
Introduction

J apanese travelers are a familiar sight in 
Europe today, but they were rare in the late 

sixteenth century. During the Tenshō period 
(1573–92) in Japan, four seminary students—
Itō Mancio, Chijiwa Miguel, Hara Martin, and 
Nakaura Julian—le� Nagasaki with their Jesuit 
chaperones as members of the �rst-ever Japanese 
embassy to Europe. Almost three decades later, 
in the Keichō period (1596–1615), the samurai 
Hasekura Rokuemon and the Spanish Francis-
can Luis Sotelo traveled to Europe as the second 
embassy from Japan. During and a�er their visits, 
Europeans depicted the Tenshō and Keichō 
embassies in drawings, frescoes, oil paintings, and 
prints. �e present study is the �rst book-length 
a�empt to analyze and interpret these images 
critically and comprehensively within their politi-
cal, religious, and cross-cultural contexts.

Why did Europeans view these Japanese trav-
elers as signi�cant enough to merit such visual 
prominence? Of course, multiple factors drove 
European artists and patrons to depict them: 
curiosity about the exotic, a desire to create 
mementos, and the prospect of revenue from 
print sales. In this study, however, I pay particular 
a�ention to their status as “ambassadors” (a title 
held speci�cally by Itō Mancio, Chijiwa Miguel, 

and Hasekura Rokuemon). �ese ambassadors, 
all of whom were baptized, represented their 
Catholic and pro-Catholic “kings,” and their visits 
were of religious and social signi�cance for their 
European hosts. Political authorities in particular 
sought to consolidate their power at home by 
utilizing visual representations of the ambassa-
dorial visitors from a far-o� land. �eir portray-
als also served to promote European hosts’ 
missionary leadership, global fame, and generous 
hospitality. Images of the non-Europeans were 
thus sometimes more about the Europeans 
themselves.

In addition, this book shows that prints of the 
Japanese embassies were produced as “illustrated 
news” to convey information, widely and rapidly, 
about their special visits and striking physical 
appearances. Renaissance Europeans consulted 
such pictorial news, pamphlets, and other textual 
information about the Japanese visitors. A�er 
being printed in Italy, these images and texts were 
transported to northern Europe, where they 
were translated and reprinted not only to satisfy 
curious buyers but also to aid in the defense of 
Catholicism against Protestantism.

Many European viewers would have 
possessed limited knowledge of Japan and its 
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Envisioning Diplomacy2

people, which had only been “discovered” four 
decades before the Tenshō embassy set sail for 
Europe in 1582. �e �rst Europeans on Japanese 
soil were the Portuguese, who reached Japan in 
1542 or earlier; in 1543, a group of them sailed to 
Tanegashima, an island to the south of Kyushu, 
and sold two guns to its ruler, Tanegashima 
Tokitaka.1 Tokitaka had his blacksmiths produce 
a Japanese version of the new weapon, which 
was quickly adopted among samurai warlords in 
mainland Japan. In addition to bringing military 
innovations, Luso-Japanese encounters ignited a 
lucrative trade in Chinese silk from Macao, which 
the Portuguese exchanged for Japanese silver. �e 
Catholic empire’s economic expansion went hand 
in hand with evangelization, and as early as 1549 
the Jesuit Francis Xavier landed in Kagoshima in 
southern Kyushu to spread Christian teachings in 
Japan. Soon a�erward, more Jesuit missionaries 
entered the country, where their mission 
our-
ished: by 1582, Christians (kirishitan) allegedly 
numbered 150,000.

Among them were the members of the 
Tenshō embassy, though they were not the �rst 
Japanese to set foot on European shores. �irty 
years earlier, a certain Bernard from Kagoshima, 
one of the �rst whom Xavier had baptized in 
Japan, embarked for Cochin and Goa, reaching 
Lisbon in 1553.2 We only know the baptismal 
name of this convert, whom Xavier described 
as “poor.”3 Bernard entered the Society of Jesus 
in 1554 and studied at the novitiate in Coimbra 
and the Collegio Romano in Rome; he met the 
order’s founder, Ignatius of Loyola, and kissed the 
feet of Pope Paul IV. Xavier had wanted Bernard 
to relate what he saw in the Christian states to 
the Japanese, since they had li�le knowledge 

of peoples outside Japan. However, Bernard 
succumbed to an illness and died at Coimbra 
in 1557. �e next recorded Japanese visitors to 
Europe were slaves and ex-slaves who were living 
in Portugal by the 1570s. �ey included Maria 
Pereira, who was less than ten years old upon her 
arrival in the early 1570s, and the freed couple 
Jacinta de Sá and Guilherme Brandão, who were 
married at a church in Lisbon in 1573.4 Given that 
the Florentine merchant Filippo Sasse�i observed 
some slaves from Japan in the city in 1578, it is 
conceivable that there were more Japanese in 
Portugal prior to the Tenshō embassy’s arrival in 
1584 than is generally acknowledged today.5

Europe received additional Japanese visi-
tors following the departures of the Tenshō and 
Keichō embassies in 1586 and 1617, although their 
numbers would pale in comparison to today’s 
tourists from the country. Four went to Rome 
in order to become Jesuit priests: Araki Tomas 
was ordained into the priesthood in the city in 
1610 or 1611, and Kasui Pedro, Minoes Miguel, 
and Konishi Mancio during the 1620s.6 Kasui was 
the �rst Japanese person to make a pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem, which he did on his way to Rome, and 
he studied at the novitiate of Sant’Andrea and the 
Collegio Romano before returning to Japan via 
Spain and Portugal. Minoes (the name is most 
likely a reference to his hometown, Mino) earned 
a Master of Arts in philosophy at Évora and 
continued his study at the novitiate and college 
in Rome. Father Konishi, possibly the grandchild 
of Konishi Yukinaga, a devout Christian lord, also 
entered these Jesuit institutions. Both Minoes 
and Konishi le� Rome for Lisbon in 1627; the 
former died in a shipwreck in 1628, while the la�er 
departed the city in 1629 and returned to Japan.
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Japanese travelers reached not only conti-
nental Europe but also England. Among their 
number were Cosmas and Christopher, literate 
youths aged about seventeen and twenty, respec-
tively.7 When Captain �omas Cavendish seized 
a Spanish galleon o� the coast of Baja California 
in 1588, he found these “young lads” and traveled 
with them to Plymouth.8 In September 1614, 
a group of ��een or fewer Japanese sailors hired 
by the East India Company reached Plymouth 
on the Clove; eleven of them sailed back to Japan 
aboard the Expedition in early 1615.9

It is possible that European artists depicted 
or at least made sketches of some of these visitors 
from Japan. However, even if they did, images of 
the Japanese missionaries, slaves, and mariners 
would not have been as prominent as visual repre-
sentations of the Tenshō and Keichō embassies 
in terms of their artists’ and patrons’ standing 
and the works’ display locations, dimensions, and 
extent of di�usion in print. Essentially, the embas-
sies di�ered from these individuals insofar as they 
visited European courts as elite travelers and repre-
sentatives of their lords. While the Tenshō embassy 
represented three Catholic lords—Ōtomo 
Yoshishige, Arima Harunobu, and Ōmura Sumit-
ada, all from Kyushu—the Keichō embassy was 
dispatched by Date Masamune, the unbaptized 
but (at least back then) pro-Catholic ruler of Ōshū
in the north. It is thus important to explore how 
diplomacy shaped the depiction of the Tenshō and 
Keichō embassies and what it meant for Europe-
ans to portray them during this dynamic moment, 
when peoples from opposite parts of the world 
interacted directly at a state level. �ese images 
not only convey Europeans’ cultural curiosity and 
global ambitions but also provide insight into how 

they interpreted the visits of the ambassadors from 
afar within the context of power consolidation and 
religious debate within Europe. From an intercul-
tural perspective, the portrayals of the embassies 
further reveal how they adapted to foreign diplo-
matic culture and were received, and perceived, 
by the popes and other hosts. �e visual records 
thus provide far more than a mere approximation 
of what the travelers looked like. Since no contem-
poraneous Japanese portrayal of the embassies 
survives, the European works discussed in this 
book are valuable visual sources that illuminate 
Japan’s �rst two diplomatic visits to Europe.

Two Embassies

�e Tenshō and Keichō embassies evolved 
within a complex historical framework of Iberian 
empire-building, Catholic evangelism, and reli-
gious rivalry coupled with incessant warfare and 
political upheaval in Japanese society. A�er Vasco 
da Gama’s opening of the sea route around the 
Cape of Good Hope to Calicut in 1498, the Portu-
guese Empire occupied Goa in 1510 and spread 
its colonial networks eastward to the Malay 
Peninsula and the Moluccas (Spice Islands); the 
Portuguese then established their trading post 
in Macao in 1557. Meanwhile, the Spanish crown 
expanded its territories westward to the Amer-
icas following Christopher Columbus’s voyage 
to the Caribbean in 1492, crossing the Paci�c 
and colonizing the Philippines in 1565. Dubbed 
“the double-headed Janus” by Paolo Prodi, the 
papacy, which claimed both spiritual and tempo-
ral power, supported the Iberian empires’ expan-
sionism, granting their patronal rights (padroado/
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patronato) to evangelize overseas inhabitants and 
thereby expand papal in
uence.10 Such west-east 
territorial and evangelical movements from 
Europe clashed on the Japanese archipelago, 
where the Jesuits, who were associated with the 
Portuguese crown, had arrived prior to the �rst 
landing of Franciscan and Augustinian missionar-
ies from Spanish Manila in 1584.

�e Tenshō embassy (1582–90) was a Jesuit 
enterprise, conceived by Alessandro Valignano, 
visitor (inspector) of the religious order’s 
missions in the East Indies. By sending the 
embassy to the papacy, he sought to safeguard the 
Jesuits’ monopoly over the Japan mission against 
the increasing encroachment of the Franciscans.11

As Francis Xavier had hoped of Bernard, Vali-
gnano wished his protégés to convey, upon their 
return, the greatness of the Catholic religion and 
the European civilizations that they had observed. 
In addition, the embassy met many European 
dignitaries, since Valignano intended to gain their 
�nancial and political support by displaying the 
success of the Jesuits’ Japan mission.

As Portugal controlled the East Indies, the 
Tenshō embassy le� Nagasaki for Macao aboard 
a carrack commanded by the Portuguese captain 
major (capitão-mor) Ignacio de Lima, along 
with Valignano and a few other Jesuits, including 
Diogo de Mesquita. While on board, George 
Loyola, a Japanese brother, taught reading and 
writing in Japanese to these seminarians so that 
they could retain their mother language. From 
Goa, Nuno Rodrigues, rector of the Jesuit college, 
joined the embassy on behalf of Valignano, who 
had been appointed provincial of India and was 
no longer able to accompany the embassy to 
Europe. A�er visiting Lisbon and Madrid, the 
Japanese and their Jesuit chaperones sailed to 

Livorno in Tuscany before journeying overland 
to Florence and Rome. �e Jesuits then took their 
protégés on a grand tour in central and northern 
Italy, widely promoting their overseas missionary 
achievements. Before the embassy’s departure 
from Iberia, Valignano requested that Mesquita 
return with a movable-type press and matrices to 
enable the printing of evangelical and educational 
texts for the Japan mission.12

�e Tenshō embassy also served to raise 
awareness of the Jesuits’ China mission in Europe, 
a purpose that has largely been overlooked in 
modern studies. Valignano had the Italian Jesuits 
Michele Ruggieri and Ma�eo Ricci study the 
Chinese language, which helped their religious 
order gain permission to stay in Guangzhou in 
October 1581.13 Perhaps in celebration of their 
recent breakthrough on the mainland, Valignano 
had Nuno Rodrigues present folding screens 
(byōbu) depicting an image of China to Philip II 
of Spain.14 �e king also received three chap-
ters from Valignano’s treatise, which described 
the customs, vast territory, and governance of 
China.15 As the embassy continued its journey 
to Florence in March 1585, the Jesuits were still 
thinking about their Chinese enterprise: one of 
them was reading a booklet on China when he 
dined with the four youths at the church of San 
Giovannino degli Scolopi.16

Around that time, it is possible that Miguel 
and Martin were aged seventeen, Mancio eigh-
teen, and Julian as old as nineteen. �ese are the 
ages given in a document in the Archivum Roma-
num Societatis Iesu that has escaped scholarly 
a�ention until now; it was most likely wri�en in 
Rome, which they reached in the same month.17

Con�rming these numbers, Diogo de Mesquita, 
who traveled with the youths and knew them 
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very well, noted that Miguel and Martin were 
fourteen, Mancio ��een, and Julian sixteen when 
they le� Japan.18 Mesquita most likely reported 
their ages based on the traditional Japanese 
system (kazoedoshi). According to this system, 
a newborn is already aged one at birth and two 
on New Year’s Day. Confusingly enough, other 
sources present their ages inconsistently.19 In any 
case, this study refrains from referring to them as 
“boys” (shōnen), although modern literature o�en 
makes much of their juvenescence, terming their 
expedition the Tenshō shōnen shisetsu (Tenshō 
boys’ embassy).20 Valignano also a�ectionately 
called them “boys” (“meninos”) when they 
were still in Goa.21 However, they were not quite 
shōnen by the time they reached Europe, which 
is the focus of this study. Japanese men generally 
reached adulthood between about eleven and 
seventeen years old, a transition marked through 
genpuku, the coming-of-age ritual.22

If we follow Mesquita’s records and consider 
that he used the kazoedoshi system, Mancio 
would have been born in 1568, making him 
slightly older than Hasekura Rokuemon (1571–
1621).23 We might assume that Mancio is much 
younger, owing to the strong impression that he 
is a juvenile, but Hasekura traveled to Europe at 
a later stage in his life, in 1613, when he was aged 
a li�le over forty.24 He is known as Hasekura 
Tsunenaga in Japan today; however, he signed his 
le�ers as Hasekura Rokuemon, and Date Masa-
mune and contemporary Europeans referred to 
him as Rokuemon or Felipe Francisco (his baptis-
mal name). Since the earliest surviving reference 
to him as Tsunenaga is found in the Date family’s 
historical account, which was completed as late as 
1703, I call him Hasekura Rokuemon in the pres-
ent study.

During the three decades that separated the 
two embassies, Japanese society underwent 
drastic political change. Several months a�er the 
Tenshō embassy’s departure for Europe, the de 
facto ruler of Japan and the Jesuits’ supporter, 
Oda Nobunaga, was assassinated, which resulted 
in the rise of Toyotomi Hideyoshi to power. 
He issued an edict stipulating the expulsion 
of Christian missionaries in 1587 and cruci�ed 
twenty-six Catholics, including three Jesuits 
and six Franciscans, at Nagasaki in 1597. A�er 
Hideyoshi’s death the following year, Tokugawa 
Ieyasu established a strong central government, 
achieving the long-awaited uni�cation and paci-
�cation of Japan in 1603. Europeans were aware 
of the centralization of political power under the 
Tokugawa government, as evinced by the Jesuits’ 
annual le�ers, which were published in Europe.25

Evangelical prospects became less promising, 
however, when the Tokugawa shogunate banned 
Christianity in 1612.

�e interdiction had not been implemented 
throughout Japan, though, and certainly not in 
the province of Ōshū, when Date Masamune 
dispatched the Keichō embassy in October 1613 
to request Franciscan missionaries from the 
Spanish crown and the papacy.26 Fundamentally, 
his main purpose was to negotiate a trans-Paci�c 
trade pact between Ōshū and New Spain, for 
which he also sought pilots and a crew.27 As the 
maritime explorer Andrés de Urdaneta discov-
ered in 1565, the Kuroshio Current merges into 
the North Paci�c Current and 
ows down the 
coast of California as far as Acapulco.28 In order 
to utilize these currents, Masamune constructed 
a new galleon, the San Juan Bautista, which 
Hasekura Rokuemon and Luis Sotelo took to 
New Spain. On board were about 180 passengers: 
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40 Europeans, including the Spanish diplomat 
and explorer Sebastián Vizcaíno, and a number 
of Japanese merchants, who brought several 
hundred boxes of merchandise to sell in New 
Spain.29 A�er disembarking in Acapulco, 20 Japa-
nese received baptism in Mexico City in April 
1614, though Hasekura did not, wanting to delay 
his until he reached Spain (apparently planning 
to use the occasion to facilitate the embassy’s 
diplomatic missions).30 Traveling by land to the 
Atlantic coast, Hasekura and Sotelo headed for 
Seville with approximately 30 of the travelers, and 
following the grand baptismal ceremony before 
Philip III and his family in Madrid in February 
1615, they moved to Barcelona, from which they 
set sail for Genoa. From the port of Civitavec-
chia, they journeyed to Rome and then by sea 
to Livorno in order to visit Pisa and Florence. 
Unlike the four youths, Hasekura and Sotelo did 
not tour the rest of Italy, instead returning from 
Genoa to Spain to further their religiopolitical 
negotiations.

�e Spanish court, however, displayed li�le 
enthusiasm toward the trade proposal, being 
concerned about the Tokugawa shogunate’s 
anti-Christian disposition, which had hardened 
just two months a�er the Keichō embassy’s 
departure for Europe.31 In December 1613, the 
government prohibited Christianity through-
out Japan and expelled Christians the following 
year, among them Hara Martin. �e Spaniards 
also did not want the Japanese populace to learn 
navigation skills and recognized that direct trade 
between Japan and New Spain would diminish 
pro�ts from the Manila galleon trade.32 More-
over, the Spanish court was suspicious about 
the fact that the embassy had been dispatched 
by a provincial head, though Masamune almost 

certainly had the central government’s sanction 
to pursue the three-way commercial network.33

While Spain was reluctant to accept his proposal, 
the English and Dutch were increasing their pres-
ence in Japan as new trade partners.

Previous and Contemporaneous Images of 
the Japanese

Although Hasekura and Sotelo could not ful�ll 
their missions, together with the Tenshō embassy 
they greatly contributed to the European visu-
alization of Japanese people. Prior to the arrival 
of both embassies, European artists mainly drew 
on their imagination. We can �nd some of their 
earliest representations in Marco Polo’s Travels, 
assuming that “Zipangu,” which he had never 
visited, meant Japan.34 According to Polo, Kublai 
Khan’s army a�acked this gold-rich island located 
east of Cathay. An illuminated manuscript of 
the travelogue produced prior to 1413 portrays 
one of the minor islands of Zipangu, where a 
group of soldiers with Western physiognomy 
protects it against the Tartars (�g. 1). Described 
as “whites” (“blancs”) in the accompanying 
text, the pale-skinned defenders with curly, light 
brown hair and beards are situated next to an 
outcrop.35 Two of them draw bows toward their 
city, where Kublai’s general and troops have 
retreated because of the tremendous winds; 
they now secretly escape through the city gate 
to commandeer the Zipangu soldiers’ vessels in 
order to vacate the island. Published more than 
a century later, André �evet’s La cosmographie 
universelle (Paris: Guillaume Chaudière, 1575, 
vol. 1, fol. 447v) also shows an imaginary depic-
tion of Zipangu defenders, who are prepared to 
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repel the invading Tartars approaching on boats, 
all holding long pikes.36

As an increasing number of Europeans 
ventured into East and Southeast Asia, they 
obtained more accurate depictions of the Japa-
nese. One such image created between the 
journeys of the Tenshō and Keichō embassies 
is of a man and woman (�g. 2), which was most 
likely painted by a Sangley (Philippine Chinese) 
artist around 1595 and was compiled as part of 
a codex, or manuscript book, in Madrid some-
time a�er 1614.37 On a sheet labeled “Japan” in 
both Western and Eastern languages, the male 
�gure is depicted carrying a fan and katana. Since 
Japanese men customarily arranged a long tu� 
of hair as a topknot (chonmage) and shaved or 
plucked the rest of their heads, the �gure has his 
hair tied at the back of his otherwise almost bare 

head. Charles Ralph Boxer, a historian of Euro-
pean expansion who owned the codex during 
the twentieth century, considered the detailed 
portrayal of the couple to have been made from 
life, even though the woman’s hair appears to be 
styled in the Chinese fashion.38

As seen in the Boxer Codex, not only Euro-
peans but also Japanese pirates and merchants 
sailed to and se�led in the Philippines and other 
places in Southeast Asia, which became hot spots 
for cross-cultural encounters. Oliver van Noort, 
the �rst Dutchman to navigate the world, met 

Fig. 1 | Zipangu soldiers and archers drive away Kublai 
Khan’s army. From Marco Polo, Livre des merveilles du monde, 
ca. 1410–12. Illuminated manuscript on parchment. Départe-
ment des Manuscrits, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris, 
Français 2810, 72r.
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Japanese traders o� the coast of Manila in 1600. 
�ey are portrayed in the Beschryvinghe vande 
voyagie om den geheelen werelt cloot (Ro�erdam: 
Ian van Waesberghen; Amsterdam: Cornelis 
Claessz, 1602, fol. 65B).39 �e illustration depicts a 
captain named Iamasta Citissamundo (Yamashita 
Hichizaemon?) and his crew, who display bald 
foreheads and ponytails and wear kimono 
robes, some of which are checkered and 
ower 
pa�erned. �e Japanese �gures also carry fans 
and weapons, including a bow, spears, guns, and 
katana swords. Despite these details, the render-
ing of the Asian physiognomies and costumes is 
somewhat imprecise, a result of their depiction 
by artists in Europe who had never been to Japan 
and based their work on sketches brought over by 
Van Noort and the descriptions in his journal.40

Between the journeys of the two embassies, 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s 1597 persecution of the 
twenty-six Christians emerged as a new picto-
rial theme in the depiction of Japanese �gures. 
�e two earliest-known prints that represent this 
event are included in the Relation, auß befelch 
Herrn Francisci Teglij Gubernators, und general 
Obristens der Philippinischen Inseln (Munich: 
Adam Berg, 1599).41 One of the illustrations 
shows six European Franciscans being dragged 
by horses and fastened to wheeled boards. �ree 
of them are cruci�ed in the next scene, with the 
others shown awaiting a similar fate. �eir Japa-
nese persecutors are rendered as generic �gures in 
European clothing.

Hideyoshi’s persecution (or that of a later 
ruler) is mentioned in a Latin text referring to 
a “tyrant” who put Christians to death, which 
accompanies a drawing (�g. 3) contained in the 
second part of a codex at the Biblioteca Angelica
in Rome. �e sheet illustrates a noble Japanese 

Fig. 2 | Japanese man and Chinese (?) woman. From the 
Sino-Spanish Codex (Boxer Codex), ca. 1595. Ink and water-
color on Asian paper, 22.2 × 17.1 cm. Lilly Library, Indiana 
University, Bloomington, LMC 2444, 152r. Courtesy Lilly 
Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana.
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Fig. 3 | Japanese �gures. From a codex formerly owned by the 
antiquarian and collector Camillo Massimo, late sixteenth–
early seventeenth century, with Latin text added a�er 1597. Ink 
and watercolor on Asian paper, 24 × 33 cm. Biblioteca Ange-
lica, Rome, Ms. 1551, second part, 11r. By concession of the 
Ministry of Culture. Reproduction not permi�ed.
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Envisioning Diplomacy10

couple and �ve commoners all dressed in kimono. 
�e men carry katana swords and spears, and the 
text describes the Japanese as bellicose, re
ect-
ing the incessant civil war of the period. Yet the 
lack of speci�c details in the rendering of these 
�gures suggests that the anonymous painter did 
not depict them from life. Other drawings in the 
codex, which has recently been dated to between 
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, 
depict peoples from the Middle East to Asia and, 
along with the Japanese image, most likely origi-
nated with the missionaries active in these areas.42

�e drawings were then transferred to Rome, 
where the Latin text was added (certainly a�er 
1597 in the case of this sheet).

Unlike earlier and contemporaneous Euro-
pean images of the Japanese, visual represen-
tations of the Tenshō and Keichō embassies 
were o�en based on direct observation; the 
embassies were also presented with explanatory 
text and/or impressive paraphernalia to specify 
their identities and to emphasize their and their 
lords’ extraordinary status. Most likely created 
for Pope Gregory XIII in Rome along with the 

Fig. 4 | Drawing of Diogo de Mesquita, 1585. Black and red 
chalk with ink on paper, 19.1 × 13.3 cm. Nagasaki Museum of 
History and Culture, Nagasaki.

Fig. 5 | Drawing of Itō Mancio, 1585. Black and red chalk with 
ink on paper, 19.5 × 13.9 cm. Nagasaki Museum of History and 
Culture, Nagasaki.
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image of Diogo de Mesquita (�g. 4), the draw-
ing of Mancio (�g. 5) is in all probability the 
earliest surviving portrait of a speci�c Japanese 
subject from life (or derived from such a study) 
by a European artist. �e inscription below 
underscores the si�er’s high social status (“Don 
Mantio” and “Ambasciatore”) and identi�es his 
lord Francesco as a king (“Re”). Similarly, a print 
of “Don” Hasekura conveys his high social stand-
ing by depicting his coat of arms under a crown, 
accompanied by text explaining that he is “King” 
Date Masamune’s ambassador to Pope Paul V 
(�g. 6).

Commissioned for the pope’s 
cardinal-nephew Scipione Borghese, the monu-
mental oil portrait of Hasekura represents him 
standing, arms akimbo, in front of rich drapery 
(�g. 7). �e bent arm was a preferred pose in 
the portraiture of elite European males (espe-
cially military leaders), since it was considered 
an expression of their formidable authority.43 In 
addition to the imposing posture, the gold and 
intricate designs of Hasekura’s sheer silk kimono 
indicate his high status and, by extension, his 
remote lord’s prominence. Hasekura’s Christian 
faith is further indicated in the background, 
where the image of a dove hovers above a holy 
trio: the personi�cations of Faith, who holds a 
cross and chalice, and Hope, who supports an 
anchor, along with the �gure of St. Francis. �e 
Tenshō and Keichō embassies were thus o�en 
visualized as distinguished Catholic representa-
tives from powerful kings. �e strong faith held 
by these travelers, who risked their lives to meet 
the pope, ma�ered greatly to their hosts’ promo-
tional agenda, as did their high social standing 
and the allegedly royal status of their lords.

Fig. 6 | Bust print of Hasekura Rokuemon. A�ached to Guido 
Gualtieri’s Relationi della venuta degli ambasciatori giaponesi a 
Roma sino alla partita di Lisbona (Rome: Francesco Zane�i, 
1586). Biblioteca Angelica, Rome, S.11.47/1. By concession of 
the Ministry of Culture. Reproduction not permi�ed.
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Fig. 7 | Archita Ricci, Portrait of Hasekura Rokuemon, begun 
1615–16. Oil on canvas, 196 × 146 cm. Private collection. With 
permission.
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Ugly, Dark-Skinned, and “Badly Made”

Comparison of visual and textual records of the 
Tenshō and Keichō embassies indicates that 
European artists adjusted the appearance of 
their Japanese si�ers to present them as signi�-
cant visitors. In observing these travelers from 
alien lands, contemporary Europeans made no 
e�ort to conceal their frank opinions in private 
correspondence. Commenting on the Japa-
nese youths of the Tenshō embassy, Lorenzo 
Priuli, a Venetian ambassador in Rome, stated 
that they were all “ugly,” with “olive skin” of an 
“ugly color.”44 For Daniele Annibale (an agent 
of Cardinal Luigi d’Este) and Girolamo Curioni 
(a Ferrarese diplomat in Bologna), these visitors 
were “brazen-faced” and had “ugly features.”45

�e Sienese Marcantonio Tolomei wrote to his 
brother-in-law that the youths were of “medium 
stature, [and] olive color,” and had the “pro�le 
of Moors, bulging eyes grey and very small, and 
it did not seem possible for them to look high 
up”; their mouths had large lips, and “the rest 
[was] very ugly.”46 According to Simon Contarini, 
a Venetian ambassador during the time of the 
Keichō embassy’s visit to Rome, Hasekura was 
below average in stature, “black of color, fat, of a 
face that seems a square.”47 Piero Guicciardini, 
a Florentine ambassador, reported that Hasekura 
entered Rome in pageantry with a small number 
of Japanese a�endants who were “very ugly, small, 
and badly made, and of color [more] toward 
black than olive.”48 Vincenzo Landinelli, an agent 
of Genoa at the papal court, described the same 
parade to one of the state secretaries in the city, 
noting that these Japanese had “ugly faces.”49

Public documents, such as pamphlets, 
chronicles, state records, and newsle�ers, were 

less judgmental but still referenced the visitors’ 
dark complexions, short height, and similarity 
to one another. �e anonymous author of Avisi 
venuti novamente da Roma delli XXIII di marzo 
MDLXXXV (Bologna: Alessandro Benacci, 
[1585]) wrote that the four youths looked alike, 
as if they were brothers, and had olive skin like 
the Portuguese. Ma�eo Bruni, a chronicler in 
Rimini, observed that the youths were “beard-
less, of short stature, of olive color, round-faced 
but very similar to people of Spain.”50 An avviso
of Rome noted that they were olive-skinned 
and “of very rustic faces.”51 �irty years later, 
another avviso stated that Hasekura and his 
Japanese companions were short and had “plain 
and dark-brown faces.”52 Even before the late 
eighteenth-century taxonomic stereotyping of 
East Asians as the “yellow race,” a state o£cer in 
Genoa observed that Hasekura and other Japa-
nese were “of a yellow face color turned almost 
to olive”; he added that all were short (except for 
one), small-eyed, barely bearded, and resembled 
one another.53

Other Europeans sought to explain why 
these emissaries looked dark-skinned when the 
Jesuits had described Japanese people as “white” 
to indicate their intellectual and civilized quali-
ties.54 “It is said that in Japan their 
esh is usually 
white,” wrote Guido Gualtieri, who described the 
youths’ journey from Japan and within Europe; 
he reasoned that their skin had turned olive 
“because of the length and discomfort of their 
trip.”55 Describing the Keichō embassy’s entry 
into the city of Rome, an anonymous pamphle-
teer explained that the olive color of Hasekura 
and his Japanese travel companions’ skin was “not 
natural.”56 �e author considered that their skin 
color had changed when they traveled through 
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“the torrid zone,” concluding that they must 
be “white by nature” since Japan was “close to 
the Arctic Circle—frigid places.” Such a remark 
derived from the medieval and Renaissance 
notion that Black people had been scorched by 
the heat of the African sun.57

In their visual representations, which would 
have been seen by many, the Japanese ambas-
sadorial �gures look pleasant or even impos-
ing—by no means are they “ugly,” “badly made,” 
or “black of color.” Artists and patrons thereby 
presented the converted ambassadors as elite 
guests and promising members of the Catho-
lic Church. In Archita Ricci’s and Domenico 
Tintore�o’s portraits of Hasekura Rokuemon and 
Itō Mancio (�gs. 7–8), the si�ers have subdued 
olive skin and appear to be gentle and amiable; 
Hasekura seems stately, not diminutive. With a 
slightly dark skin tone, Claude Deruet’s Hasekura 
is depicted in prayer, exhibiting his determina-
tion to follow his faith (�g. 9). In �gures 4 and 5, 
Diogo de Mesquita and Mancio have equally pale 
skin, although Mancio’s face is partially darkened 
due to staining, either a tideline or from adhesive; 
similar blots are visible on his sleeve and in the 
upper right corner of the sheet.

Like these works, drawings by the Milanese 
cartographer Urbano Monte (Monti) present 
charming images of the Tenshō youths (�gs. 
10–12). �eir skin color was fairer than what we 
see today, although it is di£cult to identify the 
original hues.58 Mesquita’s face is discolored 
(�g. 12), which may suggest that Monte used 
similar colors for the Asian and European skins. 
In a woodcut printed in Augsburg (�g. 13), which 
the youths did not visit, an anonymous artist 
indicated that Mesquita was lighter-skinned than 
these Japanese by leaving his face and hands 

mostly unpainted and allowing the paper to indi-
cate his pale skin color. Nevertheless, the artist 
chose light beige, not olive, for Japanese skin 
in order to depict it as relatively fair. Figure 14 
illustrates �ve Japanese Catholics who joined 
the Keichō embassy, including Hasekura Rokue-
mon, who is dressed in the same kimono that 
Archita Ricci painted in his portrait (�g. 7). Since 
Agostino Tassi and his collaborators �nished this 
fresco in 1617, a�er the departure of the embassy, 
they most likely did not draw the �gures from 
life. Despite the exaggerated slant of their eyes, 
which stands out in a close-up photograph, the 
�gures appear stately and congenial when seen 
from far below in the magni�cent Sala Regia 
(currently Salone dei Corazzieri; �g. 15) of the 
Quirinal Palace in Rome. One of them bears 
a marginally brown-grey complexion, while 
Hasekura is paler than Luis Sotelo in his Francis-
can robe. �e pleasant appearance of the Keichō 
group is in sharp contrast with a seventeenth- or 
eighteenth-century Portuguese portrayal of the 
Japanese persecutors of the Jesuit martyr Fran-
cisco Pacheco, who died in Nagasaki in 1626.59

In the painting, these anti-Christians are depicted 
as dark-skinned, grotesque, and mean-looking, 
and they are about to burn Pacheco at the stake.

About This Book

In the present book, I o�er a detailed analysis 
of these and other images of the Tenshō and 
Keichō embassies. While the embassies have 
a�racted increasing scholarly interest from across 
the world in response to the prevailing trend 
of global studies, researchers have most o�en 
investigated them separately and traced their epic 
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Fig. 8 | Domenico Tintore�o, Portrait of Itō Mancio, 1585. Oil 
on canvas, 54 × 43 cm. Fondazione Trivulzio, Milan.
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journeys chronologically rather than thematically. 
In these studies, visual representations of the 
embassies are generally included as mere illus-
trations and have not received in-depth analysis. 
Where extant artworks representing the embas-
sies have drawn the interest of art historians, 
much of the discussion has taken place in book 
chapters and journal essays, if not in exhibition 
catalogues. Moreover, many scholars who lack 
reading ability in Japanese have omi�ed criti-
cal details pertaining to the society and culture 
of Japan. Meanwhile, Japanese scholarship has 
mainly concerned itself with Japan’s encounters 
with Europe, without situating them within the 
wider context of European interactions with vari-
ous other peoples across the globe during the age 
of exploration.

�is book extensively examines visual 
representations of both the Tenshō and Keichō 
embassies produced in Europe during the late 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. I not 
only study newly discovered pictures of the 
embassies but also relocate and reconstruct lost 
and un�nished images in order to develop a 
fuller understanding of image-making in relation 
to the embassies. Beyond a narrative survey of 
the embassies’ extensive itineraries, my research 
investigates the local history and diplomatic 
protocol of papal Rome and other visited places 
to reveal the understudied politics behind their 
reception. From the perspective of cross-cultural 
diplomacy, I also dedicate particular a�ention 
to the costumes—whether kimono or European 
clothing—that the Japanese visitors wear in 
their portrayals. Discussing the two embassies in 
conjunction further illuminates how the earlier 
visit in
uenced its successor on a political and 
sartorial level. In order to present new evidence 

Fig. 9 (opposite) | Claude Deruet, Portrait of Hasekura Rokue-
mon, 1615–16. Oil on canvas, 80.8 × 64.5 cm. Sendai City 
Museum, Sendai.

Fig. 10 | Urbano Monte (Monti), portrait of Itō Mancio, 1585. 
From Quarta parte de i sucessi particolari et più notabili de la 
ci�à de Milano, et de la fameglia de’ Monti da l’Angelo, habitanti 
nella parochia di Santo Stefanino in Bregogna in Porta Orientale, 
cominciando l’anno 1585 sin tu�o l’anno 1587. Ink and color on 
paper, 30.0 × 27.0 cm. Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan, Ms. P251 
sup., 88r. © Veneranda Biblioteca Ambrosiana / Mondadori 
Portfolio.
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and interpretations of embassies’ depictions and 
experiences abroad, I have examined both 
published and unpublished historical records 
and have uncovered new documents at various 
archives in Italy. �is research is, moreover, 
geographically expansive, as I discuss Portuguese, 
Spanish, German, French, and Polish responses to 
the Japanese embassies as well as European visual 
representations and reception of ambassadors 
and visitors from Korea, China, Persia, Ethiopia, 
Kongo, and the Americas. Such a global approach 
reveals the artistic and historical connections 

Fig. 11 | Urbano Monte (Monti), portraits of Chijiwa Miguel 
and Hara Martin, 1585. From Quarta parte de i sucessi particolari 
et più notabili de la ci�à de Milano, et de la fameglia de’ Monti da 
l’Angelo, habitanti nella parochia di Santo Stefanino in Bregogna 
in Porta Orientale, cominciando l’anno 1585 sin tu�o l’anno 1587. 
Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan, Ms. P251 sup., 88v–89r. © Vene-
randa Biblioteca Ambrosiana / Mondadori Portfolio.

Fig. 12 (opposite) | Urbano Monte (Monti), portraits of Nakaura 
Julian and Diogo de Mesquita, 1585. From Quarta parte de i 
sucessi particolari et più notabili de la ci�à de Milano, et de la 
fameglia de’ Monti da l’Angelo, habitanti nella parochia di Santo 
Stefanino in Bregogna in Porta Orientale, cominciando l’anno 1585 
sin tu�o l’anno 1587. Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan, Ms. P251 
sup., 89v–90r. © Veneranda Biblioteca Ambrosiana / Monda-
dori Portfolio.
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among a vast array of portrayals of non-European 
subjects.

�e book consists of seven chapters, of which 
the �rst four discuss images of the Tenshō 
embassy. In chapter 1, I reveal Itō Mancio’s 
twofold identity—seminary student and ambas-
sador—as illustrated in his portrait. I analyze 
how Pope Gregory XIII utilized court protocol to 
recast the seminary students as the �rst Japanese 
ambassadors who came to o�er obedience to the 
papacy. In chapter 2, I investigate the depiction 
of the Tenshō embassy in kimono. I argue that 

the Jesuits transformed the default formal wear of 
Japan into an extraordinary ceremonial costume 
by specifying when the youths should wear it. 
Contrary to previous scholarly claims, I argue 
that Europeans were curious about Japanese 
culture, which enabled the Jesuits to improvise 
with the Japanese travelers’ used kimono, other 
personal belongings, and calligraphic writings, 
o�ering them as ad hoc courtly gi�s. In chap-
ter 3, I explore the portrayal of the four youths in 
sumptuous European clothes, which were gi�s 
from Gregory XIII. I describe what these clothes 
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looked like and trace when and why the embassy 
wore them in Rome and other parts of Italy as 
well as back in Japan. In so doing, I claim that the 
clothes not only established the social identity of 
their wearers but also functioned as movable and 
wearable promotional media that bene�ted both 
the pope and the Jesuits. Shi�ing a�ention to the 
Veneto in chapter 4, I unveil the subject ma�er 
of Jacopo Tintore�o’s un�nished group portrait 
for the Doge’s Palace in Venice, for which his son 
Domenico created the portrait of Mancio. I also 

Fig. 13 | Newe Zey�ung auß der Insel Japonien, printed by 
Michael Manger in Augsburg, 1586. Woodcut, 28.2 × 36.8 cm. 
British Museum, London, 1880,0710.330. © �e Trustees of 
the British Museum.

Fig. 14 (opposite) | A�ributed to Agostino Tassi and his assis-
tants, loggia of the Keichō embassy, 1616–17. Fresco in the 
Sala Regia (currently Salone dei Corazzieri), Quirinal Palace, 
Rome. Segretariato Generale della Presidenza della Repub-
blica–Photo Giovanni Ricci Novara.
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trace the commission history of the frescoed 
frieze at the Olympic �eater in Vicenza, reveal-
ing that the Venetian Republic and the Olympic 
Academy planned to vaunt their generosity and 
prosperity through these pictorial records of the 
grand welcomes that they had extended to the 
Tenshō embassy.

�e subsequent two chapters concern the 
Keichō embassy. �e focus of chapter 5 is Archita 
Ricci’s portrait of Hasekura Rokuemon, which 
Cardinal Scipione Borghese commissioned for 
his villa. I relate the painted kimono to Date 
Masamune’s wardrobe and a sartorial strategy 

Fig. 15 | Sala Regia (currently Salone dei Corazzieri), Quirinal 
Palace, Rome. �e loggia of the Keichō embassy can be seen 
on the upper right wall. Taddeo Landini’s Washing of the Feet
relief is situated above the doorways to the Pauline Chapel. 
Segretariato Generale della Presidenza della Repubblica–
Photo Giovanni Ricci Novara.
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that he had applied to his vassals. Masamune was 
most likely aware of the previous Japanese embas-
sy’s experience in Europe, and he arranged the 
magni�cent Europeanized kimono ensemble and 
splendid katana swords, along with luxurious gi�s 
and gold-decorated le�ers for the pope, in order 
to ensure that Europeans were thoroughly 
impressed. �e portrait also visually records 
Hasekura’s high social status, which Luis Sotelo 
emphasized at the papal court. �e samurai 
lord’s and missionary’s e�ort served the ceremo-
nial and pictorial agenda of the Borghese papacy, 
which, unlike the Florentine state, orchestrated 
an extravagant welcome for its self-promotion. 
In chapter 6, I discuss the importance for Paul V 
of portraying not only Hasekura but also Sotelo 
and their Catholic Japanese companions in the 
Quirinal fresco. I argue that the fresco conveyed 
the e�ectiveness of the pope’s Franciscan 
policy—and the fortitude and prosperity of the 
Japanese Church under his pastoral leadership, 
despite the persecutions of Christians. As a 
whole, this monumental fresco, which represents 
ambassadorial and other �gures from the 
non-European world, supported the pope’s claim 
for supreme authority as he a�empted to mitigate 
the Iberian states’ in
uence over global evangeli-
cal enterprises.

Chapter 7 examines printed images of both 
the Tenshō and Keichō embassies and proposes 
that they were produced to circulate breaking 
news of the visits. In particular, a news center in 
Rome contributed to printing and disseminat-
ing illustrations of the ambassadors from Japan 
and other extra-European states. Although it 
is di£cult to trace how Renaissance audiences 
consumed the visual and textual information 
in print, Urbano Monte’s chronicle and maps 

indicate that he consulted a woodcut, pamphlets, 
and Jesuit publications about the Tenshō 
embassy and Japan in order to construct and 
spread his knowledge of the world. �e Catholic 
Church’s promotional endeavors in Protestant 
strongholds in northern Europe further ignited 
the production and translation of printed materi-
als concerning the Japanese embassies.

In this study, I propose that the ambitions of 
a samurai lord, missionary mediators, and Euro-
pean hosts resulted in an artistic collaboration 
beyond space and time emerging from the global 
circulation of peoples, ideas, and materials. Just as 
a portrait of a female si�er conveyed her family’s 
fortune through the depiction of her jewelry and 
sumptuous clothes, an image of an ambassador 
could convey the identity of his distant lord and 
embody how that lord had intended his represen-
tative to appear in Europe. �e missionaries also 
endeavored to establish the high social status of 
their Catholic travelers from a relatively unknown 
land while in Europe. By having them depicted as 
pious, noble, and grandiose, the popes and other 
commissioners also sought to elevate their own 
status in the eyes of domestic viewers. European 
images of the Japanese embassies were thus o�en 
complex, cross-cultural by-products that re
ected 
the desires of di�erent political and religious 
parties (the sender, missionary, and host) in Japan 
and Europe.

By drawing a�ention to their connectedness, 
this work may contribute to the �eld of diplo-
matic studies, which is increasingly concerned 
with individual actors—including nonprofes-
sional envoys and intermediaries—as well as 
with communication between Europe and the 
non-European world through translations, ritu-
als, and gi�s.60 �e present study clari�es how 
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the four seminary students became such actors 
and establishes the mediatory role played by the 
missionaries who accompanied the embassies 
as guides and translators.61 �e facilitator Luis 
Sotelo was also an ambassador; his personal 
motives intertwined with those of Date Masa-
mune, as diplomatic actors o�en followed their 
individual interests. �is book further illuminates 
how the ambassadorial visits ignited production 

of printed materials for religious, political, and 
economic purposes. Created within the compli-
cated contexts of intercultural ambitions and 
negotiations, the portrayals of the Tenshō and 
Keichō embassies visually recorded how these 
ambassadors navigated European courts by 
adopting the local culture and politically advanc-
ing their cultural Otherness.
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