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For every word that survived the fire,

and for the hands that carried it.

Yan Fu's three principles of translation:

Xin. Da. Ya.

Faithfulness. Expressiveness. Elegance.

Three virtues. One impossible demand.

Yan Fu, preface to his translation of Thomas Huxley's

Evolution and Ethics (Tianyan Lun), 1898
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This book began with a sentence I could not read. I was standing in the collection room of the Palace Museum in Beijing in the autumn of 2019, looking at a memorial scroll behind glass. The calligraphy was elegant, the paper the color of old straw, and attached to the bottom was a small strip of text in a different hand entirely. The archivist beside me said it was a translation note, added by a court official to clarify a term that had come in from a western tributary. The original term no longer existed in any extant diplomatic record. The translation was all that remained.

That strip of text, barely two inches long, sent me back through four years of research into one of the least studied dimensions of Han Dynasty governance: the practice of formal interpretation and the men and women who performed it. The Han Dynasty, which ruled China from 206 BCE to 220 CE, was among the most expansive empires the ancient world produced. It sent ambassadors to Central Asia and received envoys from as far as the Roman east. It negotiated with the Xiongnu across the northern steppe. It administered a population scholars estimate at roughly 60 million people across a territory of approximately 6.5 million square kilometers. None of that was possible without language.

And yet the people who managed language at the edges of empire, the interpreters and translators who turned one world into another, have largely been written out of the histories that followed. They appear in the margins of court records as unnamed functionaries, as xiaoyi, small translators, a designation that understated both their influence and the extraordinary difficulty of what they did. This book is an attempt to recover them.

The narrative that follows is drawn from primary sources including the Shiji (Records of the Grand Historian) by Sima Qian, the Hanshu (Book of Han) compiled by Ban Gu and Ban Zhao, diplomatic correspondence fragments held in the Dunhuang manuscripts, archaeological finds from Juyan and Yumen, and the growing body of scholarship in Chinese, Japanese, German, French, and English that has accumulated around Han-era language contact over the past century. Where I reconstruct scenes and thought, I have tried to anchor them in documented evidence and have indicated my sources in the notes at the back of the book.

I am not a native speaker of classical Chinese, and this book could not exist without the guidance and generosity of specialists who are. Any errors of fact or interpretation are entirely my own. What I hope to offer, in place of technical mastery, is the thing I think these forgotten translators deserved from the very beginning: a reader who takes the difficulty of their work seriously, and the courage it required.
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Chinese names and terms in this book are rendered in Hanyu Pinyin, the romanization system adopted as the international standard by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO 7098) and used by the United Nations. Pinyin was officially adopted in the People's Republic of China in 1958 and formalized for international use in 1982. For readers unfamiliar with the system, a brief guide: the letter q is pronounced like the ch in cheese, x like the sh in she, zh like the j in jar, and c like the ts in its.

For well-known place names and dynasties that carry established English spellings, I have generally preferred the familiar form. The Han Dynasty, the Silk Road, the Yellow River, and the Yangtze appear without pinyin diacritics. Lesser-known places and personal names follow standard pinyin throughout.

Dates are given in the Common Era (CE) and Before the Common Era (BCE) format. Reign dates for emperors follow the conventions established in the Cambridge History of China, Vol. 1: The Ch'in and Han Empires.
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The Weight of Two Worlds

Somewhere on the road between the oasis city of Dunhuang and the western edge of the Jade Gate, in the second century BCE, a man sat at the back of a diplomatic convoy and listened. He was not the ambassador. He was not the general or the merchant or the monk. He was the person who would decide, in real time and under conditions of considerable political danger, whether a greeting was an insult, whether a silence was a refusal, whether the word that had just been spoken meant welcome or wait.

His name is not recorded. What we know of him we can reconstruct from the shape of his absence: from the position he held in the convoy's hierarchy, from the documents he translated and that survived him, from the occasional passing mention in court records that listed his title without bothering to attach a face to it. He was a tongyi, a common tongue, one of the men responsible for the empire's ability to speak to those it could not otherwise reach. He was, in a very practical sense, the instrument of empire. And he has been almost completely forgotten.

The Han Dynasty, which governed China from 206 BCE until its collapse in 220 CE, was an empire built on communication. Its administrative genius lay not in the invention of new ideas but in the transmission of existing ones: the tax codes, the laws, the imperial edicts, the ritual protocols, the census records, and the diplomatic dispatches that kept sixty million people, across a territory the size of the continental United States, operating under a single sovereign authority. That machinery of communication ran on paper and ink, on the Chinese written language, on a bureaucratic class trained from childhood to read and write it. But at the edges of the empire, where Chinese ran out, something else was needed.

This book is about the edge. It is about the space where the Han world met the world it could not absorb and tried, with varying success, to speak to it anyway. It is about the Xiongnu nomads of the northern steppe, the Sogdian merchants moving through Central Asia, the Qiang peoples of the western highlands, the embassies from Parthia and Kushan, the delegations from Korea and Vietnam, and the countless unnamed communities that fell between the empire's categories. It is about the interpreters who stood between those worlds and the imperial center, translating not just language but meaning, not just meaning but politics, not just politics but something harder to name: the entire grain of one civilization rendered, however imperfectly, into the texture of another.

The study of Han Dynasty translation has occupied scholars in China, Japan, and the West for well over a century, but it has rarely been told as a human story. This book tries to do that. It draws on the great historians of the period, above all on Sima Qian, whose Shiji remains one of the most extraordinary acts of historical imagination in any language, and on Ban Gu and his sister Ban Zhao, whose Hanshu extended that tradition into the Eastern Han. It draws on the Dunhuang manuscript troves, discovered at the turn of the twentieth century and still yielding their secrets, and on the more recent archaeological work at the Juyan and Yumen frontier sites, where thousands of wooden strips have preserved the daily administrative record of men living at the edge of the known world. It draws on the comparative scholarship of linguists, historians, and archaeologists who have spent careers reconstructing what the interpreters knew and how they knew it.

What emerges is a portrait not of heroic individuals but of a practice: a systematic, dangerous, institutionally undervalued, humanly essential practice that shaped the Han Dynasty as surely as its armies or its canals. The people who performed it were not passive conduits. They were active agents in one of the most consequential political dramas in premodern history. They mistranslated when it served them. They clarified when they dared. They carried secrets across borders and sometimes died for them. They occupied a position of extraordinary intimacy with power and were almost never recognized for it.

This is their story, recovered from the margins where they were left.

⁂

A note on what this book is not. It is not a linguistic study, though it engages with linguistics. It is not a diplomatic history, though it reads diplomatic records. It is not a biography, because the people at its center cannot support individual biography: the archive is too thin, the silences too deep. It is instead a work of historical reconstruction, a narrative that uses the methods of the storyteller to illuminate what the methods of pure scholarship cannot always reach. The interpreter standing at the edge of the Jade Gate in the second century BCE is not accessible to us in the way that Han Wudi or Sima Qian is accessible. He is accessible only through inference, through context, through the shape of the documents around him.

That shape is what this book attempts to read.

Chapter One
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Before the empire learned to speak outward, it had to learn to speak at all. The problem of communication inside the Han Dynasty was not a minor administrative nuisance. It was a structural crisis that threatened the entire project of unified governance, and solving it required inventions that reshaped Chinese civilization for the next two millennia.

The Han Dynasty that Liu Bang founded after the collapse of the Qin in 206 BCE inherited a vast and linguistically diverse territory. The unification campaigns of the Qin, from 221 to 206 BCE, had absorbed kingdoms and principalities that spoke mutually unintelligible languages and dialects. A man from the state of Chu in the south could not hold a conversation with a man from Yan in the northeast. The words for grain, for tax, for legal obligation, for the basic transactions of daily life were not merely different in pronunciation but different in kind, carrying different weights of meaning, different social registers, different embedded assumptions about the nature of authority and obligation.

The Invention of Administrative Chinese

The solution the Han inherited from the Qin, and refined over the following four centuries, was the imposition of a standardized written language as the medium of governance. Classical Chinese, or Wenyan, was a written register deliberately distinct from any spoken vernacular. It was not the language of any region's daily speech. It was an artificial creation, a bureaucratic tool designed precisely to stand above the linguistic diversity it administered. To learn Wenyan was to learn not a dialect but a technology: a system of symbols that encoded meaning visually rather than acoustically, that could be read, with appropriate training, by a literate official from any part of the empire regardless of how differently his spoken Chinese sounded from his counterpart in the next province.

This was a remarkable solution to a genuinely hard problem. Modern scholars of Chinese linguistic history, including Victor Mair of the University of Pennsylvania and Jerry Norman of the University of Washington, have described the topolect diversity of premodern China as comparable to the linguistic diversity of Europe, where speakers of French, Romanian, Spanish, and Italian share a common ancestor in Latin but cannot hold a conversation without extensive prior study. The Han solution, putting everyone through the same written standard regardless of spoken background, was in some ways more practical than anything Europe managed until the modern era.

But it solved only part of the problem. Wenyan worked within the literate bureaucratic class. It worked between educated officials. It worked for imperial edicts and legal codes and tax records and memorials to the throne. It did not work for soldiers who had not studied, for farmers who could not read, for the vast majority of the empire's sixty million people who engaged with authority not through documents but through the spoken commands of local officials, tax collectors, and military commanders. And it worked least of all for the people outside the empire entirely: for the Xiongnu chieftains receiving Han ambassadors, for the Qiang headmen negotiating terms of submission, for the merchants and travelers and diplomats arriving from the west with their own languages and their own assumptions about what words meant.

The Taxonomy of Difference

The Han court's understanding of linguistic difference was organized around a set of concepts that blended language, culture, and geography into a single framework of identity. The word yi, usually translated as barbarian but carrying none of the pejorative weight that English word implies in modern usage, designated peoples of the east. Man designated southern peoples. Rong designated western peoples. Di designated northern peoples. Together these four terms created a conceptual map of the world oriented around the Han cultural center, a map in which linguistic difference was inseparable from cultural difference and cultural difference was understood as a function of geographic distance from that center.

This framework had significant practical implications for how translation was organized and what it was expected to accomplish. The interpretation of an envoy from the Xiongnu north was not the same, in Han administrative thinking, as the interpretation of a traveling merchant from the Korean peninsula or a monk from the Kushan empire to the west. Each category of foreigner required a different institutional response, a different kind of interpreter, sometimes a different government office. The Dianke, the Bureau of Guests, managed formal diplomatic reception. The Shuofang Commandery and other northern frontier commands maintained their own interpreter networks for ongoing negotiations with the steppe peoples. The western commanderies along the Silk Road managed yet another set of linguistic contacts with a rotating cast of Central Asian polities.

What united all of these contexts was the fundamental asymmetry of the encounter. The Han Dynasty did not translate because it expected to be transformed by what it heard. It translated because it needed to transmit its own authority into spaces where that authority was not yet legible. The goal of interpretation, at the court level at least, was not mutual understanding but managed hierarchy: the conversion of difference into the recognizable language of submission and tribute.

The actual translators, of course, often had a more complicated experience.

Counting the Tongues

The Hanshu, Ban Gu's first-century CE history of the Western Han, records the titles of various court officials involved in foreign affairs and language work. The xiyi zhonglang, or Gentleman of Foreign Language, was a position that appears in the court records of Han Wudi's reign (141 to 87 BCE), the period of the dynasty's greatest territorial expansion. The tongyi, the common tongue, appears in frontier administrative records from the same period. The yi guan, the translation office, is mentioned in the Shiji in connection with the reception of foreign envoys under Han Gaozu.

These titles tell us that interpretation was institutionalized, that the Han state recognized it as a distinct governmental function and created at least minimal bureaucratic infrastructure to support it. They do not tell us how many interpreters were employed, what their training consisted of, what languages they knew, or how they were recruited. For that information we have to look elsewhere, primarily to the frontier records from Juyan and Dunhuang, where day-to-day administrative documents have survived in ways that court archives generally have not.

The Juyan strips, bamboo and wooden documents recovered from the edge of the Gobi Desert in Inner Mongolia, cover the period from roughly 100 BCE to 100 CE and include pay records, duty rosters, and correspondence from the frontier garrison commands. Among the personnel listed in these documents are individuals identified as yi, interpreters, who appear alongside soldiers, scribes, and supply officials in the administrative rolls. Their pay grades, when they can be determined, place them in the middle of the bureaucratic hierarchy: above common soldiers, below the senior officers, roughly equivalent to the scribes and accountants who managed the garrison's paperwork.

That equivalence is telling. The Han state valued interpretation at roughly the same level it valued literacy. Both were technical skills. Both were necessary for administration. Neither was understood as particularly prestigious. The interpreter was a tool of governance, useful, replaceable, and largely invisible in the historical record that governance produced.

⁂

The invisibility was not accidental. It was structural. The Chinese bureaucratic tradition, which the Han inherited from the Zhou and refined through the Qin, operated on the principle that the ideal official was a transparent medium for the emperor's will, a figure whose personal characteristics were irrelevant to the function he performed. The interpreter was the furthest extension of that principle: a medium so transparent that he was supposed to disappear entirely into the communication he enabled. His voice was not his own. His words were not his own. He was, in the language of the court, the emperor's tongue, which meant he had no tongue of his own.

That the tongue had opinions, that the tongue knew things the emperor did not, that the tongue sometimes decided what the emperor would hear and what he would not, was a fact that the system preferred not to acknowledge. This book is partly an attempt to acknowledge it.

⁂

The Scale of the Problem: A Statistical Reckoning

The bureaucratic demands of Han governance were staggering by any premodern standard. A 1975 study by the historian Hans Bielenstein, drawing on Han census data preserved in the Hanshu, estimated the Han population at approximately 57.67 million people in 2 CE, based on the official census figures that recorded 12.23 million households. This population was distributed across a territory divided into more than one thousand counties, each with a local administration that was theoretically staffed by officials trained in classical Chinese literacy. The central government in Chang'an issued hundreds of edicts, regulations, and administrative circulars each year, all of which had to be transmitted through a relay system of messenger posts that covered the empire's major road network.

The communication infrastructure that supported this administrative system was itself an engineering achievement of the first order. The Han postal relay system, the chuandao or transmission roads, maintained stations at regular intervals along the empire's major routes where messages were passed from courier to courier, horses were changed, and the physical documents that carried administrative authority were checked and recorded. The Juyan administrative records include extensive documentation of this system in the frontier zone, showing that messages moved between the capital Chang'an and the frontier posts at speeds that varied with weather, season, and political urgency but averaged perhaps 150 to 200 kilometers per day for urgent dispatches.

But this infrastructure operated entirely in Chinese. The moment a message had to cross a linguistic boundary, the relay system stopped and a different kind of work began. There was no equivalent postal system for moving messages between the Han administrative world and the foreign world that surrounded it. There were diplomatic missions, which were slow and expensive. There were trading convoys, which carried information incidentally. And there were the individual interpreters at the frontier posts, who handled the daily traffic of communication between the empire and its non-Chinese neighbors without any systematic institutional support beyond their own linguistic competence.

The asymmetry between the sophisticated infrastructure for intra-imperial communication and the improvised character of cross-cultural communication was not a historical accident. It reflected the Han state's fundamental prioritization of internal administrative coherence over external communicative sophistication. The empire talked to itself with extraordinary efficiency. It talked to the rest of the world as best it could.

The Language of Power: Classical Chinese as Political Technology

To understand why the Han state invested so heavily in a standardized written language while underinvesting in cross-cultural communication, it is necessary to understand what classical Chinese actually did as a political technology. Wenyan, the classical written form, was not merely a communication medium. It was a carrier of values, of hierarchy, of the specific Confucian ethical framework that legitimated the Han imperial order. To write in Wenyan was to inhabit a universe of moral and political assumptions that had been codified over centuries of philosophical development and that were embedded in the language itself at the level of vocabulary and syntax.

The key term is zhengming, the rectification of names, a concept attributed to Confucius in the Analects and understood by Han Confucian thinkers as the foundation of proper governance. Zhengming meant, roughly, that things should be called by their correct names, that the verbal categories through which reality was organized should accurately reflect the moral and political order. A ruler who was not behaving as a ruler should behave was, in this framework, not really a ruler; the name was being improperly applied. A vassal who was not behaving as a vassal should behave was similarly misusing the category.

The implications for translation were profound. If Chinese political vocabulary encoded a specific moral and political order, then translating that vocabulary into foreign languages was not merely a linguistic act but a potentially transformative political act. The word for emperor, huangdi, carried within it a specific cosmological claim about the mediating role of the ruler between heaven and earth. The word for vassal, chen, carried a specific set of subordination obligations. When these terms were translated into foreign languages, the translator faced a choice between translating the words (which would fail to transmit the political meaning) and translating the political meaning (which would require finding or inventing foreign terms that might carry entirely different connotations). There was no clean solution. The political technology of Wenyan did not travel well.

This is why the Han court's approach to foreign communication was fundamentally asymmetric: it required foreigners to communicate in Chinese forms, through Chinese intermediaries, using Chinese categories, rather than attempting to extend Chinese communicative reach into foreign linguistic territory. The tribute memorial that arrived from a Xiongnu chief was not a translation of the chief's communication into Chinese. It was a replacement of the chief's communication with a Chinese document that stated what, within the framework of the tribute system, the chief was understood to have said. The chief's actual words were the raw material; the Chinese document was the finished product. The interpreter was the craftsman who performed the transformation.

The County-Level Problem: Dialects and Administration

The linguistic challenge of Han governance was not only at the empire's outer edges. Within the Chinese-speaking world itself, the diversity of spoken dialects created persistent difficulties for an administrative system built on a standardized written form. A county magistrate appointed to a post in a distant region might be able to read and write in Wenyan without difficulty while being nearly unable to communicate in the local spoken dialect. This was not unusual; it was the expected situation for a mobile official class that was deliberately rotated away from their home regions to prevent the development of local power bases.

The Han solution to
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