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WHERE EMPIRES MET

Empirical evidence seems to indicate that, contrary to popular belief, 
the world is not a small place. It did become a little smaller in the final 
decade of the 15th century when, following the steps of over half a century 
of Portuguese exploration of the coast of Africa, Columbus braved the ocean 
blue, sailing west, finding land where land was not known to be. A few years 
later the world became again a little smaller when Vasco da Gama sailed an 
equally blue ocean, heading east and reaching India thus connecting Europe 
and Asia by sea for the first time.

These two voyages, soon followed by many others, constitute major 
contributions to making the world more manageable. But for today’s aca-
demics it is still too big. In the early modern age, the Spanish and Portuguese 
empires developed simultaneously but for most scholars these two parallel 
destinies never met, not even in the horizon. Today’s tendency towards ever-
finer specialization means that most of those who work on the Portuguese 
side of the European expansion know very little about its Spanish counter-
part, and vice-versa. Most literature would have one believe that the fron-
tiers that separate our research today were those that split the world apart 
yesterday.

The following articles deal with works of art and their trade. They focus 
on a particular part of the world, the triangle whose edges are formed by the 
Philippines, China (Macao) and Japan, an area where empires met. Looking 
at art objects and their life in that particular location makes it very clear that 
the political frontiers that divided the Iberian empires where in fact very 
fluid and sometimes altogether insignificant. The history of global art and 
its global trade needs itself to be global. True, the world is very big, but like 
Columbus and Da Gama, today’s scholars need to make it more manageable, 
if only a little.
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