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Biography of Sabatino de Ursis SJ, China missionary

Name and Name Modifications:

degli Orsi
des Ursins
Deursis Sebastianus
d’Orsi Sabbatino
Chinese: Xiong Sanba

Relevance for the China Mission:
Sabatino de Ursis belonged to the early Jesuits in the China mission. He
does not belong to the great names of the China mission, nevertheless, he
took an active part in the discussion about the Chinese terms and introduced
European mechanic in China.

Dates of Birth and Death:
(∗) 1575 in Lecce, Kingdom of Naples, today Italy
(†) 3 May 1620 in Macau, Portuguese enclave, today China

Family Data:
Sabatino de Ursis was descendent of a famous family in Naples.

Sabatino de Ursis entered the Society of Jesus on 6 of November 1597.

He made his four solemn vows in Macau on 17 February 1618.

Education:
Sabatino de Ursis studied at the Collegio Romano in Rome. Sonn he felt
attracted by the wish to go to the mission. He received the permission after
having finished his theological studies.

Mission:
Departure for China was on 25 March 1602. Arrival in Macau in 1603.

Professional Career:

Originally, de Ursis was destined for the mission in Japan. But an entry to
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Japan was no longer possible. Therefore de Ursis went to Nanchang in 1606.
Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) SJ ordered him to come to Peking because of his
good knowledge in astronomy and hydraulic in 1607. De Ursis helped him
to translate Euclid’s “Elements” into Chinese. During the persecution of
Christianity, which started in 1616, he was expelled together with Fr. Diego
Pantoja (1571-1618) to Canton on 18 of March 1617, and later to Macau.

In Macau, de Ursis played an important role in the hot tempered discussion
about a Chinese terminology of Christian words. As the Jesuit fathers Nic-
colò Longobardo (1565-1655), Francesco Pasio (1554-1612), Joâo Rodrigues
(1561-1633) and most other Jesuits, who were expelled from Japan, de Ursis
committed himself in his treaty to use Latin names for Chinese religious and
theological terms as God, soul, angel etc. At the end and after the discus-
sions of several years, the Jesuits decided in favor of the accommodation, i.e.
it was permitted to use Chinese names.

Sabatino de Ursis introduced the European pharmacy and the distillation
of essences in China. He was involved in the reform of the Chinese calen-
dar, which was planned and started under the guidance of the Chinese state
minister (Paulus) Xu Guangqi (1562-1633) with the help of the Jesuits.

Publications Sabatino de Ursis:

• Taixi shuifa (Hydraulic machines of Europe), 6 juan (Peking 1612)
(included in Xu Guangqi’s Nongzheng chuanshu (On agriculture, 1640).

• Jianping yishuo (Astronomical instruments), 1 juan, (Peking 1611).

• Biao du shuo (On the Gnomon), 1 juan, all three included in Sikou
quanshu (Imperial catalogue of selected works), and in Tianxue Chuhan.

• “Zou shu” (alias Ju jie) (August 1616).

• “Yao lu shuo” (between 1610 and 1620).

• Anonym: Xiangshu lun, s.a. Nicolas Standaert, Ad Dudink (eds.), Yesu
hui Luoma dang an guan Ming Qing tian zhu jiao wen xian (Chinese
Christian texts from the Roman Archives of the Society of Jesus), vol.
6 (Taibei 2002) # 25.

• “Commentariolum de Sinensium festorum erroribus”, in: Litterae An-
nuae 1611, com. Nicolas Trigault, 1612, in: Litterae Societatis Iesu e
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regno Sinarum Annorum MDCX & XI ad R.P. Claudium Aquavivam...
(Rome 1615).

• “Report of Father Sabatino de Ursis, S.J., to Father Francis Pasio, S.J.,
on the Chinese Calendar, Peking, 1. September 1612”, in: Pasquale M.
d’Elia, Galileo in China; Relations through the Roman College between
Galileo and the Jesuit Scientist-Missionaries (1610-1640) (Cambridge,
Mass. 1960) pp. 63-82.

• “Lettera dal P. Sabatino de Ursis sulla morte di P. Valignani, 1. Feb-
braio 1606”, in: Daniello Bartoli, Il Giappone (Roma 1660) pp. 569-
571.

• “Lettera del P. Sabatino de Ursis S.J., Pechino, 20. Maggio 1610”,
in: Piero Tacchi-Venturi, Opere storiche del P. Matteo Ricci, vol. II
(Macerata 1915) pp. 483-487.

• Gaetano Ricciardolo (ed.), Relazione della morte del P. Matteo Ricci:
Uno dei primi padri della Compagnia di Gesù che entrarono nel regno
della Cina con alcune cose riguardanti la sua vita (Roma 2000).

• “Adnotationes super rebus memorabilibus a P. Nicolao Longobardi pro
dirigenda re christiana ad P. Visitatorem Franciscum Vieiram anno
1617 conscriptae”, Ms.

Sabatino de Ursis Bibliography:
• Henri Bernard, “Les adaptations chinoises d’ouvrages européens”, Monu-
menta Serica X (1945) pp. 1-57, 309-388.
• Giuliano Bertuccioli, “Sabatino de Ursis”, in: Dizionario biografico degli
Italiani, vol. 39 (1991) pp. 498-500.
• Albert Chan, Chinese Books and Documents in the Jesuit Archives in
Rome. A Descriptive Catalogue. Japonica-Sinica I-IV (Armonk, London
2002).
• Henri Cordier, L’imprimerie sino-européenne en Chine (Paris 1901).
• Joseph Dehergne, Répertoire des Jésuites de Chine de 1773 à 1800 (Rome,
Paris 1973) p. 75.
• L.C. Goodrich, Chao-ying Fang (eds.), Dictionary of Ming Biography 1368-
1644 (New York, London 1976).
• Paul Pelliot, Inventaire sommaire des manuscrits et imprimé chinoise de
la Bibliothèque Vaticane Takata Tokio (ed.) (Italian School of East Asian
Studies Reference Series 1) (Kyoto 1995).

http://encyclopedia.stochastikon.com


Copyright c© by Stochastikon GmbH (http://encyclopedia.stochastikon.com) 4

• Louis Pfister, Notices biographiques et bibliographiques sur l’ancienne Mis-
sion des Jésuites de Chine 1552-1773 (Chang-hai 1932, repr. 1976) pp. 103-
106.
• László Polgár, Bibliographie sur l’histoire de la Compagnie de Jésus 1901-
1980 II/3 (Rome 1986) pp. 323-376.
• Robert Streit (ed.), Bibliotheca Missionum, vol. V (Freiburg 1929) pp.
694f.
• Yu Dong, Catalogo delle opere cinesi missionarie della Biblioteca Vaticana
(XVI-XVIII sec.) (Studi e Testi 366) (Città del Vaticano 1996).
• Erik Zürcher, Nicolas Standaert, Adrianus Dudink, Bibliography of the Je-
suit Mission in China ca. 1580 – ca. 1680 (Leiden 1991).

• Henri Bernard-Mâıtre, L’apport scientifique du Père Matthieu Ricci à la
Chine (Peiping 1935), English: Edward C. Werner (transl.), Matteo Ricci’s
Scientific Contribution to China (Westport, Connecticut 1973.
• Henri Bernard, “L’Encyclopédie astronomique du Père Schall (Tch’ong-
tcheng li-chou, 1629 et Si-yang sin-fa li-chou, 1645. La réforme du calendrier
chinois sous l’influence de Clavius, de Galilée et de Kepler”, Monumenta Ser-
ica 3 (1938) pp. 35-77, 441-527.
• Pasquale d’Elia, Galileo in China. Relations Through the Roman Col-
lege between Galileo and the Jesuit Scientist-Missionaries (1610-1640) (Cam-
bridge, Mass. 1960).
•Adrian Dudink, “The Zikawei Collection in the Jesuit Theologate Library at
Jujen University (Taiwan): Background & Draft Catalogue”, Sino-Western
Cultural Relations Journal XVIII (1996) pp. 1-40.
• George H. Dunne, Generation of Giants. The first Jesuits in China (Notre
Dame 1962), German: Das große Exempel (Stuttgart 1965).
• Catherine Jami, Peter Engelfriet, Gregory Blue, Statecraft and intellectual
renewal in Late Ming China. The cross-cultural synthesis of Xu Guangqi
(1562-1633) (Leiden 2009).
• John W. O’Malley et al. (eds.), The Jesuits: Cultures, Sciences, and the
Arts (1540-1773) (Toronto 1999).
• Nicolas Standaert (ed.), Handbook of Christianity in China. Volume One:
635-1800 (Handbook of Oriental Studies, section 4: China 15/1. Handbuch
der Orientalistik, Abt. 4: China 15) (Leiden, Boston, Köln 2001).
• Agust́ın Ud́ıas, Searching the Heavens and the Earth: The History of Jesuit
observatories (Dordrecht 2003).
•Alfons Väth, Johann Adam Schall von Bell SJ. Misssionar in China, kaiser-
licher Astronom und Ratgeber am Hofe von Peking 1592-1666 (Köln 1933),
(Monumenta Serica Monograph Series XXV) (Nettetal 1991).
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• Ad Dudink, Nicolas Standaert, Chinese Christian Texts Database (CCT-
Database), http://www.arts.kuleuven.be/sinology/cct (30 November 2009).
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