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Abstract: It has been nearly 200 years since the Daodejing and Daoist thought was first introduced
to Russia in the first half of the 19th century. Although the study of Daoist philosophy and Laozi in
Russia started relatively late, the Daodejing has been the most translated classic of Chinese culture in
Russia. The early dissemination of the Daodejing in Russia was deeply influenced by the government
and religion, and there were some controversial and neglected materials that were difficult to verify
due to the lack of documents and manuscripts. For example, the first translation manuscript of the
Daodejing in Russia has almost become a rare book that is nearly impossible to find and inconvenient
to read; the authorship of the first article introducing Laozi’s thought in Russia remains a mystery;
the first complete translation was completed by a Japanese theologian living in Russia, but it has not
received enough research attention. The insufficient research on the early dissemination of Laozi
studies in Russia has had a negative impact on the studies of Laozi in Russia. Therefore, this paper,
on the basis of various documentary and manuscript references, aims to conduct an in-depth analysis
of the early dissemination of Laozi studies in Russia, paying particular attention to the three early
Russian documents in the 19th century about the Daodejing, namely, the first translation manuscript
of the Daodejing, the first article introducing Laozi’s thought in Russia, and the first complete Russian
translation of the Daodejing. A detailed review of these three documents can help to correct some
misconceptions and misunderstandings of the early dissemination of the Daodejing in Russia, and,
to some extent, reveal the early dissemination characteristics of Laozi studies in Russia.
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1. Introduction

Russia’s study of China began in the 18th century, but research on Daoist philoso-
phy and Laozi started relatively late. This was because early sinology in Russia primarily
involved academic activities under official monitoring, and the main task of the Russian
Orthodox Missions was to conduct a comprehensive study of the Chinese economy and
culture, collect information and intelligence about China, and report major events in the
Chinese political life to the Tsarist Russian Foreign Ministry in a timely manner. Therefore,
Russian sinologists initially did not pay much attention to the study of Daoist philosophy
and Laozi. It was not until the 19th century, with a deeper understanding of Chinese pol-
itics and cultural thought, that Russian sinology gradually matured, and the translation
and study of the various schools of Chinese philosophy began to take shape.

The Daodejing is unique within the global transmission of ideas as the most translated
philosophical work (Tadd 2022, p. 87). Although the study of the Daodejing started rela-
tively late, it is the Chinese cultural classic that has been most frequently retranslated in
Russia, and its circulation in Russia ranks second only to the Bible among world famous
classics. The research on the Daodejing in Russia can be roughly divided into three stages:
the first stage was the Imperial Russian Period (from the early 19th century to the early
20th century), where the research had a mystical and Eurocentric touch; the second stage
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was the Soviet Period (from the early 20th century to the late 20th century), where, in the
social context of academic research measured by political standards, the study and inter-
pretation of the Daodejing became one of the main battlegrounds for the struggle between
materialism and idealism; the third stage was the Post-Soviet Period (from the late 20th
century to the present), where researchers became more objective and rational in their un-
derstanding and attitude, and began to apply scientific methods to conduct multifaceted,
in-depth, and specific research on Daoism.

The early dissemination of the Daodejing in Russia was heavily influenced by the Rus-
sian government and religion. Some valuable translations and research findings were un-
able to be published and remained as manuscripts. Due to the lack of available materials
and references, the academic community struggled to conduct verification and in-depth
analysis. Additionally, there were controversial literature and neglected materials, which
had a negative impact on the studies of Laozi in Russia.

Through visits to major libraries in Russia and through examination of precious manu-
scripts, we conducted a detailed analysis of three early Russian manuscripts about the
Daodejing, namely, the first translation manuscript of the Daodejing in Russia, the first arti-
cle introducing Laozi’s thought in Russia, and the first complete Russian translation of the
Daodejing. All three works were born in the 19th century, during which Russian sinologists
obtained sinological materials indirectly from the West on the one hand, and developed
their own sinological research directly through the Russian Orthodox Missions on the other
hand. In the first half of the 19th century, the Russian Orthodox Missions achieved fruitful
results, and the first translation manuscript of the Daodejing in Russia emerged at that time.
By the middle of the 19th century, Russian sinology began to thrive and continued to learn
from western sinology, forming its own unique research perspective. The first article in-
troducing Laozi’s thought in Russia was published during this period. By the second half
of the 19th century, the Russian government had invaded Chinese territory, and Russian
sinology had embarked on a mission to serve its government, becoming a product of the
promotion of Far Eastern policies. During this period, the rigidity of the Russian bureau-
cratic system also led Russian thinkers and writers to rethink the fate and future of Russia,
and to seek a way out from the cultural thought of other countries; it was during this period
that the first complete translation of the Daodejing was produced in Russia.

These three documents became the three “firsts” in the Russian studies of Laozi. A de-
tailed review of these three documents reveals different research characteristics and styles
of the three periods of the 19th century. By connecting the three dots, we can also draw a
picture of Russian studies of Laozi in the 19th century.

2. The First Translation Manuscript of the Daodejing in Russia: A Textual Analysis

Sivillov Dmitrij Petrovich (1798-1871) was a representative figure of Russian sinology
in the first half of the 19th century. He was the first person to translate the Daodejing in
the history of Russian sinology. From 1821 to 1830, he served as the monk priest for the
10th Orthodox Mission in Beijing. In the instructions issued by the Russian government to
the Mission in 1818, it was clearly stated that, once the priest had sufficient knowledge of
the Chinese language, he should start studying Buddhism and Daoism, translating books
that explain the doctrines of these two religions, and preparing materials and arguments
to rebut these two religions (Skachkov 1977, p. 128).

In this context, Sivillov completed the first Russian translation of the Daodejing. Dur-
ing the translation process, Sivillov did not find the so-called “rebuttal evidence”, but was
deeply impressed by the philosophical wisdom contained in Laozi’s thought. Unfortu-
nately, Sivillov’s translation could not be published due to lack of official approval. Re-
garding the completion time of the manuscript, he once wrote, “I translated the Daodejing
in 1826, but it has been preserved as a manuscript” (Zhang and Luo 2022, p. 3). Sivillov
never gave up the opportunity to publish his translation. In 1844, he wrote a letter to
Musin-Pushkin Mikhail Nikolaevich (1795-1862), the inspector of the Kazan educational
district, emphasizing the significant importance and value of Chinese classical literature
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such as the Daodejing, stating that “this classic has long been translated into major Euro-
pean languages, but there is still no Russian translation. Therefore, I have made up my
mind to translate it, and I am honored to send the translation to Your Excellency for re-
view, and sincerely request your assistance in applying for official funding for publication.
I even have the idea of submitting a report to His Majesty the Tsar; perhaps it will be ben-
eficial” (Khokhlov 2014a, p. 501). Then, 14 years later, Sivillov made another effort and
sent his manuscript to Lyubimov Nikolaj Ivanovich (1811-1875), the Director of the Asian
Department of the Russian Foreign Ministry, but all his efforts were in vain and there was
no response.

During the process of examining his manuscript materials, it was discovered that
Sivillov had two translation manuscripts of the Daodejing, the first manuscript was kept in
the Manuscript Department of the Lenin State Library (OP I'b/, ¢. 273, No. 2894) at that
time, consisting of two volumes, titled Laozi’s Moral Philosophy (Nravstvennaya filosofiya
Lao-tszy). The first volume contains a large number of revision traces, and the second
volume is a revised version of the first volume, containing the translation of the Daode-
jing. The second manuscript was preserved in the Library of Kazan University' (5-ka KT'Y,
pykonucs 15322, 11/43) at that time, and was titled Moral Guidelines Derived from Original
Natural Reason or Laozi’s Moral Philosophy (Rukovodstvo k dobrodetelyam, pocherpnutoe
iz samykh nachal estestvennogo razuma, ili nravstvennaya filosofiya Dao-tszyya). The
manuscript was finished in 1828, and it was finally published in 1915-1916 with the help
of Zamotajlo Ivan.?

Although eventually published and distributed, these versions were not reprinted
and became almost untraceable, rare, and difficult to access in paper form. Sivillov’s trans-
lation was a groundbreaking work in the history of Russian studies on Laozi, but its value
was not fully recognized, and its content has not been studied in detail due to its initial
manuscript form and small circulation. We found Sivillov’s early translation of the Daode-
jing in the Russian Foreign Policy Archive and Odessa University Library among other
institutions, and we conducted a detailed analysis and study of his translation.

Sivillov held a high regard for Daoist philosophy and the Daodejing. In his 1831 manu-
script “A Brief Overview of Three Existing Religions in China—Confucianism, Daoism,
and Buddhism” (Kratkoe obozrenie tryokh sushhestvuyushhikh v Kitae veroispovedanij,
izvestnykh pod imenem konfutsianskogo, daosskogo, i foevskogo), Sivillov wrote, “A
study of Laozi’s moral theory reveals many contradictions and seemingly unreasonable
statements. However, if one explores the book from the perspective of the mysterious im-
plications hidden within the author’s conception, rather than just the literal meaning, one
will discover many places that reveal his profound wisdom, a kind of wisdom that cannot
be found in other Chinese philosophers, not even in Confucius” (Sivillov 1817-1840, p. 37).

During the Qing Dynasty, Daoist organizations fell out of favor among the upper
classes and experienced a decline. Nevertheless, Sivillov remained a steadfast defender
of the Daodejing: “The Chinese erudite gave an extremely negative connotation to Laozi’s
most wonderful aphorisms, portraying him as a person with evil intentions, an enemy of
good deeds, and that he was hostile to science, which can increase wisdom and facilitate
the use of knowledge. While criticizing Laozi, they ignored the quotes in other chapters of
the scripture that show Laozi’s endorsement of science and his encouragement for people
to accumulate virtues and do good deeds ... ” (Sivillov 1817-1840, p. 39).

As a clergyman, Sivillov’s translation of the Daodejing contained many words and
expressions in the style of Russian Orthodox religious texts, and his interpretation was in-
fluenced by traditional Christian theology. For example, in his translation of Chapter 4 of
the Daodejing, the phrase “#4) 2 5% (the source of all things) was translated as “BurosHux
Bcex TBapell” (the originator of all creatures) (Zamotajlo 1915, p. 213), where “Bunosank”
was a term commonly used in Christian scriptures to refer to the creator or originator,
such as in The Wisdom of Solomon, where “Lord of all things” and “O Lord” were both
translated as “Bunosauk” in Russian. In other words, Sivillov’s translation included ar-
chaic words that were introduced into Russian from Church Slavonic. Church Slavonic
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often influenced linguistic style and created an elegant style. For example, the translation
of the phrase “& HM %" (if a person is proud with wealth and honor) in Chapter 8 of
the Daodejing was “ecan Gorarslit Ay 61aropoAHbIN HagMeBaeTcs: ropAoctsio” (if a rich
or noble person shows pride, arrogance, or haughtiness) (Zamotajlo 1915, p. 215). The
use of the verb form “magmesatncs” (to be haughty, proud, or arrogant) derived from the
adjective “HagmennsIit” (haughty, proud, or arrogant) or the noun “nagmennocrs” (haugh-
tiness, pride, or arrogance) was a unique feature of Church Slavonic, which still persisted
in written language in the 19th century. Through the stylistic overtones of Church Slavonic,
Sivillov gave the Russian translation of the Daodejing a touch of a religious scripture in the
eyes of Russian readers.

From the above, it can be seen that Sivillov’s priesthood affiliation and his identity
as a priest deeply influenced his perception and reception of the Daodejing. As an Eastern
Orthodox Christian, he was influenced by the traditional Christian worldview, which was
bound to be reflected in his translation. Here is an example in Chapter 5 of the Daodejing:

Source text: “RHAA", ULEMAGM, BN, lHEAEH.

Sivillov’s translation: “Kax Heb0 11 3eMA51 HETYBCTBUTEABHBI — A51 HIX BCe Bell
3Ha 9aT He 604bIIIe, YeM OPOIIEHHBII IIyIOK TPaBbl, TaK ¥ MYAPBIil KO BCEM XAaJ-
HOKPOBEH: A5 Hero A104Y, KaK U ITy9OK TPaBbl, He IIPOU3BOAST HUKAKOTO IIPYST-
HOTO BIledatAeHus”. (Zamotajlo 1915, p. 213)

(Just as heaven and earth are not sentimental —for them, all things are no more than
a discarded bundle of grass, so the wise remain indifferent to all—for them, the
common people are like a bundle of straw, which leaves no pleasant impression.)

Sivillov compared all things and the people to a bundle of discarded grass, which did
not leave any pleasant impression on the sage, and this interpretation was negative and
pejorative. The concept of “Original Sin” in Christianity influenced Sivillov’s interpreta-
tion of the source text and word choice in translation. From the perspective of an Eastern
Orthodox Christian, life was difficult, and everyone was trapped in sin, so he tended to
explain the saints’ “straw dogs” (%7 4) attitude toward people with the sinfulness of their
nature. However, from the perspective of traditional Chinese thought, at the beginning of
human beings, human nature is inherently good, and people need to retain their original
state and natural virtues. Daoist philosophy even advocates a return to the original sim-
plicity of childhood. Such a deviation in understanding was a result of the conflict between
the two cultures and worldviews of China and Russia.

Sivillov emphasized the similarities and shared values between the philosophical sys-
tem of Daoism and Eastern Orthodoxy, particularly highlighting humility and gentleness.
In many chapters translated by Sivillov, readers can observe how the Christian worldview
and cultural background influenced the translator’s perspective and interpretation of the
source text. Here is another example in Chapter 25 of the Daodejing:

Source text: “H1H A, FHE, /AT

Sivillov’s translation: “XoTs oH 1MeeT sICHOe TIOH:THE O KpacoTe 6ea0Tro I1BeTa,
HO OH 00.bII1Ie AIOOWT Y€ PHBII LIBET, 4eM OeABlii, 11 DTOI0-TO CKPOMHOCTBIO ITO4a€T
oOpaszer] sceaenHoit”. (Zamotajlo 1915, p. 228)

(Although he has a clear idea of the beauty of white, he loves black more than
white, and with this humble attitude, he sets an example for the entire universe.)

Sivillov translated “black and white” literally as colors. This emphasis on humility
may have been inspired by the fact that all Orthodox priests and monks, especially those
living in seclusion (monasticism), must wear black robes as a symbol of humility and de-
tachment from the world. Priests who regularly wear colored liturgical vestments are re-
ferred to as “white clergy”, while those who have taken monastic vows and wear black
robes constantly are called “black clergy”. The image of a secluded monk is similar to that
of a Daoist practitioner, which may have triggered Sivillov’s association.
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When it came to Sivillov’s translation strategy, he adopted a highly flexible method
of free translation. Firstly, the structure of the translation was significantly altered, with
the original 81 chapters being condensed into 70, but without deleting any original text.
Instead, he merged neighboring chapters dealing with the same topic into a new chapter
and personally wrote a subtitle for each chapter. At the end of the translation, Sivillov
evaluated his own work by stating that “my translation, although not fluent and elegant
and not entirely literal, is close to the spirit of this ancient Chinese philosopher” (Zamotajlo
1916, p. 21). Thus, it can be seen that Sivillov was more interested in the communication of
the overall ideological system of the Daodejing than in the accuracy of the literal meaning.
His aim was to help readers understand the essence of the work. He provided a detailed
explanation and supplemented the vocabulary extensively in the translated text. Sivillov
chose to use metaphors or omissions to deal with places that he was not sure about, he
found difficult to understand, or were inherently ambiguous. Here is an example in the
third chapter of the Daodejing:

Source text: “JEULVEENZ G, FEH.O, FHME, §5HEE, sREE.

Sivillov’s translation: “IlocemMy-TO MyApBIii OIIpacTBIBAa€T CBOE cepalle OT BCexX
ITOAOOHEIX CTpacTell U cTapaeTcsl HAIIOAHUTD BHYTPEHHOCTh CBOIO YMCTENIITIMMI
npasudamu a106omyapusa. Ocaabasisi cBOM BHICOKOIIapHBIE ITIOMBICABIL, OH T€M
0o0.ee yKperasieT BHyTpeHHIe CIABI cBoero gyxa”. (Zamotajlo 1915, p. 228)

(Therefore, the sage guards his heart against all such passions, and strives to fill
his inner being with the purest wisdom. By weakening his lofty aspirations, he
strengthens the inner forces of his spirit.)

For the translation of the words “fl§” (stomach) and “#&” (bones) in this passage,
Sivillov avoided a literal translation and instead interpreted them as metaphors. He trans-
lated “f7” (stomach) as “inner being” (BuyTpenHocTs), and “H” (bones) as “inner forces
of the spirit” (BHyTpeHHue cuabl cBOero ayxa). As for the interpretation of the word “H”
(his/her/its/their) in “58H" (strengthen his/her/its/their bones), although most transla-
tors believe that “}1” refers to the common people, Sivillov, like He Shanggong, interpreted
“H.” as referring to the sage himself.

In another chapter, Sivillov chose a different translation approach when it came to
translating body parts. For example, in the interpretation of the line “ Z/§ 4 % H” in Chap-
ter 12 of the Daodejing, Chinese commentators suggested that it should be understood as a
metaphor. Lin Yutang believed that “i7” (stomach) referred to the inner self, whereas
“H"” (eyes) meant the external self or the sensory world (Lin 2009, p. 130). However,
Sivillov translated “f#” (stomach) and “H” (eyes) as human organs directly in Chapter 11
of the Daodejing:

Source text: “EUAEE NAEARAH, SEEEUL".

Sivillov’s translation: “VIrak, MyApslil >KeAaeT Aydie ObITh JKeAYAKOM, KOTOPHII
IIOBIAVIMOMY CITOKOITHO ITpeObIBaeT BO BHYTPEHHEl CpeAVIHe Ue10BeYecKOro Tea,
0/AHAaKO Xe Oe3IIpeCTaHHO pabOTaeT, HO HUKOMY He ITOKa3bIBaeT CBoeil paboTH,
KakeTcsl, O0y4To-OBI HITYETO He AelaeT, 0AHAKO 110 BCeMMY TeAy pacIIpOoCTpaHsIeT
SKVM3HB U IUTaTeABHOCTH, -HE>XKeAN OKOM, KOTOpOe Ha Bce CMOTPUT C IIOPOYHBIM
BOXKJe/A€eHMeM, cooOlIjas yepes BIledaTAeHre Hapy>KHbIX IIPeAMETOB 3apakeHue
1 CaMOMy Cepally, HO MyApEHIJi-’Ke, 9TOOBI M30paTh IepBoe, -BCeTja OTBepraeT
9TO TIocaeHee”. (Zamotajlo 1915, p. 217)

(The sage would rather be the “stomach”. The stomach stays quietly within the
body, constantly working without showing its efforts to anyone. It may seem
like it is doing nothing, but it spreads vitality throughout the entire body and
delivers nutrients to it. The eyes, on the other hand, look at everything with
immoral greed, and pass on to the “heart” what it has been contaminated with
through external things. However, the sage always rejects the latter in order to
choose the former.)
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Sivillov endeavored to convey the charm and essence of the Daodejing to 19th century
Russian readers through his translations. As analyzed earlier, he avoided using unfamil-
iar concepts and instead opted for a “domestication” translation strategy, attempting to
compensate for cultural gaps by finding corresponding Russian words. He hoped to give
Russian readers an experience similar to reading a sacred text such as the Bible. Sivillov’s
interpretation of the Daodejing came from the viewpoint of a Christian clergyman. How-
ever, his position was fundamentally different from that of some Catholic and Protestant
missionaries in other countries, who tended to replace others’ cultural heritage and aware-
ness with their own worldview and cultural symbols, thus promoting their viewpoints
under the influence of Eurocentrism.

Relying on his strong language knowledge, Sivillov endeavored to understand and
communicate another culture and the worldview it carried. Despite the near absence of
references, his translation was mostly free of errors resulting from misunderstandings of
the vocabulary and grammar of the source texts. In short, his translation and interpreta-
tion reached a high standard of depth and accuracy. It is unfortunate that Sivillov’s work
was not published until the beginning of the 20th century and had limited circulation. If
his translation could have been published earlier, it might have accelerated the process of
Russian familiarity with Daoist thought and culture during the Imperial Russian period
and, to some extent, prevented misunderstandings and defamation of Daoist philosophy
by some Russian thinkers and critics during that period.

3. The First Article in Russia Introducing Laozi’s Thought: A Documentary Examination

The year 1842 was a significant year for the international study of Laozi’s philosophy.
In that year, the French sinologist Stanislas Julien (1797-1873) published his French trans-
lation of the Daodejing. Around the same time, two works were published in Russia that
introduced Laozi’s Daodejing. The first was a two-volume work titled Statistical Summary of
the Chinese Empire (Statisticheskoe opisanie Kitajskoj imperii) authored by Bichurin Nikita
Yakovlevich (1777-1853), one of the founders of Russian sinology, and published in St. Pe-
tersburg. In the fifth chapter of the book, “Introduction to Religion”, Bichurin pointed out
that “Confucius and Laozi share the same view on interpersonal morality, both regarding
the ‘Dao’ as a natural law engraved in the soul, and as a virtue or characteristic guiding
one’s actions. The difference between the views of these two sages lies in the different meth-
ods they propose for retaining one’s original ‘simplicity” and cultivating one’s character”
(Bichurin 2002, p. 64). Bichurin’s concise summary of Daoism had a profound influence
on the approach of Russian sinologists toward Daoism and Daoist philosophy, and many
later scholars continued to conduct research on Daoist works within this paradigm. In
his book Statistical Summary of the Chinese Empire, Bichurin did not directly quote from the
Daodejing and omitted most of the details, using simple language to convey the essence of
Daoism and Laozi’s teachings to readers.

The groundbreaking work in the history of Russian sinology that provided an in-
depth introduction to the thought of Laozi was an article titled “Laozi and His Teachings”
(Lao-dzy i ego uchenie), which was published anonymously in the 11th issue of The Son
of Fatherland (Syn Otechestva) in 1842. The author of the article was exposed to the ideas
of the Daodejing through the first French translation published by the renowned French
sinologist Julien. In the form of a dozen or so pages, the author introduced Laozi in de-
tail to Russian readers. This article is widely considered by the Russian academic com-
munity as the groundbreaking work discussing Laozi’s thought in the history of Russian
sinology. Additionally, this article translated a significant amount of the Daodejing from
Julien’s French version to Russian, making it the first publicly published excerpt of the
Russian translation of the Daodejing.

There are two speculations in the Russian sinology community about the anonymous
author of the article. The first view is that the article was written by Bichurin. Yang Xing-
shun (1904-1989) wrote in his work, “The article is anonymously published, but based
on its content, it was probably written by Bichurin, a famous Russian sinologist in the
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19th century” (Yang 1950, p. 97). The second view is that the author of the article was the
Senkovskij Osip Ivanovich (1800-1858), an Orientalist scholar who studied Arabic. At the
19th All-Russian Conference of Philosophy and Modern Civilization of the East Asian Re-
gion, Khokhlov Aleksandr Nikolaevich (1929-2015) presented a report exploring the issue
of the authorship of the article in The Son of Fatherland (Khokhlov 2014b, pp. 87-93). Af-
ter a literature check and close reading of the text, we agree with the second opinion that
the author of “Laozi and His Teachings” was Senkovskij for the following reasons:

(1) The Son of Fatherland was founded by Grech Nikolaj Ivanovich (1787-1867) in
1812, who was also the nominal editor-in-chief of another magazine, Reader’s Library
(Biblioteka dlya chteniya). However, the actual editor-in-chief of Reader’s Library was
Senkovskij, who had been the actual editor of The Son of Fatherland since 1840. He once
hosted the column “Baron Brambeus” Miscellaneous Notes” in The Son of Fatherland un-
der the pen name of Baron Brambeus. Starchevskij Al'bert Vikent'evich (1818-1901) men-
tioned that Senkovskij wrote as many as 100 articles a year in the 1840s, mostly anony-
mously or published under various pen names, in Reader’s Library, Northern Bee, and
The Son of Fatherland. There were records showing that almost all the works in The Son
of Fatherland edited by Senkovskij in 1841 were written by himself. His works were rarely
discussed because they were all anonymously published (Starchevskij 1855, pp. 370-77).
This showed that Senkovskij had a close relationship with The Son of Fatherland, which
provided strong evidence for our speculation.

(2) In the preface of the article published in The Son of Fatherland, the anonymous au-
thor described the Qing Dynasty’s condescending attitude toward foreign countries with
a slight sense of sarcasm, showing bias in his perception of China. The article unveils an
unfamiliar nation little by little, which is different from the articles written by sinologists
who have sufficient knowledge of China. On the other hand, from Bichurin’s works, it can
be seen that he was always a staunch supporter of Chinese culture and philosophy, and
he never tolerated any ridicule of the East and China. In 1977, Academician Tikhvinskij
Sergej Leonidovich (1918-2018) wrote, “Bichurin’s obsession is reflected in his idealization
of certain aspects of Chinese society, politics, international system, and Qing Dynasty law”
(Tikhvinskij 1977, p. 149). Senkovskij also pointed out that Bichurin’s views were too ide-
alistic, and he commented on Bichurin’s impression of China, saying that “it completely
does not conform to the actual situation at that time, especially in the context of the Qing
Empire’s disastrous defeat in the Sino-British War” (Khokhlov 2013, p. 303). “Everything
is so perfect in this country, everything is strictly in accordance with legal procedures, the
law is so perfectly implemented, the monarch is so benevolent, the officials are so diligent,
morality is so pure, and even philosophy is so lofty that when reading Bichurin’s book,
one cannot help but be amazed and jealous of China ... What surprises us even more is
that he did not say a word about the decline of China” (Senkovskij 1841, p. 4). It follows
that Bichurin was unlikely to be the author of the article in The Son of Fatherland.

(3) At the beginning of the article, there is a description that reads, “Not long ago, the
East was an unknown land to us. Going to Constantinople was considered an important
task” (Anonymous 1842, p. 16). This paragraph also mentions Kabul, Afghanistan, India,
and other places. According to Senkovskij’'s biography, he first visited Constantinople
in 1819, while Bichurin never showed an interest in Turkey and Afghanistan as subjects
of research.

(4) Senkovskij had always aspired to establish a journal focused on literary commen-
tary. To this end, he introduced a column called “Literary Review” in the magazine he
edited. Upon reviewing his published articles, it is evident that, in addition to literary
works, he frequently selected and analyzed exemplary works by other authors, often draw-
ing from foreign magazines to pique readers’ curiosity. He would then except the original
texts for analysis and provide commentary on their merits and flaws, thus forming a dis-
tinctive style of literary criticism that bore similarities to the writing style found in “Laozi
and His Teachings”.
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(5) Some scholars, such as Bernshtam Aleksandr Natanovich (1910-1956), believed
that the anonymous author was Bichurin. Bernshtam argued that 1840s coincided with
the peak period of Bichurin’s publications, and that Bichurin had corresponded with the
French sinologist Julien in 1841, with Julien’s name appearing in the preface of the article
(Bernshtam 1950, p. 16). However, such a claim is untenable, as the introduction and writ-
ing style of the article Statistical Summary of the Chinese Empire, published in the same year,
is very different from that of The Son of Fatherland. In the latter, the author repeatedly
mentioned the similarities between the philosophies of Laozi and that of Hinduism, indi-
cating a deep understanding of various religions and cultures in Asia. Bichurin, on the
other hand, had no involvement in Hindu studies and made his academic contributions
primarily in the field of Buddhist studies.

(6) In 1839, in the third part of the “Science and Art” section of the seventh issue of
The Son of Fatherland, an article titled “The Basic Principles of Chinese Historical Compila-
tion Established by Confucius” (Osnovnye pravila kitajskoj istorii) was published, clearly
signed by Bichurin. Therefore, if the article published in 1842 was indeed written by
Bichurin, there would have been no need for Bichurin to publish it anonymously.

On the basis of the above reasons, we speculate that the author of the article is likely
Senkovskij. After discussing the authorship of the article, we can then focus on its core
content. The article begins by praising Julien’s French translation of the Daodejing, stating
that “the distinguished sinologist Julien has provided readers with a translation of Laozi’s
work, titled The Book of the Way and Virtue (Lao Tseu, Tao-Te King. be livre de la Voie et de
la Vertu). This book elaborates on Laozi’s incisive and unique thoughts ... Translating the
Daodejing is a very difficult task, and only Julien is competent to do so. His translation is so
accurate that anyone with a little knowledge of Chinese can find every word in the source
text” (Anonymous 1842, p. 18). In this article, the author explored Daoist thought and the
Daodejing, providing many excerpts translated from Julien’s French version into Russian
to illustrate his understanding of the Daodejing and interpret Laozi’s philosophical system
from his own perspective. From the translation, it can be seen that the author did not refer
to the original Chinese text but instead completely translated the content from the French
version. For example:

Source text: “FHIHS, FHARIK, WEREZKEZE".

Julien’s translation: “Moi seul je suis calme: (mes affections) n’ont pas encore
germé. Je ressemble & un nouveau-né qui n’a pas encore souri a sa mere”. (Julien
1842, p. 69)

(I feel very calm, my emotions have not yet sprouted. I look like a newborn who
hasn’t smiled at his mother yet.)

Translation by the anonymous author: “I crrokoen, Mou cTpacTi He IyCTHUAN
€I11€ POCTKOB; s ITOXOK Ha HOBOPOKAEHHOTO, KOTOPLII He yMeeT eIlfé yAbIOHY ThCs
cpoeli Matepu ”. (Anonymous 1842, p. 27)

(Iam very calm, my passion has not yet sprouted; I look like a newborn baby, he
doesn’t know how to smile at his mother.)

In the source text, “f%” is often understood as “the smile of a baby”, while the anony-
mous author, like Julien, translated it in a relatively flexible manner as “baby smile to the
mother”. Julien’s translation did not apply Western philosophical concepts to explain the
source text, and it also removed the religious connotations of Christianity or Hinduism,
taking a relatively neutral stance on Laozi’s thoughts. The anonymous author retained
Julien’s ideas and translation style when translating the Daodejing.

However, when analyzing Laozi’s thoughts, the author employed the method of com-
parative philosophy to draw parallels between Laozi’s philosophy and Hindu philosophy.
The author was the first to introduce in Russia the similarities between the concept of
Dao and Indian religious thought. Russian translations of Indian scriptures were pub-
lished earlier in Russia than Daoist scriptures, such as the Russian version of the Bha-
gavad Gita (1788) published by Russian educator Novikov Nikolaj Ivanovich (1744-1818)
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(Shaumyan 2018, p. 21). By contrasting it with Indian religious thought, the author bridged
the aesthetic gap between the concept of “Dao” in the Daodejing and Russian readers. The
author pointed out that the entire Daodejing is imbued with the inherent spirit of “monism”
and “pantheism” found in Indian philosophy. The Daodejing emphasizes the oneness of
all things, which is deeply rooted in the concept of “Dao”. This parallels the philoso-
phy of the Upanishads, particularly the “Advaita Vedanta”, where one of the main argu-
ments is that the world is not as it seems, but rather an illusion, and that “Brahman” is
the sole reality and true existence. The anonymous author mentioned, “From Laozi’s
perspective, oneness is the essence of all things; therefore, there is no essential differ-
ence or separation; there is neither truth nor falsehood, beauty nor ugliness, existence
nor non-existence” (Anonymous 1842, p. 27). Although it was not indicated here that
it was derived from the Daodejing, it can be seen that it is related to Chapter 2 of the Daode-
jing, “RTFEMEZ /%, HEC, EME\EZLHE, HAEC” (When all the world knows
beauty as beauty, there is ugliness. When they know good as good, then there is evil).

The author argued that according to Laozi’s teachings, which advocate for rejecting
all activities, war is naturally prohibited. In this aspect, Laozi’s and Confucius’s opinions
align. Another fundamental idea borrowed from the works of Laozi and Confucius is
that human nature is inherently good, and, in order to achieve moral perfection, people
should return to the simplicity of nature. This is clearly contradictory to the Christian
concept of sin, but similar to Rousseau’s philosophical thoughts. The author’s insight into
the role of tradition in China is also remarkable, as evident from the following statement:
“China is a country where tradition serves as the foundation for everything. New ideas
here are merely an expansion of ancient thoughts. All Chinese philosophers, whether they
are negative mystics or simple materialists, express themselves using the same expressions
and wording from the same traditional stories. The only difference among them lies in their
interpretations of the same legend” (Anonymous 1842, p. 32).

The author drew a comparison between the concept of wuwei (nonaction) in the Daode-
jing and the mystical Quietism movement in Christianity from the 16th to 18th centuries.’
Quietism advocates a “passive” attitude of silence and self-cultivation, emphasizing the
importance of inner prayer techniques. It promotes entrusting oneself to God and denies
the necessity of formal church praying. The author referred to Laozi’s philosophy as “East-
ern Quietism”. Therefore, the author selected sentences that are more aligned with the
principles of Quietism for excerpted translation:

Source text: “FEH.AT, PHIY, &GAHE); BHG, HEE, KA.

Julien’s translation: “S’il clot sa bouche, s’il ferme ses oreilles et ses yeux, jusqu’au
terme de ses jours, il n’éprouvera aucune fatigue. Mais s’il ouvre sa bouche et
augmente ses désirs, jusqu’ala fin de sa vie, il ne pourra étre sauvé”. (Julien 1842,
p. 189)

(If he closes his mouth and shuts his ears and eyes, he will not be tired until the
end of his days. But if he opens his mouth and increases his desires, until the end
of his life, he cannot be saved.)

Translation by the anonymous author: “ges0Bex 401>keH 3aKpBITh YCTa, 3a’KaTh
VI U T1a3a, €CAYM OH PacKpoeT ycTa M YBEAUIUT CBOU >KeAaHUs, OH He CBIIIET
crtaceHnst”. (Anonymous 1842, p. 29)

(A person must close their mouth, ears, and eyes. If they open their mouth and
increase their desire, they will not seek redemption.)

Compared with Julien’s translation, the author made some deletions in the content,
but, in general, he expressed his Quietism views. The author emphasized the incompati-
bility of selfish desires with the Way, and that man should restrain his desires and observe
the virtues of the Way. At the same time, the author believed that Laozi is the only philoso-
pher who praises weakness; therefore, he excerpted Julien’s relevant translation to prove
this point, such as “AZ A W55, HILHEGR” (Man is soft and weak at birth; at death,



Religions 2023, 14, 766

10 of 18

he is hard and rigid.) and “§52 JB5&, FZJBHI” (The weak overcomes the strong; the soft
conquers the hard).

The author was highly interested in Laozi’s concept of wuwei (nonaction), which he
saw as the supreme principle of the Laozi’s doctrine—abandoning all desires and achiev-
ing perfect calmness and peace. The author contrasted Westerners and Easterners, viewing
Europeans as insatiable in their desires, adventures, and ideas, constantly disturbed by the
need for new activities. In order to feel alive and present, they indulge in life and seek en-
joyment. On the other hand, Easterners avoid action and are even willing to escape from
themselves. They suppress desires, give up actions, and repress thoughts. Europeans have
difficulty understanding Asians, who seek to escape the whirlwind of life and find satisfac-
tion in perfect tranquility (Anonymous 1842, p. 29). As a result, the author inappropriately
translated the principle of wuwei as “6e3aeiicreue” in Russian, which connotes “no action
or inaction” and carries a negative connotation of passivity, easily interpreted by readers
as shirking responsibility or laziness.

During this period, three magazines—Reader’s Library, The Northern Bee, and The
Son of Fatherland —were the main channels of information dissemination in Russia, which
met the basic needs of the public for various genres and information. These magazines
dominated the dissemination of information, guided public opinion, and shaped reading
preferences. The article published in The Son of Fatherland was the first in Russia to in-
troduce Laozi and the Daodejing, leaving the initial impression of the Daodejing on Russian
readers, and influencing the development of social thought and the literary opinions about
the Daodejing at that time. The anonymous author’s interpretation of wuwei became one of
the factors that contributed to a certain degree of aversion to Daoist thought among Russian
readers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.” For example, in his book China and Europe
(Kitaj i Evropa) published in 1890, the Russian philosopher and poet Solov’yov Vladimir
Sergeevich (1853-1900) regarded the Daodejing as a “preaching of obscurantism” and “the
opposition to life, knowledge, and progress” (Solov'yov 1966, p. 122). In the context of
revolutionary sentiment, the Russian literary writer Maxim Gorky (1868-1936) mentioned
Laozi in his 1915 article “Two Souls” (Dve dushi), where he criticized the social and po-
litical life of the East and Laozi’s philosophy from the perspective of Eurocentric bias and
stereotypes. Gorky’s viewed Laozi as advocating retrogression and considered his ideas
as one of the reasons for the stagnation of China in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
(Gorky 1918, pp. 174-75).

4. The First Complete Translation of the Daodejing in Russia: Characteristic Analysis

As mentioned earlier, Sivillov completed the translation of the Daodejing as early as
1826, but it remained unpublished for a long time. There were several abridged transla-
tions of the Daodejing that were published since that. For example, Tolstoy Lev Nikolae-
vich (1828-1910) started his own research and translation of the Daodejing in 1884. He
selected the chapters to be translated, but his translation work was not smooth until 1893
when he began translating and proofreading with his follower Popov Evgenij Ivanovich
(1864-1938). The translation work lasted until May 1894, and it was published in 1910 by
the “Medium” publishing house under the title Quotes of the Chinese Sage Laozi (Izrecheniya
Kitajskogo mudretsa Lao-Tze), which included a preface titled “On the Essence of Laozi’s
Teaching” (O sushhnosti ucheniya Lao-Tze) and 64 selected chapters of the Daodejing. In
addition, the famous poet of the Silver Age, Bal’'mont Konstantin Dmitrievich (1867-1942),
began translating the Daodejing at the end of the 19th century. In 1909, he published a col-
lection of writings titled The Calls of Antiquity (Zovy drevnosti), in which he selected and
translated 14 chapters of the Daodejing in poetic form, paving the way for the first Russian
translation of the Daodejing in poetic form.

It was not until the end of the 19th century that the first complete Russian translation
of the Daodejing was published. It was translated by a Japanese named Konishi Masutaro
(/NPEE KRR 1862-1940), who, in May 1893, published the first three chapters of a review
article titled “The Philosophy of Laozi” (Filosofiya Laosi) in the Issues of Philosophy and
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Psychology (Voprosy filosofii i psikhologiii). In May 1894, the fourth chapter of the article
“The Philosophy of Laozi” was published in the same journal, together with the full trans-
lation of the Daodejing. In 1913, the offprint Laozi, Daodejing or the Book of Morality (Lao
Si. Tao-te-king ili pisanie o nravstvennosti) was published, which was proofread by Tol-
stoy and annotated by the Russian literary critic Durylin Sergej Nikolaevich (1886-1954).
Konishi’s translation of the Daodejing remained the most influential full Russian transla-
tion until 1950, and, under the influence of Tolstoy, this translation was reprinted at least
13 times and was considered a valuable asset in the Russian studies on Laozi. However,
it did not receive much attention in the academic circle. There was relatively little or no
critical discussion on this translation, and it was often ignored when reviewing the Rus-
sian studies on Laozi. For example, Yang Xingshun (1904-1989), a representative figure
in the study of Daoism during the Soviet period, dedicated a chapter to the study of the
Daodejing in his monograph Ancient Chinese Philosopher Laozi and his Doctrine (Drevnekita-
jskij filosof Lao-tszy i ego uchenie), where he reviewed in a comprehensive and objective
manner various research on the Daodejing in Russia before the revolution, yet he did not
mention Konishi’s translation.

Konishi was a unique figure in the history of Russian sinology. He was born in Japan
in 1862 during the Meiji Restoration Era. Influenced by this trend, he began to explore new
spiritual realms. In 1877, Konishi entered the saltworks of the famous Japanese salt mer-
chant Takeyoshiro Nozaki in Okayama, where he met the priest of the Russian Orthodox
Mission in Japan and was baptized in Japan in 1879 as Daniel Petrovich (also known to
some Russian scholars as Daniel Pavlovich). He was schooled for 6 years at the Orthodox
Seminary and the Orthodox School of Russian language in Tokyo between 1880 and 1886.
He received extensive training in Orthodox Christian theology and the Russian language,
and he was a student of everything that made Nikolay’s mission unique (Konishi 2013,
p- 104). In 1887, Nikolay (Ivan Dmitrievich Kasatki) (1836-1912), then the bishop of the
Japanese Orthodox Church, sent Konishi to study the history of theology at the Kiev The-
ological Academy. In 1892, Konishi graduated from the Kiev Theological Academy and
entered the Department of History and Philosophy at Moscow University. From 1887 to
1893, Konishi studied in Russia for 6 years, where he received dual education in theology
and secular philosophy.

Translating and studying Chinese classics was an important academic activity during
his time in Russia, and it was during this period that he completed the translation of the
Daodejing with the help of two key figures. The first was philosopher and psychologist
Grot Nikolaj Yakovlevich (1852-1899), who was Konishi’s academic mentor in Russia. He
was a professor at Moscow University, the Chairman of the Moscow Psychological Society,
and one of the founders of the largest philosophical journal in Russia—Issues of Philoso-
phy and Psychology. It was in this journal that Konishi published his translation of the
Daodejing, the Great Learning, the Doctrine of the Mean, and other works. It was also through
Grot’s introduction that he met Tolstoy.

The second key figure was Tolstoy, who admired the philosophy of Laozi and be-
lieved that it was a great loss that there was no excellent translation of the Daodejing in
Russia. Therefore, Tolstoy actively promoted the study and translation of Laozi’s philos-
ophy in Russia. In addition to helping Konishi proofread his translation of the Daodejing,
Tolstoy also assisted his follower and fellow translator Popov in proofreading his transla-
tion. Regarding Tolstoy’s proofreading of the Russian translation of the Daodejing, Konishi
wrote in the preface of his offprint translation in 1913, “In November 1895, Tolstoy heard
that I was translating the famous classic the Daodejing from Chinese to Russian, so he asked
Grot to invite me to his house. He said, ‘In order to have the best translation in Russia, I
am willing to help you proofread the text’. I gladly accepted the kindness of Lev Niko-
layevich (Tolstoy). I brought my translation of the Daodejing to him for his guidance sev-
eral times, and we worked together for 4 months. Lev Nikolayevich (Tolstoy) compared
my translation with English, German, and French translations, and decided on the text of
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each chapter. My translation was, thus, completed and initially published in the journal
Issues of Philosophy and Psychology” (Konishi 1913, p. 3).

However, according to historical records, Konishi’s translation was published in Is-
sues of Philosophy and Psychology in 1893-1894. Tolstoy’s daughter Tolstaya Aleksandra
L’vovna (1884-1979) wrote in her memoirs the details of her father’s discussions with Kon-
ishi about the translation of the Daodejing, and the time was recorded as 1893. Tolstaya
pointed out in her annotations that the time “1895” mentioned by Konishi in the preface of
his 1913 Russian translation of the Daodejing was incorrect (Tolstaya 1981, p. 126). In the
book Konishi Masutaro—Tolstoy—Nozaki Takejiro— The Trajectory of Friendship by Ota Kenichi,
the author clearly stated that Professor Grot introduced Konishi to Tolstoy on 23 Novem-
ber 1892, and began to collaborate on the translation of the Daodejing (Ota 2007, p. 262). All
these sources prove that Tolstoy actively participated in the translation and publication of
Konishi’s work on Laozi’s philosophy in 1892-1893. They were drawn to each other be-
cause of their common interest in the nonchurch, nonhierarchical, universal, “rational” re-
ligious perspective expressed by the common people in the Daodejing. Their collaboration
to translate the Daodejing reflected their shared beliefs and ideas (Konishi 2013, p. 112).

The influence of Tolstoy on Konishi was undoubtedly significant. Konishi later be-
came a supporter of Tolstoyism. Under Tolstoy’s influence, Konishi abandoned his Or-
thodox faith shortly after returning to Japan in 1893 and immersed himself in the study
of Tolstoy’s philosophy. He actively engaged in translating and studying Tolstoy’s works,
becoming the first person in Japan to directly translate Tolstoy’s works from Russian. As
an illustration, he initially rendered The Kreutzer Sonata, a story by Tolstoy, with the inten-
tion of indirectly criticizing the Confucian ethical system. His primary aim in introducing
Tolstoy to Japan was not to present him as a literary writer, but rather to showcase his con-
sistent set of religious thought, which were eventually labeled as the “anarchist religion”
in Japan. With Tolstoy’s help, he completed the translation of the Daodejing, which not
only reflected Konishi’s understanding of Laozi’s philosophy, but also embodied Tolstoy’s
interpretation of Chinese culture. Konishi found Tolstoy’s ideas particularly meaningful
because they were similar to those in the Daodejing. He believed that Tolstoy’s emphasis
on universal virtue was at the heart of his philosophy, echoing fundamental concepts from
the ancient Daoist thought.

However, Tolstoy expressed dissatisfaction with Konishi’s translation in a letter he
wrote in 1907, stating that “it is strange that he (Laozi) is not known to this day. He is
so deep in thought and wears Chinese clothes (language and writing). Konishi’s transla-
tion is very poor. The translation should have philosophical wisdom and not be subject to
arbitrary interpretations” (Makovitskij 1979, p. 348). It is, thus, clear that Konishi’s trans-
lation, although influenced by Tolstoy, and was expressive of Russian—Japanese transna-
tional intellectual practices beyond the East-West divide; however, his translation also
maintained its independence and originality, as can be seen from the comparison of the
two translations:

Source text: “HYR, JoRMAE".

Tolstoy’s translation: “oHo u ecTs cyiecTBo HemocTIKMUMOe, OHO OBLAO ITpeXKae
HeOa 1 seman”. (Tolstoy 1992, p. 534)

(It is an incomprehensible existence, before heaven and earth.)

Konishi’s translation: “Berrecto mponsomiio n3 xaoca. Ectp ObiTite, KoTOpoe
CyIIlecT-ByeT paHblile, Hexkean HeOo 1 3emas”. (Konishi 1913, p. 17)

(Matter came from chaos. There is a being that exists before heaven and earth.)

The Chinese word “¥#2” in the original text refers to concepts such as “chaos” and
“fusion”, with a vague meaning. Konishi’s translation selected the religiously suggestive
“chaos” to retain this ambiguous meaning. Tolstoy translated it as “incomprehensible exis-
tence”, retaining the sense of “profound and unfathomable”, but not reflecting the meaning
of chaos and fusion. In other words, Tolstoy claimed Dao as an incomprehensible, but not
a chaotic deity.
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Konishi’s translation was based on the Daodejing, which was collected as the 40th issue
of “Chinese Collection” in the Rumyantsev Museum. He also consulted Japanese publica-
tions on Laozi’s works available in Russia at that time, as well as the French translation
of the Daodejing published by the French sinologist Stanislas Julien in 1842. We speculate
that Konishi also referred to Japanese publications on Laozi’s works that were available in
Russia at the time, because, when he publicly debated Vasil'ev’s views on Laozi, Zhuangzi,
and Han Feizi in his book Religions of the East: Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism, Kon-
ishi pointed out that Laozi, Zhuangzi, and Han Feizi were not contemporaries, and that the
time of appearance of Laozi’s works pointed out by Professor Vasil’'ev was unfounded. The
appearance of the Daodejing was at least three or four centuries earlier than what Professor
Vasil'ev believed. Konishi presented a large amount of evidence and proof, in which he
used Japanese characters to spell out Chinese place names and personal names related to
Laozi’s life in Japanese, rather than in Chinese pronunciation; for example, Han Feizi was
translated into Japanese as “Kanpishi”, Zhuangzi was translated into Japanese as “Soshi”,
and so on (Konishi 1893, pp. 25-28).

The translation of the Daodejing published in 1913 was basically the same as the one
published in Issues of Philosophy and Psychology in 1894, but with slight differences. In
the 1894 version, Konishi presented the translation notes as footnotes, while the 1913 ver-
sion removed Konishi’s footnotes and replaced them with Durelin’s annotations at the end
of the translation. Durelin, in some cases, added the translations of French sinologist Julien,
Russian sinologist Vasil’ev, or Russian poet Bal’'mont, and conducted a simple evaluation
and analysis in his annotations on the basis of Konishi’s original footnotes. For example,
in the annotation for the term “straw dogs” (%4), Durelin added Vasil’ev’s translation for
comparison while retaining Konishi’s footnotes. He also made a brief comment, “The use
of straw dogs instead of any living sacrificial objects shows that, in Laozi’s time, natural
sacrificial objects had been replaced by symbolic ones” (Konishi 1913, pp. 64-65).

Unlike Sivillov’s translation, Konishi preserved the form and structure of the original
chapters and attempted to translate them as accurately as possible, and he succeeded to a
large extent, but there were also translations that did not match to the original meaning of
the source text, showing his difficulty in understanding the text. For example:

Source text: “FFIME 2, AWHED; fmmse, SRR

Konishi’s translation: “Yto6sI 11ocyAa 6bl1a Hall0AHEHA YeM-HUOY Ab, HY>KHO A€p-
KaTh ee TBepA0 (6e3 MaeliIero ABM>KeHu:) ¥ poBHO. YUTOOHI Ae3B1e Ha0CTPIUAO-
Cb, HY>KHO 40AT0 ITpoAoAKarth HataunsaHue”. (Konishi 1913, p. 8)

(To fill a vessel, one must hold it firmly and evenly, without the slightest move-
ment. To sharpen a blade, one must continue sharpening it for a long time.)

The original meaning of the passage is “You hold to fullness, and it is better to stop in
time. You keep on beating and sharpening a sword, and the edge cannot be preserved for
long.” From the translation, it can be seen that Konishi’s understanding and translation of
this sentence almost contradicted the original meaning. Although there were some errors
related to literal translation in Konishi’s translation, it did not deviate from the meaning
of the original text and the integrity of its internal logic on the whole. Moreover, Konishi’s
study of Laozi was not limited to translation, but he also provided a profound analysis and
historical examination of Laozi’s ideas.

The article “The Philosophy of Laozi” published in 1893-1894 was an epitome of Kon-
ishi’s research on Laozi’s philosophy. The article was divided into four parts. In the first
part, Konishi engaged in an open debate against Vasil’ev’s views in his book Religions of
the East: Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism. Vasil'ev, with a strong spirit of skepticism,
denied the authenticity of the author of the Daodejing and argued that it was written at a
time when Confucianism held an important position. Konishi refuted this viewpoint in the
article and vigorously defended the authenticity of Laozi, as recorded in Sima Qian’s The
Records of the Grand Historian. In the second part, Konishi examined the time period and
life of Laozi, challenging Julien’s assertion that Laozi was born in 604 BC. In the third part,
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the author argued that individual wisdom and turbulent times played a role in the emer-
gence of Laozi’s philosophy. Konishi held a higher opinion of Laozi compared to Confu-
cius, seeing Confucius as proud and self-conceited, while Laozi as humble and benevolent
(Konishi 1893, pp. 25-45). In the fourth part, Konishi introduced his position and views
on the ethics and metaphysics of the Daodejing. He believed that Laozi’s “metaphysics” in-
cluded the doctrines of the Dao and cosmology, and that the two were closely related, with
the former serving as the foundation of the latter. Laozi’s ethics encompassed individual
ethics and social ethics. The root of ethical corruption, according to Konishi, was personal
desires, and moral perfection could only be achieved by overcoming selfish desires. When
discussing Laozi’s social ethics, Konishi believed that the core idea was to recognize the
legitimacy of monarchy, advocate governance by nonaction, promote policies of keeping
the people ignorant, advocate legal nihilism, reject wealth, and oppose war. This interpre-
tation shared similarities with Tolstoy’s ideas (Konishi 1894, pp. 363-79).

Konishi’s study of Laozi was even more persuasive when viewed from the perspec-
tive of the world civilization. He received a Western-style education, initially following
the Eastern Orthodox Church, before later embracing Tolstoyism. Therefore, his study of
Daoist philosophy was conducted within the framework of Western philosophy, rather
than Chinese classical philosophy. He drew parallels between Laozi’s thought and that
of Western philosophers such as Heraclitus (about 544-483 BC), Plato (427-347 BC), and
the Eleatic School, arguing that the concept in Western philosophy that is closest to the
“Dao” is “nous” proposed by Anaxagoras (500428 BC). Konishi pointed out that, “similar
to Greek philosophy, Laozi’s metaphysical system is also a systematic and comprehensive
exposition on the highest existence. The difference lies in the fact that Laozi’s thought is
the product of individual wisdom, whereas Greek philosophy is the product of the collec-
tive efforts of many scholars” (Konishi 1894, pp. 386-88). Thus, it is evident that he was
skilled at drawing on and analogizing classical Western philosophy. In most cases, these
were valuable insights, but sometimes the supposed similarities he pointed out did not
actually exist, such as the so-called correspondence between some of Laozi’s propositions
and the philosophy of Heraclitus, or the similarity between the cosmology of the Daodejing
and the thought of the Greek philosopher Anaxagoras. Although his views were still open
to debate, and his translation had some shortcomings, it is undeniable that he had a strong
spirit of scientific inquiry and dared to challenge the works of Russian sinologist Vasiliev
and French sinologist Julien. In the process of interpreting Laozi’s thought, he compared
it with the doctrines of ancient Greek philosophers, building on the foundation of West-
ern philosophical perspectives, and he made unique contributions to the translation and
cross-cultural exploration of Chinese philosophical classics.

5. Summary and Conclusions

The Imperial Russian Period was an important stage for Russia’s expansion abroad,
with a strong emphasis on studying the culture and economy of neighboring countries.
The study of Chinese culture in Russia at that time was carried out under official instruc-
tions and monitoring, with the aim of seeking some kind of “homogeneous discourse sup-
port” to achieve spiritual colonization of China. Although the development of Russian
sinology began with the establishment of the Russian Orthodox Mission in Beijing in the
early 18th century, it was not until a century later that research on the Daodejing started
to appear in the works of the Russian Orthodox missionaries stationed to Beijing. The
research on Daoism and Laozi in Russia started relatively late, but the Daodejing is now
the most frequently translated Chinese classic in Russia and an important component of
international studies on Laozi. The characteristics of the early dissemination of Laozi’s
teachings in Russia can be summarized as follows:

Strong Historical and Religious Limitations: Translators during this period in Russia
inevitably approached the translation and interpretation of the Daodejing with a compar-
ison to religious theology, resulting in strong historical and religious limitations. In the
early stages of dissemination, Russian studies of the Eastern countries were always inter-



Religions 2023, 14, 766

15 0f 18

twined with Russian interests, and sinological studies, including the study of Laozi, were
characterized by practicality and utilitarianism. The research on Laozi conducted by mem-
bers of the Orthodox Mission, who had strong religious zeal and academic spirit under
official instruction, played a significant role in the early dissemination of the Daodejing.

Drawing on Outstanding Achievements from European Sinology: Russian sinology
research has been greatly influenced by the West, particularly French sinology. The transla-
tion and interpretation of Western versions have indirectly contributed to the development
of Russian studies on Laozi. In particular, Julien’s French translation of the Daodejing in
1842 had a tremendous impact on Russian sinologists and facilitated the dissemination of
the Daodejing in Russia.

Comparisons and Contrasts Between East and West: The translation and study of the
Daodejing during the Imperial Russian Period were predominantly based on the methodol-
ogy of comparative philosophy. In Tsarist Russia, the main reference points for interpret-
ing the Daodejing were Christian Quietism, Hinduism, and Neoplatonism. In the later pe-
riod of Tsarist Russia, there were also translations and summaries of the Daodejing from the
perspective of religious syncretism, such as Tolstoyism and theosophical thought. Direct
comparison of Laozi’s philosophy with similar ideas in other religious and philosophical
systems was a consistent research method and tradition in Russian studies on Laozi in the
early stages, and it continues to be so today.

The Fusion of Tolstoyism and Laozi’s Teachings: Tolstoy played an indispensable role
in the spread of the Daodejing in Russia. He used the authority of the Daodejing and some of
its ideas to reinforce his own concept of nonresistance to evil and nonviolence within the
framework of Tolstoyism, which was gradually emerging at that time. In Tolstoy’s transla-
tions and reviews of the Daodejing, the integration of Laozi’s philosophy with the Tolstoy’s
own thinking was clearly visible, profoundly influencing the development of Russian stud-
ies on Laozi. Even Russian scholars such as Lisevich Igor’” Samojlovich (1932-2000) and
Maslov Aleksej Aleksandrovich (1964-)hypothesized that Konishi’s translation and Yang
Xingshun’s translation during the Soviet Period tended to replace Chinese Daoist philoso-
phy with Tolstoyism® (Myshinskij 2016, p. 123).

Widespread Misinterpretations and Misunderstandings: The early dissemination of
the Daodejing in Russia, compared to the West, was closer to the source text and showed
greater respect for the original work. However, due to issues such as language compre-
hension and Eurocentrism, translations often retained a touch of mystical or utopian color,
resulting in various mistranslations and misinterpretations. In particular, there was a neg-
ative understanding of wuwei (nonaction) that directly influenced the evaluations of Rus-
sian thinkers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries regarding Laozi’s teachings, labeling
the Daodejing with characteristics of nihilism, laziness, pessimism, individualism, etc.

High Academic Value, but Limited Dissemination: During the early stage of dissem-
ination, translations and research articles on Laozi’s teachings were produced by Russian
sinologists such as Sivillov, the anonymous author, and Bichurin. These works were pro-
found and objective in their research. However, due to various reasons, they were unable
to be published or had very limited circulation, resulting in the lack of a significant impact
on society. As a result, subsequent scholars’ studies on the scholars and works of this pe-
riod were relatively scarce, leading to some erroneous historical accounts and literature.
It is imperative for the academic community to engage in discussions and corrections on
these issues.

In summary, early Russian studies on Laozi exhibit distinct historical and regional
characteristics. Russian sinologists generally approach the studies on Laozi with a posi-
tive and respectful attitude. However, there are inherent limitations in research due to the
perspective of the “other”, resulting in difficulties in transcending religious and Eurocen-
tric biases in translation and research. Conducting a comprehensive analysis of historical
documents and the unique characteristics of early Russian studies on Laozi, as well as in-
vestigating the understanding and cultural impact of these studies in Russia, can enrich
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our research and correct inaccuracies in existing literature, and provide a detailed and
supplementary portrayal to the global landscape of Laozi studies.
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Notes

1

The manuscript materials of the Kazan University library are now preserved in the Russian Foreign Policy Archive and the
National Central Archive of History.

In 1915, Zamotaylo published the first half of Sivillov’s translation on pages 209-245 of the fifth and sixth issues of the fourth vol-
ume of the Odessa Library Association Magazine affiliated with Novorossisk University. The second half of Sivillov’s translation
was published by Zamotaylo on pages 3-21 of the first and second issues of the fifth volume of the same magazine in 1916, as well
as in 1916 in an offprint with the following information: V. 3amotariao. 1916. «Ilepesod Aao-0a-usuna Apxumardpuma Jaruura
Cusuaroea 1828z2. Co écmynumervroil cmamoeii 0 daocusme u kKondyuuarcmea.» Ogecca: H./l. Aambepra. (Zamotajlo 1916 «Perevod
Dao-deh-tszina Arkhimandrita Daniila Sivillova 1828 g. So vstupitel 'noj stat'ej o daosizme i konfutsianstva.» Odessa: N.L. Lamberga.)

The most important work about Quietism Spiritual Guide (Guia spiritual) was written by Spanish theologian and Catholic mystic
Miguel de Molinos, and then translated into Russian by Lopukhin Ivan Vladimirovich (1756-1816), one of the leading represen-
tatives of Russian Freemasonry, published in Moscow in 1784.

Another important factor that contributed to the negative interpretation of Daoist philosophy in Russian society was Religions
of the East: Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism (Religii Vostoka: konfutsianstvo, buddizm i daosizm) published in 1873, written by
Vasil'ev Vasilij Pavlovich (1818-1900), in which Vasil'ev mistakenly depicted the concept of wuwei as laziness and opposed it
to active living. He commented on Laozi’s philosophy from the perspective of Eurocentrism, which played a negative role in
Russia’s understanding of Daoist philosophy (Vasil'ev 1873, pp. 72-104). He even speculated that Laozi had been to the West,
and that the Daodejing was completed on the way to the West. He compared the Daodejing to the Bible, believing that the ideas
reflected by the three Chinese characters of Dao i#, de, and jing % were very close to the concept of God (Zhang and Luo 2022,
p- 3).

The Russian Orthodox Mission in Japan was founded in 1870 by Nikolay, who came to Japan in 1861 as a priest accompanying
the Russian Consulate in Hakodate. The Russian Orthodox Mission opened this Orthodox Christian school in order to expand
the influence of Orthodox Church in Japan, train Japanese priests, and absorb Japanese believers. In addition to theology and
Japanese, the curriculum of the school included courses in Russian, Chinese, algebra, geometry, geography, history, psychology,
and the history of philosophy.

In the text, we mentioned that Yang Xingshun did not mention at all in his monograph the complete translation published by
Konishi at the end of the 19th century, which was reprinted many times, and that he could not have been unaware of this
Japanese scholar’s translation of the Daodejing. It is speculated that this is because Yang Xingshun hoped to completely eliminate
the religious elements in Daoist philosophy; thus, he did not recognize Konishi’s translation. However, it is interesting to note
that the Russian scholar Myshinskij Aleksej Leonidovich (1966-) carefully compared Yang Xingshun'’s translation with Konishi’s
translation and found a high degree of similarity between the two translations (Myshinskij 2015, pp. 666—69). One possibility is
that Yang Xingshun referred to this translation and, therefore, did not want to acknowledge its historical status, claiming that his
translation of the Daodejing was the first complete translation in Russia. Another possibility is that his thinking is actually con-
sistent with Konishi, who included the ideas of Tolstoy; hence, his translation coincidentally or miraculously matches Konishi’s
translation. This view has been discussed by Russian scholars such as Lisevich, Maslov, and Myshinskij.
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