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PORTRAYING AN ‘ANTE LITTERAM CHRISTIAN’:
PROSPERO INTORCETTA AND HIS BIOGRAPHIES OF
CONFUCIUS

ALESSANDRO Tosco *

ABSTRACT This article offers an in-depth examination of the portrayal and recon-
struction of Confucius’s life (Confucii Vita) by the Sicilian Jesuit missionary Prospero
Intorcetta (1625-1696) across three of his principal Latin works: Sapientia Sinica
(1662), Sinarum Scientia Politico-Moralis (1667-1669), and Confucius Sinarum
Philosophus, sive Scientia Sinensis latine exposita (1687). These seminal texts present
Latin translations of three of the Four Confucian Classics and each contains a bio-
graphical narrative of Confucius. Intorcetta’s account of Confucius’s life is grounded
in unacknowledged historical sources, enriched by his own interpretative frameworks
and reconstructions. His narrative strategy seeks to reshape the figure of Confucius
by endowing him with ethical and philosophical attributes that align with Christian
ideals. This reframing responds to the escalating Chinese Rites Controversy of the
late seventeenth century and reflects Intorcetta’s considered endeavour to uphold the
cultural and theological legitimacy of the Jesuit mission in China. Through a com-
parative analysis of the biographical sections in the aforementioned works, this study
investigates the textual selections and narrative strategies employed in Intorcetta’s
reconstruction of Confuciuss life. It further explores how this reconstruction contrib-
uted to the formulation of a potential theological dialogue between Confucianism and
Christianity, thereby illustrating the Jesuits’ practices of cultural accommodation and
doctrinal adaptation in the transmission of the Christian faith in late seventeenth-
century China.
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