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JAPAN IN THE SPANISH EMPIRE
CIRCULATION OF WORKS OF ART AND IMAGININGS OF CIPANGO 
IN METROPOLITAN SPAIN AND THE AMERICAN VICEROYALTIES

Víctor Mínguez
Inmaculada Rodríguez
Universitat Jaume I

Abstract

This study will cover, in general, the reception and presence of Japanese cul-
ture through art in the Spanish Empire, both on the Iberin Peninsula and in the 
American viceroyalties, especially the Viceroyalty of New Spain, which had con- 
tinuous exchanges with the Pacific via the Manila Galleon. The trade in and impact of 
Japanese art on very diverse types of crafts, such as folding screens, lacquer ware and 
ceramics will be traced. The essay will also cover the iconography of the evangelisa-
tion of Japan in Hispano-American art in pictorial themes involving the martyrdom 
of Jesuit and Franciscan missionaries.

Resumo

Este estudo cobrirá, em geral, a recepção e a presença da cultura Japonesa no 
Império Espanhol, através da arte, tanto na Península Ibérica como nos vice-reinos 
Americanos, especialmente o Vice-Reino da Nova Espanha, que mantinha trocas regu-
lares com o Pacífico, através do Galeão de Manila. Será analisado o comércio da arte 
japonesa e o seu impacto sobre vários tipos de artes como biombos, trabalhos lacados 
e cerâmica. Este ensaio cobrirá igualmente a iconografia da evangelização do Japão na 
arte Hispano-Americana em temas pictóricos que envolvam martírios de missionários 
Jesuítas e Franciscanos.

要約

これは、芸術の観点から、イベリア半島及びアメリカにおけるスペイン

帝国の副王領地、特にマニラでガレオン船による太平洋の定期航海のあ

った新イスパニアにおいて受容され存在した日本文化について研究した

ものである。日本美術の交易、屏風・漆器・陶磁器等が与えた影響を分
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析する。同様に、この研究は、スペイン系アメリカ美術にみられる、イ

エズス会とフランシスコ会の宣教師の日本での殉教をテーマにした絵画

をも含んでいる。

Keywords:

Art, Spanish Empire, Japan, New Spain

Arte, Império Espanhol, Japão, Nova Espanha

美術、スペイン帝国、日本、新イスパニア

In 1492 the world was a planet of dispersed civilisations and empires, 
the great majority of which were ignorant of one another, although in many 
of them processes that would determine their future were beginning. It was 
at this time that Ivan III began Russian expansion towards the Baltic. In 
the southern Sahara, Askia Mohammed’s reign over the Songhai Empire 
began, which would make the city of Timbuktu a rival to Mecca in the 
Islamic world. In India, the northern Maman Empire was dissolving and 
the southern Vijayanagar Empire was emerging. China was undergoing a 
process of decline characterised by foreign invasions, epidemics and fam-
ines. Japan was sinking into a period of anarchy, which would end only with 
the arrival in power of the Shoguns. The Americas saw the decline of the 
Mayas and the peak of the Aztec and Inca cultures. Meanwhile, in Europe, 
in 1492 Lorenzo the Magnificent died in Florence and Alexander VI Borgia 
was elected Pope.1

But that year everything would change forever. In 1492, the Catholic 
Monarchs Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon, who, with their mar-
riage, had unified most of the Iberian Peninsula, conquered the Muslim 
Kingdom of Granada. At the same time, a bold sailor, leading a fleet of three 
caravels, set off westwards seeking the route to China and the legendary 
islands of Cipango, and found a huge continent full of resources on his way. 
These two events, the end of the Hispanic Reconquista and the exploitation of 
American wealth would, within a few years, turn a group of feudal kingdoms 
on the periphery of Europe into the metropolis of the greatest European 
empire known until that time; an empire that would extend over land and 

1 Manfred Kossok, “1492”, in M. Chust, V. Mínguez and V. Ortells, Tiempos de Latinoamérica, 
Universitat Jaume I, Castellón, 1994, pp. 39-83.



 Japan in the Spanish Empire 197

sea, bringing into contact civilisations that had, until then, known nothing 
of one another.

Spanish and Portuguese would circumnavigate the planet and tirelessly 
explore new worlds located ever further away, incorporating the products 
of each newly conquered territory into their respective empires. The Portu-
guese would surround Africa, establish themselves in India and China, and 
sail the Sea of Japan; the Spanish would cross the Americas, sail the Pacific 
and establish themselves in the Philippines. For both maritime powers, the 
meeting point and furthest extreme of their commercial expansion would be 
the remote Kingdom of Cipango – Japan – which Marco Polo had already 
spoken of in his book of voyages in 1298 and which was the objective 
Columbus never reached in 1492.

1. Japan and Spain meet

The relationship between the Hispanic Monarchy and Japan during the 
period of the Spanish Empire was intense and full of vicissitudes. As Antonio 
Cabezas would rightly declare, there was an “Iberian Century” in Japan.2

The Hispanic Empire’s two access routes to the far-off Japanese islands were, 
on the one hand, the constant Spanish presence on the Philippine Islands, 
conquered in 1565 and under Spanish control until 1898; and, on the other 
hand, the incorporation of the Japanese archipelago into the sphere of influ-
ence of the Spanish monarch Philip II through the annexation of Portugal 
to the Crown in 1580. As is well known, it was the Portuguese who were the 
first Europeans to arrive in Japan in 1543, when a Chinese ship carrying 
some Portuguese subjects reached its coasts.

These two routes meant constant trade between the peninsular king-
doms and Japan. Between 1544 and 1571, the Portuguese held a monopoly 
on trade with China and the Japanese islands, channelled respectively 
through two cities – Macao and Nagasaki – which kept sea routes open to 
and from the Portuguese colony of Goa, in India. This trade benefited when 
Portugal was annexed to the Spanish crown. In addition, Spain established 
the Manila Galleon route, which connected the American viceroyalties with 
the Philippines for three centuries. This was the way Chinese and Japanese 
products reached the Spanish Empire. The political union of the two penin-
sular kingdoms therefore meant absolute Iberian monopoly and control over 
the Pacific routes.

2 Antonio Cabezas, El Siglo Ibérico de Japón. La presencia Hispano-Portuguesa en Japón 
(1543-1643), University of Valladolid, Valladolid, 1994.
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As well as these trade contacts, Japan and Spain also had important 
diplomatic relations. An account of the main events in this respect must 
mention the Japanese delegation that visited the Spanish and Papal Courts 
in 1582; the establishment of relations between the Viceroyalty of New Spain 
and the Japanese Court thanks to Rodrigo Vivero in 1609; and the embassy 
of 1613 sent by the Japanese feudal lord Date Masamune, which also visited 
Spain and Rome.3

The Japan reached by the Europeans in the 16th century was a terri-
tory immersed in civil war between the various clans (1467-1590), with the 
seas threatened by the presence of many Japanese pirates. The Daimyos, 
who were feudal lords, were fighting one another viciously in an attempt to 
unify the country. Finally, in 1603, a central government was imposed – the 
Tokugawa Shogunate – which was not abolished until 1867 with the begin-
ning of the Meiji period. The Shogunate would promote the opening up of 
diplomatic relations with the other Asian countries and with the Spanish and 
Portuguese, although always under strict control, combining trading con-
tacts with political isolation. It would also manage to prevent the spread of 
the Christian religion.4 The situation was a changing one. In 1570, the port 
of Nagasaki was opened to Portuguese ships and, after 1580, to the Span-
iards. But in 1614, the persecution of Christians began, in 1624 trading rela-
tions with Spain were broken off, and in 1639 so were those with Portugal. 
Meanwhile, many other European powers entered the lists for the Indies 
and Pacific routes. England had set up the East India Company in 1600 and 
Holland would establish its equivalent two years later. From 1640 onwards, 
Japan would trade exclusively with the Chinese and the Dutch. However, 
despite the Japanese government’s ban, Japanese objects continued to reach 
the Iberian Peninsula from the Philippines during the first half of the 17th 
century.

2. Two cultures eye one another

The meeting of the two civilisations led to all kinds of manifestations 
providing evidence of mutual discovery, interest and the adoption of various 
cultural aspects. An example of this is provided by many texts from mission-
aries, travellers or peninsular traders who felt attracted by Japanese culture 
and who left evidence of its particular artistic creations. For their part, the 

3 Elena Barlés Báguena, “Luces y sombras en la historiografía del arte japonés en España”, 
Artigrama, nº 18 (2003), pp. 29-30.

4 Toshio Yanaguida and Mª Dolores Rodríguez del Alisal, Japoneses en América, Mapfre, Spain, 
1992, pp. 12-14, and 21 and f.
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Japanese were initially interested in Western firearms, until then unknown in 
the archipelago, and became tremendous manufacturers. It was not until the 
arrival of Saint Francis Xavier that the first European artistic objects were 
offloaded in Japan, specifically an image of the Virgin, which caused a strong 
impact.5 We should remember that Japanese houses had little decoration: 
only a painting or a flower vase – admittedly of incalculable value – could 
adorn the entrance, and that Japanese art, in its assimilation of other arts, 
tended towards simplified and abstract shapes.6 María Paz Aguiló has high-
lighted the enthusiasm aroused in the Japanese by the presents in the Portu-
guese ships from Europe, Malacca and India, and the way Saint Francis 
Xavier, who went unnoticed on his first voyage to Japan, appeared before the 
Daimyo during his second visit luxuriously dressed as the envoy of the Vice-
roy of India and bearing gifts, and was very well received.7 From this point 
onwards, all kinds of artistic objects were sent to Japan from Europe.

The rapid spread of Christianity increased the demand for works of 
religious art. Imports from Europe soon proved insufficient and this was 
how the first schools of Japanese art imitating the Western style emerged. As 
happened in 16th century New Spain among the indigenous population, many 
of these schools emerged within convents and seminaries, such as those in 
Nagasaki, Arima, Shimabara, Kano and others.

One of the features of Japanese art is its “facility for assimilating styles 
and trends and even putting its own stamp on them”.8 As a result of the 
artistic exchange and mutual curiosity between Japan and the Hispano- 
Portuguese Empire, the Namban culture emerged in the Japanese archi-
pelago, present in the islands precisely between the dates coinciding with 
the political union of the two Iberian empires: 1580-1640. This term includes 
both imported European works and artistic objects made in Japan but 
created with Western techniques and on Western subject matter. Namban 
manufactured items are diverse. These works were aimed at the courts of the 
Peninsula and the religious orders, where they became highly valued objects 
present in houses and palaces.9 The Japanese became magnificent craftsmen, 

5 Fernando García Gutiérrez, Japón y occidente. Influencias recíprocas en el arte, Ediciones 
Guadalquivir, Seville, 1990, p. 167.

6 Fernando García Gutiérrez, Japón y occidente, p. 20.

7 M. P. Aguiló Alonso, “El interés por lo exótico. Precisiones acerca del coleccionismo de arte 
namban en el siglo XVI”, in El arte en las Cortes de Carlos V y Felipe II, CSIC, Madrid, 1999, 
pp. 151-168.

8 Fernando García Gutiérrez, Japón y occidente, p. 20 and f.

9 M. P. Aguiló Alonso, “El coleccionismo de objetos procedentes de ultramar a través de los 
inventarios de los siglos XVI y XVII”, in V.A., Relaciones artísticas entre España y América, CSIC, 
Madrid, 1990, pp. 107-149.
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working in all kinds of techniques: precious metals, swords, lacquer ware, 
pottery, silkscreen printing, and so on.

In Europe, glossy black Japanese urushi lacquer ware, decorated with 
gold dust and naturalist motifs, was very successful, replacing the Chinese 
style in Western preferences. It was used to make liturgical or sumptuary 
objects in Kyoto factories run by Europeans. Namban lacquer chests are 
found in the Descalzas Reales and Encarnación monasteries in Madrid, in 
the Museum of Decorative Arts, in the Diocesan Museum in Pamplona and 
in various other places. The functions of the objects, the inclusion of Hispano-
Muslim designs and the horror vacui are among the aspects betraying the 
European influence on this Japanese production.10

Also very successful were the namban-byobu, or folding screens about 
the “southern barbarians”, which were painted between 1598 and 1630 and 
which, in their representations, provide evidence of the arrival of European 
and American objects and animals in Japan.11 They normally consist of two 
pieces: one side of them shows the Portuguese ship in the port of Nagasaki 
and the other, the foreigners disembarking, trading or attending races 
together with Japanese people or going to banquets.12 Among the objects the 
Japanese adopted from the European were musical instruments. Spanish 
and Italian oil paintings also arrived, with representations of the monarchs 
and religious themes, as well as engravings and etchings on various subjects.13 
Many of these works, particularly those on religious themes, were burned in 
1640 when Japan closed itself to the West.

The style of the various Namban schools was diverse, although they were 
characterised by including few figures in their representations, with huge 
white spaces; others were distinguished by their great detail and Baroque 
congestion, with golden backgrounds. The Europeans showed the Japanese 
new techniques, such as watercolour and etching. Most important among the 
Japanese painters who used Western techniques were Jacobo Niwa, Mancio 
Taichiki, Luis Shiwozuka, Leonardo Kimura, Pedro Kano, Mancio Joan, 
Yamada Emosaku, Kijima Saburosoke and Nobutaka, among others.14 The 

10 Yayoi Kawamura, “La vía portuguesa en las colecciones reales españolas (1580-1640), in 
Oriente en Palacio. Tesoros asiáticos en las colecciones reales españolas, Patrimonio Nacional, 
Madrid, 2003, pp. 111-113, and Ana García Sanz, “Relicarios de Oriente”, also in Oriente en 
Palacio, pp. 129-141.

11 Antonio Cabezas, El Siglo Ibérico de Japón, p. 81. Also Paula Carneiro, “The voyage of the 
‘Southern Barbarians’ at the Soares Dos Reis National Museum: an iconographic analysis”, 
in Bulletin of Portuguese Japanese Studies, nº 12, 2006, pp. 41-56.

12 Arte namban. Influencia española y portuguesa en el arte japonés siglos XVI y XVII, Ministry 
of Culture, Directorate General of Fine Arts, Archives and Libraries, Madrid, 1981, p. 10.

13 María Paz Aguiló, “El interés por lo exótico”, p. 153.

14 Antonio Cabezas, El Siglo Ibérico de Japón, p. 81, and Fernando García Gutiérrez, Japón y 
occidente, p. 169.
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themes were varied, although religious ones – much closer to the Western 
style – predominated. But other subject matters precisely reflect this culture 
clash, such as costumbrist episodes, scenes with the arrival of foreigners, 
and views of cities and maps of the world, which, however, show a greater 
fusion of styles.

An example of the interest of the Japanese in Western art is provided 
by the various folding screens of the Momoyama period. They represent 
maps and views of cities very well known in the West, showing the Japanese 
interest in them. They were the result of the arrival in Japan of various books 
of urban views that were very famous in Europe at the time, such as the 
Theatrum Orbis Terrarum by Ortelius and the Civitates Orbis Terrarum by 
Braun and Hoefnagel, which were among the presents received by the Japa-
nese embassies to Europe. The techniques and manufacture of these folding 
screens are Japanese; only the subject matter is Western. Three from the end 
of the 16th century or early years of the 17th are preserved in the Imperial 
Collection in Tokyo, in the Namban Bunkakan Museum in Osaka and in the 
Municipal Museum of Namban Art in Kobe.15

Among the examples of religious works, we can highlight La Virgen 
María y los Misterios del Rosario (The Virgin Mary and the Mysteries of the 
Rosary) from the 17th century (University of Kyoto), revealing iconographic 
models from Seville and a clear didactic intention, or various paintings of 
the Virgin and Child in the Namban Bunkakan Collection in Osaka. Also, 
of course, there are the many portraits of Saint Francis Xavier, such as the 
one in Kobe Municipal Museum, which is more of a Japanese creation than 
a Western one.16

3. Japanese art arrives at European Courts

The collecting of Asian objects by the monarchs of the House of 
Hapsburg stimulated trade in and circulation of oriental craftsmanship in 
Europe. The pioneer was Catherine of Hapsburg, the youngest daughter of 
Queen Joanna of Castile. She married John III of Portugal in 1524, which 
allowed her to hoard a multitude of Chinese, Indian and Japanese pieces 
arriving from Goa, some of which were sent from Lisbon to the courts of 
Spain, Austria and Flanders. Among the most important Japanese pieces 
in Joanna’s collection were the fans.17 At the Spanish court, the first great

15 Fernando García Gutiérrez, “Sevilla en la pintura japonesa”, Laboratorio de arte, nº 13 (2000), 
pp. 59-78.

16 Fernando García Gutiérrez, Japón y occidente, pp. 171-172.

17 Marina Alfonso Mola and Carlos Martínez Shaw, “Los tesoros asiáticos en las colecciones 
reales españolas”, Oriente en Palacio, p. 15.
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collector of Asian objects was Philip II. During his reign, the Philippines 
were conquered in 1565 and the Pacific Ocean route, on which the Manila 
Galleon sailed from that city to Acapulco, was opened up in 1571, continuing 
until 1815. From here the goods were taken to Mexico City and the port 
of Veracruz, where they embarked in the Indies fleet heading for Seville. 
Manila was at the end of the Spanish Empire’s communication system. 
Products from the Asian countries’ Indian and Pacific Ocean coasts, includ-
ing the archipelago of Japan, arrived in the Filipino capital transported in 
junks. They included fans, lacquered boxes and folding screens. 

The Catholic nature of the Hispanic Monarchy would partly condition 
the use of Japanese craftsmen and the commissions they were given. Many 
boxes would be used as reliquaries and deposited at the royal monasteries 
such as El Escorial, La Encarnación, or Las Descalzas. At the same time, 
at the end of the 16th century, Japanese altars were commissioned, and 
also kept in the royal monasteries.18 Many other objects would circulate to
distant European courts with links to the house of Hapsburg. The family and 
its ambassadors exchanged presents to demonstrate unity of lineage and as 
a tool to reaffirm the necessary political pacts and dynastic alliances. No 
expense was spared when it came to sending presents between the courts 
of Lisbon, Madrid, Brussels, Prague, Vienna, Innsbruck and Graz. Portraits, 
relics, gems, jewels, swords, armour, textiles… And the most keenly desired: 
luxury items and strange animals reaching the Iberian Peninsula from the 
Americas, Asia and Africa, particularly including porcelain, furniture, lacquer 
ware and Asian armour.19 Fans intended for the ladies of the Spanish and
Portuguese courts were also very successful. They arrived from different 
Asian countries, but the most highly valued were the sensu and ogi, or fold-
ing Japanese fans.20 As for coins, whose use became general in Japan after 
the 13th century, these arrived on the Peninsula from the beginning of the 
16th century and were well received by the coin collectors who emerged 
during the Renaissance. Philip V brought them together in 1711 to the Medal 
Museum in the Royal Library.

The kings of the House of Bourbon intensified the trade in Oriental 
products still further, coinciding with the dominant taste throughout Europe 
in the 18th century for Asian goods and with the scientific expeditions that 
explored the Pacific. Now, Japanese porcelain arrived at the port of Cadiz 

18  Marina Alfonso Mola and Carlos Martínez Shaw, “Los tesoros asiáticos”, p. 17.

19 Annemarie Jordan Gschwend and Almudena Pérez de Tudela, “Exótica Habsburgica. La casa 
de Austria y las colecciones exóticas en el Renacimiento temprano”, in Oriente en Palacio, p. 28 
and f.

20 Annemarie Jordan Gschwend, “Los primeros abanicos orientales de los Habsburgos”, 
in Oriente en Palacio, p. 267. 
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on its way to the Real Sitio de La Granja and the Royal Palace of Madrid, 
basically for Elizabeth Farnese’s collection (many of the pieces of Japa-
nese ceramics from the royal collections are now deposited in the National 
Museum of Decorative Arts in Madrid).21 Japanese porcelain had emerged at 
the end of the 16th century, influenced by Chinese Ming dynasty pieces.

The 18th century pieces incorporated into the Spanish royal collections 
are imari ware, taking their name from the Japanese port where they were 
loaded, from the Edo period. The designs for these ceramics were inspired by 
textiles, Ukiyo-e painting and even by Dutch motifs. The oldest porcelain has 
blue-and-white designs, while later examples incorporate several colours.22 
Japanese coins would also arrive during the 18th century (the coin collection 
of the Royal Library and the Numismatics Cabinet of the National Archaeo-
logical Museum). Enconchados (paintings using inlaid mother-of-pearl), cre-
ated in Mexico and following Chinese or Japanese techniques also reached 
the Madrid court. The two most interesting series represent the conquest of 
the Aztec Kingdom by Hernán Cortés and were given to Charles II in 1698. 
They are twenty-four panels painted in oils and inlaid with mother-of-pearl, 
created by Miguel and Juan González (Museum of the Americas, Madrid). 
Finally, the fashion for chinoiseries meant that Chinese and Japanese motifs 
invaded the ceramics made at the Buen Retiro Royal Factory.

4. The Japanese embassies and books about Japan

The mutual curiosity between Japanese and Europeans, and religious 
and economic interests, soon led to closer political contact between East 
and West through a series of embassies between the Empire of Japan, the 
Spanish Empire and the Vatican Court.23

The first embassy began in February 1582 and its members took eight 
years to return to Japan. It was promoted by Father Valignano, visitor of the 
Society of Jesus and one of the great driving forces behind Christianity in 
the archipelago, and sponsored by the Catholic lords of Bungo, Arima and 
Omura. After two years of travel, four young Catholic Japanese noblemen 
and their retinues were received at the Spanish court. They were Mancio Ito, 
Miguel Chijiwa, Julián Nakaura and Martín Hara. Philip II, who had taken 

21 As well as the ceramic pieces, the National Museum of Decorative Arts also has ivory, 
weapons and Japanese prints. For this, see Asia en las Colecciones Reales del Museo Nacional de 
Artes Decorativas, Santillana Foundation, Spain, 2000.

22 Fernando García Gutiérrez, Japón y occidente, p. 124.

23 On this, see Luís Fróis, La première ambassade du Japon en Europe, 1582-1592, ed. J. A. 
Abranches Pinto, Y. Okamato and H. Bernard, Tokyo, 1942.
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his place on the throne of Portugal a few years before, received them at the 
Royal Monastery of San Lorenzo de El Escorial. At this meeting presents 
were exchanged, with the Japanese handing over two suits of armour and 
several weapons, as well as folding screens and other objects. For their part, 
the Japanese ambassadors received printed books, tapestries and oil paint-
ings. They would later allow themselves to be painted in Italy by artists like 
Tintoretto and Urbano Monte, and there they would also receive the books 
with views of cities of the world, which, as it has already been explained, had 
such a great impact on their return to Japan.

In 1614, the samurai Hasekura Tsunenaga arrived, sent by Lord Date 
Masamune. In this case, the promoter was the Franciscan Luis Sotelo. 
The expedition, including no less than eighty-four Japanese people, passed 
through Mexico, causing great interest, which led to the organisation of 
receptions. In Seville, they were received with admiration and celebrations, 
although more coldly in Madrid, as news of the persecution of Christians 
in Japan was already arriving. Tsunenaga would be baptised in 1615 at the 
Descalzas Reales Monastery in the presence of the King and the Court. From 
Madrid they set off for Rome, where they were received with great ostenta-
tion and a magnificent entry into the city. Evidence of this event remains in 
a fresco in the Vatican library.

From these embassies, three oriental suits of armour have survived. 
They initially formed part of the artistic collection in the Treasury of the 
Alcázar Real in Madrid, but a few years later, they were deposited in the 
Royal Armoury. After the loss of some elements and deterioration of various 
kinds, such as that caused by the fire of 1884, they are now exhibited in three 
heterogeneous arrays together with various isolated weapons.24

The conquest of the Philippines and the establishment of the trans-
Pacific Manila Galleon route facilitated and promoted Spanish knowledge of 
the many Asian islands and continental lands bordering the Spanish Empire. 
This entire learning saw the light of day in many printed books, quite a few 
of which mentioned the islands of Japan. A pioneering work is the chronicle 
by Marcelo Rivadeneyra, Historia de las islas del archipiélago, y reynos de 
la Gran China, Tartaria, Cunchinchina, Malaca, Siam, Camboya y Japón 
(History of the islands of the archipelago and kingdoms of Greater China, 
Tartary, Cochin China, Malacca, Siam, Cambodia and Japan), Barcelona, 
1601. Books about the missions and martyrdoms of the evangelisers were 
also published, such as those by Luis Guzmán, Historia de las missiones 
qve han hecho los religiosos de la Compañía de Iesvs, para predicar el sancto 

24 Álvaro Soler del Campo, “Embajadas japonesas en la Real Armería”, in Oriente en Palacio, 
pp. 59-67. 
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Euangelio en la India Oriental, y en los Reynos de la China y Iapon 
(History of the missions made by the religious men of the Company of Jesus 
to preach the Holy Gospel in Eastern India and in the kingdoms of China 
and Japan), Alcalá, 1601, of whose six volumes two correspond to Japan, and 
those by Alexandro Valignano, Historia del principio y progreso de la Com-
pañía de Jesús en las Indias Orientales (History of the beginning and progress 
of the Company of Jesus in the East Indies), 1542-1564, Sumario de las cosas 
de Japón (Summary of matters in Japan), 1583, and Adiciones del Sumario 
de Japón  (Additions to the Japanese Summary), 1592. Another very practical
type of book were the dictionaries of the Japanese language, like the one 
created by the Jesuit Jacinto Esquivel, Vocabulario del Japón (Vocabulary of 
Japan), or Vocabvlario da Lingoa de Iapam com adeclaraçao em Portugues por
algvns padres, e irmãos da Companhia de Iesv (Vocabulary of the Language 
of Japan with declaration in Portuguese by some fathers and brothers of the 
Company of Jesus), Nagasaki, 1603. Finally, and for our purposes in visu-
alising the encounter between two such contrasting civilisations, the most 
interesting book is perhaps that by the Jesuit Luís Fróis, Tratado sobre las 
contradicciones y diferencias de costumbres entre los europeos y japoneses 
(Treatise on the contradictions and differences in customs between Euro-
peans and Japanese), 1585.25 Fróis had met Saint Francis Xavier in Goa. He 
reached Japan in 1563 and travelled all over the archipelago studying its 
language. He died in Nagasaki in 1597. He also wrote a monumental 
Historia de Japam, many letters and an account of the religious persecution 
that will be discussed later on, in this essay. His Tratado (Royal Library of the 
Madrid Academy of History), written in 1585, remained in manuscript form 
until the 20th century.

5. Presence of the Jesuits in Japan and iconography of the Evangelisation

On 15 August 1549 the Spanish Jesuits Francisco Javier (usually 
known in English as Francis Xavier) and Cosme de Torres disembarked in 
Kagoshima on a Papal mission and under a Portuguese flag. The former 
came from Lisbon, Goa and the Moluccas, the latter from Seville, Mexico and 
Philippines. Francis Xavier remained in Japan just over two years, beginning 
the evangelisation of the islands. Cosme de Torres was the superior of the 
Order until he died in 1570, organising the Christian church in the archi-

25 There is a recent edition: Luís Fróis, Tratado sobre las contradicciones y diferencias de costum-
bres entre los europeos y japoneses (1585). Edited, translated and with notes by Ricardo de la 
Fuente Ballesteros, University of Salamanca, Spain, 2003.
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pelago. Besides Jesuits, Franciscans, Dominicans and Augustinians would 
also arrive. Thousands of Japanese were converted to Christianity and, for 
their part, the religious Orders founded schools and residences. It has been 
calculated that before prohibition began, the number of Japanese Christians 
would have been around seven hundred and fifty thousand.26

The first persecution of Christians took place in 1587, when Hideyoshi 
published the first edict banning Christianity. The arrival of the galleon San 
Felipe was interpreted by the Japanese authorities as an attempt to invade 
the archipelago. The Jesuits were arrested, tortured and finally crucified 
at Nagasaki. The first martyrs were executed in 1597 and, throughout the 
early decades of the 17th century, so many other persecution and expulsion 
decrees were issued that Antonio Cabezas calculates three hundred thou-
sand martyrs.27 One of the first texts providing evidence of what happened in 
the early years of the persecution is the work already mentioned by Brother 
Marcelo de Rivadeneyra. Luís Fróis also left us an account of the martyr-
doms: Relatione della gloriosa morte di XXVI posti in croce per comandamento 
del Re di Giappone (Account of the glorious death of the 26 who were cruci-
fied by order of the King of Japan), Milan, 1599. After 1623, the persecution 
intensified and Japan was closed to the outside world by decree after the 
1630s.28

Immediately after the start of the persecutions and executions, the 
tortures inflicted on the missionaries began to appear in images. There were 
very many engravings, sculptures, frescos and canvases representing the 
evangelisation and its martyrs, and their iconography extended throughout 
the peninsula and all over the Americas, encouraging devotion to these 
martyrs. Rivadeneyra’s text and its images were fundamental for the compo-
sition of these sets of icons, particularly in New Spain, which the friar passed 
through on his return to the peninsula,29 together with the early beatification 
of the martyrs of Nagasaki in 1627 by Urban VIII. 

The iconography of Saint Francis Xavier was particularly abundant. 
Even a Japanese artist painted a portrait of the missionary in 1623 (Kobe 
Museum). The inscription on the painting in Japanese characters does not 
make its attribution easy, although it has been considered to be by Pedro 
Kano, a famous Japanese Christian artist of the Kano school.30 This school 

26 Antonio Cabezas, El Siglo Ibérico, p. 88.

27 Antonio Cabezas, El Siglo Ibérico, p. 89.

28 Barlés Báguena, “Luces y sombras en la historiografía”, p. 30. 

29 Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero, “Los protomártires del Japón en la hagiografía novo-
hispana”, in V.A., Los pinceles de la Historia. De la patria criolla a la nación mexicana, MUNAL, 
Mexico, 2000, pp. 72-91.

30 Fernando García Gutiérrez, Japón y occidente, p. 142.
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was founded by Kano Masanobu (1453-1490), and soon he and his dynasty of 
artists became official painters of the successive “Shogunates”, dominating 
Japanese art from the 15th to the 19th centuries.31 One of its members even 
went to Manila and to Mexico, influencing the production of Mexican folding 
screens, panels and enconchados.32

An extensive iconography of Saint Francis Xavier can also be found in 
the 18th century. Francisco Martínez, a famous Mexican artist, produced an 
oil painting in 1723 representing the saint with his habitual iconography 
(National Museum of the Viceroyalty, Mexico). The saint is showing his 
breast, from which flames are emerging, and is carrying a staff or a crucifix. 
He is treated in the manner of a portrait, in an oval frame, supported by 
large figures of angels, with their attributes.33

In the mid 18th century, an anonymous artist created a series of paint-
ings on the life of Saint Francis Xavier for the Society of Jesus in Quito, 
preserved in the Convent Màximo de la Merced. The canvases are of vari-
able quality, due to the possible involvement of several hands. Outstanding 
among the pictures are those in which the saint is presented surrounded 
by the diversity of peoples he converted. So, for example, in San Francisco 
Javier convierte a la fe a muchos pueblos de África y Oriente (Saint Francis 
Xavier converts many peoples in Africa and the East to the Faith), the saint is 
baptising a group of Africans. Meanwhile, other characters of different races, 
undoubtedly represented as archetypes, observe him: Indians with feather 
headdresses, Chinese and Japanese with cone-shaped hats – models taken 
from engravings. In San Francisco Javier, sin conocer su lengua, convierte a 
diferentes naciones (Without knowing their languages, Saint Francis Xavier 
converts different nations), the saint again preaches to characters from 
different races: North Africans, Japanese, Chinese, speaking a single lan-
guage to them and understood through Faith. The scene copies an engraving 
by Greet Edelinck in the Vie de Saint François Xavier (Paris, 1682).34 In San 
Francisco Javier asido a la cola de un caballo se dirige a Meaco (Saint Francis 
Xavier heads for Meaco holding on to a horse’s tail) the saint is represented 
gripping the tail of a horse belonging to a Japanese man, who is represented 
exotically, on his way to a city with pagoda roofs. 

The iconography of the martyrs of Japan was soon established, due, as 
we have said, to their early beatification and the creation of various series 

31 Rodrigo Rivero Lake, El arte namban en el México virreinal, Turner, Madrid, 2005, p. 151.

32 Rodrigo Rivero Lake, El arte namban, p. 156.

33 “San Francisco Javier”, sheet in the catalogue by V.A., Filipinas. Puerta de Oriente. De Legazpi 
a Malaespina, Lunwerg, Seacex, Madrid, 2003, p. 237.

34 Catalogue sheets Filipinas. Puerta de Oriente, pp. 251-254.



208 Víctor Mínguez and Inmaculada Rodríguez

of canvases by order of the Franciscans themselves, not long after the events 
occurred. This iconography was expanded thanks to the large number of 
works telling of their martyrdom, as well as the large number of prints 
circulating in the Hispanic territories. Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero 
distinguishes three types of iconography in New Spain, to represent these 
martyrs: the groups dealing fully or partially with the story of the martyr-
dom, such as the Cuernavaca murals; the hagiographical series focusing on 
the isolated images of the six martyrs, that is, on the mountain at Nagasaki, 
in which they are arranged in a staggered way and clearly identified; and the 
themes exalting the devotion of Felipe de Jesús (known in English as Philip 
of Jesus), who was from New Spain.35

An anonymous canvas from the mid 17th century, preserved in the
Convent of Santa María de Jesús, in Seville, is inspired by the staggered 
iconography. The canvas is of average quality and represents the martyrs 
crucified, identified by numbers, with a key at the bottom and sides to clarify 
the scene. Their bodies are run through with lances at the sides and some 
show beaten faces, while others look fervently to Heaven. Another inter-
esting oil on canvas was created by Pedro García Ferrer, in 1629, for the 
church of the Society of Jesus in Valencia: Los mártires jesuitas del Japón 
(The Jesuit Martyrs of Japan) (Museum of Fine Arts, Valencia). This painter 
and architect from Teruel travelled to Mexico where he worked in the service 
of Archbishop Juan de Palafox, designing, for example, the dome of Puebla 
cathedral. It is a dramatic painting in the style of Ribalta, painted from a 
fairly low viewpoint and probably inspired by a Callot print. It represents the 
martyrdom on crosses with double crossbeams of the three Japanese proto-
martyrs Pablo Miki, Juan Goto and Diego Kisai, beatified in 1627 by Pope 
Urban VIII.36 The executioners stick lances into the Jesuits’ bodies, while 
angels present them with the palms of martyrdom. On the horizon, the port 
of Nagasaki can be seen. Curiously, the Japanese have been characterised as 
Turks or Africans.37

Perhaps the most outstanding group in New Spain representing the 
martyrdom of the missionaries in Nagasaki consists of the frescos of the 
Franciscan church of Cuernavaca, discovered in 1959. These are enormous 
narrative scenes with many characters, including, of course, Saint Philip of 
Jesus, telling of all the events and culminating in the crucifixion, a scene in 
much poorer condition. According to Estrada de Gerlero, they must have 

35 Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero, “Los protomártires del Japón ”, 2000, pp. 78-79.

36 They were canonised in 1862 by Pope Pius IX.

37 Víctor Marco García, “Los mártires jesuitas del Japón”. Sheet 141 of the catalogue Espais de 
Llum, Government of Valencia, 2008, pp. 554-555. 
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been created immediately after their beatification, in about 1598.38 The
iconography of the martyrs of Japan proliferated in Mexico during the 17th 
century, examples including an altarpiece put up for their beatification in 
the Franciscan church of Tepeaca, the frescos of the Franciscan convent of 
Zinacantepec, the Augustinian cloister of Zacualpan de Amilpan, the altar-
piece of the first chapel on the Gospel side in the Metropolitan Cathedral and 
the apostolic college of Guadalupe in Zacatecas.39

Iconography of the holy martyrs of Japan is also preserved in Peru. For 
example, in the convent of San Francisco in Lima, decorated throughout 
with magnificent 17th century tiles from Seville, a series of the martyrs of 
Nagasaki is preserved, represented on the tiles that cover the pillars of the 
central courtyard. These were made in the workshop of Hernando Valladares 
in Triana, between 1630 and 1638. According to tradition, they were given to 
the convent by Catalina Guanca, the daughter of a chief, who was adopted 
by Francisco Pizarro.40 In Quito, an altarpiece dedicated to the Japanese 
martyrs was built in the 17th century in the Chapel of the Santísimo, in the 
Church of San Francisco.

As with the Jesuit Saint Francis Xavier, the people of New Spain were 
particularly interested in the Franciscan Saint Philip of Jesus, one of the 
martyrs, who was of Mexican origin. For example, a chapel in the Metro-
politan Cathedral was dedicated to him, with an altarpiece including various 
canvases attributed to José de Ibarra and a canvas with all the martyrs 
together, which has been lost. There are also many images of the saint in 
churches in Mexico City, Toluca and Puebla, but it was also common to com-
mission them for private houses. In 1801, the printer and engraver Luis 
Montes de Oca created various images to illustrate the work Vida de San 
Felipe de Jesús protomártir de Japón y patrón de su patria México (Life of 
Saint Philip of Jesus, proto-martyr of Japan and patron saint of his homeland 
Mexico) (Mexico City, Montes de Oca, 1801).

The evangelisation of Japan was also projected in the Hispanic theatre 
through the play by Lope de Vega Carpio, Trivnfo de la Fee, en los reynos del 
Iapon, por los años de 1614 y 1615 (Triumph of the Faith in the kingdoms of 
Japan in the years 1614 and 1615),41 written by Lope de Vega when he was a 
prosecutor in the Apostolic Chamber of the Archdiocese of Toledo.42

38 Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero, “Los protomártires del Japón”, p. 80.

39 Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero, “Los protomártires del Japón”, p. 82.

40 Rodrigo Rivero Lake, El arte namban, pp. 242-245.

41 With licence. Madrid, By the widow of Alonso Martín, 1618. Paid for by Alonso Pérez,
bookseller.

42 Lope de Vega, Los mártires de Japón, Christina H. Lee (editor, introduction and notes), 
Newark, Juan de la Cuesta, 2006. See also Fernando Cid Lucas, “Sobre “Los (primeros) mártires 
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6. Japan in the American Viceroyalties

An essential step for oriental goods on their way to the Iberian Penin-
sula was New Spain. It was, therefore, inevitable that Japanese objects were 
also appreciated by the Creole and New Spanish elite, and that Westernised 
Japanese art would also influence the production of Mexico and other Vice-
royalties. For example, lacquer ware, folding screens and porcelain were 
very successful in New Spain. However, traces of Japanese art can also be 
followed in the enrichment of certain pieces and the taste for oriental motifs 
in all kinds of crafts, such as textiles.

Just as embassies were sent to Europe, some were also sent to the Amer-
icas, like the one that arrived in 1610 with Rodrigo de Vivero in the galleon 
San Buenaventura. This had a strong impact on the society of New Spain, 
with unusual ceremonies organised around the visit. In addition, given the 
important market New Spain was becoming, many Japanese converted to 
Christianity decided to move and establish themselves definitively in Mexico 
to achieve their artistic aims there. We might mention the examples of Kano 
Domi – from the Kano family – Luis de Enciso, or the González dynasty 
– Japanese who adopted a Spanish surname – such as Tomás González 
Villaverde or his son Miguel González.43 Members of Niccoló de Japón’s 
academy also arrived.

One of the most interesting oriental-influenced products in New Spain 
was the folding screen. Japanese formal characteristics can be traced in the 
representations in these: their richness, the use of golden backgrounds, the 
light colours and the rhythm of the composition.44 The Japanese ambassador
Rokuemon Hasekura brought the first ones to Mexico for the Viceroy in 
1614. They were quickly adopted due to their great usefulness as a piece of 
furniture, half concealing the dais or raised platform known as an estrado 
in the living room, which is the origin of the name rodastrado for folding 
screen. Folding screens also had other uses, and the fact that they had two 
sides made it possible to develop different themes. Mexican folding screens 
were basically inspired by their Japanese models, which explains the frequent 
inclusion of golden clouds, but also by Brussels tapestries, with their scenes 
structured in the same way as in these. Some famous Mexican painters, such 
as Juan Correa, made folding screens but very many of them were anony-

del Japón”, atribuida a Lope de Vega: de los hechos históricos al texto dramático”, Studi Ispanici, 
nº 33 (2008), pp. 71-88. Issue dedicated to “El oriente asiático en el mundo hispánico”.

43 Rodrigo Rivero Lake, El arte namban, pp. 159-160.

44 Fernando García Gutiérrez, Japón y occidente, p. 20.
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mous.45 We can find an example of the lasting Japanese influence in the Vice-
roys’ Palace folding screen from the second half of the 17th century (Museum 
of the Americas, Madrid), representing the old Viceroys’ Palace, before the 
fire at the end of that century, with its very naive perspective and golden 
clouds at the centre of the scene.

Forming part the art of folding screens or as free-standing panels, we 
find in New Spain the production of the so-called enconchados, which are 
none other than the application of the urushi lacquer ware technique to larger 
surfaces. The González dynasty – Japanese artists established in Mexico – 
was outstanding in producing these. They were very frequent during the 17th 
and the beginning of the 18th centuries, although those made by Europeans 
were different from Japanese production: horror vacui, mother-of-pearl inlay, 
not very elaborate work. This type of panel usually represents battle scenes, 
such as the panels representing the Batallas de Alejandro Farnesio (Battles of 
Alexander Farnese) from 1690, in a private collection, or the panels already 
mentioned with the Episodios de la conquista de México (Episodes from the 
conquest of Mexico) from 1698, by Miguel and Juan González – Japanese 
artists who had emigrated to New Spain (Museum of the Americas, Madrid).46 
Although very common in New Spain and Bolivia, this type of enconchado 
was very popular throughout the Americas.

Clearly, just as lacquer ware technique was applied to panels and encon-
chado objects, this urushi technique was also used to make profusely deco-
rated ornamental objects. In the viceroyalty of New Spain, this extended to 
the most everyday, popular objects. In Colombia, the technique produced a 
particular variant. These are the items in the so-called Pasto varnish, in the 
same shapes and sizes as Namban objects: small chests, lecterns, and so on.

Imari-type porcelain, with more colours, was also very much imitated in 
New Spain. This ceramic was the one that most attracted the West, because 
of its refinement, while more rustic pottery, better loved by the Japanese, was 
not so well received until the 19th century. The most important imitation of 
this porcelain is Puebla china, which also represented Chinese and Japanese 
themes like pagodas, bridges, gardens, flowers and birds of paradise. This 
china was also imitated in other territories, like Guatemala, Ecuador, Peru 
and Chile. Here, trade with the East was prohibited, but its products arrived 
via smuggling from the Manila Galleon.

45 Rodrigo Gutiérrez Viñuales and María Luisa Bellido Gant (coord.), Historia del arte en 
Iberoamérica y Filipinas, University of Granada, Granada, 2005, p. 30.

46 On enconchados see: Marta Dujovne, Las pinturas con incrustaciones de nácar, Autono-
mous National University of Mexico-Institute of Aesthetic Research, Mexico, 1984, and María 
Concepción García Sáiz, La pintura colonial en el Museo de América, Los enconchados, Patri-
monio Cultural, Madrid, 1980, vol. II.
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Epilogue

Although from our current perspective, objects from the East, and 
specifically from Japan, still look exotic to us, during the century of Iberian 
dominance in these islands not only did Japanese art reach the Peninsula 
and the Ibero-American territories, with European art following the same 
route in reverse, but there was also a mutual concert. The Japanese art pro-
duced during this century adopted Western themes, techniques and forms, 
and, in the same way, Iberian and American art was also influenced. During 
this period, then, what happened between East and West was a common 
history and common art; only the subsequent isolation of Japan would result 
in the return to Japanese artistic and cultural traditions. However, in terri-
tories like New Spain, and also, to a lesser extent, on the Iberian Peninsula, 
the influence of Japanese art resulted in a very particular kind of artistic 
production which, with the passage of time, became blurred into something 
truly national. In the same way, the common historical and religious events 
occurring during this period form an indissoluble part of the Ibero-American 
imagination and cultural tradition.
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Fig. 1 – Armour (Kabuto, breastplate and backplate). 
Japan, Momoyama period. 

Royal Armoury, Royal Palace, Madrid, National Heritage.
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Fig. 2 – Marcelo Rivadeneyra, Historia de las islas del archipiélago, y reynos de la Gran 
China, Tartaria, Cunchinchina, Malaca, Siam, Camboya y Japón (Barcelona, 1601).
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Fig. 3 – Namban folding screen with scenes of Portuguese traders in Japan
17th century

Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga, Lisbon.
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Fig. 4 – Episodios de la conquista de México by Miguel and Juan González
1698

Museo de America, Madrid.
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Fig. 5 – Imari decorated with lady with parasol.
Edo Period, first half of the 18th century.

Porcelain.
Royal Palace, Madrid. National Heritage.
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Fig. 6 – Small Namban chest.
End of the 16th Century.

Wood, lacquer, mother-of-pearl and metal.
Museo Nacional de Artes Decorativas, Madrid.

Fig. 7 – Antonio Moro,
Retrato de María de Portugal
con abanico japonés, 1552. 

Oil on canvas.
Monastery of the Descalzas Reales, 

Madrid, National Heritage.
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Fig. 8 – Pedro García Ferrer, Los mártires jesuitas del Japón, oil on canvas
1629

Museo de Bellas Artes, Valencia.



220 Víctor Mínguez and Inmaculada Rodríguez

Fig. 9 – Emmanuel Villavicencio, San Felipe de Jesús, 1774, engraving, 
Biblioteca Nacional de España, Madrid.
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Fig. 10 – Los mártires del Japón, anonymous, about 1598
Frescos in the Church of San Francisco, Cuernavaca, México.

INAH.


