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both written accounts of Ruan Yuan and oral lore about his family. Thus Wei’s book builds
on and goes beyond earlier published works and archival sources. Her account adds many
new details to our understanding of the full dimensions of Ruan’s political and intellectual
career. As one of the most important figures during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, we see through Ruan’s “life and times” a dynastic era in transition from a late
empire �� ! to the early modern world �� !.

Specialists in late imperial Chinese history in particular will find the many sources and
rich information in this volume of great value. Wei presents such a solidly nuanced
biography of Ruan Yuan that her account is a must read for specialists of the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries. But the book’s comprehensiveness on Ruan Yuan’s political
career also makes it an important addition to modern Chinese history. Wei’s meticulous use
of numerous archives enables her to present the broader history of the period and define the
multiple intellectual agendas of the early nineteenth century. Moreover, Hong Kong
University Press has produced this book with numerous maps, tables, appendices,
bibliographies, and illustrations, thus making this important research accessible to the non-
specialist and members of the public who want a taste of what the life of a late imperial
Chinese official was like in the Celestial Bureaucracy �� before the Opium War.

BENJAMIN A. ELMAN

Princeton University

The Merchant of Zigong: Industrial Entrepreneurship in Early Modern China. By
Madeleine Zelin. New York: Columbia University Press, 2006. Pp. xxiv + 404. $45.00/
£29.00.
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