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EAST OF ASIA MAGAZiNE

By C. Frn:O]{ICl-1.

1.

W
H () \I'oulcl have thought that this old-ll"Orlci custom would ,once again

Ilecome the topic of modern conversation, and that "to kowtOlI" "

\I(add become an expression in common use throughout the

II'estel'll Il"orld? NOII'-a-ciays it is quite usual in Berlin to hear one

remark to another: .. :-\h, it will be a long time before ] 'kOll'to\\"

10 him,"

It is true lIT already make the acquaintance of the term in the higher schools

of the Ilc,.;t, !Iut there only where old-time lore is crammed into the heads of

luckle:i:i \li,:ht,;, In his efforts to translate the stately sentences of Cornelius Nepos,

the ]on~-sufl'('l'in,: third-form boy will, to add to his other miseries. come across a

\I'urd l\Titten in Crc:ek letters, "l'roskynein,"

Thl' \lord mal' be different, but its significance IS the same as "kowtoll".'·

Il'c han' to thank the Athenian Konon for the acquaintance that we, as third-form

boys, make Ilith a thing over which older people at a later stage of existence rack

their brains, It is said that Konon II'as once sent as ambassador by the Athenians

to Artaxerxe, .\lnemon. On demanding an audience at the Court, the noble

dcsignalL'd to introduce embassies said to Konon: "Certainly you may obtain an

audience. hut I .;11Uuld ask you whether you \I'ould not prefer to express yourself in

writing: for at ;1 reception by the king the "proskynein" is indispensable. But,

should this ('ol1l1ition appear to you to be too onerous, you may charge me Il"ith the

lulfilment 01' lOur mission." Konon thought that, while he personally would be glad

tn ShOll' thl' kin,: honour. still havll1g regard to the interests of the State he represented,

he preferred t<, Iransact his business in l\Titing. He, no doubt, recalled the fate of

Timagoras \I'ho. having likewise been sent bv the Athenians as ambassador to Darius,

had performed till' Persian ceremonial of "proskynein," and for this was afterwards

sentenced to dl'ath by his fell(JII'-citizens. The proud Athenians considered that by that

act Timagoras had degraded the dignity of their town; as though Athens had been a

v<lSsal stall' of the I'ersian King' "l)nius cil,is humilibus blanditiis totius urbis suae

decus I'ersicae (\ol1linationi submissul1l graditcr ferentes," (Valer. Maxim VI. 3.)
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.\nother Athenian, h(mever, adapted himself easih- enuugh to the ('(IStOIlI and

hehaved ljuite in Persian fashiun. This lI'as Themistucles. COrJlL'lius \'l'pO" mentions

nothing of the event, but liT nnd it described in Plutarch.

It is true, Themistocles did not come to the great king as ;llnl,assadm, hut as all

e"ile, and that fact, no doubt, made it easier for him to place .. \thl'nian pride second

to political considerations. Upon his request for an audiencl' lI'ith the king upon

important matters of state he, too, lras notified of the usagl' o!' the ('ourt 1)\, the

proper official. at that time the great leader ..\rtabanes. ""'ith I'OLI (;rl,(,ians there

II'as liberty and equalitv in the ceremonial. but lI,ith us till' ",!Stonl is to Il'lIrship

through the king the image of Cod, the Upholder of all things, \\itllOut the

. proskvnein' there is no audience," Thcmistocles ohel'ed th,' 1;111 throwing

himselt on his knees hefore the king, he touched the grelllllli lIith hi" I('rl'hcad,

When the gn;at king discOl'ered lI,ho it Il'as that lay thus prostrate' I'l'for" him, Ill' lI'as

no less astonished than pleased. Thereupon he gal'e a great k,;(sl. and "I'en 'I'hile

he slumhered at night he lI'as heard saying" Themistucles, till' ,\tllL'nian. i,s mine:'

But there liTre fell' (;reeks lI'ho found it compatihle lI'ith th"ir natllrl' to follow

the e"ample of Themistocles, With them it Il'ent against the grain, ,\s ('ited ill the

ahove case, the ., prosk)nein" was performed bl' kneeling and tlmming olll'sl,lf "IHln

the ground and then touching the head to the earth, .. \ccording to the nplallation

of the ..\siatics. the an lI'as one of Il'()rship of the gouhead containl,d in thI' p,'rson or

the SOI'ereign, lI'hose I'ery name often e"pressed that idea. Th,' (;rl,ds. howl'ler.

only sail' in it a human invention, a sen'ile, harbaric, custOlll. ;UI ,\siati(' rlatlL'I'I, a

humiliation unwortlw of the clignity of man. ..\s a matter of I;('t thl' 'I'hoil- Il'as

indeed an ..\siatic pmduction,

So br as can be ascertained, the" prw;k\'nei n" lI'as Ii rst used UIl< krl ,1T1i " ( \ ellopllllll,

CITOp.. \'Ill., 3)' It I\'aS part of the court ceremonial of the' \1e( ks and I'crsians,

Elsell'here.it Il'as also adopted and traces 01' it can he found in I'arious plan:s,

Carthagenian ambassadors, ('oming to Tunis, prostrated tllL'llh,'h'I','; hefme thl'

Romans, Tigranes, King of :\rmenia, wished to great Pompl'ius in this !;lshion. IlIlt

1I';ts prel'enttd by the latter from doing Sll (Plutarch, Pllmpeius), 1.1'1111l>ia iutroduced

it as a custom into her court. (Treb Poll.)

'I'll the (~reeks, as to the rest llf the "'estern l\'Orlel, the' ('ustllll( remained

haleful and abllminal>le. That this was so IS llhen prOl'ed 1)1' ,';llllll' 11lItl'II'l>rtl1l'

cases 111 hislllr\,. ..\mhassadors llf I )arius had heen killed ill Sparta, alld Oil this

account an e"piator\' mission was sent In' the Spartans til th,' ('IlUrt of .\enes

The two ell1'O~'S lI"ere to atone hy means llf their ll\l'n death till' hreach cOlllmitted

against international lall'. After their arril'al in Suza thel' lilT,' admitted to all

audience with the great king. On t!lis occasilln the Persians tril'<! til ('()mpl'1 thelll to

perform the" proskynein," They resisted energetically and s;lid thl'l' had 11I,t ('lJllle

to perform such a ceremO!l\', hut merel\' as all act of expiatillll, l.'ndalllltedil thel

appealed to the king in these terms: "K.ing (,f the iVtedes, the' 1.;( ,,'t!L-monialls hal'(,

sent us til atone hy llur death fur the deat h of I'our am hassadllr"," 'I'll t!ll'Se wlJrds
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\.er\l< nolli,' n:ph' Ila,; that he was not desirous of ranking himself with the Lacc

c1l'lllClIlian,'i who, hI' till' murder of his ambassadors, had outraged the holiest of human

right,;, i\'or did Ill' nOlI" Il'ish to justil~\' the crime of the Lacedemonians hy the

illdin'('t way of killin:c; their em'oys,

Il'ith that thl' " proskynein " Il'as also dropped,

.HtLT hi,; immense conquest in :\sia, Alc\ander the Great introduced the .'\siatic

cl'rClllllni:d into hi,; ('Olll't, To many in his cntouragc this was f:u' from agrct:ahlc,

.\('cordin:c; to ,\rrian, the philosophcr Callisthencs askcd him \\'Iwther he intendcd to

forl'l: till' l'n','st Ill'ople on carth, thc (;recians, to perform this humiliating oheisance,

or wlll'tllt'r Ill' onl\' dl'si:c;ned it as an insult to the Macedonians? For, said the philos

llphl'l'. Ill' shOll Id hl'ar in mind the lesson furnished thc presumptiou,s I'ersian kings,

ill thc pl'I',;on of I )ariu,; by the Scythes: to :\er\es by the Athenians and Lact:dcmon

ians: to .\rta\l'r\eS I,y Clearch and :\enophon: and, lastly, to I,-ing I )arius by

.\Inander himself.

:-; enTtlll'I,.',;,;, ,\Ie\ander continued his insistence.

On" dal ('a'i,'iandet" the son of :\ntipater. came to the Court and sa\\' how tht:

king was :c;n'etl'd b\ cl'rtain :\siatics with thl' "proskynein." Brought up in Creek

\I'ays, ('assan(!L-r had 1lL'\'t:r yet seen such a thing and hurst into loud laughter thereat.

Tht, Kin:c; lIas so ,'nra:C;l'd at this that seizin:c; the formcr hy till' hair he dashed his

hl'ad against till' II'all.

It is h:lrdl\' to Ill' imagined that hy this forcible treatment ,t\lc\ander succeeded

in COIllTrtin:c; ( 'assand'T to an appreciation of the I'ersian customs,

To thl' (;rl'Cian world it always remained unacceptable, Like in many other

things till' (;rn'ks II,T,' the opposite of the Orientals. "Unfortunately," says the

Frcl1l'h sa1':111t. I'a 1I thilT. whose c\ccllcnt researchcs \\'C havt: so far follOll'ed, .. this

Gre('ian world is nOli' cmlv a memory-,"

In anothlT part 01' the glohe this old custom found great acceptance ahout this

timl', For from l~lIrop"<lll lands it has elTr since been upheld. and comes no\\' after

many ('('ntlll'it,,; to Ill' tht, talk of the day, In East Asia. in the rising Chinese Em pi I'l.'.

it \1':lS at onn,' adoptt'd, Thcre men prostrated themseh'es before thc Throne of the

Sm'l'rt'ign :lnd lowcrin:c; tht: head touchcd the ground therewith. In Chinese this was

~\IHI is still callt:d till' "kOll'tllll'."

[I.

TIll' reign .,r thl' "Ilroskynt:in" Il'as oVt:r in the kingdom of the Mecks and Per

sians II'!ll'n it Il'as adopted as a custom in the Kingdom of tht: I£ast under tht: namc

of thl' .. kowtow, ..

.\n:mding to !'allthier (who must he held rcsponsihle for all the following

accounts) thl' ('UStOIl] of the" kOlI,tllll''' is said to have been introduced from the West

into thl' I-:asl. Ikt 11('l'n China and the great Asiatic Monarchies amicable rt:lations

had nisll'd li)r n'nllll'ie,; already and embassies GlmL' and went bct\\'een them,
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There is no ground whatever for attributing the custom to Confucius' foundation.

It is true that hints of knee-bending are found from time to time in the oldest chroni

cles, but the "Chouli," i.e., the "Book of Rites of the Chou Ilynasty" (1122-249

I:.C.), mentions no word of the "kO\\,to\\'." The reception ceremonial of those

sovereigns was quite a different one. In the reign of 'I'sin Shi Huangti, 22 [-209 B.C.

the nell' custom, with many other \\'est Asiatic usages, may, perhaps, have been intro

duced into the Chinese Court. l3ut it is certain that at lI'hatever period it may have

eome into fashion the custOIlJ found in China congenial soil and at once took root.

A fact it is that as soon as Western nations come into relations lI'ith the Chinese

Empire and its rulers, this perennial question of the" K()\l'!oll' .. is raised again.

When t()\vards the year 713 I:.C., the Caliph \Valid's en\'(,ys appeared hefore the

Emperor Kiian Tsung they demanded dispensation from performing the "kOll'tow.'·

Thereupon they were placed on trial and adjudged \wrthy of death for committing an

unpardonable breach against the etiquette of the land.

Finally they were pardoncd by the Emperor. After this came nell' envoys from

the Caliph to explain that in their country men only prostrated themselves before the

Supreme Being and never hefore earthly kings. For this they \I'(;re severely repri

manded and the matter ended by their performing the "koll,tc)\\'" in the usual manner.

The same thing was repeated in the case of the three elll'oys sent by Haroun-al

Raschid in 798; they knelt, prostrated themselves, and then knocked their heads on

the earth, an occurrence recorded with much satisfaction in the i\nnals of the Tang

Dynasty.

\Vith the Roman embassies lI'hich came to China before and after this time, the

question does not appear to have arisen. Chinese historians mention an embassy

from Marcus Aurelius in 166, another from CanIs in 244, and three later Ol1L~S 1'1'0111

Byzantium, in 643, 1°78 and 137 I, respectively. Of one mission it is said that it

brought presents and of the other tribute. I louhtlc.ss the chief object of these embassies

was to inaugurate direct commercial relations lI'ith China. Perhaps, too, in their

efforts to obtain concessions and by reason of their distance from the seat of their

home government, their stately Roman pride unhent somellhat. The "Kowtow"

was not insisted upon in the case of the ByzantinL' missions; in any event the

ambassadors made no demur to following the Court prescription provided.

Active relations existed hetween the \Vest and the Mongol Emperors during the

reigns of the latter rulers. Ahel Remusat mentions n1l1e principal efforts of

Christian rulers to foster connections with the Mongols and of somc fifteen embassies

to Europe from the latter, principally to the I'ope and the Kings uf France. .\t the

courts of the Mongol Sovereigns. \I'ho ruled the whole oj' China at this time, this

ceremonial according to Chinese fashion lI'as in usc. Scarcely had the European

envoys approached the Mongul Emperor's tent, when the question of the "kowtow"

was propounded to them.

It is entertaining to read their accounts in this connectiun and to see in what

manner they settled that l\uestion, and what the)' went through in so duing.
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In the year 1246, the Franciscan monk, Plano Carpini, accompanied by one

other, travelled as the ambassador of Innocent IV. to the Mongols. Already on his

journey thither had he been obliged to perform the act of knee-bending at audiences

with the tim vassal-kings. But neither did this nor the usual ceremony demanded at

his reception by the Great Khan appear to have caused him much embarrassment.

Only once, allll that at the accession of the new ruler, where Carpini figured as a

spectator, did he refuse to rank himself with the Mongol Princes, great men, and the

people of the land, by prostrating himself before the Sovereign. "For," said he, " we

owe him nothing nor are we his subjects." However, the two monks did not seem

to han~ suffered in consequence of this refusal. Still, they heard of others who did

not fare as well on like occasions. Thus, a short time before, a Russian grand-duke,

Michael, having appeared as vassal at the Court of the Mongol Prince, Baty, was

commanded to "kowtow" to the image of the dead Khan, Djingis. The duke

refused. ,. To Raty," said he, "he would willingly bow, but never to the picture of

a dead man. ,\s a Christian he could not do such a thing." Thereat he was

thn.:atened \\'ith death but remained inflexible in his refusal. The Mongol then

caused the duke to be so trampled upon in the region of the stomach and abdomen

that he died. One of his servants, who had reminded his master of the reward

awaiting his martyrdom was, for this offence, beheaded, as was the duke after

his death.

Commissioned by the Pope, the Monk Ascellin travelled with three companions

to the Mongol Court in 1246. They came into the presence of the Prince

Bajothney (lhtshu Nuyan) who resided in Persia at that time. They were requested

to "kowto\\' ,. to Hajothney and worship him" as Son of God ruling on Earth." In

great embarrassment the monks inquired first into the significance of the ceremony.

A ccrtain Fra (~llichard di Cremona, who happened to be present at the time and

who had lived for a long time among the Mongols, then explained to the monks that

it was not a question of idolatry as they feared, but that the whole was a token of the

dcpendencc of the Pope and the entire Romish Church on the Khan, who demanded

the same cerclllOny of all envoys. At this the monks determined rather to die than

suhmit to the custom; firstly, on account of the honour of the Church, and secondly,

ill order to makc no trouble for the Georgians, Armenians, Persians, Greeks, and

Turks, who \l'Ould all regard their submission as a sign of tribute and vassalage.

Contempt and ill treatment of the Christians would be the consequence of it. They,

therefore, explained that they would be willing to show any token of submission and

respect to the :vrongol Ruler which might be demanded of priests of God and am

bassadors of the I 'ope, on condition that such tokens should not derogate the dignity

of the Christian religion and the liberty of the Church. In fact, they would exhibit

such reverencc as they were accustomed to do to their chiefs, princes and kings,

but the ceremony demanded of them they considered shameful and insulting

to their religion and rather than perform it they were willing to die. Should,

!JolI'eI'er, Bajothlll:y become a Christian as was the earnest wish of the Pope and
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all Christians, then would they be glad not only to kneel to him, but e\'en to kiss his

feet and those of the lowliest of the 'Iongols, to the glory of God, The Mongols

were enraged at these words and abused the monks in the coarsest language, calling

them and the Pope dogs, and demanding how dared they, dogs, ask Mongols to

become Christians? Bajothney also was furious at the words and ordered the monks

to be instantly beheaded. Finally, howe\'er, chiefly at the request of one of his six

wives, he relented. He desired to send the monks to the Great Khan, but on their

refusal to go willingly, he left them in his camp and for nine weeks "treated them as

dogs," In vain did they wait day after day at the door of his tent to know his deci

SlOn, Half dead with hunger and thirst they crept back to their tents at night where

oftcn the only meal they found consisted of bread and water. The Mongol officials

tried every means of enforcing the "kowtow" from thcm, but all to no purpose, On

being asked how they greeted their rulers at home, Brother J\scellin remOl'ed his

cowl and bowed his venerable head, This mode of greeting one's superiors did not

appeal to the Mongols who considered that, in praying to the cross, Christians wor

shipped wood and stone. Ascellin replied that it was not wood and stone, but Christ

the Redeemer that they worshipped through the symbol of thc cross and that such

honour could not be arrogated to himself by their Mongol SO\"Creign, Still Bajothney

would not admit the monks to his presence, but after causing them many more hard

ships and sufferings sent them lI'ith letters back to the Pope in which the Pontiff was

requested to submit and appear to render homage to the writcr.

In the years 1253 and 1254, \\"illiam of Ruisbroeck, the Minorite, made his

famous journey to the land of the Mongols at the command of Saint Louis of Francc,

and which he himself has described. On his way to the Great Khan, Ruisbroeck

also passed through the courts of two \'assal kings, named Sartach and Batu, !\t

neither of these was the triple prostration demanded: howc\'er, at the audience Il'ith

Batu a remarkable incident took place. When Ruisbroeck \I'as requested to speak,

his guide commanded him to kneel to his lord. The monk hent one knee to the

earth, "as before a man," but was at once given to understand that he must kneel on

both knees. Not daring to refuse, he thought 01 a means whereby he l\"Quld still

salve his conscience. "I conceived," he said, "to pray to God, so kneeling, I began:

Sir, we pray God from Whom all things come and Who has been pleased to bestow

on you all these temporal benefits, that He shall add to them spiritual ones, for the

former without the latter are both useless and vain. You must also knOll' that I'OU

will never obtain spiritual benefits unless you become :it Christian, for God hath said:

Who believes and is baptized shall be saved, and Il'hoso does not believe shall he

damned." At these words Batu smiled and his courtiers began to rub their hands and

to mock, for the way in which Ruisbroeck had attempted to escape the" kOII·tol\' ., was

both new and ingenious and mU.t ha\'e given cause for many jeering remarks. Still,

he had to kneel. At a later date when, before the Grcat Khan, he beha\'ed in the

same way, he was asked whether he and his companion intended to greet the Khan

according to the custom of the land or of their own country. Hc replied: "\\"e are
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priests and gil'en to the sen'iee of Cod, The princes and lords of our land do not

permit priests to kneel before them, Still, lI'e arc willing I(I!' thc love of our God to

submit uurseil"es to even'one. \\'e hal'e ('ome from I'er\' distant countries, and if'

agreeable to IOU, lI'e Il'ill first thank (;oc\ for hal'ing brought us so far in safety and

health. and then do what vour lord pleases. on condition that he orders nothing

against the honour and sen'ice of Cud." The khan Il'as satisfied. and so they entered

his palace on the -lth of January. I 25-l, intoning the h~'mn. ".\ solis ortus cardini."

Thl' Creat Khan receil'ed them surruunded Iw all his court ladies and tirst uffered

them refreshments. .\fter this the l~uTe or the kneeling Il'as again repeated. On his

knl'es hefore his host Ruishroeck hegan: "\\·e thank Cod for hal'ing brought us far

ill safel\' tu sec and greet the (;reat Khan Mangu. to Il'hom He has gil"~n great pOlI'er

1)11 earth, and we pray our Lord .Jesus Christ to he"tlll\' on \-lis ;\lajesty a long and

hapI'I life." .\l.angu also replied, hut only a little of his ansll'er \I'as intelligible. The

interpreter 11'110 accompanied the elll'oys had done too much justice to the liquid fare

plared before him and Il'as quite into"icated. i\langu lI'as likell'ise not quite himself

at that moment. I.ater Ruishroeek had anI It her audience with the Great Khan tu

\\hOI1I he made" the rel'erence." From lI'hat has gone before this cuuld hal'e meant

nothing less than the "koll'tllll''' proper. \\'hether he again imagined himself to be

praying to the \lil'inity Ruishroeck docs not state. [n any el'ent no I'omplaint was re

gistered regarding his breach of prescribed ctiqueUe..\t a later date this often l)('cuITed:

it is cOl1clusil'e frum demands made hy lhe i\[ongol prince .\rgun through his enl'()ys

til I'hilip of liranre that ambassadors uf the latter refused to conl(Jrrn tu the custom uf

"kuwt<J\l'ing," .\ngered at this conduct .\rgun told the '(ing of France to command

his envuys to comport themseh'es at the Mongol Courl a('l'ording to its ('eremonial

"as all uther peoples, kings, princes and potentates, who cumc to our ('ourt do. ,. .\11

in all the L;rench had unpleasant e"periences lI'ith their diplomati(' missions to the

East: these lI'ere accepted as an act uf homage from I·assals. and found e"pression in

the question uf the" kUII·tuw '. alone. In the meantime relations belll'een the \rest

and Far East ceased and, for a time, the bone uf contention was set' aside.

The celebrated Polos. from \'enice, who came to I'eking as pril'ate individuals in

the same century as Ruisbroeck to the court of Kuhlai I(han (at that time Khanbaligh),

behal'ed among the i\I'JIlguls as Mungols and among the Chinese as Chinese. They

adapted themselves to the customs and habits of the land: to them, therefure, the

"koll,tow" presented nu problem for solution. They performed the ceremuny as

would the inhabitants.

Ill.

The" kOIl'tOII''' question was raised again in the 16th century \I'hen the European

I'oll'ers once more sent em basssies to China. Portuguese, I )utchmen, Russians, and

English, appeared in I'eking in the following centuries and ,;ought audiences at court.

While some performed the pre,;cribed ceremony. others refused. With every new mission

the question was advanced and was treated anel\'. When one envoy obtained some
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advantage, the other would try to wrest it from him. Whatever one did, whether he

performed the "kowtow" or not, he was sure to become a source of annoyance to

another and to be the occasion for bitter remarks.

The Batavian Dutch despatched a mission to the Emperor Shun Chi in J 655,

the members of which all performed the "kowtow" at the Court, for the Dutch have

never shown themselves ultra-conservative or difficult to treat with in their relations

towards East Asiatics. The same may be said of their second and third missions.

In the latter, not only did they "kowtow" in the reception-hall, but on one occasion

even in one of the courts of the palace when the Emperor happened to be borne in

his chair. As a Frenchman remarked, it was an action sans fafon, but the Hollanders

nevertheless touched their foreheads to the earth. They had come to present their

congratulations on the sixtieth anniversary of the Emperor K'ien Lung's reign. The

Sovereign upon consideration thought that mayhap too much had been demanded of

the Dutchmen, and he commanded that on their return journey the envoys sbould be

treated with the utmost respect and attention. They should not be able to say they

had been less graciously received than the English, nor accuse the Chinese, as a

nation, of impoliteness. Thus the mission left the court loaded with gifts and charged

with an amicable and paternal letter from the aged Emperor to the Stadtholder. This

was the last mission from Holland.

At the time when Neuhof was in Peking with the first embassy, there were there

envoys from Russia. They refused to "kowtow" and had therefore to return Il"ithout

having attained the object of their visit. They had desired to establish commercial

relations between Russia and China but declined to be treated as Chinese vassals even
in return for concessions they might obtain. Neuhof, who was the entrepreneur of the

Dutch Mission, and who, with his fellows had "kowtowed" when and where it was

expected of them, spoke very bitterly of the attitude adopted by the Russians. In his

book which appeared at a later period in Amsterdam, he caused the following relating

to the Russians to be printed in large type. "There are people who have been so

taken up by their pride and conceit that they preferred rather to remain firm and

inflexible in these, than descend a little from their pedestals according to the demands

of time and place."

In the year 1667 a second Portuguese Embassy appeared in Peking. The

members "kowtowed" and for this were rewarded with honours.

Very differently from the first Russian Embassy did the second one of J 693

comport itself. Previous to this there had been negotiations over the regulation of the

frontier between Chinese and Russian territories which were brought to a conclusion by
the Treaty of Nerchinsk. For over eighteen months had the Russian Embassy travelled

by land. Isbrand Ides has given us a description of it. He recounts that at the

reception by the Emperor the Ambassador had made the "official obeisance in a most

humble way." From this, and as Ides expressly mentions that in one instance

obeisance was made according to European mode, we may conclude that, on all other

occasions, the Chinese custom prevailed, and the "kowtow" was performed.



THE KOWTOW

In 1720, the fourth Russian Ambassador, Leo Ismailoff, entered Peking with a

brilliant suite of some one hundred attendants. At this time it was the intention of

Peter the Great to establish a permanent Embassy in Peking and, on this account, he

requested the Emperor Kang Hsi to permit his representative to reside in Peking till

recalled. Ismailoff at first refused to perform the "kowtow." According to Chinese

records the difficulty \\"as overcome by a Mandarin of high rank first "kowtowing" to

the letters of the Emperor of Russia. Thereupon Ismailoff performed the ceremony

before the Emperor of China. Previous to this he had deemed the act humiliating

and degrading. Bell, the physician to the Embassy, however, gives a different account

of the incident. Ismailoff about to present his credentials to the Emperor was told
to lay them upon a table. This done, the Emperor made a sign, but thereat Ismailoff

seized the papers and took them to the Emperor, and then, bending his knee, laid

them bdore him. The Sovereign touched them with his hand and said, that he so

esteemed and respected the Czar that he had dispensed his ambassador from observing

Chinese etiquette at the presentation of the letters. The ambassador's suite in the

meantime had remained without the reception-hall. Already it was thought that

everything had been happily accomplished when the Master of Ceremonies led the

ambassador back and signed to him to "kowtow." The efforts of the Russians to

avoid the ceremony were in vain. The" kowto\\·" was performed.

.\fter the departure of Ismailoff Lange remained in Peking from March, 1]2 I, to

July, 1722, as the agent of Russia, trying to obtain for his country liberty to trade with

China. He was obliged to withdraw, however, the Emperor refusing to accept his

credentials. In reply to a memorial presented by him he was given very plainly to

understand that the Chinese Government did not wish to precipitate complications

by the admission of Russian merchants.
In 1727 Count Sawa Vladislawitch arrived in Peking to revise the Treaty of

i'ierchinsk. As the result of his efforts the Treaty of 1]28 was made, in which it was

stipulated that not more than 200 Russians might come to Peking in the course of

three years; at the same time a religious mission was established which consisted of

six clerical and four lay members, with its permanent quarters in Peking.

In respect of the etiquette the Chinese on their part yielded in some points to

the Russians, among others, the latter were permitted to hand the credentials to the
1':mperor himself instead of laying them upon a table.

When \)on Metello Susa was sent to Peking by the Portuguese in the same year,

he heard of the privilege granted to the Russians and demanded the same for himself.

Finally he obtained certain permissions by special favour from the Emperor. The

displeasure of the Chinese ministers fell upon the Jesuit Father, Parennin, for having

disclosed the matter to the Portuguese. One of the Emperor's brothers reproached

him bitterly in these terms: "Has the King of Portugal serit his ambassador for the

purpose of reading the Russian records? Should these have mentioned that Princes

of the Blood had 'kowtowed' to the Russian envoy, would Metello have the right

to demand the same honour for himself? What do we care whether or not Metello
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comes to our Court? Do we reap any benefit from it? He says he camc to thank

the Emperor and to congratulate him on his accession, That is agreeable enough to

us: but should he not have come it lI'ould have made no difference to us, Scarcely

has he arrived but he annoys us with trifles: to-day it is this, t<Hl101TOII' that, "

'rhe audience took place at a later date, The" kowtow" was performed, and

J)on Metello charmed the lI'hole Court by the exactness with lI'hich he carried out

this part of the ceremony, The Emperor considered him agreeable and lYell-bred,

On his way to Peking he had strewn gold broadcast. ,\t the farell'ell audience he

received on his knees a golden gohlet of lI,ine from the Emperor's hand,

All these envoys as well as those that came after found Europeans at the Chinese

Court who, in the matter of "koll,toll'ing," might have served as an example to them,

These were the Jesuit Fathers who enjoyed great fa\'()ur lI'ith some of the I~mperors,

and lI'ho, conducting themselves entirely according to Chinese custom, also included

the" kowtuw" in the code.

[n 1703 Lord Macartney arri\'ed in China as the chief of the first English

Embassy to that country and which had cust a great sum to get tugether, He lI'as

determined to "kowtOlI'" only if the same ceremo!w shuuld be accorded hi" own

Sovereign, After negutiating un this matter, it was agreed that Lord Macartney

,,11Uuld conduct him"elf tuwards the Emperor of China as he had been accustomed to

tOIl'ard" his oll'n royal master. Conserjuently. lI'hen pre"enting his letters, he bent one

knee before the Emperor, ignuring all else which pertained to the ceremony of thc

"kowtow." The occurrence lI'as lI,itnesscd by the English, one German, and many

other Europeans present in Peking at that time. I.ater on the Roman Catholic

'vlissionary de Grammort attributed the little success achieved by this brilliant

embassy tu the fact that, I\·ithout giving sufficient reason for their cuurse of action,

the English had failed in fulfilling the ceren1Unial of the land. Besides this there

are other references to this matter.

When in 1816 Lord Amherst came tu China with the second English mission

the question was raised once again. A,ccording to Chinese custom, the "koll,tow"

was, as usual, demanded, and Lord Amherst sought means to evade it. He offered

to bend one knee three times and bo\\' nine times: he claimed the "ame privileges as

had been accorded to Lord iVI,acartney. Then suddenly it lI'as given out that Lord

Macartney Izad "kowtowed." The Emperor himself published an edict in which he

maintained having witnessed Lord Macartney "koll·towing" to the Emperor of that

date. At this time Count Golowkin on the side of the Russians claimed the same

rights as had been Lord Macartney's; the Chinese Court replied that these rights had

never been accorded, and that Macartney Ilad " kOIl,towed."

The n:sult of the contention lI'as that Lord Amherst was not reccived officially,

The Emperor informed his subjects in an edict that the English Ambassador had not

observed the rules of politeness j that in Tungchou he had indeed agreed to

"kowtow," but when all was in readiness for the audience, he had not appeared.

Consequently the Emperor had to dismiss him; still, in order not to offend the King
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Ilf 1':I1~land, the I~mperor had accepted some little things from the gifts presented and

had ,ent Ix\(,k laluable one~,

The Ru"ian Embassy of r805 had already begun negotiations in Mongolia over

thl' .. kOll"!lll1 "question, The Ambassador wished to be received as Lord Macartney

had been, Thereupon a trial was made with him (the Russian envoy,) At a feast

;.:i"cn hI' the \'it'eroy of ,Mongolia the ambassador was commanded to "kowtow" to

the Imperial Throne, He refused and was consequently not permitted to enter

l'coking, 1\'either the Russian envoys of 1808 nor tho~e of r820 were accorded an

audienl'l' lI'ith the Emperor. Soon after this the situation in the Far East was so

"hanged that the "koll"tow" question was also treated from ljuite another point of

I'iew and ,etlled on quite other condition~,

('a,ting a retrospective glance at the ljuestion at issue and considering in what

cllnditi"n it remained till the middle of the past century, it must be admitted that till

that time the <. 'hinese remained very consistent in their demands, These rested on a

lirm and trael it illnal basis,

In the statutes referring to the government of the States of the ll'lanchu Dynasty,

the I(Jllll\\"in~ t'lluntries as tributary states were added on: Corea, Liukiu, Tonkin,

Cochin China, Siam, the Philippines, Holland, Ava, and the kingdoms of the

.. \\'estern Ot'ean" or Europe, A Chinese commentator names as the last: Portugal,

hail' ami I':ngland" Among the kingdoms with which there existed commercial

relations .lapan, Cambodia, Sweden, Denmark, and F'rance were named. The

dccisions ('ontained in the" General Ceremonial" of the Manchu Dynasty (published

in ,824 in I'eking, in 54 volumes) were intended to apply to the ambassadors of all

these cllunlries, According to these, foreign ambassadors had to "kowtow": firstly,

when delin:ring their credentials: secondly, at the solemn reception by the Emperor

(and then, sel'eral times); thirdly, at the presentation of the Emperor's gifts to the

ambassaclms, The" kowtoll"" before the Throne consisted in kneeling three times

and at eat'h genuflexion to touch the ground with the head three times, The orders

effecting the ('l'remony \I'ere to be given by the Master of Ceremonies: "Kneel,

pru,tralL; yoursl'lf to the earth, arise, etc,"

Thl' altitudl' of foreigners in regard to this question was, as has been previously

indicated, I'ariahle and doubtful. The matter was difficult of solution, It was based

on no IITiltl'n t'ommands or prohibitions, Resistance to this Asiatic ceremonial

arose chidly from disinclination to accomplish an act which was degrading to the

dignity of man, from the standpoint of the Westerner and which also, so to speak,

stampl'd thl' onl' performing it a vassal of the Chinese Emperor.

The wmst feature in the matter was that all were not united in determination

to resist the ,\siatics in their demands,

Sidl' hI" side with the disinclination of certain foreigners stood the willingness of

politicians to yield to the demands of the Court. From the Athenian Konon down

to the Frenchman de Sagrene, most embassies were inclined to sacrifice IJrejudice to

political considerations. It was for the sake of their politics that Dutchmen, Jesuits,

Papal envoys and, in some cases, ambassadors of the Czar, performed the "kowtow."
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Lord ;\mherst had been instructed by the English Ministry during his incumbency

to conform tu the Chinese ceremonial, should be Rnd it necessary for the accomplish

ment of the object his embassy had in viell', \\Then Napoleon heard in St. Helena

of the difficulties uf the English envuys in China, hc opined that the English should

have cummanded their ambassadur to adjust himself to the custums of the Chinese or

else not to send him upun the missiun at all. "Were 1 to send an ambasssdor to

China," said he, "I Iyuuld command him to make himself acquainted with the ceremonial

prescribed un appearance before the Emperor, and Il'hen demanded uf him, to

perform it." By their attitude, said Napuleon, the English were liable to luse

great commercial advantages,

When in lil44 France sent a mISSIOn to China the ambassador was especially

instructed by the French Ministry I/ut to submit tu the Chinese ceremunial. HUII'

ever, Muns, de S,lgrene, the ambassadur in question, considered that he personally

found nothing objectionable in the custum, and that ambassadors must cunduct

themselves accurding tu the usages of the Cuurt to which they Il'cre accredited .

.\fter the victories of the \Vestern j-'oll'ers over the Chinese, the whule matter

aCCjuired a different aspect. From the thirties of the preceding century till I il60

European ambassadors did not appear in the presence of the Chinese Sovereign, After

I il6o, hO\yever, permanent legations were established in Peking and then again envoys

Il'ere accorded audience Iyith the Emperor. The" kOII,tc)\\'" was not insisted upon,

and el'en shuuld the questiun hal'e arisen then ur aftel'll'ards, the ceremuny could

have unly been from the first refused by the foreign ministers. They had nOlI' uther

puwerful means by Iyay uf support and could afford tu remain inflexible in their refusal

to accede to Chinese demands. Thenceforth they conducted themselves according

to European etiquette, i.e., only bo\l'ing before the Emperor.

It may be asked whether on the uther hand Chinese envoys were not e.\pectcd tu

"ko\l,toll'" before European Sovereigns to lI'hose Cuurts they Il'ere accredi ted. It

seems not, and until the present day such a demand seemed hardly pussible to

becume the subject of controyersy. Westerners haye an only tuo deeply rooted

dislike tu this usage, essentially Asiatic.

Whether, however, the question has at last been sulyed is duubtful ; perhaps it lI·ill

always remain a disputed point as it has hithertu been. Perhaps, alsu, quite

unexpectedly it lI·ill be put forward from the European point of view. One aspect uf

it, lI'hich has not been touched upun, may be briefly treated in conclusiun .

.-\11 over the Chinese Empire a certain mark of reverence, also denominated the

"kOII·tow" it is rendered by Chinese when they officially appear before their judges and

officials. In hOll' far this "ko\I'[(JI\'" resembles that which is performed before the

Emperor is nut our purpose to ascertain herein. Whenel'er European subjects have

found themselves in the position of having to appear before Chinese authorities and

judges, they have set the custom asidc and behaved in European fashion, indifferent

to the pleasure or displeasure of the mandarins.
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I;ut Iatlerh' thousands of Chinese hal'e come under European rule and authoritl',

and thest' hal'C allowed the ('hinese to kneel to thill, There are not lacking people

who, like ('assander hefore the :-'[acedonian king, laugh and shake their hcads lWeI'

thl' (hagt', Ilut Il'hereas in old days this was regarded as an act of worship of the

sO\'erL'ign, and may still be considered such b\' most .-\siatics when this is rendercr! to

him alone, thl' "kOlI'tl)\\'" as performcd before officials is, to the masses in China, only

:\ Inark of I'CSpcct anti 01' rel'erencc: and lI'hat Chinese authorities may demand of

their subordinates, might not Europeans likewise do: if onl~' to maintain their prestige

in the ell'S of the. \siatics the\' are Sl;! to ruk: ?
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