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For more than two thousand years, as capital of the powerful Nan Yue kingdom to its
present position as the largest city in southern China, Canton has been one of Asia's
most important commercial, political, and cultural centres. Arab merchants first
arrived in the Tang dynasty, trading spices, amber, and ivory for silk, ceramics, and
precious stones. During the eighteen century, for the next hundred years, it was the
only port in China where the emperor allowed merchants from the West to do
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business. With trade came the interchange of ideas. Missionaries, educators, political
leaders, and modernizers, Chinese and non-Chinese alike, all tapped Canton's energy
in their efforts to direct the course of China's cultural and political development.
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