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Abstract; Li Zhizao is an important figure in the history of Sino-Western cultural communication.
We do not know much about his family and his life due to the scarcity of records. Some newly
found documents show that Li Zhizao was born in 1571, not in 1565 or 1566 as it is currently
held. After successfully passing the imperial examination and getting the Jingshi degree in 1598,
he worked in Beijing, not in Nanjing as many scholars supposed. In the local history, we find a
poem written by Li Zhizao narrating how he used a European astrolabe to measure the latitude. In
1621, when the Ming Dynasty was in serious crisis, Li Zhizao was appointed by the Emperor as
deputy minister of Guanglusi, which was not the result of Xu Guangqi’s recommendation. We
also get names of his family members from these documents. His great-grandfather was Li Rong;
his grandfather was Li Zitang; his father was Li Shixi. Li Zhizao had at least two sons, the elder
being Li Changmao and the younger Li Cibin, Li Changmao’ son Li Xixiong got the Jingshi
degree in 1652 soon after the Qing Dynasty dominated most parts of China. Li Zhizao’ s life
becomes much clearer according to these documents.
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