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Chinese Perception of European Perspective: 
A Jesuit Case in the Seventeenth Century

Preface: A Cross-Cultural Concern

The late-Ming master of literati Dong Qichang 董其昌 (1555–1636) 
commented on the relationship between nature and painting, as quoted and 
translated by James Cahill: ‘From the standpoint of splendid scenery, painting 
cannot equal [real] landscape. But from the standpoint of the sheer marvels 
of brush and ink, [real] landscape is not at all the equal of painting.’1 This 
early-seventeenth-century remark about Chinese landscape painting demon-
strates the mutually irreplaceable status of nature and painting as reflected 
in contemporary artistic discourse. However, in the European Renaissance, 
Leon Battista Alberti (1404–72) and Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) claimed 
that painting not only derives from nature but can also imitate it, through 
science. Speaking of composition in painting, for example, Alberti states in his 
treatise that, as for the movements of the body, the painter ‘must take from 
Nature with great skill’. Painters must work ‘with the greatest diligence from 
Nature and always directly imitated, preferring those in painting which leave 
more for the mind to discover than is actually apparent to the eye’. In Alber-
ti’s De Pictura (1435), this first treatise on linear perspective for painting, the 
author claims at the outset that he wants ‘to explain the art of painting from 
the basic principles of nature’.2

The above comparison between the two different methods of painting 
does not exclude the possibility that Dong thought of painting in the sense 
of its being able to imitate nature. However, the intermediary role that 
science played between art and nature in the Renaissance was not evident 
in China. Perspective is a scientific theory derived from the ancients and a 
‘geometric-optical way of picture making’.3 It was revived and formulated in 
Renaissance art as a special pictorial construction of ‘linear perspective’. In its 
tradition in classical antiquity, it derived from the application of geometrical 
laws to analyze human vision. As Leonardo states, perspective is a science 
originating from arithmetic and geometry, devoted to all the functions of the 
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human eye.4 Art and science were perceived to be interlinked in European 
intellectual circles, a perception that lasted into the seventeenth century.5 
‘Nothing can be found in nature that is not part of science’: this statement 
by Leonardo clearly expresses the foundation for the interlinking of art and 
science.6 So, Leonardo continued to explain painting in terms of scientific 
thinking as follows: ‘No human investigation may claim to be a true science 
if it has not passed through mathematical demonstrations.’7 Dong’s writings, 
on the other hand, teach one to ‘observe’ nature carefully, but not in the 
sense of imitation and scientific analysis. Dong’s ‘considering heaven and 
earth [the natural realm] as teacher (以天地為師)’ urges painters to attempt 
to catch the spirit of nature and accommodate that into painting.8 This can 
be seen as an axiom of traditional Chinese pictorial theories, so that the 
solely physical imitation of nature was never appreciated in their tradi-
tions. Although the following statement of Samuel Edgerton is not neces-
sarily correct in content, it  illustrates that the intellectual discourse shared 
by art and science in Europe is not to be found in China. It is, therefore, an 
important premise on which to contextualize the transmission of European 
perspective to this country:

In fact, by Western standards, it is hard to comprehend how Chinese science and 
technology was [sic] able to progress at all with so little involvement of artists or 
pictures.9

Martin Kemp proposes, instead, a complex of reciprocity between works of 
art and scientific concepts from the Renaissance era onward, instead of an a 
priori or an a posteriori relationship.10

From the Quattrocento onward, Renaissance perspective indicated not 
only technological invention for artistic spatial construction. Those issues 
surrounding it with regard to the reciprocal relationship between art and 
science, and even the controversies on the nature of visual representation, 
are prominent and crucial for the whole course of Western historical evolu-
tion.11 As Martin Kemp states, no Western European artists after the fifteenth 
century could be considered as ‘on an international scale without a sound 
grasp of the basic technique [of perspective]’.12 So, recognizing that perspec-
tive is ‘a factor of style’, Erwin Panofsky has shown that to write the history 
of Western art is also to write a history of perspective.13 Since it was an 
essential element of Western pictorial representation, perspective became an 
ethnological product. In his discussion of the Renaissance ‘rediscovery’ of 
linear perspective, Edgerton intends to relate the reason for the appearance of 
Filippo Brunelleschi’s (1377–1446) initial perspectival demonstration to ‘the 
particular anthropological and psychological needs of a given culture’.14 If the 
resurgence of linear perspective can be regarded as the product of the special 
Renaissance environment, it is intriguing to apply an anthropological and 
psychological view to investigate the diffusion of perspective which occurred 
in non-European countries after 1500.15
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Therefore, the intention of this article is to situate a study of the diffusion 
of perspective in a comparative context. Based on the above-named schol-
arly works, it offers a non-European comparison found in the Jesuit China 
missions. However, the premise of this comparison is opposed to one state-
ment that Edgerton made for his term ‘rediscovery’. According to Edgerton, 
‘“Discover” implies that linear perspective is an absolute scientific truth, 
universal to all men regardless of cultural background or historical period’.16 
It could be said that perspective showed a scientific exactitude in a sense, but 
it was an exactitude not universally realized by seventeenth-century Chinese 
people. It is also interesting to note, however, that the Chinese perception 
of European perspective explains an impression this foreign skill caused on 
the Chinese way of seeing. Unlike most of the European audience, who 
were supposed to be aware of the theoretical background and knowledge of 
perspective, the Chinese people were not aware of this background. As I will 
argue, the Chinese perception of perspective was closely associated with the 
broader missionary and cultural frameworks. Moreover, this research also 
hopes to promote a partial contribution of a cross-cultural observation from 
a non-Western culture to an understanding of a dominant Western style.

Why the Seventeenth Century?

Previous scholarship on Jesuit art in China rarely discusses the early period 
of the mission in a careful way. Although, in the literature, perspective has 
been recognized as the core theme, the encounters and conflicts concerning 
the interrelationship between European art/science and local traditions have 
not been fully articulated.17 This is due, to some extent, to the presumption 
that in the early period of the Jesuit missions, European art had no substan-
tial effect on native traditions. Scholars tend to pay more attention to the 
latter part of the century, and particularly the eighteenth century, as Chinese 
sources describing amazement at, or condemnation of, perspective were more 
plentiful then, and missionary artists at court had become a notable group.18 
However, the questions about perspective raised during the early Jesuit 
China missions – i.e., down to around the mid-seventeenth century – need 
to be examined because this period was the earliest and most crucial in the 
formation of the Jesuit missions in China. The first dynamic contact between 
Europe and China in the post-Tridentine era also occurred during this time. 
Nor did the history and nature of the Jesuit missions remain unchanged 
from the seventeenth to the eighteenth centuries, so the Chinese responses 
to perspective in the former century should be addressed in their historical 
backgrounds.

The work of James Cahill is the only prominent exception, as the strongest 
proponent of the explicit influence of European perspective on Chinese 
artistic traditions.19 Cahill’s is the sole statement relating the pivotal position 
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of the early-seventeenth-century period to the encounters of pictorial tradi-
tions between China and Europe, and it is a powerful one. His assertion is 
related to his own argument that the first half of the seventeenth century 
demonstrated a variety of artistic interests in an era ready to receive and digest 
the foreign motifs and styles introduced by the Jesuits.20 His argument, valid 
and right in a sense, supports the present focus on the period in question:

It may seem odd to locate the major effect of Western styles on Chinese painting 
in the late Ming and early Ch’ing, since their influence has been most widely 
recognized for a later period, the eighteenth century. In that later period, the influ-
ence appears in obviously Europeanized painting by the masters of the K’ang-hsi 
[Kangxi], Yung-cheng [Yongzheng], and Ch’ien-lung [Qianlong] court academies, 
and coincides with the practice of similarly hybrid styles by Giuseppe Castiglione 
(known to the Chinese as Lang Shih-ning) and other foreign painters working in 
the Manchu court. But by that time the period of most significant Western influ-
ence was largely over; it had already penetrated and been absorbed or rejected by 
masters of greater artistic stature than the eighteenth century was to produce. The 
much-discussed emergence of Sino-European styles in the eighteenth century is a 
relatively minor phenomenon, making up a brief chapter in Ch’ing cultural history 
and a briefer one in art history. By concentrating on it, studies of the impact of 
European styles on later Chinese painting have mostly missed the real point.21

Whether or not the first half of the seventeenth century played such a weighty 
part in the assimilation of European artistic style in China is still debatable. As 
I will discuss further, the Chinese impression of perspective reveals a complex 
of illusion / realism in the seventeenth century, and it may have demonstrated 
a profound perception in a religious realm.

Another reason that scholars rarely pay careful attention to the early period 
of the Jesuit missions is largely because of the lack of a systematic investiga-
tion of the relevant visual materials from the period.22 Cahill’s study is impres-
sive, but the question arises in the very sources he relied on and cited. It has 
been thought that Braun and Hogenberg’s Civitates Orbis Terrarum was in 
Nanjing 南京 by 1608; this was asserted initially by Michael Sullivan, who 
cited the account of the Jesuit Matteo Ricci (1552–1610).23 Cahill used this 
work much more than he did Abraham ortelius’s Theatrum orbis terrarium, 
which was certainly brought to China and found in Beitang’s 北堂 catalogue 
of the Jesuit library.24 However, we find that Ricci never mentioned the title 
of Braun and Hogenberg’s Civitates Orbis Terrarum in his account, and we 
cannot actually be sure that this work came to China via the Jesuits, as it is not 
mentioned in Beitang’s catalogue either. There were no other sources about 
this work coming to China at that time. Because the history of the sources 
Cahill uses is undefined, he could only rightly say, at the most, that the 
European works he discussed might have been seen by the Chinese, because 
they were believed to have arrived in China by the date in question.
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The Jesuits and Perspective in China

Perspective became an issue in China when the Jesuits first reacted to Chinese 
artistic traditions. The earliest record of this is in a letter by the Jesuit Niccolò 
Longobardo (1565–1655) to General Claudio Aquaviva, dated 18 october 
1598. Longobardo commented on the respect of the Chinese for all the 
European books and images that the missionaries showed them. According to 
Longobardo, the Chinese saw these images as skillful and delicate, since they 
had incorporated shadows (ombre) that Chinese paintings did not have.25 The 
use of shadow – that is, the skill of chiaroscuro – was part of Renaissance 
perspective. In the year 1598, Longobardo was preaching in Shaozhou 韶州, 
a prefecture of the Province of Guangdong (廣東省). Immediately afterward, 
in 1599, he began preaching and contacting common people and villagers 
face-to-face in rural areas surrounding the town.26 The Jesuit Matteo Ricci’s 
comments on Chinese art appeared in his own account and again related a 
remark similar to Longobardo’s. Because the Chinese knew neither painting 
in oil nor the rendering of shadow, Ricci states, their paintings are pale and 
dull, lacking vividness (smorte e senza nessuna vivezza). Additionally, Chinese 
paintings done by famous people were only rendered in ink without colours 
(pintura di persone famose, senza colori, ma di solo inchiostro). This Jesuit 
opinion – in response to the question the Chinese in Nanjing asked Ricci as to 
how Western paintings could attain their lifelike visual effect – was translated 
fully into Chinese, and was recorded in Gu Qiyuan’s 顧起元 (1565–1628) Ke 
zuo zhui yu 客座贅語 (c. 1618):

利瑪竇，西洋歐邏巴國人也. . . .來南京居正陽門西營中，自言其國以崇奉天主為
道，天主者，制匠天地萬物者也。所畫天主，乃一小兒，一婦人抱之曰天母。
畫以銅板為幀，而塗五采於上。其貌如生，身與臂手，儼然隱起幀上，臉之凹
凸處，正視與生人不殊。人問畫何以致此? 答曰：「中國畫但畫陽不畫陰，故
看之人面軀正平，無凹凸相。吾國畫兼陰與陽寫之，故面有高下，而手臂皆輪
圓耳。」

Matteo Ricci, a European of the Western ocean . . . came to Nanjing, and staying 
in the western quarter of the Gate of Zheng-yang, said that his country regarded 
the devotion to the Heavenly Lord as the principle of their worship. The Heavenly 
Lord is the Creator and Governor of the universe and all things. The Lord was 
depicted as a child, and the woman holding it was called the Mother of the Lord. 
The image was carried out on a copper plate, then coloured. It appeared like a living 
being. The body, arms and hands looked as though they were coming out of the 
plate, and the facial concavity and convexity were seen exactly the same as if they 
were alive. People asked how the image could be so, and he said: ‘Chinese painting 
only depicts the convexity, so the body and face of the image appears to be straight 
and flat, without the concavity and convexity. The painting of our country depicts 
both concavity and convexity, so the face of the image has differences, and the arms 
and hands can be rounded.’27
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The Chinese accounts usually showed the impression on the Chinese mind 
of the pictorial advance of Western chiaroscuro, and the Chinese admira-
tion of this skill, which rightly correspond to the missionaries’ remarks on 
Chinese art.28 Here is a concrete example showing the way in which Renais-
sance thought was embedded in Jesuit knowledge and, further, was applied to 
a one-dimensional judgment of non-Western arts on the part of the mission-
aries. The view of the inferiority of Chinese painting and artifice was an 
exception to the seventeenth-century Jesuits’ admiration of Chinese culture 
in general.

Furthermore, Jesuit cartography in China is also part of the story of perspec-
tive in China, since it raised the visual problem of perspectival construction on 
a flat surface for the Chinese people. The first written record detailing a direct 
response to this new visual material also explains the viewer’s amazement at 
the new visual format, derived from the Western capacity of rendering the 
world on a flat surface.29 There is a Jesuit description of the Chinese response 
to perspective, which reflects a similar perception of the degree of technical 
skill:

Really, there comes no end to their admiration [when they see] how such deep 
backgrounds with roads, porches, courtyards, columns and all other things can be 
conjured up on the absolutely flat surface of a canvas, and so close to reality that 
many of them – who have never seen or heard of such things before – were totally 
deluded when suddenly confronted at a fairly great distance with such paintings of 
houses and gardens and thought they were seeing real houses and gardens!30

The above text comes from a Latin work entitled Astronomia Europaea 
(European Astronomy), composed by the Jesuit Ferdinand Verbiest (1623–
1688). It is aimed at the European reader, and introduces the story of the 
revival of European astronomy in China around 1668 to 1669. This work was 
supposed to have been drafted up to around the 1680s, and was published in 
Dillingen, Germany in 1687. The chapter on perspective in the book tells how 
this skill attracted and amazed the emperor and the general public. Verbiest 
told another story about when perspective was first shown to the Chinese 
court, in which there were images with an architectural subject similar to the 
ones above. The Italian Jesuit Ludovico Buglio (1606–82) ‘had the paintings 
composed from several books . . . and had them delineated as large as possible’. 
These three very large paintings, one representing a Chinese palace, and the 
other two of a European palace and a garden, were ‘excellently executed 
according to her own laws’ around 1667.31 Buglio was in Beijing after 1648, 
and the three pictures are unknown to us. This story can be taken as the 
earliest record of European painting created with perspective that appeared in 
the Chinese court, and, as Verbiest commented, ‘You can hardly believe how 
this art attracted everybody’s attention’.32 Moreover, in two other chapters of 
the Astronomia Europaea – on optics and catoptrics – the Chinese fascina-
tion with the employment of European optical techniques, such as camera 
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obscura, is the core issue as well. The Jesuit missionaries seem to have had a 
conscious awareness of this attraction on the part of the local people to the 
optical methods, such as perspective, and other optical equipment.

Therefore, the Chinese reaction to the advance of Western skills might 
have become an impetus for missionaries to introduce European paintings and 
other arts to China. A source of 1690 testifies to this, as the Jesuit Franciscus 
de Rougemont (1624–76) advised that the missionary residence be ‘equipped, 
in view of a major success, with perspective paintings and all kinds of other 
curiosities’.33 That paintings of perspective are mentioned along with ‘other 
curiosities’ indicates that the art of perspective could gain success by means 
of a similar attraction to such things as ‘curiosities’.

However, a series of Jesuit Chinese woodcuts based on a European model 
could challenge our usual interpretation of perspective as a missionary 
strategy in China, because there is a contradiction between two pictorial 
methods, in the way that perspective is employed, within the same work. 
The woodcut series entitled Tianzhu jiangsheng chu xiang jing jie 天主降
生出像經解 (Biblical Explanations and Illustrations of the Heavenly Lord’s 
Incarnation, abbreviated Chu xiang jing jie; first edition 1637) was edited by 
the Jesuit Giulio Aleni (1582–1649) and published by a Catholic church of the 
County of Jinjiang (晉江景教堂), in the southeast coastal Province of Fujian 
(福建省).34 Due to its scope and the number of surviving copies and editions, 
this is the most important illustrated Chinese version of the Gospel in the 
seventeenth century. There are at least twenty-nine editions or copies extant. 
The Chu xiang jing jie is an intentionally faithful, yet indigenized duplicate of 
its European original, the illustrated Gospel Evangelicae Historiae Imagines 
(Images of Evangelical History, abbreviated Evangelical History) by the Jesuit 
Jerome Nadal (1507–1580), first published in Antwerp in 1593. The woodcuts 
retain the European format and composition, but the European copper 
engravings and language are replaced by Chinese versions.35 The Chu xiang 
jing jie include fifty to sixty prints in different editions, fewer than Nadal’s 
whole set of 153 engravings. Nevertheless, this Chinese series of woodcuts is 
a self-sufficient work, with the Incarnation as its special focus. In this series, 
we find that one print entitled ‘Cure of the Centurion’s Servant’ seems inten-
tionally to avoid the forceful three-dimensional depiction of chiaroscuro 
and changes the representation of figures made visible by the same source 
of light, but we also see some interesting compositions that utilize European 
spatial arrangement in perspective.36 In contrast to their European models, 
four prints in Aleni’s work show extra depictions of openings in the wall, 
and visual extension by the addition of a Chinese-landscape screen, so that 
the vision of the audience can penetrate through the two-dimensional plane. 
For example, in the print the ‘Holy Sacrament’, flanking the central two 
pilasters is a brick-and-tile wall, with a rectangular window on each side that 
opens to the outside cityscape and landscape, neither of which is seen in the 
European original (Figs. 1, 2).37 In the Renaissance tradition of perspective, 
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Figure 1 ‘The Holy Sacrament’, no. 102, Jerome Nadal, Evangelicae  Historiae 
Imagines (Images of Evangelical History) (1593), © Institutum Historicum Societatis 
Iesu, Rome, Italy
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Figure 2 ‘The Holy Sacrament’, from Giulio Aleni, Tianzhu jiangsheng chu xiang 
jing jie 天主降生出像經解 (Biblical Explanations and Illustrations of the Heavenly 
Lord’s Incarnation, 1637),    Jap.Sin. I 187, f. 24, © Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu, 
Rome, Italy
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Figure 3 ‘Washing the Feet at the Last Supper’, no. 101, Jerome Nadal, Evangelicae 
Historiae Imagines (Images of Evangelical History) (1593), © Institutum Historicum 
Societatis Iesu, Rome, Italy
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Figure 4 ‘Washing the Feet at the Last Supper’, from Giulio Aleni, Tianzhu jiangsheng 
chu xiang jing jie 天主降生出像經解 (Biblical Explanations and Illustrations of the 
Heavenly Lord’s Incarnation, 1637),   Jap.Sin. I 187, f. 23v, © Archivum Romanum 
Societatis Iesu, Rome, Italy
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the painting surface is an ‘open window’, as Alberti states, ‘through which 
[window] the subject to be painted is seen’.38 As Panofsky articulates, in the 
Renaissance convention, the entire picture is transformed into a window, so 
that we are looking through this ‘window’ into space.39 Breaking the wall 
surface is a strong claim to spatial ‘conquest’ on a pictorial plane, because the 
opening explains the potential depth. This alternation, by adding ‘windows’ 
to the Chinese prints, could be seen as a visual metaphor of Renaissance 
 perspective.40

Moreover, there are eight woodcuts in the Chu xiang jing jie that show a 
tiled floor instead of merely the plain one in their European models (Figs. 3, 
4).41 The tiled floor indicates spatial depth in a descriptive way. It could be a 
localized result or preference, as is the style of the Chinese landscape beyond 
the openings and the brick wall, yet the purpose to extend or suggest the 
potentiality of space is self-evident. These differences between the Chinese 
version and the European original indicate an artistic appropriation, whether 
under Jesuit guidance or as the preference of the Chinese cutter, and in the 
case of the ‘Cure of the Centurion’s Servant’, the appropriation could have 
been a purposeful one to delete the chiaroscuro effect. However, the extra 
openings and a tiled floor are used to emphasize the concept of perspective, 
as thought lacking in Chinese traditions. The missionary publication would 
intend to introduce a new pictorial method – perspective – or to adapt to an 
indigenous habit of visuality, both observed in the same work with a single 
editor (Aleni). We have deduced that perspective could have become an inten-
tional tool of missionaries in terms of visual effect. However, chiaroscuro 
could have consciously been avoided in the Chinese version of a European 
image, since the European conventions of light-shadow-colour were a 
different way of viewing nature in China, to a shocking degree. Although we 
cannot further explain this contradiction in Aleni’s series, this case illustrates 
for us the complications of a historical interpretation: perspective considered 
as a strategy can be a more difficult and complicated question than is usually 
thought.

There are two points of view to be proposed from the above discus-
sion. First, the central factor of the Chinese responses to those European-
style images indicates a perception on a technical level. At this level, the 
Chinese expressed their responses in a positive way. Second, except for the 
Western images showing secular buildings and gardens described in Verbi-
est’s Astronomia Europaea, all other images of perspective that the Chinese 
viewed with admiration involve religious subjects. The Jesuit world maps in 
China also show implicitly a message of Christian doctrines.42 With regard to 
the first point, one especially important and conspicuous feature of the way 
the Chinese viewed Western images pertains to chiaroscuro in perspective, 
the use of light and the making of shadow. The visual effect generated by 
chiaroscuro is a kind of illusion. A scientific supposition is the prerequisite 
of Edgerton’s argument, i.e., that perspectival European images offered to the 
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Chinese a scientifically objective and realistic presentation.43 I would argue, 
instead, that the illusion of chiaroscuro should point us toward a psycholog-
ical and anthropological view of this perception, rather than to a supposition 
of scientific objectivity. Before considering further the Chinese illusion and 
its possible connection to religious realms, we should look more closely at the 
position of perspective in the Jesuit context.

Perspective in the Missionary Context

Linear perspective was among the relevant fields that elevated the status of 
art in the intellectual hierarchy during the Renaissance period. In this intel-
lectual context, the rational power of the imagination and the significance 
of the sense of vision, which were framed in the neo-Aristotelian theory of 
cognition, were vital to Renaissance arts in theorizing and intellectualizing 
the disciplines.44 Perspective was conceived in the Jesuit missions through the 
concept of scientia. The scientia of the Renaissance and seventeenth century 
should be understood by different historical criteria from the modern word 
‘science’, which concerns technology and its objective observation of the 
world.45 Nicolas Standaert’s research has attempted to recover ‘the mental 
categories pertaining to science in the early contact between China and the 
West’, which were incorporated into the Jesuit framework of education and 
knowledge and revealed in a Jesuit Chinese work entitled Ming li tan 名理
探 (On Philosophy), dating from 1631.46 The European model of the Ming 
li tan originated with a Jesuit pedagogical text used at the Jesuit College of 
Arts in Coimbra, Portugal, In Universam Dialecticam Aristotelis (1606).47 
In this Jesuit system, ‘science’ can be seen as a general term similar to ‘art’, 
meant to cover grammar, rhetoric, physics, medicine, etc. For example, within 
one category of this classification, ‘painting’ is found under the heading 
‘external practical sciences’; and ‘perspective’, along with ‘astronomy’, under 
the heading ‘quantitative theoretical sciences’. Moreover, early in the 1550s, 
perspective was a branch discipline of mathematical study, proposed around 
1552 by the early important Jesuit Jerome Nadal and shown in the study plan 
of the Jesuit Collegio Romano (1558–60).48 In both of the important official 
documents, the Constitutions (1556) and later the normative instruction of 
Jesuit pedagogy, Ratio Atque Institutio Studiorum Societatis Iesu (known 
as the Ratio Studiorum, final version published in 1599), mathematics was 
indicated as a training discipline under ‘philosophy’.49 The Ratio Studiorum 
became a standard curriculum of study in Jesuit educational institutes, not 
only in Europe but also in the overseas missions. A letter of the Jesuit Manuel 
Dias to General Claudio Aquaviva written in Macao on 12 November 1597 
mentioned the use of the Ratio Studiorum for theological studies.50 However, 
except for Macao, the Jesuits were not able to institutionalize their educational 
ideas in any of the China missions, on account of several specific impediments 

MUP_17C24_1_05_Chen.indd   109 26/5/09   14:25:05



HUI-HUNG CHEN

110

in China. Since education was an important feature of the Jesuit missions – 
and by means of this we examine the Jesuit global contribution to cultures 
– the China mission is a disappointing instance.51 For centuries, the Jesuits in 
China have been praised as cultural emissaries between Europe and China, 
and yet their efforts, unlike other cases in Europe or the Americas, were never 
demonstrated through a systematic establishment of Jesuit education.

Although education may have failed in the China mission, Jesuit preaching 
and evangelical work were performed from their epistemological base, shown 
in pedagogical plans, and the missionaries also demonstrated the uses of 
several disciplines in this knowledge system. If mathematics was significant 
for the formation of Jesuit pedagogy in the sixteenth century, then it is not 
surprising to note that Euclid’s geometry, arithmetic, geography and cosmo-
graphy, perspective, and horology – those courses assigned for the Jesuit 
mathematical training – can all be found in the theoretical and material areas 
of the Jesuits for the China mission. They might have been used and shown, 
nonetheless, in a cultural engagement, instead of in a formal Jesuit educational 
system. As Christopher Chapple states, the Society of Jesus had a twofold 
mission: to educate and to evangelize.52 In the case of China, the Jesuit knowl-
edge system was shown throughout their missionary aim of evangelization, 
not developed in the building of schools and in teaching.

The Jesuit use of science conformed to their educational system, which 
ultimately served to comprehend the law of Heaven, i.e., theology. As stated 
above, Diaz’s letter of 1597 mentioned the use of the Ratio Studiorum for 
theological studies. Mathematics and astronomy were the basic training courses 
for Jesuit students and were seen as a necessary preparation for theological 
studies.53 Additionally, the documents of the 1550s that have already been 
discussed along with the Ratio Studiorum all pointed to the final purpose 
of the study, which was directed towards theology. This European knowl-
edge-system was called in Chinese xue 學 (studies) or xixue 西學 (‘Western 
Studies’) in Jesuit Chinese literature, and it also explains that Jesuit engage-
ment in mathematical and astronomical knowledge should be understood 
within the larger Jesuit intellectual structure, the introduction of which was 
aimed at non-Christian converts for studying Heavenly doctrine – in Chinese 
tianxue 天學 (literally ‘Heavenly Studies’). The first book-compilation of the 
‘Heavenly Studies’, Tianxue chuhan 天學初函 (1628), includes Giulio Aleni’s 
treatise entitled Xixue fan 西學凡 (Introduction to Western Studies) (1623).54 
The ‘Western Studies’ were encompassed under the umbrella of the ‘Heavenly 
Studies’.

 Therefore, science and religion are not shown in opposition to one another, 
as in ‘secular’ versus ‘sacred’. The use of science in the Jesuit mission was by 
nature associated, in the Jesuit mind, with their evangelization. Moreover, 
artistic perspective (usually known as perspectiva artificialis), like the linear 
perspective of the Renaissance, and mathematical perspective (perspectiva 
communis), were much more articulated at the time as practice versus theory, 
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in principle, but later turned out to be more complicated. As the work of 
Elisabetta Corsi shows, the medieval tradition of perspective, or optics, 
continued into the Renaissance period. Even in the seventeenth century, 
the theory of vision was still very traditional, implicated with the notions 
of morality and spirituality.55 However, even though a Renaissance perspec-
tival representation could have been analyzed both with a mathematical eye 
and with the theological implication of optics, it has been noted as well that 
artistic or visual perspective was not as scientifically measured as is generally 
thought. As J. V. Field observed with respect to early Renaissance works of 
art, ‘So it had turned out that in practice the mathematical rules of perspec-
tive only needed to be applied in a rudimentary manner in order to achieve a 
satisfactory sense of depth.’56 In the case of China, we find that the perspectiva 
artificialis reached some such results that actually do not depend on mathe-
matical theory, and the response of the Chinese audience was not related to 
mathematical knowledge.

In addition, titles on perspective in several European languages which 
had been published in the second half of the sixteenth century are found in 
Beitang’s 北堂 catalogue (see the List below).57 The most noted is that of 
Joannes Pisanus (ca. 1240–92) – that is, John Pecham’s – Perspectiva communis, 
of which, there are three titles in the catalogue (nos. 1872–1874). As Edgerton 
stated, Pecham’s Perspectiva was a very important source for Alberti’s treatise 
on painting, which promoted the construction of linear perspective on a flat 
surface.58 It has been established that Pecham’s book enjoyed wide circulation 
in Europe, and its appearance in Beitang’s catalogue confirms its popularity. 
Euclid’s works have two titles in this collection (nos. 3265, 3785), and one 
of them is the translation of the mathematician Egnazio Danti (1537–86). 
Danti wrote a commentary on the architect Giacomo Barrozzi da Vignola’s 
(1507–73) Le due regole della prospettiva (nos. 3530–31), which also appeared 
in Beitang’s catalogue. Both were published together in 1583 and reprinted 
several times later. Furthermore, Field’s research elaborated on the works by 
several mathematicians of the sixteenth century and their mutual relationships, 
among them Daniele Barbaro (1513–70), Guidobaldo del Monte (1545–1607), 
Giovanni Battista Benedetti (1530–90), and Simon Stevin (1548–1620). Their 
major works on perspective all happen to have been included in Beitang’s 
catalogue (nos. 3162, 992, 1427–28, 660). As Field pointed out, these works 
indicated that the sixteenth-century mathematicians were engaged in perspec-
tive as ‘regrafting perspectiva artificialis back onto its old stem of perspectiva 
communis’.59 The List below also shows that almost all the works brought to 
China were from the type of the perspectiva communis, done by mathemati-
cians or engineers (such as Samuel Marolois, active in the first half of the 
seventeenth century), rather than by artists. The only exceptions are those of 
Vignola, the architect-painter-engraver Jan Vredeman de Vries (1527–1604), 
and the architect and artist Andrea Pozzo, S. J. (1642–1709).60 Although it is 
not known exactly how and when these European books on perspective came 
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to China, and in what way they were used for the Jesuit missions, we refer 
back to their European contexts and can deduce that they might have been 
brought in with the intention of presenting ‘perspective as mathematics’. In 
other words, housed as they were in the court, they could have been used 
mostly for Jesuit scientific projects.

List

Titles on Perspective Found in C. M. H. Verhaeren (ed.), Catalogue de la 
Bibliothèque du Pé-tang (1949; reprint, Paris, Belles Lettres, 1969)
* Listed chronologically by year, but grouped by author

Catalogue 
No.

Author Title Publisher Year

1872 Pisanus 
Joannes (ca. 
1240–92)

Perspectiva communis. Ideo 
sic dicta, quod contineat 
elementa. . . .

Norimbergae, 
Apud Johan. 
Petreium

1542

1873 — Perspectiva tribus libris 
succinctis denvo correcta, et 
figuris illustrata, per Pasca-
sium Hamellium mathema-
ticum Regium

Lvtetiae, Apud 
Aegidium 
Gourbinum

1556

1874 — (Ioannis Archiepiscopi 
Cantvariensis) Perspectivae 
communis libri tres. Iam 
postremo correcti ac figuris 
illustrate 

Coloniae Agrip-
pinae, Apud 
Haeredes Arnoldi 
Birckmanni

1580

3162 Barbaro, 
Daniele 
(1513–70)

La pratica della perspet-
tiva di Monsignor Daniel 
Barbaro eletto patriarcha 
d’Aquileia. . . .

Venetia, Appresso 
Camillo, & 
Rutilio Borgami-
nieri fratelli

1569

3946 Lencker, Hans 
(d. 1585)

Perspectiva Hierinnenn 
auffs kurtzte beschrieben. . . .

Nüremberg, 
durch Dietrich 
Gerlatz 

1571

3185 Bassi, Martino 
(fl. 16th c.l; 
Milanese)

Dispareri in materia 
d’architettvra, et perspet-
tiva, Con pareri di eccellenti, 
et Famosi Architetti, che li 
risoluono 

Bressa, Per 
Francesco, & Pie. 
Maria Marchetti 
Fratelli

1572

3265 Euclides (3rd 
c. B.C.)

La Prospettiva di 
Euclide. . .Tradotta dal 
R. P. M. Egnatio Danti 
Cosmografo del Seren. Gran 
Duca di Toscana

Fiorenza, Nella 
Stamperia de’ 
Giunti

1573
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3785 — La perspectiva y especularia 
de Euclides. Traduzidas en 
vulgar Castellano, y dirig-
idas a la S. C. R. M. del Rey 
don Phelippe nuestro Senor 

Madrid, En casa 
de la viuda de 
Alonso Gomez

1585

992 Benedetti, 
Giambattista 
(1530–1590)

(Io. Baptistae Benedicti 
Patritij Veneti Philosophi) 
Diversarum speculationum 
Mathematicarum, & 
 Physicarum Liber . . . .
Among the contents: De 
rationibus operationum 
perspectivae

Taurini, Apud 
Haeredem 
Nicolai Beuila-
quae

1585 
(1st 
edn

1580)

1427–28 Del Monte, 
Giudobaldo 
(1545–1607)

Perspectivae libri sex Pisavri, Apud 
Hieronymum 
Concordiam

1600

660 Stevin, Simon 
(1548–1620)

Memoires mathematiques, 
Contenant de en quoy s’est 
exercé le tres-illustre, tres-
excellent Prince & Seigneur 
Maurice Prince d’Orange. . . .
Pt. 3: Des perspectives

Leiden, Chez Ian 
Paedts Iacobsz

1608

3530 Vignola, 
Giacomo 
Barrozzi da 
(1507–73)

Le due regole della prospet-
tiva pratica di M. Iacomo 
Barozzi da Vignola Con 
i comentarii del R. P. M. 
Egnatio Danti dell’ ordine 
de Predicatori. . . . 

Roma, Nella 
Stamperia della 
Reueren. Camera 
Apostolica

1611
(1st 
edn

1583)

3531   — — Roma, Per il 
Mascardi

1684

3903 Brunn, Lucas Praxis perspectivae Das ist: 
Von Verzeichnungen ein 
aussführlicher Bericht. . . . 

Nüremberg, 
Bey Simon 
Halbmeyer. 
Vnd Gedruckt 
zu Leipzig Bey 
Lorentz Kober 

1615

2193 Marolois, 
Samuel (1st 
half of the 
17th c.)

Opticae Sive Perspectivae, 
pars prima [-quarta]: conti-
nens Praeter regulas ac 
demonstrationes Opticae 
perfectissimas, Geometriae, 
Fortificationis, & praesertim 
Architecturae figuras 
accuratas. . . . 

Amstelodami, 
Sumptibus ac 
typis Ioannis 
Ianssonii

1633
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3075 Vredeman 
de Vries, Jan 
(1527–1604)

Perspectiva theoretica ac 
practica. Hoc est, Opus 
opticum absolutissimum. . . .

Amstelodami, 
Sumptibus ac 
typis Ioannis 
Ianssonii

1633
(1st ed.
1604–5)

2328 Niceron, 
Jean François 
(1613–46)

(R. P. Ioannis Francisci 
Niceronis Parisini, ex ord. 
Minim.) Thaumaturgus 
opticus seu Admiranda 
optices, per radium 
directum. . .In quibus praeter 
Scenographiae seu Perspec-
tivae communis funda-
menta. . . . 

Lvtetiae 
Parisiorum, 
Typis & formis 
Francisci 
Langlois, aliàs 
dicti Chartres

1646

507  — La perspective curieuse 
du Reverend P. Niceron 
Minime, divisée en quatre 
livres

Paris, Chez lean 
du Puis

1663
(1st ed.
1638)

2163 Maignan, 
Emmanuel 
(1601–76)

Perspectivae horaria: sive. 
De horographia gnomonica 
tum theoretica, tum practica 
libri quator. . . .

Romae, Typis & 
Expensis Philippi 
Rubei

1648

2511 Pozzo, 
Andrea, S.J. 
(1642–1709)

Perspectiva pictorum et 
architectorum Andreae Putei 
e Societate Jesu. . . .

Romae, Ex 
Typographia 
Antonii de 
Rubeis

1702–
23

2512 — Perspectiva pictorum atque 
architectorum I [-II] 
Pars. . .Quâ facillima ac 
expeditissima Methodus 
omne id quod ad Archi-
tecturam attinet, optica 
ratione delineandi exhibetur, 
inventa, designata et 
primum edita Romae a Fr. 
Andrea Puteo S. J. . . ..

Augustae Vinde-
licorum, Impensis 
Jeremiae Wolffi 
Techniopolae

1706–
19

380 La Caille, 
Nicolas Louis 
de (1713–62)

Leçons elementaires 
d’optique. Par M. l’Abbé de 
la Caille. . . .

Paris, Chez H. L. 
Guerin & L. F. 
Delatour

1764

Chinese Perception: Complexity of Illusion and Reality

From the point of view of the Chinese reaction to European perspective, 
the visual effect generated by chiaroscuro is a kind of ‘illusion’. The Chinese 
were fascinated by the illusionary result of this Western skill, in part because 
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the visual representation of light and shadow presented a different way of 
viewing of nature from their own. As we note in the Renaissance context, 
with regard to light and colour, Alberti stated as follows:

It is evident that colours vary according to light, as every colour appears 
different when in shade and when placed under rays of light . . . Philoso-
phers say that nothing is visible that is not endowed with light and colour. 
There is, then, a very close relationship between colours and lights in the 
function of sight.61

Pecham’s Perspectiva communis also acknowledges the important roles light 
and colour play in optics.62 In addition to Pecham’s work, in the Beitang 
List above, the works by Daniele Barbaro and Guidobaldo del Monte on 
this topic also show a particular interest in chiaroscuro.63 one Jesuit Chinese 
work, Aleni’s Xingxue cushu 性學觕述 (On Human Nature; Aleni’s preface 
dated 1623) says that the sense of sight lies in the realm of the perception of 
colours and light. This statement conforms to Alberti’s thesis:

目為五官之尊，以視為職，其德在明，其視之界，為色，為光。

Eyes are the highest among the five organs of the senses. The duty of the eyes is 
the sight, and their merit lies in illumination. The realm of vision is colours and 
light.64

Chinese pictorial traditions never recognized such a light-shadow theory; 
thus there should be a fundamental discrepancy between the West and the 
Chinese in questions of what one sees in nature and in pictures, and of the 
visibility of those things depicted in a painting. The late-Ming pictorial 
traditions relied, instead, on the calligraphic brushstroke; as Dong said, ‘the 
renderings of convexity and concavity should be immediately perceived upon 
the falling of a brush on panel (下筆便有凹凸之形)’. However, it is this very 
style that was criticized by Ricci as lacking colour and shade.65

As discussed above, the majority of the images shown using perspective 
that the Chinese admired in the seventeenth century involve religious subjects. 
There is a rare story in Chinese sources stating the connection between the 
Western pictorial skills and their religious effect. A Chinese account of 1643 
describes atypically a Western artist who painted an image of ‘Cundī’ (準提
像) in the Western style, which was highly admired:

大西洋琍瑪竇所攜諸畫像，俱蠟地重著色，人物儼映冰壺，閒是六法別傳異
派。今西士在漳南者，以此為生涯矣。. . .余更有準提像，則紙上設色，不但妙
相莊嚴，抑亦寶光煥發，雖吳道子運筆，諒莫能過，允宜冠亞墨利加也。

Several pictures that Matteo Ricci of the Western ocean brought with him are all 
in oil, emphasizing the uses of colours. Figures depicted [in Ricci’s paintings] look 
like reflections on an icy bottle [as they appear in reality], and this is a different style 
or school than that of the Six Schools [in Chinese artistic traditions]. Nowadays, 
a Western person who is living in the southern Prefecture of Zhangzhou carries 
on this profession . . . [Among his or her paintings] there is an image of ‘Cundī’, 
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coloured on paper. The appearance is not only wonderful and dignified, but also 
bright and irradiated with precious light. Even the brush of Wu Daozi cannot 
exceed it. The painter should top America.66

This description shows that the pictures Ricci brought with him impressed 
certain Chinese people, and the critique of the coloured, Western-style 
painting indicates that this style differs from local traditions. The ‘Cundī’ is a 
bodhisattva in esoteric Buddhism to which the iconography of Guanyin was 
related. Although the Western painter is unknown to us, the pictorial superi-
ority of the Western religious subject gained such praise that some people even 
thought of its overthrowing the work of the greatest figure painter in China, 
Wu Daozi (Tang Dynasty, c. 618–907). Michael Sullivan pointed out that the 
four Chinese characters used for the transliteration of the word ‘America’ are 
the same as those found in Ricci’s and Verbiest’s map.67 If placing Zhangnan 
in the southern Prefecture of Zhangzhou, in Fujian, is correct, it seems not to 
be out of the question that a painter of American origin could have worked 
there, since the close contact of this coastal province with Macao and Manila 
gave access to the channels of transport between the mainland and the New 
World. Moreover, the Western painter worked as a professional artist, which 
means that the selling of works of art offered a livelihood for the artist. In 
Chinese traditions, the professional is always ranked below the amateur. This 
account also explains the Chinese attraction to the effects of light in Western 
style, with a particular emphasis on colours, and again, the positive view of 
this perception was established by its technical performance.

This high commendation of Western coloured painting is centred on 
religious figural subjects, and the key point of praise lies in the sense of the 
‘real’ that is achieved by Western pictorial skill. This judgment conforms to Gu 
Qiyuan’s remark and that of several others, as mentioned above. Additionally, 
Ricci presented to the Wanli Emperor two images of the Virgin with Child, and 
the emperor responded to Western paintings, spontaneously and identically, 
on a technical level. Confronted with the foreign sacred images offered by the 
missionary, the emperor remarked acutely, ‘questo è Dio vivo’, which reveals 
the profound visual effect on Chinese sensibilities.68 As, or perhaps because, 
the Chinese people did not know Christian doctrine and icono graphy, all of 
the Chinese responses referred to above highlight the technical achievement 
rather than the sacred content. The Chinese illusion, instead, showed that 
the Chinese viewer may have been involved in a pictorial distinction which 
directed that distinction towards a perception of the duality of ‘representa-
tion’ and ‘true-presence’ with respect to the sacred image. When the depiction 
created an illusion such that the viewer believed that what he or she saw was 
real, then the Jesuits had achieved their desired effect of having non-Chris-
tians believe in the ‘true-presence’ embedded in Christian representations. As 
the Jesuit Rodrigo de Figueiredo said to Chinese Christian followers in 1627, 
the one ‘whom the image of the Lord of Heaven depicted, the Creator of all, 
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not a pagode, nor an idol, [was] but the true and living God’.69 The illusory 
effect of Western sacred images on the Chinese perceiving them could have 
been a symbolic reconciliation to the doctrine and contents of Christianity.

Here, illusion and reality are, thus, a complex. The apparent reality gener-
ated by an illusory view of a two-dimensional representation is a believable 
one inside its religious realms. For missionaries, the symbolic reconciliation 
could be promoted for the reason that the thing to be believed points to a 
supernatural sphere. The responses to perspective in the seventeenth-century 
Jesuit China mission exemplify Panofsky’s theory of ‘perspective as symbolic 
form’, which is also the title of his highly regarded booklet. Reality for the 
Chinese viewers of Christian images rendered with Western chiaroscuro is 
‘the actual subjective optical impression’, a psycho-physiological perception, 
which is different from an unchanged and homogeneous construction formed 
by the rationalization of perspective.70 The Chinese reading of perspec-
tival images was carried out without an understanding of the mathematical 
background. The establishment of this psycho-physiological, perspectival 
view of space bears a profound significance, as attested by Panofsky, that 
‘perspective opens art to the realm of the psychological, in the highest sense, 
where the miraculous finds its last refuge in the soul of the human being 
represented in the work of art’. The illusion of the Western Christian figural 
pictures provoked a kind of ‘miraculous’ revelation for the Chinese when 
they found the depicted figures to be alive, so to say, since ‘perspective, in 
transforming the ousia (reality) into the phainomenon (appearance), seems to 
reduce the divine to a mere subject matter for human consciousness; but for 
that very reason, conversely, it expands human consciousness into a vessel 
for the divine’.71 Panofsky’s subtle theory of perspective as symbolic form 
enables us to gain insight into the Jesuit uses of perspectival visual materials 
and their possible stratagem for religious conversion.

Furthermore, the above account of 1643 states the effect of ‘light’ on 
perspective for the religious subject. For the missionaries, light is symbolic 
in Christian thought. The thirteenth-century optician and Franciscan friar 
Roger Bacon (1220–1292) wrote:

Since the infusion of grace is very clearly illustrated through the multiplication 
of light, it is in every way expedient that through the corporeal multiplication of 
light there should be manifested to us the properties of grace in the good, and the 
rejection of it in the wicked.72

Bacon’s statement indicates that God’s grace is manifested in light, and the 
physical study of light can direct one to the nature of God. As Edgerton 
points out, Robert Grosseteste (c. 1168–1253), another English Franciscan 
friar, explained even earlier that light was ‘synonymous with God’s grace’, 
because, as created by God, it became ‘the basic force for the divine energizing 
of the universe’.73 The Jesuit saint Peter Canisius (1521–97) elucidates the 
symbolic meaning of light while explaining the function of candles burning 
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before sacred relics and images:

there [sic] cannot be founde or conceived, anye either more excellent or more fitte, 
than the ornament of lightes, or Candells. The first thing which God made was 
light. Light is a qualitie which bewtifieth all things, and of nothing can de defiled: 
it is so nere unto a spiritual nature, that it is only amongst all divisible accidents 
produced in a moment.74

Later, a Jesuit noted in an annual letter that the newly-founded church in the 
Province of Jiangxi (江西省), surrounded with two rows of windows in the 
Western style, was distinguished from the dark Chinese temple.75 Accordingly, 
light is a symbol of a new setting for a new religion. The positive response on 
the part of the Chinese to the visual effect of light could just have matched the 
missionary expectation of its religious implications.

on the other hand, as discussed above, whether perspective could have 
been considered as a strategy is a more difficult and complicated question 
than is usually thought. We also found that late-Ming society might have 
engaged in the interplay of illusion and reality, and of space and surface, in 
terms of visualization.76 It is in all likelihood that perspective could have 
just fitted into this cultural milieu. The key point regarding illusion lies not 
so much in terms of scientific objectivity or realistic presentation as in the 
power of visualization. As Corsi argues, the mathematic principle of perspec-
tive would not be rigidly applied when the effect of illusion was actually 
operating, as was seen already in the visual discourse of the Renaissance 
period.77 This coincides with Field’s argument for Piero della Francesca’s 
treatment (c. 1416–92) of perspectival construction, in which this construction 
was merely used as a prospective, having very little to do with mathematical 
science.78 As discussed above, a satisfactory depth achieved its visual effect 
without the viewer’s knowledge or articulation of perspective communis in 
the China mission. Additionally, the skill in foreshortening of the fifteenth-
century painter Andrea Mantegna (1431–1506) illustrates a principle of 
‘perceptual psychology’, as Michael Kubovy argues; the tolerance, that is, 
of visual inconsistency by the human mind. By analyzing Mantegna’s work 
Dead Christ (1501), Kubovy points out two different vantage points of the 
painting, which shows a completely different working method from those 
of the theory of perspective as explained by Alberti. This artistic practice, 
diverging from the presumed mathematical principle, was quite common 
during the period of the Renaissance.79 This case tells us that the perception 
of the viewer could determine the effect caused by the actual distortion in 
the Dead Christ, if it were analyzed by the mathematical theory – which was 
modified by the sight and mind of the viewer. In my case, illusion indicates a 
perceptual psychology, by which the perception of the content of the subject 
by human sense became feasible: i.e., perception was changed from illusion 
to reality. Because of the psychological process, the theory behind the skill 
itself (perspective) could have been not so important. The seventeenth-
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century Jesuit Jean Dubreuil (1602–70) has already indicated as much in a 
similar remark with respect to the Jesuit China missions:

If you would like to proceed immediately to the Practice of Perspective without 
engaging in the intricacies of the Theory, the Jesuit’s Perspective will answer your 
purpose.80

Besides, the technical level of the Chinese reading of perspective explains 
another cross-cultural context regarding reality. When the Jesuit Johann 
Adam Schall von Bell (1591–1666) introduced the telescope in his treatise 
Yuan jing shuo遠鏡說 (On the Telescope) (1626), he also explained two 
methods that use the telescope inside a room to illustrate objects exactly as 
they should be transcribed on to canvas, a technique that had been used by 
European painters and craftsmen. The aim of these methods is to reflect the 
object in reality, so that it can be transferred exactly to a pictorial medium.81 
This account shows that the Jesuits wanted to introduce these methods in a 
fashion similar to the Chinese impression of perspective, i.e., the depicted 
objects are to be made to look real. In terms of Jesuit scientific discourse 
in China, European technology was often praised because of its advanced 
capacity and effect. A passage found in a collaborative work of two Chinese 
Christians (1647) explains this aspect of Jesuit science:

并所製便用省力諸器，測天諸儀、自鳴鐘、望遠鏡、各圖像画法等項，凡上天
下地，宇宙萬彙，無不推測諸所以然之理. . . .然此等學問，西士皆目為餘學耳，
惟所傳天學教法，則為喫緊之要學。今相較論，餘學種種，既有實據如此，則
其所謂喫緊之要學，豈不更有實理，愈有實據哉？

Furthermore, various instruments [made by the missionaries] for saving energy 
and convenient uses, those for calculating the heavens, mechanical clocks, the 
telescope, several methods of depicting images and objects, etc., for all of the things 
in the sky and down on earth, and the multitude of things in the universe, they [the 
Jesuits] are all dedicated to the calculation and deduction of the principles of those 
things [by means of the above instruments] . . . However, the missionaries simply 
considered these disciplines as incidental, or as branches, since only the teaching 
of Heavenly doctrines that they convey are significant and vital. By comparison, 
several disciplines of the incidental knowledge [sciences] prove to rest on such 
solid foundations, so the significant and vital studies [the teaching of Heavenly 
doctrines] should be based on more sound principles and rest upon even more 
substantial grounds.82

This remark is addressed from the angle of the hierarchy of the Jesuit ‘Heavenly 
Studies’ and their scientia, but it also indicates how the Chinese appreciated 
Jesuit scientific work – including pictorial methods – and commended its 
substantiation. To use the terms of Willard Peterson, the ideas found in Jesuit 
sciences merited practicability and employability, which was almost the main 
reason several Chinese literati and intellectuals in the seventeenth century 
were attracted to them.83 During the transition between the Ming and Qing 
dynasties, the Chinese people longed for pragmatism in study and thought, 
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in contrast to the on-going confusion and emptiness they were experiencing 
in politics and society. Moreover, Benjamin Elman has argued that the Jesuit 
introduction of Western exact sciences could have significantly encouraged 
the tendency to evidential research, initiating during the late Ming, to prosper 
in the early Qing period.84

Nevertheless, it is precisely the technological point of view with regard 
to European perspective that would be condemned in Chinese artistic 
discourse. To use Cahill’s term, the failure of perspective in Chinese art is 
‘a rejection of empirical method’: the technological advance of perspective 
in the material sense reached a formal and scientific resemblance that was 
never the goal of Chinese artists.85 When perspective was understood merely 
from a material and technical point of view, it was not supposed to be able 
to converse in tandem with Chinese artistic traditions. The Chinese tradi-
tion of portraiture paid attention to the physical depiction and exactitude of 
figures; yet the key purpose was not physical but spiritual.86 The attainment 
of verisimilitude by perspective, as Chinese responses show, is only seen as a 
technical achievement in the eyes of Chinese artists. The intuitive and subjec-
tive realms that Chinese painting emphatically sought indicates a completely 
different aspect of artistic depiction; as Wen Fong observes, ‘Western picto-
rial representation was directed at once toward the conquest of realistic 
appearance . . . Pictorial representation for the Chinese, on the other hand, 
attempts to create neither realism nor ideal form alone.’87 Dong’s statement 
on the pictorial repre sentation of landscape, and of landscape in nature, as 
quoted at the beginning of this paper, corresponds with that of Fong. or, as 
E. H. Gombrich asserts, painting as a science represents ‘experimentation’ 
in the Western tradition, and this involves a psychological problem as the 
painter deals individually with the way to conjure up a convincing image that 
is based upon the nature of the individual’s reactions to the physical world.88 
Chinese pictorial  traditions entailed another psychology, or ‘mental set’, to 
attain its human expression.89 The different categorizations of perspective 
in China and Europe show how the Chinese kept art and science in two 
separate discourses. From this angle, the praise of vividness and verisimili-
tude brought about by perspective could simply reflect fantasy and curiosity 
towards this foreign mode of representation on the part of Chinese viewers 
responding to it.
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