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Assaying versus Smelting:
A Research on the Second Volume of the Nanjing Library Kunyu gezhi Manuscript Copy

YAN Bichen
( Department of the History of Science Tsinghua University Beijing 100084 China)

Abstract The Kunyu gezhi the Chinese translation of Georgius Agricola’ s De re metallica by
Johann Adam Schall von Bell ( Tang Ruowang 1592—1666) was considered to have been lost in
the wars of the mid-17th century. A manuscript copy of the Kunyu gezhi was rediscovered in the
Nanjing Library in 2015 sparking concern among Chinese and foreign scholars immediately. Current
research mostly believes that this manuscript transcribed the last three volumes of the complete
version recorded in the preface. Volume 2 of the manuscript on various methods of smelting is
considered to correspond to volume 5 described in the preface. Comparing with De re metallica and
the descriptions of the contents of Kunyu gezhi from the preface and memorials submitted to the throne
by Li Tianjing this article suggests that volume 2 of the manuscript introduces assaying methods of
ores and alloys which is completely different from smelting in western metal arts. Thus volume 2 of
the manuscript is actually part of volume 3 rather than volume 5 of the complete version and the
manuscript copy transcribes only volumes 3 & 4 of the complete version. This comparative study also
shows that translators adjusted the order of De re metallica in their translation and changed several
methods introduced by Agricola in order to make the Kunyu gezhi more acceptable in China.
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