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Fang Yizhi’s Encounter with and
Reflection on Western Astronomy and
the Significance of His Thoughts
during the Ming-Qing Transition

Lee, Chung-ta "

Abstract

During the late Ming dynasty, Fang Yizhi had extensive contact with
Catholic missionaries and exhibited a strong interest in the astronomical
knowledge introduced from the West. While eagerly embracing new knowledge,
Fang maintained the capacity for critical thinking and self-reflection. When
considering the medieval European theories that blended astronomy and theology,
Fang employed verification-based calculations to challenge the theories and data
disseminated by Matteo Ricci and his colleagues. When Fang encountered new
paradigms developed by scholars of the European Scientific Revolution, such as
Galileo, Copernicus, and Tycho Brahe, he appreciated their scientific merits and
incorporated their theories into his own study of object-observation (“Zhi ce”). To
investigate the transformations of old and new visual representations of the
cosmos from both Eastern and Western perspectives in the 17th century, as well
as to inspect the dissemination and interpretative models of new doctrines during
the Ming dynasty of China, this paper begins by examining Fang’s learning
process of Western knowledge and then proceeds to investigate Fang’s
evaluations of various cosmological discourses, including the concept of
Spherical Earth, the model of crystalline celestial spheres, the theory of Guangfei
Yingshou, the Three-Region Theory, and the Theory of the Four Primordial
Elements. This research deepens our understanding of the changes in Fang’s
cosmological views and the significance of his thoughts in the history of ideas
and technology during the Ming-Qing transition.

Keywords: Fang Yizhi, spherical Earth, crystalline celestial spheres theory,
Guangfei yingshou, the Three-Region Theory

* Associate Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, Tunghai University.
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