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The Printing History of a First Opium War Anecdote:
The Dissemination and Changing Perceptions of Toutou Ji, 1863—1957

Zou Zicheng*

Abstract

Toutou ji fiiSHEC (lit. The Record of Stealing Head), authored by member of
the Ningpo gentry Xu Shidong #RIFFH (1814-1873), documents a remarkable
anecdote from during the First Opium War. The aim of the present paper is
twofold: exploring the dissemination of the story and analyzing the changes in the
messages conveyed by those doing the retelling. Regarding the former, owing to
the efforts of Dong Pei #iili (1828-1895), Chen Kangqi PHEEFHL (1840-1890),
Shen Rongjing L#A5#E (1834-1885), and Kong Guangde FLIEE (7-2), this
local story was disseminated widely by being appended to well-received
compilations in the late Qing book market, which ensured its later move from a
local to national level of popularity. Toutou ji even made frequent appearances
within mass media during the Republican era and has become a well-known
historical event under the influence of Marxist historians. Secondly, concerning its
contents and transformed messages, much has changed from Xu’s initially shaping
of the story as a grievance against the Qing general Yijing Z584% (1793-1853) and
his inaction. Officials and literati in the following decades seemingly overlooked
its link with the past, recontextualizing the story as a negative trope for the future
of China coming in increasing contact with foreign countries. Xu Bao #&{# (?-?)
and the Heishui Party /K&, for example, became widely accepted as having
prominent roles in the story, although Xu never addressed either of these names
originally. Mobilization and propaganda for the Second Sino-Japanese War further
created new images of the protagonists, depicting them as national heroes
combating imperialist intruders. In addition, Marxist historiographical works from
the 1940s onwards accepted the new images due to an urge to rewrite modern
Chinese history by stressing the people’s leading role in the fight against foreign
powers. The dissemination and changing perceptions of Toutou ji ultimately shed
new light on a hitherto untouched field and introduce an epistemological approach
towards the study of the significance of the First Opium War.

Keywords: the First Opium War, history of Sino-foreign relations,
book history, historical writing
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