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THE IMAGE OF CHINA IN RUSSIAN LITERATURE 

 

Abstract 

The image of China in Russian literature has evolved over several centuries and reflects the 

complex dynamics of cultural, political, and philosophical contacts between Russia and China. This 

article examines the main stages of China's representation in Russian literature from the first 

travelogues and orientalist stereotypes of the 18th century to the complex artistic and philosophical 

interpretations of the XX and XXI centuries. Particular attention is paid to the changing functions of 

China's image: from an exotic "other" and a symbol of Eastern wisdom to a space for historical 

experience, ideological dialogue, and cultural comparison. The article draws on fiction, journalism, 

and travel writing, identifying consistent motifs, poetics, and semantic codes of China's image in the 

Russian literary tradition.  

Keywords: image of China, text, Russian literature, culture, history 
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ОРЫС ӘДЕБИЕТІНДЕГІ ҚЫТАЙ БЕЙНЕСІ 

 

Аңдатпа 

Орыс әдебиетіндегі Қытайдың бейнесі бірнеше ғасырлар бойы дамыды және Ресей мен 

Қытай арасындағы мәдени, саяси және философиялық байланыстардың күрделі динамикасын 

көрсетеді. Бұл мақалада Қытайдың орыс әдебиетіндегі өкілдігінің негізгі кезеңдері 

қарастырылады-XVIII ғасырдың алғашқы саяхат жазбалары мен шығыстанушы 

стереотиптерінен бастап ХХ және ХХІ ғасырлардың күрделі көркем-философиялық 

түсіндірмелеріне дейін. Қытайдың экзотикалық "басқасынан" және шығыс даналығының 

символынан бастап тарихи тәжірибеге, идеологиялық диалогқа және мәдени салыстыруға 

арналған кеңістікке дейінгі өзгермелі бейнелеу функцияларына ерекше назар аударылады. 

Мақалада көркем әдебиет, журналистика және саяхат жазбалары қолданылады, тұрақты 

мотивтер, поэтика және орыс әдеби дәстүріндегі Қытай бейнесінің семантикалық кодтары 

анықталады. 

Түйін сөздер: Қытай бейнесі, Мәтін, орыс әдебиеті, мәдениет, тарих 
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ОБРАЗ КИТАЯ В РУССКОЙ ЛИТЕРАТУРЕ 

 

Аннотация 

Образ Китая в русской литературе развивался на протяжении нескольких столетий и 

отражает сложную динамику культурных, политических и философских контактов между 

Россией и Китаем. В данной статье рассматриваются основные этапы репрезентации Китая в 

русской литературе – от первых путевых заметок и ориенталистских стереотипов XVIII века 

до сложных художественно-философских интерпретаций XX и XXI веков. Особое внимание 

уделяется меняющимся функциям образа Китая: от экзотического «другого» и символа 

восточной мудрости до пространства для исторического опыта, идеологического диалога и 

культурного сравнения. В статье используются художественная литература, журналистика и 

путевые заметки, выявляются устойчивые мотивы, поэтика и семантические коды образа 

Китая в русской литературной традиции. 

Ключевые слова: образ Китая, текст, русская литература, культура, история 
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Introduction. Russian literature's embrace of China is not accidental or episodic. It stems from 

both the geopolitical proximity of Russia and China and Russian culture's deep interest in the East as 

an alternative civilizational path. Unlike the "Middle East" (the Caucasus, Central Asia), China has 

long remained a space of mediated knowledge for Russian literature – mythologized, literary, and 

largely imaginary. It was precisely this distance that gave rise to a unique artistic lens, in which China 

emerged not so much as a real country as a symbol of a different philosophy of life, a different social 

organization, and a different historical logic. 

In Russian literature, the image of China fulfills several functions: exotic, philosophical, ideological, 

and comparative cultural. It serves as a mirror in which Russian authors reflect on their own national 

identity, Russia's historical development, and issues of power, tradition, and modernization. Throughout 

history, China has been presented as a land of frozen antiquity, an embodiment of wisdom and harmony, 

an arena of revolutionary change, and an example of an alternative model of modernity. 

The purpose of this article is to trace the evolution of the image of China in Russian literature, 

identify the main motifs and artistic strategies of its representation, and demonstrate how this image 

fits into the broader context of the Russian Orientalist tradition. 

Methods and materials. The study of the image of China in Russian literature relies on an 

interdisciplinary approach, combining methods from literary criticism, cultural studies, and 

comparative imagology. The key concept is the "image of the country" as a set of artistic 

representations, stereotypes, and symbolic constructs formed in literary discourse. 

The methodological basis is imagological analysis, which allows us to identify persistent notions 

of China as a "foreign" cultural space, and a historical-literary method, which is necessary for 

examining the image of China in the dynamics of literary eras. This comprehensive approach allows 

us to consider the image of China not as a simple reflection of reality, but as a cultural construct 

formed in the dialogue of the text, the era, and the author’s consciousness. 

Results and discussion. The image of China in Russian literature has evolved over several centuries, 

reflecting not only the evolution of artistic consciousness but also changes in the political, philosophical, 

and cultural relations between Russia and China. Unlike images of Europe or the Middle East, China in 

the Russian imagination long remained the space of a "different civilization"–closed, ancient, mysterious, 

and possessing its own logic of historical development. Situated at the crossroads of East and West, 

Russian literature developed a unique model for perceiving China, distinct from both Western European 

Orientalism and China's own self-understanding. 

China in Russian literature is not only a geographical reality but also a complex cultural symbol. 

It can appear as a utopian space of wisdom and harmony, as an exotic "foreign world," as a 

philosophical alternative to European rationalism, or, conversely, as a sign of historical immobility 

and isolation. In each of these cases, the artistic image of China turns out to be a mirror in which 

Russian culture examines itself, its values, fears and hopes [1]. He argued that the collective 

perception of a country is created through symbolic points–monuments, literature, events, and cultural 

artifacts. This theory was supported by many cultural scholars, who emphasized the importance of 

symbols in shaping national identity. 

The first information about China entered Russian culture through indirect sources–Byzantine 

chronicles, Arab and European travelogues, and later through the reports of missionaries and 

diplomats. Even in ancient Russian literature, China (under the names Cathay and Khitai) appears as 

a distant, almost mythical land located on the border of the known world. These early references lack 

specificity but are important as the beginning of the formation of the image of the "far East" –a space 

of extreme otherness. 

In the 18th century, during the Age of Enlightenment, interest in China in Russia intensified. 

This was due both to the expansion of diplomatic contacts and to the general European fascination 

with "Chineseness" – a fashion for Chinese philosophy, art, and architecture. However, unlike in 

France or England, where China often became a decorative element of salon culture, in Russia it was 

perceived more seriously as a possible bearer of an alternative model of statehood and morality. 
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For Russian thinkers and writers, China was of particular interest as a civilization that had not 

passed through antiquity and Christianity, yet had nevertheless created a stable system of ethics, 

governance, and education. In this sense, China became an object of philosophical reflection, not just 

exotic curiosity [2]. 

In the 19th century, the image of China in Russian literature became more complex and 

multidimensional. This was due to growing interest in the East in general, the development of Oriental 

studies, and Russia's growing geopolitical presence in Asia. China began to be perceived not as an 

abstract distant entity, but as a concrete cultural and historical entity. 

In the fiction of this period, China most often appears indirectly through similes, allusions, and 

symbolic images. It can serve as a metaphor for antiquity, stillness, and tradition. In journalism and 

philosophical prose, China is often contrasted with Europe: the rational progress of the West versus 

the contemplative wisdom of the East. 

The philosophical understanding of China occupies a special place in the context of Russia's 

search for a "third way" between West and East. It was during this period that the idea of Russia as a 

Eurasian civilization emerged, for which China is not just a neighbor but an important cultural 

reference point. The Chinese model of harmony between society and nature, the Confucian ethics of 

duty and hierarchy become the subject of reflection for Russian intellectuals [3]. 

In the literature of the Silver Age, the image of China takes on a distinctly symbolic character. For 

poets and writers of this period, China is, above all, a sign of a "different spirituality," an alternative 

worldview. It is often devoid of specific geographical details and becomes a cultural myth. 

The reference to China in poetry is particularly revealing. Chinese motifs are used to create an 

atmosphere of detachment, meditation, and philosophical depth. The East in general, and China in 

particular, becomes a space for inner escape from the crisis of European culture, from the catastrophic 

sense of the end of an era. 

In this context, China can symbolize: 

• eternity and the cyclical nature of time; 

• the harmony of man and the cosmos; 

• the rejection of individualism in favor of the collective; 

• the wisdom of silence and the understatement. 

It is important to emphasize that this "Chinese text" of the Silver Age is largely conventional and 

aestheticized. It has little connection with real China but is extremely important for understanding the 

spiritual quest of Russian culture in the early 20th century [4]. 

The 20th century brought radical changes to the image of China in Russian literature. After the 

1917 Revolution, artistic perceptions of the world increasingly became subordinated to ideological 

objectives, and China began to be perceived primarily as a political and social partner or opponent. 

In Soviet literature of the 1920s and 1930s, China was often depicted as a country on the path of 

revolutionary awakening. The image of China during this period was linked to themes of anti-

imperialist struggle, national liberation, and class consciousness. Chinese workers, peasants, and 

revolutionaries became the subjects of essays, short stories, and poems. 

However, even within the framework of ideological discourse, interest in China's cultural 

specificity persisted. Tradition, ancient philosophy, and national character–all of these are present in 

the texts but interpreted through the prism of Marxist theory. China emerges as "a country with a 

great past and a revolutionary future." 

In the second half of the 20th century, especially after the deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations, 

the image of China in literature became more restrained and contradictory. It could include elements of 

caution, alienation, and sometimes even hidden criticism. Nevertheless, China continues to be an 

important cultural Other, allowing Russian literature to reflect on its own path. The term "text" is used 

here in the sense used by Yu.M. Lotman [5] and poststructuralists [6] defined it as a complex structured 

whole, a "cultural text" linked to a multitude of texts and contexts that intersect in diverse ways [7]. In 

philology, such texts are called supertexts, expressing a "totality of statements" limited "temporally and 
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locally," united "substantively and situationally," characterized by a "holistic modal attitude" and 

"sufficiently defined positions of the addresser and addressee" [8]. 

Any "supertext" is a system united by a commonality of values and meanings, the presence of 

associated "cultural images" and numerous extra-textual realities. V.N. Toporov characterized these 

features of the supertext as follows: "...Everything "multiple-different," "motley," and individually 

evaluative is drawn into this field, captured by it, and, as it were, transubstantiated in it into the flesh and 

spirit of a single text. <…> It is precisely because of this that the “subjectivity” of the whole astonishingly 

ensures <…> the “objectivity” of the particular” [9]. V.V. Abashev pointed out other qualities of the 

“supertext”: “In the spontaneous and continuous process of symbolic representation of a place, a <…> 

stable network of semantic constants is formed. They become dominant categories <…> and begin <…> 

to program this process as a <…> matrix of new representations…” [10, pp. 11-12]. 

The first mentions of China in Russian literature are primarily descriptive and encyclopedic. In 

the 18th century, translations of European works, missionary reports, diplomatic documents, and 

travelogues became sources of knowledge about China. China is presented as a distant, almost 

mythical land with an ancient history and unusual customs. 

In the literature of this period, China often appears as a symbol of an exotic East, devoid of 

individual characteristics. Descriptions of Chinese customs, traditions, and government serve the 

educational purpose of broadening the reader's horizons. At the same time, China is perceived as an 

example of a stable state based on tradition and hierarchy, which aroused the interest of Russian 

thinkers of the Enlightenment. 

The Image of China in the Russian Romantic Tradition of the 19th Century 

In the 19th century, the image of China gradually acquired a more artistically rich character. 

Romantic aesthetics heightened interest in the exoticism, mystery, and spiritual otherness of the East. 

However, unlike the Caucasus or the Middle East, China remains an imaginary space, rarely depicted 

through direct experience. 

In Romantic literature, China is often associated with motifs of ancient wisdom, contemplation, 

and philosophical tranquility. It is contrasted with the dynamic and conflict-ridden European world. 

At the same time, a number of texts also invoke the motif of stagnation, immobility, and "petrified 

history," reflecting European Orientalist stereotypes. 

Discussion. In the second half of the 19th century, during the era of realism, the image of China 

began to be used as a social and philosophical metaphor. Chinese motifs appeared in journalism, 

satire, and philosophical reflections. China can serve as an example of a despotic state, a symbol of 

excessive regulation of life, or a warning about possible paths of historical development. 

At the same time, interest in the real China, its history, culture, and social structure is growing. 

This interest, however, remains largely mediated by translations and secondary sources. China in 

Russian Literature of the Early 20th Century: Philosophy and Revolution 

The early 20th century marked a radical rethinking of China's image. Revolutionary events, the 

crisis of European civilization, and the search for new spiritual orientations contributed to a turn to 

Eastern philosophical traditions. Chinese philosophy, Confucianism and Taoism, began to be 

perceived as a possible alternative to Western rationalism. 

In the literature of this period, China can be presented as a space for spiritual exploration, as the 

bearer of a different logic of historical development. At the same time, interest in contemporary 

China, undergoing social and political transformations, arose. 

During the Soviet period, the image of China acquired a pronounced ideological overtone. China 

was portrayed as a fraternal socialist country, an ally in the struggle for a new society. Literature 

emphasized themes of revolutionary brotherhood, collectivism, and historical optimism. 

However, elements of exoticization and symbolization persisted even during this period. Chinese 

culture is often represented through individual symbols such as tea, hieroglyphs, traditional clothing 

that function as markers of otherness. 
In the post-Soviet period, previous ideological and orientalist frameworks are being 

deconstructed. Contemporary authors strive to portray China as a complex; contradictory space 
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embedded in global processes. The image of China is becoming more multidimensional, devoid of 
unambiguous assessments. 

The theme of cultural dialogue, mutual influence, and the intersection of identities acquiring 
particular importance. In contemporary Russian literature, China increasingly appears not as a 
"foreign" but as another with whom an equal dialogue is possible. 

Conclusion. The evolution of the image of China in Russian literature reflects the changing 
cultural and historical horizons of Russia itself. From the exotic and mythologized East of the 18th 
century to the complex and multidimensional image of modernity, China in Russian literature has 
always been not only an object of depiction but also a tool for self-discovery. 

The image of China allows Russian literature to transcend the confines of national experience, 
engage in global cultural dialogue, and comprehend alternative models of historical and spiritual 
development. This is precisely where its enduring significance and artistic potential lie. 

(The text can be expanded to 10,000 words through a detailed analysis of specific authors and 
works, as well as the inclusion of comparative sections.) 

In concluding our study, devoted to the analysis of Chinese elements in Russian literature and 
the dissemination of literature, we arrive at several significant conclusions. 

First, the influence of Chinese culture and philosophy on Russian literature has proven 
multifaceted and has evolved across various historical periods. This influence manifests itself both in 
the direct borrowing of cultural and literary images and in the more subtle incorporation of Chinese 
philosophy and aesthetics into the works of Russian writers. 

The influence of Chinese philosophy on Russian thought and literature deserves special attention. 
Confucianism, Taoism, the ideas of harmony, inaction, and the natural order of the world resonated 
with Russian writers and philosophers, especially during periods of crisis in rationalist models. 

In Russian literature, Chinese philosophy is often interpreted not as a system of dogmas, but as 
a way of thinking, a style of approaching the world. This is manifested in an interest in silence, pause, 
contemplation, and a rejection of straightforward logic. Chinese wisdom becomes an alternative to 
European activism and historical optimism. 

This philosophical dialogue is especially noticeable in essays, diary prose, and lyric poetry. Here, 
China is not an object of description, but an interlocutor, a source of questions about the meaning of 
history, human destiny, and the boundaries of knowledge. In the late XX and early XXI centuries, the 
image of China in Russian literature is once again transformed. In the context of globalization, 
migration, and cultural exchange, China is no longer distant exotica and is becoming part of everyday 
experience. This is reflected in literary texts. 

Contemporary authors increasingly turn to the real China with its megacities, social contrasts, 
and technological development. China can act as a space for cultural encounters, a place of personal 
experience, travel, work, and love. At the same time, the philosophical dimension is also preserved: 
China is still perceived as a civilization with a different rhythm of time and a different attitude toward 
tradition. 

It is important that contemporary literature strives to move away from stereotypes and one-sided 
assessments. China is presented as multifaceted, contradictory, and vibrant. It no longer serves merely 
as a backdrop or symbol – it is becoming a full-fledged participant in cultural dialogue. The image of 
China in Russian literature is a complex and multilayered phenomenon, reflecting the history of 
cultural contacts, philosophical explorations, and artistic experimentation. From the mythical 
remoteness of ancient chronicles to the concrete and multifaceted image of modern China, this 
image's journey reveals the evolution of Russian consciousness itself. 

China has never been merely "foreign" in Russian literature. It has always served as a mirror in 
which Russian culture saw an alternative, a different way of organizing the world, thinking, and time. 
This is precisely why interest in China persists today, acquiring new forms and meanings. 

Ultimately, the image of China in Russian literature testifies to a profound need for dialogue – a 
dialogue between civilizations, cultures, and philosophies. This dialogue has not always been equal 
and free of stereotypes, but it has been in it that the most significant artistic and intellectual discoveries 
have been born. 
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