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    At its core, Korean Tales considers how moral order and the supernatural converge to test character and shape fate, transmitting a society’s values, anxieties, and aspirations through stories that Horace Newton Allen gathered and conveyed from Korean tradition to readers beyond its borders, where cautionary destinies, clever reversals, and encounters with spirits, scholars, peasants, and princes map the crossings between private virtue and public duty, social rank and personal resolve, fortune and obligation, so that the familiar human questions of loyalty, justice, gratitude, and desire reappear in distinctive cadences and scenes rooted in Korea’s past yet resonant to audiences seeking wisdom in narrative form.

Situated at the crossroads of folklore and literary translation, Korean Tales is a late-nineteenth-century collection rendered into English by Horace Newton Allen, an American missionary-physician who resided in Korea from the 1880s and later served in diplomatic posts. First published during that period, the volume presents narratives whose settings span villages, mountain paths, magistrates’ courts, and royal precincts associated with the long Joseon era. The book belongs to a moment when Western readers sought introductions to East Asian cultures, and it frames its materials accordingly, inviting curiosity while mediating local customs, beliefs, and social structures for audiences unfamiliar with Korean languages and storytelling conventions.

Korean Tales offers not a single plot but a sequence of self-contained narratives, curated and translated with an expository voice characteristic of the era. The prose tends toward measured clarity, occasionally supplemented by brief explanations designed to situate practices or idioms. Within that frame, the tales move deftly from eerie to playful, from contemplative to briskly moral, sustaining the cadence of oral storytelling even in written form. Readers encounter archetypal situations—tests of integrity, bargains gone awry, fortuitous encounters—treated with a balance of wonder and didactic purpose. The overall mood is reflective and engaging, offering windows onto daily life and imaginative horizons.

Across the collection, recurrent themes gather in patterns recognizable to students of East Asian narrative yet distinctly shaped by Korean settings. Filial devotion and loyalty measure characters against communal expectations; wit challenges status; generosity and ingratitude draw consequences; and unseen agencies—ghosts, deities, or protective forces—intervene where human justice falters. The stories trace tensions between social hierarchy and personal agency, between ritual propriety and the urgencies of the heart. They also preserve proverbial wisdom and humor, reminding readers that instruction need not be somber to be memorable. The result is a fabric in which ethical reflection and enchantment reinforce, rather than cancel, each other.

Allen’s role as translator and cultural mediator shapes the collection’s presentation. As a resident observer trained as a physician and engaged in missionary work, and later diplomacy, he wrote for readers who needed context, providing introductions and notes that illuminate customs, offices, and turns of phrase. Those paratexts reflect the descriptive habits and assumptions of the late nineteenth century, and contemporary readers benefit from approaching them with both gratitude and critical awareness. Even so, the book preserves narrative textures that were otherwise hard to access in English at the time, giving enduring visibility to voices circulating in Korean oral and written traditions.

Today, Korean Tales matters as an early English-language gateway to Korea’s storytelling heritage and as a document of cross-cultural transmission. It invites comparisons with later translations and with modern retellings across media, while raising questions about how translators balance fidelity, clarity, and audience expectations. For readers interested in folklore, it offers case studies in how moral exempla, comic reversals, and supernatural justice travel across contexts. For those drawn to cultural history, it preserves glimpses of social norms and imaginations associated with the late Joseon world. Above all, it affirms narrative as a shared human resource for thinking through conduct, community, and fate.

Approached on its own terms, the book rewards slow, attentive reading: each tale stands independently, inviting pauses to consider its turns and implications, while the collection as a whole accumulates a sense of a moral and imaginative landscape. Readers may choose to dip in selectively or proceed sequentially, noting how similar motifs take on different shadings. The explanatory notes can serve as helpful guides rather than definitive interpretations. In this way, Korean Tales functions both as an engaging anthology and as a historically situated bridge, allowing contemporary audiences to listen closely to stories that continue to echo across time and cultures.
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    Korean Tales by Horace Newton Allen is a late nineteenth-century collection of Korean folk narratives translated into English, accompanied by contextual notes. The volume presents tales as they were commonly told, aiming to acquaint readers with Korea’s moral imagination, social conventions, and popular beliefs. Allen introduces the work with an explanation of his purpose and method, noting the oral sources of many stories and the challenges of conveying idiom, humor, and cultural references across languages. What follows is a curated sequence of narratives that range from moral exempla to supernatural encounters, together forming a compact portrait of everyday values and enduring motifs within Korean traditional storytelling.

The book opens with an orienting introduction that situates the stories within Korea’s historical and cultural framework. Allen outlines key features of social structure, domestic life, and education, and he remarks on language, names, and terms that recur in the narratives. He explains his approach to romanization and occasional reliance on explanatory footnotes, designed to clarify references that would be familiar to Korean audiences. This groundwork sets expectations for the themes that follow: household hierarchies, obligations between generations, the examination culture, reverence for learning, and the interplay of Confucian, Buddhist, and folk practices that inform the motives and outcomes in many of the tales.

Early stories typically emphasize Confucian virtues, presenting models of filial devotion, loyalty, and upright conduct. Children who endure hardship for parents, scholars who prioritize duty over comfort, and spouses who persevere through trials illustrate foundational ideals. The narratives often hinge on tests of character, where restraint, humility, and sincerity meet practical challenges. Rewards and reversals are framed as moral consequences rather than coincidences. By highlighting household duties and social propriety, these tales sketch the norms that guide behavior, while allowing moments of dramatic tension around promises kept, debts repaid, and the restoration of familial harmony after misunderstandings or misfortune.

A recurring strand addresses officialdom, examinations, and the law. Stories depict magistrates who judge with insight, as well as corrupt officials exposed by their own excesses. Clever commoners and resourceful students often navigate power imbalances with wit, using riddles, legal knowledge, or quick thinking to secure justice. Turning points arise in court scenes or audience halls, where sagacity, not force, decides outcomes. These episodes underscore both the prestige of learning and the expectation that authority should be tempered by fairness. The narratives balance respect for institutions with skepticism about human failings, offering measured critiques that resolve through reasoned decisions rather than rebellion.

Supernatural elements appear throughout, integrating spirits, ghosts, and transformative beings into everyday settings. Encounters with mountain entities, restless souls, or uncanny visitors test human prudence and moral steadiness. Protective charms, auspicious signs, and ritual observances reflect a worldview where the visible and invisible interact. Animals such as tigers figure prominently, sometimes as threats, sometimes as vehicles for moral warning or unexpected aid. These episodes rarely detach from ethical concerns; the marvelous amplifies consequences, confirming that choices carry weight beyond immediate circumstances. The balance of fear, curiosity, and reverence for forces beyond human control informs the narrative logic and sustains a tone of measured wonder.

Narratives of love, marriage, and fidelity focus on vows made under pressure and maintained across distance and adversity. Arranged matches, class boundaries, and family approval often shape the stakes, while letters, tokens, and narrow timelines heighten suspense. Characters are challenged to prove constancy without grand displays, relying instead on discreet sacrifice and reliable action. Social obligations intersect with personal feeling, but resolution hinges on the alignment of duty and affection. The tales maintain decorum while acknowledging the emotional cost of public expectations, ultimately presenting bonds that are tested through separations, misunderstandings, or economic hardship and restored through perseverance and verified intent.

Religious settings and practitioners enter as advisors, foils, or catalysts. Monks, temples, and pilgrimage sites occasion reflections on impermanence, charity, and karmic return. At the same time, shamans, diviners, and geomancers appear in stories that invoke local rites, dream interpretation, and landscape auspiciousness. These elements serve functional purposes within the plot: a ritual may avert misfortune, a dream may warn of danger, or a site’s alignment may determine a family’s fortunes. The narratives acknowledge multiple avenues of meaning-making without polemic, illustrating how religious and folk practices complement everyday prudence and moral discipline in shaping decisions and interpreting outcomes.

Humor and satire lighten the collection, offering caution without severity. Trickster episodes showcase quick reversals, exposing greed, vanity, and pretension through verbal play, simple deceptions, or situational irony. Merchants, neighbors, and travelers provide occasions for misunderstandings that crystallize into brief lessons. Short, proverb-like pieces punctuate the longer narratives, distilling common sense about thrift, hospitality, and keeping one’s word. Even in these lighter tales, consequences feel proportionate, and laughter coexists with instruction. By varying tone and length, the collection sustains momentum, alternating between reflective episodes and brisk vignettes that reinforce the book’s broader interest in practicable wisdom and social harmony.

The volume concludes as it began, with explanatory notes that clarify unfamiliar customs, places, and idioms. Without imposing a single thesis, the arrangement conveys consistent themes: moral cause and effect, respect for learning, the dignity of family ties, and the presence of the supernatural within ordinary life. Allen’s translation and commentary aim to preserve local texture while making references intelligible to readers new to Korea. The result is a coherent survey of popular narrative forms that foregrounds ethical deliberation and communal norms. Taken together, the tales present a compact, accessible window into Korean values as expressed through enduring stories and memorable situations.
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    Korean Tales (1889) gathers oral narratives circulating in late Joseon Korea, primarily in and around Hanseong (Seoul) and provincial market towns, mountain temples, and village magistracies. The stories are set against the long Confucian order of the Joseon dynasty (1392–1897), just before its transformation into the Korean Empire (Daehan Jeguk) in 1897. Horace Newton Allen, an American physician-missionary resident in Seoul from 1884, translated and framed these tales from informants at court, in clinics, and among interpreters. The setting evokes yangban officialdom, civil service examinations, local yamen justice, Buddhist and shamanic sites, and ever-present tigers, reflecting a society negotiating custom and encroaching modernity.

The forced “opening” of Korea shaped the milieu from which these tales were collected. After the 1876 Treaty of Ganghwa with Japan, treaty ports were established at Busan (1876), Wonsan (1880), and Jemulpo/Chemulpo (Incheon, 1883). The United States–Korea Treaty of Amity and Commerce (Shufeldt Treaty) was signed on May 22, 1882, and foreign legations began operating in Seoul by 1884. These measures unsettled Joseon’s isolationist diplomacy under King Gojong and Queen Min, intensifying factionalism and social anxiety. The book, by preserving pre-treaty oral lore while translating it for foreign readers, mirrors a society balancing diplomatic disruption with inherited moral frameworks.

The Imo Soldiers’ Riot of July 1882 exposed tensions between old garrison troops and a Western-drilled unit favored by reformers. Angered by corrupt provisioning and arrears, soldiers attacked officials of the Min clan and the Japanese legation, prompting Qing intervention. The regent Heungseon Daewongun was seized and taken to China; Qing suzerainty was reinforced, with Yuan Shikai later overseeing Korean affairs. Allen’s collection does not narrate the riot, but its motifs—resentment at venal magistrates, sudden reversals of elite fortune, and communal violence—echo the same social strains. Folk justice in the tales often redresses abuses that, in 1882, spilled into the streets.

The Gapsin Coup (December 4–6, 1884), led by reformers such as Kim Ok-gyun and Pak Yeong-hyo, briefly seized the palace during a banquet at the new postal office before Qing troops crushed the attempt. Min Yong-ik, a royal relative, was gravely wounded. Allen, newly in Seoul as physician to the U.S. legation, treated Min with Western methods, securing royal confidence. In February 1885 King Gojong authorized Gwanghyewon (renamed Jejungwon in April), Korea’s first Western-style hospital, in Jeong-dong, Seoul. This medical foothold gave Allen unparalleled access to courtiers and commoners whose narratives he recorded. The book reflects this convergence of reform, crisis medicine, and cultural exchange.

Protestant missions and modern education accelerated cultural transmission in the mid-1880s. Horace G. Underwood and Henry G. Appenzeller arrived at Chemulpo on April 5, 1885; Appenzeller soon founded Paichai Hakdang (1885), while Mary F. Scranton established Ewha Haktang for girls (1886). Mission presses advanced vernacular literacy and translation, including Scripture and primers. Korean Tales belongs to this translational moment: Allen mediates oral lore into English, annotating beliefs about spirits (dokkeabi), geomancy, and filial piety. The work thereby documents a living moral world even as schools, printing, and hospitals were introducing new epistemologies that would challenge the authority of classical learning and village custom.

The Donghak (Eastern Learning) Peasant Uprising in 1894, led by Jeon Bong-jun in Gobu, protested corrupt officials and foreign encroachment. Rebels occupied Jeonju, forcing the “Jeonju Truce” (May 1894), after which rival Qing and Japanese forces intervened, igniting the First Sino–Japanese War. The ensuing Gabo Reforms (1894–1896) abolished hereditary status distinctions and slavery, ended the civil service examinations (1894), and introduced modern legal-administrative changes; a topknot-cutting ordinance followed in 1895. Though published before these reforms, Allen’s tales often stage conflicts between arrogant yangban and shrewd commoners, karmic redress for official malfeasance, and exam-culture anxieties—vividly foreshadowing the social reorderings of 1894–1896.

Regional power shifts further unsettled the narrative world the book preserves. The First Sino–Japanese War (1894–1895) ended with the Treaty of Shimonoseki (April 17, 1895), diminishing Qing influence. On October 8, 1895, Empress Myeongseong (Queen Min) was assassinated by Japanese agents at Gyeongbokgung; King Gojong sought refuge in the Russian legation (February 1896). Proclaiming the Korean Empire in 1897, the court pursued guarded modernization until Japan imposed the Eulsa Protectorate Treaty (November 17, 1905) and annexed Korea in 1910. Allen served as U.S. minister and consul general (1897–1905) and opposed the protectorate. His translations take on preservational weight, highlighting loyal ministers, resilient households, and communal ethics amid imperial pressures.

As a social and political critique, the collection exposes late Joseon inequities through narrative justice. Corrupt magistrates, predatory landlords, and exam-cheating elites often meet supernatural or communal retribution, while virtuous widows, filial children, and clever commoners prevail. Gendered constraints, arranged marriages, and the burdens of status hierarchy are dramatized without polemic, yet the outcomes imply ethical reform. By juxtaposing shamanic, Buddhist, and Confucian motifs with practical prudence, the tales question fatalism and official hypocrisy. Allen’s framing underscores custom while making injustices legible to foreign readers, aligning the book with contemporary reformist impulses that sought integrity in governance and dignity for commoners during rapid geopolitical change.
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Repeatedly, since returning to the United States, people have asked me, “Why don’t you write a book on Korea?” I have invariably replied that it was not necessary, and referred the inquirers to the large work of Dr. Griffis, entitled “Corea, the Hermit Kingdom,” which covers the subject in a charming manner.

My object in writing this book was to correct the erroneous impressions I have found somewhat prevalent—that the Koreans were a semi-savage people. And believing that the object could be accomplished best in displaying the thought, life, and habits of the people as portrayed in their native lore, I have made these translations, which, while they are so chosen as to cover various phases of life, are not to be considered as especially selected.

I also wished to have some means of answering the constant inquiries from all parts of the country concerning Korean life and characteristics.

People in Washington have asked me if Korea was an island in the Mediterranean; others have asked if Korea could be reached by rail from Europe; others have supposed that Korea was somewhere in the South Seas, with a climate that enabled the natives to dispense with clothing. I have therefore included two chapters, introductory and descriptive in character, concerning the subjects of the majority of such questions.

“Globe trotters,” in passing from Japan to North China, usually go by way of the Korean ports, now that a line of excellent Japanese steamships covers that route. These travellers see the somewhat barren coasts of Korea—left so, that outsiders might not be tempted to come to the then hermit country; perhaps they land at Chemulpoo (the port of the capital, thirty miles distant), and stroll through the rows of miserable, temporary huts, occupied by the stevedores, the pack-coolies, chair-bearers, and other transient scum, and then write a long article descriptive of Korea. As well might they describe America as seen among the slab shanties of one of the newest western railroad towns, for when the treaties were formed in 1882 not a house stood where Chemulpoo now stands, with its several thousand regular inhabitants and as many more transients.

H. N. Allen.

Washington, D. C., July 1, 1889. 
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Korea, Corea, or Chosen (morning calm) occupies the peninsula hanging down from Manchooria and Russian Siberia between China and Japan, and extending from the 33d to the 43d parallels of north latitude.

The area, including the outlying islands, is about one hundred thousand square miles. The population, according to the most reliable estimate, is a little more than sixteen millions. Yet, as the people live in cities, towns, and hamlets, the country does not seem to be thickly settled.

The climate varies much at the extremities of the peninsula, owing to the fact that the southern portion is somewhat affected by the warm southern currents that give Japan its tropical climate, but which are warded off from Korea proper by the Japanese islands. The climate of the central and northern provinces is much the same as that of the northern central United States, with fewer changes. The large river at the capital is not uncommonly frozen over for weeks at a time during the winter, so that heavy carts pass over on the ice. Ice is always preserved for general use in summer.

The country is decidedly mountainous, and well watered[1q]. Heavy timber abounds in the northeast. The valleys are very fertile and are well tilled, as the people are mainly devoted to agriculture.

The mineral resources have only been developed in a crude way, yet sufficiently to demonstrate the great wealth of the ore deposits. Especially is this true in reference to the gold mines.

The most pessimistic visitors to Korea are unstinted in their praise of the beautiful scenery, which is fully appreciated by the natives as well. From ancient times they have had guide-books setting forth the natural charms of particular localities; and excursions to distant places for the sole purpose of enjoying the views are a common occurrence.

The King rules as absolute monarch. He is assisted by the Prime-Minister and his two associates—the ministers of the Left and Right. Next to these come the heads of the six departments of Etiquette and Ceremonies, Finance, War, Public Works, Justice, and Registration, with the heads of the two new departments that have been added as the result of the opening up of foreign intercourse—the Foreign (or outside) Office, and the Home (or interior) Office. This body of officials forms the grand council of the King.

Each of the eight provinces is ruled by a governor, who has under him prefects, local magistrates, supervisors of hamlets, and petty officials, so that the whole scale makes a very complete system and affords no lack of officials.

There are several special officers appointed by the King, one of whom is the government inspector, whose duty it is to go about in disguise, learn the condition of the people, and ascertain if any magistrate abuses his office and oppresses the people unjustly. Any such he may bring to speedy justice.

The present Dynasty has existed 498 years. Being founded by a revolting general named Ye, it is known as the Ye Dynasty. The King’s name, however, is never used. He is almost sacred to his people. Those officials of sufficiently high rank to go in before him bow to the ground in his presence, and only speak when spoken to; then they use a highly honorific language only understood at court.

The revenues are paid in kind, hence the annual income of an official may consist of a certain quantity of rice, and other products, in addition to his money compensation. The King, also, has the whole revenue resulting from the sale of the ginseng, for which the country is noted. This forms his private purse.

The currency is the common copper cash, worth some twelve hundred to the Mexican dollar; though now that the new mint is in operation, copper, silver, and gold coins are being made. The old perforated cash will, however, be hard to supplant, owing to its convenience in small transactions.

Banks proper do not exist; though the government does a kind of banking business in granting orders on various provincial offices, so that a travelling official need not be burdened with much ready money. A number of large brokers at the capital assist in the government financial transactions.

All unoccupied land belongs to the King, but any man may take up a homestead, and, after tilling it and paying taxes on it for a period of three years, it becomes his own, and must be purchased should the government need it.

Deeds are given in the form of receipts and quit-claims by the seller. These may be registered with the local magistrate. Wills, as understood in western countries, are not executed; though a father wishing to provide especially for the children of his concubines may make a will, or statement, the proper execution of which devolves upon the eldest son. 

Records of the births of males are kept, as are also records of deaths, but these are not always reliable. All males of fifteen years of age are registered at the Hang Sung Poo, or Department of Registration, which issues to them tablets bearing their name and address. Children are also generally provided with these tablets, to prevent their getting lost.

The people are well built and strong, as a rule. They are a loyal, contented race, not grasping, and rather too easy in disposition. They are intelligent and learn with great ease. Possessed of many characteristics in common with their neighbors, the Chinese and Japanese, they yet seem to have a personality indicative of a different parentage, which continually calls forth inquiry as to their origin. In some slight degree they resemble the aborigines of America, and it is believed that their ancestors came from the north:—the question opens up a fertile field for study. Their written records are said to date back three thousand years. Their traditional first king descended from heaven five thousand years ago. With a civilization of such age they might well be excused for so long barring their doors against the new civilization of the young nations of the West. While, as a matter of fact, the difference existing between the two is more one of degree than essence, perhaps more vices may be found in the civilization of the West than are known to this people. And, with a few exceptions, the virtues taught by the modern civilization have been practised for centuries behind the bars of isolation that shut in this self-satisfied people.

The people dress in imported cotton sheetings mostly, padding them well with cotton-wool for winter use, and using the plain bleached white, or dying the cloth a light shade of blue or green. Rice is the staple article of food in the central and southern provinces; wheat enters more largely into the diet of the northern people. Their cattle are as large and fine as may be found anywhere; the people eat much beef, and hides are a prominent article of export. Their houses are well built and comfortable; foreigners adapt them to their own use with little trouble. The houses are heated by means of a system of flues underneath the floor, which is made of large flagstone placed over the flues and well cemented; over all thick, strong, oil paper is placed, making a rich, dark, highly polished floor, through which no smoke can come, though it is always agreeably warm. The houses are all one story, built around a court, and several sets of buildings, each within a separate wall, usually make up a gentleman’s compound. The buildings are covered with a thick layer of earth and capped with tile laid on in graceful curves. This roof insures coolness in summer. The rooms are made almost air-tight by the plentiful use of paper on the walls outside and in, as well as for doors and windows.

There are three great classes in Korea: the nobility, the middle class, and the commoners. A commoner, not of the proscribed orders, may rise to nobility by successfully passing the competitive examinations. The officials are appointed from the noble classes.

The language is peculiar to the country, and while written official documents are done in the common character of China and Japan, the spoken language of neither of these people is understood in Korea. The native language of Korea possesses an alphabet and grammar, and is polysyllabic, thus resembling English more than it does Chinese.

In religious matters the Koreans are peculiar in that they may be said to be without a religion, properly speaking. Prior to the advent of the present dynasty, Buddhism reigned, but for 498 years it has been in such disfavor that no priest dare enter a walled city. They still maintain temples in the mountains, but exert but little if any influence. In morals the people are Confucianists, and their reverent devotion to their ancestors may serve in part as a religion. In times of distress they “pray to Heaven,” and seem really to be very devoutly inclined.

Christianity came into disfavor through the indiscretion of its early teachers. The distrust is slowly passing away now, and missionaries are openly employed in doing the educational work that must precede any successful attempt to secure the adoption of beliefs so radically different from all existing ideas.

Some of the results of the outside intercourse that has been indulged in for the past eight years may be mentioned. A maritime customs service, under the charge of American and European officers, is in very successful operation. So is a hospital, supported by the government and operated by American physicians, gratuitously furnished by the American Presbyterian Mission. The government supports a school for which American teachers are employed. American military officers have charge of the reorganization of the army and conduct a school for the purpose of instructing the young officers. A mint, machine-shops, powder-mills, silk filatures, an electric light, and a telegraph and cable line are some of the new institutions recently adopted and, as a rule, now in successful operation. Steamships have also been purchased more for the purpose of transporting tribute rice than as a nucleus for a navy. In regard to the relations existing between Korea and China the reader is respectfully referred to a paper delivered before the American Oriental Society by the Chinese scholar, W. W. Rockhill, U. S. Secretary of Legation at Pekin, and contained in Vol. III. of the Society’s publications for 1888. In his preface Mr. Rockhill says:

“The nature of Korea’s relations with China has for the last thirty years been a puzzle for Western nations. Were they—with the ambiguous utterance of the Chinese Government before them that ‘Korea, though a vassal and tributary state of China, was entirely independent so far as her government, religion, and intercourse with foreign States were concerned’—to consider it as an integral part of the Chinese Empire, or should they treat it as a sovereign state, enjoying absolute international rights?

“The problem was practically solved by the conclusion of the treaty between Japan, and later on the United States, and Korea, but this has not materially altered the nature of the relations existing for the last four centuries, at least between China and its so-called vassal. That China has, however, derived profit from the opening of Korea to the commerce of nations, there can be no doubt, for she, too, being at liberty to conclude treaties with Korea and open this new market to her merchants, has done so, like other nations, though she has chosen to call her treaty by the euphonious name of ‘commercial and trade regulations for the subjects of China and Korea’, and her diplomatic representative in Seoul, ‘Minister Resident for political and commercial affairs.’ What China’s relations with Korea were prior to the opening of the latter kingdom by the treaty of 1883, I propose to show in the following pages, taking as my authorities official Chinese publications and writings of men in official position.” 
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