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In Keichō 3 (1598), Tokugawa Ieyasu took 
over command of the country. Th e status of the 
missionaries in Japan was expected to be put on a more 
satisfactory basis. Meanwhile, the Jesuits continued 
to promote the visits of Portuguese merchant ships 
and to participate directly in the silk trade, so as to 
increase their fi nancial revenue and to seek further 
opportunities. Th e Japanese daimyos and lords were 
pleased to receive the Portuguese merchant ships 
in order to obtain weapons, raw silk, silk fabrics 
and gold, and to impose  harbour taxes. Although 
Hideyoshi’s reign had resulted in neither political nor 
diplomatic achievements, his enthusiasm for foreign 
trade had been inherited by Ieyasu.1 Ieyasu tolerated 
the missionaries’ continued presence in Japan because 
of commercial convenience. For a period afterwards, 
the Jesuits’ position seemed to become much easier 
and it was regularised.

RODRIGUES’ INVOLVEMENT 
IN NAGASAKI’S COMMERCIAL 
AND MUNICIPAL ADMINISTRATION

 
Rodrigues fi rst met Ieyasu in the summer of 

1593. At that time rumor had it that the Portuguese 
merchants had been so offended by the needless 
destruction of Jesuit property at Nagasaki the previous 
year that they refused to return to Japan. Terazawa now 
regretted dismantling the Jesuit buildings the previous 
year and expressed anxiety about his own future. He 
believed, possibly with a certain amount of reason, that 
if the Portuguese ship did not return, Hideyoshi might 
well hold him personally responsible for the loss of trade 
and invite him to commit suicide. Th e ruler, at that 

Detail of a chart of Japan by Luis Teixeira, c. 1591, 
in Abraham Ortelius, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, Antwerp, 1595.
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time, was also anxious about the future of trade 
with Portugal. Hideyoshi received Rodrigues 
on several occasions and repeatedly inquired as 
to whether the nao would ever return to Macao. 
Rodrigues, who fully understood the economic 
needs of Macao, assured him that it would. Great must 
have been the relief felt by Hideyoshi, Terazawa, and the 
Jesuits when Gaspar Pinto da Rocha’s ship fi nally sailed 
into Nagasaki harbour during the summer of 1593. 
Michael Cooper has it that

When Pinto da Rocha travelled to the court 
at Nagoya for the customary presentation of 
rich gifts to Hideyoshi, he was accompanied 
by a retinue of Negro guards, dressed in red 
costumes and bearing golden spears. At the 
rulers’ invitation, the men performed a wild 
dance to the music of fi fe and drum. As a mark 
of appreciation for their strenuous efforts, 
Hideyoshi ordered that each dancer should 
receive a white katabira robe.2

Th e summer of 1593 saw several other delegations 
arriving at Nagoya to pay their respects to Hideyoshi. 

Little escaped the keen attention of 
Rodrigues. On 14 June he watched the arrival 
of the Ming envoys as they rode through the 

streets on horses accompanied by a retinue of 
one hundred and fi fty men. Th e envoys were 

accorded an elaborate welcome and granted a cordial 
audience by Hideyoshi. It was also about this time that 
another embassy from the Philippines reached Japan 
and travelled to Nagoya. Th e party was led by a Spanish 
friar, Fray Pedro Baptista Blázquez. While staying in 
Nagoya they were visited by Rodrigues, who, unlike 
the robed friars, was discreetly wearing Japanese dress. 
Blázquez brought with him two offi  cial letters in which 
the governor of the Philippines conveyed his greetings 
to Hideyoshi. Maeda, who was handling the embassy 
from the Japanese side, could make nothing of the 
Spanish text and so sent the letter around to Rodrigues’ 
lodgings with a request for a translation.

In addition to winning over Terazawa, Rodrigues 
was also entrusted with gaining the favour of various 
lords and offi  cials living at Nagoya; in modern parlance 
he lobbied for the Christian cause and appears to have 

Portuguese merchants (detail of a Japanese nanban screen, late 16th-century/early 17th-century).
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had considerable success. One of the most important 
men he visited at Nagoya was the mighty Tokugawa 
Ieyasu, second only in power to Hideyoshi. Ieyasu had 
apparently heard about the talented young Portuguese 
who spoke Japanese so fl uently and invited him to visit 
him at his residence. Th e daimyo received Rodrigues 
with every mark of courtesy and spoke with him on a 
variety of subjects in the presence of two learned Zen 
monks, who acted as secretaries for his correspondence 
with China. He began by asking his guest about the 
divine providence ruling the world. Rodrigues was not 
loath to expound the Christian view and argued that 
the creator must be diff erent from his creatures and 
that everything was governed by divine providence. 
This assertion, of course, ran directly counter to 
the beliefs of the monks, but they remained silent, 
possibly out of politeness or because they realised 
that there was no way of refuting an opponent who 
depended on premises which they themselves would 
not allow. After listening to Rodrigues for some time, 
Ieyasu remarked that the Jesuit’s reasons seemed good 
to him and were very logical. He then turned from 
theology to cosmology and asked whether there was 
only world or many. Rodrigues answered that there 
could be only one world, and went on to argue his 
case by advancing various reasons and mentioning the 
fi ndings of navigation. As usual, Rodrigues appears to 
have made a favourable impression, and it was not for 
nothing that his skill in dealing with people was later 
emphasised in a confi dential Jesuit report about him.3 

In any event, Ieyasu invited him back to his residence 
and presented both him and Brother Cosme with a 
silk robe each. He told them that he would allow two 
missionary priests to live secretly in his domain for the 
time being, and that more would be permitted once 
Hideyoshi relaxed the 1587 edict.

It was at about this time that the craze for 
European fashion reached its peak in Japan. Largely as 
a result of Valignano’s embassy in 1591, every Japanese 
at court made an eff ort to obtain at least one article of 
European dress; some nobles even possessed complete 
wardrobes of cloaks, capes, ruff  shirts, breeches, and 
hats. Th e craze was not confi ned to styles of clothing 
but also extended to diet; the practice of eating veal, 
which had earlier caused so much abhorrence among 
the Japanese, grew in popularity. Enthusiasm for 
European practices went so far that even non-Christians 
sometimes carried rosaries and learned the Pater 

Noster and Ave Maria 
by heart merely to keep 
up with the Japanese 
Joneses.4 Of its very 
nature this artificial 
movement was merely 
a passing phenomenon, 
somewhat similar to 
the short-lived fad for 
foreign institutions 
during the Meiji period; 
such enthusiasm is 
invariably succeeded 
by an equally extreme 
reaction, and not many years would pass before things 
Western would be execrated and outlawed by the 
Japanese authorities.

Rodrigues’ involvement in Nagasaki’s municipal 
and commercial administration began in the fi rst 
month of 1603. During Rodrigues’ New Year’s visit 
to Fushima to present his greetings to Ieyasu, the 
ruler informed him that he was going to replace 
Terazawa, the then governor of Nagasaki appointed 
by Hideyoshi, with Murayama. Now the city would 
be governed by Murayama, together with four elders 
of the city, all of whom were Christians. Ieyasu also 
invited Rodrigues to participate in the administration 
and asked the governors to discuss all matters of 
importance with Rodrigues and Pasio the vice-
provincial. According to the arrangement, Nagasaki’s 
presence as a Catholic had already been recognised 
publicly by the new ruler of the country.5 

In 1604, Ieyasu appointed Ogasawara Ichian 
visiting governor to manage the business in Nagasaki. 
Together with the appointment, Tokugawa issued the 
pancada system (ito-wappu for the Japanese) to impose 
restrictions on the silk trade in May of the same year 
in order to settle the disputes between the Japanese 
and the Portuguese merchants.6 It has been proved by 
numerous historic studies that Ogasawara played an 
important role in the issuing and implementation of 
the system. Beyond any doubt, the visiting governor 
responded more quickly than the trade administration. 
It was also within its authority to inspect Kyushu 
and to collect information from Chinese merchant 
ships. Besides, the position was also responsible for 
municipal administration. Appreciating the obvious 
inconvenience of the city’s administration, Ogasawara 
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suggested to Ieyasu in Keichō 5 (1605) that 
the part of the city overlapping with Ōmura 
should be incorporated into Nagasaki, and 
that the daimyo should be compensated by 
being awarded the nearby district of Urakami. 
Th e Shogun approved the plan and sent offi  cials 
to implement the scheme. Ōmura Yoshiaki was very 
dissatisfi ed with the exchange and jumped to the 
conclusion that the Jesuit was responsible for the 
latest administrative change. In revenge, he ordered 
the expulsion of all the Jesuits from his territory. 
To make matters worse, a year later, he gave up his 
Christian faith and embraced the Nichiren sect of 
Buddhism. Th is setback no doubt exacerbated Bishop 
Cerqueira’s and Organtino’s anxieties concerning 
the Jesuits’ involvement in business and municipal 
administration. 

In the same year, Rodrigues made two visits 
to Ieyasu. In his fi rst visit to court, the Jesuits and 
Portuguese in Nagasaki were placed in severe fi nancial 
straits because there was no offi  cial voyage to Japan 
the previous year. Ieyasu was informed of the loss and 
spontaneously off ered the Jesuits an outright gift of 
350 taels, as well as a loan of a further fi ve thousand 
to be repaid at the missionaries’ convenience. Th e 
same amount was off ered to Nagasaki. Ieyasu and 
his daimyos were all involved in the commerce 
in Nagasaki, and he was convinced that, ‘The 
presence of the Jesuits is vital for the continuance of 
Portuguese trade.’7 Th ere was no denying that as a 
result of Rodrigues’ increased status, the Jesuit was 
given a more important position in the municipal 
administration and trading and thus the ruling class in 
Japan could less easily neglect the Jesuits’ contribution 
to Portuguese-Japanese trade. On the other hand, 
it was wise and effi  cient for Ieyasu to administer 
Nagasaki through the hands of the Jesuit.

APPOINTED IEYASU’S COMMERCIAL 
AGENT

Lest perhaps the reader has become a little blasé 
from reading about the succession of audiences granted 
to Rodrigues by Ieyasu and other personages, it may 
be worth noting that it was considered a great honour 
even to be received in Ieyasu’s presence, let alone speak 
to him informally. As a rule, only the most powerful 
offi  cials were permitted into the august presence.8

To i l lustrate  the honour and 
veneration paid to the almost legendary 
ruler, an eyewitness description of an 

audience granted to a daimyo in December 
1609 will not be out of place at this point. 

Vivero y Velasco was present and left the 
following account:

Th ere entered one of the greatest nobles of Japan, 
whose high rank was evident from the gifts which 
he had brought – bars of silver and gold, silk 
robes, and other things, all of which must have 
been worth more than twenty ducats. All of this 
was fi rst of all placed on some tables, but I do 
not think the emperor (Ieyasu) even glanced at 
it. Th en at over a hundred paces from where his 
Highness was seated, this tono prostrated himself, 
bowing his head so low that it looked as if he 
wanted to kiss the ground. Nobody said a word 
to him, nor did he raise his eyes to the emperor 
on entering or leaving. Finally he turned and 
withdrew with his large retinue, which, according 
to some of my servants, numbered more than 
three thousand men.9

Th e new ruler’s appreciation and trust of Rodrigues is 
apparent from the extraordinary generosity he displayed 
towards the European interpreter. Furthermore, 
Ieyasu even appointed Rodrigues as his own personal 
commercial agent at Nagasaki and announced that 
thenceforth the Portuguese merchants should conduct 
their transactions through him.10 In the catalogue of 
the Jesuit mission, the entry against Rodrigues’ name 
laconically states: ‘Father João Rodrigues: conducted 
business at court.’11

Rodrigues’ diplomatic talents were well 
demonstrated in coordinating the Jesuits’ relationship 
with the new ruler and his nobles and bringing about 
commercial negotiations. But his delicate appointment 
as a commercial agent frequently caused him trouble. 
Despite his eff orts, he suff ered constant setbacks which 
placed him in diffi  cult situations and eventually led 
to disaster.

According to Jesuit accounts, Terazawa dispatched 
an official down to Nagasaki with orders to buy 
silk on behalf of Ieyasu from the ship of Horatio 
Nerete. Disobeying the instructions to seek the advice 
and help of Rodrigues in the transaction, the man 
completed the purchase entirely on the basis of his 
own negotiation. After inspecting the goods, Ieyasu 
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expressed dissatisfaction with both the quality and price. 
To exculpate himself the offi  cial blamed Rodrigues in 
particular and the Nagasaki Jesuits in general. Ieyasu once 
more became angry with the missionaries. Fortunately 
some friendly non-Christian offi  cials at court managed 
to convince the ruler that the Interpreter had not been 
involved in the unsatisfactory transaction.12 

Several years later, in 1606, the mission suff ered 
another severe setback in Kyushu when one of its 
staunchest allies turned from protector to persecutor. 
Once again, Rodrigues was involved. Th e complicated 
aff air resulted from a proposal by Ogasawara. Th anks 
to the prosperity created by trade with the Portuguese 
and other foreign nations, Nagasaki had grown into 
a sizeable city. Appreciating recent developments and 
the obvious inconvenience of administering the city, 

Ogasawara suggested to Ieyasu that the part of the city 
overlapping with Ōmura should be incorporated into 
Nagasaki. Such a proposal ran counter to Ōmura’s plan 
to establish an adjacent settlement in his territories 
from which he received taxes. It so happened that 
Rodrigues was at court at when the proposal was 
approved by Ieyasu. Ōmura Yoshiaki jumped to the 
conclusion that Rodrigues was responsible for the 
latest administrative change. As a result, Ōmura wrote 
to his fi ef, forbidding his subjects to attend Christian 
churches or to have any contact with the missionaries. 
Despite clarifi cation from Cerqueira and Ogasawara, 
Ōmura refused to change his mind and expelled all the 
Jesuits from his territory, adding unconvincingly that 
it was Ieyasu’s wish and that he was bound to obey. In 
fact, Rodrigues had proposed that the reallocation be 

Portuguese carracks. Detail of a map of Nagasaki, late 16th century.
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withdrawn and what he had done was to sketch a map 
of Nagasaki to give to Ieyasu on the orders of Father 
Francisco Pasio.13 Suspicions surrounding Rodrigues’ 
involvement appear to have been eventually cleared 
up, for there is still extant a copy of a letter written by 
Ōmura to Pasio on 15 February 160714 in which the 
daimyo admits that he was mistaken in expelling the 
missionaries.15 But whether or not Ōmura ever really 
came to believe that Rodrigues had no hand in the aff air, 
he remained lost for good to the Christian cause, and 
the loss was to prove grievous.

In 1609, another trouble befell Rodrigues: he 
was involved in the incident with the Portuguese 
ship Madre de Deus.16 On 29 July 1609, Rodrigues 
proceeded to court as an interpreter for the delegation 
from the Portuguese carrack Madre de Deus, which was 
under the command of Captain-Major André Pessoa.17 

Although this was Pessoa’s fi rst visit to Japan, he was 
by no means unacquainted with the Japanese. He had 
fought with them against the Dutch during the siege 
of Malacca three years previously and had also had 
dealings with them in the suppression of a riot provoked 
by Japanese crew in Macao the year before.18 In the 
unfortunate incident, some Japanese, most of whom 
were from a junk commissioned by Arima Harunobu 
were killed. Th e matter was fi nally settled, but only 
after the Japanese had signed a document, accepting 
the entire blame for the incident.

Pessoa’s delegation was received in an audience 
with Ieyasu and succeeded in persuading him to issue 
a prohibition against Japanese going to Macao in order 
to avoid further confl ict. Such a prohibition blocked 
Japanese merchants from buying silk from Macao and 
the Portuguese carrack’s monopoly was recognised.19 

Th e prohibition met with intense opposition from 
the Japanese merchants. Arima seized the chance to 
take revenge. He informed Ieyasu of the incident and 
claimed that the Portuguese intended to gain trading 
privileges through this appeal for prohibition. Ieyasu 
was annoyed and he ordered Pessoa to be killed; he 
blamed the Jesuits and the Portuguese in Nagasaki. 
Th e order placed the Jesuits in a most unenviable 
position. As an expedient measure, the vice-provincial 
Pasio suggested Rodrigues take the blame because, as 
the interpreter of the delegation, he was bound to be 
connected with the prohibition. Pasio consulted with 
Bishop Cerqueira and other senior Jesuits at Nagasaki. 
It was decided, reluctantly but unanimously, that for 

the sake of the mission Rodrigues would have to leave. 
In this way, they felt, a few more years of peace in 
Japan could be obtained. Hasegawa naturally expressed 
himself highly gratifi ed at their decision and promised 
to favour the Jesuit cause both in Nagasaki and at 
court to the best of his abilities. But Pasio knew only 
too well the scant reliance that could be placed on 
such promises, and subsequent events proved that the 
governor had little intention of cooperation.20

Ieyasu was surely informed of Rodrigues’ exile, 
but he took no action to protect his commercial agent, 
the Portuguese Jesuit who had been so dedicated to his 
profi t in business. Nothing would happen to stop the 
expulsion, and Rodrigues departed for Macao in March 
1610.21 Despite his contribution to international trade 
in Nagasaki, from which both the Jesuits and Ieyasu 
had reaped countless profi ts, as a foreigner and Jesuit 
his involvement in commerce attracted the jealousy of 
his peers and rivalry from local offi  cials, for which he 
was blamed for the incident and had to leave. As Doi 
Tadao 土井忠生 said in his Kirishitan ronko 吉利支
丹論考 (Investigation of Christian):

Murayama Toan the governor of Nagasaki who 
had long been unwilling to follow Rodrigues’ 
instruction in commerce conspired with 
Hasegawa Sahyoye to expel Rodrigues.22

It was very satisfying to the Jesuits in the short term that 
Rodrigues was appointed Ieyasu’s commercial agent, 
but it turned out that the appointment of a foreigner 
and missionary to such a delicate post at Nagasaki 
would cause countless diffi  culties. Given the features 
of international trade in the Far East, commercial 
agents were granted more privileges and took greater 
responsibilities. In addition to negotiating transactions, 
Rodrigues, to a large extent, dominated the commerce 
in Nagasaki by using his special relationship with 
Ieyasu and the local authorities. In such a situation, 
Rodrigues’ privileges made him infl uential amongst the 
Jesuits. But even more important for the missionaries 
was the connection between his position and the 
overall planning of the mission which had a decisive 
infl uence on its survival in Japan. Furthermore, such 
an appointment also indicated that Ieyasu attached 
great importance to the special connection between the 
Jesuits and the Portuguese merchants because it suited 
his commercial strategy.

In terms of the mission in Japan, Rodrigues’ 
skilful handling of such a position was, beyond all 
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doubt, benefi cial to the Jesuits and helpful to their 
development. As a commercial agent of the ruler of 
Japan, Rodrigues’ presence in Japan was bound to be 
regularised and this regularisation could reasonably be 
extended to all Jesuits. As a result, conditions would 
become a good deal easier for the missionaries.23 

However, at a personal level, his position as a commercial 
agent of the emperor apparently contradicted his status 
as a Jesuit missionary, and this was bound to make him 
a victim in the confl ict of interests. Eventually it caused 
his exile. Within a few years Diogo de Mesquita was 
writing to Rome, explaining that although everybody 
at the time had thought that the appointment would be 
extremely useful for the mission, subsequent experience 
had proved quite the opposite.24 Nagasaki had become 
a thriving commercial post and the great nao from 
Macao often brought very large quantities of Chinese 
silk. To be appointed Ieyasu’ commercial agent in such 
circumstances was a signal honour, but it also involved 
a great deal of responsibility. In the rough-and-tumble 
world of international trade the post could not but 
cause rivalries and enmity in the negotiation between 
Portuguese merchants and Japanese offi  cials. Th us the 
appointment of a Jesuit to such a position was bound 
to do more harm than good to the mission in the long 
run. But Ieyasu was not a man accustomed to having 
his orders disregarded, and to have refused to accept 
the appointment might well have brought about the 
abrupt demise of the mission.

CONCLUSION

Rodrigues was appointed procurator of the 
Jesuits and Ieyasu’s commercial agent at the peak of 
the Japanese-Portuguese silk trade. It may therefore be 
questioned why, in fact, Rodrigues was chosen when 
other able Jesuits in Japan were not granted the same 
honour. Th e answer seems to be fourfold.

Firstly, the two successive rulers of Japan made 
it a basic state policy to promote foreign trade and to 
profi t from it. Th e benevolence of both Hideyoshi and 
Ieyasu was more superfi cial than real. Th ey tolerated 
the presence of the Jesuits in Japan for no reason other 
than to ensure income from foreign trade; Rodrigues 
was appointed as commercial agent because of his 
usefulness to the trade.

Secondly, Rodrigues was so renowned for his 
skill in Japanese that he was better known as Tçuzu 
(interpreter).25 His profi ciency in Japanese and talent 
for negotiation allowed him to handle the foreign 
business with ease.

Th irdly, he may well have already begun work on 
his famous Arte da Lingoa de Iapam and Vocabvlario da 
Lingoa de Iapam. Th is alone might have been suffi  cient 
reason to justify the appointments, even if his early 
education did not reach the customary standards. 
According to those who had contact with him, he was 
learned, sagacious, honest, diplomatic, and was also the 
best person to act as a commercial agent. 

 Th ere also appears to have been a fourth, and 
possibly more cogent, reason for his appointment. 
Although the Japanese mission was part of the 
Portuguese Padroado, many of the senior posts were in 
fact occupied by Spanish and Italian Jesuits. Nobody 
was more aware of this anomaly than Valignano, and he 
was at pains to placate the Portuguese, who wished their 
countryman to have a greater say in the administration 
of the mission. Th is lack of Portuguese infl uence was 
plainly evident in the number of professed members of 
the mission, for the professed were ipso facto admitted 
to the congregation which discussed mission policy. For 
this reason, Valignano intended to grant the Portuguese 
missionaries a greater chance to come to the fore and to 
allow more Portuguese to be professed. As it was, the 
imbalance amongst the nationalities of the professed 
in Japan was not much improved. As Michael Cooper 
noticed, 

Of seven Jesuits who were solemnly professed 
in Japan about the year 1601, only two were 
Portuguese, one was Italian, and no less than four 
were Spaniards. Th us the lack of balance which 
apparently caused much heartburning among 
some missionaries, continued to exist.26 

If he had not been selected as Valignano’s interpreter 
in the delegation which was received by Hideyoshi 
in 1601, Rodrigues may have spent his life as an 
anonymous missionary. But fortunately, his talents were 
not to be buried. With the knowledge and experience 
accumulated in his contacts with the ruling class of 
Japan, he became a successful interpreter, diplomat, 
politician, and merchant as well. His legend and glory 
will shine forever upon Kyoto, Nagoya, and particularly 
upon Nagasaki which was the sole port in early modern 
Japan opened for international commerce. Frontispiece of the Vocabvlario da Lingoa de Iapam.
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