, and 

the common animals in Du Halde are thus described by 

Goldsmith as if they were some Chinese mythological figures. 

In addition to the incongruities of this kind, there 

are some other inaccuracies which indicate the author's 

confused notion of China. For example, in Letter II, 

Goldsmith writes that the streets of Nankin were "sometimes 

strewed with gold leaf,113 but Nankin, according to Du 
.. 

Ha lde, was only "a trading city whi ch had even lost a part 

of its ancient splendour."4 It appears then that Gold-

smith's use of Chinese geographical names is often in this 

1. Du Halde, General History, I, 20. 
2 . Smith, Oliver Goldsmith's The Citizen of the World, 

p. 116. 
3. Works, p. 89 . 
4. Du Halde, General History, I, 133. 
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haphazard manner, necessitated, no doubt, by the hasty 

nature of j ournalistic composition. 

Perhaps the greates t departure from truth is i n those 

pl aces where Gol dsmit h makes the Ch inese philosopher swear 

wi t h a Chinese idi om. The i nstances are many; such as, 
1 

"Head of my ancestors!" (Letter XIII), " h ead of my father! 11 

(Letter .,{XIII, LI) 2 and " Head of Confuc ius! 11 ( Le t ter 

LXXII)? Al l t h ese exclamations are obviousl y intended 

by the author to characteri ze the speaker as a Chinese, 

but t here cannot be anything more 11un-Chinese11 than t hes e 

r eall y are. I t i s below the dignity of a gentleman in 

China to swear, and �1�f �~ �s�o �~ �e� people do, they do not swear 

by their ancestors, or by Confucius, who i s considered as 

a philosopher, and not as a god. I cannot trace these 

expressions to the works of Du Halde or Le Comte, and, 

per haps, they a.r e adaptations of French oaths to whi ch 

Gol dsmit h adds only the Chinese tr immings. 

But when we come to the second group of Chinese mate-

rial-- the tales, maxims and anecdotes whi ch Gol dsmith 

gat hers from the works of the French Jesuit pries ts, we 

f ind that t hey are used by the au thor wi t h r emarkable 

skill and unusual success. Her e , it should be noticed, 

�1�~� Works, p . �1 �0�4 �~ �·� 
2. �I �b�i�d �. �~� pp . 120, 170 . 
3. I bid., p . 204. 
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they are incorporated into the letters not for t heir own 

sake, as the various mannerisms t he first group definite

ly are, but always wi t h a purpose to teach as well as to 

delight. In Letter XLI I, 1 for example, the author tells 

the many stories of Chinese emperors and statesmen who 

in one way or another distinguish themselves by true mag

nanimity and benevolence. His aim, no doubt, is just to 

praise the flourishing of peace in China and to contrast 

it against the background of "wars, rebellions and plots" 

in European politics. Goldsmith selects his stories from 

both Du Halde1 s History and Le Comte1 s Memoir, and, as we 

shall see, his interest is always in the morals of these 

stories rather than the stories themselves. So even here 

his speci fic reference to names is often inaccurate, and 

whenever the narrative demands more moving details, he 

invents t hem freely and adds them to the ori ginal. As 

may be expected, Goldsmith does not aim at the accuracy 

of a historian in the use he makes of the dull historical 

anecdotes f ound in Du Halde and Le Comte; what he shows 

is his moral earnestness, his narrative skill and his 

satiric wit. 

The t h eme of Letter XLII,and its moral emphasis, is 

the sense of fideli t y and loy alty �v�~�L �i�c�h� a sovereign feels 

l. Works, p. 152ff. 
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toward h is people and which reciprocally the people have 

t owards the sovereign--a classic virtue in ancient Chinese 

government. To ill ustrate this theme, Goldsmith uses 

three anecdotes, the story of t he three emperors: Tisiang, 

Ginseng and Haitong. Th e first comes from Le Comte, and 

the second and the third from Du Halde. The story of 

Tisiang and the twelve mandarians is one of heroism and 

sacrifice. The twelve who, without f ear of torture and 

immediate death, offer advice to a tyrant against his 

will with the result that while eleven of them are dead, 

the last surv i vor succeeds in reclaiming the tyrant to 

lenity. 
. 1 

In Le Comte' s Memoir the tale is lengthy and 

tedious, as it takes up four long pa'ragr aphs and describes 

t he actions of each of t he officials, but Goldsmith avoids 

t he repetitious element of the story, and onlystresses 

t h e moral lesson it conveys. Also the tyrant in Le Comte 

is referred to merely as 11 one of our emperors"; and to 

lend concreteness to his ttale Goldsmith borrows the name 

of Tisiang from DU: H8lde's book, which cites Tisiang as 

an emperor whose "Folly was the Cause of h is Ruin and was 

very near being the Destruction of his Family. 11 2 

l. L. Le Comte, Memoirs and Observations made in a 
late Journey Through the Empire of-China, (London, 1697). 
In Part II, t he chapter 110f the policy & Government of 
the Chinese," pp. 274-5. 

2. Du Halde, General HistorL , I, 290. 
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Tbe second anecdote, which is also taken from Du 

Halde, tells of the emperor Ginsong, whose clemency leads 

him t o pardon one of a group of five criminals who are 

brothers. He wants to free one of t h em so that there 

will be some one to take care of the aged parent of the 

criminals. Du Halde, however, only states the facts as 

follows: 

Gin tsong ..• had a lively and penetratin g 
Geni us, join'd with great Equity, Sweetness of 
Temper, and lWoderation .••• Being inform 1 d 
that five Brethren were found guilty of a crime, 
for which they were condemned to die, "Let one 
at least be pardoned," says the Emperor, 11 that 
their unfortunate Parents may have somebody 
left to feed and comfort them.11

1 

In order to make the account more l i vely and vivid, Gold-

smith adds the episode of the brothers conspiring trea-

cherously against the king. 

vVhen five brethren had set upon t he great em
peror Ginsong alone, with hi s sabre he slew four 
of them: h e was struggl ing with the fifth, when 
his guards coming up were going to cut t he 
conspir ator i nto a thousand pieces. "No, no," 
cried the emperor, with a calm placid co1mte
nance, "at least let one of the unfortunate 
family be suffered to li veA that t heir poor 
aged parents may have some body t o feed and 
comfort them.11 (Letter XLII) 2 

1. Du Halde, General History, I, 446-7. 
2. Works, p . 153. 
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Goldsmith's story is certainly full of loopholes. If the 

guards had not arrived in the nick of time, either the 

emperor would have been dead, if he wi shed to be merciful 

to t he traitor, or the traitor would have met �t �h �~� same 

fate as his brethren. Nevertheless, we must adm:tt that 

Goldsmith's version has an unusual dramatic i ntensi ty, 

which is the more remarkable because it is short. 

The third anecdote of Haitong , the last emperor of 

Ming Dynasty, who hangs himself on a tree before his enemi es 

reach him, is also borrowed from Du Halde, and, again, 

Goldsmith adds to it a few significant details. The death 

of this emperor is a familiar story to many of us since 
1 

it occurred in comparatively recent times, and, as it 

is correctly told in Du Halde, his last message to the 

enemy is not written in blood. 

The Emperor was shut up in his Palace •.• and 
when he found he was betray'd, would have gone 
out of the Palace with six hundred of his 
Guards, but t ney forsook him; being thus de
priv' d of all Hopes, and chusing Death rather 
than to fall alive into the Hands of Rebels, 
he went into his Garden, and af ter he had 
wrote t hese Words on the Border of his vest, 
" My Subjects have basely aboundon'd me; use 
me as you please, but spare my People;11 he 
k ill 1 d h is Daughter with the Stroke of a Sabre, 
and hung himself upon a tree, being thirty
six y ears of Age .•.• 2 

1. The dynasty which overthrew t he Ming is the Manchu, 
or Ching Dynasty, which the Republic of Stm Yat-sen over
threw i n 1911. 

2. Du Halde, General History, I, 478. 



Goldsmith's version follows this account closely even to 

the extent of repeating the same phrase 11 chusing death 

rather t han fall alive into t he hands of a rebel," and it 

di ffers only in its elaboration. Goldsmith states that 

when the emperor retired to his garden, he was "conducting 

an only child, his little daughter in . his hand." Then he 

adds an even more vivid scene: 

There in a private arbour unsheathing his 
sword, he stabbed the young �i�n�~�c�e�n�t� to the 
heart, t hen dispatching himself, left t he f o±
�l �o �w �~�n�g� · words with his blood on the border of 
his vest: "Forsaken by my subjects, abandoned 
by my friends, use my body as you wi ll, but 
spare, 0 spare, my people.1 

No doubt, Goldsmith �~�i�k�e�s� much better the vague manner 

in which the emperor "dispatched his life 11 than the un-

romantic hanging, which, furthermore, will eliminate the 

possibility of the emperor's writ i n g his message with his 

own blood. 

Since all t hese anecdotes are widely scatt ered in 

Du Halde's and Le Comte's works, we can be almost certain 

that Goldsmith quotes them only f1•om memory. From this we 

can also reasonably suspect that there must be a common 

cause to explain why the author is particularly attracted 

by t hem. Certainly, chronologically speaking , these names 

are separated by centuries, but in the eyes of Goldsmith, 

1. Works, p. 153. 
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they stand only for one fo rm of government which he admires. 

We see that, in t he same letter, Goldsmith repeatedly 

dwells on t he excellence of the Chinese form of patriachtal 

monarchy, and contrasts it with t he political system in 

Europe • 

••• t he whole sta te (Ch ina) may be said to 
resemble one family, of which the emperor is 
t he protector, father, and f-riend. In this 
happy region sequestered from the rest of man
ki nd, I see a succession of princes who in 
general considered t hemselves as the fathers 
of their people; a race of philosophers who 
bravely combatted idolatry, prejudice, and 
tyranny, at the expense of t h e i r private 
happiness and immediate reputation .•• Now turn 
f rom this happy peaceful scene to Europe, the 
theatr·e of intrigue, avarice and ambition •••• 1 

Thus the re-telling of these stori es is not so much a 

glorification of some Chinese noble deeds as a criticism 

of the present; not so much an act of eulogizing the 

Chinese emperors as a condernna tion of "a thousand princes 

who have disgraced humanity". Goldsmith's chief purpose 

here is no longer to amuse the people with the strange 

and the ridiculous, but to educate them with what is 

morall y true and magnificent. 

The same pur pose also governs the use of t he longer 

tales, the longest of which is the story of Choang the 

1. Works, p. 154. 
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1 
philosopher and Hansi his wife (Letter XVIII). This 

letter begins wi th the remark that "the English love their 

wi ves with much passion;11 and it is onl y too clear that 

the t ale i s told to illustrate the unhappy results of a 

marr.iage founded on vio;Lent love. A comparative study of 

Goldsmith' s version with its source as found in Du Halde2 

has been carefully made by H. J. Smith in h is study of 

The Citizen of the World. And, for our purpose, we may 

quote Smith's summary: 

Du Halde 
(Story of Tchouang and Tien) 

1. Life and education of 
Tchouang. 

2. Tchouang meets the widow 
who is fanning the grave of 
her husband, in order t hat 
she may obey his dying in
junction not to marry whi le 
h is grave i s still wet. 

3. Tchouang discovers h is 
wife directly behind him, and 
relates to her the story of 
the wi dow, saying he fears 
similar treatment in case of 
his death. 

Goldsmith 
(Story of Choan and Hansi) 

1. Omitted by Goldsmith. 

2. Choang meets the widow 
under similar circumstances. 

3. Choang brings the widow 
home, and r elates her story to 
h is wife, saying he fears si
milar treatment in case of 
his death. 
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4 . Tien (Tchouang1 s wife) 
scolds the widow for her in
sensibility, and flies into 
a rage at t he suggestion of 
her husband, swearing 
fidelity. 

4. Hansi (Choang 's wife) is 
ansered at her husband's sugges
tion, and drives the widow from 
her doors, swearing fidelity 

5. Tchuang tak en sick, 
appears t o be dead, and is 
pl aced in a coffin. 

to Choang. 

5. An old disciple of Choang's 
comes to dinner at Choang's, and 
the husband and wife show open 
signs of affection, forgetting 
the quarrel. 

1. Works, p . 111-3 • 
. 2. Du Hal de, · �G�e�n �e�r�~�: �i�' �l� Hi ·s tory, III, 135ff. 



6. An old disciple of 
Tchouang's comes to the 
funeral. 

7. A servant tells Tien that 
the Disciple is in love with 
her, and is set on by Ti en to 
argue his master into marrying 
her. 

8 . The Disciple and Tien agree 
to marry. 

9. The apartments are decorated 
for the wedding ceremony. 

10. The bridegroom fa lls s ick 
of a disease which can be 
cured only by drinking the 
brain of a man newly killed. 

11. Ti en demands whether the 
brain of a man who died a 
natural death would do. 

12. Tien breaks open with an 
axe her husband's coffin, in 
order to obtain his brains. 

13 . Tchouang comes to life, 
and discovers his wife 's infi 
delity. 

14 . Tien hangs herself, be
cause of mort ification. 

15. Tchouang resolves never to 
marry again, and joining his 
Master, Lao, ends his days 
with the comforts of philosophy.1 

6. Choang falls i nto an 
apoplectic fit, appearing 
dead. 

7. Omitted by Gol dsmith. 

8. The Disciple and Hansi 
agree to marry. 

uv 

9 . The apart ments are decorated 
for the wedding ceremony. 

10. The bri degroom falls sick 
of a di sease which can be 
cured only by the app lica
tion of t h e heart of a man 
newly kil led. 

11. Hansi demands whether 
the heart of a man lately 
dead would do. 

12. Hansi breaks open with an 
axe her husband's coffin , in 
order to obtain his heart. 

13. Choang comes t o life, and 
discovers his wife's infi 
delity. 

14. Hansi stabs herself, be
cause of mortification. 

15. Choang marries the 
widow with the l arge f an. 

The most important change to be noticed here is the happy 

ending for t he two bereaved husband and wife. The tale 

1. Smith, Oliver Goldsmith's The Citizen of the World, 
A Study, p . 96-7. 



appears originally in the writings of Tsung-tze, a Taoistic 

philosopher, and, as the Taoistic school does not believe 

t hat human happiness can last long, the tale naturally 

ends with t he philosopher ·going away on a journey after 

discovering his wife's infidelity. 1 Goldsmith changes 

the ending by making the philosopher marry the widow at 

t he end. 

Choang, being a philosopher, was too wise to make 
any loud lamentations; he thought it best to 
bear his loss with serenity; so, mending up the 
old coffin where he had lain himself,he placed 
his faithless spouse in his room; and, unwilling 
t hat so many nupti al preparations should be 
expended in vain, the same night married the 
widow with the large fan.

2 

And, also in Goldsmith's version, the philosopher (no 

longer like a Toaist) lives happily hereafter with his 

new wife . 

As they both were apprised of the foi bles of 
each other beforehand, they knew how to excuse 
them after marriage. They lived together for 
many years in grea t tranqui lity, and not ex
pecting rapture, found content.

3 

Here is a touch of humour which is typically the author's 

mm. His moral point of view is not of the purely pedan-

tic kind; in trying to teach his moral Goldsmith also shows 

l. Du Halde, General History, III, 155. 
2. Works, p. 113. 
3. Ibid. 
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a remarkable insight into, and a deep sympathy with, human 

weakness. 

In adap t i ng these Chinese stories for his use, Gold-

smith sometimes elaborates and exalts; sometimes con-

denses and embellishes. As Ol i ver Elton points out, 11h e 
l 

shortens,heightens, br ighten s whatever he takes." But 

whatever he does, h is chief aim is to give a good display 

of what he calls t h e "car go of Chinese moralities." The 

moral tone i n t h ose letters finally help s to transform 

t hem a series of sa t i res to a constructive criticism of 

l i fe. 

l. Ol i ver Elton, A Survey of English Li t erature, 1730-
1780 (London, 1928), 2 vols, I, 103 . 
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CHAPTER V 

THE GREA.TER SIGNI F I CA!'TCE OF THE CITIZEN OF THE WORLD 

We have seen how The Citizen of t he World is distin-

guished from its forerunners by the au thor's skill in 

satire, h is power of character delineation, and his use 

of Cl1inese source material. The greatest merit of Gold-

smith's work, however, lies i n someth ing else which is more 

intangible than these. 

We have observed before that the person Lien Chi is 

not c onceived by Goldsmith merely as a foreigner; he is 

to be i n every respect a philosopher and a cosmopolite. 

The predecessors of Goldsmith all emphasize in the pre-

faces of t he i r works the foreignness of the contents. 

Montesqu ieu tells us that t h e Persian authors who lodged 

with him looked upon him as "a. man belonging-:to another 

l world;" Lord Lyttleton also stresses the foreign dis-

positi on of the correspondent by saying t hat "th e obser

vati ons (in the letters) are so fo reign and out of t h e 

way, such remote h ints and imperfect notions are taken up, 

ou r present happy condi tion is in all respects so ill 

understood, t hat is i s har dl y p ossible any En glishman 

shou'd be the Author. 112 Goldsmi th i n h is Preface to The 

l. Montesqu ieu, Persian Letters, p.35. 
2. The Works of George Lord Lyttleton, I, 131. 
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Citizen of the World introduces the Chinese author in an 

entirely di fferent fashion. Instead of dwelling on t h e 

latter's status as an alien, he advances his belief in 

the universality of human nature. 11 The truth i s," he 

writes, "the Chinese and we are pretty much alike. 

Different degrees of �r�e�f�i�n�e�m�e�n�t�~� and not of distance, 

mark the distinctions among mankind •••• The distinctions 

of pol ite nations are few; but such as are peculiar to 

the Chinese, appear in every page in t h e fo llo wing corres-
1 

pondance.11 In fact, this noble plea for the leveling 

of racial prejudices i s found not only in the preface, 

but also in some other essays of hisr as "On National Pre

judices" and many of the letters. In Letter CVIII, for 

instance, h e 1Nr i tes that "there is scarce any country, 

how rude or uncultiv ated soever, where the inhabitants 

are not possessed of some peculiar secrets, either in 

Nature or Art, wh ich mi ght be transplanted wi th success.11 2 

And at the end of this letter, h e proposes that, in order 

to do away wi th "the caution with which foreigners are 

received in Asia 113 , European coQDtries should send out 

travellers. The qualif ications f or such travellers, 

according to Goldsmith, are numerous. 

He should be a man of a philosophical turn; one 
apt to deduce consequences of general uti lity 

1. Works, p . 88. 
2. Ibid., p. 255. 
3. �I�b�i�~�.�,� p. 256. 
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from part i cular occurrences; neither swollen 
with pride, tpr har dened by prejudices; neither 
wedded to one part i cular system, nor instructed 
only in one particular science .••• He should 
be in some measure an enthusiast in t he design; 
fond of travelling; from a rapid imagination 
and an innate love of change; furnished with a 
body of sustaining every fatigue, and a heart 
not easily terrif i ed at danger.

1 

This passage, I t h ink, provides a broad outline f or the 

character of Lien Chi, and Lien Chi not only represents 

a Chinese philosopher; he actuall y epitomizes Goldsmith's 

conception of a truly broad-minded cosmopolite. 

As we learn mqre and more from his correspondence, 

Lien Chi is a man wi th an ex tensive knowledge and wisdom. 

He is not easily puffed up with pride; nor is his mind 

narrowed down by prejudices. vVhen everybody looks at 

him wi th wonder and curiosity (Letter XLV) he writes that 

"t he same earnestness which excites t hem to see a Chinese, 

would have made t hem equally proud of a visit from t he 

rhinoceros. 112 He tolerates those who try to tell Chinese 

tales �b�e�f�o�r�~� h im (Letter XXXIII),3 or t hose who display 

dragons and pagodas to his view (Letter XIV).4 And h e 

even submits to his hostess' s demand to seat himself on 

the ground because t he hostess happens to think that 

Chinese do not use chairs . When we t urn fro m these amusing 

l. Works, p. 256. 
2 . Ibid., p . 158. 
3. Ibid., p. 139. 
4. Ibid. , p. 106. 

65 



incidents to what is written in Montesquieu's Persian 

Letters, we shall find a world of difference between the 

tvvo authors 1 conception of t heir heroes. Letter XXX of 

the Persian Letters pur ports t o describe the reception 

the Persian has at Paris. 

The curiosity of t he people of Paris ex ceeds 
all bounds. Vvhen I arr i ved, they stared at me 
as if I had dropped from the sky; old and young , 
men, women, and children, were all agog to see 
me. If I went sight-seeing , a hundred "lor g
nettes" were speedily leveled at me: in fact 
never was a man so stared at as I have been .••• 
I do not consider myself such a rar e and wonder
ful specimen of hwnanity;and although I have a 
very good op inion of myself, I would never 
have dreamed that I c ould have disturbed the 
peace of a great city.l 

From a comparison of this passage with the similar account 

by Lien Chi, we may say t hat the Persian is just trying 

to make a fool of himself while t he Chinese philosopher 

is r eall y making a fool of others. Montesquieu's hero 

thinks of himself as hav i ng "dropped from the sky , 112 

whereas Lien Chi says: "As I consider myself in t h e li ght 

of a Cosmopolite, I find as much satis1'action in scheming 

fo r t he countries in which I happen to reside, as for 
3 

t hat in which I was bo1 ... n. 11 . The greater significance of 

Goldsmith's work, t herefore, lies in the author's vision 

1. Montesquieu, Persian Letters, pp. 94-5. 
2. Ibid., p . 95. 
3. works, p. 258. 
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and insight which goes i nto t he creation of such a man 

as Lien Chi, and which is partly revealed to us in t he 

very title: �~�B �E� CITIZEN OF THE WORLD. 

The Citi zen of the World i s the title g iven by 

Goldsmith to the c ollected edition of his Ch inese Letters 

in 1762, but it i s possible, I t hink, on the ground of 

earlier evidences, to suspect t hat such a conception 

gradually cry stalizes in his mind as the letters grow in 

number. Th e firs t occurrence of this title in Goldsmith 

is in one of t he earlier letters (Letter �Y�u�~�,� Public 

Ledger, Ma rch 18 , 1760), where he remar k s: "Confuci us 

observes that it is the duty of the learned to unite 

society more closely, and to persuade men to become citi-
1 

zens of the World." In the same year he also g ives a 

fuller treatment of this subject in the essay 11 0n National 

Prejudice:" 

Among all the famous sayings of antiquity, there 
is none that does greater honour to the author, 
or affords a greater pleasure to the reader ••• 
than that of the philosopher, who, being asKed 
what countryman he was, replied, t hat he was a 
"citizen of the world. 11 How few are t here to 
be found in modern times who can say the same, 
or whose conduct is consistent wi t h such a pro
fession! We are now become so much Englisrunen, 
Frenchmen, Dutchmen, Spaniards, or Germans t hat 
we are no longer cit i zens of the world, or mem
bers of that grand society which comprehends the 
whole human kind.2 

l. Works, p. 115. 
2. British Magazine, August, 1760. In Eighteenth 

Century Prose, ed. L. I. Bredvold (New York , 1932), p. 257. 
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As J. H. Smi th points out, Goldsmith always attaches the 

greatest importance to titles of h is works, but does not 
1 

pretend to originality . "Th e Citizen of the World11 is 

a phrase which originates wi th Plato, and appears again 

and again in li t erature; it is by no means original wi th 

Goldsmith. But the person of Lien Chi, we must remember, 

does not belong to China or t o t he English society of 

Goldsmith's t ime; it belongs to "that grand society 

whi ch cop1prehends the whole human kind." 11 Lien Chi 11 

' 
A. L. Sells say s, 11 est un esprit large e t liberal, un 

cosmopolite de l a meillure sorte •••• C1 est dans son 

cosmopolitisme qu 1 il faut prendre Goldsmith au serieux."2 

Along with this broad vision it conveys, another 

remar kable quality of The Citizen of the World is t he 

author's deep insight i n t o human affai rs which many of 

Goldsmi th' s bi ographers have called a modern note. F . F. 

in hi s Life of Goldsmith, has t hi s to say on �~�8�e� Citizen 

of t h e World : 11 The fact is t hat some of t he letters go 

deep into t h e heart of t hings as any essay has ever done, 

and several anticipate i n a startling way some of the 

modern conclusions on social sub jects.113 Then, referri n g 

1. Smith, Oliver Goldsmith's The Ci tizen of t he World, 
p . 278. Smith cites also Th e Bee and She Stoops to Con
quer to sh ow Goldsmi t h 's care f or a "succinctly descriptive 
title." 

2. Sells, Les Sources francais de Goldsmith , pp. 89, 94. 
3. F . F. Moore, The Life of Oliver Goldsmith (London, 

1910), p . 204. 
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to t he satires on the abuses of t h e Church , of the Court 

of Justice and of the Legis lature, the author says: 

" Nevel" was there a clearer range of vision and never was 

t h ere a sounder judgment t han t hat which is shown in t hese 

papers .••• Indeed, t here i s scarcely one of the whole 

series which, if publ isb.ed today, would fa il to attract 

the attention of the thought1'ul. 111 Jom1 Forster also 

stresses upon this point when he says t hat t he Chinese 

Letters contain "one mar k ed peculiarit y i ts best admirers 

have f a i led t o observe upon, its detection and exposure, 

not simply of the f oibles and follies which lie upon 

the surface, but of those more pregnant evi ls which rankle 

at t he heart, of society. 112 u'rhe occasions were fre-

qu en t, 11 Forster goes on to say, 11 in which the Chinese 

citizen so l i fted his voice t hat only in a l ater genera

tion coul d he f ind h is audience.n3 So even today , when 

we read these letters, we can still quote something from 

them as of interest to us. And, as a citizen of the 

world should take t h e knowledge of the whole humanity as 

h is province, I am sure t hat people f rom different parts 

of the world will find in them the things that are most 

pertinent to their own interest. 

l. Mo ore, The Life of Oliver Goldsmith, pp. 205-6. 
2. J. Forster, Th e Life and Adventures of Oliver 

Goldsmith (London, 1848 ), p . 227. 
3 . Ibid. 
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In Letter LXXXVII, Goldsmith writes on t h e Russia.n 

history, and his observation on Russia as an European 

power is set down in these words: 

I cannot avoid beholding the Russian empire as 
the natural enemy of the more wes tern parts 
of Europe; as an enemy already possessed of 
great streng t h , and from the nature of t he 
government, every day t hreateni ng to become 
more powerful .•.• Those untrodden forests, 
those i nnumerable savage animals which foYmer
l y c overed the face of the country, are now re
moved, and colonies of mankind planted i n their 
room. A kingdom thus �~�n�j�o�y�i�n�g� peace internal
l y •.. and learning the mi litary art at the ex
pense of others abroad, must every da.y grow 
more powerful; and it is probable we shall 
hear Russia, in future times, as formerly, 
called t h e Officina Gentium.1 

This fear of Russian expansionism is no less true today 

than it was i n Goldsmith's time. In the same letter, 

Goldsmith also gives a review of Russian forei gn policy, 

her designson Europe and t he dangers to the world. 

It was long the wish of Peter, their great 
monarch, to have a port in some western part 
of Europe; many of his schemes and treaties 
were directed to this end, but happily for 
Europe he failed in them all. A port in the 
power of this people would be like the posses
s ion of a flood-gate; and whenever ambition, 
interest, or necessity prompted, they might 
then be abJ.e to deluge the whole world with 
a barbarous inundation. Believe me, my friend, 
I cannot sufficiently contemn the polit ic s of 
Europe, who t hus make this powerful people 
arbitrators in their quarrel. The Russians 

l. Works, pp. 227-8. 

70 



are now at t hat period between refinement and 
barbarity; which seems most adapted to mili
tary achievement; and if once t hey happen to 
get footing in western parts of Europe, it is 
not the feeble efforts of the sons of �e�f�f�~�~�i�

nacy and dissention, that can serve to remove 
them.1 

The clear insight as revealed in this passage is all the 

more remarkable today when we can see th e I'esul ts of 

those recent political conferences in which the Russians 

are 11 arbitratorsn of international disputes. What Gold-
-

smith dreaded, condemned, and "contemnedn in 1761 still 

reflects, I believe, the thinking of ou r own time. 

The same kind of far-sightedness is also sh o¥m in 

Lien Chi's observation of his own country from England. 

In one of t he letters to his friend at Pekin, he even 

laments the decay of civilization in Ch ina. 

Yet bel i eve me, my friend, that even China 
itself is imperceptibly degenerating from her 
ancient greatness; her laws are now more venal, 
and her merchants are more deceitf ul t han for
merly ; the very arts and sciences have r1..,m to 
decay •.•. Our manufactures �i�n �~� ob elain too 
are i nferior to what we once were famous for; 
and even Europe now begins to excel us. There 
was a time when China was t he receptacle of 
strangers .•• now t he empire is shut up from 
every foreign improvement; and the very in
habitants discourage each other from prose
cuting t heir own i n ternal advantages.2 

There is so much truth in t hese words t hat t hey cou ld even 

l. Wor ks, p . 228. 
2. Ibid. 
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pass for some journalistic report from Ch ina at the 

present time. When we remember that they were written 

at a time when China was commonly described as a l and 

of wealt h and splendour, we shall agree with John Forster 

t hat t hey are the words intended for an audience of a 

later gener ation. With sound judgment, clear insigh t 

and broad- minded cosmopolitanism, Goldsmith has given 

t h e popular genre of pseudo-letters a new and noble spi

rit which age cannot wither nor custom stale. His hand 

certainly "t ouch ed nothing t hat he did not adorn." 



ABSTRA CT 

The pseudo-letter genre i n European li tera t ure, 

orig inated wi t h Giovanni Paolo Marana, an I tal ian author 

of t he late seventeenth centur y , has become i n the next 

cen t ur y , in both Fra.nce and Engl and, a popul ar l i t erary 

method of social sa t i re. Part i cu la r l y in the hands of 

sifted prose masters such as Baron Montesquieu i n France 

and Ol i ver Gol dsmi t h in Engl and, thi s t ype of writin g 

receives a new poli sh and elegance as well as the widest 

renown. Montesquieu's Lettres Persanes, translated by 

John Davidson, remains a classi c i n Fr ench literature, and 

Goldsmi t h 's Chi nese Letters (1760-1761), publis hed under 

t he t i tle of The Citizen of t h e \!V orld, is still read and 

enjoyed by us in all the anthol ogies of Englisb. pr ose. 

The pur pose of my thesis i s twofold: t o study t he author's 

satiric method as f ound in the Chi nese Lett ers a.nd to 

examine rather closely t he conten ts of Gol dsmith's essays 

i n the li ght of my own kn owledge of Chi nese history and 

tradi tion. 

By way of i n t roduction, the opening chapter br i efly 

consider s the wor k s of other pseudo-letter wr i t ers before 

Gol dsmith i n Engl and--Addison, Lord Lytt leton and Horace 

Walpole. And , t o furnish a backgr ound fo r thi s study, 

t his chapter al so discusses the Engli sh taste of t his period, 

especially t h e Engl i shmen 1 s fondness of Oriental art and 
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t heir idealization of the Chi nese. It is my contention 

t hat though Goldsmith is not the first author to employ 

t he forei gn observer device ( and even t h e name of h is hero 

is dr awn from V'Ja lpole 's letter), h e is t he first to have 

recourse to a vast amount of readi ng, if not research, in 

matters connected wi th his theme. To crea te a character 

who i s aut h entic ally a Chinese scholar, Goldsmith draws 

copiously from t h e t1,vo h istories of t he Chinese Empire 

written by t wo French Jesuit missionaries, Louis Le Comte 

and �P�~�r�e� Du Halde. As i de from its style, t herefore, the 

chief merit of the Chi nese Letters lies in the author's 

ability to use his source material as his own medi um. 

Only by so doing, he is able to capitalize on his con

temporaries' interes t in t he Orient, to delight h is 

readi n g public, and to give permanency to his letters. 

The second chapter trea t s of t he range of Goldsmith's 

satire which i ncludes war, reli gion, politics, historical 

i nstitutions as well as amusement parks, book publishers, 

titled gentlemen, l adies of fashion and men and women of 

a 11 classes. Besides t h is ·wi de range of subject rna tter, 

t his chapt er also examines t h e various sa tiric meth ods of 

the aut hor such as direct c omparison, dialogue, simple 

n arration, apolo getic understatement and sometimes even 

sympathetic inter pretation vii th vv-hich is fused t h e author's 

subtle i rony. 
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Chap ter Three studi es Gol dsmith's skill in character 

portrayal as revealed i n the letters as well as h is use 

of a f rame-story vvi t h '.lllhi ch he link s the essays together. 

Hi s creati on of L i en Chi as a detach ed observer of society 

is a supreme achievement, while equally great power is 

bestowed on depicting the Man i n Bl ack, Beau Tibbs and 

his vvi fe and a host of other humorous characters. 

Chap ter Four examines Gol dsmith 's borrowin gs f rom 

Le Comte and Du Hal de. Whereas h is use of Chinese phrase

ol o2: ies and mannerisms, merely t o fi t t hem i nto t h e pic

t ure, is often found awkward, his adaptation of Chinese 

historical anecdotes and Chinese maxims is al ways very 

aptl y and neatl y done. Gol dsmith, of c ourse, has only a 

confused knowledge of the geography and hi story of China, 

but he i s able to use wi del y sca ttered materia l dr awn 

f r om the Jesuits' books, and use i t fo r hi s own pur pose. 

Very pften, i n preservi ng only t h e essentials, hi s version 

of s ome of t he Chinese stor i es i s far mor e vivid and 

jn t eresting than 1Hha t i s f ound i n t h e t ranslation from the 

Fr ench. Chinese tales and epigrams give to t he letters a 

mor al tone which Gol dsmit h desir es. Hi s moral ear nestness, 

his ima.s i na t ive po'Ner as a novelist and a dr amatist, and 

hi s k een satiri c w:i. t--all these combine to enl i ven Gold

smi t h 's Chinese Letters and mak e them a l ways fascinating 

readin g . 
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The fift h , and t he l ast, chapter examines the greater 

significance of Goldsmit h 's wor k , which, I bel ieve, lies 

c l earl y i n the author's concep tion of his hero as a 

11 citi zen of t he vw r ld. 11 Lien Chi is not a foreign spy 

or a di sgui sed fo reign prince; he i s, above all, an Oriental 

phil osopher vrho res ides in London after travell ing all 

over the worl d and who exempli fie s the virtues of great 

benevolence and ext raordinary patience. Through the mouth 

of Lien Chi who is made to comment on world affairs as 

well as on the situation in English soc i ety , Gol dsmith 

reveal s a profound insight i nto t he core of many thi ngs. 

The fina l t r ibute to Gol dsmith, t herefore, i s paid to 

his nobl e concepti on of su ch a hero and to his way of 

i nterpret ing t h e Chinese philosopher's mind. 
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