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IL CONSOLE GENERALE D'ITALIA

Preface to the book
Matteo Ricci in China — 1582-1610

It is difficult to express the importance of the legacy of the most famous Italian Jesuit missionary
to China. He was a mathematician, an astronomer, a mapmaker, a musician, a man with an outstanding
memory and an extremely talented priest who managed to behave as a “Chinese in China”, dressing in
Chinese clothing and learning the enchanting (but very difficult for a European) language of the “Middle
Kingdom”, showing a level of proficiency that no other foreigner of that time reached and that few have
reached after him.

Ricci ‘wrote, with the help of another Jesuit, the first dictionary of Chinese and a Western
European language (Portuguese); he was the first to translate Chinese classics and prayers; the first to
contribute to the knowledge — among European scholars ~ of major Confucian texts; the first to translate
in Chinese Euclid’s Elements of Geometry; the first European to enter the Forbidden City in 1601; the
first foreigner to be buried in Beljing (while according to the rules of the Ming dynasty foreigners had to
be buried in Macau).

He was respected and loved by cultured people and ordinary folk, who appreciated his way of
connecting with others with honesty and transparency. Throughout his 27 years in China he managed to
build up a network of relationships based on trust, respect and patience. He showed loyalty to the
Emperor and developed open conversations with all his interlocutors, trying to convince them by opening
them new horizons of knowledge and proving to be always keen to learn something new in his turn. In
a very humble way, he introduced Western science and technology in China, and in a very bright way he
“absorbed” and learned the Chinese culture and offered to the West precious and very rare glimpses of
what China was at that time,

No obstacle managed to discourage him. He suffered the persecution, jailing and even killing of
some of the other Jesuits or of the converted Chinese. But he kept on trying to really understand the
fascinating Chinese culture and to gain a deep “access” to its traditions and its “worldview”, totally
different and very distant from the European ones.

Matteo Ricci was a pioneer and a man of many records, who marked the course of history and
was the protagonist and facilitator of a true and constructive encounter of civilizations. And this is, in my
opinion - beyond Ricci’s many and amazing achievements in such a wide range of fields - the greatest
value of his message and of his life: the fact that he was a great master in intercultural dialogue, that he
managed to design a new model of East-West cultural exchanges based on respect and mutual
understanding, the fact that he succeeding in winning the hearts and minds of his interlocutors by
presenting the Christian religion and the Western culture not as something destined to annul the Chinese
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one, but as an heritage ready to complement and enrich it, the fact that he conceived - with an
incredible openness of mind - different civilizations as complementary and not conflicting.

It is a message tremendously valid nowadays, when the spectre of dlashes between civilizations
is looming in some regions of the world, and in the era of globalization, when peoples around the world
are convinced that they know almost everything — if not everything — about each other, but are still
affected by many prejudices and lack of real understanding.
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Alessandra Schiavo
Consul General of Italy
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