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Zhou Daguan — The Author of “The Customs of Cambodia”

Duan Lisheng

The Customs of Cambodia (sometimes translated as A Record of Cambodia: The Land
and Its People) by Zhou Daguan of the Yuan Dynasty is one of the earliest existing
monographs that comprehensively introduces the political, economic, religious, cultural
and social customs of Cambodia during the Angkor period. The monograph was
recorded based on the author’s personal experiences in Cambodia, and has a high
reputation both at home and abroad for its accurate and credible records and has
become an immortal work.

Regrettably, there is no historical record about Zhou Daguan himself. The History of
Yuan' has no biography on him, and it is also difficult to find anything about his life and
deeds from the local chronicles of his hometown — Zhejiang General History and The
Chronicles of Wenzhou Fu. Therefore, when The Complete Library in Four Sections?
introduced the author of The Customs of Cambodia, it had one simple sentence:
"Daguan, a citizen of Wenzhou." Wu Yifeng in the Qing Dynasty’s handwritten book The
Customs of Cambodia - Postscript said: "Daguan, whose name might be Jianguan, from
Yuan Dynasty, styled himself as Caoting Yimin. His courtesy name?3 and official title
cannot be found anywhere.” This is all we know about Zhou Daguan’s life.

Obviously, we must not be satisfied with such a superficial understanding of Zhou
Daguan, which is disproportionate to his outstanding contribution and the academic
status of The Customs of Cambodia. The following are some of my views on these
issues.

Regarding Zhou Daguan's name, according to Xia Nai's research, Wu Qiuyan's Zhusu
Shanfang Collection Volume 2 contains a poem titled "Three poems to Zhou Dake as a
gift for his recording of the customs of Cambodia on the journey following the envoy." If
the word “Ke” is correct, then Dake could be regarded as a nickname for Daguan. In
Qian Zeng's Dushu Mingiu Ji, he wrote "Zhou Jianguan", the word “Jian” is obviously a

' The official history of the Yuan dynasty.
2 China’s largest historical encyclopedia.
3 In ancient China, when a person reached adulthood, it was disrespectful for their peers to call their names
directly, so they would choose a word for themselves, which could be used when interacting with others in
society in order to show mutual respect.
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mistake of the word “Da”.! Mr. Xia Nai's opinion is correct. The shape of “Jian” is similar to
the traditional writing of “Da” and is easy to be engraved by mistake. Qian was a native
of the late Ming and early Qing dynasties, and Wu Yifeng was from the Jiaqging period of
the Qing Dynasty. Therefore, Qian Zeng's Dushu Mingiu Ji was wrongly engraved first,
and then Wu Yifeng's manuscript The Customs of Cambodia followed the mistake.
"Daguan, whose name might be Jianguan”, should therefore be discarded.

As for "Ke" and "Da", there is a big difference in terms of the sound or the shape of the
word, so it should not be mistaken. Dake is likely to be his original name, and Daguan
should be his name changed after he returned from Cambodia and wrote The Customs
of Cambodia. Daguan can be interpreted as "at ease under all circumstances”, and it also
means "seen everything". The historical book Book - Zhao Gao said, "When Zhou Gong
arrived in Luoyang in the morning, he had seen everything® in the area of Xinyi." Another
book by author Cai Shen, said Zhou Gong had "seen everything® in the operation of the

LT

area of Xinyi”.

Zhou Dake arrived in Cambodia in July of the Yuanzhen Bingshen year® and stayed for a
year. "Although | can’t fully know all the details of the customs of the country, | can still
get a general idea." He wrote The Customs of Cambodia under the name Daguan,
which means having seen the customs of Cambodia. After the book was completed, he
sent it to Wu Qiuyan, a famous poet and scholar who lived in Hangzhou at that time. Wu
Qiuyan was impressed and composed three poems for him as a gift. Because Daguan’s
new name was not known at the time, Wu Qiuyan still called him by his old name Zhou
Dake. Zhou Daguan's self-styled nhame “Caoting Yimin”, appeared later.

There is no historical record of the date of Zhou Daguan's birth, but we can get a rough
idea based on the existing materials. According to Zhou Daguan's narrative, he followed
the envoy to Cambodia in 1296." This time should be correct. The essential matter is how
old he was at the time. Wu Qiuyan’s poems to Zhou Daguan provided an important clue:
"Listen to the exotic customs described by Zhou, he was in the prime of his life at the
time."v So Zhou Daguan'’s trip to Cambodia was in his prime of life. Therefore, 30 years
back from 1296, Zhou Daguan was born around 1266, that is, during the Xianchun era of
the Song Dynasty. As for the year of his death, Zhou Daguan wrote the preface to Lin

4 Here “seen everything” uses Daguan 3A¥{ in Chinese, this quote is to explain where the word “Daguan”
is from.

5 Here bianguan i3} is used, which has the same meaning as Daguan.

6 The year 1296.
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indicating that he was still alive at the time, but he was in his 80s. Zhou Daguan's death
would be shortly thereafter.

There is no direct document about Zhou Daguan's family background. Someone wrote
an article saying, "Zhou Daguan came from a prominent family in Yongjia, Zhejiang.""!
Although the article did not suggest the basis for this, we can find proof from Zhou
Daguan's preface to Lin Kun's Cheng Zhai Za Ji. At the beginning of the preface he
states: "My family has Chengzhai Zaji in the book collection, the stories from this book
are very unique, nine out of ten of the stories | have never seen before, and the name
of the person who collected the stories was not written. | found out from Guxue Yubian
which | read recently, there is a Lin Taishi (official historian) in Kuaiji (a county), he
believed in neo-Confucianism when he was young, he believed honesty is the most
important quality to be a moral person, therefore he name his study room Chengzhai
(Honesty).™ i

Just imagine, how can a family with a collection of books be a poor one? It is very
possible that Zhou Daguan came from a prominent family. What is certain is that Zhou
Daguan himself was never an official. He went to Cambodia as an attaché to the
imperial envoy, not as an official. Later, he styled himself Caoting (thatched cottage)
Yimin (hermit), which reflects his living conditions in a thatched cottage, living as a
hermit.

From the interaction between Zhou Daguan and Wu Qiuyan, we can tell that their
political tendencies were the same. Wu Qiuyan, “whose courtesy name was Zhenbai
Chushi, was open-minded, with a noble character, thought of himself like Guo
Zhongshu.” He was proud and unruly throughout his whole life, the corrupted officials
and the vicious rich were like maggots on rotten meat to him. One day a ‘maggot’ went
to visit him, and he shouted ‘I don't have time for this’ from the window upstairs.”*
Such a proud and unruly man like Wu Qiuyan valued Zhou Daguan highly, he “strongly
recommended”™ Zhou'’s book, from this we can tell the two of them were congenial.
Birds of a feather flock together, from the record of Wu Qiuyan's habits and character,
we can speculate what type of personality Zhou Daguan had.

7 Guo Zhongshu, courtesy name Shuxian, was a Chinese painter, scholar, calligrapher and philologist
during the Five Dynasties period and Song dynasty.
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Through the above analysis, we have a better understanding of Zhou Daguan's life.
Although | dare not hold a conclusion on his name, birth and death year, family history
or his character, this may be still useful in the absence of historical data.

i Xia Nai “Annotating The Customs of Cambodia”, preface by the annotator, Zhonghua Book Company,
1981 edition, page 2.

i“Ci Hai”, Daguan note.

it Zhou Daguan, “The Customs of Cambodia”, preface.

v Zhou Daguan, “The Customs of Cambodia”, preface.

v Wu Qiuyan, “Zhusu Shanfang Ji Volume 2: Wulin Wangzhe Yishu: Zhou Dake Sui Fengshi Guo
Zhenlaguo Zuoshu Ji Fengsu Yinzeng Sanshou”.

Vi Lin Kun, “Chengzhai Zaji: Jindai Mishu”.

Vil H.W. Ponder, “Reading The Customs of Cambodia”, translated by Yao Nan, published on “East
Magazine” Volume 39, Number 13.

Vil |in Kun “Chengzhai Zaji: Jindai Mishu”.

*Lu Youren, “Wulin Wangzhu Yizhu” Volume 21: Xianjulu “Postscript”.

x“Summary of Siku Quanshu Zongmu” Volume 71.
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