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Preface

IPPOLITO DESIDERI’S Notizie Istoriche del Thibet, or Historical Notices of Tibet (HNT), the first great Tibetological and Buddhological classic, published here in a complete and unabridged translation for the first time, has occupied the translator and editor for more years than Desideri himself spent in Tibet, and if we reckon from the time we were first introduced to him by our adiguru Richard Robinson in 1970 (“a Jesuit who translated the Lam rim chen mo into Latin”), one might say this project has simmered, percolated, and boiled for nearly as many years as Desideri walked the earth. The actual decision to consider a possible translation was occasioned in the late 1980s upon encountering the publications of Robert Goss and Richard Sherburne, S.J., whose work sparked new interest in Desideri among Anglophone Tibetologues. Although we were already familiar with de Filippi’s translation, the influence of which can be seen on virtually every page of our own, a reading of the Notizie in Luciano Petech’s magisterial edition convinced us of the need for the present work. In order to enhance the utility of the translation we have added, in addition to the copious annotation, several appendices containing alternate versions of Desideri’s text drawn from different states of the HNT, letters and documents bearing on the litigation over the right to the Tibet mission, his manual for prospective missionaries to Tibet, and the Report by Desideri’s erstwhile missionary companion, Manoel Freyre.

A work such as this could only have been carried to completion through the generous assistance and valuable suggestions of many persons, and we wish to express here our profound gratitude to all of them. Although it is impossible to thank each and every one individually we must acknowledge above all two whose claims surpass all others: Enzo Gualtiero Bargiacchi of Pistoia, a true kalyanamitra and our maestro, the dean of Desideri studies, whose unselfish devotion and indefatigable labor on behalf of his illustrious  concittadino are truly heroic, and who has helped us in so many ways; sharing his own publications and research with us, providing us copies of  many of the rare, unedited archival materials he has so painstakingly collected, honestly but kindly critiquing and correcting our work, giving us the benefit of his profound knowledge and deep insight, and his genuine and constant support and enthusiasm throughout. We should also like to express our deep appreciation to our Desiderian confrere Trent Pomplun, who truly opened up to us the religious and intellectual world in which Desideri lived, moved, and had his being, and whose own researches, and critical comments on earlier versions of this translation, have been invaluable. The influence of both of these preeminent Desideri scholars has informed every page of this book.

In addition we would like to extend our thanks to George Goebel for the benefit of his profound philological knowledge and Matthew Hogan for answering our many questions regarding Latin and Catholic doctrine. We should also like to extend our thanks to Fr. Francis Tiso, Richard Sherburne, S.J., Thomas McCoog, S.J., and Mauro Brunello of the Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu (Rome), the staff of the Archivio storico della Congregazione “de Propaganda Fide” (Rome), as well as the American Academy in Rome for providing the opportunity to do research in the Roman archives. We especially wish to acknowledge Ann and Martín Chávez of Emanation Graphics (Madison) for preparing the maps, illustrations, and index and thank Enzo Bargiacchi and the Istituto Geografico Militare for permission to use elements of their maps (from Bargiacchi 2008). We are especially grateful to José Cabezón who recognized the value of this project from the outset and did so much to further its prosecution.

And then there are the many friends who put up with it for so many years and from whose advice and encouragement we gained so much, especially Roger Jackson, John Newman, Beth Newman, Gary Davis, Jamie Woods, Daryl Hine, Ginny Bohrmann, David Schwartz, Rob Rhyner, Sonja Mekel, Gil Ribak, David Scheuer, Craig Johnson, and the late George Talbot and Steve Kratky. Warm appreciation is also due to our wonderful yiddishe mama, Lillian Zwilling.

And last but not least, our assiduous, adept, and gracious editor David Kittelstrom, as well as Tim McNeill, Joe Evans, and the rest of the Wisdom staff who have made this book a reality.

Whatever good there might be in it is due solely to others, the faults are ours alone.

Mangalam Astu.

 



Michael Sweet, Leonard Zwilling 
Monona, Wisconsin 
May 1, 2010






Technical Note

THE EDITION upon which this translation is based is that found in volumes 5-7 of I Missionari Italiani nel Tibet e nel Nepal (Rome, 1954-56), edited by Luciano Petech. Bracketed numbers embedded in the translation refer to the page numbers of the relevant volume. Desideri wrote and rewrote his Historical Notices of Tibet five times, and in addition to providing the reader with a complete and unabridged translation of the last versions from his hand, we have—in the notes, and occasionally in the appendices—included whatever we thought would be of interest or illuminating to the reader from versions other than final ones. In the selection of such passages, and in the annotation to the translation itself, we readily acknowledge our great debt to Petech.

Given the composite nature of the text translated here, based as it is on manuscripts belonging to different states of the compositional and editorial process (to be discussed in section III of the introduction below), inconsistencies and contradictions will be found, most notably in his account of the journey from Leh to Lhasa, and in the matter of his Tibetan compositions, and there is a certain amount of repetition of subject matter throughout. If Desideri had been able to see his work through the press he would, in the final edit, doubtless have made such corrections as were necessary. Rather than presuming to correct his text, we have allowed everything to stand as we have it from the hand of the author himself.

Desideri’s own renderings of Tibetan names and words, based as they are on Italian phonology and orthography, are not immediately intelligible to the modern English-language reader. Rather than burden the non-Italophone with the necessity of learning how to read and pronounce Italian, it was decided faute de mieux to use the phonetic system developed for Wisdom Publications’ Library of Tibetan Classics, despite possible significant differences between Tibetan pronunciation of the early eighteenth century and the Central Tibetan dialect of today. However, so that readers may still get the flavor of the author’s style and an appreciation of  his profound knowledge of Tibetan culture, which would otherwise have been lost, Desideri’s phonetic renderings appear between parentheses on first occurrence. For those interested we have also included a table that gives all of Desideri’s own phonetic spellings together with the Library of Tibetan Classics’ spellings and Wylie orthographic transliterations.

For other place names and personal names we have chosen widely known forms where possible; for those persons and places not so well known, we have let ourselves be guided by the best authorities, which for the most part will be referenced in the notes. It must also be admitted that some of Desideri’s Tibetan toponyms do not allow for identification given the present state of our knowledge.

Some historical usages have been preserved in the body of the translation, for instance “Mogul” for Mughal, and “Genghis Khan” for Lajang Khan, the Mongol ruler of Tibet in Desideri’s time; Genghis Khan was one of his official titles and the only name by which he was referred to by Desideri and the Capuchin missionaries.
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	Autograph manuscript of HNT (Goa 71) comprising the last redaction of Books I and II together with the earlier Book III of B1 



	ARSI
	Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu (Archive of the Society of Jesus in Rome)
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	Autograph manuscript (Goa 72) in two Books containing two recensions of what would become the HNT, B1, the working draft, and B2, its revision
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	Congregazioni Particolari: Dossiers of documents concerning individual missions preserved in the archive of the Propaganda



	CR
	Capuchin Relations in MITN
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	Desideri’s Defenses in MITN (incomplete)
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I missionari italiani nel Tibet e nel Nepal, 7 volumes (Petech 1952-57)



	ms./mss.
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	OED
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Chronology





	1684
	Born in Pistoia on December 20th to Iacopo Desideri, physi cian, and Maria Maddalena neé Cappellini



	1693
	Confirmation; enters Jesuit school in Pistoia



	1700
	Travels to Rome; enters the Society of Jesus and begins novitiate



	1702
	Takes the three vows and begins his studies at the Collegio Romano



	1703
	Lajang Khan ascends Tibetan throne. Propaganda awards Tibet mission field to Capuchins.



	1704
	Capuchins depart for Tibet.



	1705
	Lajang Khan has the regent Sangyé Gyatso put to death.



	1706
	Lajang Khan deposes the Sixth Dalai Lama, who dies en route to China.



	1706-10
	Teaches humanities at the Colleges of Orvieto and Arezzo



	1707
	Capuchins reach Lhasa.



	1711
	Capuchins vacate Lhasa.



	1712
	Petitions to be a missionary in the Indies; receives his com mission; is ordained and celebrates Mass for the first time; journey from Rome to Lisbon; second Capuchin expedition departs for Lhasa



	1713
	Voyage from Lisbon to Goa



	1714
	Meets the Jesuit visitor José da Silva in Surat; meets Manoel Freyre in Delhi; departs with Freyre for Tibet; arrives in Sri nagar. Third Capuchin expedition departs for Lhasa.



	1715
	Travels through Kashmir, Ladakh, and western Tibet



	1716
	Arrival in Lhasa; departure of Freyre; first contacts with the court and interview with Lajang Khan; intensive language study and composition of first book in Tibetan. Capuchins arrive in Lhasa.



	1717
	Audience with Lajang Khan, presents his book; studies at Ramoche; begins second work in Tibetan; studies at Sera; is named superior of the mission; Dzungar invasion and death of Lajang Khan



	1718
	Takes up residence at the Capuchin hospice in Dakpo; fin ishes second treatise in Tibetan and begins third; Propaganda decrees the Capuchins have exclusive rights in Tibet and reproves the Society; appeals to the Pope



	1719
	First Chinese expedition to expel Dzungars defeated; Tam burini sends letter recalling him from Tibet; continues work and studies; returns to Lhasa; is shown a decree by the Capu chins that the Jesuits should leave Tibet; appeals to the Pope and the Propaganda



	1720
	Returns to Dakpo; avoids conscription into a Tibetan militia; second Chinese expedition defeats Dzungars.



	1721
	Receives Tamburini’s letter ordering him to leave Tibet; arrives at Kuti; finishes last Tibetan treatise; several more appeals to the Pope and Propaganda; arrival in Kathmandu



	1722
	Arrives in Patna; issues a summons to da Montecchio to answer his grievances before a papal tribunal; takes up resi dence in Delhi



	1723-24
	Pastor in Delhi; builds a new church



	1725
	Is ordered to depart Delhi for Goa; travels instead to Chandernagor. Da Montecchio arrives in Rome.



	1726
	Arrives in Pondicherry; takes up post in the Karnatic mission; receives commission from the Bishop of Mylapore to go to Rome



	1727
	Embarks at Pondicherry for Europe; arrives in France and goes on to Rome



	1728
	Arrives in Rome; produces the three defenses and finishes first draft of the HNT



	1729-32
	Priestly duties; continues work on the HNT



	1730
	Death of Tamburini



	1732
	Death of da Montecchio; Propaganda issues definitive decree affirming the continued presence of the Capuchins in the Tibet mission.



	1733
	Dies April 14th at the Collegio Romano





 

 






Fig. 1. “A Map of Independent Tartary” by Herman Moll, from Atlas geographus, or, A compleat system of geography, ancient and modern, vol. 3: Asia (In the Savoy [London]: J. Nutt, 1711-17), p. 420. Note the divisions of Tibet into Little Tibet, Chaparangue, Great Tibet, Utsang, Boutan, Lassa, and Barantola.

From a public domain image in the National Library of Australia.
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Introduction




I. READING HISTORICAL NOTICES OF TIBET (HNT): GENRE, STYLE, HISTORIOGRAPHY, AND RHETORIC 


1. The HNT as Travel Literature and Missionary Report 

FROM THE LATE sixteenth through the middle eighteenth centuries and later, the growing literate European public had an almost insatiable appetite for accounts of voyages and travels, the more exotic and distant the destination the better. The genre had its roots in earlier works, for example Marco Polo’s enormously popular and influential late-thirteenth-century  Il Milione (often called the Travels of Marco Polo), in which factual material was enlivened with exaggeration, hearsay, and dramatized fictional episodes, and the much more fantastical invented travels of Sir John Mandeville from the latter part of the following century, with its tales of a vast Christian empire in central Asia, of cotton plants bearing tiny lambs, and of phoenixes, weeping crocodiles, and other wonders, like  Othello’s man-eating “Anthropophagi, and men whose heads / Do grow beneath their shoulders.”

With the Portuguese and Spanish voyages of discovery, travel narratives tended to became more factual and full of useful detail.1 By the seventeenth century, with the rise of Spanish and then French predominance internationally and the decline of the political power of the major Italian states, Italian narrators were no longer motivated by specifically imperial interests but by a genuine curiosity about the lands and peoples they encountered, mixed with mercantile or missionary concerns. These writers most often emphasized analogies rather than the contrasts between the peoples they met and Europeans.2


It is primarily within this early modern tradition of realistic travel writing based on personal observation that the Italian Jesuit missionary Ippolito Desideri (1684-1733) created his masterful account of Tibet, the Historical Notices of Tibet (HNT). Desideri, whose eventful life, tireless travels, and  contributions to our knowledge of Tibet and its religion will be discussed at length in section II of this introduction, wrote the most comprehensive and insightful account of Tibet and Tibetan culture before the twentieth century, although his book had to wait a century and a half to see the light of day, due to the vicissitudes of history and ecclesiastical politics. Desideri’s primary concerns were those of a missionary, but his curiosity was universal, and there is much information in the HNT about the natural environment, manufactures, agriculture, and commerce of Tibet, India, and even of his brief ports of call that would be of interest to the prospective merchant to the Indies as well as to the curious armchair traveler. Like the abovementioned travel writers, Desideri stressed the similarities between the Tibetan way of life and social organization and that of Europe, with a few major exceptions: the marriage and funerary customs described in chapters 17 and 18 of Book II, which he found strange and scandalous, and especially the “bizarre” Tibetan Buddhist doctrines of rebirth and emptiness. As a missionary Desideri was deeply pained at the “blind” Tibetans’ adherence to their religion; however, he viewed them as a humane and civilized people, much like Europeans (or even superior to them in some respects, as we shall see below), and they were not objectified as exotic specimens, as non-Europeans often were by later British and French colonialist writers.

The HNT is not of course merely a book written by an adventurous traveler for a curious public; as we have said, Desideri “was first and foremost a missionary, one of the most pious, fervent, and enthusiastic missionaries that the Society of Jesus had sent to Asia.”3 His masterwork is part of the extensive subgenre of Jesuit missionary relations, and as such, there are edifying and dramatic passages in the midst of an otherwise realistic narrative. The leaders of the Society of Jesus required from the beginning that their far-flung missionaries send frequent, accurate, and inspiring letters back to Rome.4 St. Ignatius Loyola himself, the founder of the Jesuit order, laid down the basic topics to be included in these accounts: the ruling class of monarchs and nobility, the common people, the Society, and the missionary himself, which translated into dramatic accounts of political events, ethnography, dialogues with other Jesuits, and the missionary’s own spiritual experience.5 By far the most influential of the earlier letters was the voluminous correspondence of St. Francis Xavier published in the mid sixteenth century. These were followed by the Annual Letters published by each foreign mission6 and later by long and detailed accounts, such as Nicolas Trigault’s about Matteo Ricci and the China mission,7  Daniello Bartoli’s On the History of the Society of Jesus,8 and many others, which were widely read by an expanding literate public eager for exciting tales of new lands and peoples. These accounts also contained edifying elements of missionary triumphs, miracles, travails, and martyrdom. Their twin aims are summed up in the title of the extremely popular collection of Jesuit letters and reports that appeared serially in Paris from 1702-76, the Edifying and Curious Letters.9 As public documents they were part of the missions’ marketing strategy, meant to stimulate donations from the laity and to encourage prospective missionaries.10 Their enormous success, in Protestant as well as Catholic countries, was, however, in large part due to the exotic and adventurous nature of these tales, with their stories of shipwrecks, storms at sea, piracy, extortion, wild animals, and vast Oriental treasures, all features dating back to Marco Polo himself.11  These accounts, written by members of all the missionary orders, also presented much solid factual material about foreign lands, including their geography, flora and fauna, customs, laws, government, agriculture, trade, internal politics, foreign relations, and religion. Such topics are discussed not only in the HNT but also in the Capuchin missionaries’ relations of Tibet,12 the only differences being the HNT’s greater length and wider scope, its use of Tibetan written sources, and Desideri’s greater specificity and accuracy, particularly in his discussion of Tibetan religion and philosophy.

Personal letters from missionaries to their superiors or confreres generally have the greatest value as historical evidence, followed by the annual letters, and finally by the relations or accounts meant for general publication, which “had the three-pronged aim of edifying the readers, boosting the Jesuits’ fame, and attracting financial donations from pious laymen.”13  This triune agenda was certainly crucial in the composition of the HNT, which had the additional burden of supporting the Jesuit case for the Tibet mission and vindicating Desideri’s actions. We will examine below how these factors shaped Desideri’s representation of Tibet, the Tibetans, and his mission.


2. Historical Notices 

The term “Historical Notices” (Notizie Storiche) in the title of Desideri’s account may require some explanation for the contemporary reader. As we will demonstrate in detail in section III, Desideri’s conception of this book changed over time from that of a “letter-relation” meant for the eyes  of his unnamed addressee in South India as well as for other members of the Society, to a book addressed to a larger audience of clergy, potential missionaries, and the learned and curious lay public, “to satisfy general interest.” This shift in focus necessitated a change in title; Desideri called his earlier accounts “Relation” (Relazione) or “Report” (Ragguaglio), standard titles for internal Jesuit documents, but this final draft was called  Notizie Istoriche del Thibet e memorie de’ viaggi e missione ivi fatta dal P. Ippolito Desideri della Compagnia de Gesù dal medesimo scritte e dedicate, a typically ample title of the period that we have rendered literally as Historical Notices of Tibet, and a Personal Account of the Journeys and the Mission Undertaken There by Fr. Ippolito Desideri of the Society of Jesus, Written and Dedicated by the Same.


Notizie Istoriche (or the more modern form Storiche) and its counterparts in other languages (Notices Historiques, Noticias Históricas, Historical Notices/Notes) is a rubric that has been used from the eighteenth century to the present day (in Italian) for works that give a comprehensive treatment of a particular region, place of interest (such as a church), or personage based on one’s own research and observation. It is not restricted to an account of past events, as one might expect from the contemporary meaning of “historical,” but can include any new information meriting publication (Notizie) arranged in a formal narrative fashion.14 Thus, Desideri’s study of Tibet in Books II and III is much more extensive than the usual missionary report and is based on his reading and research as well as his own meticulous observations and the information gathered from his Tibetan interlocutors. This objective “latest information” on Tibetan geography, history, laws, customs, government, and religion is in contrast to his personal recollections (memorie) of his voyages and missionary activities in Tibet and India.


3. Literary Style 

In reading the HNT, we find two principal styles of writing that as Luciano Petech observes “collide and clash” with each other,15 and seem almost to be the work of two different writers. One is found in Desideri’s descriptions of the events of his travels and in his observations of people and places (for example, Book I, chaps. 1-3, 7-10; Book II, chaps. 3-8, 16-18; and Book IV, chaps. 1-5); in these passages his prose is clear, straightforward, and often lively, with personal notes, as in the vivid description of his terror in crossing Tibetan suspension bridges. The other style may  be less congenial to many modern readers: when Desideri turns to spiritual inspiration, historical drama, or fulsome praise,16 he essays the high Baroque prose of Catholic Reformation Jesuit literati such as Bartoli and Paolo Segneri,17 with its “delightful flourishes”18 of intricate periodic sentences and extended metaphors. However, unlike the relatively few Jesuits who were especially assigned by the order to the task of writing histories, learned works, or homilies,19 most Jesuits were not specifically trained or practiced in vernacular composition, and Desideri’s prose can at times seem overblown and repetitious. Opinions vary as to the effectiveness of his elevated manner, some critics finding it sumptuous and original, “studded with metaphor and long imaginative pages,” while others consider it clumsy and at its worst difficult to read.20 We can also distinguish a third, “scholastic” style, when Desideri engages in logical argumentation in a dialogue with imagined opponents, such as in chapters 1-3 and 9 of Book III; Desideri would have absorbed this type of academic language during his philosophical studies at the Roman College, and it may have been reinforced by the scholastic writings of the Geluk commentators he read in Tibet.

Filippo de Filippi, the first translator of the HNT (see below, section III.10) made the global judgment that the HTN is “loaded ... with synonyms and pleonasms” and thus “unsuited to a verbally exact translation; it was necessary, therefore, to condense and hurry its pace.”21 While one can understand this approach, particularly in a book that was aimed at a broad audience, de Filippi’s translation did not just eliminate excessive verbiage; it also excised much that is vital for our understanding of Desideri’s theology and missionary career and his grasp of Tibetan Buddhism.22 It is often closer to paraphrase, and at times he deleted material that reveals a judgmental or intolerant side of the Tuscan Jesuit. Such omissions may have encouraged readers to form an incomplete picture of Desideri and contributed to the widely held view of this orthodox post-Tridentine missionary as an enlightened precursor of late-twentieth-century interreligious dialogue.23 An additional shortcoming of de Filippi’s translation from the point of view of the researcher is that, although it is based primarily on the Florentine manuscript, material from other manuscripts [see section III.10] is incorporated without distinguishing between them.

In the present translation we have striven to convey Desideri’s wording and meaning as accurately as possible and attempted to give a sense of his style to the extent that this is compatible with a clear and idiomatic (if at  times necessarily somewhat formal) English. The entire text of the HNT has been translated, including those chapters that may be of interest primarily to specialists (e.g., in Mughal history or Catholic missiology), and we have included significant variants from earlier states of the text. We hope that this will provide a better-rounded conception of Desideri as a person of exceptional intellect, courage, perseverance, and faith who also possessed some very human character traits, such as strong intellectual and personal pride,24 and who shared some of the dogmatic beliefs and prejudices of his time and intellectual environment. This simply marks him as a transitional figure of the early modern period and in no way diminishes the unique contribution that he made in this book to our knowledge of Tibet and its culture.25



4. Envisioning Tibet, Tibetans, and Their Religion in the HNT 

There has been a considerable amount of writing in recent years by European and American scholars dealing with the construction of an imaginary Tibet by travelers and others.26 In this critical viewpoint Westerners have projected their fears and hopes on the Land of the Snows, depicting it either as a remote and peaceful refuge of mystics and miracles or a despotic feudalism following a debased and superstitious version of Buddhism. We shall see that Desideri’s presentation of Tibet and its religion indeed contains both idealization and demonization, although for different reasons than those posited by the cultural theorists. We will also examine some of the contradictions and evasions that resulted from his rhetoric.

Desideri’s characterization of Tibetans is much more positive than that of his Capuchin fellow missionaries. Francesco Orazio della Penna thought they were vindictive, greedy, and disloyal, and “dirty and filthy and lack good manners,” although he also granted them some good qualities, such as intelligence, reasonableness, piety, and gentleness.27 The Capuchin missionary Domenico da Fano described them as “very greedy, self-interested, and ungrateful.”28 Neither Desideri nor the Capuchins considered the Tibetans as racially distinct from Europeans: their complexions are “red and white ... tending toward the olive-hued” (HNT II.16), and there is no mention of the epicanthic fold or other features later considered characteristic of the “yellow race.” In this, Desideri is in agreement with the Catholic missionaries of his time and earlier who judged the Chinese and Japanese (but not East Indians) to be white.29 Desideri followed the venerable practice (dating from classical historians) of ascribing a generalized  character to peoples, and the Tibetans are paragons: “affable, courteous, and down-to-earth” (II.13) and of “lively spirit, keen intelligence . . . cheerful, and active by nature” (II.15). Desideri especially notes their attraction to religious virtue: “a great propensity toward piety . . . their greatest enjoyment is reading religious and moral books” and their “greatest virtue . . . their inclination to mercy; they give alms to all the poor and needy, even to animals on the road ...” (II.16). He clearly announces the main point of this rosy portrait: despite their false and diabolically influenced religion, the Tibetans have been touched by God’s grace, with their “natural inclination toward the good and their propensity to virtue” (II.16), and thus were an ideal mission field. He even declares in the same passage that their piety and compassion could serve as a reproof to the lax practices of European Christians; this was a frequent trope in both Jesuit and non-Jesuit accounts.30


Desideri’s agenda to present Tibet as a virtuous and civilized land, lacking only the light of the True Faith, led him into obvious contradictions. Thus, after three chapters (II.10-12) dramatically depicting revolts, wars, treason, murder, and plunder in Tibet (much of it perpetrated or aided by members of religious orders), he describes the country as “a peaceful kingdom,” an egalitarian and virtually violence-free society. In this Arcadian vision he was echoing the account of his predecessor, the Portuguese Jesuit António de Andrade,31 and anticipating late-Victorian and contemporary proponents of a similarly ahistorical view of Tibet.32 Unlike the romantic believers in Tibet as Shangri-la, Desideri was not led by a rejection of his own cultural values or political sympathies but by the rhetorical necessity to further the most significant aim of his narrative, the promotion of a Jesuit mission in Tibet. This does not mean that he was not genuinely fond of the Tibetans; like his predecessors in China and Japan, and many cultural anthropologists in the modern era,33 Desideri had strong positive feelings (a positive transference, in Freudian terms) toward “his” people. In rhetorically and emotionally neutral matters, such as the sections on rivers, bridges, geography, clothes, diet, trades, animals, and agriculture in Book II, Desideri simply presents the facts as he experienced or learned about them in clear and unbiased detail. That he was quite aware of the harsh conditions of Tibet is clear from his gloves-off account in the Missionary Manual,34 an insider document directed at Jesuits who would be involved in continuing the Tibet mission, where he advises that only the most adaptable and hardy missionaries be sent there, “because these lands are wild and barren places where people live in great wretchedness,  without bread, wine, fruit, vegetables, or legumes, whose food and clothing is coarse, and where sleeping is very uncomfortable, as if one were right on the ground . . . [the missionaries] have to be endowed with a temperament that adapts easily and can be easily contented to live deprived of every human consolation and relief.”

When Desideri discussed Tibetan religion he was of course guided by Catholic doctrine; while he regarded certain aspects of “the unique religion observed in Tibet” to be demonically inspired (HNT III.1-3, 10, 14, 18), he also allowed that divine grace had granted the Tibetans many of the virtues of natural religion.35 In his diplomatic response to the questions of the Tibetan ruler Lajang Khan and his prime minister Targum Tashi (see section II.11 below) about the differences between Tibetan Buddhism and Catholicism, he distinguished between the religious belief system—“principles, maxims, or dogmas that one must believe in”—and precepts or instructions about behavior: “As to the first part, our religion and theirs were in total opposition, and a complete change in their beliefs would be necessary; in regard to the second part, their religion and ours were not so different that we could not agree should they wish it” (HNT I.13). This was an uncontroversial stance; his Capuchin rival della Penna expressed an identical opinion,36 and certainly there was little in the religious piety, almsgiving , and compassion normative to Tibetan culture that would have had to change if they had accepted Christianity, except for their marriage and funerary customs mentioned above.37 Doctrinally, however, the Tibetan belief in a cycle of rebirths (or “transmigration” as the missionaries called it) and their denial of an all-powerful creator deity were execrable heresies in the eyes of the Catholic Church. In addition, as mentioned above, the Tibetans’ religious tolerance was an unacceptable laxity from the Catholic viewpoint that there is no salvation outside of the church.38


What distinguished Desideri from the Capuchins, with the possible exception of della Penna, was his interest and openness to learning the exact details and meaning of his opponents’ religious beliefs, albeit in order to refute them. We find no mention of the doctrine of emptiness in the writings of della Penna or those of the other Capuchins, whereas Desideri devoted immense effort to mastering its meaning and realized its key role in Tibetan Buddhist doctrine. His clear understanding and explication of this concept (see HNT III.10) was a great achievement—in the words of Giuseppe Tucci (1894-1984): “It is ... amazing how Desideri, with no knowledge of Indian philosophy, was able to grasp the real meaning  of these difficult ideas.”39 In the Historical Notices of Tibet he confines himself to setting out and explaining this “enormous and primary error of the Tibetan sect,” but in his Tibetan works he cleverly incorporates it into a philosophical system that would have been readily intelligible to native Tibetan scholars.40


Despite his intense motivation and capacity for hard work, Desideri could not have mastered the doctrines of Tibetan Buddhism without the help of the Tibetan Buddhist teachers with whom he studied throughout his stay in Tibet. There is no indication that he felt any ambivalence toward these Buddhist teachers.41 On the contrary, he describes Tibetan lamas and scholars as “wise and learned men” of good judgment and character (III.1-2) and believes that they are very susceptible to reasonable argument and well disposed to Christianity (II.13); his account book indicates that he visited his old teacher and exchanged ceremonial scarves (khatak) with him,42 and his relationship with the Lungar Lama (III.6) was clearly one of deep friendship and mutual trust.

Desideri’s beliefs about the origins of Tibetan religion changed as his knowledge deepened. In a letter sent upon his arrival in Lhasa to his friend and fellow Jesuit Ildebrando Grassi (see section II.9), Desideri still held the common belief that the Tibetans preserved remnants of an ancient Christianity, as shown by their acceptance of the Trinity and an eternal Heaven and Hell. He soon realized his mistake, and in his retraction cites the lack of any Tibetan tradition or historical evidence for the existence of a previous Christian community there, despite “the many resemblances of the Tibetan sect and religion . . . to our own holy faith” (III.21). He did allow that the Tibetans had probably obtained some knowledge of Christianity from the Indian sources of their own religion, who had received it in turn from the Christians of southern India.43 Desideri was quite clear about the uniqueness of Tibetan religion, language, and culture,44 and he clearly distinguished Tibetan beliefs from those of the Indian pagans (that is, “Hindus”) and brilliantly discerned the non-theistic (but not exactly atheistic) nature of Tibetan Buddhism (III.11).45 It may seem odd that he did not connect the Tibetans’ “lawgiver” Shakya Thupa to the Shakya worshiped in China and Japan, as discussed by Ricci and other Jesuits;46  he may well have known that he was dealing with a pan-Asian religion of Indian origins and not considered it relevant to his missionary objectives. Desideri’s approach was not that of comparative religion, a discipline formulated only in the nineteenth century; the purpose of his study of Tibetan religion, as he relates in the preface, is to provide materials for the  ultimate refutation and defeat of this false and insidious sect. To do so, however, their belief system had to be presented as accurately as possible in its own terms.


5. Political History and Mission History in the HNT 

The Historical Notices of Tibet is an important source for the history of Tibet during the pivotal years of 1717-21, which encompassed the overthrow of Lajang Khan and Khoshot rule, the country’s occupation and rule by the Dzungar Mongols, Tibetan rebellions, Manchu invasions, and the establishment of the Qing protectorate over Tibet.47 Desideri’s is the only on-the-spot Western report of this period (with the exception of the much briefer Capuchin writings); it contains a great deal of reliable information that is supported by Tibetan and Chinese accounts, and it at times brings to light facts that were suppressed for political reasons by Tibetan chroniclers of the period.48 Nevertheless, some of Desideri’s report of this period reads like a dramatic romance, filled with stock characters and situations, such as the good minister loyal until death, the sad death of the just and noble king and his family, and the treacherous and brutal enemy. These sections are fictionalized, with two of the main protagonists, the chief minister Targum Tashi and the General Döndrup Tsering , themselves concocted or composite personages unknown to the Tibetan, Chinese, Mongol, Manchu, or Capuchin sources.49 In this episode Desideri created a gripping and dramatic tale, one that would have easily lent itself to performance on a Jesuit university stage as “The True and Tragic History of Lajang Khan.”50 As the central protagonist of this drama, Lajang Khan is depicted in the brightest hues: of royal blood and related to the Qing emperor; he is a mirror for princes: highly intelligent and quick, liberal, amenable to reason, prudent, with “a certain wise discernment in affairs of state that evoked wonderment,” and incorruptibly just; his only fault (as Desideri implausibly suggested in an earlier draft) was that he was too trusting (II.9). This panegyric is wholly at odds with the factual part of Desideri’s narrative, which describes the khan as treacherously assassinating the regent Sangyé Gyatso and deposing the popular if dissolute Sixth Dalai Lama, the latter a grievous political blunder as well as the usurpation of a legitimate ruler. Desideri also omits other particulars that would have created an even more unfavorable impression of Lajang Khan: his poisoning of the previous khan, his brother, executing the head of the Sera Mé  monastic college and other acts of cruelty once he attained power, a failed invasion of Bhutan, and the alcoholism of his last years.51


We find the same kind of exemplary dramatized history in Desideri’s accounts of Mughal strife (I.4 and IV.7-8), which are peopled with cowardly and treacherous ministers (Mir Jumla, Khan Dauran Khan), who are, naturally, of low birth; wise and loyal (and aristocratic) good ministers (Nizam-ul-Mulk); and evil or corrupt emperors (Farrukhsiyar, Mohammed Shah). The message of these sections is boldly highlighted: rebellion, even against the most atrocious monarch, is always wrong and will be punished (I.4).52 In reading these episodes we must bear in mind that Desideri, like all but a few of his fellow Jesuits, was not a historian; “he was a man of the present and the future.”53 A product of a conservative educational regime and having spent most of his adulthood (1712-27) far from the currents of European thought, Desideri shows no awareness of the early Enlightenment ideas about a positivist historiography based on objective data that had filtered across the Alps in the early eighteenth century. This new approach was used by older contemporaries of his, such as the great liberal Jesuit historian Ludovico Muratori and the Pistoian Niccolò Forteguerri, author of a history of the missions utilizing archival sources held by the Propaganda.54 On the contrary, in constructing his historical narrative, Desideri was looking backward to seventeenth-century models, Bartoli as well as Martino Martini’s popular History of the Tartar War,55  and a conservative Jesuit historiography based on a Ciceronian and Livian conception of history as a form of rhetoric, whose main function was teaching moral philosophy by example and reinforcing traditional sources of power.56


The most important story in Historical Notices of Tibet is that of the mission itself. In writing of the mission and of himself as its chief protagonist, Desideri was firmly rooted in the specialized genre of Jesuit mission history, of which Bartoli’s Istoria (see above) was the most influential Italian example. The aim of this variety of history was “the triumphalist exaltation of a man or an order, which considers the historical occurrence itself . . . as nothing more than the perceptible veil through which that triumph is shown and can be perceived by men.”57 The heroes of these works are active and courageous, displaying the virtù of the ideal Renaissance noble. Desideri’s self-presentation in the HNT is as a courageous leader, undaunted in confronting extortionate toll collectors in India, malaria and tigers in Nepal, Satan’s influence and human disorder in Tibet, and  Barbary pirates off the Iberian coast and the French Riviera. Moreover, he is welcomed everywhere as a man of the world: Mongol kings and ministers become his intimate friends on first meeting; Dutch businessmen, French sea captains, French prelates, and Tuscan nobles show him extraordinary honor and favor. All this may seem mere self-advertisement, but Desideri was presenting himself as the representative of his order, making the case that he or other Jesuits would be the best and only legitimate missionaries to send to Tibet. This is most explicit in the concluding chapters (IV.17-20) devoted to an intricately argued assertion of the learning, subtlety, and intellect required of a missionary to the Indies; the subtext is that mendicants like the Capuchins might be wonderfully effective missionaries among the illiterate masses of Europe or Asia, winning souls by dispensing medical care and preaching to the masses, but only a suave missionary fully educated in doctrine and philosophical reasoning, someone in fact very much like the Pistoian patrician Ippolito Desideri, S.J., would be able to win over the pagan scholars of India or Tibet.

These rhetorical strategies and objectives explain much of what Desideri chose to leave out of his relation. The Capuchins, despite his irenic tone toward them in the HNT (in his letters and the defenses Desideri portrays them as spiteful and largely ineffective and ignorant of Tibetan language and culture), are written out of important events. It is Desideri who is in the spotlight as the favorite at court, an intimate of the king and ministers, liked and admired even by Tibetan lamas and doctors of religion. The Capuchins were also present at all but the first of Desideri’s audiences with Lajang Khan, but this is not mentioned in the HNT, although Desideri does acknowledge, in the context of discussing the Tibetans’ tolerance, that the Capuchins received permission from the Tibetan government to buy land, build a residence, celebrate Mass, and teach their religion (II.13). One can understand their indignation at being slighted in the account a rival missionary who had even less success in the tangible work of mission-building than they. However, the HNT, like other Jesuit letters and relations meant for a wider public, is among other things a marketing document that “concentrates upon detailing an image suggesting that the word and servants of God held a great attraction for the exotic mighty,”58 and one can hardly expect the loyal Jesuit to emphasize that the representatives of a rival order had as much influence at Lajang Khan’s court as he.

Other omissions in the HNT stemmed from Desideri’s need to present Tibet as a civilized land and attractive missionary field, as we have  discussed above. Desideri never mentions the uncleanness of the ordinary Tibetans’ persons, clothing, and dwellings, something commented on by most other Western visitors (including his traveling companion Manoel Freyre) from the seventeenth through mid-twentieth centuries.59  His silence on this matter is all the more glaring considering his biting remarks on the Nepalese Newars’ lack of hygiene; Nepal, however, was not a Jesuit mission field. Nor does Desideri discuss the worship of terrifying forms of buddhas and bodhisattvas, or the depictions of naked tantric deities in sexual union, although he would have seen such images and observed their worship in all the temples and monasteries and chapels he visited. Although he identifies demonic influences and imitation in Tibetan religion, it would have been quite something else to have shown his beloved Tibetans enthusiastically kowtowing and making offerings to what Europeans would have considered devilish idols. Such a portrayal would have created too much cognitive dissonance: how could a reasonable, pious, and virtuous folk behave in such a monstrous fashion? Demon worshipers would require the sword of conquistadors to subdue them and not the dialectic of learned Jesuits. In addition, Desideri likely understood (as his predecessor Andrade did even without a knowledge of the language or a profound acquaintance with the culture) that the apparent devil worship had an entirely different meaning to the worshipers themselves.60 Desideri’s silence, then, can be interpreted as protective discretion.


6. Reading the HNT 


Historical Notices of Tibet is a book that can be read on a number of levels for multiple purposes. Modern popular history and historical fiction retains many of the conventions of early modern histories: dramatic fictional speeches, the imaginative transformation of dry facts, and the depiction of historical personages so that they seem more sympathetic or heroic to the reader than a dispassionate reading of their actions in the historical record would allow. The story of Desideri’s extraordinary and adventurous travels and endeavors is the wholly true tale of a courageous, tenacious, and brilliant personality; if he sometimes skews his narrative to show himself in the best possible light and heightens the very real historical drama with rhetorical invention, the reader will make allowances for this, as we do with fictionalized history and with most pre- and early modern and numerous contemporary biographies and memoirs.61 Viewed in  this light, Historical Notices of Tibet can be read for the sheer enjoyment of the narrative, as we read Marco Polo, Benvenuto Cellini, or Shakespeare’s history plays.

For readers with specific research interests the book is a treasure-house of material on early-eighteenth-century Tibet, Mughal India on the cusp of British domination, the maritime empires of Portugal and France, and the Catholic missions of the Indies; these materials of course need to be critically sifted and verified by other sources when possible.

The center of this book is Tibet: Desideri’s multifaceted report provides the most complete and accurate picture of the country that was produced until the beginning of the twentieth century.62 His intention was to “give a full report on the qualities, rulership, customs, and religion or sect of these peoples about whom no one else as yet has provided clear and detailed information . . . ,”63 and in the estimation of Tibetologists of a later era he met his objective admirably.64 Even on the subject of Tibetan religion, an area of great sensitivity that would have been carefully scrutinized by ecclesiastical censors, Desideri’s presentation is fair and very accurate, if filtered through his Christian sensibilities and presuppositions; his opinions and objections are always demarcated, and he does not allow them to distort his exposition of his opponents’ views. Desideri treated the Tibetans as civilized and intelligent fellow human beings, without displaying arrogance or ethnocentrism toward them; he truly heard his Tibetan interlocutors, finding genuine areas of agreement between their religion and his, but not hesitating to contest doctrines he found irrational or injurious: “He should not be seen simply as the first Tibetologist: He was also the first to single-handedly begin a reasonable debate with Tibetan Buddhism.”  65 We are proud to present to the contemporary reader the result of his extraordinary encounter with the distinctive yet strangely familiar civilization he found on the snowy fastness of the Tibetan plateau.


    

    
        II. IPPOLITO DESIDERI: HIS LIFE AND MISSION 

    
        1. Childhood and Early Life 

    Ippolito Desideri was born in the historic Tuscan city of Pistoia, situated in the hill country approximately thirty kilometers to the north and west of Florence. In Desideri’s time Pistoia was a possession of Florence, having been annexed by it in 1530. His family had originally been prosperous  millers in Gora (a village about three kilometers northwest of Pistoia) who later became Pistoian citizens, eventually acquiring membership in the patriciate along with a coat of arms.66 Throughout his life Desideri expressed pride in his Pistoian birth and his family’s position, referring to himself as “the most unworthy of its patricians.”67 His physician father, Iacopo, had inherited a large estate from his uncle, a parish priest. In 1678 Iacopo married Maria Maddalena Cappellini, and the couple took up residence in his late uncle’s house. To accommodate the rapidly growing family, which now included two sons and a daughter, they later moved to a larger house, with a substantial garden in the back, near what was then the Church of San Prospero.68 Shortly thereafter, their next-to-last child was born on December 20, 1684, and baptized the following day as Ippolito Tommaso Gaspare Romolo Desideri, Ippolito for his maternal grandfather and Tommaso for the Apostle Thomas, on the eve of whose feast day he was born.69


    On April 15, 1687, when Ippolito was only two years old, his mother Maria Maddalena died at age twenty-eight, shortly after bearing another son. By the end of 1688 Iacopo Desideri had remarried, taking as his wife the pious thirty-four-year-old spinster Maria Costanza Dragoni to care for the children. Of the five children, four were to enter the religious life;70 only the second eldest son, Giuseppe, obtained a secular education, became a physician like his father, married, and had children.

    On May 12, 1693, the nine-year-old Ippolito was confirmed at the cathedral in Pistoia and began his studies at the Jesuit school. Until he left for Rome in 1700 he lived at home. As a student he would have pursued the standard Jesuit humanistic curriculum with its emphasis on Latin language and classical literature, and received the customary religious instruction.71 During the years of Desideri’s studies, the Jesuit chapter in Pistoia was engaged in a vigorous campaign within the diocese in support of the foreign missions, and the young Ippolito would have heard much about the great Jesuit missionaries of the past, especially St. Francis Xavier, “the apostle to the Indies,” and Pistoia’s own Giuliano Bandinotti (1591-1631), the first Catholic and Jesuit missionary to present-day Vietnam. He would also have learned of the Pistoian Franciscan Arcangelo Carradori, missionary in Upper Egypt and Arabia, who had ended his life in a monastery in Pistoia in 1652, within living memory. It is likely that the missionary fervor surrounding Desideri and the examples he had before him planted the seeds of his future vocation.72


    
        2. Rome and Jesuit Education 

    One can gauge Ippolito’s early promise as a student from his selection by the Pistoian Jesuits to be sent to Rome as a candidate for entrance into the Society. In April of 1700, at age fifteen, he left for Rome, probably accompanied by the rector of the Pistoian College, Giovanni Battista Nembrini. On April 27th he entered the Society of Jesus at the Church of Sant’Andrea in the Quirinale. After concluding a preliminary period of reflection, he elected to enter the novitiate, and after being examined by the fathers on May 9, 1700, he donned the habit of a novice.73 During the two-year novitiate an aspirant is supposed to examine the seriousness of his choice, come to a more intimate relationship with God, grow in authentic self-knowledge, and develop an increasing love for the Society of Jesus. It is a time of intense spiritual contemplation, performed under the guidance of a novice master (maestro). In Ippolito’s case his master and vice-master, Fathers Raniero Carsughi and Benedetto Rogacci respectively, were both experienced men and authors of important works on religious subjects.74 During that first year Ippolito would have made two thirty-day retreats to practice Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises. These exercises, parts of which are devoted to fostering a missionary vocation, constitute the foundation of Jesuit spirituality and culture.75 During this time he developed an important friendship with a fellow novice, Ildebrando Grassi (1683-1731), who would later be his traveling companion on the journey from Europe to India. After devoting himself to a second year of prayer, work, contemplation, and study, Ippolito concluded his novitiate on April 28, 1702, when he took the perpetual vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience in the Society of Jesus, at the church for the novitiate, San Vitale, on the saint’s feast day.76


    Ippolito then took the vows of a scholastic in order to prepare for ordination to the priesthood. As such he entered the Roman College (Collegio Romano), the elite Jesuit university, then located near the Church of St. Ignatius.77 Following a period devoted to the study of rhetoric, he commenced the next stage in the curriculum, the study of philosophy, in the autumn of 1703. At the Roman College Ippolito renewed his friendship with Ildebrando Grassi and became acquainted with Francesco Piccolomini (1682-1740), who would become a lifelong friend, and like Grassi, the recipient of an important letter.78 After completing the philosophical portion of his formation he was sent, as was customary, to teach humanities (that is, classical languages, rhetoric, and philosophy) at a regional  Jesuit college, in Desideri’s case, Orvieto and Arezzo, and later he taught at the Roman College itself (1706-10).

    In the autumn of 1710 Ippolito began the study of theology. He must have been exemplary both in his studies and personal conduct, since he served as a prefect during his first year and during his second was selected to preside over the logic exercises in his class at the college. Nevertheless, despite his academic success, with its prospect of future advancement in the church as an academic or bureaucrat, he made the difficult decision to choose the missionary vocation instead.

    
        3. The Call to the East 

    We cannot say how and when Desideri first conceived of his vocation as a missionary. We have already mentioned some of the early influences that may have led him in that direction, especially the Spiritual Exercises.  While at the Roman College he may also have read the famous history of the Society by Daniello Bartoli discussed above (section I.1) and perhaps, with special interest, the volumes on the Asian missions, and he would have known of the letters and reports from missionaries in the field, both past and present, that were customarily read out loud during mealtimes.79  His decision, however he arrived at it, was not an easy one, as he himself related it in a draft of the first chapter of the HNT. He writes of “an inward impulse calling me to the Indies missions,” while also feeling “a certain intrinsic and stubborn repugnance in my nature for so arduous and painful an enterprise.” This interior struggle was severe enough to prevent him from pursuing his third year of theological studies. Finally, he reached a state of crisis and sought divine guidance. In September of 1711 he made a pilgrimage to the Holy House at Loreto (near Ancona): a place sacred to the Virgin Mary, “the Mother of good counsel.”80 After completing the pilgrimage, he again performed the Spiritual Exercises and upon their conclusion he had resolved to become a missionary.

    After what had to have been many written appeals to be sent to the missions (applicants sometimes had to petition for years before being finally approved or denied),81 Desideri now wrote a formal letter of application to Michelangelo Tamburini (1647-1730), father general of the Society, dated August 14, 1712,82 requesting to be posted to “the Indies,” which at that time was understood to encompass all of South, Southeast, and East Asia. In his letter Desideri points out that it was on the following day, August 15th, the Feast of the Assumption, that “the holy apostle to the  Indies St. Francis Xavier entered Japan [in 1549], where a most merciful God is calling me, an unworthy sinner. I beseech Your Paternity to allow me on that day the permission I greatly long for and send me to this region.”83 On that feast day, which was to prove so significant throughout his life, Desideri received a reply from the general granting his request to be sent to the Indies missions. We may assume given the immediate reply and approval of Desideri’s request that an understanding had already been reached, and Desideri’s letter at that point may have been pro forma. As for his specific assignment, we will consider this presently.

    
        4. Tibet: A Contested Field 

    In the seventeenth century the Jesuits made two attempts to missionize Tibet. The more successful and the earlier of the two was the mission established by António de Andrade in 1624 at Tsaparang , the capital of the once-important western Tibetan kingdom of Gugé; this mission survived until the Ladakhi conquest of the 1640s that brought about the end of the kingdom itself.84 The other mission was that of the Portuguese fathers Estevão Cacella (1585-1630) and João Cabral (1599-1689), who in 1626 arrived in Shigatse in Tsang, Central Tibet, while on their way to Tsaparang, and were invited by the king to stay.85 But despite being given permission to preach and found a mission, their attempt was over by 1635. Both missions were widely known of in Europe through the publication and translation of Andrade’s Novo descobrimento do gram Cathayo ou reinos do Tibet (The New Discovery of Great Cathay, or The Kingdoms of Tibet) 86 and the letters of Cacella and Cabral, which were instrumental in whetting the European public’s appetite for news of Tibet. There was also the journey of the Jesuits Johannes Grüber (1623-80) and Albert d’Orville (1621-62) through eastern Tibet, although this was not for missionary purposes. They reached Lhasa in 1661, and their journey gained great notoriety in Europe through the account they supplied the renowned Jesuit polymath Athanasius Kircher, who published it in his European bestseller, China Illustrata (China Illustrated) in 1667.87 In his book Kircher also gave a full account of the earlier Jesuit missions in Central Asia, including maps of the routes the missionaries had taken. The Jesuits’ presence in Tibet was thus common knowledge at the time. However, after the Tsaparang mission came to end, interest in the Tibet missions faded, while the Society, quite occupied with more pressing matters, was constrained to draw its attention away from Tibet.
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Fig. 2. Michelangelo Tamburini, father general of the Society of Jesus 1706-30.

    Image courtesy of Marquette University, Department of Special Collections and University Archives.

    The Society of Jesus in Ippolito’s time was in its most precarious position since its founding. For some decades the Society had been forced to fight a series of rearguard actions against the onslaughts of other religious orders from within the church, especially the Capuchins, and from outside the Church in the form of the French state, which threatened the Society’s traditional patrons of Portugal and Spain. The Society had also run afoul of the Sacred Congregation de Propaganda Fide, the department of pontifical administration established in 1622 (over Jesuit objections)88  with the charge of spreading Catholicism throughout the world and regulating church affairs in non-Catholic countries. The Propaganda, as we will refer to it, was created in response to the burgeoning colonizing and  missionary activity of the period, and the declining power of Portugal and Spain, which were no longer able to fully maintain their far-flung networks of missions; its express purpose was to prevent conflicts between the missionary orders by wielding sole and absolute authority in the assignment of missions and the adjudication of disputes between orders. No religious order was allowed to establish a new mission anywhere without the expressed approval of the Propaganda, which would then fund it, and no order would be allowed to establish a mission in a place where missionaries of another order had already done so.

    There was, however, a complicating factor. More than a century before the creation of the Propaganda the popes had granted the crowns of Spain and Portugal the right to regulate church affairs within their domains, even to the right of assigning and approving missions, with Portugal having been given these rights over all of East and South Asia. One can immediately see that this power, known as the padroado, or patronage in Portuguese, would eventually come into conflict with that of the Propaganda. Ever since the granting of the padroado, the Holy See itself had vacillated over the continuance of the rights of the Portuguese crown, sometimes affirming it and at other times restricting it. Portugal itself continued to regard its patronage as a right (jus), whereas the Propaganda held it to be a priviledge that could be modified or even abolished. The Indian Goa province, which had been founded under the padroado, had jurisdiction over the Tibetan mission, which it had acquired through Andrade, who was a missionary of that province and later its superior. All missionaries going to Goa from Europe were required by the padroado to embark from Lisbon, swear loyalty to the Portuguese crown, and sail only on Portuguese ships, and the Jesuits continued to comply with these requirements. From the Propaganda’s point of view, Portugal could require whatever it still had the power to enforce, but so far as the Propaganda was concerned, it alone wielded ultimate authority over all the missions.89 In the years preceding Desideri’s entrance into the order, the Propaganda had delivered a number of judgments highly injurious to the Jesuits, such as the forced submission in 1681 of the Jesuits in Thailand to the Vicars Apostolic and the Propaganda’s decision in 1698, upon a complaint of the Capuchins, to expel the Jesuits from their mission in the Indian city of Surat, a mission that they, the Jesuits, had established in 1693.90 As we shall see, the individual primarily responsible for their expulsion was also instrumental in the establishment of the Capuchin mission to Tibet. In 1703 Pope Clement XI himself, despite his own Jesuit education and personal sympathies, in  a heavy blow aimed at the Society, and once again upon the complaint of the Capuchins, confirmed the Propaganda’s condemnation of the Jesuits in the long-running controversy (begun in 1645) over the Chinese and Malabar rites, indigenous rituals and customs that the Jesuits had permitted their Chinese and South Indian converts.91 By Desideri’s time, the Capuchins were regarded by the Jesuits as intruders and usurpers used by the Propaganda to reduce their power and influence and to break the monopoly of the padroado.

    In that same year of 1703, the Propaganda, again with Clement’s approval, awarded the Tibet mission field to the Capuchin order.92 How did the Capuchins come to have such a strong interest in Tibet that they sought permission to establish a mission there? The reasons are by no means clear, but we do know that the request was at the instigation of a French Capuchin, Fr. François-Marie de Tours, who had been instrumental in having the Jesuits expelled from Surat.93 Having returned to Rome with the approval of his superiors, Fr. François-Marie requested permission from the Propaganda to open three new missions, two in India and the third in Tibet. This request was made on the very day, March 14, 1703, that the Propaganda was meeting to offer judgment in the matter of the Chinese and Malabar rites. In his memorandum he argued for the desirability of opening up a land route from Persia through Tibet to China, in order to make the journey easier and eliminate the resistance that some religious had to serving in the Asian missions due to the long and difficult journeys to their destinations especially after a lengthy and perilous sea voyage.94 For the Jesuits and the Capuchins, Tibet possessed strategic importance as the link between China, the most important field of operations in East Asia for both orders, and their important mission fields in South Asia. In fact, the journey of the Jesuits Grüber and d’Orville referred to above was specifically made with a view to exploring the feasibility of Tibet as just such a “bridge” between China and India.95 De Tours also pointed out that with such a land connection, the Capuchins could entirely avoid the pretensions of the padroado, a factor that would certainly have appealed to the Propaganda. Finally, there was a religious argument to be made: like Andrade eighty years before him, the French Capuchin had come to believe in the widespread and persistent legend among Muslim traders that there were people in Tibet who had once been Christians. Fr. François-Marie pointed out that due to the lack of priests these former Christians were now ignorant of their origins, yet some influence remained, insofar as the Tibetans are hostile  to Muslims and are very welcoming to any Christian who should come among them.96


    Nevertheless, taking everything into account, we believe that his primary motive was geo-political and that he conceived of a Tibet mission as a further move against the Jesuits. De Tours was fiercely nationalistic, and in his memorandum he asks the Propaganda to assign the Tibet mission to the French Capuchins and base it in Bengal, specifically in Chandernagor, which was French and the headquarters of the French East India Company in India. In effect de Tours was asking the Propaganda to place the Tibet mission under the protection of the French government and the French East India Company. However, at this time Europe was in the throes of the War of the Spanish Succession, and the Holy See was trying to avoid taking sides in the conflict, which pitted Protestant England and Holland as well as Catholic Austria and Portugal (initially) against Catholic France and Bavaria. Thus, while the Propaganda granted virtually everything in de Tour’s petition, it turned the Tibet mission over to the politically neutral Capuchins of the Italian Marches.

    Nevertheless, de Tours could not repress his nationalistic feelings; when in 1704 the first missionaries left Italy for the Near East on their way to India, Fr. François-Marie, who had been appointed prefect of the mission, wanted them to travel in a French ship, which would have exposed them to attack in the Mediterranean from France’s English and Dutch enemies.97 As the mission progressed, it turned out, not unsurprisingly, that de Tours did not like the Italians, who made it clear that this antipathy was reciprocated.98


    There is also the question as to how the Capuchins could request permission to open a mission in Tibet for whatever reason, given that the Jesuits had previously established a mission there, without themselves contravening the rule forbidding the opening of a new mission in another order’s territory. The simple fact of the matter, as strange as it may seem, is that by the beginning of the eighteenth century, despite Kircher’s popular  China Illustrata of a mere thirty-odd years before, all institutional memory, and seemingly all knowledge, of the earlier Jesuit presence in Tibet had been lost. François-Marie himself, if we are to believe him, wrote in his memorandum that he had read about Tibet and to the best of his knowledge it had not yet been explored.99 Even the Jesuits themselves seemed to have lost track of their former mission and were only awakened to that forgotten episode of their own history by the award to the Capuchins, and it must be said that from the termination of the Andrade mission in  the 1640s until the turn of the eighteenth century, the Society displayed no interest whatsoever in reestablishing a mission in Tibet. In 1707 the first Capuchin expedition reached Lhasa, and perhaps not coincidently, in that same year, the Roman publisher Francesco Corbelletti reissued the Italian translation of Andrade’s 1624 letter-relation100 first published by them in 1627, signaling a renewed interest in Tibet.

    The Capuchins’ success seems to have galvanized the Jesuits into action; they regained, seemingly suddenly, the memory of their prior Tibetan activities and set the wheels in motion for their own return to Tibet by first gathering the necessary intelligence in India. The prime movers in this were the then-new father general of the Society, Tamburini, who had succeeded to that post in 1706, and his personal representative, Fr. Miguel de Amaral (1657-1730), visitor to the Jesuit province of Goa. As the father general’s personal representative, a visitor had supreme authority in the province where he had been sent. In addition Tamburini and de Amaral had the support of the father provincial of the Goa province, Fr. Manoel Sarayva.101 Fr. Manoel Monteiro was duly dispatched to Delhi to gather information, which he did, from Armenian merchants trading in Lhasa, but he died in 1707 and nothing was made of the information he had gathered. In the same year de Amaral proposed two men to Rome for the mission, but nothing came of it, and in the following year two more men were proposed, but due to a manpower shortage elsewhere, they were reassigned to other duties. These failures only increased Tamburini’s enthusiasm for the Tibet project, as attested by his letter to the provincial at Goa dated July 6, 1709: “Since the opportunity has presented itself, I strongly recommend that new missions be opened, and that the return to Tibet should be more fervently pursued. And let no difficulties frighten [us] off, for it is the will of God, who is already opening up the path through the Mogul empire.” This letter was to give much encouragement to Desideri later on.102 In 1711 Sarayva sent two more men to attempt a mission, the Austrian Franz Borgia Koch, who died in Agra, and the Italian Giuseppe Martinetti, who gave up the mission for reasons we will discuss below. It was at this juncture, after so many failures, that Tamburini now found his man in the fervent and brilliant young Pistoian Ippolito Desideri.

    But before returning to Desideri’s activities, two related points must be explained in order to make sense of what ensued: why did the Jesuits seek to revive a mission in which they had apparently lost all interest and all knowledge, and how could they hope to do so without first gaining  the prior approval of the Propaganda? In light of their recent setbacks we believe it was Tamburini’s intention to reassert the Society’s traditional aggressive missionary activity (something for which he was known throughout his tenure as head of the order) and to confront the Capuchins, at a distance, over their recent predations of Jesuit territory. One part of this strategy would be to reopen a mission in western Tibet, since as the site of the previous Jesuit mission, they could believe themselves secure by right of precedence and thus avoid conflict with the Propaganda as well as a jurisdictional fight with the Capuchins; furthermore, the Tibet mission was part of the province of Goa, and hence under the jurisdiction of the padroado. As an additional benefit, establishing a presence in Tibet could only exacerbate the anxiety of the Capuchins.103 Tamburini may have hoped that in a best-case scenario, this counteroffensive could ultimately strike a major blow against the rival order through the connivance of the pro-Jesuit Qing court, acquire a mission field the size of Western Europe, and realize the dream of a land bridge from China to India.

    
        5. A Meeting with the Pope 

    On August 15, 1712, Desideri received Tamburini’s order to depart for the Indies. Doubtless in prior conversations or written communications Desideri was told that he would be going to the Tibet mission, though his written order was not specific as to his final destination; officially the matter of a final assignment had to be made by the father provincial of the province that had jurisdiction over the mission in question, in this case Goa.104 Events now unfolded quickly; in the week following the receipt of his orders, the new missionary received the three ordinations of subdeacon, deacon, and priest, celebrated his first Mass,105 and had an audience with the Pope. Also present at this audience was Desideri’s friend Ildebrando Grassi, who had likewise been assigned to the Indies. Both men were introduced to the Pope by Orazio Olivieri, secretary general of the Society, whose position in the order was second only to that of the father general.106 Desideri wrote three differing accounts of this audience, which will be discussed in section III below; each account was crafted to best defend the Society through the way in which he would portray the Pope as giving his support to the mission. All versions agree that the Pope, upon hearing Desideri reply “Tibet” when asked to which part of the Indies he was going, praised the resolve of the young missionary and encouraged him, praised the zeal of the Society, and on the following  day celebrated Mass for Desideri and the success of his mission. Now it should be recalled that this was the same Clement XI who nine years previously had approved the Propaganda’s award of the Tibet mission to the Capuchins. Why did he not immediately shut down the Jesuit mission in the light of the previous award? Again, as with so much that concerns Desideri and his mission, all we can do is speculate. Was it perhaps owing to the pontiff ’s well-known genial tendency to “conform himself to the character of whomever he was speaking to, like an echo, without his own voice, which made him amiable to everyone,”107 or the inability he demonstrated throughout his reign to make and stick to clear decisions?108 Or had Clement learned about the earlier Jesuit mission in western Tibet and thought that Desideri would be going to a place other than where the Capuchins were assigned, a place within the authority of the Goa province and the Portuguese patronage and thus nominally outside of the Propaganda’s authority? If so, perhaps he thought it best to stay neutral, as he had tried to do in the War of the Spanish Succession, leaving the matter to be resolved by the Society and the Propaganda, as it would have to be eventually. As we shall see, the question of how to deal with the legalities of the mission in a public forum was an important consideration throughout the revisions of the HNT.

    
        6. India 

    Less than a month later, on September 27th, Desideri left Rome; he barely had any time to pack, let alone do any research about his destination; as his account makes clear, he knew almost nothing about Tibet before he got there. It was only upon his return to Rome many years later that he had the leisure to survey the scant available literature on the subject, most of which was of little value in any case. This lack of preparation was typical of Catholic missionaries at the time; the founding of Fort William College and Haileybury were still nearly a century away.109 It was simply assumed that the men who were chosen for the missions had acquired during their long apprenticeship the generic skills in language learning, organization, leadership, and homiletics that they needed to operate in whatever remote outposts they were sent to.110


    Desideri fully describes his journey from Rome to Goa in the HNT, so it need not be related here. Suffice it to say that prior to his departure from Lisbon on April 9th, the Pistoian missionary and his companions swore an oath of loyalty to the king and queen of Portugal as their great  predecessors Ricci and Alessandro Valignano and many others had done before them.

    On September 25th Desideri arrived in Goa, the now fading and somewhat threadbare “Rome of the East,” after a long and relatively uneventful voyage. While on board he learned Portuguese and gained essential experience in pastoral care, hearing confessions, and dealing with the disputes and problems of the crew.111 Once he had time to get the lay of the land in Goa, Desideri found much not to his liking, including a certain lack of ecclesiastical rigor and a decided anti-Italian prejudice on the part of the Portuguese.112 More important was that apart from the strong support of the provincial, there was a decided lack of enthusiasm for a renewed Tibet mission on the part of the provincial curia. In two letters addressed to Tamburini from Goa a few months after his arrival, Desideri sought the general’s authoritative confirmation of his mission (he had already received formal assignment from the provincial) in the form of letters-patent. He professes that he is not afraid of any dangers or obstacles of this mission, but that the greatest impediment is “the will of Ours [fellow Jesuits] themselves, who would enchain the person who runs, clip the wings of him who flies; in a word, they stand in opposition with drawn sword to the wishes of Your Paternity’s zeal, and therefore to the manifest wishes of God.”113


    The objections to a Tibet mission stemmed from a number of major concerns: the financial demands of such a mission, a severe manpower shortage in existing missions in India,114 doubts about the potential for gaining converts in Tibet, and knowledge of the Capuchins’ rights and their activities there. At the same time Desideri was appealing to Tamburini, Fr. Giuseppe Martinetti, whom we have referred to above as having formerly been sent on the Tibet mission and abandoned it, was writing to the general arguing against pursuing the Tibet mission because the lives of valuable personnel had already been lost in this enterprise, there was little chance of success, the great distance and expense made it impractical, and the question of a Tibet mission was now moot because it “no longer belongs to the Society.”115 Interestingly when Desideri had left Goa on his way north to Agra, he and Martinetti happened to be in the same place at the same time, yet the two apparently did not meet; if they had one can only wonder how Desideri might have responded to what Martinetti would have had to tell him.116 In any case Desideri was well aware of the financial obstacles and that funds originally meant for the Tibet mission  had been diverted to other purposes: “I know for certain that there are various properties whose income by right belongs to the Tibet mission. I also know from the confession of the person who is managing it that a certain Donna Juliana, in the Mogul empire, has already given a great quantity of money to be used as alms for the poor in Tibet, and I know for certain that this money is in Our hands.”117


    In any case Desideri could not embark on this mission alone. Missionaries sent to remote new territories were supposed to have a companion; the presence of one or two others provided vital support and insurance for the staffing of the mission if, as often occurred, one of them should fall sick and die. Desideri was a newcomer to India and would have needed someone more experienced in the language and customs of the country to manage the practicalities of the journey. Missionaries were supposed to have complementary traits; one who was fervent and idealistic like Desideri was to have someone more down-to-earth and pragmatic with him to temper his idealistic zeal.118 To that end Desideri was ordered by his superiors to go the Jesuit college in Agra and wait for a companion to be assigned to him, which he was told could take a year. Desideri viewed this as a bad omen, and he would write to Tamburini that he was afraid this was to be “a solemn order to halt,”119 that is, to abort the mission; nevertheless he obediently set out, stopping at Surat on January 4, 1714, where he stayed at the Capuchin residence (conflict between orders did not override the duty to provide hospitality to other priests and brothers). Also staying at the Capuchin residence was Fr. José da Silva, the Jesuit visitor in Agra who, when Desideri met him, was on his way to Delhi in the capacity of the Portuguese viceroy’s ambassador to offer congratulations to the new emperor on his accession. As visitor and the direct emissary of Tamburini, da Silva was the most powerful Jesuit prelate in the Goa province. Desideri and da Silva were to be detained in Surat until March due to civil disorders that prevented their further progress to the north. During their time together the two men doubtless talked at length about Desideri’s mission and his fears over the implications of his assignment to Agra. It turned out that da Silva, as visitor, was prepared to exercise his authority on Desideri’s behalf, the first of a number of such interventions. As for a companion, the visitor suggested the then pastor of the Catholic community in Delhi, Manoel Freyre,120 an old India hand who had spent nineteen of his thirty-four years in the Goa province.121 When the danger had abated and it was once more safe to travel, the two men left Surat. Whether and for how far they might have traveled together is  uncertain. On May 11th, in Delhi, on the very night of his arrival, Desideri met Freyre for the first time and expatiated upon the mission, after which Freyre enthusiastically offered himself as a companion. Although Desideri was initially equally enthusiastic and convinced that Freyre shared his passion for evangelizing Tibet,122 once the journey was underway their relations would change dramatically. When da Silva arrived in Delhi he suggested to Desideri that he proceed to Agra as planned to wait out the coming rainy season and essentially leave the rest to him. Desideri went on to Agra, and on August 15th, the Feast of the Assumption (again), Desideri finally received the patent from Tamburini that he had requested. In receiving this patent Desideri now had official authority to pursue his mission regardless of any opposition from within the order, although owing to the good offices of da Silva that was actually no longer a problem.

    Two days later Desideri received a letter from Freyre informing him that he was ready to depart. If Freyre had not already received his orders (ubbidienza) from da Silva, he would do so before their departure. This  ubbidienza constituted the official permission of the Society to conduct the mission and was entrusted to its superior, in this case Freyre, and it came to play an important part in the unfolding of later events. In addition to these written orders, da Silva would have also orally briefed Freyre as to how those orders were to be understood and implemented. Considering how the mission unfolded, it seems evident that Desideri was kept in the dark, on a need-to-know basis, about the precise instructions imparted by da Silva to Freyre. At the end of August Desideri returned to Delhi. However, there was still the problem of where the funds were to be found to finance the mission. Fortunately, the ever-resourceful da Silva came to Desideri’s rescue again, by procuring a loan for the expenses of the journey and the mission itself from the very same Donna Juliana Diaz da Costa who had already provided funding for previous attempts to reopen the Tibet mission.123 Provided at last with ample funds, Desideri and Freyre were ready to leave for Tibet.

    
        7. Events in Rome 

    It will be recalled that after receiving approval from the Propaganda on March 14, 1703, to establish a mission in Tibet, the Capuchins duly dispatched a group of missionaries. This first expedition, as it is called, arrived in Lhasa in 1707 and was joined two years later by the second.  Things did not go well for them in Tibet, and at the end of December 1711, the last two Capuchin missionaries left Lhasa, leaving the mission vacant. By coincidence, at the very time Desideri was leaving Rome for India, another group of Capuchins, the third expedition, was also departing Rome for India on their way to Tibet (the Propaganda not yet being aware of the collapse of the first mission attempt); in fact, years later when the orders were engaged in litigation over the mission, questions were raised as to whether Desideri might not actually have traveled with these Capuchins on his way to Lisbon and inveigled information out of them concerning their mission.

    On top of all this, almost simultaneously with Desideri’s and the Capuchins’ departure, Domenico da Fano (1674-1728), who had been on the second Capuchin expedition and was one of those two last men to leave Lhasa, departed India for Rome, where he intended to petition the Propaganda for more men and more money, previous resources having proven inadequate. On September 13, 1713, he arrived in Rome and on December 19th was named prefect of the mission by the Propaganda and put at the head of another expedition, the fourth. On January 9, 1714, the Propaganda approved, in addition, a reorganization plan involving a total of five mission stations, assigning four priests specifically to Lhasa. Later that same year da Fano left Rome with six companions bound for Tibet. Quite clearly the Propaganda and the Capuchins were very serious about maintaining the Tibet mission and establishing it on a secure footing.

    All of this activity could not fail to come to the attention of the Jesuits and its father general; the Propaganda did not operate in secret and its judgments were a matter of record. In light of these events, Tamburini appears now to have rethought his strategy for reopening the western Tibetan mission, because he wrote a letter to the father provincial at Goa ordering him not to send anyone to Tibet if the Capuchins were already there, the clear implication, it would appear, being that Tamburini was willing to terminate the mission if this were possible.124 If Tamburini’s original idea had been to challenge the Capuchins by launching his own mission, he now realized either that the Society couldn’t afford a large-scale effort, that it was not worth the expense in terms of personnel and materiel, or there was too great a risk in a possible confrontation with the Capuchins, the Jesuits having been dealt yet another blow by them and the Propaganda in 1710, again over the Chinese and Malabar rites. However, it should be noted that in his letter Tamburini does net tell the father  provincial to recall whoever might already have been sent. Might he have thought that it was still possible for him to achieve his ends with a much smaller force—even a force of one—that could still serve as the catalyst to provoke a series of events resulting in the same outcome? If this lone soldier should succeed, well and good, and if not, chi non risica non rosica  (nothing ventured, nothing gained). As for the unknowing instrument in all this, the idealistic Tuscan missionary, Tamburini could be reasonably assured that given his background and training, he would further headquarters’ plans in doing what he thought was “the right thing.” Should Desideri get in trouble in the process that was a risk of the job. This may appear to be an overly cynical analysis, but the Society of Jesus was after all a multinational concern defending itself against an aggressive competitor, and its goals and objectives were not much different from the other great multinationals of the time, the East India companies of the French, Dutch, and English, although the Jesuits’ stock in trade was spiritual rather than commercial.

    In his reply to Tamburini the provincial cautiously wrote (plausible deniability?) that he did not know of any Capuchins who had left for Tibet “from these parts of Mogul,” meaning the Goa province. The Capuchins of course would not have left from Goa or Agra but from their headquarters at Chandernagor in Bengal; however, the Jesuits certainly were tracking the movements of the Capuchins, who later complained that the Jesuits had been gathering intelligence on them for years from Agra. As for Desideri and Freyre, they had already left for Tibet by the time Tamburini’s letter arrived, and they were not recalled.

    
        8. In Ladakh 

    On September 24, 1714, the two men departed Delhi with a small group of servants on the first leg of their journey, to Srinagar in Kashmir. Their journey is amply described both in the HNT and Freyre’s Report (see appendix C). On November 13th they arrived in Srinagar, where Desideri fell deathly ill. Between Desideri’s illness and the heavy snows that made travel impossible, they were not able to resume their journey until May 17th of the following year. On May 30th, the Feast of the Ascension, they traversed the 3,500-meter Zoji Pass and crossed over into Tibetan territory for the first time, and on June 1st they had reached the Ladakh border. After a rigorous trek of three weeks through snowdrifts, storms, avalanches, freezing torrents, dangerous precipices, snow blindness, swaying  rope bridges (which terrified Desideri), and, if we are to believe Freyre, a porters’ revolt, the party arrived on the 26th of June in Leh, capital of Ladakh, which Desideri believed was to be the end of his journey.

    As Desideri understood his assignment, it was to reopen Andrade’s mission, and much has been made of the fact that no one knew any longer where it had been;125 Desideri himself did not even know of the existence of Tsaparang until he returned to Europe. The implication is that Desideri and Freyre were more or less going they knew not where and erroneously traveled by way of Srinagar in Kashmir because they, or someone, had confused it with Srinagar in Garhwal, the jumping-off spot for Andrade in his journey to Tsaparang. Nevertheless for Andrade, as for Freyre and Desideri, the fact that they were in the Goa province and in Agra would have dictated that the mission be opened in western Tibet, for that was the practical thing to do. Reaching Tibet from the east, as the Capuchins had, would have been the more feasible route from the Jesuit Mylapore province, from which Cacella and Cabral had been dispatched.126 So as far as the Society and Desideri were concerned, to reopen Andrade’s mission was to open a mission in the same territory as Andrade, although not necessarily in the exact spot.

    Reading both men’s accounts of what transpired in Leh over the fifty-two days they spent there, it is difficult to believe that both of them were in the same place. For Desideri the Ladakhis, by which he meant the king, his court, and the lamas, were kind, generous, and well disposed toward Christianity even if they had, to his eyes, neither culture nor science, and he wished to stay and establish his mission, thus fulfilling his commission as he understood it. Freyre, on the other hand, was decidedly not enthusiastic; for him the king was a greedy barbarian whose only interest was in getting gifts from his foreign visitors, and the people of Ladakh were famished and filthy. Actually, there are several accounts; the ones Desideri contemplated publishing at different stages in the redaction of the HNT (see section III), Freyre’s account in his Report, and the account Desideri gave Tamburini in the long letter he wrote on the eve of his and Freyre’s departure from Leh.127 As an explanation of what happened, Desideri’s accounts for the HNT are notable for what they do not—and could not—say; Freyre’s account, too, is constrained in what it says, although for different reasons. It is Desideri’s letter to Tamburini that prompts us to question what the mission was really about and raises suspicions of the kind we suggested above, of covert instructions imparted to Freyre that focused on Desideri, although he knew nothing about them.

    As this subject has already been covered in exhaustive detail in a previous publication,128 we do not intend to rehearse all the details here. Desideri wrote his superior that as soon as they had arrived in Leh, Freyre began making inquiries about the shortest route back to India, which Desideri ascribed to Freyre’s incapacity for hard travel and a desire to return to the warmth and comfort of India to which he had become accustomed. Within a day of their arrival Freyre began hectoring the kings’ ministers and the king himself for a passport so that they both (not just Freyre) could leave. In addition we know from Freyre’s own report that he was making inquiries seeking information about Capuchins, something that Desideri apparently did not know about, as it goes unmentioned in his letter. Freyre laments in his Report that they had been in Leh three weeks and had failed to gain any news about the Capuchins when he happened to meet a Kashmiri merchant who “told us that there was a third Tibet larger than the other two, where he himself had seen certain poor men wearing shaggy rough woollen capes and felt caps that hung down in the back, who were distributing many kinds of medicine to the people, and he definitely knew they were Europeans. From these details I realized that these were the Capuchins.”129 Freyre was also informed that this third Tibet was a three-month journey from Leh, and as Desideri reports in his letter, Freyre was told there were no mountains and the road was good from there to Bengal. All of this would be consonant with Desideri’s view of Freyre as having been worn out and simply seeking an easy way back to India. The problem with this is that if Freyre truly wanted to return to India as soon as possible, a number of routes he could have taken would have been much shorter.130


    If we compare Desideri’s letter and Freyre’s Report, we cannot reconcile the differences in their chronology, the most noteworthy discrepancy being as to when Freyre first learned of the existence of the “third Tibet.” Freyre wrote that it was three weeks after their arrival, that is, about July 17th. However, according to Desideri, in their interview with the prime minister two days after their arrival, Freyre requested a passport to depart. But to where? Now according to Desideri in their meeting with the king on July 4th, barely a week after their arrival, Freyre again insists on a passport, and the king gives his approval but recommends that the two men lay over another two weeks “because we had a journey of at least three months” and the king wanted them to join a party that would be leaving then “for that side.” It seems obvious then that Freyre knew from the outset where they were headed and that the road he was inquiring after was the well-known  janglam (byang lam), the “northern route” that was the customary trade route for Kashmiri merchants and others traveling between Leh and Lhasa.131 From there, it was true, he could easily return to India. However, it may just have been Desideri’s impression that it was the rigors of travel and climate that drove Freyre’s desire to push on; Freyre may even have given Desideri that impression intentionally. If this is so, a reconsideration of Freyre’s character is surely in order; he has almost universally been portrayed as a weak man, even a coward.132 He must have known that to have deliberately deceived Desideri in the way we have speculated would earn him Desideri’s undying enmity, as it did. By willingly becoming an object of Desideri’s hatred, in the service of the mission, he shows himself to have been a faithful and obedient member of the Society.

    Here a few words of explanation are in order. When Freyre and Desideri left Delhi for Tibet, they didn’t really know much about it at all; their ignorance extended even to the name of the country to which they were going. Both men confess this in their individual accounts. Their understanding was that there were two Tibets: Little Tibet, or Baltistan, and Great Tibet, or Ladakh. This was the terminology employed by their informants, who were primarily Kashmiris.133 For Desideri and Freyre, Central Tibet, with its capital at Lhasa, was not Tibet, and it was not called Tibet by their Kashmiri informants. If Freyre and Desideri did not know what Central Tibet was called by the time they departed Delhi, as unlikely as that is, they definitely learned it in Ladakh, and that name was Butant, the origin of the present-day toponym Bhutan (although it did not refer to the country now bearing that name). In fact, if we consult maps from the period we find Central Tibet labeled Butant134 (spelled variously), or Barantola (from the Mongol), or the Kingdom of Lhasa (see fig. 1). For their contemporaries Tibet did not refer to a polity, just as “India” or “the Indies” did not refer to a polity but were general designations for an expanse of territory. For people at that time “Tibet” was that place on the other side of the Himalayas; from this point of view Little Tibet and Great Tibet were “somewhere,” but in a certain sense “Tibet” (like “Italy” and “Germany” at the time) was nowhere in particular.135 So when both Freyre and Desideri express surprise over there being a “third Tibet,” they were expressing surprise over the realization that Central Tibet was also called Tibet as well.

    What happened in Leh is that the two men quarreled; Desideri gives a vivid account of this in his letter. He begins by telling Tamburini how virtually from the moment of their arrival in Leh, Freyre began inquiring  about an easier way to return to the Mughal domains than the one by which they had come; as previously mentioned, Desideri ascribed these inquiries to Freyre’s aversion to hard travel and the desire to return to India. He goes on to write that Freyre had discovered the existence of a third Tibet that was a journey of three months through a wasteland, and that the easiest way to return to India was from this third Tibet. Furthermore, Freyre had told him that he had no intention of staying either in Leh or in the third Tibet and was entirely resolved on returning to India. Desideri expresses his fear that if he is obliged to go with Freyre, he may have to return to India as well, even if he wishes to stay on in the third Tibet to found a mission, because the money they have may run out, in which case the plan to reopen the Tibet mission would be a total failure. Desideri tells Tamburini that he knows “for certain” that the Capuchins have gone to the third Tibet, and may still be there, so there is no need for other missionaries in that place, and from conversations that he had with people coming from the third Tibet, he knew that the Capuchins had no success there, so there would be no point in going there anyway. But Ladakh on the other hand promises a good harvest, and there is a greater need in Ladakh than in the third Tibet, where there have been, and may still be, missionaries. Desideri then informs Tamburini that he proposed this to Freyre, who told him that he might stay if he wished, but that he, Desideri, would have to answer for it, and that he himself wished to go on to the third Tibet because “that was where Father Andrade had been, and such is the intention of our superiors.”136 Although it was understood by Desideri that his charge was in fact to reopen Andrade’s mission, even though knowledge of the exact place where that mission was located had been lost, he expressed strong doubts to Freyre that Andrade had ever been to the third Tibet; however, he eventually decided “to follow the father who had been appointed my superior, knowing for certain that before God and man he cannot be condemned who in obeying things not manifestly sinful, submits to his superior, who will have to render an account both to God and to man for himself and his subordinate.”137 In his account Freyre makes no allusion to any disagreement, much less any argument between them. The two, having received the news of the third Tibet, simply make ready to depart. Desideri could not of course have reported on this dispute in the HNT and there presents their departure as the result of a decision made by them both based on their knowledge that Central Tibet was more appropriate to their purposes because it was the seat of Tibetan religion.138


    The decision to go on to Central Tibet turned out to be a disaster for Desideri’s mission and for Desideri personally, but in the end it did, at least, partially realize one of Tamburini’s goals: with the litigation that Desideri initiated, the Capuchin mission was put on hold for ten years, during which no men and little money was sent to Lhasa, reducing the Capuchins there to penury and want.139


    Nevertheless, Desideri being compelled to go on to Lhasa turned out to be a felix culpa; had he stayed on in Leh, it is reasonably likely that he would have had at least some success with a mission there; like Andrade he would have had the support of the king and court, and historically, whatever success Christianity has had among peoples of Tibetan ethnicity has always been on the borderlands. Nor would a Jesuit mission in Leh have encountered any opposition from the Capuchins.140 Ladakh was, at that time, nominally under Mughal suzerainty and thus under the immediate jurisdiction of the Goa province and not the apostolic missionaries of the Propaganda. However, had Desideri not gone to Lhasa, he would not have had the experiences that resulted in his undying fame as the first Tibetanist and Buddhologist and pioneer of Buddhist-Christian communication.

    
        9. Journey to Lhasa 

    On August 17th Freyre and Desideri departed Leh on their way to Tashigang, the first village under Central Tibetan authority, bearing letters of recommendation given them in Leh to the governor, his steward, and a prominent local lama, with the intention to join a caravan or other group going east. They arrived in Tashigang on September 7th, where they were warmly welcomed by the governor and his steward, and especially by the local lama, who gave them “great honors and assistance.” They were to remain there for a little more than a month. As Desideri wrote, they had a chance to join a merchants’ caravan, but “certain heavy reflections” that he left unspecified caused them to think better of it. However, a much better chance presented itself two days later in the form of a large armed caravan belonging to the military governor of the district who had been recalled to Lhasa. This was the Mongol noblewoman called “Casal” by Freyre and simply “the Tartar princess” by Desideri; she had assumed command of this key frontier area upon the death of her husband.141 Although Desideri ascribes this fortunate meeting to the hand of God, Freyre informs us that it was in fact the Tashigang lama who spoke with Casal and convinced  her to let the two foreign lamas join her train. This was most opportune for them because Casal’s protection almost certainly saved their lives, and both Desideri and Freyre acknowledge her great benevolence to them in the warmest terms.

    If we compare Desideri’s and Freyre’s accounts of their stay in Tashigang we are again confronted with discrepancies of the kind found in their accounts of Leh. In the case of Tashigang these revolve around the figure of the unnamed lama; Desideri has essentially written him out of his story, whereas the lama figures very prominently in Freyre’s. Freyre tells us that he met with the lama a number of times to discuss (with the aid of the missionaries’ Muslim interpreter) matters of religion. In these discussions the subject of rebirth came up, and Freyre presents himself as giving various arguments against it that the lama could not answer. If what Freyre reported actually took place, it is strong evidence that the two Jesuits were already estranged and no longer in each others’ confidence, for Freyre obviously did not share these discussions with Desideri. When Desideri arrived in Lhasa, he could write the letter to his old friend Grassi that came to be published and widely circulated in Europe, informing him of what he had learned of Tibetan religion and stating unequivocally that the Tibetans did not believe in transmigration but in eternal punishment or reward after death. That Desideri, after traveling seven months in the company of Mongol and Tibetan laypeople, could still be so uninformed is not too difficult to credit, but we may certainly conclude that Freyre never told him about the content of his talks with the lama, assuming they actually occurred.

    On October 9th the two men and their party of three Christian servants and the Muslim interpreter set out on horseback traveling in the rearguard of Casal’s train together with the Mongol cavalry. On November 9th the caravan reached the highest point on their journey, the Jerko Pass, at 4,994 meters. Desideri and Freyre were now to become the first known Europeans to behold the sacred pilgrimage sites of Mount Kailash and shortly thereafter Lake Manasarovar, and Desideri’s description of these places in the HNT is their first written notice by a Westerner.142


    For three months the caravan wound its way through the utter desolation of the Tibetan plateau, without villages or trees, with little fodder for the horses (who were fed on barley flour), in weather so cold that all water had to be obtained from ice melted over a fire. The travel itself was very hard, as even the usually uncomplaining Desideri had to admit that “the terrain everywhere grim and rugged, the interminable climbing up and  down the most terrifying mountains, the endless trekking over snow and ice, and the constant exposure to inclement weather, privation, and the bitterly cold, piercing winds.”143 Desideri and his readers would have seen this as a fearsome journey through a hellish landscape.144 Casal provided them meat and hot tea, warm clothing, words of encouragement, and at one point saved Freyre’s life after he had fallen behind the column (he was not traveling with Desideri, it should be noted), and his horse collapsed and died, leaving him and the Muslim interpreter clinging to its corpse in the snow overnight until they were saved by the rescue party she had sent.145


    Finally, on January 4, 1716, they reached the first real settlement since they had left Tashigang, the fortress (dzong) of Saga,146 the capital of Tsangtö (Upper Tsang) province, and their first stop within Central Tibet proper. Casal had fallen seriously ill, so the party halted for twenty-four days until she recovered, at which point the journey resumed, now through populated areas, until they reached Sakya, site of an ancient and important monastery complex and seat of the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism. The hereditary hierarch of this school was then the feudal ruler of a large ecclesiastical domain. They remained at Sakya from February 15 to 29, 1716, and there they took their final leave of the Mongol princess. Desideri tells us that after a brief stay at court, she retired to a nunnery at Shigatse, and he expresses his disappointment in not yet having had sufficient command of Tibetan to have “drawn her to the holy faith” and prays that she be led to the gospel. After another brief stop, at Shigatse, the end of Freyre’s and Desideri’s epic journey was finally in sight.

    At long last they entered Lhasa on March 18, 1716, “three years, five months, and twenty-two days after my departure from Rome, two years and four months after leaving Goa, almost a year and a half after our setting out from Delhi, and ten whole months after leaving Kashmir.” On April 16th, true to his word, Freyre left Lhasa for Kathmandu, where the Capuchins had a rest house, on the first leg of his trip back to India. In writing of Freyre’s departure in the final version of the HNT meant for the press, Desideri kept to the “cover story”: “Since my companion, the other father, had been accustomed for many years to live in warm countries, he was unable to tolerate the extreme rigors of this very different climate with its severe cold and thin air. So, after resting a few days in Lhasa, he began another journey and returned to Mogul via the shortest and most frequented road through Nepal” (I.11). However, in an outburst of bitterness and anger, not untypical of him by the time he came to edit  ms. A (see section III.7 below), Desideri wrote, “Finally, in 1712, I was sent from Rome on the same mission, where I arrived on May 30, 1715,147  with Fr. Manoel Freyre, who was given to me in Delhi as a companion but who abandoned me as soon as we had arrived [in Lhasa].”148 That Desideri could write such a thing, actually naming Freyre (which he did on only one other occasion in the entire HNT), knowing full well this would never get past the censors, is indicative of the depths of his anger toward the man he held responsible (possibly along with da Silva and Tamburini) for involving him in a quarrel that he had never sought, which in the end totally consumed him and was to terminate with the collapse of all his hopes and dreams. With the departure of Freyre Desideri was now alone in Lhasa. As to what became of the three Christian servants and the Muslim interpreter we are told nothing, although it is likely that they were paid off and returned to their homes.

    
        10. Trouble Brewing 

    In late April while Freyre was still on the trail to Kathmandu, word reached the Capuchins there that the two Jesuits had recently arrived in Lhasa.149 This news was not entirely unexpected. Just four months earlier they had learned that a Portuguese and an Italian Jesuit were in Tibet and on their way to Lhasa.150 This news prompted Domenico da Fano, the prefect of the Tibet mission, to hasten to Kathmandu from Bengal to organize an expedition to get to Lhasa before them (if they had not already arrived). Da Fano and two others were themselves preparing to leave for Lhasa when they learned that the Jesuits had gotten there first. Da Fano wrote immediately to the procurator general of the order in Rome for instructions. He reports what he has learned and predicts trouble ahead if the two orders should cohabit. He admits he does not actually know the two men’s intentions, whether they are planning to remain in Lhasa or are just passing through on their way to China, but to be on the safe side he requested an authenticated copy of the Propaganda’s decree prohibiting “mission poaching” (the establishment of a mission by one order in a place assigned to another) in case it should be needed. Da Fano’s letters reveal his having been in a continual state of anxiety for some time as to whether the Capuchin mission would survive, and he was thrown into a panic by the news of the Jesuits’ arrival. He predicts dire consequences unless something is done about the Jesuits, writing of the possibility that the Capuchins may be “chased out” of Lhasa, and forced to “quit the field  and surrender to their forces.” Anticipating the worst he speculates that perhaps it would be best to voluntarily concede Tibet so as not to lose Nepal, because if it should be known there that the Capuchins had been expelled from Tibet, the king of Nepal might follow suit, owing to the concord in policy between the kings of Tibet and Nepal.151


    On May 26th, after a forty-two-day journey, Freyre arrived at the Capuchin house in Kathmandu. At the time da Fano and two others were just days away from departing for Lhasa themselves. Freyre, as became his custom, went out of his way to disturb and provoke his hosts, thus confirming da Fano’s anxieties and raising his already high level of suspicion. Freyre told da Fano that he had left Lhasa out of fear that they did not have enough money left to support both himself and Desideri after their expenditure of a thousand scudi on the journey from Delhi to Lhasa, yet Freyre arrived with three servants and two horses. Da Fano was skeptical of Freyre’s explanation, or “alleged pretext,” as he called it. It was from Freyre that da Fano first heard the name of “Ippolito di Pistoia” and, if we are to believe da Fano, Freyre told him outright that he and Desideri had come expressly to Lhasa to see if they could establish a mission there. If Freyre was telling the truth, and not just engaging in a form of psychological warfare, then the hypothesis that he was acting under “secret” instructions given him by da Silva becomes even more credible. In his letter to the Capuchin procurator general of June 6th detailing all of this, da Fano pleads with him to do something while the situation was still in its beginning stages.152 On June 20th da Fano wrote another letter in which he says that Freyre revealed to him that the Jesuits’ intention was to establish themselves in Tibet, Nepal, and Bihar, wherever the Capuchins have missions.153


    Freyre, having arrived in Kathmandu, was in a hurry to get to Patna, “to report to his superiors” as da Fano relates, but he was dissuaded by the Capuchins from doing so on their advice that to leave immediately would expose him to malaria. Since it would not be possible to travel until the end of October, da Fano advanced Freyre, who was pleading poverty, 150  scudi to cover his expenses during that time, having Freyre sign a promissory note for the amount. Da Fano later wrote that Freyre’s long stay at Kathmandu was itself an obstacle “to the jurisdiction which the Propaganda has peacefully enjoyed until now.”154


    But what truly upset da Fano was the order that Freyre was carrying, drawn up, as we have already seen, by the Jesuit visitor José da Silva in Delhi. In the order that da Silva drafted, and which Freyre would be required to present when necessary as proof that he was on official business, was  the phrase “Cum cura animarum Thibettanorum, quas olim excolendas susceperat Societa nostra”—“ With the care of the souls of the Tibetans, which our Society had once undertaken to cultivate”155—a phrase that to the Capuchins could only be construed as an aggressive assertion by the Jesuits of their right to reestablish a mission in Tibet, given their priority in the region. Since the decrees of the Propaganda that the Capuchins relied on to deny the Jesuits that right were based precisely on priority (and assignment), and the Capuchins could not deny that the Jesuits had a functioning mission in western Tibet in the previous century, this phrase in da Silva’s orders forced the Capuchins to fear that the decrees of the Propaganda forbidding mission poaching might actually be applicable to themselves, hence da Fano’s panicked response. Since da Fano knew that Freyre would be traveling on to Patna, he wrote to Fr. Felice da Montecchio, the superior at the Patna hospice, warning him in advance of Freyre’s coming and of how Freyre had boasted that he was going to try the same thing there.156 By “the same thing” da Fano meant imposing himself on the Capuchins and asserting the Jesuit right by the presentation of his patent.

    In mid August da Fano with two others departed Kathmandu for Lhasa while Freyre stayed on in Kathmandu with only the Capuchin Fr. Felice da Morro as companion. In October Freyre set out for Patna. So far it would seem that Tamburini’s and da Silva’s plans were working out.

    
        11. First Months in Lhasa 

    After Freyre’s hasty departure for India via Kathmandu and Patna, where he would continue to gather intelligence on the Capuchins and do his best to disconcert and discomfit them, Desideri was left on his own in Lhasa. Central Tibet at that time was ruled by the Khoshot Mongol Lajang Khan, whom Desideri, as well as the Capuchin missionaries, always refers to by his title “Genghis Khan.”157 An ally of the Manchu rulers of China, Lajang was a descendent of the Khoshot Gushri Khan who had invaded Tibet in 1642, conquered it, and made a present of it to the Fifth Dalai Lama, who in turn presented Gushri with the title “King of Tibet.” Lajang himself had ascended the throne in 1703 by murdering his brother, Vangjal. In 1705 he had the powerful regent Sangyé Gyatso put to death and in the following year deposed the dissolute but popular Sixth Dalai Lama, who died on his way to China, installing his own puppet as successor.158 None of this endeared him to the Tibetan people at all and only succeeded in fostering  the discontent that would eventually bring about his end. Unfortunately this was the man upon whom Desideri based his hopes.

    Desideri lost no time in penetrating the highest social strata of the Tibetan capital city. Shortly after his and Freyre’s arrival, Desideri was summoned to an audience at the palace with Lajang Khan’s generalissimo, Döndrup Tsering, who politely interrogated him as to what he was doing there and how long he planned to stay, whereupon Desideri told him that he was a lama in the Christian religion who had come to preach there, and that he planned to stay on indefinitely, even until his death, should his superiors allow him.159 On April 28, 1716, Desideri had an interview with the prime minister, whom he calls Targum Tashi.160 They apparently got on so well that Targum Tashi offered to present Desideri to the king then and there, but Desideri diplomatically excused himself “in part to increase the king’s desire to speak with me” and partly to give himself time to prepare some suitable presents. His audience with Lajang Khan, in the presence of many monks and officials, took place on May 1st, and was, by his account, a huge success. Desideri received the desired permission to preach the gospel without interference, and the king offered his protection, urging Desideri to remain in Tibet, promising him easy access to the palace for further conversations about religion.

    All of this neatly fit in with Desideri’s plan. By establishing contacts with the government elite he was pursuing a characteristic Jesuit missionary strategy: first gaining the sympathy and toleration, if not the conversion, of the elite and then propagating the gospel among the middle and lower classes. This had produced some great (though temporary) successes in China and Japan; it was less effective in the Mughal empire, where initial hopes of converting the emperor Akbar were disappointed, although the Jesuits retained powerful friends at court and were allowed to build churches and evangelize, at least among the Hindus.

    
        12. The Capuchins Return 

    Desideri was not left alone to pursue his studies and cultivate the goodwill of the Tibetan aristocracy for long. On October 1, 1716, three Capuchins arrived in Lhasa: Domenico da Fano (1674-1728), prefect of the mission, Francesco Orazio della Penna (1680-1745),161 who, like Desideri was a pioneer Tibetanist, and Giovanni Francesco da Fossombrone (1677-1724). They were carrying with them a copy of the Propaganda decree of January 15, 1656, forbidding mission poaching. Desideri had been notified of their  coming in a letter from da Fano he received in July, and almost as soon as the Capuchins arrived, the conflict that Desideri had feared when Freyre proposed their journey to Central Tibet began to unfold.

    The Jesuit greeted his coreligionists courteously and did everything possible to help them get settled; he had them share his own apartment for two weeks, until they could rent other rooms in the same house.162  However, just a few days after their arrival, on October 4th, they showed Desideri a copy of the decree. In his letter to Tamburini of February 15, 1717, Desideri expresses the view that some doubts could be raised concerning which order had actually been in the mission first; on the Capuchin side, although they had vacated the mission in 1712, they had been there for a number of years prior; on the Jesuit side, from the time Desideri entered the third Tibet in September of 1716 until the 1st of October, there were no Capuchins in Tibet whatsoever, and he reckons that he had already been actively engaged in the mission for about eleven months and for that reason is reluctant to abandon it. Note that Desideri does not offer the “Andrade argument” to assert the priority of the Jesuits, stating merely that when he entered the third Tibet, no Capuchins were to be found there.

    Desideri then goes on to tell Tamburini about da Fano’s response to his presence, which must have provided Tamburini great pleasure. We have already seen how da Fano was thrown into a panic when he learned of the approach of Freyre and Desideri to Lhasa, and since then he had had the distinctly unpleasant experience of dealing with Freyre himself. Desideri reports that when da Fano learned of their arrival, he had considered not coming at all, had written Rome for instructions, and intended to leave if he found Desideri at all punctilious, but Desideri reassured da Fano. Tamburini here may have thought that Desideri  should have been more punctilious, for with the withdrawal of the Capuchins the Jesuits would have been left with the prize. However, Tamburini could hardly have been pleased with what Desideri next informed him, namely, that to enlighten the Propaganda on the matter and to justify himself and the Society, he would be writing to the Propaganda and to the Pope himself.163 Desideri also informs the general, not without some bitterness and concern, that over the previous ten months he has written numerous letters to Goa and Agra and never received any reply, and that in fact he has not received a letter from Goa over the past three years, that his money is almost gone, and if none is forthcoming he may have to abandon the mission. Goa may perhaps have thought it  no longer had any responsibility for the Desideri mission, inasmuch as it had been taken up by da Silva, the father general’s own representative. In his letter Desideri did not inform Tamburini that two days earlier he had already written the Pope, informing him of the Capuchins’ arrival and their presentation of the 1656 decree, giving the reasons why that decree did not apply to him, and graciously adding that he does not ask that the Capuchins be recalled.164 Financial considerations aside Desideri obviously felt very secure in his legal position.

    While Desideri and Freyre had so far performed according to the expectations of their controllers, Desideri’s apparent high-mindedness with respect to the Capuchin presence in not wishing them recalled, and writing to the Pope directly, not just over the head of his superior but over the heads of the Propaganda, may have given Tamburini pause; Desideri, in his naiveté, was now shaping up to be something of a loose cannon. The missionary appears to have trusted in the theoretically absolute power of the papacy, this particular Pope’s previous blessing of the mission, and the belief that justice would prevail, ignoring the reality of Clement XI’s weak political position and his history of never having opposed the decrees of the Propaganda.

    In the meantime, more fuel was added to the fire: in late December 1716 Felice da Montecchio, after receiving a most contentious visit from Freyre, who had done precisely what da Fano had warned him of, initiated a legal case against Freyre and da Silva in the ecclesiastical tribunal in Rome, charging them (but not the Society) with usurping the authority of the Propaganda and stirring up quarrels in the matter of Tibet.165 Da Fano, perhaps troubled by da Montecchio’s unilateral action and the harshness of his accusations, wrote a supportive letter absolving the Society of all blame and praising Desideri in particular.166 This action of da Montecchio’s may be regarded as the opening salvo in what became a bitter sixteen-year struggle over jurisdiction of the Tibet mission, consuming much ink and energy on both sides, that finally was definitively decided only in 1732, not long after da Montecchio’s death and shortly before Desideri’s own.

    
        13. Studies at Shidé and Sera 

    On January 6, 1717, Desideri had an audience at the palace, with the Capuchins present, where he presented to the king his first book written in Tibetan, The Dawn as the Sign of the Darkness-Dispelling Sun.167  The express purpose of this polemical work was to assert the unique  truth of Christianity and oppose the tolerance and relative inclusiveness of Tibetan Buddhism, “the maxim current among the unbelievers that everyone can be saved through his own religious law.”168 In this work Desideri is engaged with the Nyingma or Old School of Tibetan Buddhism in the person of its founder and central figure, Padmasambhava. It demonstrates Desideri’s familiarity with the most important of the biographies of Padmasambhava, the Testament of Padmasambhava (Pad ma thang yig) as well as the prophecies (lung bstan) attributed to him.169 Using Nyingma terminology, Desideri presents the Christian revelation as a “revealed treasure,” or terma (gter ma), but one that is superior to theirs by virtue of having its origin in Heaven and not in earth (where most termas are discovered), which is to say that the Christian revelation is from God and not the Devil. Desideri even compares himself to Moses, as a great treasure-finder or tertön (gter ston) who is revealing the truth to Lajang Khan and the Tibetan people.170


    Desideri’s highlighting of Nyingma prophetic beliefs and his attempt to trump them with the gospel reflects the kind of Buddhism he must have been first exposed to during his travels from western Tibet. It also shows his limited knowledge, at this early point in his studies, of the prevailing trend in Tibetan Buddhist thought, represented at this time by the scholasticism of the Geluk order. Desideri reports that Lajang Khan read parts of his book out loud himself and then had a lama continue, praised it in general, but admitted that he found problems with its two central tenets: the Christian belief in an eternal creator God and the denial of rebirth. He proposed an eventual debate between lama scholars and the “white-headed” (i.e., European/foreign)171 lama. Lajang suggested to Desideri that in order to hold his own in such a debate he needs to deepen his knowledge of Tibetan Buddhism by studying at one of the great Geluk monastic universities in Lhasa, the equivalent, in Desideri’s frame of reference, of the Sorbonne or the Roman College. Desideri jumped at the opportunity and told the king he wanted to start as soon as possible. As the place for him to commence his studies they selected a monastery near the palace, the Shidé Monastery (also known as Ramoché after its famous chapel), which functioned as a kind of preparatory school for the universities.  172 Desideri’s objective in these studies was not dispassionate scholarly inquiry but the goal of the Christian warrior, to discover the “enemies’ camp, the nature of their weapons, their tricks and their wiles” (HNT I.15) before going into battle with them.

    On March 25th, Desideri, along with the Capuchin della Penna, began his studies at Shidé, probably under the direction of that chapel’s caretaker, Rapjampa (scholar) Yönten Palsang.173 In August they were admitted to Sera, one of the great centers of Tibetan Buddhist learning. Their royal patronage accorded them an excellent reception; Desideri reports that he was “assigned fine and commodious quarters and allowed to have a chapel and celebrate holy Mass” and that not only were he and della Penna free to practice their own religion at Sera, but even some of the Buddhist monks attended their services. The monks are elsewhere described as being respectful and even reverential toward Catholic cult objects. Desideri’s description would have provided confirmation of the philo-Oriental views of contemporary early Enlightenment writers who saw in the more tolerant East an example for Christian Europe,174 although Desideri and his fellow missionaries were by no means advocates of religious pluralism.

    Desideri describes his “continual occupation” at Sera as reading, annotating, and digesting Buddhist treatises, centering on the Great Stages of the Path (Lam rim chen mo), the massive summa of the non-tantric Buddhist path by Tsongkhapa, the founder of the Geluk order, which Desideri closely follows in his discussions of Tibetan Buddhism in the second and third books of the HNT. He also attended and participated in scholastic debates with the Buddhist monks, by which he gained familiarity with their dialectic and argumentation.175 The thorniest object of his study was the concept of emptiness, tongpanyi (stong pa nyid, Skt. śūnyatā): the lack of any permanent enduring nature either in living beings or other phenomena that is the basic tenet of Madhyamaka philosophy. Desideri states that this was so abstruse a concept that he could not find a teacher at Sera to explain it to him (most likely because his teachers judged his linguistic skills and doctrinal preparation inadequate, or because they believed him spiritually unfit for this teaching , certainly not because none of them understood it themselves, as Desideri writes),176 so he was forced to attain his understanding by dint of his own heroic study and the grace of God. However, his studies were fruitful, and on November 28th he began the composition of the first of his mature works in Tibetan, the  Origin of Living Beings and All Things, which incorporated the argumentation of his opponents, using “the enemy’s weapons,” Geluk scholastic terminolog y and argumentation, to assert the superiority of Christian theology.177 Less than a week later, Desideri’s world came crashing down around him.

    
        14. The Mission Under Attack 

    In Rome things were not going well for the Jesuits and the mission; at about the time Desideri was entering Shidé, the Propaganda reaffirmed its decrees of 1656 and 1698 against poaching others’ missions, and the decision was forwarded to Tamburini “for his careful attention.”178 This ruling, which does not, however, contain an explicit order for action on the part of the Jesuits, was probably occasioned by the letters the Propaganda had received during 1715 and 1716. In July the Capuchin Felice da Morro, who had been forced to spend his time with Freyre alone in Kathmandu after the other Capuchins had departed for Tibet, wrote to the procurator general in Rome about how the Jesuits have imposed themselves on their mission, the news of which must already be circulating in Europe. “Immortal God,” he writes, “I cannot understand how the Jesuits can have the effrontery to enter and usurp a mission established by the Capuchins at the initiative of the Pope!”179 On September 20, 1717, the Propaganda issued a second reaffirmation of its previous decrees.180 It was also about this time that relations between Desideri and the Capuchins were beginning to deteriorate. Thus far they had been cordial and collegial, but, in a letter from da Fano to the procurator general of his order, he wrote that Desideri has been showing his contempt for them by calling them “mountain fathers,” that is, bumpkins, and himself a “city father,” or an urban sophisticate, and that he had confronted Desideri over it and Desideri did not deny it.181 In the midst of this internecine sniping, Desideri’s idyll at Sera and all his hopes came to an end on December 3, 1717, when an invading Dzungar army took Lhasa and killed his patron Lajang Khan, throwing Tibet into utter turmoil and sweeping Desideri and his fellow missionaries into the chaos and maelstrom of war along with everyone else.

    In brief the reasons behind the invasion were these: for some years the Qing rulers of China had been engaged in a campaign to suppress the Mongol tribes of central Asia, which they had succeeded in doing, except for the Dzungars of “Independent Tartary.”182 The Dzungars in turn were concerned with the growing influence of China in Tibet through its alliance with Lajang Khan. We have already mentioned how Lajang had the regent put to death, deposed the Sixth Dalai Lama (who died soon after under mysterious circumstances), and established his own puppet Dalai Lama. However, after the death of the Sixth Dalai Lama, a child-successor had been found according to the customary process. This child was accepted as the valid incarnation by the Geluk hierarchy, which had never recognized  the legitimacy of Lajang Khan’s puppet and were still enraged by the murder of the regent. Unfortunately the boy was being held prisoner by the Chinese. The Dzungar leader, Tsewang Rapten (1697-1727),183 knew that the only way the Tibetans would accept Dzungar intervention was if it were to be presented as part of a plan to rescue the rightful Dalai Lama and restore him to his throne. If they succeeded in persuading the Tibetans of this the Dzungars would then have at their disposal the power of the Geluk establishment, which wielded enormous influence among the Mongols.184


    In January of 1717 the Dzungar commander began surreptitiously infiltrating his troops into Tibet. In June Lajang Khan learned of the presence of the Dzungar army and ordered a general mobilization. On November 21st the Dzungars camped before Lhasa and attacked the city on the 30th, laying siege to the Potala, where Lajang Khan, his court, and his family had taken refuge; the Khan attempted to escape and was slain on December 3, 1717.

    
        15. Under the Occupation 

    Desideri’s account of the murder of Lajang Khan and his family, the sack of Lhasa by the victorious Dzungar army, their oppressive rule over Tibet, and their eventual defeat in 1720 by the forces of the Qing emperor is, apart from one of Desideri’s finest strokes as a writer of narrative, the only substantial European eye-witness account we have of this critical event in Tibetan history.185 Desideri wrote and rewrote this narrative three times, such was his desire to “get it right” and produce just the right mixture of fact and edifying dramatic fiction.186 During the sack of Lhasa the Capuchins suffered greatly; they were robbed down to their very underwear, beaten, and humiliated by the rampaging Dzungars.187 Desideri decided to flee Sera to the remote refuge of the Capuchin hospice at Trongné in the Dakpo province of southeastern Tibet, a journey of about fifteen days from Lhasa. With his customary focus and intensity, Desideri made use of this enforced retreat to resume his industrious efforts; he continued studying with teachers, reading widely in Buddhist texts, and working on his own treatises “confuting the errors of these people” and explicating the truths of Christianity.188


    However, unbeknown to Desideri, in Rome, on December 12, 1718, the Propaganda issued its decree giving exclusive rights over the Tibet mission to the Capuchins and reproving the Jesuits for having acted contrary  to its former edicts.189 In his ignorance of this Desideri wrote again to Tamburini stating that “forced by conscience” he would be appealing to the Pope once again, and he then sent off two more letters to the Propaganda.  190 In January of the following year, 1719, Tamburini dispatched a letter to Desideri recalling him from the Tibet mission (see appendix D). That same month in Tibet a Chinese expeditionary force that had been sent to dislodge the Dzungars was defeated north of Lhasa.

    It must be said that Desideri was of two minds about the Dzungar invasion: on the one hand it put a definitive end to any expectations of official local support for his mission and it caused great suffering for the Tibetan people, which pained him greatly. On the other hand, Desideri expressed pleasure in the Dzungar persecution of the Nyingmapas and the destruction of their books, images, chapels, and monasteries, for he regarded Tibetan religion, and especially the cult of Padmasambhava, as fundamentally demonic, and he could only rejoice in the destruction of the Devil’s works.

    Meanwhile he continued to occupy himself with his studies in Dakpo, and he still found time to travel extensively throughout southeastern Tibet, making ethnological and other observations and maintaining contacts with Tibetans, both lay and religious. At the same time the Capuchins in Lhasa were not faring well, and to avoid the predations of the Dzungars, and fearful of being abducted by them to Dzungaria because of their medical skills, they were reduced to hiding in caves.191 In September of 1719 Desideri returned to Lhasa, where he stayed until February. Shortly after his arrival the Capuchins showed Desideri the Propaganda’s decree expelling the Jesuits from Tibet. In response Desideri wrote Tamburini in December that he had learned that the Propaganda wished to expel the Jesuits, and he asked Tamburini for permission to come to Rome and argue his case before the Propaganda and the Pope himself.192 The desire to come to Rome to defend the Society became an obsession for Desideri until he finally realized this goal eight years later. He also sent off two more appeals to the Propaganda in which he complained that da Fano had misinformed and lied to them.

    While Desideri was in Lhasa, he took time to visit his scholar friends at the monastic universities and reports that they were so taken by his new Tibetan compositions (refutations of emptiness and transmigration written in the manner of a Tibetan treatise, and a dialogue explaining the main doctrines of Christianity for a beginner) that they praised them and requested copies; he writes that there was a continual coming and going  of scholars, especially from Sera and the other main university, Drepung, wishing to read these books and debate their contentions.193 There are, unfortunately, no Tibetan accounts of the reception of these books, and Desideri’s scholar friends may have simply been too courteous to respond to him as the Chinese scholar Yu Chunxi did to Matteo Ricci’s anti-Buddhist work, dismissing it as too shallow to be worth refuting.194


    Desideri was also occupied by more mundane matters during this period; the Dzungar occupation and subsequent unrest had made contacts between Tibet and India difficult, and Desideri, in common with the Capuchins, received little or no financial help from his superiors in India. He was living in great poverty, and he devoted much time during his visit unsuccessfully trying to resolve his financial problems.195


    
        16. Desideri Leaves Tibet 

    In February of 1720 Desideri returned to Trongné, where he resumed his former way of life. In October, a second Chinese army finally defeated the Dzungars and drove them out of the country, and control over Tibet passed to China.

    Desideri received the final blow on January 10, 1721, when the Capuchins handed over to him, doubtless with much satisfaction, Tamburini’s letter sent from Rome two years previously.196 This letter shows the pressure Tamburini was under to demonstrate his absolute submission to the Propaganda. He tries to console Desideri telling him that God would grant him merit for his “very arduous journey” to Tibet and his zeal in beginning the mission and gathering information about the country. He ends with the statement that Desideri’s prompt obedience to the Propaganda’s wishes would be more pleasing to God than if “you were to convert all those kingdoms to the true faith.” For Tamburini to have written in this manner is a clear indication of the weakness of the Society at that time; it must have come as a stunning blow to Desideri to have his deeply respected superior and mentor write that the eternal salvation of so many Tibetan souls was worth less than the political necessity of appeasing the Society’s opponents. However, his call to obedience would have been decisive; the rule of the church, as represented by the Propaganda, would trump all other considerations.

    Desideri immediately wrote to the cardinals of the Propaganda stating that “despite having nothing to live on, let alone to make a journey,” he would leave “all the kingdoms of Tibet” as soon as possible.197  Nevertheless, his obedience was less than prompt; he temporized for as long as possible. He did not leave Lhasa until April 28, 1721, and arrived at Kuti (Nyalam) on the Tibet-Nepal frontier, on May 20th. He was accompanied there by the Capuchin Giuseppe Felice da Morro (Freyre’s housemate in Kathmandu), for whom he made an Italian translation of the Great Stages of the Path (Lam rim chen mo); unfortunately da Morro died not long after in Kathmandu in August, and the translation has been lost.

    After da Morro’s departure Desideri continued his writing, studies, and conversations with learned Tibetans in Kuti. He also once again appealed directly to the Pope, asking to be called back to Rome to defend the Jesuit position on Tibet; he informed Tamburini after the fact that he had done this.198 Desideri had already written to the Pope a number of times before, and while this type of direct appeal was not itself violation of the rules of the Jesuit order, it was certainly unusual; it “apparently depended on the familiarity—probably imagined—between the pontiff and the missionary.”  199 Desideri also wrote a long letter to Tamburini at this time, in which among other things he defends the Jesuit mission and once again asks to be recalled to Rome to make his case. He also asks that his profession, which he will not be able to make until 1722 at Agra, be considered to have been made in 1718; he expresses concern about what future readers of his letters may think of him, perhaps worried about the irregularity of a direct appeal to the Pope by one who has not yet made the profession of the fourth vow of direct obedience to the pontiff.200 Desideri delayed his departure from this final Tibetan outpost until December 15, 1721, on the reasonable pretext that descending to lower altitudes during the hot (and malarial) season of the kingdom of Nepal before November would put his life at risk;201 he then had to wait a bit longer for the arrival of his traveling companion, Felice da Montecchio.202 Desideri wrote that he was very glad to enjoy the “very genial conversation” of the Capuchin priest, who experienced great difficulty getting over the mountain paths owing to his age, ill health, and corpulence. They arrived safely in Kathmandu on December 27th, where they received a warm welcome at the Capuchin hospice.

    
        17. Nepal and Patna 

    Desideri spent five weeks in Nepal (December 14, 1722-January 20, 1723), and his account is full of his usual close observations of government and  politics, economy and agriculture, flora and fauna (he remarks on the domesticated elephants and even rhinoceroses kept by the three petty kings of the Kathmandu Valley). However, his descriptions “lack their usual quality of enthusiastic participation and aesthetic penetration.”203  He dismisses with a vague phrase (“One can see what look like pyramids or turrets, which are dedicated to their gods”) the prominent and visually arresting stupas of the Kathmandu Valley, including the ancient complex at Swayambhunath that dominates Kathmandu; remarkably, he does not relate these “pyramids or turrets” to the similar stupas that were a common feature of the Tibetan landscape.204


    Desideri was not enamored of the Newar inhabitants of Nepal. Although he concedes them a few good qualities “by nature active and capable, shrewd, and very industrious, especially in the arts and in particular in carving and casting ,” he describes them in terms that seem to anticipate nineteenth-century ideas of degeneracy and the “criminal types” of Lambroso. The Newars, as he describes them (in a manner reminiscent of Shylock), have facial features that clearly show their scheming and sinister character so that anyone with even a little experience in the region can easily pick out one Newar from among a thousand Indians; they are also mean and niggardly in their dealings, and their food is wretched and their houses and their persons are filthy. The contrast between this and Desideri’s idealized presentation of the Tibetans could not be more dramatic. Desideri’s unflattering view of the Newars may simply reflect his mood at the time: his exhaustion after the arduous and reluctantly undertaken trek from Kuti, and his displaced anger at his coreligionists, which he could not express openly, projected onto the Newars. He claims to be repulsed by their “extremely superstitious” religious practices, although these did not greatly differ from Tibetan Vajrayana rituals in many respects, with the crucial exception of the Newar practice of animal sacrifice, which he described in detail. He also mentions the Newars’ particular distaste for Christians, “whom they hate greatly on account of the strict measures that they know are used in Goa toward those who practice any pagan superstition.” Desideri is here alluding to the harsh practices of the Portuguese Inquisition in Goa, which included the destruction of Hindu temples and the burning of heretics; he writes that this has created strong anti-Christian feeling among Hindus and was a nearly insuperable barrier to their conversion. Having witnessed the Portuguese slave trade in Mozambique, the high-handedness of the Portuguese in Goa, plus his own manipulation at the hands of the Portuguese da Silva and Freyre,  Desideri was not well disposed toward them, and much of his subsequent Indian career was spent avoiding their direct control.

    Nevertheless, with his usual social adroitness Desideri managed to obtain two audiences with the king of Bhadgaon (also known as Bhaktapur), during his week in that city-state; the king gave him an armed escort to the Indian frontier and a letter of introduction to the next ruler he would encounter on his way, and on January 20, 1722, Desideri set off on the next stage of his journey, to Patna in Bihar, again accompanied by a Capuchin, Fr. Bonaventura da Lapedona.

    In one of his best passages of travel writing he describes the many perils of his descent to the Gangetic plain. He mentions the malaria endemic to the foothills and its local treatments, including the use of bhang, or cannabis. He passes along practical tips to the traveler, including the need to boil the water, to eat a strict vegetarian diet of rice and dal, and to always travel together in a group while the sun is at its height, making the maximum amount of noise, occasionally firing off a pistol or musket, in order to reduce the chances of being attacked by the tigers that infested this area. He did not always follow his own advice, once falling behind the escort party with his Capuchin companion and looking on with horror as one of the men was carried off by a tiger that had been lying in wait. Among the other perils of travel Desideri mentions are rapacious toll collectors (chaukidar), bandits, and torrential rivers.

    On February 6th Desideri and his companion reached Patna, where they were “magnificently received” by the local head of the Dutch East India Company at his luxurious mansion as well as by the local Capuchins. While in Patna Desideri was his customarily observant self and gives a vivid picture of the bustling commercial center with its English, French, and Dutch factories.205 Again Desideri stayed at the Capuchin guest house, and he goes out of the way to praise their kindness and hospitality.

    The three months since he had left Tibet, and the challenges of the journey, had not dampened Desideri’s determination to go to Rome, defend the Society, and return to Tibet to pursue the mission for which he felt destined by Divine Providence. To that end, Desideri on his own. and without consulting his superiors, sent a letter to Felice da Montecchio, his former travel companion whose company he had enjoyed on the trek to Kathmandu. Desideri begins by saying that he hopes that what he is about to say does not ruin their friendship. He then lays out his case “that the force used to drive me and the Society of Jesus from the kingdoms  and missions of Tibet directly impeded the conversion of many people, and was directly opposed to spreading the holy Catholic faith.” He denies that the Jesuits in any way violated the Propaganda’s decree and declares his obligation to take their case to the Pope himself. In the letter Desideri has enclosed a formal summons (citazione) for da Montecchio to defend the Capuchins against the charges that he is bringing.206 Since Desideri was already aiming at a return to Rome to defend the Society personally, the summons was essentially a directive for da Montecchio to go to Rome and meet Desideri personally before the tribunal.

    With no immediate prospect of returning to Rome himself, Desideri had to consider where he would go next, marking time until he should, by one means or another, achieve his goal. In a letter to Tamburini, he affirms his obedience, sounding resigned to whatever fate might befall him next, whether returning to Goa, staying near Delhi, or going to wherever he might be sent. “I am completely indifferent as to going or staying wherever holy obedience orders me.”207 Nevertheless, in the very next paragraph he begs to be recalled to Rome to appeal the Pope, unaware that Clement XI had died the previous year. That Pope’s successors were not to prove any more sympathetic to the Society.

    
        18. Delhi 

    Desideri had learned much from his recent travels; when he left Patna for Agra on March 23, 1722, along the route which “is much exposed to very serious mistreatment and extortions” (IV.5) from the toll collectors of the various feudal lords, he carefully secured (doubtless through the intervention of his influential European friends) a Mughal imperial functionary to travel with him to fend off the extortionate local officials along the way. His route took him through Benares (Varanasi) and Allahabad, and at last, on April 20th, he was back in Agra, and “after seven years and seven months I finally had the consolation [to be] in a house of our Society” (IV.5). On the 1st of May he made his long-delayed solemn profession of the Jesuit “fourth vow” of special obedience to the Pope. However, the restful comfort among his confreres was interrupted by illness: Desideri began feeling sick at the beginning of the hot season toward the end of May, and his symptoms of sharp stomach pains, painful spasms, and urinary retention only increased as the weather got hotter, and he again felt himself at several points to be dying. Finally, as a last resort, he decided to  go to Delhi for “a change of air.” After the monsoon rains the temperatures would have started to cool off, and shortly after arriving in Delhi on the first of October, he did indeed begin to recover his health.

    Arriving in the Mughal capital he found that the pastor of the local Catholic community (Freyre’s former position) had fallen ill and was unable to exercise his duties. Desideri agreed to take on this post, and for the first time in his religious career he assumed the role of a parish priest—a duty Jesuits and members of other religious orders had to perform in India and other mission territories due to the absence of sufficient secular clergy.208 Despite any misgivings Desideri may have had about serving a pastoral rather than a missionary function, he threw himself into the work of the Delhi parish with his characteristic energy. He first perfected his Hindustani so that he could not only hear confessions in that language but also preach and converse with his parishioners. At the same time he acquired greater fluency in Persian, the elite cultural medium of Indian Muslims and the Mughal administration. Desideri recognized that the younger generation was vital for the survival and growth of the Christian community and instituted regular instruction for the young men in both Portuguese and Persian, personally examining them on their lessons. Organizing this school and prodding parents to send their children to it, as well as to attend church themselves on important occasions, required much visiting and personal contact, in addition to the usual functions of a parish priest, such as visiting the sick and providing last rites for the dying.

    The church itself, as Desideri had found it, was a small and squalid old building, dilapidated to the point of appearing close to collapse. He thus embarked on the major effort to raise funds for an entirely new, larger, and well-designed church on a different site; he admits to obstacles in this effort, which he ascribes both to human envy and “the Devil,” but aided by a large unexpected legacy, and donations from wealthy Christians such as Donna Juliana (coming to his rescue once again), the new church was finished and dedicated on All Saints Day, November 1, 1723, with a gathering of the entire Christian community.209 Desideri reports that after this church attendance greatly increased, and that even Muslims and Hindus attended and showed evidence of faith.

    Finally in the autumn of 1725 Desideri received orders to report to Goa, and he wrote in the HNT that he “started out on the journey without the slightest delay”; however, it was not toward Goa that he headed, but to the French Jesuit mission at Pondicherry, via Patna and Bengal. His  excuse for doing so was that the route to Goa was too dangerous at the time, due to various revolts and civil disorders, which he treats in a long and dramatic digression.210 Desideri never explains the underlying reasons why he did not return to Goa (as surely he could have managed to do with a suitable escort, or avoided the most troubled routes, or waited for the disorders to subside), although he cryptically alludes to “other factors that I do not wish to relate here.”211 A key factor must have been the likelihood that at Goa he would have been reassigned to a permanent post in that province; in which case he would have had little chance of ever returning to Europe.

    
        19. South India 

    After a journey down the Ganges, once more in the company of a Capuchin, Fr. Paolo Maria da Matelica, on December 20, 1725, his forty-first birthday, Desideri disembarked at the French-controlled city of Chandernagor, meeting with a very warm welcome from his French Jesuit colleagues as well as from the French government and commercial establishment. On the following day, the 21st of December and the feast day of his patron saint, Thomas, he attended a sumptuous banquet given by the French naval commander Antoine d’Albert and the dignitaries of the French East India Company, and he was invited to travel to Pondicherry on d’Albert’s ship. On Christmas night he left Chandernagor and, sailing through the Ganges delta and the Gulf of Bengal, arrived at Pondicherry on January 10, 1726.

    At the time Pondicherry was the capital of the French colonial enterprise in South India. There was a large French Jesuit presence there, and Desideri was well received by these missionaries, who included such distinguished personages as Fr.Jean-Venance Bouchet, who had founded the French Karnatic mission (rendered separate from the neighboring Portuguese Malabar mission by order of King Louis XIV) in 1702 and was still its father superior when Desideri arrived,212 also the de facto administrator of the mission, Fr. Étienne Le Gac, and others, about whom Desideri writes in the HNT.213 It was in Pondicherry that Desideri discovered to his dismay that his letter to Grassi, sent just after his arrival in Lhasa and containing early and quite erroneous ideas about Tibetan religion, had been translated into French and published.214


    The French Jesuits were overjoyed at their colleague’s arrival and begged him to stay. Their mission had been quite successful in converting  large numbers of Hindus; the converts were scattered over a wide area, and there was a desperate shortage of clergy to tend to them. An experienced, brilliant, and dedicated missionary like Desideri must have seemed a godsend. In addition, his fluency in Persian and Hindustani, and knowledge of the Mughal court, would have been very valuable to the French mission in winning over the local officials, retaining the freedom to preach the gospel, and forestalling Hindu attempts to persecute the mission and its converts.

    Desideri accepted their offer, and the French fathers in turn “took upon themselves the task of making this possible and of satisfying in every particular the reverend father provincial of Goa, who had been my superior up to that time.”215 By February 1726 Desideri was out in the field. His account of the privations there: the heat and rains, the poor food, scanty clothing, lack of medical treatment, the pain of having to sit cross-legged on the ground for long periods and of walking in clumsy wooden clogs, makes clear his lack of affinity for life in the tropics, although he loyally states that the consolation of seeing so many souls saved from the Devil made up for all the hardships. Perhaps most difficult of all was the necessity, at age forty-two, of learning Tamil, the most important South Indian language, a member of the Dravidian language family and completely unrelated to any other language that he knew.216


    All of the work that Desideri had put into his Tamil studies was to serve him for just a brief period; by December 1726 he was on his way to Mylapore, now a part of Madras (Chennai), where official deliberations for making a case for the canonization of a martyred Jesuit, Fr. João de Brito,217 were in process. This led to what Desideri had been dreaming about for so long, a way to go to Rome to present his case in the matter of the Tibet mission. Although Desideri wrote that he would have been willing to remain in the Karnatic mission, even for the rest of his life, this seems a bit disingenuous, knowing as we do of his strong desire to return to Rome and fight for the Jesuits’ right to Tibet. Doubtless his French colleagues were well aware of his ambition. The proceedings having concluded, Desideri was delegated to take the papers relating to de Brito’s canonization to Rome. After making a pilgrimage to sites sacred to St. Thomas and participating in the ecclesiastical ceremonies connected with the martyr’s case, he left Mylapore on December 23, 1726, to return to Pondicherry. There the regional governor of the French East India Company granted him passage to Europe on one of their ships, he being appointed ship’s chaplain. On January 21, 1727, he finally embarked on the voyage back to Rome.

    
        20. The Return Voyage 

    The voyage was largely uneventful until they passed the Cape of Good Hope, between April 9-10, 1727; Desideri mentions that the temperature had been dropping as they sailed toward the cape, and there, at its worst, he once more fell prey to a life-threatening illness, similar to those he had suffered previously after extreme changes of climate (from India to Tibet, Tibet to India, and now from sultry India to the wintry cold of the cape). This illness was characterized by “excruciating pains of colic and urinary retention . . . my life was despaired of, and with each passing hour I felt myself drawing closer and closer to death.”218 He seemed to recover from this bout of sickness, ascribing his cure to the intercession of the martyr de Brito, only to suffer a severe relapse after the hard labor of celebrating Mass and hearing confessions for Easter; once again faith eased his symptoms, although his health was to continue being poor for another two months.

    They sailed on farther southward than necessary, as it turned out, then turned north, and on May 7th they stopped briefly for provisioning at the uninhabited French island of Ascension, where Desideri made some acute natural scientific observations about the local sea tortoises. As they continued sailing northwest toward the Equator their ship inexplicably collided with another in the middle of the night, losing most of its bow. It was decided that the damage was severe enough to stop for repairs before continuing on to France. On June 11th they dropped anchor at the port of St. Pierre in Martinique. Desideri was in a poor state by then, describing himself as “little more than a walking cadaver, pale, emaciated, worn out, and totally without strength, as a result both of the discomforts of the journey as well as the grave illness and its relapse that I had suffered.”219  However, the eleven days that they stayed on this warm and pleasant island to repair the ship’s bow sufficed to restore him, under the assiduous care of his fellow Jesuits, to perfect health. He pointedly remarks how gratifying it was to him to see how all the Catholic orders on the island cooperated: the Jesuits lived in harmony among themselves, and there was a “perfect and reciprocal affection obtaining between all of the other religious on that island, as if they were all members of the same order and the same congregation; they could not have been on more cordial and intimate terms.” To have seen Jesuits, Dominicans, and Capuchins working together in the same mission field without rancor, after his experiences in Tibet and India, must have appeared almost Edenic to him.

    Repairs having been made, they departed Martinique on June 22nd, sailing as far north as the banks of Newfoundland and then heading across the North Atlantic. The voyage was smooth and otherwise uneventful, and they arrived at Port-Louis in lower Brittany on August 11, 1727. A healthy and joyful Ippolito Desideri at last set foot on European soil again after fourteen years, and he gave thanks to God and the Blessed Virgin for a much easier and quicker journey than the one he had taken on his way out to the Indies: “we were throughout entirely exempt from the dangers of storms, the tedium of calms, encounters with privateers, and the hindrance of contrary winds.”220


    
        21. Rome 

    Since it was almost August 15th, the Feast of the Assumption, Desideri stayed at Port-Louis long enough to celebrate that feast day’s Mass at the cathedral there, leaving the next day on his way toward Paris. He stopped at several Jesuit establishments in cities along his route (Vannes, Rennes, La Flèche) before being detained for several days in Mans, where he was given custody of yet another case for canonization to be taken to Rome.221 Leaving Mans on September 8th, he arrived in Paris on the 12th and was given a warm reception by the Jesuits there, who took him sight-seeing around the French capital as well as to “the magnificent palaces and delights of Versailles,” where he stayed for nearly four days. Desideri’s enthusiasm for France seems boundless; he was introduced to a number of aristocrats and gave his blessings to the two infant royal princesses. One would like to know what he discussed with the French nobility, as well as with the Jesuit functionaries, the papal nuncio, and the Tuscan ambassador, with whom he also met, but Desideri maintains a discrete silence. At Fontainebleau he was very amiably received by the king’s confessor, the Jesuit Claude de Linières. Doubtless he discussed Tibet and the rights of the Jesuit mission with de Linières as well as with the Cardinal de Fleury, the de facto co-ruler of France, with whom he had “a private and lengthy audience” on this occasion. He was also admitted to the presence of King Louis XV, to whom Desideri wrote a flowery encomium in the required style of the time. He recognized that France was by far the most powerful Catholic nation, and the best hope for protecting the far-flung Jesuit missionary network.

    Desideri left Paris on September 28th, resuming his journey to Rome. After a stay at the Jesuit residence in Lyon, he proceeded to Avignon, and  from there on to Marseilles, where he embarked on October 15th, on a dispatch boat bound for Genoa. It was during this last short leg of his sea journey that he had one more perilous encounter, with two Algerian privateers that were lurking along the French coast near Saint-Tropez. Desideri provides a colorful and detailed account of this encounter, in which the pirates were successfully evaded, thanks to his own sagacity and leadership.222


    The party arrived safely at Genoa at October 22, 1727, and from there Desideri made his way back home to Pistoia, where we know from a contemporary diarist that the returned native son was triumphantly received by the local notables, who were very interested in hearing his tales of Tibet and the East.223 From this account we have the only bit of physical description of our missionary, namely, that he had a long black beard. In the midst of his busy round of family and social visits (he stayed at the Jesuit residence), he came down with an attack of malarial fever but recovered after receiving medical treatment. He traveled to Florence on December 11th and met with the Duke and Duchess of Tuscany,224 as well as with other civil and ecclesiastical figures, who welcomed him with kindness and honor. Desideri makes much of his reception in Pistoia and Florence, writing that it surpassed all of the many kindnesses he had received during the course of his journey; the two-month homecoming seems to have genuinely moved him. He left Florence on January 18, 1728, and by the 23rd he was back in Rome, as he notes “fifteen years and four months after I had left there to go to the mission to the East Indies.”

    
        22. Last Years: The Final Battle and the HNT 

    Desideri concludes the HNT with his return to Rome: as in any proper odyssey, the wanderer, having survived many perils and learned much about the world, has made it safely back to where he started, and so the story ends. Anticlimactically, he tacked on four additional chapters to the last book (fifty-six pages in Petech’s edition), a long polemical homily on the missionary’s task in general, with some overt and covert references to the Jesuit case for the Tibet mission.225 These chapters (translated here for the first time) shed light on Desideri’s thinking about missions but provide us no further biographical details. The little we know about the last five years of Desideri’s life has been gathered from the scattered references to him in church documents and in the Capuchin polemics, as well as the details that can be gleaned from his own defenses.

    However, in an earlier version of the HNT, Desideri does not simply conclude the narrative with his arrival at the gates of Rome but adds that the first thing he did after getting back was to “... bow down at the feet of the Most Reverend Father, our General, Michelangelo Tamburini.”226  Besides stereotypically ornate expressions of gratitude for Tamburini’s paternal kindness and similar sentiments (which Desideri may have genuinely felt, despite Tamburini’s shabby treatment of him), there are, unfortunately, no details of their actual conversation. They must certainly have discussed the Tibet mission and other substantive matters. At this point, Tamburini was ill and attempting to ward off grave attacks from the Propaganda, the most serious of which was a decree issued in 1723 that, if enforced, would have meant the end of the Society. Once again the Society and Tamburini personally were accused of not respecting the Propaganda’s orders regarding the Chinese rites and even of outright disobedience. Clement XI had died in 1721 to be replaced by the anti-Jesuit Innocent XIII, who died in 1724 before he could enforce the Propaganda’s decree. He was succeeded by Benedict XIII, who, although a Dominican and not at all partial to the Society, overturned his predecessor’s decree, just saving the Jesuits from extinction. Desideri must have soon realized that a successful outcome in the case for a Jesuit return to Tibet was problematic. Nonetheless he defended the good faith and obedience of his general against the numerous and quite vicious attacks launched against Tamburini, the Society, and himself by his former friend Felice da Montecchio. Da Montecchio had arrived in Rome in 1725, and by 1728 had already written two memorials (Memorie) to the Propaganda on the matter of Tibet and Desideri’s accusations; he was eventually to write twelve. In April of 1728 Desideri presented his reply to the Propaganda in the form of three lengthy defenses (Difese).227


    That he called these briefs “defenses” shows how the roles of the principals had become reversed; instead of da Montecchio being the defendant to answer the charges brought by Desideri in his summons, the Capuchin has become the plaintiff and the Jesuit the defendant, not an encouraging turn of events for Desideri. The defenses show Desideri’s capacity for complex legal argumentation; like most legal briefs, they make for gnarly reading, but they do lay out the Jesuits’ best arguments on the matter of Tibet.

    In the same passage recounting his reception by Tamburini, he also goes on to say that not only was he universally welcomed home by his fellow Jesuits with great happiness and kindness, but that upper-class Roman laymen  also honored him with a “most kind reception and exceptional favor” that he found almost overwhelming.228 These are certainly the eminent men, mentioned in his “To the Reader” preface of the final state of the HNT, who pressed him for a written account of his travels. For most of the short remainder of his life, the writing and editing of this book would be his chief occupation; consulting his copious notes, doing research in the Jesuit archives,229 and working and reworking his manuscript (see section III below).

    During this time Desideri lived at the Roman residence for professed Jesuits, the Casa Professa,230 which adjoins the Church of the Gesù, the mother church of the Society of Jesus. During 1728 he was considered as a guest and was thus free to spend all of his time writing his defenses and working on the HNT. From 1729 onward he was enrolled as a working member of the Casa, and he was assigned to pastoral duties at the Church of the Gesù. Desideri’s old schoolmate and friend Father Francesco Piccolomini was also living nearby as the novice master at the Church of Sant’Andrea, and Desideri must have frequently visited him.231 It is possible that Desideri was actually confined to Rome, at least for some period of time; the now vindictive da Montecchio had informed the Propaganda that his rival intended to leave Rome to evade the charges leveled against him, and Tamburini had asked the Propaganda to detain him there so that he might defend himself on the matter of Tibet. Tamburini, his powers greatly diminished, was forced to humbly announce to the Propaganda that he had ordered Desideri to obey this order.232


    There finally came a point when everyone had had quite enough of the case over Tibet; in his third defense Desideri declared that he had said his last word on the matter and would no longer respond to anything further from the Capuchins.233 As revealed in an internal memo, the Society regretted having embroiled itself in a controversy that “would have been better to not have begun,” and in 1732 the Propaganda ordered that Desideri as well as da Montecchio be prohibited from any further statements to the Propaganda on the subject.234 On June 1, 1732, da Montecchio died without living to see what would have been his vindication. On November 29th the Propaganda finally confirmed the Capuchins’ right to Tibet in conformity with previous decrees, without any reference to the Jesuits at all, or to any of the submissions of da Montecchio or Desideri on the subject.235 In one of his last memorials da Montecchio maliciously wrote to the Propaganda that Desideri was preparing a work on Tibet for publication, “reminding” them that as much as he would enjoy reading “the  learned labors of Fr. Ippolito,” the publication of any work that is the fruit of a mission cannot be published without the expressed permission of the Propaganda. This insured that Desideri’s HNT would not see the light of day. Tamburini had already died two years before; the general who succeeded him, the Bohemian Frantisek Retz, had no apparent interest in pursuing the Tibetan cause.

    Desideri’s mission was over at last; there was no longer the faintest hope that he, or any other Jesuit, might return to his beloved Tibet, to save the immortal souls of its kindly and devout but sadly misguided people. Whatever the proximate cause of his death, the loss of this mission, his chief raison d’être for twenty years, was doubtless a contributing factor. The literary products of his strenuous faith and powerful intellect—the HNT and his works in Tibetan—were conserved by the Society of Jesus, but they would not see publication until the twentieth century. In February of 1733 he was seemingly still in good health; an anonymous Jesuit reported having taken “a walk in the morning with Fr. Desideri to Mont’Alto,”236 and doubtless such walks were a regular recreation for the aging Jesuit. Two months later, on April 13th, Fr. Ippolito Desideri died, reportedly of a chest ailment, “aged 48 years, 3 months, and 25 days.”237  “His very burning desire to return to the kingdom of Tibet could not be realized, because he was stopped by death, which carried him to Heaven at the Roman College.”238


    
    

    
        III. THE MAKING OF THE HNT 

    
        1. Overview 

    Desideri wrote and rewrote his account of his travels and missions to Tibet and to India at least five times; four of these states are preserved in four manuscripts, and the work was left unfinished at his death. In the following discussion we will refer to these existing manuscripts by their customary designations established by Cornelis Wessels (1924) and de Filippi (1932) and adopted by Petech (1956). Manuscript F, also referred to as the Florentine manuscript because it is preserved in the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze,239 had originally belonged to Desideri’s nephew. This manuscript was discovered in 1875 in Pistoia and served to introduce Desideri’s work to a modern audience upon its partial publication in 1904. While F is neither an autograph nor the earliest manuscript, much of its text does represent the earliest state of what would eventually  become the HNT. Manuscripts A and B were both discovered by Wessels in the Archivum Romanum Societatis Jesu (ARSI)240 and first described by him in his Early Jesuit Travellers in Central Asia. The two manuscripts were denominated by him A and B in order of their importance. Both manuscripts are autographs. Manuscript B actually contains two texts representing two different states customarily referred to following Petech as B1, which was Desideri’s original working draft, and B2, its revision, which he carried out directly upon it. These three manuscripts, F, A, and B, were those utilized by Petech in the preparation of his edition found in volumes V-VII of MITN. The last of the extant manuscripts, and one unknown to Petech, was first described by Toscano in 1981 and has subsequently come to be known as manuscript C. Like A and B it is also held by ARSI.241  Manuscript C is an incomplete verbatim autograph of F made directly from it but bearing the marks of ms. B. Finally there is ms. A, the last state, which is an autograph, containing the final versions of Books I and II, as well as Book III of B1.242
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