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			For my husband

			In memory of my father

			and for my mother
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			Prologue: The Mandarin’s Clothes

			Zhaoqing, China, September 10, 1583

		

		
			Japan looks onto an immense empire that enjoys great peace and is considered superior to all the Christian states as regards the workings of justice by the Portuguese merchants. . . . The Chinese I have seen . . . are bright and eager to learn. . . . Nothing leads me to imagine the presence of any Christians there.

			—Francis Xavier

			The Audience

			The prefect1 Wang Pan wore a loose robe of red silk and a mandarin square elaborately embroidered with two wild geese. The sleeves of the garment were so long and wide as to conceal his hands. Ornaments of silver, wood, and ivory hung from the richly decorated belt. His boots and hat were both black, the latter a rigid skullcap with a rounded brim on either side pointing down toward the shoulders.

			Everything in the dress and bearing of the middle-aged official responsible for governing a region in the south of China the size of a small Italian state denoted prestige. The choice of ornaments was not left to chance, personal taste, or any wish to flaunt opulence, but was dictated by a precise protocol codified at the imperial court in Beijing. The details of the apparel, first of all the type of embroidered bird used as a badge of office, indicated that the “mandarin”—a term derived by the Portuguese from their verb mandar, meaning to command, and used by them to designate important Chinese dignitaries—held the fourth-highest rank of the nine in the imperial bureaucracy. Even though he was not at the very top of the administrative ladder, his power was sufficient to intimidate anyone admitted to his presence.

			He sat on a chair with high armrests and an imposingly tall back at a table of dark wood bearing a number of books bound in damask fabric. Calligraphic brushes of different sizes in wood and bamboo were arrayed on a small and elegant vertical rack of wood and polychromatic china with a painted dragon motif, beside which was the customary slab of black stone for ink and a special bird-shaped water jug of white jade. Vases of blue and white porcelain and jade sculptures embellished with minute inlay were displayed behind him on top of a bookcase with asymmetrical shelves.

			Kneeling before the prefect together with a number of Chinese citizens were two young missionaries with European features. Their heads were shaven, and they wore modest robes of grey cotton similar to those of Buddhist monks.

			The priests had as yet a very limited knowledge of the difficult language and the history, culture, and customs of that remote empire in the farthest East, so different from the world they knew. The China with which they were now coming into apprehensive contact was a mysterious and hostile land that refused entry to foreigners, who were regarded as illiterate barbarians and dangerous enemies.

			Helped by an interpreter and obeying the rules of a complex and alien procedure, the two Italian Jesuits, Matteo Ricci and Michele Ruggieri, asked the mandarin for permission to reside in his country. They wanted to purchase a site where they could build a house and a church and worship their god, the Lord of Heaven and Earth, in peace and in accordance with the laws of the land.

			It was a fateful moment, and the date, September 10, 1583, was to remain imprinted in the Jesuits’ memory forever. After at least thirty years of fruitless attempts by Western priests to establish a foothold on imperial territory, the first Jesuit mission in the China of the Ming dynasty was becoming a reality, and one that would mark the beginning of one of the most significant periods in the history of cultural exchange between East and West. For Matteo Ricci, then thirty years of age, it was the start of a human, intellectual, and spiritual adventure that was to continue for the rest of his life.

			Thirty years earlier . . .

			Note

			1. The term used by Ricci in his writings is governatore, which corresponds in the Ming bureaucratic nomenclature to zhifu, meaning an official in charge of a prefecture (fu). This is translated here as “prefect” in line with current terminology.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter One

			v

			The Jesuit and Mathematics

			From Macerata to Rome, 1552–1576

		

		
			Whatever the present or other Roman pontiffs order that concerns the saving of souls and the spread of the faith, and to whatever provinces he shall wish to send us, this let us strive to accomplish as far as in us lies, without any turning back or excuse.

			—Ignatius Loyola, Constitution of the Society of Jesus (1540)

			Geometry is one and eternal shining in the mind of God. That share in it accorded to humans is one of the reasons that humanity is the image of God.

			—Johannes Kepler, Harmonices Mundi (1618)1

			The Choice

			Matteo Ricci was born in Macerata, a town of the Papal States with a population of just under thirteen thousand, perched on a hill between the parallel valleys of the Potenza and Chienti rivers, on October 6, 1552.2 In addition to various other municipal councils, his father, Giovanni Battista Ricci, an apothecary by profession, is thought to have served on the Consiglio di Credenza, membership of which was an exclusive prerogative of the city’s dignitaries, in 1596.3 The Ricci family had belonged to the lesser nobility of Macerata for centuries, their coat of arms being a blue hedgehog (riccio in Italian) on a vermilion field, and were to be granted the marquisate of Castel Vecchio at the end of the seventeenth century. His mother, Giovanna Angiolelli, was also born into a noble family.

			Matteo, the firstborn of a numerous family, had four sisters and eight brothers, including Antonio Maria, who was to become the canon of Macerata, and Orazio, who was to hold important positions in the government of the city.4 Entrusted to the care of his grandmother, Laria, he studied under the guidance of Father Niccolò Bencivegni from Siena until the age of seven, when the priest left his post as tutor to enter the Society of Jesus, one of the most important orders founded in connection with the Counter-Reformation.

			Matteo continued his studies at the new Jesuit college opened in the city in 1561, where he distinguished himself as one of the best pupils and manifested a religious vocation at a very early age, according to Sabatino de Ursis, his first biographer.5 His father is reported to have had other plans for him, however, and he was sent to Rome immediately on completion of his basic education in order to study jurisprudence at the university, probably with a view to a career in the papal administration.

			He arrived in Rome in 1568. The capital then had a population of nearly one hundred thousand and was one of the world’s greatest cities of art. Work was still underway on Saint Peter’s, the symbol of the Church’s greatness, whose creation had involved some of the greatest artists of the Renaissance. Its construction, which did not come to an end until the following century after 176 years of activity and the succession of twenty-eight popes to the throne of Saint Peter, was regarded by Romans as a never-ending process. Ricci was not to witness the erection of Michelangelo’s renowned dome, as it was not completed until 1588, four years after the death of its designer and ten after his own departure from the capital.

			The atmosphere in Rome was steeped in the spirit of the Counter-Reformation. The Council of Trent (1545–1563) had ended just a few years earlier with an overall doctrinal and disciplinary reorganization of the Catholic Church after the rift in the Christian world caused by the Protestant Reformation. The pope’s authority was being constantly strengthened, and his claims to supremacy over the temporal powers were being asserted with ever-greater determination. The creation of the Congregation of the Holy Office, or Inquisition, in Rome by Paul III in 1542 and the publication of the Index Librorum Prohibitorum by the order of Paul IV in 1559, with the ensuing repressive measures against nonorthodox authors and printers, made it possible to exercise rigid control over culture, thus stifling the lively growth of ideas that had characterized the previous century. The papal throne had been occupied for two years by Pius V, formerly the Dominican friar Antonio Michele Ghislieri, an inquisitor and future saint unswerving in the persecution of heresy and dissent, who excommunicated Elizabeth I of England in 1570.

			At the time when Ricci entered the capital, Italy was a patchwork of states mostly subject to Spain, among which only Venice and, within certain limits, the Papal State retained any real independence from Madrid. Bitter religious disputes were interwoven in Europe with the struggle for supremacy among the nations. In the Near East, Suleiman the Magnificent had died two years earlier after bringing the Turkish Ottoman Empire to the peak of its power and threatening the eastern borders of Austria. Vying for supremacy over the world’s oceans were the two Catholic maritime powers of Spain and Portugal, whose navigators were responsible for the most important exploits of the previous century, from the discovery of the New World to the first landings in India and the circumnavigation of the globe.6 The image of our planet had changed, and expeditions in previously unknown seas and lands led to the redrawing of maps and the growth of trade, giving birth to a market that now embraced different continents. Missionaries traveled the routes opened up by explorers and merchants, Jesuits together with Franciscans, Dominicans, and Augustinians, eager to convert “the infidels” in every corner of the world and to regain in distant lands part of the power lost by the Catholic Church in Europe due to the Protestant Reformation.

			In the previous century, while the boundaries of the known world widened, the Old World had undergone deep cultural change. Princes, military leaders, cardinals, courtiers, adventurers, merchants, and bankers, as well as artists, architects, writers, philosophers, astronomers, mathematicians, physicians, and magicians, all played their parts in a drama destined to transform the world. Now, however, halfway through the sixteenth century, the drive for innovation that had characterized the Renaissance period was forced to come to terms with the rigorous control over orthodoxy imposed by the religious authorities in Catholic countries like Italy and Spain. Despite the savage wars of religion that soaked Europe in blood and the intolerance that impeded the free expression of culture, evolution toward modernity did continue in knowledge and art as well as the gradual creation of nation-states. New ideas intermingled with old conceptions and philosophies on a complex and contradictory social and cultural scene. Age-old superstitions accompanied the first steps of modern science. Greater depth and specialization were achieved in every field of knowledge, and natural philosophy began to give way to the scientific disciplines fully established in the centuries to come. Mathematics took on a central role as an essential tool for the investigation and understanding of natural phenomena, and technology gained increasing power and importance.

			We cannot know the dreams and aspirations of Matteo Ricci as he embarked on life in the Rome of the late Renaissance. The hagiographic accounts of Jesuit biographers7 are rife with premonitory signs sent by divine providence to herald his destiny as a missionary and show no trace of the doubts, hesitations, and uncertainties he probably experienced, like most young people seeking their way in life. It can only be assumed on the basis of subsequent events that Matteo Ricci was soon convinced that a secular career was not for him. He began to attend the Marian congregation attached to the Roman College, the Jesuit university in Rome, in 1569 and made the decision to abandon law and enter the Jesuit order even before completing three years of university studies. He presented himself to the novitiate of Sant’Andrea al Quirinale on August 15, 1571, and was admitted to the Society of Jesus by Jeronimo Nadal, then vicar general. His spiritual guide in the house of probation was Alessandro Valignano, thirteen years his senior but admitted to the Jesuit order only four years earlier, a temporary replacement for the titular master of novices Fabio de Fabii. The register of the Society of Jesus, which still survives, includes a document drawn up by Valignano certifying the admittance of “Mattheo Ricci” from Macerata and attesting that the young person had signed the customary declaration of self-renunciation and complete obedience to the constitution of the order,8 that he accepted “the way of life of the Society and was perfectly content to be admitted to whatever rank and office the Society might see fit to grant him and to perform obediently whatever he might be ordered.”9

			While it is possible that Alessandro Valignano sensed Ricci’s qualities of character on their first meeting, he certainly had no way of knowing that the young man from Macerata would become one of his greatest allies in the missionary work in China and one of the wisest practitioners of the method he himself devised of spreading the faith. Valignano was appointed Visitor in the Indies shortly afterward, with the task of supervising the work of the missions in the Far East. He left Rome for Lisbon in September 1573 and set sail for the Indies from there the following year, together with forty young brethren.

			The news of the radical decision taken by Matteo, now a novice in the Society of Jesus, was evidently a blow to his father, who immediately set off in a bid to persuade him to change his mind. Shortly after his departure, according to the Jesuit biographers, Giovanni Battista was struck down by a severe bout of fever and was forced to stop in Tolentino, about eleven miles southeast of Macerata. Perhaps seeing this as a sign from God, or simply having come to realize that his efforts would prove useless, he resigned himself to turning back and wrote to tell his son that he would respect his decision and make no attempt to stop him.

			After his brief encounter with Valignano, Ricci’s figure of reference was Fabio de Fabii, a Roman nobleman who had joined the order, like him, against the wishes of his family. In May 1572, shortly before his twentieth birthday, he took the simple vows that constituted the first step toward becoming a member of the Jesuit order.

			The Society of Jesus and the 
Roman College: Ad maiorem Dei gloriam

			Joining the Society of Jesus, or Societas Jesu, meant belonging to a religious elite culturally in the avant-garde. Ignatius Loyola (1491–1556), the founder of the order and a scion of a noble Basque family, had abandoned a military career after being seriously wounded and had channeled his warrior’s ardor into the religious struggle. It was while studying at the University of Paris that he created the Society of Jesus in 1534, together with six fellow students, including his compatriot Francis Xavier.10 He conceived it as a rigidly hierarchical organization, a select militia at the service of the pope and the Counter-Reformation, with the task of defending the Church against heretics. Absolute obedience to the decisions of superiors was mandatory for Jesuits, as we read in the Constitution:

			Let holy obedience, in execution, in the will, and in the intellect, be always utterly perfect in us; let us obey with great promptness, spiritual joy, and perseverance whatever may be commanded of us.

			Approved by Pope Paul III in 1540, six years after its foundation, the order had obtained a considerable degree of independence from the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and its members recognized the authority of no superior from outside the order other than the pope. In addition to the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, the members who completed the requisite series of studies and were judged spiritually fit also undertook to perform unhesitatingly whatever mission the pope might assign them by taking the specific vow circa missiones. The supreme head was the Praepositus Generalis, or Superior General, subject only to the regulations of the order and the pontiff. The long training before taking the vows and the techniques of self-control and asceticism developed by Loyola in the Spiritual Exercises, published in 1548, strengthened the gifts of discipline, energy, tenacity, and abnegation that made the order’s members ideal instruments for the defense and propagation of the Catholic faith.11

			Immediately after the creation of the Society of Jesus, Jesuit missionaries traveled the routes opened up by explorers to spread the Gospel among “infidels” in every corner of the world, making converts in Africa, South America, India, Malacca, Japan, and the Moluccas. The most difficult country to penetrate was China, whose coasts had been reached for the first time by the Portuguese in 1515 but where no priest had yet been able to settle.12 The first missionary to seek entry into the Chinese empire during the Ming dynasty, after founding Jesuit missions in India, the Moluccas, and Japan, was Francis Xavier, who considered it necessary to focus the utmost attention on China due to the evident cultural influence exercised by the empire over the rest of Asia. Xavier was convinced that the missionary work in other Eastern countries, including Japan, would be much easier if China became Christian. Having left Japan and arrived at Goa in India at the beginning of 1552, the Jesuit took up residence a few months later on the small island of Shang-
chuan, ten kilometers off the Chinese coast, and waited in vain for permission to enter the country. After a sudden illness, he died in December 1552, two months after Ricci’s birth.

			In Europe, the members of the Society of Jesus devoted themselves above all to education, considered the most effective form of missionary activity. Their cultural background was immensely rich, even though naturally bent to their religious ends, and many were confessors and advisers to princes and sovereigns. Their teaching took place in colleges, which included schools of every level and universities founded in many European countries and some where missions were operating. Renowned for their educational rigor and attended by members of the order and by the sons of the ruling class, the Jesuit colleges and houses scattered through the whole of Europe numbered over five hundred by the end of the sixteenth century.

			The syllabuses followed the indications of the founder of the order, who envisioned a broad range of disciplines, albeit in line with the dictates of orthodoxy. “As regards letters . . . he wants everyone to be well-versed in grammar and the humanities, especially if aided in this by age and inclination. Then he rejects no kind of accepted culture, neither poetry and rhetoric nor logic and natural and moral philosophy, neither metaphysics nor mathematics . . . because the order must be endowed with every possible means of edification.”13 The method of teaching followed the instructions formulated by the founders of the order and subsequently laid down in the Ratio studiorum, promulgated in its definitive form in 1599 by Claudio Acquaviva, the heir to a noble Neapolitan family, who became the Superior General in 1581 and was to hold that position for over thirty years, covering the entire span of Ricci’s life in China.

			The Jesuits’ allegiance in philosophy was to Aristotle and in theology to Saint Thomas Aquinas, the doctor of the Church who had succeeded in combining the Stagirite’s teaching with Catholic doctrine in a rational system of thought. As we read in the Ratio studiorum, “Our brethren follow the doctrine of Saint Thomas absolutely and do everything possible to ensure that the students cherish it in their hearts.”14

			The most important Jesuit university, regarded as a model for all the others, was the Roman College, today the Pontifical Gregorian University. Organized on the same lines as the University of Paris, it received papal recognition as a center of higher education in 1556. According to a letter written by Loyola on the plans for the college in March 1553,15 “most learned and assiduous” professors were to teach “intelligent and virtuous students of good background and education” and seek to turn out “eminent Jesuits.” The order’s teachers included experts in specialized disciplines like mathematics and astronomy.

			Matteo Ricci was admitted to the Roman College on September 17, 1572, after a short period at its Florentine counterpart,16 where he had been sent on taking his initial vows. Ugo Boncompagni, a convinced supporter of the Jesuit schools and missionary work, became Pope Gregory XIII in the same year.

			The home of the Roman College, the fourth since its foundation and the last before its definitive move to the premises built by the order of Pope Gregory, was a solemn Renaissance palazzo built with funds donated by the Marquise of Tolfa, the widow of Paul IV’s nephew Camillo Orsini. The complex consisted of two separate buildings “harmoniously laid out around two large arcaded quadrangles,”17 one for the students and classrooms, the other for the religious community, beside which the church of the Annunziata stood. The Roman College taught over a thousand young people from all over Europe free of charge in that period.

			The 130 of these who belonged to the order,18 like Ricci, were offered an overall education but only on condition that they lived in the college and that their contacts with parents and relatives were kept to the bare minimum. For nearly five years, from the moment Ricci crossed the threshold of the building, his real family was to be the group made up of his fellow students and the teaching body. The Jesuit would always remember them with affection and nostalgia, as is clearly revealed on reading his letters from the East. In one of the first, written shortly after his departure for the missions and sent from Cochin, India, in November 1580 to Ludovico Maselli, rector of the Roman College in the years when Ricci attended it, we read as follows:

			I do not feel so much sadness . . . at being far away from my family secundum carnem, even though I am very attached to the flesh, as at being away from Your Reverence, whom I love more than my own father.19

			The young Ricci set about the course of studies laid down for those belonging to the order: two years of rhetoric, three of philosophy, and three of theology. He studied Latin, the language in which the lessons were taught, as well as Greek and Hebrew in the first two years. The decision of the teachers at the college to present pagan authors of antiquity as models of style was influenced by humanism, the intellectual movement that had led to the rediscovery and reappraisal of Greek and Latin classical culture in the previous century. The texts studied were, however, vetted in advance by the ecclesiastical authorities, who took care to cut anything deemed inappropriate. Ricci’s reading included the Latin authors Martial, Horace, Ovid, Virgil, and Quintilian, as well as Homer, Hesiod, Thucydides, and Demosthenes among the Greeks. The paradigm to be followed for Latin was Cicero, considered an unsurpassable example of Roman rhetoric. While rigid control was maintained over the content of the courses, the teachers’ choices revealed a significant degree of independence with respect to the ecclesiastical authorities, as shown by the fact that Erasmus of Rotterdam was also read in the Jesuit colleges even though his works had been placed on the Index. Having completed the first two years, Ricci embarked on the three years of philosophy with in-depth study of Aristotelian logic, ethics, and metaphysics, as well as the ethics of the Stoics Epictetus and Seneca. In order to hone his dialectic skills, he took part in the customary monthly debates, during which students presented philosophical theses and defended them before an audience of teachers and students in accordance with previously established procedures.

			Even though the philosophical exercises were carried out according to the rules of Aristotelian logic and in the name of reason, the end was theological. The Jesuits saw knowledge as a sword to be carefully honed and used to defend the Church. In no case was study to distract the novices from their religious mission, and still less to lead them onto paths incompatible with the strictest observance of doctrine.

			Ricci attended the courses of rhetoric and philosophy, subjecting himself to what a Jesuit historian describes as “unflagging mental activity, constant practice and exercise, a sort of never-ending gymnastics of the mind.”20 He is also reported to have taken part in the “academies” or study groups made up of students particularly distinguished for learning, diligence, and piety. During the last year of philosophy, he attended the new course on controversies inaugurated by the young teacher of theology Roberto Bellarmino, a future cardinal and saint destined to become one of the most influential figures in the Society of Jesus.21

			Christopher Clavius, Mathematics, and Astronomy

			An integral part of the philosophical training imparted in the Jesuit colleges was the study of natural philosophy, understood as the sciences and especially mathematics, which at the time also included astronomy, music, geography, and applied disciplines like mechanics and architecture.

			The second half of the sixteenth century saw mathematics taking on a significant and all-pervasive role in technology and the study of nature. Advanced arithmetical procedures were required in the then developing fields of trade and banking as well as in architecture, the manufacture of cannons, the study of the trajectory of projectiles, and numerous other technical and artisanal activities that called for precise measurement and calculation. Geometric skills were also indispensable in art in order to capture three-dimensional reality on canvas by means of perspective, a technique perfected in the previous century and based on principles that heralded the development of projective geometry. Mathematics was to take on a still more significant role in the following century, becoming the primary tool of the investigation of the physical world for Galileo. As the Pisan scientist wrote in a celebrated passage of his work The Assayer,

			Philosophy is written in that great book which ever lies before our eyes—I mean the universe—but we cannot understand it if we do not first learn the language and grasp the symbols, in which it is written. This book is written in the mathematical language.22

			Mathematical knowledge was considered important also for theological purposes. According to the Church and its reworking of the Greek conception of nature, God designed and created the world in accordance with mathematical laws that man was capable of discovering and understanding by means of reason. The search for the laws governing the universe was therefore considered a religious quest, and the discovery of the mathematical relations underlying natural phenomena became a way to celebrate the greatness and glory of God’s work. This philosophical vision was shared by scientists and found expression in the words of one of the great astronomers of the seventeenth century, namely Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), the discoverer of the laws governing the movements of the planets:

			The chief aim of all the investigations of the external world should be to discover the rational order and harmony which has been imposed on it by God and which He has revealed to us in the language of mathematics.23

			Mathematics was held in great consideration at the Roman College, where the leading role in persuading colleagues to include arithmetic, algebra, and geometry in the syllabus was played by the German Christoph Klau (1537–1612), known by the humanistic name of Christophorus Clavius and in English as Christopher Clavius. An illustrious astronomer and mathematician, he taught at the Roman College from 1563 on and was one of the professors that most influenced Ricci’s early development. Clavius was regarded as the Euclid of the sixteenth century, a reputation earned through the publication in 1574 of his annotated translation from the Greek of Euclid’s Elements—the famous work on arithmetic and geometry written in the third century bc—considered one of the most complete versions produced during the Renaissance.24 The German professor was also the author of treatises on astronomy, his best-loved subject, and education. The extent of the esteem he enjoyed among scholars can be gauged from his correspondence with some of the greatest scientists of the time, and above all his friendship with the young Galileo, who turned to him for advice on more than one occasion.

			“I attach more importance to the opinion of Your Reverence than to any other.”25 It was in these terms that Galileo, then little over twenty, wrote to Clavius, who was twice his age, for advice on a problem of physics.

			Clavius knew that most of the young novices showed little interest in science and that many professors thought it pointless to teach mathematics to future priests and missionaries. As he wrote,

			Professors of philosophy must have a knowledge of mathematics and . . . urge their students to devote themselves to the study of these sciences instead of neglecting them, as in the past. Students must understand that philosophy and mathematics are connected.26

			Clavius undertook an authentic campaign to persuade his colleagues, maintaining not only that the decision to teach mathematics would enhance the prestige of the Society of Jesus, but also that the discipline of Pythagoras was a fundamental prerequisite for learning the other sciences and applied disciplines. Ricci shared his master’s views and is reported to have derived great benefit from his teaching.

			If mathematics was the foundation of science, then astronomy was its pinnacle. Father Clavius regularly observed the heavens from the terrace of the Roman College and witnessed in 1572 the appearance of a “new star,” which remained visible for eighteen months in the constellation of Cassiopeia before disappearing into nothingness. Also observed by Chinese astronomers, it was actually a supernova, a star of great mass that explodes to shine very brightly for a certain period of time before burning out forever. A celestial phenomenon well known to science today, it was not understood at the time and was regarded rather as an odd meteorological event, it being inconceivable that anything new could appear in the perfect, incorruptible, immutable heavens.

			Known halfway through the sixteenth century as “astrology,” astronomy was divided into “meteorological astrology,” the study of celestial bodies on the basis of observations and calculations, and “judicial astrology,” the study of the influence of the stars on human life in order to draw up horoscopes, which is simply called astrology today. The latter was also taught in universities and was practiced even by great scientists like Kepler, who continued to take advantage of his reputation as an astrologer even in the seventeenth century in order to swell his income with commissions for horoscopes. Even though the belief that the celestial bodies influenced human life was commonly accepted, judicial astrology was banned in the Jesuit colleges because believing that the future was written in the stars was incompatible with the Christian idea of free will.

			The description of the cosmos that Ricci studied at the Roman College and was later to teach to the Chinese dated back to Aristotle and had been presented in mathematical form by the astronomer and geographer Ptolemy (c. ad 138–180) in the Almagest27 and was later reworked in the light of Christian doctrine by Aquinas. According to this model, the universe is finite and the earth immobile at its center. Rotating around it are eight spheres or “heavens” of the purest incorruptible crystalline material on which the moon, Mercury, Venus, the sun, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn are set. Then come the fixed stars, so called in order to distinguish them from planets, which change their position in the sky. After the stars is the tenth and last sphere, called the Primum Mobile, beyond which Catholic doctrine located the empyrean, the dwelling place of God, the only unmoving sphere capable of setting all the others in motion.

			Reinterpreted in the light of religion, the Ptolemaic system had been unchallenged for centuries as established fact and fully corresponded to the vision of a perfect universe created by God with the earth and man in the center, as described by Dante in the Divine Comedy. Scientists accepted it because it made possible fairly precise predictions of astronomical phenomena like solar and lunar eclipses and because it described the movement of planets by means of a mathematical system that, though complex,28 proved sufficiently in line with observation.

			When Ricci studied at the Roman College, the work of Polish astronomer Copernicus,29 containing the new and more correct hypothesis of the structure of the universe with the sun at the center of the planetary system instead of the earth, had already been in print for thirty years, and the seeds of the Copernican revolution, one of the most shattering in the history of Western science, had begun to sprout, paving the way for the radical conceptual changes in the fields of cosmology, physics, philosophy, and religion that were brought about in the seventeenth century through the work of Galileo and Kepler. The conflict between the heliocentric system of Copernicus and the geocentric system of Ptolemy did not, however, affect Ricci, who died in China long before the dramatic events that led to the clash between Galileo, the defender of the Copernican theory, and the Church, which considered it a heretical doctrine.

			Mathematical and astronomical knowledge had immediate application in drawing up the calendar, an essential tool for agriculture and social life. Given Ricci’s particular flair for the scientific disciplines, it is reasonable to assume that he was one of the group attending a specialized course devoted to the construction of perpetual calendars, the study of the planetary tables, and higher-level astronomical calculations.30 Promulgated by Julius Caesar in 46 bc, the Julian calendar was still in use in Ricci’s day but was now out of step with the passing of the seasons. Its rectification was the task of a committee appointed by Pope Gregory XIII, with Clavius as one of its members. Even though Ricci had already left for the East by the time this reform was completed with the introduction of our present Gregorian calendar31 in 1582, he was probably acquainted through his master with some of the problems of calculation to be addressed.

			Ricci also studied geography and cartography, disciplines then in the full swing of development. The courses at the Roman College included not only Ptolemy’s Geography, the compendium of the geographic knowledge of antiquity translated from the Greek in the previous century, but also the works of the most famous Renaissance cartographers, who described the newly explored world and used new techniques to represent the earth’s surface. The innovations in cartography had proceeded in step with the new discoveries. While the map in which the name “America” appeared for the first time to indicate the New World had been drawn in 1507 by the German Martin Waldseemüller (1470–1521), the real progress was made sixty years later. It was in 1569 that the Flemish cartographer Gerhard Kremer (1512–1594), better known as Mercator, devised the “projection” that still bears his name, a geometric technique of map drawing in which the parallels, corresponding to degrees of latitude, became horizontal and the meridians, corresponding to degrees of longitude, became vertical, while the poles disappeared. On a navigation chart drawn in accordance with Mercator’s method, the progress of a ship in a constant direction with respect to the needle of the compass could be represented as a straight line, thus making it much easier for navigators to plot the course and then follow it. His compatriot Abraham Oertel (1527–1598), known as Ortelius, brought out the first atlas in the modern sense of the term, namely the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, a systematic collection of the most recent maps of the world developed with the collaboration of most of the leading geographers of the time. Published for the first time in 1570, it was regularly updated in subsequent editions.

			The teaching imparted at the Roman College was not only theoretical but also included technical disciplines and the development of manual skills. The new scientific developments in the sixteenth century were in any case practically never the fruit of pure speculation but were matters of immediate application, and the theoretical capacities of natural philosophers were accompanied by practical skills that enabled them to construct the instruments they needed in order to explore nature.

			Ricci also acquired technical understanding and developed his manual skills, learning among other things to construct globes that showed the heavenly vault and the earth’s surface on a sphere and to draw maps using the most recent techniques. He studied the mechanisms of instruments of astronomical observation like the astrolabe, a device of ancient origin used to measure the apparent height of stars above the horizon and described by Clavius in an exhaustive treatise.32 He became familiar with the working principles and construction of sundials, ancient instruments that were well known to Clavius and that used the shadow cast by a gnomon onto a marked surface to tell the time of day. He also learned the secrets of the mechanical clocks introduced in the fourteenth century that used chimes to ring the hours. Though still very imprecise, these were becoming rather popular both as table clocks and in miniature versions as watches to be hung around the neck.

			Ricci could hardly have imagined just how much use he would make of this theoretical and practical knowledge in his missionary work. Much of it was to prove invaluable during his stay in China to communicate with a civilization that was different but eager to learn the knowledge produced by another culture.

			It was while he was still studying and concentrated on his spiritual path that Matteo Ricci submitted a request to become a missionary. It is not known whether this was of his own volition or under the influence of his superiors. The young man had to wait for a long time before his application was accepted, as the selection process was very rigorous. Various students dreamed of setting off for the missions, but not all were deemed suitable. The “ardent longing for the Indies”33 was in fact not always accompanied by any real ability to cope with the hardships involved in the missionary’s life. Experience had shown that too many novices were unable to endure the rigors of ocean voyages and life in unhealthy climates, illness, and homesickness. After becoming Visitor of Missions in the Indies, Valignano himself had taken steps to ensure the selection of candidates with an intellectual and psychological profile in keeping with the demands of the undertaking, so as to avoid pointless suffering and failure.34

			Ricci had all the right qualities, being thoroughly prepared and fired with great determination. While he was completing the third year of his philosophy course, at the end of 1576, Martino da Silva, the Portuguese Procurator of Missions in India, returned to Italy in order to select new missionaries for the East and accepted Ricci’s request in agreement with Superior General Everard Mercurian.

			The training and education received during the five years spent at the Roman College—repeatedly recalled by Matteo in his letters from China as a happy and intense period—provided him with the essential grounding for his life to come, a cultural background that was to prove invaluable in spreading the Gospel in the East.
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Chapter Two

			v

			In the East

			From Rome to Lisbon, Coimbra, Goa, Cochin, and Macao, 1577–1582

		

		
			The Chinese cultivate letters seriously and hold learning in high regard but show little interest in arms.

			The Chinese are alert, enterprising, and lively in their actions.

			The Chinese have the best government imaginable and adhere rigidly to established customs.

			—Alessandro Valignano1

			Departure: “All Those Seas”

			It was on May 18, 1577, that the group of Jesuits departing from Rome for the East received the customary blessing of Gregory XIII. Not yet twenty-five years of age, Ricci left the capital immediately after this meeting with the pope—together with his fellow student Francesco Pasio from Bologna—for Lisbon, the port of departure for eastward-bound vessels. Priests traveling to the area covered by the Portuguese padroado2 (the protectorate over missions in the whole of Asia apart from the Philippines, which were under Spanish dominion) were required in that period to be Portuguese by birth or to obtain permission from the Portuguese authorities in order to embark in their ships. Spain and Portugal had vied for mastery of the oceans in the previous century until a precise boundary was established between the two empires with the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494. The imaginary line of demarcation, known as the raya in Portuguese, ran 370 Spanish leagues west of the islands of Cape Verde, dividing Brazil approximately along the 46th meridian west of Greenwich. The Portuguese and Spanish had a free hand respectively east and west of the raya. When the earth was later proved to be round and after Magellan’s voyage of discovery in the service of Spain to the Philippines, where he died in 1521, it became essential to draw another line of demarcation antipodal to the first. The Spanish and Portuguese met in 1529 and agreed that the new raya would run along the 17th degree of longitude east of the Moluccas. What lay east of this belonged to Spain, and what lay west belonged to Portugal. In practical terms, the Portuguese had the whole of Asia apart from the Philippines, and the Spanish crown all of the Americas except Brazil.3

			Even though Ricci knew that he was unlikely ever to return from the missions, he did not make the trip to Macerata to see his loved ones again, which shows just how radical his decision to detach himself from his family was. He sailed from Genoa to Cartagena and then continued overland, arriving in Lisbon at the end of June.

			Since vessels bound for India set sail only in March and April in order to take advantage of the favorable winds and the monsoon season in the Indian Ocean, Ricci had a long wait and spent nearly a year in Coimbra learning Portuguese, which he soon spoke better than Italian. He also began to attend the courses in theology required for entry into the priesthood at the Jesuit College, returning to Lisbon only when the ships were ready to set sail.

			Ricci and the thirteen other missionaries who were to sail with him were granted an audience with Sebastian I in the castle of Almeirim on March 20, 1578, and then were accompanied three days in a solemn procession to the quay on the banks of the Tagus. Awaiting them were three carracks, the São Luis, the São Gregorio, and the Bom Jesus, which they boarded on the evening of March 23. These three-masted vessels armed with cannons, broad-beamed, and riding high on the water, were still used halfway through the sixteenth century both for war and for long trading voyages before their definitive replacement with the faster and more manageable galleons. Loaded with goods for sale in the Eastern markets, each ship carried a group of Jesuits together with over a hundred sailors, soldiers, merchants, and adventurers of every type.

			“Brother Ricci, student of theology,” as he was listed in the ship’s manifest, sailed on the São Luis, the flagship, together with the thirty-five-year-old Michele Ruggieri from the Puglia region, who had entered the novitiate a year before him after studying law in Naples. His real name, Pompilio, of Latin origin, had been replaced with a Christian name as required for priests.

			The priests traveling on the other ships included Francesco Pasio; Rodolfo Acquaviva, son of the duke of Atri and nephew of Claudio Acquaviva; and the Portuguese Duarte de Sande. None of them knew their final destination, only that they were initially bound for Goa, a Portuguese outpost in India where they would stay at the Jesuit College of Saint Paul until their superiors decided on their definitive posting.

			The moving scene on the quayside as the vessels set sail at dawn on March 24 was described by one of the missionaries in a letter from the East:

			Fathers wept for their sons and sons for their fathers, women for the husbands they saw leaving them for such distant parts and such perilous seas, with little hope in most cases of ever seeing them again.4

			The ships were to follow a route similar to the one taken by Vasco da Gama in 1498, when he reached Calicut in India for the first time by circumnavigating Africa and then crossing the Indian Ocean. If all went well, the voyage would take six months.

			Travel by sea was hard, unhealthy, and very risky in that period, when it was calculated that one ship in four would go down on average during a long voyage such as the one to be made by the missionaries. The dangers were many and varied. While attack by pirates or other maritime powers to seize possession of the rich cargoes of merchandise was very frequent, more serious perils lay in the structural fragility of the vessels and the lack of adequate instruments to plot their course.

			Direction was calculated with the aid of the compass, the most important instrument on board, and latitude by using the astrolabe and quadrant to observe the height of the North Star and the constellations above the horizon and judge from their position in the sky how far the ship was from the equator. Longitude was instead calculated roughly on the basis of the estimated distance traveled from a known port. The margin of error was enormous. In the absence of reliable equipment to determine longitude,5 a ship faced the open sea with no precise points of reference, at the mercy of the elements, and in danger of colliding with reefs. In order to arrive safely at their destination, everyone trusted to luck and, above all, the Lord’s help.

			Other serious risks were run on board, where the passengers’ accommodation and sanitary conditions were at the limit of human endurance. The already confined space was crammed to the bursting point with merchandise and supplies for the voyage, including barrels of salted meat and fish, rice, hardtack, flour, dried fruit, and casks of wine. The hundreds of passengers competed for the tiny area left free. As the small amounts of fresh food and drinkable water soon went bad and the diet became less varied, travelers fell prey to illnesses. The most frequent was the dreaded scurvy, which decimated crews on long voyages until the beginning of the nineteenth century, due to the prolonged shortage of the vitamin C contained in fresh fruit and vegetables, which it was impossible to keep on board.

			The four-berth cabin allotted to the Jesuits was scarcely big enough for them to lie down close to one another and try to sleep, tormented by insect bites and the heat, which became unendurable near the equator. The terrible hardships, which the missionaries were scarcely able to bear, were described as follows by one of the Jesuits who traveled with Ricci in a letter to his superiors:

			Those desirous of traveling to India should not be too tied to life but ever ready to die, having great faith in Our Lord and a great desire for suffering, ready to mortify all their senses, for here one learns to know oneself by experience, not by theoretical reflection.6

			The extreme conditions did not prevent the Jesuits from practicing their faith and from ensuring its respect by the sailors as well. The missionaries offered confession and celebrated the most important religious festivities with processions on deck. They confiscated playing cards, dice, and any publications they considered obscene, and they punished blasphemy with a system of fines, on agreement that the money thus obtained would be used for the common good. Their work for the sailors also involved caring for the sick with medicinal herbs received from the Portuguese sovereign, which were boiled in cauldrons on deck.

			While Ricci did not describe the voyage—which can be reconstructed on the basis of documents and the correspondence of other passengers—in his letters from the East, he did make an indirect reference to it when he was threatened with expulsion from China in 1587 and begged the Chinese to let him stay, stating that he would never be able to travel back across “all those seas” between China and his native land.7

			Once past Madeira and the Canary Islands, the carracks were threateningly accompanied for a short distance by two French ships, which then sailed away without taking hostile action as they headed for the Brazilian coast to take advantage of the favorable winds. They crossed the equator after a month of sailing and steered southeast toward the Cape of Good Hope.

			When on deck, observing the sky by day and contemplating the stars by night, Ricci thought over what he had learned in the astronomy course at the Roman College. It was generally accepted that the earth was round at the end of the sixteenth century, and the Jesuit had the opportunity to see the proof—something which was self-evident to seafarers—for himself. A note in the margin of one of the maps drawn in China referred to his observation during the voyage that the north and south pole stars were the same height above the horizon.8

			Leaving the islands of Cape Verde behind them, the ships arrived in June at the Cape of Good Hope, the southernmost tip of the African continent, lashed by gales and high seas. Bartolomeu Dias, the first to sail those perilous waters in 1488, called it Cabo Tormentoso, the Stormy Cape, a name that the king chose to change on his return to Portugal into Cabo da Boa Esperança, a reference to his hopes of discovering the long-sought sea route to India.

			Having rounded the cape, the carracks entered the Indian Ocean and stopped for a stay of six weeks at Mozambique, where the Portuguese had a trading outpost, on the mainland facing the island of Madagascar. The sailors replenished the stores of food and water, and the merchants loaded a few hundred slaves for sale on the Eastern markets. The small fleet resumed its voyage in August, sailing around the Horn of Africa to head across the Indian Ocean for Goa. While the ship faced the last stretch of open sea, Ricci was unaware that Chinese navigators had made the same trip various times starting from the opposite direction nearly two centuries before on junks far more imposing than the Portuguese ships. By order of Yongle, the third emperor of the Ming dynasty, who reigned from 1403 to 1424, six voyages of exploration led by Zheng He, a Muslim eunuch remembered as the greatest admiral in Chinese history, arrived as far as the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea, and the coasts of Kenya. A seventh expedition was organized to the same lands during the reign of Xuande and was completed in 1433. The sailors caught zebras, leopards, and giraffes in Africa and brought them back to the court as weird and wonderful trophies, an event recorded in the dynastic chronicles. According to historical reconstructions, the Chinese fleets of the time were of a size inconceivable for Westerners and presented technical characteristics clearly superior to those of any other country. The expeditions commanded by Zheng He were in fact made up of hundreds of vessels and carried between twenty and thirty thousand passengers, including mounted troops, interpreters, government officials, and physicians. The ships were already fitted with watertight compartments and carried all possible provisions as well as fresh water in special tanks. The junks on which the dignitaries traveled were gigantic. While the length of one hundred meters suggested by some scholars has been challenged as excessive, it can reasonably be asserted that the largest vessels reached up to sixty meters and were equipped with three decks and four or five masts.9 Even on the most conservative estimates, they were far more impressive than any Portuguese carrack or galleon of the late sixteenth century.10 Moreover, the Chinese ships were also equipped with a rudimentary compass consisting of a magnetic needle on a floating support in a container filled with water, an instrument whose invention is regarded by many historians as yet another instance of Chinese superiority over Europe. The first description of the magnetic needle as an aid for navigation is in fact to be found in a Chinese document of the twelfth century, and even though this period coincides more or less with the first appearance of the device on ships in the West, its use on Chinese junks appears to have begun long before. One established fact is that the Chinese had known the properties of magnetite, the material used to make the compass needle, since the earliest times, as there are records of spoon-shaped instruments on bronze supports very similar to primitive compasses used by geomancers in magical and divinatory practices long before the Christian era.

			Despite their considerable advantage over the West in the nautical field, the Chinese lost their maritime supremacy immediately after the last expedition and the death of Zheng He, when the emperor decided to dismantle the fleet and put an end to the great voyages of exploration. The serious threat of the Mongols from the North, which necessitated the mobilization of ever-greater military and economic resources while the imperial coffers were increasingly impoverished, and competition from private expeditions, which had taken control of the most lucrative branches of trade, had made maritime undertakings on such a scale unfeasible. No imperial fleet had since sailed west across the seas, and a century later it was Portuguese ships that set sail for the East in search of new markets.

			In India

			After the last month of uninterrupted sailing, the Portuguese carracks arrived on the western coasts of India to the great rejoicing of many passengers exhausted by their long voyage.11 Ricci disembarked in Goa on September 13, 1578.

			Standing on a site separated from the mainland by a series of lagoons, the city was the first outpost of Portugal’s dominions in the East, conquered in 1510 by the Portuguese navigator and military leader Afonso de Albuquerque, one of the major architects of imperial expansion, who wrested it from the sultan of Bijapur after massacring nearly all of the native population. The hinterland was still under the control of the Muslim ruler, who mounted an unsuccessful siege to regain the city just a few years before Ricci’s arrival.

			Before creating the outpost of Goa, Albuquerque had occupied the island of Socotra in the Gulf of Aden in 1506, Ormuz at the mouth of the Persian Gulf the following year, and Malacca, a tributary of China now belonging to Malaysia, in 1511, after being appointed viceroy of the Indies in 1508. Despite their rapid expansion, the Portuguese did not seek to conquer territories in the interior of the countries reached by sea but only to control coastal cities serving as stopping points for their trading routes. Other Portuguese commanders built harbors and fortresses in Ceylon, Sumatra, and Japan, and first arrived in China in 1515, later establishing a permanent settlement at Macao near Canton.

			From the East, merchants imported goods for which there was great demand in the West. Eagerly sought after to preserve and flavor food, spices such as pepper, cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves, and ginger were considered as precious as gold and silver. Then there were all the other exotic goods like rhubarb, ginseng, scented wood, pearls, jade and turquoise, tea, hides, and typical Chinese products, above all the porcelain, lacquer, and silk famed in the West since the time of the Roman Empire. Even though the secret of silk manufacturing had been prized out of the Chinese as early as the fifth century ad and silk was now produced by other Middle Eastern and European countries, the Chinese variety was the most coveted, especially if worked or embroidered.

			Goa was a typical trading city, bustling and cosmopolitan, inhabited by three to four thousand Portuguese; merchants of various nationalities including Persians, Arabs, Turks, and some Venetians; and Jesuit, Franciscan, Dominican, and Augustinian missionaries, who arrived directly from Europe or from other places in the East. The local population, of the Muslim or Hindu persuasion, was over twice the size of the foreign contingent.

			Alongside the markets—where goods of every kind from every part of India and the other Portuguese possessions were sold, including African slaves—stood numerous monasteries and fifty churches. The first was built by the order of Albuquerque and was dedicated to Catherine of Alexandria, the patron saint of the city.

			Goa was governed by a viceroy appointed in Lisbon with a mandate for the Portuguese dominions in India, and by a council of Portuguese nobles and heads of the trading companies. Watch was kept over religious orthodoxy by the local tribunal of the Inquisition under the intransigent guidance of Bartolomeu da Fonseca, who boasted of having filled the soil with the bones of heretics. The year of Ricci’s arrival alone saw seventeen burned at the stake after being forced to parade through the streets in macabre processions clad in tunics impregnated with sulfur. Many were “New Christians,” members of Jewish families who were forced to embrace Christianity after the expulsion of the Jews from Portugal in 1497.12

			Ricci was received into the Jesuit College of Saint Paul, founded forty years earlier by Saint Francis Xavier, whose remains lay in the adjoining church. He resumed his theological studies and taught Greek and Latin to the older pupils at the mission school, attended by over four hundred local children and adolescents. Many of these were orphans, entrusted to the Jesuits in accordance with customary practice and inculcated by them with Christian values.

			Living in Goa, Ricci realized that the Hindu and Muslim populations were being forcibly coerced into conversion. The city’s Hindu temples had been destroyed by the Portuguese soldiers in 1540, and a law prohibited Christians from having “infidel” servants, thus obliging whoever needed to work with the Portuguese to become Catholic. Moreover, all converts were required to abandon their caste and customs, take a Portuguese name, and adopt Western dress. The situation in which Ricci found himself in that world of blurred boundaries between the sacred and the secular, where religion was mixed up with trafficking, war, coercion, and death, was a far cry from any idea of a mission he may have formed during his years at the Roman College. The harrowing experience of having to adapt to such an extreme reality, as well as to the torrid climate, something still harder to bear for a physique already sorely tried by a long voyage, weakened him to the point where he fell seriously ill. In order to hasten his recovery, the Jesuit authorities transferred him to the town of Cochin on the Indian coast south of Goa, where he stayed for nearly a year, continuing to study theology and to teach Latin and Greek to pupils of the local Jesuit school. It was in Cochin that Ricci was ordained into the priesthood three months before his twenty-eighth birthday and celebrated his first mass on July 26, 1580, as he related in a letter to Ludovico Maselli a few months later: “And on the feast of Saint Ann I sang a solemn mass to the great rejoicing of the fathers and my pupils.”13

			In the same letter, written three years after his departure from Italy, Ricci spoke to the superior, whom he recalled with filial affection, of his nostalgia for the time he had spent in Rome:

			I cannot say what things I imagine at times and how they arouse in me a certain sort of melancholy . . . thinking that the fathers and brothers I loved and love so much at the college, where I was born and raised, might forget me while I hold them all so fresh in my memory. And so one of the good prayers I say with many tears in my misery is to remember you, Most Reverend Father, and the other fathers and brethren at the college.14

			Ricci returned to Goa at the end of 1580 in order to attend the second- and third-year courses in theology while waiting to be assigned to a mission. Many changes had taken place in the meantime. In 1578, two years earlier, Sebastian I had been killed in the battle of Alcázarquivir against the Turks, and Portugal too had come under the rule of Philip II of Spain while Ricci was in Cochin. This dynastic change was to have no effect on trade or the life of the missions in the East, as it had been decided that the division into areas of Spanish and Portuguese influence would remain in force in accordance with prior agreements.

			Ricci was also informed about the fate of the companions who had already left the college in Goa. The previous year, after a few months on the coast of Malabar, Michele Ruggieri had received orders to go to Macao and await a favorable opportunity to gain entry into China. Rodolfo Acquaviva was on a mission with two companions at the court of Akbar, the Muslim ruler of the immense Mughal empire15 in the northern part of India, where he was to stay for three years in an attempt to open the way for Christianity. On his return, when Ricci had already left, the young Acquaviva, now head of the mission at Salcette near Goa, was to be killed, together with four other Jesuits, by natives. According to historical reconstructions of the event which took place in 1583, the cause of the attack was a hatred for priests due to the destruction of hundreds of Hindu temples by Portuguese soldiers and to ill-considered manifestations of contempt for the local religion on the part of one of the missionaries.16

			“Chinese in China”: 
Valignano’s Policy of Cultural Accommodation

			Ricci felt useless in Goa and longed for nothing more than to begin his missionary work. Despite the commitment he put into his work, he derived no satisfaction from the teaching of Latin and Greek grammar, a task that he could not get out of17 and which he performed solely through a “spirit of obedience,” as he confessed in a letter of November 25, 1581, to Claudio Acquaviva,18 who had been appointed Superior General of the Company of Jesus just a few months earlier.19 Writing to superiors was one of the duties that missionaries were required to perform on a regular basis in order to provide information about the countries in which they lived and to report on their activities, as well as to express doubts or ask for support. Of the fifty-four letters that have survived out of the unquestionably much larger number sent to Europe by Ricci, twelve are addressed to Superior General Acquaviva and cover the entire period of his mission. In the first letter from Goa, Ricci not only congratulated his superior on his recent appointment but also took the opportunity to express some views about a recent decision taken by his superiors with which he disagreed, a somewhat courageous step for a member of an order insisting on absolute and unquestioning obedience.

			The Jesuit authorities had forbidden Indians who were studying for the priesthood from attending the courses on philosophy and theology so as to avoid them becoming “overly proud of their learning” and refusing to work among the poorer sections of the indigenous population. Ricci explained the grounds for his dissent in a number of points. If the reason given for denying access to the advanced courses were valid, he argued, then it would hold also for the novices educated in Europe, to whom the entire syllabus was instead open. Moreover, as he bluntly asserted, not all of the European brethren who had studied philosophy and theology put their knowledge to the best use. A staunch defender of the role of culture in the process of evangelization, Ricci maintained that the restrictions imposed on Indians would have the sole effect of “fostering ignorance in the ministers of the Church in a place where knowledge is so necessary.” As he pointed out, the Indian novices were “in any case to become priests and to have souls in their keeping, and it hardly seems appropriate, among so many sorts of unbelievers, for priests to be so ignorant that they are unable to answer an argument or to put one forward in order to confirm themselves and others in our faith, unless we wish to hope for miracles where none are necessary.” He concluded his plea with the point closest to his heart, namely that preventing the locals from studying “letters” lest they should become “swellheaded” only brought the risk of incurring hatred and obtaining insincere and short-lived conversions.20

			These frankly expressed observations highlight the principles upon which Ricci intended to base his missionary work. His convictions with regard to the importance of “knowledge” formed during his years at the Roman College were certainly strengthened in Goa, where he saw for himself how the methods used by the Portuguese soldiers to conquer markets and the coercion imposed on the population to convert them caused distrust, fear, and hatred. The young Jesuit meant to adopt a different method of proselytism, one that would follow the guidelines laid down by the Visitor Alessandro Valignano after his arrival in the Far East. While Clavius had been the point of reference for Ricci’s mathematical studies in Rome, Valignano was to become his mentor for his missionary work in China.

			Born in Chieti in 1539, Alessandro Valignano graduated in law in Padua at the age of eighteen and entered the Society of Jesus at twenty-seven, four years after being imprisoned for wounding a courtier. Having held important posts such as rector of the College of Macerata, he assumed responsibility for the missions in the East at the age of thirty-four. Of imposing physique and feared for his fiery temper, he was a man of acknowledged ability and charisma. Valignano arrived in Goa four years before Ricci and traveled a great deal through India. He reached Macao in August 1578 and stayed there for nearly a year. It was on the basis of his appraisal of the situation in the East that the Visitor devised a long-term strategy to increase the number of conversions. He was convinced that the missionaries should learn the language of the country in which they were to work, study its way of life, adapt to the local customs, and respect the local traditions unless they proved repugnant to Christian morality. Generally referred to as cultural accommodation, this missionary policy was considered innovative at the time. The Jesuit sinologist Pasquale D’Elia describes it as follows:

			It was certainly not his intention to “Europeanize” the peoples of the Far East. What he wanted, and very strongly, was instead that in all things compatible with dogma and evangelical morality the missionaries should become Indian in India, Chinese in China, and Japanese in Japan. This held for food, clothing, and social customs; in short, for everything that was not sinful.21

			During Valignano’s stay in Macao, his attention focused on China, the empire impervious to all foreign penetration that had already closed its doors on Francis Xavier and to all the Jesuit, Franciscan, and Dominican missionaries seeking entry after him. Anecdotal evidence of how much China occupied the Visitor’s thoughts is provided by the Jesuit historian and missionary Alvaro Semedo, who describes him as gazing from a window of the Macao College one day in the direction of the Chinese empire and murmuring, “Fortress, O Fortress, when will you finally open your gates?”22

			Valignano knew that past failures had convinced most priests that the project of evangelizing China was impracticable, and that the bishop of Manila had reported to the Portuguese sovereign and the pope that only a miracle would make conversion of the Chinese possible.23 Even though he was the only one to think otherwise, Valignano was determined to attempt the undertaking once again, not least because he was convinced on the basis of evidence gathered over a long period that China was “a great and noble” country inhabited by “people of lively intellect given to study” and governed “with peace and prudence.”24 If it was to be won over to the Christian faith, it would be necessary to find missionaries prepared to adapt to the local culture and become “Chinese in China.”

			On arriving in Macao at the end of July 1579, Ruggieri found detailed written notes recommending the study of Chinese that had been left by Valignano before setting off for Japan. It would be his task to open the way to China while Ricci was still in Cochin, as we have seen, reluctantly teaching Latin and Greek grammar.

			Macao, the Gateway to China

			The Portuguese colony of Macao on the Chinese border was situated on a peninsula in the midst of lush subtropical vegetation on the estuary of the Zhujiang, or Pearl River, in the Guangdong province on the South China Sea. The Portuguese name Amacao, from which Macao derives, was a compound of Ama, a local divinity, and gau, meaning “port.” The Portuguese had built up a rich settlement of about ten thousand inhabitants with a large hospital and some churches. There were about five hundred families of Portuguese merchants married to Indian or Chinese women as well as missionaries of various nationalities and Indian slaves. The numerous Chinese residents were mainly small shopkeepers and craftsmen or were employed as interpreters for commercial transactions and relations with the local authorities. The pope had recently declared the city a diocese with jurisdiction over China, Japan, and Korea.

			Relations between China and the Portuguese did not run smoothly, as attested by the wall built a few years earlier to separate the mainland from the area reserved for the colonialists, which the Chinese were allowed to enter only with permits twice a week. Portuguese ships had permission to sail up the estuary twice a year as far as neighboring Canton,25 the capital of the Guangdong province and the most important commercial center in southern China, where they stopped for as long as was needed, from two weeks to a few months, to conclude their business. Every other contact between Westerners and the Chinese was discouraged.

			The precarious balance of this peaceful coexistence was demonstrated by an incident that took place a few years earlier, when the Jesuit Cristoforo da Costa baptized a young Buddhist from Canton and took him to Macao. Whether justified or unjustified, the suspicion that the young man had been forced to convert triggered a reaction in a section of the local population, who stirred up a riot and even threatened to destroy Macao, until the local officials ordered the missionaries to send the young man back to his hometown.

			Relations between the Chinese and Portuguese became strained immediately after the first Portuguese ships made a stop in southern China. An embassy led by Tomé Pires traveled all the way to Beijing in 1520 to request authorization to trade freely throughout imperial territory. Not only were the delegates denied an audience with the emperor, but the Chinese—having learned that Portugal was still occupying their protectorate of Malacca and fearing that it might wish to invade China—had them imprisoned on the way back to Macao and refused to release them. The Chinese government subsequently banned all trade with Portugal. However, economic interests ultimately prevailed, and the ban, which had never been respected, was officially lifted in 1554. The Chinese had since accepted the gradual colonization of Macao in practice, albeit without granting official authorization.

			The fear of foreigners and the consequent hostility toward merchants and missionaries were particularly strong in the coastal provinces, as the local populations were exasperated by the recurrent attacks of Sino-Japanese pirates from time immemorial. The scourge of piracy was so dreaded that the Chinese government decided to prohibit all trade between China and Japan in 1560. While this ban was still officially in force, commercial transactions took place all the same through the Portuguese, who plied back and forth between the two countries with their ships. The merchants loaded Chinese products in Macao, especially silk, the commodity most prized in the land of the rising sun, and brought back Japanese silver, greatly in demand in China for use above all as money and in the production of ornamental objects and jewelry. As the precious metal was so coveted in China that it fetched nearly double what it would in the rest of the world, the Portuguese made a fortune by purchasing Chinese goods that they sold in Japan and Europe for practically twice the amount of silver they had invested. The ships loaded with merchandise usually left Macao in June for Japan and in January for India and Europe.

			The transit of goods in Macao was controlled by three agents, often including a representative of the Society of Jesus, who ensured division of the goods purchased in Canton according to established quotas so as to allow all the merchants resident in the city to share in the profits. The Jesuits also invested in the sale of silk in accordance with the very favorable terms of an agreement secured by Valignano, which guaranteed them a set percentage of the product every year.26 The direct involvement of priests in commerce, which served to finance the missions, was criticized by some members of the order but had already been sanctioned by Pope Gregory XIII and would be permitted also by Superior General Acquaviva, who was well aware that the donations of rich merchants were not enough to ensure the survival of the Jesuit residences. The system worked and business was booming despite the ever-present danger of shipwreck. The worst occurred in 1573, when a typhoon struck a vessel just out of Japan, causing one hundred deaths and the loss of eight hundred thousand ducats, a colossal sum for the time.

			Immediately after his arrival in the Jesuit residence of Macao, a building of forty-eight rooms located on the outskirts of the city with an attached novitiate and a church dedicated to the Mother of God, later to become the College of Saint Paul, Michele Ruggieri devoted his energies to the study of Chinese. It was no easy matter to set about learning such a complex language, especially as it was almost impossible to find suitable teachers, most of the Chinese residents being uneducated, speaking only the local dialect, and being ignorant of Portuguese. The missionary had to make do for a certain period with a painter who did not speak his language but could at least draw the figures corresponding to the Chinese words on a sheet of paper.

			As the months passed, Ruggieri realized that his progress was very limited and that his studies cost him what Ricci later described as “great toil.” The Jesuit did not even have the support of the other missionaries, who were convinced of the futility of the China enterprise and were irked that their companion had been exempted from all tasks by order of Valignano in order to concentrate on his studies. Alone against everyone, having become, as Ricci put it, a sort of “martyr to the fathers and brothers here”27—that is, his fellow priests and superiors—Ruggieri wrote to Valignano repeatedly, asking to be teamed with Matteo Ricci, his traveling companion on the São Luis who had still to be assigned to a mission. The Visitor finally agreed and gave instruction to this effect to the authorities in India.

			Meanwhile, in an effort to switch from study to action, Ruggieri decided to enter into China in the only possible way, namely by accompanying the merchants on their journey to Canton. He did this on three occasions, endeavoring each time to stay for as long as possible and to establish relations with the local officials, not least by offering them gifts in accordance with Chinese practice. He had been received by the haidao, the official responsible for the security of the coastal areas and for control over foreigners, and had made contact with a military commander, to whom he presented a mechanical clock. The amazed reaction to this gift led Ruggieri to believe that spring-powered devices capable of ringing the hours were unknown in China, where mainly water clocks and sundials were used to measure the passage of time. The missionary had no way of knowing that it was in fact the Chinese who had constructed the first mechanical clocks, the most famous of which being the astronomical tower of Su Song. Dating back to 1092, this clock of nine meters in height used hydraulic devices to indicate the position of the sun and the stars and to tell the time in hours and fractions of an hour. The mechanical clocks of Western design were a novelty, however, and the Chinese began to use the term “bells that ring by themselves” for those objects shown to them by the missionary that were capable of chiming suddenly, as though by magic. The success obtained showed the Jesuit that following the local custom of making gifts of rare objects and demonstrating knowledge of a few words of Mandarin Chinese was an excellent way to win the favor of dignitaries, and he began to think that the task of penetrating China would not prove so very difficult. In order to make suitable preparations for this enterprise, he obtained permission to build a new residence in Macao, the House of Saint Martin, complete with a small chapel situated behind the college, where he intended to lodge the future converts and to continue the study of Chinese together with Ricci. In the meantime, he wrote to the Superior General requesting precious objects and books for presentation as gifts to Chinese officials, including an illustrated Bible and two mechanical clocks, which he already dreamed of presenting to the emperor one day.28

			Ruggieri visited Canton again in March 1582 after Valignano’s return from Japan. Despite the delay due to the slowness of communications between Macao and Goa, Ricci had finally received instructions to proceed to the Portuguese outpost on the threshold of China. It was in April that the man destined to develop the plans sketched out by Valignano and commenced by Ruggieri hurriedly embarked on the first ship bound for Macao, where he arrived three months later after a stop in Malacca. He traveled together with Francesco Pasio, who was on his way to Japan via Macao. Shortly before boarding, Ricci added to his baggage a mechanical clock intended, in accordance with Ruggieri’s suggestions, as a gift for the governor of Guangdong. The Jesuit fell so seriously ill during the voyage as to fear for his life, but he recovered immediately after disembarking in Macao on August 7, 1582.

			Notes

			1. Jonathan Spence, Chinese Roundabout: Essays on History and Culture [trad. it. Roma: Fazi, 1996, pp. 66–67].

			2. From padrão, the stone cross erected by Portuguese navigators at every new landing place.

			3. Gaetano Ricciardolo, Oriente e Occidente negli scritti di Matteo Ricci (Naples: Chirico, 2003), pp. 41 ff.

			4. G. C. Roscioni, op. cit., p. 108.

			5. It became possible to calculate longitude accurately on board vessels only in the second half of the eighteenth century with the introduction of the first efficient marine chronometers.

			6. J. Spence, The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci, cit., p. 68.

			7. FR, book II, ch. IX, p. 238.

			8. Il Mappamondo cinese del Padre Matteo Ricci S.I., 3rd edition, Beijing, 1602, now in the Vatican Library, commentary, translation, and annotation by Pasquale D’Elia (Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1938), pls. 3 and 4.

			9. Dictionnaire d’histoire maritime (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 2002), pp. 344–46.

			10. Joanna Waley-Cohen, The Sextants of Beijing (New York: Norton, 1999), p. 46.

			11. J. Spence, The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci, cit., p. 80.

			12. J. Spence, The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci, cit., p. 106.

			13. Letter dated November 29, 1580; OS II, p. 13.

			14. Letter dated November 29, 1580, p. 12.

			15. The term “Mughal” or “Mogul” was used in the West for the sovereign of the Indian-Islamic dynasty and, by extension, his empire, the founder of which was Bubur or Baber (1483–1530) of Timurid-Turkic lineage, the fifth descendant of Timur or Tamerlane. The dynasty was strengthened by Akbar the Great (1542–1605).

			16. G. C. Roscioni, op. cit., p. 82.

			17. As he wrote from Cochin to Gian Pietro Maffei in November 30, 1580; OS II, p. 17.

			18. Letter to Claudio Acquaviva, November 25, 1581; OS II, p. 19.

			19. On February 19, 1581, at the age of 38.

			20. Letter to Claudio Acquaviva, November 25, 1581; OS II, p. 20.

			21. FR, introduction, p. XCIII.

			22. FR, introduction, p. LXXXVII.

			23. FR, introduction, p. LXXXVIII.

			24. FR, introduction, book II, ch. I, p. 142.

			25. Guangzhou in Mandarin Chinese. Canton is the Western name for the Guangdong province and is also used for its capital.

			26. J. Spence, The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci,, cit., pp. 175–76.

			27. Letter to Claudio Acquaviva, February 13, 1583; OS II, p. 32.

			28. Letter from Michele Ruggieri to Everard Mercurian, November 12, 1581; ibid., appendix 3.

		

	




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


cover.jpeg
i
RG]

A ﬁw‘ 7 /%fﬂl/]f Court
MICHELA FONTANA





OEBPS/images/Infinity_symbol_fmt.jpeg





