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JESUIT TEXTUAL STRATEGIES IN JAPAN 
BETWEEN 1549 AND 1582 1

Rui Manuel Loureiro
Lusófona University

The first Portuguese adventurers and merchants who visited Japan after 
1543 strove to obtain information about the situation in the archipelago from 
the very outset. All things considered, Japan was a group of islands that, 
until then, had been completely unknown to the Europeans and inevitably 
aroused great curiosity in Portuguese circles in the Orient. The most notable 
examples of this effort at investigation included, on the one hand, Jorge 
Álvares who, in 1548, penned the manuscript entitled Informação sobre o 
Japão, which already contained accurate observations about the character-
istics of the islands and the social and cultural habits, political organisa-
tion and religious beliefs of its inhabitants; and, on the other hand, Fernão 
Mendes Pinto, who, during his extensive travels throughout the South China 
Sea, gathered considerable information about the Land of the Rising Sun, 
some of which circulated in a manuscript form and would later be incor-
porated in his Peregrinação (Lisbon, 1614). However, after having obtained 
the most rudimentary information that was indispensable during initial 
contacts, these practical men then focused their attention, above all, on 
managing their commercial transactions. In fact, their knowledge about 
Japanese conditions would always be limited as, apart from communicating 
with the Japanese through interpreters, they only frequented some ports 
along the coast.2

On the contrary, the Jesuit missionaries were able to gather far more 
extensive and more detailed information about Japan, owing to two funda-
mental reasons. On the one hand, the Society of Jesus, as a norm, required 
its members to have undergone an elaborate process of intellectual prepara-
tion, which made them privileged observers, endowed with a keen inquiring 
spirit and an extraordinary capacity to assimilate novelties. Apart from this, 

1 This study was carried out with the assistance of a scholarship from the Fundação Oriente 
and is part of a broader research project about certain aspects of the cultural policies of the 
Society of Jesus in East Asia.
2 For an analysis of these early reports see J. S.A. Elisonas, “An Itinerary to the Terrestrial 
Paradise”, pp. 25-68.
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the Jesuit statutes made it compulsory for the fathers and brothers serving 
in Asiatic missions to regularly write detailed reports of their activities, in 
which they were to record not just information about their catechetical work, 
but also detailed information about Oriental lands and people.

On the other hand, from the very outset, the Jesuits lived completely 
integrated into Japanese society, in stark contrast to their presence in other 
Asiatic regions where they carried out their activities in the shadow of the 
factories and fortresses of the Estado da Índia. They were thus obliged to 
adapt themselves to the local way of life. Even the Superior of the Society 
of Jesus, from a certain point onwards, discovered the advantages of a rela-
tive acculturation of the individuals who worked in these lands, both as a 
method of acquiring a better knowledge of the cultural world in which they 
wished to intervene as well as a way of facilitating an easier acceptance of the 
missionaries on the part of the Japanese. This circumstance would trans-
form the Jesuits into keen connoisseurs of the most varied aspects of the 
Japanese world, ranging from everyday habits and ancestral customs to 
forms of political and social organisation, religious beliefs and ethical values. 
Of course, all this was accomplished with the aid of a more or less profound 
knowledge of the Japanese language, which the missionaries immediately 
set about studying, with the help of local assistants.

Practically from the time of the arrival of Father Francis Xavier in Japan, 
the Jesuits produced an uninterrupted flow of manuscripts that included 
letters and reports, which they regularly sent to India and Europe. The 
Society of Jesus, aiming to publicise its activities, with a view to obtaining 
material and human resources, soon began to print expurgated versions of 
these letters, in collections that proved to be an enormous editorial success. 
By means of this written material the Portuguese and Europeans in general, 
throughout the second half of the 16th century and the early decades of the 
17th century, would discover this remote land of the Japanese with amaze-
ment and wonder.3 One of the first published anthologies, the Cópia de vnas 
cartas del padre mestre Francisco, which was probably printed in Coimbra in 
1551 or 1552, included a missive written by Francis Xavier in Kagoshima, 
at the end of 1549, which contained the first information about Japan that 
was circulated in Europe in print. And this illustrious Jesuit referred to the 
islands in the most flattering terms: “The people with whom we have con-
versed are the finest amongst those that have been discovered till now: and 
it seems to me that amongst heathen peoples there are no others that match 
the Japanese. They are a people who speak very well, are generally upright 

3 See a survey of 15th century editions of Jesuit letters in José Manuel Garcia, Ao Encontro 
dos Descobrimentos, pp. 234-243.
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and not malicious, people of great and marvellous honour who esteem 
honour above and beyond everything else”.4

At the same time, their preoccupation with supplying books to the Japa-
nese mission dates back to the very foundation of the mission, as those in 
charge of the Society of Jesus knew only too well that an ample and regular 
supply of auxiliary texts from Europe were indispensable for their missionary 
work in exotic lands. These books were, above all, destined for liturgical and 
catechetical purposes, but also included books on grammar, philosophy, 
theology, morals and even geography. Thus, we find that an Embassy to the 
kingdom of Bungo that was organised with the assistance of the Jesuits in 
1555-1556 and consisted of Fernão Mendes Pinto and Father Melchior Nunes 
Barreto, transported an important inventory of about a hundred European 
books that were sent with the intention of forming the first Jesuit library 
in the Land of the Rising Sun. Apart from religious books (such as Bibles, 
pontifical books, breviaries, concordances etc.), this important nucleus 
of books,5 which was transferred from Goa to the Japanese archipelago, 
included copies of the following works: the Opusculum by St. Thomas of 
Aquino, which were printed in Coimbra, in 1545, at the press of João da 
Berreira and João Álvares; the Livro insigne by Marko Marulic,6 a famous 
compilation of biographies of saints that was so dear to Father Francis 
Xavier, perhaps in a Latin edition; “The Works of Plato”; “The Ethics of Aris-
totle”; a book by Ptolemy, perhaps a copy of his Geography; the Vita Christi by 
Ludolph of Saxony; the Contemptus mundi by Tomás de Kempis, published 
for the first time in Lisbon, in 1542, at the press of Germão Galharde; the 
Historia de la Iglesia, printed in Lisbon by Luís Rodrigues in 1541, a work 
that was circulated as being by an anonymous author but that had been com-
piled by Eusébio de Cesareia; the Meditations of St. Augustin; the Espelho de 
perfeyçam by Friar Henricus de Herpf, published in Coimbra, at the Santa 
Cruz monastery, in 1533; and the Livro chamado stimulo de amor divino 
by St. Boaventura, printed in Lisbon, also at the press of Germão Galharde, 
in 1550.

4 “La gente con que emos conuersado es la mejor que hasta agora esta descubierta: y me 
parece que entre gente infiel no sa hallaua otra que a los Iapones naga ventaja. Es gente de muy 
buena conuersacion, generalmente buena y no maliciosa, gente de honrra mucho a marauilla y 
estima mas la honrra, que ninguna otra cosa”; Cartas dos Jesuítas, ff. Aiij-v.
5 Documentos del Japon, 1547-1557, pp. 484-485; and Documenta Indica, Vol. 3, 201-205. 
With regard to this inventory of books, see Jesús López Gay, “La Primera Biblioteca de los 
Jesuítas”, pp. 142-171.
6 The catalogues I have consulted only mention an edition published in Lisbon in 1579 
(António J. Anselmo, Bibliografia, pp. 140-141). Could there possibly have been a prior edition, 
as this reference would appear to suggest? It seems probable that this was a Latin edition.
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Significantly, some of the works listed had just been published in 
Portugal, while others arrived from various European countries. If these 
indications testify to the rapid circulation of printed books between Portugal 
and the establishments in the Orient, they also prove the high cultural level 
of the exchanges of books that had been established. All things considered, 
the first European library sent to Japan included some texts that were of 
fundamental importance in the Western cultural context that, implicitly, 
suggest the contours of the project for cultural colonisation that was being 
envisaged by the Society of Jesus. This implied supplying the Jesuit mission-
aries with instruments that would enable them to spread not only the funda-
mental maxims of the Christian religion, in its Catholic form, but also the 
basic philosophical and cultural values of Southern Europe in the Japanese 
archipelago. One significant detail is worthy of note: it is important to high- 
light the fact that all the works sent by the Society of Jesus, which were 
despatched from Lisbon and bound for the Orient, were carefully analysed 
from the point of view of the Catholic orthodoxy. As Jerónimo Nadal, a 
senior Jesuit official in Europe, wrote in 1561, the “books that were pur-
chased for the Indias are reviewed, and those which are prohibited by the 
catalogues are removed, and the others are revised”.7

In subsequent years, the Jesuits of the Japanese mission would continue 
to produce more or less extensive texts about Japan, which confirm their 
positive initial impressions and render an increasingly clearer and accurate 
image. Their interaction with people from every social strata enabled the 
missionaries to prepare descriptions that were progressively in conformance 
with reality. Japanese beliefs captured the attention of the missionaries from 
the very outset, as knowledge about this aspect of local life was indispen-
sable for effective and informed evangelical activities. Around 1555, Father 
Cosme de Torres, based on scattered notes, composed a Sumário dos erros en 
que os gentios do Japão vivem e de algumas seitas gentílicas en que principal-
mente confiã, which he subsequently despatched to India.8 This was a brief 
account of some of the precepts of Shintoism and Buddhism, the two most 
important religions in the Japanese archipelago. The European Jesuits, quite 
naturally, had resorted to the aid of their Japanese assistants and sympa-
thisers in the preparation of this short treatise, in a process where, in fact, it 
was impossible to completely avoid errors and paradoxes, as they frequently 
had to translate unknown concepts and practices.

7 “Libros que se han comprado para las Indias se revean, y se quiten los prohibidos según los 
catálogos, y se emienden los otros”; Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562, p. 334.
8 Documentos del Japón, 1547-1557, pp. 655-667.
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In the meanwhile, Jesuit correspondence continued to arrive in Europe 
and consequently, in 1570, once again in Coimbra, another anthology of 
Cartas que os Padres e Irmãos da Companhia de Iesu que andão nos Reynos de 
Iapão escreuerão aos da mesma Companhia da Índia, e Europa was published, 
which contained eighty two missives written between Francis Xavier’s time 
and 1566. Although the subjects mentioned therein referred predominantly 
to religious activities, the authors of these letters spoke of other issues with 
great enthusiasm: the impatient, resolute and courageous character of the 
Japanese; their immense respect for honour and the swiftness with which 
they exacted justice; the curiosity and interest in learning that they unfail-
ingly manifested; how the people were diligent and hard-working and their 
habits of hygiene; the splendour of great Japanese cities such as Yamaguchi, 
Hakata, Miako and Sakai; the paradoxical situation of the Japanese Emperor, 
who was universally respected, but disobeyed by one and all; the immense 
power of the daimyos, who governed their realms with an iron hand; and 
innumerable other subjects. However, the missionaries also expressed sharp 
criticism about the harshness of living conditions, which were truly Spartan; 
the inclement climate; the insecurity caused by the constant turmoil and 
agitation; the difficulties of the language; and the tenacious opposition 
promoted by Buddhist and Shinto monks against the European missionaries.

Although one cannot really speak of a policy of adaptation during the 
early years of the Japanese mission, given that the Jesuits began by main-
taining many everyday European practices, they apparently strove to learn 
the Japanese language fro the very outset. In effect, many of these mission-
aries were sent to Japan on a journey that, in principle, did not envisage 
their returning to Europe. They were despatched to carry out missionary 
activities in regions where, on the one hand, they did not know the language 
and, on the other, where there were no Portuguese speaking communities, in 
stark contrast to the situation that prevailed in other areas along the shores 
of Asia. Thus, learning the local language appeared to be the obvious solu-
tion to facilitate their interaction with the Japanese. All the more since the 
European missionaries had to engage in frequent doctrinal disputes with 
the Japanese bonzos, who were their main opponents. At the end of 1557, 
Gaspar Vilela wrote from Hirado that, “the brothers dedicate themselves to 
studying the language, because this is the field of study in which all of us 
exert ourselves day and night if there are no other hindrances”.

Some missionaries even spent “ten hours per day” in their linguistic 
studies, which included reading, writing and conversation.9

9 “Mais irmãos poem-se ao estudo da língoa, porque este hé o estudo en que todos nos 
exercitamos de dia e de noite se não há outros impedimentos que estorvão”; “dez oras do dia”, 
Documentos del Japón, 1547-1557, pp. 708-709.
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Thus, it is no great surprise that, in the wake of Francis Xavier’s efforts, 
Jesuit works written in Japanese soon began to appear, as this would have 
been the most expeditious way of attempting to spread the message of Chris-
tianity. There are abundant references in Jesuit correspondence to manu-
scripts written in Japanese prepared by different missionaries, both to be 
utilised by powerful Japanese interlocutors as well as for use in collective 
reading sessions. In 1555, for example, a Jesuit was preparing “a book” with 
religious precepts for the ruler of Bungo, Otomo Yoshishige.10 Years later, 
Luís Fróis would mention that in “Hirado, Father Baltasar Gago prepared 
a treatise, like a catechism, that was entitled Nijugocagiô, and consists of 
25 chapters, because it contained so much”.11 In the same year, Gago men-
tioned that “Two books have been made written in their script and language: 
one is about the life of Christ and the other is about the principles of every-
thing”.12 Also in 1555, Duarte da Silva remarked that, on a certain occasion, 
and before a large group of neophytes, he read “A book that was printed in 
the language of Japan, of the six ages from Adam to the end of the world”.13

Evidently, in their linguistic endeavours, the Jesuits turned to their 
Japanese assistants who had converted to Christianity, such as the former 
bonzo Paulo de Bungo, “very well versed in the laws of the genxos”, the 
Zenshu Buddhist sect, and “very perspicacious in speaking the language of 
Japan”; or how another “bonzo very well versed in the ways of his sect” wrote 
“a book that consists of many lectures”.14 Apparently, these first texts would 
seem to have been produced by means of a complicated process of transla-
tion: the European missionaries would transmit the respective contents to 
their collaborators, who would later provide an oral translation, whose pho-
netic transcription was recorded by the missionaries in the Roman alphabet. 
Thus was born a writing that would later be called rômaji, a Romanised 
Japanese language, that could be read orally by a European who would not 
understand a word of what he was reading, but would be more or less under-

10 Documentos del Japón, 1547-1557, p. 523.
11 “Firando tirou o P.e Balthazar Gago hum Tratado, à maneira de cathecismo, que se inti- 
tulava Nijugocagiô, id est 25 capitulos, porque tantos se continhão nelle”; Luís Fróis, História de 
Japam, Vol. 1, p.114.
12 “Feitos dous livros scritos en sua letra e lingoa: hum trata da vida de Christo, o outro trata 
dos princípios de todalas cousas”; Documentos del Japón, 1547-1557, p. 548.
13 “Hum livro que se tirou em língoa de Japão, das seis idades dês Adam até o fim do mundo”; 
Documentos del Japón, 1547-1557, p. 521.
14 “Mui sabido na ley dos genxos”; “mui agudo em falar a línguoa de Japão”; “bonzo muito 
entendido em sua seita”; “hum livro que está tirado de muitas preguaçõis”. Documentos del 
Japón, 1547-1557, pp. 523-524.
15 , “Temos jáa quá muitos livros das cousas de Deus”; “que com os lerem se satisfaz aos que 
querem ouvir”; Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562, p. 360.



 Jesuit textual strategies in Japan between 1549 and 1582 45

stood by his Japanese listeners. As Gaspar Vilela wrote in 1561, “We already 
have many books here of God’s things”, written in the Japanese language, 
“And by reading them one satisfies those who wish to listen”.15

However, some indications suggest that this process of translation was 
rapidly complemented by another process, which consisted of translating 
European texts into Japanese using one of the Japanese spelling-books. Thus, 
for example, when Father Gaspar Vilela was sent to Miyako in 1559, he took 
a doctrinal book “composed in Japanese” by “Brother Lourenço, a Japanese 
with great linguistic talents and ingeniousness”, who was one of the Jesuit 
mission’s most prominent Japanese assistants.16 And when Luís de Almeida 
visited Kagoshima in 1562, he took with him “a book about the mysteries of 
our holy faith, which had many questions”, with “fifty five pages”, that was 
“written in the language of Japan”. In addition, the Jesuit lent this manual 
to an erudite Japanese individual, but one who undoubtedly was not familiar 
with the Roman alphabet, who copied it “in a day and a half”.17

Jesuit letters dating from the early years of the mission also paid great 
attention to the characteristics of the different kinds of scripts used in Japan. 
The missionaries noted with surprise, and undoubtedly also with pleasure, 
that literacy was relatively widespread. However, they also observed that the 
Japanese script allowed diverse variants, used by distinct social groups or 
different classes. While some learned monks possessed extensive libraries of 
doctrinal works written in Chinese ideographic characters, or kanji, which 
they could read and write fluently, the elite warrior classes used the syllabic 
hiragana, composed of simplified Chinese ideograms, in which meanings 
were dispensed with in favour of phonetic functions. Furthermore, people 
with a lesser degree of education could even use another, simpler syllabic 
alphabet, katakana. In 1555, Baltasar Gago, in one of his missives, already 
gave an account of the diversity of the “letters of Japan”, and provided some 
concrete examples. He even referred to the kind of letters with which the 
Jesuits used to write their manuscript books for their Japanese public.18

Thus, it seems clear that, from the very foundation of the Jesuit mission, 
even per force due to their circumstances, the European missionaries, or at 
least some amongst them, developed their linguistic studies, in order to be 
able to carry out the tasks that were entrusted to them. In 1557, Cosme de 

16 “Composto em japão”; “irmão Lourenço, japão de grande língoa e enjenho”; Documentos 
del Japón, 1558-1562, p. 189. About Lourenço, see João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, O Japão e o 
Cristianismo, pp. 87-106.
17 “Hum livro dos mistérios de nossa santa fée, o qual tinha muitas preguntas”; “sinquoenta 
e sinquo folhas”; “escrito em língoa de Japão”; “hum dia e meio”.Documentos del Japón, 1558-
1562, p. 553.
18 “Letras de Japam”, Documentos del Japón, 1547-1557, pp. 563-564.
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Torres provided an accurate portrait of this situation, when he wrote that 
the “Brothers dedicate themselves to studying the language until it is time to 
eat”; After carrying out their community tasks, the “rest of the day is spent in 
reading, writing things of the language, unless one has to help someone”.19 
Evidently, this familiarity with conditions in Japan, linguistically or other-
wise, could not dispense with the help of their Japanese collaborators, 
recruited from amongst the communities where the Jesuits established them-
selves.20 The role that the dojukos played in the development of the Jesuit 
missions in Japan is well known. The term, that was used to designate the lay 
assistants of the bonzos, was adapted by Christian terminology and applied 
to the missionaries’ Japanese collaborators who, amongst other functions, 
served as linguistic mediators in their contacts with the Japanese authorities 
and population as a whole.

We have already seen, in a concise manner, some of the textual strate-
gies that the Jesuits developed in Japan. On the one hand, the missionaries 
regularly produced the most diverse kinds of works about Japanese condi-
tions, both for direct consumption by their colleagues, as well as for indirect 
consumption by educated circles in Catholic Europe. From this point of 
view, the Jesuits have left us a truly vast legacy, as various recent surveys 
have testified, which consists of letters, reports, treatises, summaries, com-
pendia and histories.21 On the other hand, the missionaries of the Society of 
Jesus began to translate their texts into Japanese from very early on, in one 
of the different possible variants, so as to effectively divulge their evangelical 
message. Occupational instruments that were constantly being honed, many 
of these written works have disappeared without trace and, very often, we 
have nothing more than scattered references to them in Jesuit texts written 
in European languages. This translation enterprise, obviously, implied a 
more or less profound study of the Japanese language, carried out in an 
initial phase with the help of local collaborators, in a manner that was, above 
all, empirical, without concrete textual aids.

However, the Jesuits also developed other textual strategies during the 
course of their constant contact with the Land of the Rising Sun. And one 
of these strategies, which was also witnessed relatively early on, was the 
identification of the main doctrinal books used by the organised religions 
present in Japan, along with concomitant attempts to decipher them. The 

19 “Ermanos se dan al studio de la lemguoa asta la ora del comer”; “Restante del dia cada 
uno gasta en leer, esprivir cosas de la lengoa se no entrevienen cosas pera ayuda del próximo”; 
Documentos del Japón, 1547-1557, p. 740.
20 See J. F. Moran, The Language Barrier, passim.
21 For a general panorama, see two recent catalogues, O Japão visto pelos Portugueses, passim; 
and Da Cruz de Cristo, passim.
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aforementioned Sumário dos erros em que os gentios do Japão vivem, in 1556, 
presented a summary of the main Buddhist beliefs, mentioning the sect “that 
is called bupoo”, founded by a man “called Xaqua”, based on “a scripture 
that was found”.22 A year prior to this, in 1555, Baltasar Gago had described 
the sects that had originated in China, whose followers prayed by reciting 
“books in chorus, melodiously”.23 Shortly thereafter, in Miyako, Brother 
Lourenço gave an account of his theological debates with the “principal 
erudite individuals of the sect called Foquexo, who have studied all the books 
of Japan”.24 In 1562, once again, Baltasar Gago gave an account of Japanese 
beliefs and of the “two kinds of idols: scilicet, some are called camis, which 
are those that are indigenous to Japan; others are called fotoques, which 
came from China”,25 and explicitly mentioned the “books” used by Shintoists 
and Buddhists.26 Over time, and with an increasing degree of adaptation to 
local conditions, the Jesuit missionaries would have developed a more pro-
found knowledge of the main Japanese doctrines, to be able to know how to 
refute them better.

During the second half of the 16th century, the most prolific commen-
tator about “the things of Japan” and, likewise, the most zealous student of 
the Japanese language was, without a shadow of doubt, Father Luís Fróis 
who, in 1563, arrived in Yokoseura, near Ômura. With the exception of a 
brief sojourn in Macao between 1592 and 1595, this missionary would never 
leave the shores of the Japanese archipelago, having lived, successively, in 
Hirado, Miyako, Bungo and Nagasaki, places where he dedicated himself 
to intense religious activities, facilitated by his profound knowledge of the 
Japanese language. Parallel to his missionary work, Father Fróis was deeply 
interested in the most varied aspects of Japanese civilisation, and sought 
to gain an understanding of the social, cultural and religious practices of 
the Japanese people, which he proceeded to describe in dozens of lengthy 
letters written over the years. Luís Fróis’ letters are sufficient proof of 
his encyclopaedic knowledge of all things Japanese, however, this Jesuit 
missionary also wrote other important works, in which the diverse textual 
strategies developed by the Society of Jesus in Japan are amply documented. 
He authored a vast and well-documented Historia de Japam, written between 

22 “Que se chama bupoo”; “chamado Xaqua”;“huma scriptura que se achou”; Documentos del 
Japón, 1547-1557, p. 659.
23 “Livros em coro, entoados”; Documentos del Japón, 1547-1557, p. 564.
24 “Principales letrados de la seta lhamada Foquexo, los quales tienen pasados todos los livros 
de Japão”; Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562, p. 270.
25 “Duas maneiras de ídolos: scilicet, huns se chamão camis, que são os de Japão naturaes; 
outros se chamão fotoqes, que vierão da China”
26 Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562, pp. 601-603.
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1585 and 1594, which remained in manuscript form during that time.27 This 
lengthy chronicle, although essentially dedicated to the development of the 
Jesuit missions, contains an impressive quantity of information about the 
most varied aspects of Japanese civilisation, namely, about the civil wars 
that devastated the Empire, the ancient history, language, geography, reli-
gious architecture and beliefs and the customs, habits and lifestyle of the 
Japanese people. At the same time, many passages of this prodigious work 
give a detailed account of Jesuit practices regarding reading and writing, 
which confirm the information that can be found in sundry correspondence.

Referring to the year 1559, Fróis wrote that the Jesuit missionaries spent 
“their days in the continuous exercise of learning the language of Japan, 
and they always spoke to each other in Japanese in the residence, so that 
they could be fluent in the language” and, likewise, “Every day, at the table, 
sermons were said in the same language”.28 In 1562, according to the same 
source, the Jesuit brother Juan Fernandez, one of the most skilled linguists 
of the Japanese mission, kept himself occupied “by translating books into the 
language of Japan, with the help of learned individuals so that the transla-
tion was the most faithful and authentic”.29 The following year, Cosme de 
Torres would author, using the same process, an elaborate treatise against 
“the beliefs of the bonzos”.30 And in 1565, the entire Jesuit community of 
Bungo was occupied “in teaching Christians, studying the language, trans-
lating books”.31 Shortly thereafter, Luís Fróis himself sought to “to avail of 
[his knowledge of] the language”, translating “some books of Japan into our 
alphabet, and translating the texts of the Sunday Gospel and festive days 
throughout the year into Japanese”.32 The author of the Historia do Japam 
had already acquired such a profound knowledge of Japanese by 1567 that 
he wrote “some biographies of the Saints” in this language while, at the same 

27 Cf. Luís Fróis, História de Japam, passim. For a preliminary bio-bibliographical approach 
to Fróis, see Rui Manuel Loureiro, “A visão do outro”, pp. 645-663, which provides an essential 
bibliography.
28 “Os dias em continuo exercicio de aprender a lingua de Japão, e huns com os outros sempre 
a fallavão em caza, para nella andarem mais correntes”; “à mesa tinhão todos os dias pregação 
em a mesma lingua”; Luís Fróis, Historia de Japam, Vol. 1, p. 134.
29 “Em tresladar livros na lingua de Japão, ajudando-se de pessoas doutas para a tresladação 
ser mais fiel e pura”; Luís Fróis, Historia de Japam, Vol. 1, p. 207.
30 “A persuação dos bonzos”; Luís Fróis, Historia de Japam, Vol. 1, p. 295.
31 “Em ensinar os christãos, estudar a língua, tresladar livros”; Luís Fróis, Historia de Japam, 
Vol. 2, p. 86.
32 “Alguns livros de Japão en nossa letra, e a letra dos evangelhos das dominicas e ferias do 
ano traduzi-la em japão”
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time, putting “in order the first catechism that was composed in Japan and 
other similar things”.33

The same work by Luís Fróis also contains abundant information about 
the Jesuits’ contact with Japanese doctrinal works during the early decades 
of the mission. Some of these contacts were rather violent, such as the 
incidents that took place with Gaspar Vilela who, in 1558, went around 
catechising Japanese populations “with such fervour, that he would bring 
loads of fotoques and books of the sects of Japan in straw sacks to the beach”, 
to which he would later “set fire”.34 Other contacts would be of a more pacific 
nature. In 1565, for example, at a Buddhist temple in Miyako, the Jesuit 
missionaries were able to observe a curious bookcase, in the form of a square 
tower, turning “on some pivots around it, that was divided into certain 
compartments, which contained all the books that the disciples of Xaca had 
written, which are called Ytsaiquio”, the Buddhist canon Issai-kyô, “which 
is a great multitude of them, written in letters from China”.35 On another 
occasion, Luís de Almeida met some bonzos on the islands of Goto, who used 
to read “the books of Xaca, that his disciples had written, and four heavily 
loaded men would not be able to carry them”. This was the Foqueiquio or 
Hokke-kyo, one of the most popular Buddhist texts, and the Daifanha, the 
Dai-hanya-kyo sutra that originated in India.36

Around 1574, Luís Fróis and Organtino Gnecchi-Soldo, who lived in 
Miyako, the imperial capital of Japan, felt the need to acquire a more pro-
found knowledge of the doctrinal foundations of the Japanese sects, in order 
to “confound the bonzos in debates more easily”. These bonzos of various 
different sects frequently came to the Jesuit houses where they maintained 
heated theological discussions with the Europeans. Thus, these two mission-
aries sought to obtain translations of Japanese holy books, namely “to find 
someone who would read to them the eight books of the Foquequio, that the 
heathens consider the king of books and the most holy and eminent thing of 
their sects”. Thus, they employed an old and erudite bonzo, who was facing 
grave economic difficulties after having abandoned his previous religion, to 

33 “Em ordem o primeiro cathecismo que se fez em Japão e outras couzas similhantes”, Luís 
Fróis, Historia de Japam, Vol. 2, pp. 181-182.
34 “Com tanto fervor, que trazia cargas de fotoques e livros das seitas de Japão em sacos de 
palha athé à praya”, aos quais depois “punha fogo”. Luís Fróis, Historia de Japam, Vol. 1, p. 119.
35 “Sobre huns eixos ao redor, que se dividia em certos repartimentos, aonde estavão todos 
os livros que escreverão os discípulos de Xaca, que se chamão Ytsaiquio”, o cânone budista 
Issai-kyô, “que hé huma grande multidão delles, escritos em letras da China”. Luís Fróis, 
Historia de Japam, Vol. 2, p. 28.
36 “Os livros de Xaca, que seus discipulos escreverão, e 4 homens bem carregados os não 
poderão levar”. Luís Fróis, Historia de Japam, Vol. 2, p. 129.
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“read them the eight books of the Foquequio with its declarations”, giving his 
“a certain stipend” as remuneration. They worked with this Japanese bonzo 
for two hours every day, recording “the text of the books in our Portuguese  
alphabet”, based on a translation of the original, which was written in 
“letters from China”. Thus, gradually, in an empirical and improvised 
manner, some Jesuits persevered in their efforts to decipher Japanese sacred 
literature, in order to “give light and arms to the Christians and the Church”, 
in the picturesque words of Luís Fróis.37

The process of familiarising themselves with local conditions and the 
integration of the European missionaries into Japanese society did not 
always run smoothly. They had to overcome many obstacles, some of which 
were of an endogenous nature and others of an exogenous kind. The inter-
mittent civil war in Japan had obvious repercussions on their missionary 
work, as it forced the Jesuits to constantly move their residences, which 
interrupted established routines and obliged them to undergo constant 
adaptations. Thus, the missionary centres had an almost nomadic existence 
throughout the entire second half of the 16th century and the early decades of 
the following century. With the obvious negative consequences in the fields 
of textual production and the circulation of books, which from time to time 
suffered profound breaks or lengthy interludes. One only needs to consider 
the logistical problems that the transfer of libraries and studies would entail 
in moments of crisis or pressure.

The Jesuit missionaries managed to establish a relative degree of 
stability around 1570 when Omura Sumitada, a daimyo who had converted 
to Christianity in 1563, gave them permission to establish themselves at the 
port of Nagasaki, which had excellent nautical conditions. From then on, 
Portuguese ships began to regularly frequent this anchorage on the Western 
coast of the island of Kyushu, which transformed itself into an important 
mercantile emporium and became a centre for Luso-Japanese contacts.38 
As Luís Fróis would later write, “The Society began to populate it, and 
bring people together there”, establishing a true stronghold for their Japa- 
nese missions.39 For more than half a century, Nagasaki would maintain a 
predominant role in relations between Macao and Japan, not only as a busy 

37 “Mais facilmente confundir em disputa aos bonzos”; “Achar quem lhes lesse os 8 livros do 
Foquequio, que os gentios tem pelo rey dos livros e pela mais santa e eminente couza de suas 
seitas”; “Lhes lesse os 8 livros do Foquequio com suas declarações”; “hum certo estipendio”; 
“O texto dos livros em nossa letra portugueza”; “caracteres da China”; “Dar luz e armas aos 
christãos e à Igreja”, Luís Fróis, Historia de Japam, Vol. 2, pp. 408-409.
38 See João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, “Macau e Nagasáqui”, pp. 79-103, which provides ample 
bibliographical references.
39 Cartas que os Padres e Irmãos, 1598, Vol. 2, ff. 129.
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commercial emporium, but also as an indispensable port for the arrival and 
departure of Jesuit missionaries.

At the same time, the policy of acculturation that had been practised 
intermittently since the time of Francis Xavier had not yet acquired an 
official statute, and had undergone advances and setbacks, according to 
the inclinations of the succession of different Jesuit administrators in the 
missionary field. Habitually, one can find references to the somewhat nega-
tive influence of the consulship of Father Francisco Cabral in the process 
of the Jesuits’ adaptation to the Japanese world. Between 1570 and 1581, 
this Portuguese missionary appears to have steered the Japanese mission 
towards a position that was inclined towards being Euro-centric, to the 
detriment of the attempts by some missionaries to draw closer to Japanese 
conditions.40 Despite the fact that the influence of Christianity had witnessed 
a spectacular growth in different areas around Japan, and with personali-
ties as powerful as Oda Nobunaga, the founder of the territorial unification 
of the Japanese archipelago,41 the study and utilisation of the Japanese 
language did not manifest any relevant progress during the period when 
Cabral was Superior of the mission.

However, despite this somewhat negative image, contemporary sources 
suggest that, during his first few years in Japan, Francisco Cabral did not 
neglect the study of Japanese beliefs as, after a journey to Miyako in 1571-
1572, he acquired diverse books about Japanese Buddhism, which were later 
translated with the help of local assistants. Later, the Portuguese Superior 
would prepare a manuscript written in the Japanese language that refuted 
the Buddhist doctrine and expounded upon the philosophical principles of 
Christianity. Curiously, he established associations between the Buddhist 
doctrine and some of Aristotle’s ideas, having sent a request to his colleagues 
in India asking them to send him some commentaries on Aristotle’s Physics. 
As a matter of fact, the Greek philosopher was one of the most appreciated 
authorities in the Jesuit colleges in Europe, where lengthy commentaries 
on several of his works circulated, some of which were printed under the 
aegis of the Society of Jesus.42 It was only many years later that Francisco 
Cabral would express less favourable opinions with regard to the Japanese 
in different missives.43 However, in the meanwhile, his reputation as head of 

40 See Dicionário Histórico, Vol. 3, pp. 2132-2133.
41 For further information about this individual, see João Paulo Oliveira e Costa, O Japão e o 
Cristianismo, pp. 107-128.
42 See Charles H. Lohr, “Les jésuites et l’aristotélisme”, pp. 79-91.
43 About Francisco Cabral, whose career in the Orient is certainly worthy of a monographic 
study, see Josef F. Schütte, Valignano’s Mission Principles, Vol. 1, Pt. 1, pp. 187-247; as also the 
text by Alexandra Pelúcia about “Francisco Cabral” in Encontro Portugal-Japão, fasc. 3, pp. 1-13.
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Japanese affairs would be especially denigrated by the reports prepared by 
Alessandro Valignano. 

The celebrated Italian Jesuit, who set foot in the Japanese archipelago 
for the first time in mid-1579, appears to have clashed with Cabral’s mission-
ary methods from the very outset. Years later, in a letter addressed to Father 
Claudio Acquaviva, the chief Superior of the Society, he classified Cabral as 
a man “completely set in his opinions” and “unfit”, who in his governance of 
Japanese affairs had adopted “completely unsuitable principles” on account 
of having “such a headstrong nature and is impetuous and irascible in his 
actions”.44 Apparently, there were enormous differences of opinions between 
the two Jesuits, as the Italian, with his habitual verve, did not spare the 
Portuguese missionary with his recriminations. Valignano focused his atten-
tion on the fact that Francisco Cabral, during his tenure as Superior, had 
never encouraged linguistic studies in the Japanese mission. On the one 
hand, he discouraged the Japanese from learning Portuguese or Latin, “so 
that they do not understand when we speak amongst ourselves”; and on 
the other hand, did not encourage the Jesuits to learn Japanese, as “He was 
steadfast in his opinion that the Japanese language would never be learnt 
well by our brethren”, not even “by studying it”.45 

Alessandro Valignano had arrived in India in 1574, entrusted with the 
functions of a Visitor, a post that gave him an almost absolute authority to 
intervene in the organisation and functioning of the Oriental missions of the 
Society of Jesus. An indefatigable traveller and a perspicacious observer 
endowed with exceptional management skills, he was the main person 
responsible for the institutional introduction of the methods of adaptation in 
the Jesuits’ missionary practices in China and Japan.46 In effect, immediately 
after his first contacts with Asian realities, Valignano clearly perceived that 
the Jesuits’ activities could not remain confined to the emporia that were part 
of the Portuguese hegemony if the Society of Jesus really did, in fact, wish to 
assume an important role in the Christianisation of Asia. It was necessary for 
the Jesuits to give priority to certain Oriental regions, especially China and 
Japan, from where there were abundant indications about the existence of 
cultured and well-policed societies, where missionary activities, on account 
of capable interlocutors, seemed to have better prospects of development.

44 “Serrado en su opinión”; “incapaz”; “principios tan errados”; “tan fuerte natural, y un modo 
de proceder tan arebatado y colérico”, Documenta Indica, Vol. 17, p. 272.
45 “Para que no entendessen quando los nuestros hablavan”; “estava muy resoluto, que la 
lengua japónica ni se havía nunca de aprender bien por los nuestros”; “se havía de aprender por 
arte”. Documenta Indica, Vol. 17, p. 263.
46 About Valignano and his links with Japan, see Josef F. Schütte, Valignano’s Mission Prin-
ciples, Vol. 1, passim; as also J. F. Moran, The Japanese and the Jesuits, passim.
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At the same time, the Visitor soon realised the extraordinarily impor-
tant role that the study of Oriental languages could play in missionary strate-
gies. In one of his first letters sent to Europe, at the end of 1574, he already 
highlighted the insufficient number of Jesuits who, till that time, had “sought 
to learn as one should the language of those nations amongst whom they 
conversed”.47 And he reinforced this opinion in the following year, stating 
that a missionary who did not know the language of the region in which he 
worked “does little or nothing”, because “all the fruits of our labour derive 
from the confessions and familiar reasoning”, which would be impossible 
“where there is no linguistic communication”.48 In conclusion, Valignano 
summed up the situation: “This remedy to be implemented where our breth-
ren learn the language of the region is the most effective solution of all”.49

The fundamental component of this policy of adaptation, the study of 
local languages, had been defined. Alessandro Valignano organised a consul-
tation with Jesuits who were veterans of the Indian mission and the conclu-
sions of this session only confirmed the Visitor’s prior intuition. The group, 
which met in Chorão during the last few days of 1575, agreed that it was 
necessary to found seminaries “to learn languages according to the diver-
sity of the nations in which our colleagues are working”. And this was on 
account of three fundamental reasons. In the first place, because “in order 
to develop the Christians and convert the heathens it is necessary that our 
colleagues know the language of the land”; secondly, because closer contacts 
with the Christians took place during “familiar practices and confessions”, 
which could be carried out through interpreters only with great difficulty; 
and, finally, because experience had shown that “one missionary who knows 
the language manages to do that which ten who do not manage to do”.50

Apparently, Valignano sent explicit instructions to Francisco Cabral 
enjoining him to ensure that a larger group of Jesuits dedicated themselves 
to linguistic studies in Japan. However, to his surprise, when he visited the 
archipelago for the first time, in 1579, he observed that little or nothing 
had been done in this regard, owing to which he immediately ordered that 

47 Procurato d’apprendere como si doveva la lingua di quelle nationi fra quali conversavano”,  
Documenta Indica, Vol. 9, p. 528.
48 “Fa niente o poco”; “tutto il frutto nasce dalle confessioni et dalli familiari ragionamenti”; 
“dove non ci è communicatione di lingua”, Documenta Indica, Vol. 10, p. 172.
49 “Questo remedio di fare che gli nostri apparino la lingua della terra è il piú efficace di tutti 
gli altri”, Documenta Indica, Vol. 10, p. 173.
50 “Para aprender la lengua conforme a la diversidad de las naciones entre las quales están los 
nuestros”; “para aprovechar los christianos y convertir los gentiles es necessario que sepan los 
nuestros la lengua de la tierra”; “las pláticas familiares y confessiones”; “haze más uno solo que 
sabe la lengua que diez sin ella”. Documenta Indica, Vol. 10, pp. 246-247.
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“the Brothers of Europe diligently study and master the art and vocabu-
lary of Japan”.51 The Visitor remained in the Japanese archipelago until the 
beginning of 1582, visiting the different nuclei of Christianity that had been 
developed till then and completely restructured the functioning of the Jesuit 
mission, now focusing upon ensuring that the missionaries drew closer to 
the local language and culture. In fact, in effect, the second component of 
this method of adaptation envisaged that the European missionaries would 
adopt all the Japanese habits and customs that did not directly conflict with 
the Catholic ideology. The missionaries, as far as possible, adapted them-
selves to the social practices of the Japanese, especially in terms of clothing, 
diet, domestic habits and rules of social interaction.52

This closer contact with Japanese life, obviously, afforded a more 
detailed and more profound understanding of Japanese culture, and the 
letters that the Jesuits continued to send to India and to Europe on a regular 
basis are replete with information in this regard. Many of these letters were 
written by Alessandro Valignano or by one of his secretaries, given that the 
Visitor was a truly compulsive commentator, and was responsible for more 
than four hundred missives of the most diverse nature, many of which were 
extremely lengthy works.53 Numerous missives were also authored by Luís 
Fróis, another of the great writers of the Japanese mission, who penned 
almost one hundred letters during his long period of residence in the archi-
pelago.54 However, there were also many other missionaries who wrote 
detailed reports of events that took place in the missions throughout Japan, 
such as Francisco Cabral, Gaspar Coelho, João Francisco, Belchior de Figuei- 
redo, Luís de Almeida, Miguel Vaz, Afonso Gonçalves, and many others. 
Selected examples of many of these missives continued to be published in 
Portugal, as well as in many other parts of Europe, which contributed not 
only towards spreading awareness about the missionary activities of the 
Society of Jesus, but also towards the circulation of information about the 
political, social and cultural life of the Empire of the Rising Sun. The most 
important anthology of these Jesuit writings of the 16th century would be 
published in Évora in 1598, at the press of Manuel de Lira, in two volumi-
nous tomes, entitled Cartas qve os Padres e Irmãos da Companhia de Iesus 

51 “Los Hermanos de Europa con mucha diligencia estudiassen y se heziesse arte y vocabu-
lario japón”. Documenta Indica, Vol. 17, p. 264.
52 About the Jesuit policy of adaptation in Japan, amongst other works, see Josef F. Schütte, 
Valignano’s Mission Principles, Tome 2, passim; George Elison [or J.S.A. Elisonas], Deus 
Destroyed, pp. 54-84; and Neil S. Fujita, Japan’s Encounter with Christianity, pp. 69-107.
53 Cf. Dauril Alden, The Making of an Enterprise, p. 55.
54 Cf. Rui Manuel Loureiro, “A visão do outro”, p. 649.
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escreuerão dos Reynos de Iapão e China aos da mesma Companhia da India, e 
Europa, under the aegis of Dom Teotónio de Bragança.55

However, apart from this epistolography, the textual strategies of 
the Jesuits in Japan would diversify and expand in a spectacular manner, 
undoubtedly due to the impetus provided by Alessandro Valignano. Over the 
course of two and a half years, the Visitor travelled the length and breadth 
of the Japanese archipelago, visiting not only the Jesuit nuclei and Chris-
tianised communities, but also meeting with the ruling authorities of the 
regions where missionary activities had witnessed the greatest degree of 
success. Thus, his decisions with regard to how missionary activities needed 
to be developed amongst the Japanese were based on a more or less pro-
found awareness of the conditions that prevailed in the field. From the time 
of Valignano’s first visit to Japan, the missionary practices of the Jesuits 
underwent fundamental alterations. And, in terms of cultural policies, it is 
worth highlighting three essential aspects. In the first place, the strategic 
importance of learning languages was clearly defined, which included 
studying Japanese in the case of the Europeans as well as the Japanese 
acquiring some knowledge of Latin. Linguistic studies, at the most diverse 
level, became an indispensable component of the Jesuit mission. Secondly, 
a comportment of adaptation was definitively approved, at the level of the 
everyday practices of the missionaries who, from now on, were to adapt 
themselves as far as possible to the Japanese way of life. And, finally, the 
Society of Jesus extended its educational programme to the remote islands 
of the Japanese archipelago, opening diverse centres of instruction in 
Japanese territories that were frequented by the missionaries.

Thus, the year 1580 marks the foundation of the Jesuit college of Funai, 
“the main city in all of Bungo”. Initially, only “two lessons, one of Humani-
ties” were taught, for European and Japanese brothers, “and another, for the 
European Brothers, on the language of Japan”. However, this educational 
establishment would later expand and diversify its pedagogical activities. 
Valignano appears to have paid special attention to learning the Japanese 
language, as “apart from perfecting the Grammar that had been prepared, 
he ordered and made a copious Vocabulary and some easy and familiar dia-
logues in the language of Japan, which were of great help to the Brothers”.56 

55 There is a recent facsimile re-edition: Cartas que os padres e irmãos, 1598, passim. About the 
impact of this Jesuit literature, see Donald F. Lach, Asia in the Making of Europe, Vol. 1, Tome 2, 
pp. 651-729.
56 “Principal de todo Bungo”; “duas lições, huma de Humanidades”; “e outra, aos Irmãos 
de Europa, da lingua de Japão”; “alem de se perfeiçoar a Arte que se tinha feita, se ordenou 
e fez hum copiozo Vocabulario e alguns dialogos faciles e familiares na lingua de Japão, 
com os quaes se forão os Irmãos grandemente ajudando”. Luís Fróis, História de Japam, Vol. 3, 
pp. 172-173.
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This would indicate that during this period, the Jesuits could already avail 
of some linguistic tools in a manuscript form, which would later give rise to 
subsequent printed versions, to assist them in their endeavours.

Likewise, in the same year, Jesuit seminaries were inaugurated in 
Arima and Azuchi, where Japanese students learnt to read and write not only 
“the characters of Japan”, but were also taught Latin and the respective “art 
of grammar”, apart from having lessons in “singing with the organ” and 
“playing musical instruments”.57 Arima is located in the western part of the 
island of Kyushu, not very far from Nagasaki, in an area where the Jesuits 
enjoyed considerable support. As for Azuchi, it was situated in the central 
region of the island of Honshu, in a place where Oda Nobunaga had built 
a magnificent castle. This Japanese dictator, for very pragmatic reasons, 
connected with his project that envisaged the political unification of Japan, 
gave the European missionaries valuable support at the time. The Jesuits 
took a strategic decision to found a nerve-centre of religious activities in a 
city which was the residence of “the main lords of all of Japan” and where 
one could find “a continuous throng of noble people and Ambassadors”.58

During subsequent decades, owing to reasons linked with the evolution 
of the Japanese political situation, these Jesuit educational institutions would 
frequently be obliged to change their locations. Or, as Valignano wrote in 
one of his texts, “As Japan is so unstable and as there are so many wars 
and changes with each passing day, one cannot organise the Society’s affairs 
is as stable a manner as one would wish”.59 Nevertheless, even thus, the 
Jesuits would manage to maintain a relatively constant and ever increasing 
pedagogical activity. In 1582, in addition to grammar and humanities, they 
already taught philosophy at the college in Funai. And in 1583, Father Pedro 
Gomez arrived in this Japanese city, entrusted with the task of organising 
the educational curriculum of the Jesuit college. This distinguished theolo-
gian immediately began to prepare a manual of theology, which he would 
complete several years later, around 1594.

The Compendium Catholicae Veritatis in Gratiam Japponensium Fratrum 
Societatis Iesu, which has been preserved in a manuscript form down to our 

57 “Os caracteres de Japão”; “arte da gramatica”; “canto d’orgão”; “tanger”. Luís Fróis, História 
de Japam, Vol. 3, p. 284.
58 “Os principaes senhores de todo o Japão”; “hum continuado concurso de gente nobre e de 
embaixadores”. Luís Fróis, História de Japam, Vol. 3, pp. 193-194. Cf. details about the study 
programmes of these establishments in Alessandro Valignano, Sumario de las cosas de Japon, 
pp. 107-110.
59 “Por ser Japón tan inestable y haber en él cada día tantas guerras y mudanzas no se pueden 
ordenar las cosas de la Compañía tan estables como hombre quiere”, Alessandro Valignano, 
Sumario de las cosas de Japon, p. 109.
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times, was specially prepared for the Society’s Japanese schools.60 It con-
sisted of three distinct parts, De Sphaera, which discussed the Aristotelian 
cosmology, De Anima, about Aristotelian philosophy about the soul, and 
De Theologia, dedicated to an exposition of the Christian faith according to 
the forms established by the Council of Trent.61 The Compendia, authored 
by Pedro Gomez sought to present a summary of European knowledge, 
as interpreted by the Jesuits, consisting, in fact, of a summary of a certain 
section of European thought, given that all the texts destined for a Japanese 
public were carefully edited so as to transmit a coherent and homogeneous 
vision that was free from contradictions and uncertainties. This was, obvi-
ously, a vision that did not quite correspond to the reality of the situation 
that prevailed in Europe, where the 16th century was a period par excellence 
of intense, and frequently violent, philosophical debates. This work by Pedro 
Gomez would be rapidly translated into Japanese, by a group co-ordinated 
by the Jesuit Pedro Ramón.

At the same time, the policy of adaptation as envisaged by Alessandro 
Valignano would be specifically formulated. The Visitor, with the help of a 
team of European and Japanese assistants, prepared a work entitled Adverti-
mentos e avisos acerca dos costumes e catangues de Jappão, a veritable manual 
of behaviour aimed at the Jesuit missionaries sent to the Japanese mission.62 
Although it would later be reformulated and modified, the first version of this 
work was concluded at the beginning of 1582. The formulation of a detailed 
model of behaviour for the Jesuit missionaries implied a relatively thorough 
knowledge of the rigid Japanese social hierarchy, as well as of the elaborate 
rules of etiquette that governed interpersonal contacts in Japan. Valignano, 
during a sojourn that spanned more than two years, observed that, “Amongst 
the Japanese all these things are determined and ordered about the way in 
which they must be done”.63

The Japanese appeared to be truly obsessed by these norms of courtesy 
and each individual appeared to know what their exact place was in the 
social scale. The Jesuits’ proselytising activities implied a constant interac-
tion with male and female Japanese of the most diverse social strata. Thus, 
it was essential to define clear and rigid principles of personal interaction, 
so that the Jesuits could deal “with the Japanese in such a manner” that 
they simultaneously demonstrated great “authority” and “great familiarity, 

60 Cf. Compendium Catholicae Veritatis, Vol. 1, passim.
61 In this regard, see A. da Silva, Trent’s Impact, passim.
62 Cf. Alessandro Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, pp. 118-312.
63 “Emtre os Japoins todas estas cousas estão detreminadas e ordenadas da maneira que se 
hão de fazer”. Alessandro Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, p. 122.
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accompanying these two things in such a way that one does not impede 
the other”.64 Curiously, Valignano chose the Zenshu sect as a paradigm, 
presenting the Jesuits as “bonzos of the Christian religion” and establishing 
parallels between the hierarchical categories of both these religious orders.65 
And one can find references to “tondos” (tôdo), “choros” (chôrô), “xusas” 
(shûsa), “zosus” (zôsu) and “jixas” (jisha), distinct ranks of Zen Buddhism, 
scattered throughout the text of the Advertimentos e avisos.

Throughout several dozen paragraphs, Valignano defined a rigid pro-
gramme of behaviour for the Jesuit missionaries, perfectly subordinated to 
the habits and customs of the Japanese, which had to be respected at all 
costs. Not only in their manner of eating, dressing, walking or speaking, but 
also in the way letters were written, messages were sent, visitors received 
or habits of hygiene maintained. The Visitor hoped that, if the missionaries 
followed the instructions of the Advertimentos e avisos to the letter, the 
Japanese would finally view them as credible interlocutors, by means of 
this demonstration of a profound knowledge of the rules of etiquette that 
prevailed in Japanese society. And, in order to ensure that the lessons were 
duly internalised, the manual prepared by Valignano contained a chapter 
about “The way in which one should behave in dealing with the fathers and 
brothers and with each other [and] with the other people in the house”.66 

In other words, the rules of adaptation were to be followed not only in their 
dealings with foreigners, but within the Jesuit residences as well. A curi-
ous point mentioned that the Jesuit fathers and brothers, “When visiting a 
person of respect or receiving guests who come to see them, should not 
have nor take with them people who do not know how to conduct them-
selves properly with the customs of Japan, especially Portuguese, because 
this greatly diminishes the reputation of the Fathers”.67

At the same time, a perusal of the Advertimentos e avisos presupposed 
some prior knowledge of the Japanese language, given that the text of the 
manual abounded in Japanese terms, referring to the most diverse aspects 
of local conditions. Two or three passages are enough to serve as examples. 

64 “Com os Jappoens de tal maneira”; “authoridade”; “muita familiaridade, acompanhando 
estas duas cousas de tal maneira que a huma não impida a outra” Alessandro Valignano, Il Ceri-
moniale, p. 120.
65 “Os bomzos da relegião christãa”, Alessandro Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, p. 124.
66 “Do modo que se á de ter no tratar dos padres e irmãos e entre ssi [e] com os demais de 
casa”. Alessandro Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, p. 234.
67 “Visitando alguma pessoa de respeito ou recebendo hospedes que os vem a ver, não devem 
ter nem levar consiguo pessoas que não saibam correr com os catangues [costumes] de Japão, 
specialmente Portugueses, porque isto diminue muito a reputação dos Padres”, Alessandro 
Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, p. 136.
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While referring to the Jesuit residences: “One must strive to ensure that the 
houses have their main gates, chanoyu and zaxiquis all laid out according to 
the Japanese customs”.68 While talking about ways of dressing: “Brothers, 
when you go out, do not use hats or caças as they are habitually only used by 
lay fiaquxos or merchants, as are the sunguegaças or taque nocogasas; but, 
if you do not have other hats, you can use norigaças, which are black caças 
which the bonzos use”.69 And when establishing the successive steps to be 
followed while receiving visitors: “The 3rd is to invite them with some tejiu, 
scilicet, with manjus or with vermicelli or amochis cooked in their juice, 
according to the customs; the 4th is with zuqui that is made with mexi in 
the houses with its chiro and other things to serve as a snack”.70 Finally, 
the acculturation of the Jesuit missionaries was showing definite signs of 
progress.

And this acculturation naturally resulted in a predisposition to develop 
a more profound knowledge of a civilisation that was exotic in every way, 
with the inevitable preparation of more or less lengthy guides about the 
Japanese nation. One example is the extremely curious Tratado em que se 
contêm muito sucinta e abreviadamente algumas contradições e diferenças de 
costumes entre a gente de Europa a [a d]esta província de Japão,71 prepared 
by Luís Fróis around 1585, a kind of basic manual to comprehend the Land 
of the Rising Sun, which sought to familiarise the European missionaries 
with “customs that are so far removed, foreign and lengthy”, that it almost 
seemed “incredible to have such an opposite contradiction in people of such 
politeness, keen abilities and natural wisdom”.72 Or the Sumario de las cosas 
de Japón,73 prepared by Valignano in 1583, a kind of summary of his experi-

68 “Se há de procurar que as casas tenham sua portaria, chanoyu e zaxiquis todos accomo-
dados à chara japão”, Alessandro Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, p. 136.
69 ”Os Irmãos quando vão fora não levem chapeos ou caças que costumão de levar somente 
leigos fiaquxos ou mercadores, como são as sunguegaças ou taque nocogasas; mas, não 
avendo outros chapeos, poderão levar norigaças, que são caças pretas de que usão os bonzos”. 
Alessandro Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, pp. 138-140.
70 “O 3º hé convida-los com algum tejiu, scilicet, com manjus ou aletria ou amochis cosidos 
com seu molho, conforme o costume; o 4º hé com zuqui que se faz com mexi nas casas com 
seu chiro e outras cousas à maneira de merenda”. Alessandro Valignano, Il Cerimoniale, 
pp. 250-252.
71 Which translates as a “Treatise that contains very succinctly and briefly some contradictions 
and differences in the customs between the people of Europe and those of this province of Japan”. 
Cf. Luís Fróis, Tratado das contradições, passim.
72 “Costumes tão remotos, peregrinos e alongados”; “incrível poder haver tão opósita contra-
dição em gente de tanta polícia, viveza de engenho e saber natural”. Luís Fróis, Tratado das 
contradições, p. 57.
73 Cf. Alessandro Valignano, Sumario de las cosas de Japón, passim. About this work, see Josef 
F. Schütte, Valignano’s Mission Principles, Tome 2, pp. 268-313.
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ences over more than two years, a work that not only contained an extensive 
description of the Japanese, their habits and customs, and the characteris-
tics of this region, but also included very explicit directives about the future 
organisation of the Jesuit mission in Japan. Even though these were manu-
scripts, it is clear that these works were circulated amongst the Europeans 
resident in East Asia, and ended up by having important implications in the 
global process of Europe’s growing awareness of Japanese conditions.

*
*    *

Alessandro Valignano’s first visit to Japan was essential for the defini-
tion of a missionary strategy that was more suited to Japanese conditions. 
After 1582, the year when the Visitor left Japan, these practices of adaptation 
began to predominate, and were even institutionalised, amongst the Jesuits 
who carried out missionary activities in the Japanese archipelago. The 
policy of adaptation implied studying the local language and culture, with 
a consequent utilisation of diverse Japanese texts. It required that some of 
these texts be translated into European languages, especially those works 
that were related with the more important sects. It obliged the preparation 
of occupational instruments in manuscript form, such as vocabularies and 
language guides.

In an inverse direction, the policy of adaptation also implied Western 
texts being translated into Japanese, especially those that combined a 
didactic component with the more pressing doctrinal proposals. This also 
required importing books into Japan, and a perusal of the same to select and 
adapt relevant passages and, finally, a translation of these texts, both to be 
used by Europeans before their Japanese audiences, as well as to be used 
directly by Japanese neophytes. We have seen how Alessandro Valignano 
was responsible, both directly and indirectly, not only for a radical transfor-
mation of Jesuit cultural policies in Japan, but also, above all, for an increase 
in the production and circulation of the most diverse texts. And the most 
expedient way of augmenting the circulation of a certain kind of literary 
production was by means of typographically printing these works. The 
instruments and resources that were essential for this process, in material 
as well as human terms, would arrive in Nagasaki in 1590, once more due to 
the insistence of the Italian Visitor. But that might be the subject of another 
text.
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Abstract

Although the Jesuits of the Japanese mission utilised diverse textual strategies 
from very early on in their missionary work, Alessandro Valignano’s first visit to Japan, 
between 1579 and 1582, played an essential role in the definition of a missionary 
policy that was more suited to Japanese reality. After the Visitor’s departure, practices 
of adaptation, especially with regard to studying the Japanese language and culture, 
began to predominate, and even became institutionalised, amongst the Jesuits who 
undertook missionary activities in the archipelago.

Resumo

Embora os jesuítas da missão japonesa desde cedo utilizassem diversas estraté-
gias textuais no trabalho missionário, a primeira visita de Alessandro Valignano ao 
Japão, entre 1579 e 1582, foi essencial para a definição de uma política missionária 
mais adequada às realidades nipónicas. Depois da partida do Visitador, as práticas 
adaptacionistas sobretudo no domínio do estudo da língua e da cultura japonesas, 
começam a tornar-se dominantes, e mesmo institucionais, entre os jesuítas que desen-
volvem actividades no arquipélago.

要約

日本のイエズス会士が布教事業において早くからいくつかの文章作成戦略を
使ったが、1579年から1582年までのヴァリニャーノの最初の来日は日本の現実
に即した布教政策の決定に最も重要であった。巡察師が出発した後、日本で
活動を行っていたイエズス会士の間で、特に日本の言葉や文化に順応すること
が普及し慣例となった。


