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FUSION URBAN PLANNING IN THE 16TH CENTURY. 
JAPANESE AND PORTUGUESE FOUNDING NAGASAKI

Cristina Castel-Branco
Margarida Paes
Technical University of Lisbon

Abstract

The city of Nagasaki represents the fusion of two cultures in an innovative urban 
planning that started from nothing, in a landscape that turned into the port city that 
welcomed the Black Ship or Nau do Trato (Kurofune), commercially linking Japan 
to the world. The correspondence exchanged in the 16th and 17th centuries among 
the Jesuits provides documentation on the important work carried out by the Portu-
guese and Japanese in Nagasaki. Four urban elements symbolize the fusion in the 
city’s layout: the ship’s arrival dock, a vast public square that is not seen in any other 
Japanese city; the presence of open air streams with bridges, which were very rare in 
Portuguese cities; the geometrical grid pattern in the downtown area which was only 
used in Portuguese cities after the 16th century; and the fact that the city was built on 
hilltops and slopes, mandatory practice in Portugal and non-existent in Japan. The 
result was the first cosmopolitan Japanese city, designed by the Portuguese and the 
Japanese, in a context of peace, interest, respect and mutual curiosity.

Resumo

A cidade de Nagasaki representa a fusão de duas culturas num planeamento 
urbano inovador, a partir do zero, numa paisagem que se transformará na cidade-porto 
que vai receber a Nau do Trato (Kurofune) e ligar, comercialmente, o Japão ao Mundo. 
A correspondência trocada nos séculos XVI e XVII entre os Jesuítas permite-nos ter 
documentação sobre importantes trabalhos desenvolvidos pelos Portugueses e Japoneses 
em Nagasaki. Quatro elementos urbanos simbolizam a fusão no traçado da cidade: 
a praça de chegada da Nau, um vasto terreiro público inexistente em outras cidades 
japonesas; a presença de ribeiras a céu aberto, com pontes, muito raras nas cidades 
portuguesas; a quadrícula geométrica na zona plana, só usada nas cidades portuguesas 
a partir do século XVI; e a construção da cidade no cimo das colinas e nas suas encos-
tas, prática obrigatória nas cidades portuguesas e inexistente no Japão. O resultado 
foi a primeira cidade japonesa cosmopolita, desenhada por japoneses e portugueses em 
conjunto, num contexto de paz, interesse, respeito e curiosidade mútua.

BPJS, 2009, 18/19, 67-103
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要約

長崎は、世界へ開けた商業都市としてのゼロからの革新的な都市計画に

より二カ国の文化の融合がみられる、ポルトガル船が入港した港町であ

る。16世紀及び17世紀のイエズス会による書簡から、長崎においてポ

ルトガルと日本間に交わされた重要な書類をみることができる。以下

の同市内の４点は異文化の融合を象徴している: 日本の他市では見られ

ない船着場における広大な広場、ポルトガルでは稀なせせらぎに架かる

橋、ポルトガル市内で16世紀より見られる平地の幾何学的方形が認めら

れる形状、そして、丘の上や斜面での町造り、これはポルトガルでは馴

染みが深く日本の他地域では見られないものである。こうして、友好、

相互への関心、尊敬、好奇心のもとに、日本とポルトガルによって、日

本初の国際都市が誕生したのである。

Keywords:

Nagasaki Foundation, Urban Planning, Lisbon-Nagasaki Comparison, Luso-Japanese 
Commerce

Fundação de Nagasaki, Planeamento Urbano, Comparação Lisboa-Nagasaki, Comércio 
Luso-Japonês

長崎財団、都市計画、リスボン - 長崎の比較、ポルトガル日本交易、南蛮

Introduction

 From the historical elements gathered by Matsuda Kiichi1 in 1965, 
Yuuki2 (Diego Pacheco S.J.) in 1989 and by João Paulo Oliveira e Costa3, it 
has become clear that the foundation of Nagasaki was a Portuguese initia-
tive, controlled by the Japanese bureaucracy and basically planned together 
with a common aim of creating a commercial anchorage for a trading ship 
that had proved highly profitable. To these shared interests, a third one was 
added: the interest of the Jesuit society in spreading the Christian religion in 

1 Matsuda, Kiichi, The Relations between Portugal and Japan, Lisbon, Junta de Investigação do 
Ultramar and Centro de Estudos Históricos Ultramarinos, 1965.

2 Pacheco, Diego, The Founding of Nagasaki, Macau, Centro de Estudos Marítimos, 1989.

3 Costa, João Paulo Oliveira e, “Nagasaki, Um Porto Cristão no País do Sol Nascente”, 
in Os Espaços de um Império. Estudos, Lisbon, Comissão Nacional para as Comemorações dos 
Descobrimentos Portugueses, 1999.
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Japan. Thanks to their intellectual capacities, the Jesuits became in Nagasaki 
a sort of fundamental trading agency between the Portuguese adventurous 
traders and the Japanese dealers, with both parties trusting them, until the 
Japanese Government decided otherwise. Their involvement in the planning 
and design of Nagasaki was deep.
 João Rodrigues in his História presents the facts about the Nagasaki ces-
sion: “This city of Nagasaki, where the Portuguese who go to Japan conduct 
their trade, was given with its revenue as an endowment by Don Bartolomé 
to the Society for its upkeep.”4 We also know from Japanese sources that “the 
date given by the same Japanese sources for the planning of the new city of 
Nagasaki seems correct; this took place under Tomonaga Tshushima in the 
spring of 1571.”5

 The reconstruction of the original 16th century layout was made for 
this study, based on a recent book of Nagasaki6 in which the old layout is 
designed overlaying the present city layout. From this plan we find the Jesuit 
College at the edge of the ocean, along with the ships’ supervisor’s quarters 
(both controlling the arrivals), then the grid plan extends in the flat area with 
one church, the Misericórdia, and on the upper part of the city, with magnifi-
cent views over the bay (like in Lisbon), along the topography of the hill, a 
convent and church and a hospital were built.
 The encounter between Japanese and the Portuguese arriving in Japan 
in 1543 was based on commercial interests, curiosity and mutual respect, 
and lasted some decades until political and religious circumstances embit-
tered the relationships, which came to an end around 1640, with dramatic 
human consequences for about 200 years. The Portuguese imprint was wiped 
out and for this reason, tangible on site remains are scarce, the intangible 
heritage being nevertheless very rich. If one does not know the origins of the 
city, in the present day, Nagasaki has scarcely any remains of the Portuguese 
presence. There, no buildings can be seen in the Portuguese Renaissance 
style, only names of streets, and a few words on special places, ruins of wells 
or walls in Buddhist Temples that once were Catholic buildings, but the site 
and the city layout, covering the steep hills, is a testimony of a Portuguese 
century of presence and city building.
 The city once built for these exchanges became the trade centre of 
Japan; the Universal Fair as Luis Frois calls it “[…] due to the China Ship 

4 Rodrigues Tçuzzu, Pe. João, História da Igreja do Japão (BA- 149-XV-12/13). Transcription 
prepared by João do Amaral Abranches Pinto, Tokyo, 1953.

5 Pacheco, Diego, op. cit., p. 14.

6 Hotei, Atsushi, Fukugen Edosidai no Nagasaki, Bunken-sha, 2009. We thank Ayano Shinzato 
Dias Pereira from the University of Coimbra for her translations.
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(which takes out from this port every year 500 thousand crusades in silver) 
the city [of Nagasaki], is wealthier every day because as the ship comes here 
loaded with silk, damask musk, gold & many other valuable merchandises, 
traders from various kingdoms of Japan rush into this port transformed into 
a Universal Fair. For this reason families who do not have means of subsis-
tence in other places come to this Nangaçáqui as a good place to dwell.”7

 The 16th century documents issued from the intense “scriptorium” 
activity of the Jesuits are the strongest source of information to support this 
assertion. From them, we can almost virtually “reconstruct” Nagasaki and 
its daily environment8 when the Jesuits dedicated their lives to the cause of 
Christianity but, by the same token, for the first time introduced in Japan 
new technologies, new arts, like classical music and oil painting, education 
and social equipments, like schools and hospitals.
 The correspondence among Jesuits allows us today to reach documents 
from where we can trace the places where Portuguese (and later other Euro-
pean Jesuits) arrived, settled, built churches, schools and hospitals, recorded 
their astonishment in new ways of doing such as garden art, described the 
people with detail and left memories retained in the name of places that are 
still celebrated today by local people in southern Japan.
 A major change that occurred in Japan sprang from this early contact 
with Europe, when the messengers were mostly Portuguese: “The Japanese 
empire received then a set of several new knowledge in varied grounds such 
as Geography or Medicine; it was shaken by the introduction of a new reli-
gion much more radical and demanding in its adhering practices than the 
others spread for centuries in the Japanese islands; it was affected by a fast 
conversion of thousands of people to this Western religion; it was fascinated 
with the strange new outfits of the visitors, the hats having a fantastic suc-
cess in Kyoto; it got to know new machines like the print machine but mostly 
the rifles.”9

7 “Annual das partes do Ximo, do anno de 1585, pêra o Reverendo padre geral da Companhia 
escrita pelo padre Luis Froes de Nangaçáqui, ao 1 de Outubro de 1585”, CE, Tomo II, fl. 129. 
“(…) por respeito da nao da China, (que leva deste porto cada anno quinhentos mil cruzados em 
prata) se vai cada vez ennobrecendo mais [a cidade de Nagasaki], porque como a nao vem aqui 
carregada de seda, damascos, almiscre, ouro & outras ricas fazendas, concorrem a este porto 
como a feira universal, mercadores gentios de diversos reinos de Iapão, pelo qual muitos que 
em outras partes não tam accomodado remédio de vida se vem com suas famílias morar neste 
Nangaçáqui.” author’s translation. Rodrigues, Helena Margarida Barros, Nagasaki nanban: das 
origens à expulsão dos portugueses, Lisbon, Faculdade de Ciências Sociais e Humanas, Universi-
dade Nova de Lisboa, 2006.

8 Costa, João Paulo Oliveira e, op. cit., pp. 213-223.

9 Ibid., p. 67.
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 To complement the written Portuguese information about the Namban, 
Byôbu (folding screens) are another splendid register of the meeting points 
between Portuguese and Japanese in Kyushu Island, their daily lives and the 
annual arrival of the Black Ship bringing samples of the world to exchange in 
Japan. The byôbu artistically encapsulate the exceptional, curious and weird 
novelties brought by the ship, contrasting with a background of normal Japa-
nese landscapes, temples and harbours painted with the millenarian Nihon-ga 
technique of mineral pigments and golden leaf, which lasted for centuries.
 On the side of daily life, we have precise information both in Japanese 
and Portuguese registers about the normal exchanges that occur when two 
cultures meet for commerce: art objects, plants, words, garments, music, 
recipes and games are some of the many exchanged goods in the different 
points of the South islands. Less common is the fast exchange of technology, 
knowledge and science, both theoretical and applied, and this part is what 
made the Portuguese-Japanese encounter an exceptional one.
 The paintings of the fancy byôbu with many variations, repeated hundreds 
of times, recording the impact of the encounter, is in itself worth of analysis 
as Curvelo sharply remarks. “An interesting, and I believe, a most pertinent 
question already formulated by Chantal Kozyreff10, has to do with the moti-
vation (or the lack of it) that can explain the reason why the Japanese did not 
take the English or the Dutch as a main object of representation, such as they 
did with the Portuguese.”11 In fact, the encounter had not just a mere com-
mercial interest like the following merchants had, and the Japanese byôbu 
are the best register of this exceptional period of cultural exchange.
 The intellectually prepared Jesuits, though considered as barbarians by 
the Japanese, were bright enough to reach and contact the elite and the 
Shogun court, and as decision makers, were capable to work in rentable 
symbiosis for both parts. The offering of the first gun, the introduction of the 
first telescope12 and the Gutenberg print machine were important technolo-
gies introduced by the Portuguese, which had tremendous impact in each 
other’s history.

10 Kozyreff, Chantal, “Exotisme et occidentalism. Un certain regard sur l’Europe”, in De Facto 
– Magazine de l’Art et d’Archéologie, no. 3, September 1991, pp. 84-92. 

11 Curvelo, Alexandra, “Nagasaki – A European artistic city in early modern Japan”, in Bulletin 
of Portuguese/Japanese Studies, vol. 2, June 2001, pp. 23-35.

12 Matsuda, Kiichi, The Relations between Portugal and Japan, Lisbon, Junta de Investigação do 
Ultramar and Centro de Estudos Históricos Ultramarinos, 1965.
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1. Science and technology exchange: a contribution for a trustful relation 
between the Japanese and Portuguese

 According to the sources, the arrival of the Portuguese in Japan was 
an accident, a lucky accident for both cultures and one that became fruitful 
and positive in many areas, since each culture was ready to receive the other 
culture’s input. This was only possible because the Portuguese people came 
with a peaceful and commercial interest – no political ambition or military 
interests were at stake – and the Japanese people had a high cultural and civic 
level and mostly an endless curiosity, which drove the process of opening to 
new ideas. As Francis Xavier sharply remarks: “the Japanese people reason 
more than any other nation and are always seeking knowledge; they will ask 
question upon question”.13

 A note about the contribution of Francis Xavier14 is necessary for it was 
he who identified the potential of a deep cultural relationship, finding in the 
Japanese attitude a fertile soil to seed the Christian European grain and yield 
good and long lasting cultural relations. His move to visit Japan and meet 
the cultural and political elite set the Jesuits into play with their principles 
based on education. As St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Society 
of Jesus, believed, education is “the most effective weapon for propagating 
the faith”. So the Christian religion brought into Japan its values, but also 
scientific knowledge, art innovations and technologies that were introduced 
and taught in Japan. “The Seminar was an elementary theological school 
where the fundaments of Theology and Philosophy were taught, as well as 
Latin, Portuguese, Japanese history and literature, mathematics, music, 
painting, engraving, embroidery, etc.”15 and education at low level started 
for boys and girls.
 The Portuguese influence – developed in a European context – on 
Japanese culture, education, science and technology, was intense after a cen-
tury of contact, as Kiichi Matsuda relates in his book The Relations between 
Portugal and Japan. The first impression was transmitted by the Portuguese 
Jesuits, and they caused a very good impression on the Japanese people: 
“The majority [of Jesuits] were undoubtedly Portuguese, just as their achieve-
ments were Portuguese achievements.”16 One of the best known actions of 
this contact is the gift of the first gun at Tanegashima, which we interpret 
as the most exceptional act of peace between people who meet for the first 

13 Ibid., p. 68.

14 Francisco Xavier studied at the University of Paris.

15 Matsuda, Kiichi, op. cit. p. 75.

16 Ibid., p. 65.
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time. “The Japanese warlords took a very natural interest in the weapon, 
and, under Portuguese instruction, thousands of muskets were manufactured 
by the Japanese in Tanegashima.”17 Compared with other European contacts 
with new civilizations, this is a total exception in the European expansion.
 Even though the rifle offering by the Portuguese is well known by the 
whole population of Japan, other scientific and technological advancements 
are ignored but acknowledged by the Emperor himself. “I would like to 
acknowledge some of these early cultivators of science in Japan. […] It is 
said that in 1543 Tanegashima, an island in the South of Japan, was visited 
by Portuguese who introduced firearms to the inhabitants. Within only a few 
years, several dozen guns had been manufactured on the island, and the 
techniques for their manufacture had begun to spread throughout Japan. 
In the meantime, the Portuguese returned home with stories about Japan, 
and thereafter, Portuguese ships loaded with merchandise for trade appeared 
frequently in Japanese ports. […] After 1549, Francis Xavier and many other 
Jesuits came to Japan, serving both as missionaries and as conduits of Euro-
pean learning. It was during this period, for example, that the Japanese first 
learned that the earth was round and were first exposed to European medi-
cal practices, including surgery, which was not part of Chinese medicine. 
[…] The interchange with Portugal and other European countries, which had 
such a great influence on Japanese learning and technology, lasted no more 
than 100 years…”.18 This important statement has been taken forward by 
Henrique Leitão in order to clarify the real impact on the sciences and the 
way it was absorbed by Japanese scientists.19 It results from his article that 
two influences are unquestionable: medicine and cartography.
 The introduction of European medical practices mentioned by the 
Emperor is due to an exceptional man, Luis de Almeida, whose life was 
recorded by Diego Pacheco, who gathered all references to Almeida – “he 
was the one who invented the idea of making the Hospital in Bungo, near 
our House where we took in abandoned children. […] On the other hand the 
Priests have determined to make a hospital […] as Father Torres considered 
the need in this land, they determined as a service to the Lord to make a 
Hospital, which is a new thing among them… Many rushed to be cured by 
a Brother whom we received here”.20 According to these records and to the 

17 Ibid., p. 66.

18 Emperor Akihito, in Science Magazine, vol. 258, no. 5082, October 23rd 1992, pp. 578-580.

19 Leitão, Henrique, History of Mathematical Sciences, Portugal and East Asia, Lisbon, Fundação 
Oriente, 2000, pp. 275-304.

20 Fróis, Luís, Historia de Japam, vol. III, f. 117v. “Por otra parte Valignano dice que veindo los 
conociminetos medicos de almeida determinaram os Padres de fazer hum hospital. […] Vendo 
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tradition, in medical science, the Portuguese were influential and in a short 
period of time, the knowledge was passed on to the Japanese, established 
and spread: “[Luis de Almeida] became a Jesuit and by 1557 had estab-
lished a Hospital in Funai, in the province of Bungo, where he was the chief 
doctor.”21 There came sick and lepers, very many in Kyushu land, but also 
a sort of social assistance was implemented as part of the Christian charity 
principles and the hospital also took in destitute people who could find free 
assistance there.
 A key element for the passage of knowledge was language, and learning 
the Japanese language became a requirement for the incoming Jesuits to this 
mission. Only thus can we understand how they could communicate in such 
complex fields as the abstract sciences. “An academy of mathematics and 
astronomy was set up in Miyaco [Kyoto]”22 and Xavier recommended to
the Portuguese who taught the Japanese that missionaries sent there from 
Portugal should be acquainted with astronomy, as the Japanese were inter-
ested in the movement of the heavenly bodies, solar eclipses, and the waxing 
and waning of the moon. Matsuda’s theory is that “astronomy lifted positive 
science and rationalistic spirits in Japan”, and he goes further to say “it made 
an epoch-making impact on the history of Japan.”23 This impact, in areas 
such as medicine and cartography, is corroborated by Japanese documents 
and recognized in Japan, but in others, it has a weak recognition and is quite 
difficult to prove.
 Geographical, nautical and astronomical studies are areas of knowledge 
where the Japanese accept the innovative idea brought by the Portuguese in 
the 16th century, confirming that the world was round and better expressed
in a byôbu belonging to a private collection in Osaka where four caravels with 
Portuguese flags surround the globe (fig. 1). “After the arrival of the Portu-
guese merchants and Jesuits, the Japanese concept of the world was entirely 
changed and the theory that “the world is round” (voyage of the Genna 
Age) was accepted in Japan.”24 Genna Kokaisho is a Japanese book of naviga-
tion describing Portuguese techniques, “Its author, Ikeda Koun, learned

o Padre Torres a necesidade desta terra pareceu que seria serviço de nosso Senhor fazer um 
esprital, que he cousa nova entre eles… Acodirao logo muitos a curarse de que tem cuidado um 
irmao que aqui se recebeu”, referring to Luis de Almeida, in Pacheco, Diego, “Luís de Almeida, 
1525-1583, Medico, Caminante, Apostol”, in Studia, Centro de Estudos Históricos Ultramarinos, 
Lisbon, no. 26, 1969. “(…) ele foi o que inventou facer o Hospital em Bungo, junto a nossa Casa, 
onde se recolhian as crianças engietadas”. Author’s translation.

21 Matsuda, Kiichi, op. cit., p. 67.

22 Ibid., p. 69.

23 Ibid.

24 Ibid., p. 71.
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Fig. 1 – Byôbu with earth globe and caravels
Museum Namban, Osaka. Photo by the author

astronomy and navigation from the Europeans and the book describes usual 
techniques and procedures used by Portuguese sailors for measuring the 
altitude of the Sun and the Southern Cross, the use of quadrant, compass 
astrolabe, etc.”25

 Cartography was a field of expertise in Portugal since the 15th century, 
and a fundamental support for the many seaways opened by the Portuguese 
throughout the world. As an applied science, always preferred by the Japa-
nese pragmatism, it became a subject of intense exchange. One of the most 
interesting aspects of the Western influence is on cartography26, in particu-
lar the work of Inácio Moreira (1538/9-?). This is a theme in which a true 
exchange of knowledege between East and West took place. A clear influence 

25 Leitão, Henrique, op cit., p. 281.

26 Leitão comments “Cartography is perhaps the discipline where the Portuguese influence 
has been analyzed in a more learned manner”. The standard and obvious sources are: Cortesão 
and Teixeira da Mota, Portugalia Monumenta Cartographica; Cortesão, Cartografia e Cartógrafos 
Portugueses dos séculos XV e XVI; Nachod, Zur Kartograhie Japans; Dahlgren, “Les débuts de la 
Cartographie du Japon”; Kish, “Some aspects of the Missionary Cartography of Japan during the 
Sixteenth Century”; Marques, “A Cartografia Portuguesa e o Japão”; Nakamura, “The Japanese 
Portulanos of Portuguese Origin of the XVIth and XVIIth Centuries”; Nakamura, “Les Cartes du 
Japon qui servaient de modèle aux cartographes Européens au début des relations de l’Occident 
avec le Japon”; Okamoto, “Desenvolvimento Cartográfico da parte do extremo Oriente da Ásia 
pelos Jesuítas Portugueses em fins do século XVI”; Ramming; “The evolution of Cartography in 
Japan”; Ryoichi, “Portulan Charts of Portuguese Origin Produced in Japan in the early Seven-
teenth century”; Schütte, “Ignacio Moreira of Lisbon, Cartographer in Japan, 1590-1592”. 
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of Western knowledge on Japanese cartographic techniques is discernible, 
but as some authors have noted, we should also not neglect the improvement 
in European charts due to the import of Asian knowledge.27

 Cartography became a priority issue whose impact on the court of 
Hideyoshi we can still imagine by the way it was expressed in Japanese art: 
a blue and golden byôbu in the Osaka Castle Museum (fig. 2) can still be 
enjoyed as a treasure ordered under Hideyoshi and there, the Portuguese

Fig. 2 – Nagasaki port in Hideyoshi Byôbu
Osaka Castle. Photo by the author

system of routes and representation can be confirmed. It is interesting to 
compare cartography painting techniques that yield such different maps in 
the eastern and western world. The discovery of Japan, wrongly registered 
in the first description as an island and not an archipelago, was soon intro-
duced in the Portuguese maps, as the news arrived to the cartographers. 
“The reflection of this news comes into light for the first time in a Portuguese 
map by an unknown author of around 1550, which is kept in the Vallicelliana 
Library in Rome. The word Japan appears for the first time in the cartog-
raphy and identifies a bigger island in the middle of a group of islands that 

27 Leitão, Henrique, op. cit., pp. 281-282.
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extend to the North and South of the main island, in two parallel strips.”28 
The evolution of the data arriving in Portugal from the new found country 
of Japan is summed up by Oliveira e Costa: “We can conclude that the first 
global image of Japan results from various complementary visions; from 
Anjirô the real size of the country and its main socio-political characteristics; 
from Jorge Álvares the portrait of the country found by the Westerners and 
the cold analysis of the population features and their civilization; and from 
St. Francis Xavier and his companions, a concrete knowledge of the country 
was deployed, but through the lens of a mythical anticipation of the Japanese 
Empire to Christianity.”29

 As for the first maps, authors mostly refer to Cortesão, the kind Barto-
lomeu Velho, as it is called by A. Cortesão, can easily be distinguished from 
the rest because it represents Japan as an archipelago and includes, for the 
first time, the Lezo Island in the North in a group of four main islands. 
If we exclude the North-South orientation of the archipelago, the islands, 
from its position and dimension, originally remind us of the real archipelago. 
Cortesão considers this drawing “the most noteworthy representation of 
Japan in the 16th century”30. This author does not exclude the hypothesis of 
the “cartographer having received influence from the Japanese cartography, 
although it seems it is not a Gyogi type map, but a more advanced model.”31

 The influence on geographical studies is explained by Matsuda based on 
publications: “Manuel Gonzalo, a Spaniard of Nagasaki […] made a study of 
the calculations of latitude, of meteorological observations, of soundings, cal-
endars, stars, winds, tidal currents, etc.”32, and maps were outlined. “Ignacio 
Monteiro […] surveyed western Japan during 1590 and 1591 and made the 
first geographical map of Japan. Fr. Girolamo de Angelis spent three years, 
from 1615 to 1618, surveying in Ezo (Hokkaido).”33 New ships were then 
built and though today in Japan it is recognized that Portuguese expertise 
was then transmitted, the evidence is weak and requires further research. 
The sounding of ports, bays and regions was done by both cultures, and 
from the reading of both Japanese and Portuguese sources it is clear that 
collaboration started, almost companionship among Japanese and Portu-
guese, where the ties of trust reinforced relations between both cultures. 

28 Barata, José Oliveira; Guerreiro, Inácio, Representações no Japão. Conferências, Macao, 
Comissão Territorial de Macau para as Comemorações dos Descobrimentos Portugueses, 1997, 
p. 32.

29 Costa, João Paulo Oliveira e, op. cit., p.194.

30 Matsuda, Kiichi, op. cit., p. 71.

31 Barata, José Oliveira, op. cit., p. 35.

32 Matsuda, Kiichi, op. cit., p. 70.

33 Ibid., p. 71.
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Matsuda confirms: “Japanese merchantmen who traded in the Southern 
Ocean, carried Portuguese pilots [interested in] other sciences of the Nam-
ban-jin of those days”34 and both science and the practical knowledge of daily 
Portuguese life were taken in by the Japanese of the 16th century.
 As soon as a trustworthy relationship started, Japanese became open 
to Christian values and customs. Colleges were built throughout Japan and 
the “the Ratio Studiorum came into force. This was a regulation issued by 
the Society of Jesus in 1558, which required that the children of Christians 
should attend Christian schools. […] in 1561 and 22 years later, in 1583, 
every church had a similar (adjacent) school until there were some 200 of 
them. If each school averaged 60 pupils, there must have been 12,000 pupils 
in western Japan being taught the new civilization and thought.”35 Matsuda 
claims this propagation to be “a turning point in the educational history 
of Japan.”
 During the intense exchange explained above, Portuguese and Japa-
nese gained mutual trust and respect and it becomes plausible that they also 
teamed-up and planned an entire city, built it, developed it and turned it 
into a commercial asset for Japan – Nagasaki today is so much more than a 
natural bay with a promontory as it was when it was selected as an adequate 
site for a harbour and a waterfront city.

2. Lisbon as an inspiration for Nagasaki

 Building a new city requires some experience and evolves from 
precedents. Nagasaki seems to have had a double influence, so we analyze 
the obvious precedents, Lisbon from the Western culture, and Nara and 
Kyoto from the Japanese one.
 Around 1500 BC (at the time of the Trojan War) Lisbon was known 
as a Phoenician colony, Alis ubbo36 (Gentle Bay). Later came the Greeks 
based on the same maritime commercial activity. After the second Punic war, 
under the command of Scipio in 205 BC, the Romans occupied Iberia and 
settled in Lisbon. The city was then called Olisipo and was not a colony but a 
município with its own laws; its citizens were considered Romans and were 
ruled by two magistrates, the duumviros, who presided over the municipal 
corporation or curia. They reported to the Governor of the whole Province.

34 Ibid., p. 70.

35 Ibid., p. 74.

36 Castilho, Julio, Lisboa Antiga, vol. I, Coimbra, Imprensa da Universidade de Coimbra, 1884, 
p. 28.
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 The layout of the city of Lisbon during Phoenician times is not known, 
but their maritime commercial activity indicates a layout around the har-
bour with a fishing port and no defensive structure. The Greeks came and 
overlaid their activities and city layout on the Phoenician ones, but the major 
impact was left during the Roman period of Lisbon, and on the highest hill 
(where the castle is today) a fortress (castellum) was built for defensive
reasons. On the slope, a theatre (theatrum) and buildings occupied the
southern exposure of the hill and the flat part of the city; buildings with 
colonnades surrounded the large public forum, a void in the dense city. In the 
valley, a stream running into the harbour soon was partly buried and used 
as sewage, following the usual Roman city engineering. Along the river to 
the West and North, two hot springs were built into Public Baths (Thermes).
 After Roman decadence, in the year 409 AD, Lisbon was invaded by 
Barbarians who kept long tribal wars and a new impact was to start in 711 
AD, when the North African Moslems, after the battle of Guadalete, occupied 
the south of the Iberian Peninsula and settled in Lisbon. Their city was walled 
with strongholds and a fortress at the highest point. The city layout was an 
irregular maze of densely built slopes, within which narrow streets were 
used as the only public space. The Arab city of Lisbon was turned inwards. 
A wall37 surrounded the whole city, the south exposed hill was densely built 
and the hills around became a productive ring around the city.
 During the Christian conquest, four churches38 were built in the flat 
area of Lisbon and a special element came along with it: the empty space 
of the plaza, which was a gathering place for the population, “an irregular 
space due to the a gradual historical development […] where the twists to 
symmetry do not shock the eye but stimulate our interest both from looking 
natural and because it creates a picturesque space that is not intentional”.39

 Frequently, and in almost every European country, these empty spaces 
are a background setting for the large church façade and played a very impor-
tant urban public role as a space for gathering, festivities, markets, political 
events and religious demonstrations. “In all the examples (Italian Medieval 
and Renaissance towns studied by Camillo Sitte) we recognise a clear ten-
dency to create deep plazas in front of the church façades that emphasize

37 Carita, Helder, Lisboa Manuelina e a Formação de Modelos Urbanísticos da Época Moderna 
(1495-1521), Lisbon, Livros Horizonte, 1999. p. 21. “A definição dos limites da cidade de Lisboa 
no período islâmico (…) parece concluir-se que a cidade se circunscrevia ao perímetro amura-
lhado com um arrabalde circundante”.

38 Carita, Helder, op. cit., p. 21. “[…] em poucas decadas, após a ocupação católica, se insti-
tuírem quarto igrejas paroquiais nesta área – igrejas da Madalena, de S. Nicolau, de Santa Justa 
e S. Julião, evidenciando-se um alto nível populacional”.

39 Sitte, Camillo, L’art de Bâtir les Villes, Geneva, Edition Atar, 1912, pp. 59-60.
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Fig. 3 – Lisbon evolution sketch
Cristina Castel-Branco

and give value to important buildings’ perspective.”40 In Renaissance Lisbon 
we can recognize this open space facing the churches as part of the char-
acter of the city and we take it for granted, but voids in the city can be non 
existing, as is the case in Japan.
 During the Renaissance, a public space was enlarged in the shape of a 
large commercial street: “Rua Nova asserts its new dynamic space, straight 
and continuous, opposed to the discontinuous Islamic city based on autono-
mous nucleus”.41 Rua Nova, redesigned and widened after the original street 
of the Middle Ages, became a new essential feature, strongly contributing to 
the cosmopolitan character of Renaissance Lisbon. “Taking the maximum 
advantage of its location along the banks of the Tagus, with a privileged prox-

40 Ibid., p. 62.

41 Carita, Helder, op. cit., p. 29. “A estrutura primitiva da Rua Nova, antes da regularização e 
aumento realizado por D. Dinis (…)”. Author’s translation.
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imity to the harbour and the import and export of merchandises, Rua Nova 
naturally became the economic core of the city, while in its eastern end, 
Largo dos Açougues was redesigned.”42 We also assume that the Portuguese 
Jesuits and pilots who worked in the layout of the city of Nagasaki had these 
typologies in mind and used them as references.

Fig. 4 – Lisbon of D. Manuel
In: Livro de Honra de D. Manuel I

 When the Jesuits left Lisbon to go to Eastern Asia, the most striking 
elements of Lisbon were the natural features: the large bay at the Tagus 
mouth, and the hills, crowning the flat area where two rivers were buried 
under the harbour plaza. From the humanized landscape they would remem-
ber the densely built eastern hill topped by the castle, the large harbour plaza 
with the King’s Palace, the convent of Carmo on the western hill and the 
intense relationship with the water where many floating boats occupied 
the first ground. This is the image of many engravings or paintings of Renais-
sance Lisbon including the Kobe museum byôbu, where Lisbon was illus-
trated by Japanese artists in the beginning of the 17th century (fig. 5).

42 Ibid., p. 32. “Usufruindo, pela sua localização ao longo das margens do Tejo, duma relação 
privilegiada com o porto e a entrada e saída de mercadorias, a Rua Nova torna-se naturalmente 
no grande centro económico da cidade, enquanto que, no seu topo oriental, vai reformular-se o 
Largo do Açougues (…)”. Author’s translation.
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Fig. 5 – Lisbon port in the 17th century by a Japanese painter
Kobe Museum. Photo by the author

 These elements were strong references in the Portuguese minds that 
later had both to select a site for a commercial ocean city and to lay out 
its design afresh. These references are present in the Jesuits minds when 
arriving in Japan, and serve to compare with what is seen in Japan as a quite 
different urban world; Luis Frois stresses the differences between Kyoto’s 
streets and Lisbon’s. “On leaving by another gate we came out on to a street 
which I suppose would be six or seven times as broad as the Rua Nova in 
Lisbon and twice as long.”43 And we try now to analyze the layout of Kyoto and

43 Cooper, Michael, They Came to Japan – An Anthology of European Reports on Japan, 1543-
1640, Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, University of California Press, 1981, p. 281.
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Nara as references for the Nagasaki officials, who are referred by Matsuda as 
having teamed up with the Portuguese for the founding of Nagasaki.

3. Nara and Kyoto city layout

 Nara, the capital city of Japan before Kyoto, presents a city design 
repeated in many other cities: a grid pattern covers most of the flat areas, 
the mountain slopes or hills are not built on, and the rivers or streams freely 
cut the grid keeping their natural line through the built environment, and 
becoming an urban canal crossed by bridges. Also, we cannot find any traces 
of empty areas outside the sanctuaries and temples, and the only public 
spaces are the linear narrow spaces along the canals and on the bridges.
 After Nara, Kyoto became the new capital of Japan in the 8th century 
and the site was thoroughly selected. “The inland location of Heiankyo (later 
Kyoto) was chosen for reasons having to do with Chinese geomancy: it was 
ringed with mountains on three sides, with dominant Mount Hiei a reas- 
suring presence in the unlucky northeast. The arrangement of the rivers in 
the fertile valley was also thought to be auspicious. The emperor is said to 
have been delighted with the site, as «the mountains and rivers make it a 
natural fortress».”44

 During the Muromachi period (1333-1573) Kyoto had permanent insta-
bility and chaos, but when the seat of the government returned to the city, 
some calm and wealth came into Kyoto. When the warrior culture and the 
aristocratic culture merged and fell under the influence of Zen Buddhism, 
“Kyoto became again the political, spiritual and cultural capital of Japan.”45

 Kyoto’s layout today is still a clear result of the main features that led 
to its site selection in the 8th century: a flat large valley, two main rivers, the 
Kamogawa and the Takanogawa, meeting within its territory, the surround-
ing mountains abruptly steep as they reach the valley. “The large new capital 
was laid out on a grid in the style of the Tang Chinese capital Chang-an, with 
long streets intersected by wide avenues”.46 To the South, the land opens out 
and the flat plain continues until it reaches the Osaka prefecture.
 The grid layout is a reason for surprise for João Rodrigues around 1560: 
“The city was built there about the year of the Lord 800, when the king trans-
ferred the court from Nara […]. It was laid out on a square, each side being 
2,764 geometric paces in length […]. The city was divided in 38 main streets 

44 Carpenter, Juliet W., Kyoto, Tokyo, New York and London, Kodansha International, 2005, 
p. 18.

45 Ibid., p. 33.

46 Ibid., p. 18.
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running North-South and by the same number running east-west; each of 
these streets was 78 geometrical paces distant from the next and they crossed 
each other to form a total of 1,444 blocks”.47

 The Chinese tradition of gridiron city design was applied with a very 
successful result as it has been lasting for twelve hundred years. The respect 
for the rivers’ and streams’ natural beds has assured an aesthetically and 
ecologically sound city and the non-building on the mountains has preserved 
it through the Shinto respect for the natural areas where the Kamis dwell.
 “Still Christianity did have an apparent impact in the capital, Kyoto; in 
1576 a Jesuit church called Nanban-ji (“Southern Barbarian Temple”) was 
built there – only to be destroyed a dozen years later on Hideyoshi’s orders. 
A Western style copper bell inscribed with the Jesuit logo and the year 1577 
was preserved in the temple Myoshin-ji.”48

 João Rodrigues describes the Jesuit School in Kyoto – “In this Citie of 
Miyaco, the Portugal Jesuits have a very stately College, wherein likewise 
are divers Jesuits, Natural Japonians, which preach, and have the New 
Testament printed in the Japan language. In this Colledge are many Japonian 
children trayned up, and instructed in the rudiments of Christian Religion, 
according to the Romish Church: There are not less than five or sixe hundred 
Japonians in this Citie of Miyaco professing Christ.”49

 An image of this school/church shows a two storey building painted on 
a fan.50 It is known as a Church and it is supposed to be the oldest Namban 
representation (that is maybe the reason for being referred both ways). The 
school maybe had a Church and we can see boys in the upper floor veranda 
and girls in the lower buildings, Jesuits in the court and shops surrounding 
the building and selling Namban merchandises. As complementary informa-
tion, this Japanese image confirms the documents written by the Jesuits.
 Also in Kyoto, Luis de Frois describes the Kubo Samas’ (the shogun) 
palace and garden to Luis de Almeida in a letter sent in the year of 1565 – 
“they are certainly the cleanest, pleasantest and most splendid apartments 
that I have ever seen in my born days. In front of the windows of this suite 
was a garden with delightful and strange trees – cedars, cypresses, pines, 
orange-trees, as well as other varieties unknown in Europe – all of which are 
cultivated artificially, so that some are shaped like bells, others like towers, 
others like domes and so on.”51

47 Rodrigues Tçuzzu, P.e João, op. cit., pp. 276-277.

48 Carpenter, Juliet W., op. cit., p. 36.

49 Cooper, Michael, op. cit., p. 275.

50 Figure 6.

51 Cooper, Michael, op. cit., p. 280.
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 Another feature of Kyoto, the Nijô Castel garden, is described to Frois 
by Almeida in a letter written in 1565 – “In addition to the great variety of 
trees (just like the ones in the gardens of the Kubo Sama) which we saw 
there, in the middle of the garden there is a pond of a special water which is 
brought at great cost from two or three leagues away and runs into the pond 
through a large rock, which although artificially wrought, looks like a work 
of nature. In the middle of this pond there are many kinds of islands linked 
by lovely wooden and stone bridges, and all this is shaded by beautiful trees. 
Without any doubt at all it is impossible to give any adequate description of 
this garden.”52

 In synthesis, the cities of Nara and Kyoto can also be considered as 
references for the Japanese officials involved in the founding of Nagasaki. 
The four main outstanding features recognized in Japanese cities are the grid 
plan on flat areas, the respect for and consequent maintaining of any natural 
element within the grid, such as streams and hills, the surrounding moun-
tains left as non-built forest areas and in Kyoto the Emperor’s palace as the 
core of the grid plan walled and surrounded by gardens.
 The fact that large public open places are non-existent in Japanese 
cities is still a reality in the 20th century and is essential for the analysis that
follows. We present an official letter from a public servant sent to the Mayor 
of Lisbon in 1977, requesting information about these public plazas.
 “I believe it is very useful for us to study the plazas that play the role of 
living room in the urban life of European cities. I want to study those marvel-
lous plazas and I need your explanations on the following points and also to 
experience being myself in those plazas:
 1 – What is the use you expect to be performed by your plazas?
 2 –  How do you execute the drawings of the plazas and what methods 

do you have for their administration and maintenance?
 3 – In what sense do your citizens accept your plazas?
I will be very grateful if you send me this information that will allow me to 
achieve the wish I mention above.”53 The anachronistic aspect of this con-
cern only reveals that Japan has maintained until the mid-20th century the 
inability to create, manage and attract use to these public spaces we call 
plazas or squares, and that are an essential element of western urban life as 
it was in 16th century Lisbon.
 Though traditionally the comparison of Nagasaki’s “Portuguese urban 
features” that do not exist in other Japanese cities focuses on the buildings 

52 Ibid., pp. 281-282.

53 Letter from Satoshi Watamori, in Tudela, José, As Praças e Largos de Lisboa (Esboço para uma 
sistematização caracterológica), Lisbon, 1977. Author’s translation.
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on the hills, this study also emphasizes the existence in original Nagasaki 
of these public spaces that appear in the original layout of Nagasaki, as an 
important imprint of Portuguese culture on the urban layout of the new city.

4. The founding of Nagasaki

 To study this subject, Jesuit reports were consulted and the Japanese 
sources also allowed us to confirm some of the essential elements. In 1568 
Nagasaki was simply a fishing port with some sheds and a small promontory 
overlooking the bay was covered with shrubs as seen in the Hideyoshi byôbu 
(fig. 2).
 The documents, mostly compiled by Diego Pacheco54, find the first
reference to Nagasaki in Western documents55 in a letter written by Brother 
Miguel Vaz from the town of Shiki in 1568. “A few days before the China 
ship left last year Father Cosme de Torres sent Brother Luis de Almeida to a 
village where a few Christians lived; it is called Nagasaki and the lord of the 
place is a vassal of Don Bartholomew (Omura Sumitada) and was already a 
Christian; Brother Almeida stayed there until Christmas”.56

 Before Nagasaki, the trading ships had anchored at Hirado, then at Yoko-
seura (facing the modern port of Sasebo), then at the Port of Fukada (situated 
in the lands of Omura) then at Kuchinotsu (in the territory of Arima). Fukada 
was not a well chosen port, the main danger being the position of the bay, 
open to the south coming typhoons. “Another type of danger was experienced 
by João Pereira in 1565 when his ship anchored in the part of Fukada was 
attacked by a fleet from Hirado”.57 Omura Sumitada, the above-mentioned 
daymio of Omura, baptized as Don Bartholomé, was interested in helping 
the trade that made the surrounding regions prosperous and the Portuguese 
were highly interested in the trade between China and Japan as referred by 
Oliveira e Costa: “Once in Japan, the merchants discovered a highly profitable 
business, worth all the risks, and a population interested in hosting them”.58 

54 Pacheco, Diego, The Port of Nagasaki and its cession to the Society of Jesus, Macao, Centro de 
Estudos Marítimos de Macau, 1989.

55 Ibid. “At first sight these documents appear numerous enough. But all this evidence can in 
fact be reduced to three headings: firstly, the Japanese sources; secondly, the chronicle of the 
Jesuit mission; and thirdly, some lost letters, a few traces of which may, I believe, be found in 
the Historia of Luis de Guzman.” 

56 Pacheco, Diego, op. cit., p.15.

57 Ibid.

58 Costa, João Paulo Oliveira e, op. cit., p. 119. “Chegados ao Japão, os mercadores tinham 
descoberto um comércio altamente lucrativo, que valia todos os riscos, e uma população interes-
sada em acolhê-los”. 
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This was the monopoly of trade between neighbouring countries, which did 
not relate – let alone trade – and gave different prizes to commodities; Japan 
highly prized China’s gold and China highly prized Japan’s silver. Portuguese 
merchants only had to serve these “relations” between the two countries. 
“It was then discovered as the best and most profitable of all voyages that are 
done in the parts of India in the last quarter of the 16th century.”59

 In an agreement made with Cosme de Torres, the superior of the Jesuits 
in Japan, the daimyo Omura Sumitada ceded to the Japanese Church one 
half of the village of Yokoseura with its revenues and exempted from tax, for 
ten years, the Portuguese merchants could use the port. The agreement about 
Yokoseura, designed by these two men, was already like a draft of what later 
occurred in Nagasaki.
 The text of Luís Frois is a trustful description of the facts: “Four or 
five years after the conversion of Don Bartholomé, Father Cosme de Torres 
ordered Father Belchior de Figueiredo to go and live at the port named 
Fukada […]. But because Fukada was not a good port and the ship there was 
exposed to various dangers […] the Father wished to seek a safe port so that 
the ship could continue to come to the lands of Don Bartholomé and in this 
manner the Christian community would be favoured and helped. Taking a 
pilot and some companions, the Father carefully explored the coast, sound-
ing the bays to find out which seemed best. He discovered that the port of 
Nagasaki was suitable and convenient for this purpose, and having made the 
necessary agreements with Don Bartholomé the Father and the Christians 
who followed in the wake of the ship together with their families started to 
establish there a definitive town and settlement. Most of these people were 
Christians exiled from various regions; some of them had been expelled by 
their lords or had withdrawn, not wishing to apostatize while others had 
been exiled and separated from their home as a result of the wars […]”.60

 In his Apologia, written in 1598, Alessandro Valignano, an Italian Jesuit 
who led the Company of Jesus in Japan for many years, gave the same 
account although he adds decisive elements such as the natural quality of 
the place with a promontory, visual defence of the bay entrance, and a thor-
ough site selection previous to the founding. “About thirty years ago the port 
of Nagasaki, which is the territory of Don Bartholomé, Lord of Omura, was 
completely unknown and unpopulated. It is a naturally very good port, for a 
narrow promontory, which was then covered with wild thickets and bram-

59 Costa, João Paulo Oliveira e, op. cit., p. 125. “Descobria-se, assim, aquela que seria «a melhor 
e a mais proveitosa de todas as [viagens] que se fazem nas partes da Índia», no último quartel do 
século XVI”.

60 Froes, Luis, Historia do Japão, Macao, 1589.
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bles, juts out into the sea. […] So this Father proposed to Dom Bartholomé 
that it would be a good and useful thing to populate the said port and build 
houses on that said promontory which jutted out into the sea, so that it would 
be thus convenient for the Portuguese to come there with their ship; […] As 
this was a very good plan and most profitable for Don Bartholomé and all his 
domain, he was gratefully pleased by the idea and gave the promontory to 
the Father to divide among the displaced Christians. When I reached Japan 
for the first time, there were about four hundred houses there.”61

 Japanese sources give us the following account: “In the spring of 1570 
the Southern Barbarians sent a small boat to the bay of Nagasaki within the 
territory, and they sounded the sea and explored the geography of the bay. 
Seeing that it was a good site they asked permission to establish a port there. 
But for good reasons Sumitada did not grant this permission. […] In March 
1571 Sumitada issued orders to his vassal Tomonaga Tsushima to draw up 
the plan of the town […].”62 So we have confirmation on both sides that the 
site selection was made by Portuguese and that a plan existed before starting 
the construction. “In September 1568 Torres stopped at Nagasaki on his way 
from Kuchinotsu to Fukada and Oomura, and at the end of the same year he 
ordered Father Gaspar Vilela to take charge of the evangelization of Naga-
saki. Towards the end of 1569 Vilela built the All Saints Church there near 
the residence of Nagasaki Jinzaemon.”63

 Far later, in 1619, Pedro Morejón described more briefly but along the 
same lines, introducing the new idea of a city of Christian refugees: “This 
was the foundation of Nagasaki. Although uninhabited and unknown, it was 
one of the best, safest, and largest ports of Japan. […] From its beginning 
the Father divided the plots and streets among the people who had been 
persecuted by the tyrants and had come to this port from Shiki, Goto, Hirado, 
Shimabara and other places.”64

 From these quotations it becomes clear that the site for the new city of 
Nagasaki was selected by the Portuguese, well experienced in establishing 
port-cities in areas adequate for anchoring ships. Commercial and religious 
activities immediately would follow and unexpectedly, the new city grew 
responding to the trading ambitions of its founders and also becoming a 
sanctuary and a haven of Christianity in Japan that protected Christians 
arriving from other cities.

61 Valignano S.J., Alessandro, Apologia, MS of Bilioteca da Ajuda, Lisbon, codex 49-IV-58 f. 74v.

62 Matsuda, Kiichi, op. cit.

63 Pacheco, Diego, op. cit. 

64 Pedro Morejon apud Pacheco, op. cit. 
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 The population of Nagasaki grew very fast and this also indicates that 
the planners had adequately designed the city to encompass a large popula-
tion. “In 1579 Nagasaki was a village of about 400 houses. By 1590 it had 
become a town known all over Japan, with a population of 5.000. At the 
beginning of the 17th century the population had reached 15.000. We may 
therefore say that Nagasaki was discovered by the Portuguese and developed 
by Portugal and the Catholic Church”.65 Along with it grew the churches just 
like in Lisbon “« (…) [Nagasaki] is growing so quickly the parishes must also 
grow, with churches to nourish their spiritual needs».66 To try and remedy the 
deficiencies, the Bishop that year gave Holy Orders to three Japanese clerics. 
The following year the number of parishes rose to five, three of them in the 
hands of the diocesan priests. In 1606, the parishes numbered eight, and 
four of them – Santa Maria, S. Pedro, S. João Baptista and Santo António – 
were confined to the secular clergy”.67

 From the urban planning point of view, the making of a new waterfront 
city and its resulting design is only remarkable for the fact that it encom-
passes both cultures, embracing features that respect the Portuguese/Euro-
pean city layout and the Japanese way of planning cities in a unified space.
 The main Portuguese actors who played a determinant role in the 
launching of this new waterfront city emerge from the reading of the docu-
ments: “four Namban are related to the foundation of Nagasaki: Cosme de 
Torres led the negotiations with Omura Sumitada, Belchior Figueiredo68 was 
the pilot who knew the qualities of safe harbour where the ship could safely 
anchor, he was responsible for the site selection as “the engineer of the bay”. 
Later, Vilela played the role of urban planner and architect taking an active 
part in the foundation of the port of Nagasaki. Luis Almeida came later to 
evangelize and establish the church along with its many activities.
 From compiling all these sources, Diego Pacheco discovered that for a 
period of five years (1565-1570), the foundation of the port of Nagasaki was 
being at least thought and maybe planned by Cosme de Torres and Omura 
Sumitada in close collaboration. At the end of 1568, Torres appointed Gaspar 

65 Matsuda, Kiichi, op. cit., p. 36.

66 “Carta ânua de 1606”, BA, 49-IV-59, ff. 393-393v, in Rodrigues, Helena, op. cit.

67 Rodrigues, Helena Margarida Barros, op. cit., p. 41: “«(…) como vai tanto crecendo [Naga-
sáqui] hé // tam bem necessário crecerem as freguezias, e igrejas para lhes poder acudir a suas 
necessidade espirituaes». Para tentar colmatar as falhas, nesse ano o bispo deu ordens de Missa 
a três clérigos japoneses. No ano seguinte o número de paróquias aumentou para cinco, estando 
três delas entregues aos padres diocesanos. Em 1606 existiam já oito freguesias e quatro delas 
– Santa Maria, S. Pedro, S. João Baptista e Santo António – estavam confinadas aos párocos 
seculares.”

68 According to Pacheco, op. cit., Belchior Figueiredo was a well-known and experienced pilot 
who contributed to the site selection of Nagasaki. 
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Vilela “to Nagasaki, where about November he built the church of All Saints. 
Vilela stayed in Nagasaki until the consulta at Shiki in August 1570.”69

A letter written by Vilela describing his return to India confirms his contribu-
tion to the building of Nagasaki: “There are about 1.500 Christians in Naga-
saki with a church, called All Saints, which I built for them. I lived there for 
two years and from there I embarked for India.”70

 It seems clear that the sounding of the bays took place between August 
and November 1570 and not in the spring of that year as the Japanese 
sources relate, because Figueiredo was not in Fukada before August, and 
after November the ship’s pilot was no longer available. The sounding was 
made by both men. On the other hand, the date given by the same Japanese 
sources for the planning of the new city of Nagasaki seems correct; this took 
place under the direction of Tomonaga Tsushima in the spring of 1571. This 
work must have been done after the sounding of the port but before the 
arrival of the ship. For urban planning processes this information is impor-
tant for it shows that a good site selection was previous to the plan and 
the former previous to the building. This is not only a recently new introduced 
planning process in new areas of Lisbon and other new cities71, but also 
exceptionally innovative for it had been done by the two cultures together.

5. The Common Interest

 After the arrival of the Portuguese in Japan, the “commercial relation-
ship followed very quickly: silk from China bound for sale in India would 
start a more complex traffic. It was first sold in Japan where silver was 
acquired, then again in China the silver was sold so that a larger amount of 
silk could be bought in China that finally was traded in India. From the first 
voyage, the Liampo-Portuguese trading post in China recognized the great 
advantages of this new commercial scheme that became known in Portugal 
as the China business meaning a very profitable trade.”72

 The need for a safe harbour for the ship and an open area to grow a 
commercial city for trading becomes evident in the documents, only surpassed 
by the clear message that this was a shared interest among Portuguese and 
Japanese.

69 Ibid. Gaspar Vilela was in Nagasaki from 1568 to 1570. 

70 Pacheco, Diego, op. cit., 1989, p. 25.

71 Carita, Helder, op. cit.

72 França, José Augusto, Les portugais qui arrivent du Sud: Les paravents Namban des musées 
portugais, referring to the expression ‘um negocio da China’. Author’s translation.
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 A tremendous iconographic help derives from observing attentively the 
Namban Byôbu (screens) that were artistic expression of this exceptional 
encounter. From the many byôbu, some 100 still exist which deal with the 
arrival of the Portuguese trading ship. They are composed of the Ocean, the 
ship, the golden clouds, the Portuguese in processions, the Jesuits welcoming 
them, the church, the shop and the Japanese men and women, and all these 
elements recur in most of them. Using the Ni-honga technique of pigments 
and gold leaf, they have survived almost 400 years in a very good shape and 
reflect the sense of rigorous observation proper to the Japanese culture. They 
reflect the movement around the Portuguese arrivals and the new objects’ 
impact on the local population. Not only do the byôbu give us confirmation 
of what we read in the Jesuit documents but they also add crucial informa-
tion on the kind of relationship established between the two cultures: “Here 
we have the Kurofune anchored in Nagasaki, her captain and his court, his 
sailors and his slaves disembarking in the Namban Byôbu which form the 
most iconographic document of History of Art in the East-West relationship 
during the 16th century.”73

Fig. 6 – Representation of a church in a Namban Fan
Osaka Castle. Photo by the author

 Another iconographic source are the old maps, as they allow us to have 
a clear idea of the city urban design at its start and how it grew with a major 

73 Ibid.
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change now introduced by waterfront landfills. What becomes evident when 
analyzing the Nagasaki maps (the oldest one found dates back to 1613) is the 
fact that the Japanese urban planning tradition was not followed from the 
beginning, nor the Portuguese urban tradition; the final product is a mixed 
design of both cultures. Only some parts of each country’s traditional urban 
features are present.
 Presently, the design of Nagasaki has completely changed but a recent 
book74 compiling Nagasaki plans from its origin overlaid with today’s urban 
layout allows us to see the disposition of important buildings and the design 
of the city in the 16th century. It confirms the old map layout and they show 
the five elements selected to illustrate the idea of fusion urban planning: site 
selection, plaza, grid plan, open streams and building on the hills.

6.  Fusion urban planning in Nagasaki, a city planned by two cultures in 
the 16th century

 From the five elements of the fusion urban planning, the site selection 
is the most notorious for a landscape planning analysis; the two bays, Lisbon 
and Nagasaki are quite similar (fig. 7 and 8); large and deep bays where 
ships can only enter through a narrow canal, easy to defend with 16th cen-
tury canons. Nagasaki is surrounded by hills higher than the ones in Lisbon; 
nevertheless, the site selection of Nagasaki refers directly to the precedent of 
Lisbon and from the previous analysis we know it was a Portuguese contri-
bution for the founding of the city.
 The geographical reconstruction of the original 16th century layout was 
studied in order to find traces of the other four elements. This was based 
on the maps presented in the book about the Restoration of Nagasaki at 
the Edo time75, where the old layout is designed overlaying the present city 
layout. From this plan we find the Jesuit College at the edge of the ocean, 
as described by Oliveira e Costa along with the ships’ supervisor’s quarters 
(both controlling the arrivals), then the grid plan in the Japanese manner 
extends with one church and the Misericórdia in the flat area. The upper part 
of the city was also built, with magnificent views over the bay, and we trace 
three convents. The hill slope was built also in the Portuguese tradition along 
the topography and not restricted by a grid plan, churches and a Hospital 
are referred on the hill side.

74 Hotei, Atsushi, Fukugen Edosidai no Nagasaki, Bunken-sha, 2009, p. 3. 

75 Hotei, Atsushi, op. cit. We thank Ayano Shinzato Dias Pereira from the University of Coimbra 
for her translations.
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Fig. 7 and 8 – Sketches of Lisbon (above) and Nara (below)
Cristina Castel-Branco

 The streams and the river are respected and maintained in the layout, 
and the grid plan extends over the river, creating bridges to cross and con-
tinue the grid as in Japanese urban tradition. In this map we also identify 
one large empty space to the West of the Jesuit College. However, if we cross 
information with a 16th century Byôbu that depicts Nagasaki (fig. 10), we con-
firm the layout of the city from a bird’s view perspective and we can identify 
exactly the same open space on the western part of the “promontory”, linking 
the city and serving like the Terreiro do Paço in Lisbon, as Carita says, “the 
place as a harbour with commercial functions”.76

76 Carita, Helder, op. cit., p. 27. Author’s translation. 
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Fig. 9 – Nagasaki before 1633
In: hotei, Atsushi, Fukugen Edosidai no Nagasaki, Bunken-sha, 2009.
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Fig. 10 – Byôbu of the port of Nagasaki square
Nagasaki Museum. Photo by the author

 A third graphic confirmation of this harbour open space, designated as 
a plaza and considered as an exception in Japanese urban design, is given by 
an 18th century painting probably of Dutch origin. The entire city is covered by 
dark buildings, but a large public space, with two levels and stairways to link 
them, is maintained empty. These urban public places do not exist in other 
Japanese cities like Nara or Kyoto and confirm its Portuguese “genetics”.
 From these studies on the physical features of Nagasaki it becomes 
evident that Nagasaki’s design includes urban features – the site chosen, the 
large public space, and the building on the hills – that were used in Portugal 
but not in Japan. However, it keeps some of the fundamental design of a 
Japanese city: the grid plan and the respect for the natural features. Nagasaki 
may, therefore, be considered a city planned in the 16th century by two cul-
tures, incorporating elements from both and sharing a common new process 
in this world; a city opened to the world through a far distant ocean com-
munication, made possible by a large ship with special sailing requirements.
 As mentioned before in this paper, it is sure and documented that the 
work was launched by the Portuguese Jesuits and it is also clear that they 
were accompanied by the Japanese in their work. The charm of Nagasaki as 
a city, planned together by Portuguese and Japanese, is actually the accumu-
lation of traces of both cultures. The selection of the bay allows comparisons 
with the Lisbon bay, the building on the hill, as is the case in most Portuguese 
cities, is a clear element still visible today. The respect for the water flowing 
in canals is evident in the maps as they cross the grid plan. It was probably 
a requirement of the Japanese authorities and is still nowadays an important 
ecological feature.
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Fig. 11 – Map of the port of Nagasaki
Museu da Marinha, Lisbon

Fig. 12 – Aerial photography of Lisbon today
GettyImages
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 Today, with this information in mind, we find traces of both cultures 
even in Nagasaki after the bombing. However, its most striking old elements, 
the large bay facing the city with the original promontory falling on the water, 
the plazas in the harbour and maybe facing the churches, are no longer per-
ceptible today, for many changes occurred and earthworks have distanced 
the original promontory from the waterfront.

Fig. 13 – Aerial photography of Nagasaki today
GettyImages

 Urban planning and the design of a new city is a fascinating task, one 
that requires the full knowledge of the site but also the future uses that are 
expected there. There is need of solid knowledge on physical elements of 
the site and there is need of dreams. Along with the design, the urban plan 
requires the rules and regulations that determine “how to use the city”. For 
this task, Valignano, another brilliant Jesuit, licensed in Law and Theology 
in Padua, was appointed. His input to the legal framework of the new city 
was determinant for its success. “The organization and laws, which under 
the direction of Cosme de Torres and Alessandro Valignano were given to 
Nagasaki by Omura Sumitada, imprinted on the city a unique character, 
distinguishing it from all other Japanese cities. Nagasaki was not a colony. 
It was an open city, a sanctuary, a centre of cultural interchange between 
East and West. The political and social history of Nagasaki during its first 
fifty years of existence has still to be written. This history presents aspects 
of great interest for the jurist and sociologist. The social organization of 
Nagasaki also includes one of the keys which can explain the mystery of the 
impotence of its first governors (bugyo) in their anti-Christian policy during 
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the persecution years.”77 A deeper study on this aspect of the Nagasaki foun-
dation is needed to understand its origins and peculiarities, it may explain 
its sudden success and the jealousy it created among political and religious 
leaders until they were able to destroy its “fusion” regulations.
 The cession of Nagasaki by Omura Sumitada to the Jesuit Society 
was agreed, nevertheless Valignano was most concerned about some of the 
requirements in the new legal framework of Nagasaki, mostly because the 
head of the town would have the right of life and death over its citizens, and 
this was a responsibility Jesuits would not take. Anyway, he had to decide 
alone because communication with Rome would take two years. He was 
therefore cautious about the final phrasing of the regulations, because he 
knew how fragile the Jesuits’ situation was in Japan. “The history of Nagasaki, 
during the 34 years which followed the cession… the banishment in 1614 by 
Tokugawa Yeyasu, shows that Valignano and his collaborators had been right

Fig. 14 – Nagasaki harbour plaza painting
Kobe Museum. Photo by the author

77 Pacheco, S.J., Diego, The founding of the Port of Nagasaki, p. 42. 
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both in their hopes and in their fears. Nagasaki passed into the hands of 
other owners, Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Tokugawa Ieyasu, who changed 
its laws and took over their revenues; but for a long time they allowed the 
presence of the missionaries for fear of losing the Portuguese trade.”78

Conclusion

 The fusion of two cultures is a very rare experience in the history of 
mankind and that is why the Nagasaki historical origin is so precious. Inva-
sion, conquest, annihilation and military control, domination as well as 
the resistance and rejecting of new people is so much more frequent in the 
history of Humanity.
 A unique situation may have caused the openness of the Japanese 
and the input of the Portuguese. First, the very fruitful business for both; 
then, the other target for the Portuguese, the spreading of the Christian word 
that became a priority and was instrumental for the introduction of so many 
new things and the investment in education towards the Japanese people.
 Claude Lévi-Strauss interpreted the Japanese way of shutting down or 
opening wide the nation to external cultures, and remarks, “the Japanese 
soul is affected by a surprising capacity of alternating from one attitude 
to another: at times open to exterior influences to better absorb them; and 
sometimes closed, as if to refuse itself or to try to better assimilate, in a 
closed circuit, the foreigners’ contributions.”79 With the Portuguese arrival 
the will to be open was a spontaneous one, and that is the real difference that 
made the encounter the first globalization experience.
 This Japanese movement of openness to the Portuguese in the 16th 

century is quite an interesting phenomenon in complete opposition to the 
isolation and firm resistance to intruders that Japan practiced at that time. 
Just like the interest demonstrated by the many times repeated byôbu paint-
ings only of Portuguese arrivals, the openness can be attributed to the 
similarity of character between the two cultures. As early as 1727 this was 
identified by Kaempfer in the following terms: “a certain natural similarity 
between the spirit and the tendency of Portuguese and Japanese, born in 
identical climates; and particularly a very big affability and a correct and 
pleasant dignity, common to both nations.”80 This too is a topic that deserves 
some research.

78 Ibid., p. 42.

79 Lévi-Strauss, Claude, par Clément, Catherine, Que sais-je?, Paris, Presses Universitaires de 
France, 2002, p. 4.

80 Kaempfer, Engelbert, History of Japan, 1st edition, 1727-1728, II, p. 157.
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Fig. 15 – Fusion urban planning Nagasaki sketch
Cristina Castel-Branco
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 On the other hand, we can compare this Portuguese/Japanese contact 
in 1543 with the one of the Spanish discoverers with the Inca population of 
Peru in 1531. Only twelve years before the arrival in Japan, Pizarro arrived 
with around one hundred men and the same weapons as the Portuguese, but 
instead of offering them to the local population and teaching them how to 
use them, he decimated a large part of the population and imposed his com-
plete domination over the existing culture. The phenomenon of openness, 
curiosity and then respect between Japanese and Portuguese has, in contrast, 
allowed the exchange of cultures and the building of a cosmopolitan city.
 From the documents we can imagine a city of many cultures and many 
interests, linked to the world like Lisbon, Venice or Goa were at that time. 
Nagasaki was pulsing with an intense public urban life, as Matsuda describes: 
“The Portuguese, the foreign clergy, interpreters, brokers, Chinese and 
Spanish merchants made Nagasaki the international town of Japan.”81 As 
a detail, and an interesting topic for further studies, the population genes 
of Kyushu island has surely been affected by Portuguese input, even though 
“there is no record of a Portuguese woman having visited Nagasaki, though 
there were many half-breeds.”82

 One of the products from this early encounter between two geographic 
extremes is the book by Luís Frois entitled Treaty of Contradictions between 
European and Japanese, where Frois opposes the European habits and uses 
with the Japanese ones. It was recently translated by Michel Chandeigne and 
prefaced by Claude Levy-Strauss, who suggests why this mutual acceptance 
occurred during the century of Portuguese presence in Japan: the symmetry 
that is recognized between two cultures unites them, while opposing them. 
They appear simultaneously similar and different like our image reflected 
in a mirror, and he adds and explains how two clearly different cultures 
reached a pacific and friendly interaction that bore fruit at various levels. 
“When the traveler convinces himself that the newfound uses, in total oppo-
sition with his own, that he would be tempted to reject and ignore, are in fact 
identical to his own uses when viewed from the opposite angle, he finds a 
way to absorb the strangeness and to make it become familiar.”83 This seems 
to be at the origin of the initial success of Portuguese/Japanese relations.

81 Matsuda, Kiichi, op. cit., p. 37.

82 Ibid.

83 Levy-Strauss, in preface of Traité des Contradictions by Luís Frois, from the original French 
edition by Michel Chandeigne, “A simetria que se reconhece entre duas culturas une-as, 
opondo-as. Surgem ao mesmo tempo semelhantes e diferentes como a imagem simétrica de nós 
mesmos reflectida num espelho… Quando o viajante se convence que os usos em total oposição 
com os seus que seria tentado a desdenhar e rejeitar com nojo, lhe são de facto idênticos vistos 
ao contrário, ele arranja maneira de absorver a estranheza e de a tornar familiar”. Author’s 
translation.
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 In a globalizing world, where many cultures need to live together, this 
mutual acceptance occurring in Nagasaki becomes an example and a refer-
ence of fusion urban design, regulations and way to live that is unique for its 
time and represents both cultures, as well as an example of the “listening to 
the Other” culture that Levy-Strauss has so wisely studied.
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