MARTINO MARTINI <

A SINOLOGIST TO BE REMEMBERED

by Angelo Lazzarotto
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In September 1980, an Italian delegation from Trent, in-
cluding representatives of the City Council, the rector of the
University and members of the provincial and regional Government,
visited China. In Beijing they met at the headquarters of the
Chinese Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries with a
delegation of scholars from the Institute of History of the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences and from the Institute of Geography of
the Academia Sinica. On the agenda was the commemoration of a
friend of China who, in the 17th century, had made his way to the
Middle Kingdom on the trail of Matteo Ricci, and made a signifi-
cant contribution to the advancement of culture and science.

Martino Martini was born in Trent, in the beautiful Alps
region, on 20 September, 1614, and died in the famous eastern
China's city of Hangzhou on 6th June, 1661. He left for China
in 1640, after completing his humanistic, theological and scien-
tific studies in Trent and Rome. Though he died at the age of
47 and had spent almost ten years in difficult travels, his con-
tribution to the cultural exchange between China and the West is
most remarkable.(1l)

His 1life in China coincided with a dramatic turning point
in its long history, when the Manchu invasion from the north put
an end to the three century old Ming dynasty (1368-1644).
Martini's personal account of the war that marked the downfall
of the Ming rulers, written in Latin ("De Bello Tartarico") is
considered by the historians as an important source of informa-
tion on that period.(2) Driven out of Hangzhou by the war events
and by his intellectual curiosity, he visited several provinces
and cities of the empire up to the Great Wall. By then, the
Chinese World Map, prepared by Matteo Ricci at the beginning of
that century, was already well known. Martini, continuing Ricei's
work, drew accurate maps of 15 provinces, adding a wealth of scien-
tific information on the monuments, the cities and the way of
life of the Chinese people. Upon his return to Antwerp, he pub-
lished an Atlas of the Chinese Empire, which was reprinted and
translated in nine European languages.(3) His geographical con-
tribution has been internationally acknowledged, to the point of
being acclaimed as "the father of geographic science on China".(4)

Martino Martini also wrote an account of Chinese history
from the most ancient times. The first part was printed in Munich
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in 1658 and was translated from the original Latin to various
languages.(5) The outline of the second part, on which he was
working after his return to Hangzhou in 1659, was lost after his
premature death.

As a missionary, Martino Martini built the first Catholic
church in Hangzhou, devoting the best of his energies to the
small Christian community that was developing there. Like Matteo
Ricei, Martini had volunteered to go to China to preach the
Christian religion to the Chinese people. But they had made them-
selves goodwill ambassadors to China as well, sharing with the
Chinese people the science and technology of the West, and arous-
ing in Europe great interest and admiration for the Chinese cul-
ture. Martini was particularly well loved by his Catholic com-
munity in Hangzhou. After his adventurous return from Europe,
they used to call him affectionately "the admiral", referring
perhaps to his imposing figure and the great courage he had show-
ed in many occasions. His body was found intact many years after
his death.(6)

In his missionary work, Martino Martini was led by a great
respect and admiration for China. He was convinced, like Matteo
Ricci, that it was through the mediation of Chinese culture that
the Gospel message could be best presented to the Chinese people.
This was not, unfortunately, the view cf other missionaries, who
were reaching China around the middle cf the 17th century. Stress
Ing the incompatibility of certain Chinese customs with the
Christian faith, these missicnaries were afraid that the method
followed by Ricci and his friends might betray the purity of the
Cospel ideal. In the long and unfertunate dispute which was
already developing at that time, Martini put all his intelligence
and heart in trying to explain to the Roman Curia and the Pope
the genuine Christian spirit and the generosity of the Chinese
Christian community. In 1651, less that 70 years after Matteo
Riceci had first obtained permission to enter China, the Catholics
there already numbered about 150,000. Martini himself writes in
his report "De Numero et Qualitate Christianorum".(7) In this
important Latin document, written in Rome in 1654, Martini in-
cludes an interesting 1list of publications written by his con-
fréres in Chinese. This was-an extensive compilation of the works
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extant at that time which detail different aspects of Christian
doctrine and way of life.

He himself wrote i) a book attemping to prove the exis-
tence of God and that human beings have a soul, ii) a book on
friendship, and iii) one to discuss the Buddhist belief of the
re-incarnation of souls. The list of the Chinese books on reli-
gious matters published by the Jesuits in the previous 70 years
total 53 titles. Thirty-two were written by eight Italian priests
Seven Portuguese priests were the authors of eleven other works,
while the rest were due to Spanish, German and Belgian mission-
aries. Martini specifies that his list does not include the
many other bocks of a scientific or technical nature, which had
been written or translated into Chinese by his Jesult colleagues.

In a recent issue of the magazine "Lishi Yanjiu" (History
Research), prof. Ma Yong of the Institute of Central Asian Studies
of the Academy of Social Sciences of Beijing, wrote an article
"Martino Martini - Pioneer of Modern European Sinology".(8)

Other studies were recently made at the Institute of Geography of
the Academia Sinica. The authorities of the city of Hangzhou
have asked Prof. Xu Ming-deh, of the Faculty of History in the
University of Hangzhou, to study the work of Martino Martini, in
connection particularly with his presence in the city. The tomb
of Martini was destroyed during the cultural revolution by the
red guards, but the ancient church built by him was recently
restored and reopened to Christian service on Christmas 1980.

In October 1981, the city of Trent is holding an inter-
national conference to study the various aspects of the life and
work of this outstanding friend of China, as an historian, a
geographer and a religious person. Two scholars from the Beijing
Academies are taking part, as well as a representative of the
city of Hangzhou. It is to be hoped that the memory of Martino
Martini and the publication of the latest research made on this
occasion will contribute to further develop the ties of friend-
ship and cooperation between China and the Western world. It is
also to be hoped that the true image of Christianity may become
better known to the Chinese people through the knowledge of such
outstanding men.

As Pope John Paul II said in Manila last February, "the
Jesult Father Matteo Ricci understood and appreciated Chinese



culture fully from the beginning, and his example should serve as
an inspiration to many".(9) Martino Martini was one who followed
his example enthusiastically. History at times has been marred
by misunderstandings, but there is no reason why a better percep-
tion of reality should not be allowed to have a new start. As
Pope John Paul said in the same occasion, "whatever difficulties
there may have been, they belong to the past, and now it is the
future that we have to look to". The historian Martino Martini
also would agree with this constructive attitude.
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