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From Macao to Beijing: the Jesuits’ China




A Note on Spellings


I have adopted the modern pinyin system of romanisation for the transcription of Chinese names and terms. There are a few exceptions. For example, I write of ‘Canton’ rather than Guangzhou, because the former term was so resonant with Europeans who travelled to southern China during the period of the Jesuit mission. On the other hand, I have opted for Beijing rather than Peking (Ricci’s Pacchino), because the latter now sounds jarringly old-fashioned. Inevitably, alternative romanisations appear in some passages of quotation; I have silently emended these so as to avoid confusion.




Introduction: Mapping the World


Cambridge is a city in the south-east of Great Britain, the administrative centre of the county of Cambridgeshire and one of the country’s oldest university centres. It is situated on the River Cam (actually a tributary of the River Ouse), 75 km north of London. There are 90,000 inhabitants (1981); the area of the city is 25 km2.


The city is surrounded by cultivated hills or flat plain (absolute height up to 70 m) traversed by rather shallow river valleys. The altitude of the hills and ridges is 10–50 m, the summits of the hills are rounded or flat with gentle slopes. The predominant soil in Cambridge is boulder clay, with large areas of sand to the north of the city. When wet, the clay becomes waterlogged and severely impedes off-road movement of mechanised transport. The most important water obstacle in the city and its surroundings is the River Cam (or Granta), which is navigable north of Cambridge … The rivers do not freeze and are in full flow all year round … Practically all land surrounding the city is under cultivation, with crops of wheat, barley, potatoes and sugar beet … Fields are bordered and roads lined with high hedges, which significantly impede observation of the countryside. A dense network of motor highways in the region of the city ensures the movement of transport in all directions throughout the year. The London–Cambridge motorway is dual carriageway with asphalt and ferro-concrete surfacing, each carriageway being 11m wide, with a dividing strip 2.5–5 m wide … From the air Cambridge is easily recognised by its shape, its situation on the River Cam and the pattern of the road network … Cambridge is an important scientific centre of Great Britain … The Cambridge railway junction includes two stations, with comprehensive facilities and many warehouses, including storage for inflammable materials and lubricants.1


These extracts come from an account of Cambridge published in 1989 to accompany a 1:10,000 city plan. It is one among many thousands of descriptions of cities and regions that were produced by the Soviet military authorities as part of their extraordinary and top-secret project to map the world. This global mapping project was underway before World War II, but intensified during the Cold War. In every embassy, a diplomat was given the responsibility of gathering as much information as possible regarding the topography of the land to which he or she was posted. All available published maps, guides, and directories were collected and sent to Moscow. In addition, any mode of espionage that might uncover the location of significant buildings, resources, and defence structures was encouraged. The plan that survives for Cambridge is fuller, more detailed, and more up to date than any Ordnance Survey map that was available at the time.2 It was also one of the last such maps to be published, since in the very same year the Berlin Wall came down, reorienting the world anew.


The sinister implications of the Soviet enterprise have faded fast. Since the first batch of secret maps was discovered in the early 1990s in Latvia, they have become collectors’ items, curios that provoke laughter more than fear. In the United Kingdom, their quaint transliterations (‘Perli’ for Purley, ‘Sarri Doks’ for Surrey Docks) and occasional errors (‘Timlico’ for Pimlico) have attracted much discussion among amateurs of cartography.3 Nevertheless, to view what is familiar through foreign eyes is an unsettling process. It is astonishing how the superimposition of place names in Cyrillic script can render alien the well-known shape of one’s home town, the coastline of a favourite seaside resort, or the curve of a major river. Meanwhile, the descriptions offered in the accompanying texts, though unarguably accurate, are eerily detached. ‘The predominant soil in Cambridge is boulder clay.’ ‘The rivers do not freeze and are in full flow all year round.’ ‘Fields are bordered and roads lined with high hedges, which significantly impede observation of the countryside.’ These statements do not come readily to the mouth of a Cambridge-dweller.


Although belonging to a very particular moment in twentieth-century international relations, the Russian maps provide a striking comparison with a more remote episode in the history of global mapping. Five hundred years earlier, the world was riven by another iron curtain, which separated Europeans from the vast and secretive empire of China. The so-called Middle Kingdom, ruled by the Ming and rumoured to be extremely rich and highly civilised, was a land prohibited to foreigners. But in 1583 two men from Italy took a boat from Macao up the Pearl river and settled in the ancient city of Zhaoqing. The men who dared to penetrate the forbidden country were Jesuits, members of the recently formed Society of Jesus, and their intent was to convert the Chinese to Christianity. It was a plan perhaps no less brazenly imperialistic than that nurtured by the Soviet authorities in the twentieth century. In order to achieve their goals, the Jesuits (like Russian spies and diplomats) would need information. Thus they set about mapping the lands, customs and beliefs of the Chinese. Their accounts are inevitably those of outsiders. For all that the Jesuit missionaries were astute and conscientious observers, their attempts to make sense of (for example) Chinese religion or government would have seemed strangely alien to those whose practices they described. But that is not to say that their insights hold no validity, nor that relations between the missionaries and their would-be converts were as consistently chilly as the cold-war analogy might suggest. This then is a book about encounter and mutual perception: about the understandings and misunderstandings, conversations and confusions, descriptions and distortions that arose from the meeting of two worlds.


The two Jesuits who entered mainland China in 1583 belonged to an order that had originated among a group of students at the University of Paris fifty years earlier. There were ten companions to begin with: Ignatius (a former soldier from Loyola in the Basque country, who – following a battle injury in 1521 – had determined to devote himself to religion and learning), Francis Xavier (another Basque and Ignatius’s room-mate) and eight others, a majority of Iberians and a minority of Frenchmen. They spoke, they prayed, they planned, and one day, on 15 August 1534 (the Feast of the Assumption), they met in the Church of Saint Denis in Montmartre, bound themselves by vows of poverty and chastity and pledged to go to Jerusalem, or – failing that – wherever else the pope might direct them. Unable to obtain passage to the Holy Land, they went instead to Rome, where in 1539 they presented a proposal for a new religious order, the Society of Jesus, to Pope Paul III. Despite the objections of some cardinals, Paul was persuaded of the benefits of supporting this new order, distinguished as it was by its direct accountability to the papacy. There was even to be a fourth vow (in addition to the conventional obligations of poverty, chastity and obedience) that bound members of the order to journey anywhere in the world, when ordered to do so by the pope. According to the papal bull that gave formal approval to the Society in 1540, the purpose of the ‘Jesuits’ was ‘the propagation of the faith and the progress of souls in Christian life and doctrine’. In 1550, a further bull spelled out that ‘the defence and propagation of the faith’ would include ‘public preaching, lectures … the education of children and unlettered persons in Christianity, and the spiritual consolation of Christ’s faithful’. Besides the faithful, however, the Jesuits were now explicitly urged to direct their ministries to ‘the Turks or any other infidels, even those who live in the region called the Indies, or … any heretics whatever’.4


It is often presumed that the Society of Jesus was founded in direct reaction to the Protestant Reformation that was coursing through Europe at the very time that Ignatius and his friends were gathering in Paris. ‘Shock troops of the Counter-Reformation’ is how the Jesuits are sometimes described. True enough, by the 1550s, campaigning against heresy had become a crucial aspect of their vocation. The ‘Collegio Germanico’ was founded in Rome in 1552, specifically to train up German Jesuits to combat Protestantism back in their homelands. And in 1555 Peter Canisius, the Dutch Jesuit famous for his conversion work in the heartlands of Protestantism, would publish a Catechism in German, in order to propagate the doctrines of the true Church among those most susceptible to heresy. However, the first Jesuits were more focused on pilgrimage and crusade to distant lands than they were on fighting heretics at home. The order grew and spread with rapidity and, by 1555, there were 55 Jesuits based in Goa on the west coast of India, 25 in Brazil and 15 in Ethiopia.5 Their vocation was a uniquely mobile one. Eschewing the monastic conventions of eating and praying in common, it was said that the Jesuits’ ‘best house’ was their pilgrimages and missions.6 According to the Society’s Constitutions, the Jesuit’s calling was ‘to travel through the world and to live in any part of it whatsoever where there is hope of greater service to God and of help of souls’.7 It was to ‘the region called the Indies’ that founding father Francis Xavier would journey. Arriving in India in 1542, he proceeded to Japan in 1549, where he described the people as ‘the best that have as yet been discovered’, although complex politics and an unfathomable language were to prove major obstacles to the Jesuit’s success.8 Next he set his sights on the even less welcoming territory of China. He made it to the island of Shangchuan, 14 km from the south coast of China. But there, in 1552, he died of a fever while he was waiting for a boat to take him over the water to his promised land. It was to Xavier’s elusive quest, the conversion of the Chinese, that the two Italian Jesuits Matteo Ricci and Michele Ruggieri were to return thirty years later.


In a frenzy of correspondence conducted in the weeks prior to his death, Xavier wrote of the ‘preparations and anxieties’ relating to his passage to China: ‘The voyage will be most painful under my present straitened circumstances; it is full of a thousand dangers, of very doubtful issue, and full of terrors. How it will turn out I know not, but I have a firm confidence, and a strong inward assurance, that however things may go, the result will be good.’9 What was the allure of China, and what did the Jesuits know of that xenophobic land? Throughout the late Middle Ages and into the Renaissance, European information about this distant territory had derived from accounts such as those left by the Venetian traveller Marco Polo, who spent seventeen years at the court of the Great Khan of Tartary in the later thirteenth century. Polo depicted a prosperous and sophisticated civilisation. His description of Dadu (the court capital, built on the site where Beijing stands today) emphasised its rectilinear plan and orderly streets and praised a city that was ‘arranged in squares just like a chessboard’. Here, on the occasion of the new year or ‘White Feast’ (so named on account of the dress code), the emperor received magnificent gifts from his subject peoples: gold and silver, pearls and gems, and more than 100,000 white horses. Meanwhile, there paraded before the Khan 5,000 elephants, bedecked in ‘rich and gay housings of inlaid cloth representing beasts and birds’, each carrying on its back splendid coffers filled with silver plate and other luxury items.10 If such exorbitant reports at first attracted scepticism, those of a later, rival description made them look like the acme of reliability. The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, written in 1356–7, was a fictitious account that drew on the works of learned Latin authors, especially Pliny, and on the fabulous imagination of its unknown author. According to the record of ‘Sir John’, the outer edges of the world were populated by cannibals, Amazons, and one-legged men whose enormous feet served them for parasols.11 China had its own monstrous race, indigenous to the Yangzi valley: pygmies ‘only three spans tall’, with a life expectancy of eight years, much of which might be spent fighting a ‘perpetual war’ against cranes.12 The age of print would see Mandeville’s Travels reissued time and again, often studded with fantastic illustrations.


Despite the persistent appeal of such images, European understandings of China were about to undergo a revolution, thanks to transformations in the structure of global trade. For centuries, the Middle Kingdom had stood at the starting line of the spice route that linked western Europe to eastern Asia in a mammoth relay race that was both complicated and costly. Junks from Canton had crossed the South China Sea to Melaka, the great eastern entrepôt on the west coast of the Malay Peninsula, and the distribution centre for spices from the Moluccas. There the pepper, cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, mace and ginger that titillated European taste buds were loaded onto the ships of the Muslim merchants who controlled the Indian Ocean. Their next stop was Calicut, on the Malabar Coast of India. Then the spices were shipped to the Mediterranean by one of two ancient routes: either via Ormuz and the Persian Gulf, up the Euphrates to Aleppo and Beirut; or via Aden and the Red Sea, and then overland to Suez and Alexandria. Imported into Europe via Venice, the goods – and the final slice of the profits – were received by Christian merchants.13


In the fifteenth century, circumstances on each side of the globe challenged the supremacy of the old routes. In China, the flow of spices was stemmed by the Ming Dynasty’s new policy of economic isolationism. Fear of Japanese pirates on the eastern seaboard and the perpetual threat of Manchus and Mongols in the north prompted China’s rulers to close their borders. A series of ‘sea bans’ placed tight restrictions on international trading, and China’s coastal provinces were vigorously policed to prevent smuggling. The state-sponsored voyages of discovery led between 1407 and 1433 by the famous eunuch admiral Zheng He, whose splendid fleet had journeyed as far as Calicut, Ormuz, and Aden, were never to be repeated.14 At the same time, in the west, the comparatively tiny state of Portugal was embarking on an unprecedentedly grand policy of expansion. At the very time that Zheng He was voyaging towards the east coast of Africa, Portuguese adventurers were exploring that continent’s west coast. Initially their sights were set on the gold of Guinea; they hoped to bypass the Muslim middlemen who brought the precious metal across the desert to the north African ports. And, by the sixteenth century, Portugal’s success in this respect had plunged the ‘infidels’ of the Maghrib and the Sahara into recession. But by 1480 Portugal’s ambitions had shifted eastwards, their new goal to seize the lucrative trade in exotic spices from those merchants who controlled the Levant and the Mediterranean. In 1488, Bartolomeu Dias was the first European to sail around the southern tip of Africa. He called it the Cape of Storms, but this new opening to the East was soon rechristened the Cape of Good Hope. And in 1498, Vasco da Gama successfully brought his fleet into the port at Calicut on the west coast of India. Thereafter, as well as setting up numerous trading posts along the new route to the East, the Portuguese used force to capture the ports of Goa (in 1510), Melaka (1511) and Ormuz (1515).15 They now dominated the major spice routes in the Indian Ocean, and had strategic bases across the southern rim of Asia.


The result of the push-pull of isolationism and expansionism in the early sixteenth century was to move China nearer to the centre of European attention. The Portuguese urgently craved a base in China, a craving that would be satisfied in 1557 by the acquisition of the port of Macao, a peninsula on the southern tip of the empire; in order to achieve this objective, they needed a better understanding of this closed-off country and its peoples. As in the work of the Soviet mapmakers in the twentieth century, the threat of violence was but thinly veiled. Diogo Lopes de Sequeira, sent from Portugal to reconnoitre Melaka in 1508, was instructed to


ask after the Chijns, and from what part they come, and from how far, and at what times they come to Malacca … and the merchandise that they bring, and how many of their ships come each year … and if they are wealthy merchants, and if they are weak men or warriors, and if they have arms or artillery, and what clothes they wear, and if they are men of large build … if they are Christians or heathens, if their country is a great one, and if they have more than one king amongst them … and if they are not Christians, in what do they believe and what they adore, and what customs they observe …16


In these instructions, the desire for knowledge and the quest for power went hand in hand; it is hard to determine where curiosity stopped and self-interest began. A comparable blend was compounded by Tomé Pires, the Melaka-based apothecary who in 1512 began writing his Suma Oriental, which included a substantial account of China based on information provided by his Asian trading contacts.17 For Pires, China was an immense country, ‘as stately, impressive and wealthy’ as any in the East.18 Although China enjoyed a thriving economy, Pires explained, the authorities there presided over a peculiar trading system, which forbade native merchants to leave the country and banned foreigners from entering it. All foreign trade had therefore to take place at the twice-yearly fair in Canton, the southern port at the mouth of the Pearl river, ‘where the entire empire of China unloads all its wares’.19 Pires went on to itemise in detail the commodities that underpinned the Chinese economy. Pepper surpassed all other exports by some long way. But cloves, nutmeg, sandalwood, aloes wood (for use by apothecaries), incense, elephants’ tusks, and tin might also be sold to the Chinese. Meanwhile, China exported massive quantities of silk and other textiles, seed pearls, musk, ‘apothecary’s camphor’ and rhubarb, this last also prized for its curative properties. (‘Though’, Pires added with the cynical eye of a professional, ‘this is wholly valueless: what I have seen so far arrives rotten.’) The list ran on: alum, salt-petre, sulphur, copper, iron, bowls and pans, fans, needles, countless copper bracelets, and ‘an inexhaustible supply of porcelain’.20 Pires did not restrict his interest to commerce. Following de Sequeira’s model, he also attended to the physical appearance and dress of the Chinese, dwelling particularly on the men’s winter wardrobe (knee-length boots, felt leggings and fur cloaks) and on the fashionable accessories sported by women (golden headdresses, jewellery, fans, and silk shoes). Reassuringly, Chinese men were found to ‘look somewhat like Germans’ while the women resembled Castilians. For, as Pires confidently remarked, ‘Like us, the Chinese people are white.’21


Then, the note of threat. With the exception of the war-like Tartars in the north, Pires reported, the Chinese were weak and fearful. It would not be difficult for the governor of Melaka to bring the empire under European control, he wrote, ‘because the people are very weak and easily routed’. Several years after writing this, Pires was chosen to take part in a Portuguese embassy to China, led by Fernão Peres de Andrade. The limitations of their diplomatic skills were suggested when, approaching Canton in 1517, the emissaries announced their arrival with blasts of cannonfire. There was worse to come when Fernão’s brother Simão de Andrade was soon afterwards caught building an unauthorised military base in the Pearl river delta. Imprisoned in Canton, Pires and his associates smuggled out letters that offered further intelligence about China’s governance, administration, commerce and communications, and about the diet, dress, customs and courtesies of the people.22 Across the sixteenth century, the Iberian fantasy of conquest in the East was fanned by communications such as these.


The final, inevitable ingredient in this amalgam of curiosity and power was religion. Since the launch of the European ‘voyages of discovery’ in the fifteenth century, the quest for gold had always gone hand in hand with the quest for converts to Christianity. As one of Cortés’s soldiers would later remark, when he set foot on American soil, ‘We came here to serve God and the King and also to get rich.’23 The relationship between religion and information was bilateral. On the one hand, the religious imperative demanded information; on the other, missionary priests became crucial agents in the European intelligence operation and ushered in new methods and new criteria for establishing geographical truth. In a description of China, penned following a visit to Fujian province in 1575, the Spanish Augustinian friar Martín de Rada solemnly reassured his readers, ‘The things which we will treat here-in concerning this kingdom will be part of them seen with our own eyes, part taken from their own printed books and descriptions of their country.’ ‘Hearsay’ was to be scrupulously avoided. De Rada – who, in the manner of a Soviet diplomat, had clearly done his homework – was in possession of seven books of Chinese geography, ‘wherein are described in detail all the provinces, cities, towns, and frontier posts and garrisons, and all the particularities thereof, and the families and tributaries and tributes, and the gains which the King derives from each one of them’. Unfortunately, these works were not uniformly accurate: their illustrations were ‘very crudely’ drawn, and their information regarding distances was often unreliable. He therefore used his sources critically, trying to isolate verifiable data, and discarding less secure evidence:


Thus as regards the size of the country and the distances, what is stated hereafter will be much less than what is found in their books, but I feel it will be more exact, and I leave the truth to subsequent experience when all the country will have been travelled.24


Less careful authors, meanwhile, began to attract severe criticism. The pioneering Jesuit historian and Latin scholar Gian Pietro Maffei was lambasted for his scholarship when in 1571 he produced a Latin translation of a Portuguese manuscript about the history of the Asian missions up to 1568. Unsurprisingly perhaps, the author of the original text, Manuel da Costa, was especially offended by the errors imported into the translation, and exclaimed in frustration that ‘so many lies would distress even a man who prided himself on them’.25 Maffei, who was the recipient of much advice and information from his colleagues in the East, persisted in his scholarly efforts and the resulting History of the Indies in XVI Books, published in 1588, received a far more positive critical response.26


The Jesuits had a particular set of motivations in attempting to gather and report as much trustworthy information as possible regarding the unknown corners of the world. As we have seen, these roaming priests experienced little of conventional monastic life, in which community was nurtured through the shared rituals and spaces of chapel, cloister, refectory and dormitory. Nor were they obliged to wear a particular habit that displayed to the world their membership of a common body. Instead, members were urged to conform to the style of reputable priests in the regions where they found themselves.27 As the Society of Jesus grew within its first three decades from the group of ten men who had met at the University of Paris in 1534 to 3,500 members scattered throughout Italy, Germany, France, Portugal, Spain and India, the order’s sense of community and identity was energetically reinforced through the practice of letter-writing.28 Missionary activity, whether to the wildest parts of southern Italy or to the new worlds of America and Asia, cast Jesuit priests still further from the physical reach of their ‘family’ of religious brothers, and rendered the need for letters closely detailing their circumstances yet more acute. To handle this volume of correspondence, a special office was established in Rome with responsibility for communicating with missionaries, sifting incoming letters, selecting, editing and translating those to be circulated throughout the order. Juan de Polanco, who became permanent Secretary of the Society in 1547, and who coordinated the Jesuits’ corresponding activities across the world, wrote of the critical importance of passing news and information between Jesuits and their superiors in order to promote a ‘thorough knowledge of each other’. He urged the General and Provincials to take a ‘special care’ of this letter-writing, so as ‘to obtain that in every place they should know about the things that are being done in other places, which knowledge is a source of mutual consolation and edification in our Lord’.29


So Jesuits wrote for themselves. Reporting on the circumstances in which they found themselves, they participated in a bonding exercise, a kind of group therapy, whereby members of their tight-knit but far-flung community could empathise with one another and engage in ‘mutual consolation’. And yet the Jesuits did not write only for themselves. They also wrote in order to interest the European laity in their work. Their intended readers here were members of the social and political elite, potential patrons whose support in part depended on the fulfilment of their curiosity. In 1554, Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Society of Jesus, specifically addressed the demand for knowledge about Asia:


Some leading figures who in this city [Rome] read with much edification to themselves the letters from India are wont to desire, and they request me repeatedly, that something should be written regarding the cosmography of these regions where members of our society live. They want to know, for instance, how long are the days of summer and of winter; when summer begins; whether the shadows move towards the left or towards the right. Finally, if there are other things that may seem extraordinary, let them be noted, for instance, details about animals and plants that either are not known at all, or not of such a size, etc. And this news – sauce for the taste of a certain curiosity that is not evil and is wont to be found among men – may come in the same letters or in other letters separately.30


It was for this reason that the Jesuits used print to circulate their letters and reports far beyond the limits of their order.


Finally, the Jesuits wrote – in a roundabout way – for the people whose lands they described. For mapping the world was a fundamental plank of their missionary strategy. If they did not know and understand a people, how could they hope to convert them? This was partly the reasoning of the imperialist, akin to that of the Soviet officials operating in the UK in the 1980s: missionaries, like potential invaders, needed to know the lie of the land, and to gather information about roads and rivers, climate, demography and food supplies in order that they could plan their assault. It was as important to identify cities served by excellent communications and natural resources as it was necessary to locate areas suffering from insalubrious air or poor climate. Only by research of this kind could the Jesuits target their mission effectively.31 But whereas the Russian surveys of the late twentieth century were characterised by a lifeless detachment, the Jesuit observers of the late sixteenth century aspired to a far more interactive engagement with the people they sought to know. The ethnographic approach was pioneered by the Italian Jesuit Alessandro Valignano, who in 1573, at the age of thirty-four, was appointed ‘Visitor’ to the province of ‘India’ (a term used to cover the whole of East Asia, not just the subcontinent). Charged with directing that handful of priests who were attempting to bring Christianity to Asia, he would spend the remaining thirty-three years of his life hopping between Goa, Melaka, Macao and Nagasaki.32


When he died in Macao in 1606, Valignano left behind a large repository of writings on the peoples and parts of the world that he had visited during the course of his long and exacting career. His first pieces of reportage related to the Africans whom he had encountered in Mozambique, and his impressions were grimly negative. The people of the Monomotapa tribes, he wrote, ‘are of very limited ability … I am told, in fact, that they are completely incapable of grasping our Holy Law and customs … which can be accounted for not only by the naturally inferior capacity of their intellect … but also by their savage conduct and the vices which plague them, for they do live like brute beasts.’33 The land was ‘sterile and reprobate’ giving no hope of fruits to be yielded. Valignano was at first equally pessimistic about the people of India, who were not, alas, ‘motivated in their behaviour by reason’ and who were consequently ‘very difficult to convert’. (This was a view that he would subsequently alter, judging in 1583 that the inhabitants of the subcontinent were, after all, ‘rational beings’, ‘capable of learning and of grasping [Christian] doctrine’.)34 But even before he had got there, he was confident that ‘the white people’ of China and Japan were going to be of an altogether different order. Following his first visit to Japan in 1580, Valignano was delighted by the morality and sophistication of the people whom he found there: ‘It can truly be said that no pagan people (including the Romans when they were pagans) were ever so modest and decent as the Japanese.’35 Valignano immediately set out to itemise the conventions and courtesies that defined Japanese civility, in a work entitled Observations on the Habits and Particular Customs of Japan. This detailed account provided Jesuits in the field with a vade mecum on local etiquette that covered such crucial subjects as food, dress, table manners, cleanliness, and the use of honorific forms when addressing people of a different rank from one’s own.36 This was not just a book to be read; it was a set of rules to be practised.


Across the water, Valignano’s approach rubbed off on his colleagues and compatriots, Michele Ruggieri and Matteo Ricci, both of whom composed lengthy accounts of Chinese society. Their shared belief in the importance of observation is well illustrated with reference to the topos of urban transport. In the course of their writings on China, both Ruggieri and Ricci remarked on the fact that anyone who was anyone disdained to walk on the streets, and instead insisted on being carried around by sedan chair.37 At one level, their comments slotted neatly into the ‘communications’ box, thereby conforming to one of the enduring expectations of city description. Whereas the inhabitants of late twentieth-century Cambridge might avail themselves of either the train or the asphalt-and-ferro-concrete-clad m11 in journeying to London, city-dwellers in late Ming China hired either horses (or other pack animals) or sedan chairs and porters to carry them around from A to B. But, unlike the Soviet descriptions, the Jesuits’ remarks also functioned at an anthropological level, and were expressly concerned with understanding the practices and motivations of the people they were observing. Take Ricci’s description of the streets of Beijing. According to the Jesuit, these were rarely paved, and were consequently thick with dust or mud, depending on the season. This was why only the very poorest people walked the streets, with mules available for hire for just a few pence, and sedan chairs reserved for literati and other members of the social elite. Furthermore, everybody, regardless of their gender, social station and means of transport, covered their heads and faces with a black hood and veil. Ricci went on to explain that what had begun as a practical measure to keep the dust out of one’s face had taken on a social function: ‘This practice also serves to prevent one from being recognised on the streets, and so excuses one from having to engage in so many salutations and courtesies with friends along the way, causing one to dismount at every step.’ The convention was advantageous to the Jesuits, both because ‘it was dangerous in these times for foreigners to go about the streets uncovered’ and because the European priests were plagued by people following them out of mere curiosity. Thanks to the black veils, Ricci and his colleagues were able to traverse the entire city without being seen by anyone.38


The Jesuits’ observations about Chinese mores had a direct impact on their own behaviour. As Ricci informed the General of the Society of Jesus Claudio Acquaviva in a letter sent from Shaozhou (known today as Shaoguan) in 1592: ‘In order to gain greater authority, we no longer go about the streets by foot, but we are carried in chairs on the shoulders of men, in the manner to which important persons of consequence are here accustomed.’ Without the authority that this custom lent the Jesuits, Ricci claimed that they would be bound to fail in their attempts to gather ‘fruit among the gentiles’.39 Mapping the world, and reporting on the social customs therein was therefore an essential precondition of the Jesuit policy of ‘accommodation’, the label that is often used to describe the mission to China, and which earned the Society praise and blame in equal measure.40 When in Rome do as the Romans do. According to this principle, Jesuit priests were asked to assimilate as much as possible of their hosts’ culture and to adopt the modo soave, the gentle method, in their dealings with non-believers. Would-be Jesuits had to be screened for their ‘flexibility’, their ability to adapt to unfamiliar ways of life.41 Rather than seeking to eliminate local culture, missionaries were encouraged first to study and then to participate in it.


*


Matteo Ricci stands as the icon of the Jesuits’ approach to mission. The most famous portrait of Ricci, painted immediately after his death in 1610 and based on sketches of his corpse, spells out as clearly as any written document the terms on which this man was to be remembered.42 Fittingly, the image is itself a cultural melange – the work of a Chinese artist, You Wenhui, trained in the school of the Italian Jesuit, Giovanni Nicolao, and known professionally by his European name, Emanuel Pereira. His work melds the conventions of European portraiture with the calligraphy and flattened perspective of Chinese art, and the result is of dubious aesthetic appeal. But, whether or not one likes the portrait, its hybrid style admirably befits its subject. The Western priest is depicted as a Confucian scholar, a pose that Ricci in fact adopted for the last sixteen years of his life. He sports a distinctive pointed cap (reminiscent – said Ricci – of a bishop’s mitre), an abundant beard, flowing robes, and capacious sleeves that conceal his hands in a gesture of respect, all of which signal his integration into Chinese elite society. This was the second sartorial transformation effected by Ricci and his colleagues. When they arrived in mainland China, they had been persuaded by Chen Rui, the principal administrator of Guangdong and Guangxi provinces, to assume the garb of Buddhist monks. Writing in 1585 to his college friend Giulio Fuligatti, Ricci proclaimed, ‘I have become a Chinaman.’43 A decade later, however, Ricci was no longer convinced that it paid for the European priests to dress as Buddhist monks, since it turned out that these indigenous clean-shaven clergy were held in low esteem by the ruling elite. It was time for the Jesuits to re-identify as literati, the scholar-officials trained in Confucian philosophy, who were elected to office on the basis of success in the civil service exams. Valignano concurred, and instructed members of the China mission to grow their hair and beards, and to procure appropriate robes. The effect, claimed Ricci, was immediate. Those who had spurned the Jesuits now invited them into their houses. Thanks to his newly acquired beard and flared sleeves, Ricci found a foot-hold in Chinese society.


It is Ricci’s adaptability, his receptiveness to foreign mores, his embrace of difference, his determination to enter into conversation with another world, that have won the sixteenth-century missionary a sort of cult status among promoters of global harmony and cultural exchange. Institutes set up in the name of Matteo Ricci flourish today in San Francisco, Macao and Macerata (the Jesuit’s home town), each one dedicated to the causes of intercultural understanding and dialogue. They testify to our enduring admiration for the man who entered ‘so fully into another culture without losing himself ’.44 But of course there are many ways of spinning Ricci’s slippery image. The sinologist Jacques Gernet, who has painstakingly pieced together Chinese reactions to the Jesuit mission, stresses the deceitfulness of the European priests, who used every means to make friends with the local literati while concealing their true motives. The words of seventeenth-century pamphleteers writing against Christianity provide a necessary counterbalance to hagiographic descriptions of the Jesuits and suggest the superficiality of European respect for Chinese culture. As one particularly virulent critic pronounced, ‘They conceal their scheming beneath an appearance of honesty … They appear to be quite unpretentious but their hearts are devious.’45 In particular, Chinese critics of the Jesuits warned their readers to be wary of the priests’ intelligence and learning, and of their bamboozling displays of technological and scientific expertise. On the basis of this compelling evidence, Gernet concludes that Ricci’s mission was none other than ‘an exercise in seduction’.


In proffering his verdict Gernet risks simplifying Ricci’s mission strategy, which was constantly evolving and riven with ambiguities. There are certainly moments at which it seems plausible to understand the Jesuit’s appearance as a Confucian scholar as a kind of disguise, the Christian wolf adopting native sheep’s clothing. At other times it looks like a far deeper transformation, which leads Ricci to comment as if helplessly on the changes that his travels have wrought on him (‘I have become a Chinaman’). Such speculation invites fundamental questions about the nature of identity. Can we separate personhood from performance? What is the relationship between the inner and the outer self? These are questions that preoccupy historians as much as experts in philosophy and psychology, and they invite historically grounded responses. Rather than falling back on the extremes of cynicism and idealism, we need to register the importance of a peculiarly Renaissance style of self-fashioning to the mission. Ricci grew up in the Italy of Castiglione and della Casa, authors of best-selling works of ‘conduct’ literature – repositories of advice on every aspect of social deportment, from dancing and jousting to speaking and laughing. It was a culture in which everyone was an actor, shaping their behaviour so as to enhance their status in the theatre of the world. The Jesuits brought that developed consciousness of self-fashioning to their encounter with Chinese society. As Ricci put it in a letter to Duarte de Sande in 1595:


We are growing a good deal in credit and respect with the Chinese, which is extremely necessary in order to enter into contact with the rulers and to gain their esteem for our holy law and our doctrine. All this, not because we seek honours, but because in this land where the law of Our Lord is unknown, the reputation of that law depends to a certain extent on the credit and reputation of its preachers, for which it is necessary that we adapt ourselves externally to the local customs and uses.46


From this point of view, the Pereira portrait shows neither a saint nor a con man, but someone who was working to adapt himself to the values of an alien world. To legitimate his religion in the eyes of the Chinese, he first had to legitimate himself.


A similar story might be told from the piece of visual evidence that has perhaps done most to cement Ricci’s posthumous reputation as a global citizen – an image this time not of himself but of the world. For among all the Jesuit’s prolific publications, including works of philosophy, theology, mnemonics and mathematics, none was more celebrated in China than his mappamondo or world map, first sketched in Zhaoqing in 1584, and redrafted, refined and republished many times during the remainder of Ricci’s life. It was soon after the Jesuits’ arrival in Zhaoqing in 1583 that a map pinned to the walls of the mission house sparked Chinese curiosity about European cartography. The precise identity of that map remains unclear; in principle it could have come from one of the prestigious copperplate atlases circulating in the latter half of the sixteenth century, such as those of the Flemish map-maker Gerard Mercator or of his compatriot Abraham Ortelius. However, given Ricci’s lament in 1585 about the shortage of books in his possession, and his subsequent gratitude at receiving a copy of Ortelius’s Theatrum Orbis Terrarum in 1608, it is unlikely that he had access to such lavish volumes in China in the early 1580s.47 The map on the wall in Zhaoqing was probably a cheaper and more functional navigational aid, produced in Goa or Macao by a Portuguese cartographer, and published on a single sheet.48 In any case, it caught the fancy of a group of mandarins who had travelled upstream to visit the Jesuit residence, and Ricci was prevailed on by the governor of the city, Wang Pan, to make a copy with Chinese names and legends. This was the kind of opportunity that Ricci never turned down. By October 1584 he had prepared a new map, of modest dimensions, with notes adapted for the Chinese viewer. It showed the equator, the tropics and the five climatic ‘zones’; it named all the countries, and described the customs of their peoples; and it was marked with degrees and parallels, unlike any Chinese maps before it. To European eyes, the most startling innovation was that, unlike the map that Ricci had posted on the wall of the Jesuit house, the new depiction of the world placed Asia in the centre. At the same time, Ricci deviated from conventional Asian representations and risked offending his hosts by radically diminishing the size of the ‘Middle Kingdom’. As Ricci later commented, to persuade the Chinese that their country ‘occupied anything less than three-quarters of the world’ was a tough call.49


Ricci’s risk paid off, at least with his immediate patrons. Wang Pan, now promoted to the position of lingxi dao (superintendent) of the provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi, was delighted with the map, and in November 1584 had it published at his own expense (jealously keeping the blocks that had been used in its production).50 In the years that followed, Ricci would return again and again to his cartographic vocation. He could scarcely conceal his pride when he was greeted in Shaozhou in 1589 as ‘a great astrologer and cosmographer who knew how to draw the entire world’.51 There were reissues of the map, produced to a larger scale, in 1592, 1594, and 1598. By 1596, Ricci had gone back to the drawing board in an effort to produce a more accurate version. This second edition came out in 1600, and was followed by a third in 1602 and a fourth in 1603. The third edition, which Ricci described as ‘made up of six plates, each one about a yard in width and two or more in length’, was twice the size of the 1600 edition, itself twice the size of the 1584 edition.52 It was printed secretly by Ricci’s friend, collaborator and convert Li Zhizao, who added a fulsome endorsement and asked various friends and literati to contribute prefaces in support of the venture. The fourth edition was grander yet, an eight-plate version, published by another convert, Paolo Li Yingshi. New editions and reprints continued to fly off the presses throughout the final decade of Ricci’s life and, in 1607, the map alighted on the walls of the imperial palace when a hand-coloured example was presented by one of the eunuchs to his master the Wanli emperor.53


Although the story of the mappamondo reads in its bare outlines as a triumphant success, it was in reality – like Ricci’s portrait – more vexed and complicated. Ricci himself was on occasion ambivalent about his achievement, and feared the loss of control occasioned by the proliferation of pirated versions of the map. Writing to the head of the Society of Jesus, Claudio Acquaviva, soon after it was first published, he included a copy and expressed his embarrassment at the many errors in it – partly his own fault (for he had dashed off this rough version, he claimed, never intending it to be published) and partly the fault of the publishers who had imported fresh inaccuracies into the image while cutting the woodblocks.54 At other moments he was more sanguine. Thanks to the mappamondo and other, similar projects, the Jesuits were gaining in ‘credit’, while they waited for the Lord to open the way to more important things. Furthermore, technological achievements such as the map were concoctions in which one could ‘mix up many matters relating to God and our holy law’.55 So those legends on the map which related to Europe took good care to draw attention to Rome (seat of the Holy Father, ‘who is revered by all’) and to proclaim, somewhat disingenuously, that the entire continent was united in its devotion to the religion of the Lord of Heaven. Palestine was singled out as the place where ‘the Lord of Heaven was born’, while Constantinople and Mecca were named but – significantly – not glossed.56


The mappamondo was simultaneously a source of anxiety, a reserve of cultural capital and a Trojan horse bringing the truths of Christianity to a salvation-starved people. Chinese opinions were once more polarised; while Li Zhizao celebrated Ricci’s ‘perfection’ as a man and a scholar, and congratulated him on having dispelled the errors of traditional Chinese cartography, one anti-Christian writer presented a rather different view: ‘So great is men’s taste for strange things that they become ecstatic when they see Ricci’s map of the world … But all he did was delude men over what they could not see with their own eyes and over places which were beyond their reach.’57 Again we are confronted with a barrage of irreconcilable perspectives, none of which is easy to reject out of hand. Ricci doubtless was keen to inform his Chinese hosts, to raise his own status and to encourage conversions. And he might well have had darker purposes as well. In one fascinating glimpse into the Jesuits’ embroilments with secular authorities, we catch Ricci dispatching his first full account of China (dated 1584) not to a colleague or a superior within the order, but to Giambattista Román, the Treasurer of the Philippines – arguably the most powerful European official in the Far East.58 Ricci’s description of China had been actively solicited by the Spaniard, no doubt to back up his nascent plans to organise an Iberian conquest of the Middle Kingdom. And Ricci, who clearly appreciated the diplomatic sensitivity of his intelligence, warned Román that ‘if letters of this kind fell into the hands of mandarins, they could do us no small harm’.59 In the same letter, he lamented the fact that it was not yet possible to send a copy of the mappamondo, since it would provide an excellent representation of ‘all the provinces and cities’ in China. But in the absence of a map, the Jesuit’s description went on, in technical vein, to attempt to locate China in terms of longitude and latitude and to discuss the characteristics of the empire under the headings of ‘fertility, beauty, wealth, knowledge, power and government’.60 Some of his categories of analysis – natural resources, communications, urban infrastructure, population – bring us back to the twentieth-century Soviet accounts with which we began, although Ricci’s emphasis on the administrative system, customs and beliefs perhaps suggests an intention to work with existing social structures rather than to obliterate them.


In grasping the riddle that Ricci presents us with today, two points need to be borne in mind. The first is that his aim, the saving of souls for Christ, was an end that could (and, in Reformation Europe, did) justify all manner of means. His enemies, in accusing him of hypocrisy, perhaps underestimated the imperative under which he laboured in his mission to the East. The second point is that the conflict we have been tracing here – between a Christianity that was open, accommodating, tolerant, pacific, and a Christianity that was closed, imperialistic, intolerant, hostile – is a conflict that was being played out in many other arenas in this period. Perhaps it was clearest of all on the spiritual battleground of late medieval Spain. In the wake of the conquest of Granada of 1492, Ferdinand and Isabella, the Spanish monarchs, first sought to convert the Muslims of the south through assimilation and persuasion. Under the liberal regime of Talavera, the first Archbishop of Granada, Catholic priests were instructed to learn Arabic, and to set pieces of Christian liturgy to Moorish harmonies. Muslim practices of bathing, fasting and circumcision were permitted to continue, since they could be accommodated alongside Christian doctrine. But within ten years, the policy was reversed. Frustrated by the slow pace of change, Ferdinand and Isabella summoned Cardinal Xisneros, the zealous Archbishop of Toledo, to assist with the conversion of the Muslim population. Under such pressures, Talavera quickly changed his tack, and demanded the dismantling of every aspect of Moorish culture – the creation of a clean slate on which the new doctrines of Christianity could be written bright and clear.61 The same split could be pursued into New Spain, where the colleagues of Xisneros and Talavera confronted strange languages and customs among the native Americans. Back in Europe, the argument continued, both in relation to old infidels (notably, the Jews, whose ghettos often afforded them a surprising degree of religious freedom and cultural autonomy), and in response to new heresies. By the second half of the sixteenth century the conflict between Catholics and Protestants had created parallel dilemmas within the Christian world. Out of the chaos of the religious wars sprang a new ‘politique’ approach that put the stability of the state before the insistence on religious conformity; but, as in France, edicts of toleration could lead to the worst outbreaks of sectarian violence and to state-sponsored backlashes against minority groups.
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