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Introduction

In common with Daxue 大學 , Zhongyong 中庸 proves to be the most important 
Confucian classic that attracted the attention of seventeen-century Jesuits in their 
translation projects.1 The first Latin rendering was provided by Prospero Intorcetta 
(1626–1696) with the title Sinarum Scientia Politico-Moralis (Chinese Political and 
Moral Science), the first part being printed in Guangzhou in 1667 and the latter in 
Goa in 1669. This translation was later incorporated into the second volume of the 
influential Relations de divers voyages curieux (Accounts of Various Curious Trips) of 
the French diplomat Melchisédech Thévenot (1620–1692), and was further expanded 
in Confucius Sinarum Philosophus (Chinese Philosopher Confucius) chiefly edited 
by Philippe Couplet (1622–1693).2 The latter work represents the spectacular success 

 1 I principally base my English translation of Zhongyong zhangju 中庸章句 on the version pro- 
vided by Johnston and Wang throughout this paper, with occasional slight modifications 
according to the context and my personal judgement. See Ian Johnston and Wang Ping, trans. 
& annot., Daxue and Zhongyong (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2012).

 2 For a brief discussion of translations of Zhongyong in Sinarum Scientia Politico-Moralis and 
Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, see Luo Ying 羅瑩 , “Yin Duoze Xiyi Zhongyong xiaoyi” 
殷鐸澤西譯《中庸》小議 , in Guoji Hanxue 國際漢學 , ed. Zhang Xiping 張西平 , vol. 20 
(Zhengzhou: Daxiang chubanshe, 2012), pp. 149–55; idem, “‘Dao’ ke dao, fei chang dao: 
Zaoqi ruxue gainian Xiyi chutan”「道」可道，非常道—早期儒學概念西譯初探 , Dongwu 
xueshu, 2010, no. 2, pp. 135–39. For the relation of Zhongyong and Western spirituality among 
the Jesuits, see Mei Qianli 梅謙立 (Thierry Meynard), “Cong Xifang lingxiuxue de jiaodu  
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of the missionary works of the Jesuits in the Oriental World, which in turn initiated 
a great fervour of Orientalism across the European continent and contributed to the 
birth of the abundance of ideas during the Age of Enlightenment.3 The translation 
of Zhongyong by the Belgian Jesuit François Noël (1651–1729) included in his 
Sinensis Imperii Libri Classici Sex (The Six Classical Books of Imperial China, 
henceforth Libri Sex) in 1711 presents a differing attempt to interpret this classic, and 
provides an alternate approach that could have rivalled Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, 
notwithstanding the fact that historical factors have robbed the work of considerable 
worth.

Who is “Another Commentator”?

For Libri Sex, it is widely known that the vast majority of notes are based on Zhu 
Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) and Zhang Juzheng 張居正 (1525–1582). David E. Mungello 
pointed out in his groundbreaking and oft-cited article published in the early 1980s as 
follows:

Another reason for Noël’s more elaborate renderings is due to his use of mul-
tiple Chinese commentaries. Although Rémusat was aware of Noël using these 
“gloses ou les définitions des commentateurs,” he was not aware of the identity 
of each of these commentators. This is perhaps because while Noël referred to 

(Note 2—Continued) 
  yuedu Rujia jingdian: Yesuhui fanyi de Zhongyong” 從西方靈修學的角度閱讀儒家經典： 
耶穌會翻譯的《中庸》, in Quanshixue yu Zhong-Xi hushi (Bijiao jingxue dierji) 詮釋學與中 
西互釋（比較經學第2輯）, ed. You Bin 游斌 (Beijing: Zongjiao wenhua chubanshe, 2013), 
pp. 61–90.

 3 For a descriptive account of the early publications of the translations of Zhongyong, see Luo 
Ying, “Shiqi, shiba shiji Ouzhou zhuyao de Zhongyong yiben: Jianlun zaoqi lai Hua Yesuhuishi 
dui ruxue dianji de Xiyi ji qi keyin chuban huodong” 17、18世紀歐洲主要的《中庸》譯
本——兼論早期來華耶穌會士對儒學典籍的西譯及其刻印出版活動 , in Xixue dongjian yu 
Dongya jindai zhishi de xingcheng he jiaoliu 西學東漸與東亞近代知識的形成和交流 , ed. 
Beijing waiguoyu daxue Zhongguo haiwai Hanxue yanjiu zhongxin 北京外國語大學中國海
外漢學研究中心 and Zhongguo jin xiandai xinwen chuban bowuguan 中國近現代新聞出版
博物館 (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin chubanshe, 2012), pp. 417–31. Andrew Plaks in the final 
year of the preceding century gave a very illuminating analysis of the European translations 
of Zhongyong from the sixteenth down to the nineteenth century. See Plaks, “The Mean, 
Nature, and Self-realization: European Translations of the Zhongyong,” in De l’un au multiple: 
Traductions du chinois vers les langues européennes, sous la direction de Viviane Alleton et 
Michael Lackner (Paris: Éditions de la Maison des sciences de l’homme, 1999), pp. 311–31.
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