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Manel Ollé

La invención de China, 
Percepciones y estrategias filipinas
respecto a China durante el siglo XVI
(Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz Verlag,
2000)

In this interesting study, Manel
Ollé seeks to analyse the Spanish
presence in China during the 16th

century, focusing upon two dimen-
sions that, in his opinion, are
complementary and inseparable: the
intellectual dimension of its contri-
bution to the formation of the
modern image of China; and the
political, missionary and commer-
cial dimensions of the interaction
that the Spaniards tried to establish
in China from their base in the
Philippines.

In the first chapter, entitled “The
Iberian Image of China in the 16th

Century”, Ollé emphasises the impor-
tance of this image that, having
substituted the image of Marco
Polo’s Cathay, represented a signifi-
cant qualitative leap in European
knowledge about China, despite its
utopian and idealistic aspects.

This Iberian image or model
continued to develop and consoli-
date itself by means of a series of

Portuguese and Spanish contribu-
tions that circulated from one work
to another and from one language to
the other. It was through Portuguese
perceptions, with direct first hand
accounts by Ambassadors, prisoners
and missionaries, that this novel
image of China began to emerge. The
Spaniards later added their own
observations to these Portuguese
insights, as a result of the Embassies,
incursions and missions that were
carried out from Manila. The Spanish
contribution, however, took place
primarily on the level of diffusion.
Works written in Castilian were
mainly responsible for the diffusion
of the new image of China in Europe.

In 1585, the Historia de las cosas
más notables, ritos y costumbres del
Gran Reyno de la China, by Juan
Gonzalez de Mendoza, marked 
the culmination of the process of 
the crystallisation and diffusion of 
the Iberian model. This work had 
an unprecedented impact and 46
editions were published in a mere 15
years, indelibly transforming Euro-
pean knowledge about China.

Ollé compares the Iberian model
with the Jesuit model that succeeded
it. Starting gradually from the 1580’s
onwards, this constituted the second
qualitative leap in the European
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perception of China, given that it was
based upon information gathered by
missionaries, who had lived in China
for long spans of time and had spent
many years studying the Chinese
language and culture. Ollé sees the
foundation of this new model in the
publication of the Latin translation
of the Italian diaries of Matteo Ricci
by Nicholas Trigault in the 1620’s.
This work supplanted the perceptive
parameters of Mendoza’s Historia
that, despite its importance, still
continued to be a book written by
someone who had never been to
China. The Historia was based upon
indirect accounts that, in their turn,
were written after limited visits that
were subject to various conditions in
terms of their collection and under-
standing of information.

Ollé also deals with the transfor-
mation of the initial information that
was of an exclusively strategic nature
in terms of curiosities and knowledge,
as manuscript accounts were gradu-
ally substituted by printed works. That
is to say, the manuscript accounts 
and descriptions had a predominantly
persuasive aspect, being functional
and serving the needs of an immediate
commercial, missionary and imperial
strategy. They are written in order to
attain specific objectives, namely to
garner economic, logistical or legit-
imising support for colonising and
mis-sionary actions.

The integration of these elements
into printed historical summaries
resulted in the reformulation of its
initial function, and was to witness

the predominance of a new cognitive
and ethno-historical element. These
works were now written to satiate
the enormous intellectual curiosity
that China aroused in the cultured
circles of Renaissance Europe.

In manuscript accounts by the
Jesuit Alonso Sanchez, Ollé sees a
clear example of a dominant persua-
sive dimension, while books such as
the work by Bernardino Escalante,
Discurso de la navegación que los
portugueses hazen a los reynos y pro-
vincias del oriente…, or the afore-
mentioned work by Juan Gonzalez
de Mendoza are paradigmatic of the
predominance of the cognitive
dimension.

In the second chapter, “Philippine
Strategies with regard to China”,
Ollé particularly emphasises the
initial phase of Sino-Spanish rela-
tions, after the founding of Manila,
when the Philippine archipelago was
viewed by conquistadores and mis-
sionaries alike as a mere platform for
expansion, particularly with regard
to the tempting Chinese Empire.

The early decades of the Spanish
presence in the Philippines would thus
be characterised by the proliferation
of plans for the conquest of China,
many of which emerged after, and as a
reaction to, the frustrated attempts to
send Embassies to the Celestial
Empire. The author deals with these
two methods of approximation - belli-
cosity and diplomacy - at length, till
the moment in which the model of
their approach to China changed
definitively, in the year 1588.
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It is extremely interesting to
observe the evolution of Spanish
plans to conquer China, from the
simplistic and chimerical early proj-
ects, to the later, more elaborate
ones. As contacts and knowledge
continued to grow, these plans were
modified and showed a tendency to
become progressively more complex.
Thus, if in 1574, the royal scribe,
Hernando Riquel, mentioned that it
was enough to send less than 60
good Spanish soldiers to defeat
China, 12 years later, in 1586, the
project that marked the culmination
of the dream of the conquest of
China, was already of a totally
different scale. Undertaken by the
entire Philippine colony, it envisaged
the need for a force of approximately
20,000 soldiers, consisting of
Spaniards, Americans, Portuguese
and Japanese. It reckoned with the
Portuguese participation, given the
dynastic union, which would obvi-
ously be subject to Spanish leader-
ship. It also counted upon the
co-operation of the Jesuits in
Nagasaki, in order to recruit
Japanese, as well as the support of
the Jesuits in Zhaoqing.

Ollé highlights the intent to
recruit Japanese who, from 1575
onwards, became a ubiquitous
element in the plans of conquest. On
the other hand, one also finds that
the expansionist and aggressive atti-
tude with regard to China and other
geographical areas in East Asia
contrasted sharply with the defensive
attitude and a permanent sense of

threat with regard to Japan. In this
case, the Spaniards tried to develop
relations with Japan, primarily on a
commercial and diplomatic level.

Returning to the plans to conquer
China, the project of 1586 came to a
grinding halt when presented to the
court two years later. The pressure
from the Society of Jesus was
undoubtedly a contributing factor,
but the unfavourable scenario
combined with the simultaneous
defeat of the Invincible Armada and
perhaps even, as Ollé adds, the
desire of Philip II to preserve
Portuguese interests also played a
part. The author notes that the rejec-
tion of this project marked the aban-
donment of Spanish aspirations to
conquer China and the subsequent
consolidation of a clearly mercantile
inclination of the colony. This would
end up by proving to be the sole
operative model of relations with
China. Thus, in the 1500’s, commer-
cial strategy predominated over
colonial and missionary strategy, and
the city assumed the role of an empo-
rium, or a place of interaction. In
other words, the strategy of the
Invincible Armada, imported from
America, gave way to the strategy of
the “Galleon from Manila”. It was
the only possible adaptation and
response, concludes Ollé.
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