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Abstract

This article analyzes ethnographic information about the Korean peninsula that 
can be found in texts produced by Iberian missionaries during the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. Although Korea did not generate the same degree 
of interest as neighboring countries such as China and Japan in which Catholic 
missions had been established, members of religious orders were nevertheless 
able to acquire a remarkable knowledge of the topography, the climate, and the 
social and political system of the country. These ethnographic references have 
great relevance for the history of cultural interchange between Korea and Europe, 
since they were the basis on which European readers formed their initial image 
of Korea and its people.
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Introduction

The interactions between Koreans and Europeans that took place during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries have as yet failed to arouse much interest 
among researchers, particularly when it comes to the Western literary testimonies 
of such encounters. The occasional brief analysis of early European impressions of 
Korea that does appear is mainly in research on the origins of the Catholic Church 
in Korea, such as that dealing with the controversial writings of Juan Ruiz de 
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Medina, S.J. (1927–2000).3 As a step toward filling the lacuna, this article examines 
the first references made by Spanish and Portuguese missionaries to the Korean 
peninsula and introduces as yet unstudied sources.4 I argue that the Imjin War 
(1592–1598) was a turning point for European interest in Korea, as it focused the 
attention of members of religious orders, particularly the Society of Jesus, which 
saw it as an opportunity to introduce Christianity into a kingdom that previously 
had been deemed inaccessible, as Father Visitor Alessandro Valignano (1539–1606) 
wrote: “Without him [Hideyoshi] knowing it, God uses him as an instrument to 
open the door for the Holy Gospel also in Coray [Korea].”5 With the end of the 
Japanese invasions, the focus in missionary accounts shifted from discovering 
more about the site of this immense conflict toward understanding the policies 
introduced by the Chosŏn dynasty that limited foreign access to the country.

This article primarily focuses on religious works because the majority of 
European references to Korea in this period are found in texts authored by 
members of religious orders, which meticulously document the proselytizing 
efforts of their fellow missionaries in China and Japan.6 Thus far, only a handful 
of what may be deemed “secular” sources dealing with Korea, such as those by 
Rodrigo de Vivero y Velasco (1564–1634) and Francesco Carletti (1573?–1636), 
have come to light.7 Moreover, whereas these secular texts mainly describe the 
geography of the country, religious texts that discuss Korea form part of a larger 
body of knowledge that is widely regarded as forming the foundation of ethno-
graphic studies.8 The authors of these texts belong to the national groups present 
in the East Asian missions, namely the Portuguese and the Spanish, among which 
Italians are also included to a lesser extent. These two nations had separate spheres 
of colonial, commercial, and ecclesiastical jurisdiction, and most individuals saw 
themselves as part of the “enterprises,” colonial or otherwise, undertaken by 
their respective nations. This was reflected in their textual production, even 
among supranational entities like the religious orders, such as the Jesuits, where 
members often expressed divergent views or positions on certain issues based on 
their nationality.9 However, in relation to this research, no substantial difference 
is observed between Spaniards and Portuguese regarding the information about 
Korea, as these accounts were compiled in their capacity as missionaries with 
the ultimate purpose of gathering as much data as possible about a kingdom they 
aimed to convert.

The author of this article’s line of enquiry is a continuation of the historio-
graphical trend that emerged within East Asian history almost a century ago that 
notes the value of missionary sources in the study of premodern East Asian history. 
This tradition was initiated by renowned historians such as James Murdoch, 
George Sansom, Charles R. Boxer, and Donald F. Lach, but has failed to be built 
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upon by modern-day scholars (with a few notable exceptions, such as Lúcio de 
Sousa).10 These historians defended the validity of missionary sources for the 
reconstruction of one of the most complex periods in Japanese history, even going 
so far as to argue that these sources could be used to assess the accuracy of East 
Asian ones: “… [the] collation of Japanese authorities with the letters of the Jesuits 
and other contemporary European documents serves to show that native writers 
are far from accurate in the data they give regarding early foreign intercourse.”11 
Although caution must naturally be exercised when using non-Asian eyewitness 
accounts and interpretations of East Asian history due to the European proclivity 
for projecting their own religious prejudices onto native cultural realities, they 
nevertheless form a legitimate part of a careful analysis.12

During the Age of Exploration, East and Southeast Asia received growing 
attention from Spanish and Portuguese merchants, missionaries, and explorers, 
who were attracted for a wide variety of reasons ranging from the exoticism of 
Japan to the natural wealth of the Moluccas and the geostrategic value of the 
Philippines. But Korea, despite its significant role in the history of East Asia, was 
seldom mentioned in writings produced by European authors.13 It is likely that 
the closed-door policy introduced by the Korean authorities to keep foreigners 
out, together with the devastation suffered in the course of the Imjin War, directed 
missionary attention toward places that offered greater economic and spiritual 
possibilities. However, it is impossible to study the history of East Asia, and 
especially Japan, without mentioning Korea, which is why in the histories, reports, 
chronicles, and letters that the missionaries dedicated to documenting their prose-
lytizing efforts in the East, we find references to the geography, the climate, the 
political system, and the character of the Korean people.14 These testimonies are 
of great interest, since they constitute the information that shaped the first image 
that existed of Korea in the imagination of the European literati.

Missionary Sources

Before discussing missionary references to Korea, which are of a type that 
Gruzinski defines as “vestiges, fragments, and splinters” of knowledge, it is worth 
briefly reviewing the sources of information from which Jesuits and members of 
the mendicant orders constructed their first images of the peninsula.15 Prior to 
the outbreak of the Imjin War in 1592, which resulted in the arrival of the first 
Westerners in Korea and the establishment of a large colony of Korean slaves in 
Japan, there is no evidence of direct contact between Europeans and Koreans.16 
One of the few occasions during which Catholic missionaries may have been able 
to establish direct contact was during the arrival in the Japanese city of Yamaguchi 
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of a Korean embassy for the daimyo Ōuchi Yoshinaga 大内義長 (1532–1557) in 
1552. At this time, the Jesuit brother Juan Fernández (1526–1567) preached twice 
a day in the streets of Yamaguchi, so John Bridges and Ruiz de Medina posit 
the possibility that members of this embassy may have been among those who 
listened to the Jesuit.17 In addition, there was a Sino-Korean community of 2,000 
people in Yamaguchi, so it is also possible that some of these may have offered 
information to the members of the Society of Jesus about their homeland.

Apart from this anecdotal contact, however, there is no evidence of a 
relationship between missionaries and the community of Koreans residing in 
China and Japan during the second half of the sixteenth century, so information 
obtained by European writers about Korea did not come from the Koreans 
themselves but from the Japanese, specifically from the inhabitants of Tsushima. 
The merchants of this island, located halfway between Korea and Japan, enjoyed 
a trade monopoly with the Korean peninsula for several centuries, a fact well 
known to the missionaries, as is attested by the Jesuit Gil de la Mata (1547–1599):

Coray [Korea] is on the way to China and is [full] of warlike people, and so 
extraordinary is their way of proceeding that even though [Korea] is up to 60 
leguas [leagues] from Japan, they wish to trade neither with Japan nor with 
any nation in the world. It is only from an island of Japan [Tsushima] that lies 
in the middle between them that three hundred men go every year to trade 
and do not return until other nations go there, and [even] these cannot walk 
freely throughout [Korea].18

Sō Yoshitoshi 宗義智 (1568–1615), the Lord of Tsushima, who had converted to 
Christianity and received the baptismal name Darío, maintained close relations 
with the members of the Society of Jesus, some of whom went to visit him and his 
wife Maria Konishi マリア小西 in their domain on several occasions during the last 
decade of the sixteenth century.19 During these visits, the Jesuits, in addition to 
converting and baptizing a large number of Yoshitoshi’s vassals, gathered infor-
mation on topics such as the orography, the climate, and the economy of the 
island. Given that relations with Korea formed such an important part of the 
island’s economy, it is very likely that much of the information that missionary 
received about the Korean peninsula, especially about its flora, fauna, and natural 
resources, came from the inhabitants of Tsushima.

In addition to these testimonies from Tsushima merchants and diplomats, the 
other main sources of Korean knowledge for the Jesuits were ancient Chinese 
and Japanese books. As Father João Rodrigues (1561–1633) noted at the time, 
his fellow missionaries obtained their knowledge about the history of the Asian 
kingdoms from these ancient records: “We must bear in mind that the members 
of our Society who came … before Nobunaga began ruling … saw what was then 
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happening and heard and read in their ancient chronicles what had happened 
in times past.”20 Thanks to the conversion of Buddhist monks and scholars 
(bonzos),21 the Catholic missionaries were granted access to the major works 
of Asian literature, both the originals and their interpretive traditions, such as 
the Kojiki 古事記 (712), the Nihon shoki 日本書紀 (720), and the Sìshū Wǔjīng 四書
五經.22 It is even possible that they may have had access to the Zenrin kokuhōki 
善隣国宝記, a monumental collection of Japanese diplomatic documents dating 
from ancient times that had been collected by the Zen monk Zuikei Shūhō 瑞渓
周鳳 (1391–1473).23 In these works can be found references to Korea’s historical 
relations with the surrounding kingdoms, an issue that, as we will see, was of 
great interest to the missionaries, who compiled a substantial amount of infor-
mation about Korea in their texts, which, given the nature of their sources, reflect 
a distinctly Japan-centric perspective.

First Descriptions

The oldest known European reference to the Korean peninsula is one made in 
1298 by Marco Polo in his Book of Wonders, where he uses the term Cauli or 
Kao-li to refer to a kingdom located to the east of China.24 However, hundreds of 
years before the publication of the famous Italian’s work, Arab historiography 
had already revealed the existence of the kingdom of Al-Shila, a clear reference 
to the Korean kingdom of Silla 신라 that ruled over the peninsula until 935. This 
name was used by Arab geographers during Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages to 
designate an insular kingdom adjacent to China.25 For example, the geographer Ibn 
Khurdādhbih (820–921) provides a rich description of Al-Shila in his geographical 
compendium Kitāb al-Masālik wa al-Mamālik (ِلِك ٱلْمََْسََالِكِ وََٱلْمََْمَاا  The Book of كِِتَاَب 
the Routes and the Kingdoms), emphasizing, among its main features, its high 
mountains, pleasant climate, and abundance of gold.26 His favorable depiction 
of Silla as an earthly paradise for Muslim visitors significantly enhanced its 
popularity among later medieval authors, establishing it as a recurring theme in 
Arabic travelers’ accounts.27

Unfortunately, the era of transoceanic discoveries that the kingdoms of the 
Iberian peninsula embarked upon at the end of the fifteenth century did not draw 
upon the geographical knowledge accumulated by the Arab world about Korea and 
about East Asia more broadly. The influence of Arabic works in enriching Western 
culture is unquestionable, as is the fact that, during the Middle Ages, Christian 
scholars drew heavily from the scientific knowledge accumulated by Islamic 
civilization, particularly in Spain and Sicily, where intense translation efforts 
took place.28 However, unlike fields such as mathematics and medicine—which 
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extensively borrowed from original Arabic texts and Arabic translations of Greek 
scientific works—there was no comparable direct connection between Arabo-
Islamic geography and Europe. Arabic geographical works and maps generally did 
not circulate in the West, and most of their authors remained largely unknown 
to the Christian world, even when they lived and worked in Muslim Spain. As 
Marina Tolmacheva points out, the reasons for this lack of connection remain 
unclear.29 It is possible that some geographical notions or major ideas from the 
vast body of literature produced by Muslim scholars eventually filtered through, 
but in fragments and largely unacknowledged, leading to the generalization that 
“Europe started completely from scratch in the discovery of the Asian world.”30 
Therefore, a new body of knowledge began to be accumulated from the second 
half of the sixteenth century, thanks to direct contacts made by Europeans with the 
kingdoms of East Asia, which were recorded by the members of the Society of Jesus.

Within the framework of their proselytizing work in the East, the first descrip-
tions of the Korean peninsula to which these missionaries had access were 
generated in the early years of the Japanese Mission (1549–1640). In 1548, the 
governor of Goa, García de Sá (?–1549), asked Father Nicolao Lancillotto (?–1558), 
the rector of the Colegio de San Pablo in the same city, to obtain from Anjirō アン
ジロ (?–1550), the first Japanese convert, information about his homeland. This 
resulted in a manuscript entitled Mais enformação de Japão, a qual deu or padre 
Niqulao da orden de Jhū que soube do Japão que veio à India (Further information 
about Japan, provided by Father Nicholas of the Jesuit Order, who learned about 
Japan upon arriving in India). In the eighth chapter, it states that the Japanese 
had contact with a nation located southeast of China called Coree, from which 
they imported silver, cotton, and marten skins. In this first detailed European 
description of Korea, the Italian priest makes the same mistake as the Arab 
scholars in describing the country as an island: “The Japanese also have dealings 
with other people, below the Chinese to the east, called Coree. There, they also take 
silver and mink skins, because there are a lot of people on that island … and they 
also bring cotton cloths.”31 Given that the Japanese were well aware that Korea 
was a peninsula, it cannot be ruled out that the Jesuits’ attribution of an insular 
character to Korea might reflect lingering influences of that Muslim geographical 
knowledge that was largely unknown to the Europeans.

Motivated by the desire to collect as much information as possible with a view 
to potential evangelization of the peninsula, references to Korea in Jesuit writings 
increased during the last three decades of the sixteenth century. The architect of 
the first plan to convert the Korean territory was Cosme de Torres (1510–1570), 
the Superior of the Society of Jesus in Japan, who in 1566 commissioned the 
Portuguese Gaspar Vilela (1526–1572) to carry out the enterprise. Although this 
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project did not materialize due to the obstacles created by the continuous wars 
that plagued Japan, Vilela urged the General of the Society, Francisco de Borja 
(1510–1572), to make another attempt in the future with the help of the daimyo
大名 (here referred to as “kings”): “And easily and without much work you can 
go there with the help of the kings of Japan … because some king is known there, 
so that it is enough for us to have entry into that land.” In the same letter, written 
on 4 November 1571, Vilela notes the fair complexion of Koreans and he draws a 
somewhat strange geographical link between Korea and Germany:

From Japan, ten days’ journey by sea, there is a kingdom called Coria [Korea], 
where I intended to go four years ago. This kingdom is the beginning of the 
great Tartaria [Tartary], [and] if you continue to go up, they say that you will 
arrive in upper Germany. They are a white people. I was intending to go there, 
but because of the wars on the road I did not go, and through this land you can 
go to the great city of Poquiu [Beijing], where the king of China lives.32

Early European references to the Korean peninsula are not limited to texts 
written by the missionaries who settled in Japan but can also be found in the 
writings of priests who carried out their proselytizing work in China. For example, 
the Augustinian Martín de Rada (1533–1578) is considered the first Westerner 
to identify the existence of the Chosŏn dynasty. From the information that he 
obtained from Chinese books acquired during his stay in Ming China in 1575, such 
as the Guang yu tu 廣輿圖—the oldest extant comprehensive atlas of China—he 
wrote a Relación in which he analyzed the tributary system that China maintained 
with its nearby kingdoms.33 Specifically, de Rada focuses on the fact that diplomats 
of these vassal states, when visiting the Chinese imperial court, had to stay in 
preassigned districts. Among the kingdoms listed by the Spanish priest was 
Chaussien, an evident reference to the Chosŏn dynasty founded by Yi Sŏng-gye 
(1335–1408). However, the fact that de Rada considered Chaussien a different 
territory from Korea illustrates his limited knowledge:

[The Chinese] do not admit foreigners either, although they say … in the court 
there are many different nations, and each one lives in its own neighborhood, 
and on their doors are written the name of the nation and the people [who live 
there]. They gave us a short time to see these nations there: Cauchy, Leuquiu 
chienlo, Malaca, Tayni, Campuchi, Chaussien [Chosŏn], Tata, Cauly [Korea], 
Gitpon, Huyhue … and they say that all of these nations pay parias [tribute] to 
the king of China.34

This information from de Rada is complemented by a legend about a Chinese sage 
that was published more than a century later in the Jesuit Juan Cortés de Osorio’s 
(1623–1688) Reparos historiales. According to this legend, Kicius 箕子 (also known 
as Kija) was one of the traditional founders of the Korean kingdom; he was a 
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relative, possibly a nephew, of the last king of the Shang dynasty 商, who traveled 
to the northeast at the time of the Zhou 周 conquest of China in ± 1045 bc:35

The third [Chinese dynasty] was called Cheua. It lasted 875 years and had 37 
emperors. The first was called Fao. He distributed kingdoms and estates to the 
old families. To an uncle of his predecessor of the Xanga [Shang] family, who is 
called Kicio [Kija], he gave the kingdom of Korea, and from him are descended 
those who have reigned in that peninsula until now.36

Amongst the works produced by missionaries preaching in China we must not 
forget the works of the Italian Jesuit Matteo Ricci 利瑪竇 (1552–1610), particularly 
his Kūnyu Wànguó Quántú 坤輿萬國全圖 (A Map of the Myriad Countries of the 
World). This world map drawn in 1602 by Ricci with the help of fellow Jesuit 
Michele Ruggieri (1543–1607) is one of the first European cartographic documents 
in which the Korean peninsula is accurately represented.37 Unlike the great 
European maps of the time, such as the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum by the Flemish 
Abraham Ortelius (1527–1598) in which Korea is omitted, Ricci uses information 
from Chinese records to correctly represent the Korean territory and its position 
as a tributary state of China within its neo-Confucian Weltanschauung.38 

As we have observed, most of the earliest European references to Korea are 
contained in the works of missionaries, and particularly those of the Jesuits. There 
are two main reasons for this. Thanks to a rigorous training based on institutional 
discipline and a careful choice of personnel, the Society of Jesus was one of the 
most highly intellectually sophisticated groups in Europe, and this enabled its 
members to gain a better understanding of the territories that they were trying 
to convert. Missionaries, and particularly the Jesuits, displayed in their works 
what Joan-Pau Rubiés defines as a “scientific curiosity,” an analytical interest 
in the different aspects of the societies they encountered and an application of 
methods and theories that can be considered, as we mentioned above, the seeds 
of an ethnological science.39 By contrast, the European merchants and diplomats 
exhibited a more practical aim in their writings and focused on the kingdoms 
of East Asia that offered them economic or political benefits. This explains why 
only a few secular texts referring to Korea have come to light. One of the most 
important among them is the work of the Italian traveler Francesco Carletti. 
In his description of his eight-year journey around the world, he provides new 
details about Korea, probably based on information obtained from the five Korean 
slaves he bought during his stay in Japan in 1597.40 One of the most interesting 
references in Carletti’s work is the list he provides of the provinces of Korea, 
something unprecedented in the European records: “The country of Korea is said 
to be divided into nine provinces, which are Cioscien, head of that kingdom and 
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the name of the royal city. The others [are] Quienqui, Conguan, Honliay, Cioala, 
Hiension, Tioncion, Hanquien, Pianchin.”41

The Imjin War: A Window into Korea

It was one of the darkest periods in Korean history that brought about not only the 
first recorded occasion of a European setting foot on their land but also a prolif-
eration of descriptions of Korea in Iberian texts. In 1592, the Japanese hegemon 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi 豊臣秀吉 (1537–1598) set out to conquer the Korean peninsula 
as the initial step in a much more complex plan that had the subjugation of the 
entire continent as its final objective.42 Under the pretext of offering spiritual relief 
to the Christian converts among the Japanese soldiers who were fighting in Korea, 
the Spanish Jesuit Gregorio de Céspedes (1551–1611) spent six months visiting the 
fortresses that the Japanese had built on the southern coast of the peninsula, likely 
to gain firsthand knowledge of the conflict, which was a significant concern for 
the missionaries. Four manuscripts that he wrote during this time (27 December 
1593–8 June 1595) have survived. They contain a brief comment on the Korean 
climate: “The cold in Korea is very severe and beyond comparison with that of 
Japan,” and a short description of Ungch’ŏn Castle 熊川倭城:

The fortress of Comungai is impregnable and great defensive works have 
been erected there, which are admirable considering the short time in which 
they were completed. They have built high walls, watchtowers and strong 
bastions … . All are well built and spacious. Houses with stone walls have been 
built for the chiefs.43

The scale of Hideyoshi’s invasions, collectively known as the Imjin War, is reflected 
in the considerable attention paid to it in European texts of the period. The authors 
of these texts inserted various references to Korea in order to familiarize their 
European readers with the site of the invasions. The best example of this narrative 
technique can be found in Historia de Iapam by the Portuguese Jesuit Luis Fróis 
(1532–1597), which contains numerous references to different aspects of the 
peninsula and its inhabitants.44 However, the superiors of the Society of Jesus 
considered the length of this work to be excessive and it languished in oblivion 
in the Jesuit Indian archives until the middle of the twentieth century, when it 
was published by the historian Josef Wicki (1904–1993). Since Fróis’s manuscript 
was unknown to Western readers until the twentieth century, I will draw upon 
information collected in the work of another Jesuit, Luis de Guzmán (1544–1605), 
which was widely known and read in its time. De Guzmán used Fróis’s manuscript 
as reference material for his work, and when his Historia was published in 1601 
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it made a definitive contribution to the image of Korea that was formed among 
the literate classes in the territories of the Spanish Empire, including members 
of religious orders, courtesans, and royal officers.45 

Guzmán begins his exposition of the characteristics of the Korean peninsula 
with an enumeration of its geographical peculiarities, during which he repeats the 
same mistake as his predecessors in describing Korea as an island. But he succeeds 
in describing the Korean natural environment in greater detail, reporting, for 
example, the existence of a fluvial border (an obvious reference to the Yalu River) 
separating China and Korea: “These two kingdoms are divided only … by a mighty 
river that is three leguas [leagues] wide.”46 The other nations that he describes 
as bordering Korea are the Tartars and the Orancays,47 “with whom they usually 
have many encounters and skirmishes.” In addition, one of the most notable 
aspects of Guzmán’s work is that it contains one of the first European references to 
Cheju Island (Coraysan),48 where “there are very large mountain ranges and rough 
peaks,” unlike the peninsula, “which is usually flat”—an erroneous characteri-
zation that contrasts with the overall accuracy of Jesuit reports.49 It also provides 
descriptions of some of the main Korean cities of the time including a particu-
larly relevant presentation of the fortress-city of Pyongyang, where the Japanese 
Christian daimyo Konishi Yukinaga 小西行長 (1555–1600) sheltered in the winter 
of 1592: 

Lord Augustine [Konishi Yukinaga] with the other Christian lords and knights 
arrived at a city called Pean [Pyongyang], the head of a main province in that 
kingdom, and from there it was only two days to the border of China. This city 
was very large and surrounded by a good stone wall which, although it was not 
higher than two fathoms, was so wide that men on horseback could ride on it. 
Because of this and other comforts that it provided, Lord Augustine determined 
to fortify himself there, providing it with the maintenance and [other things] 
necessary for spending the winter there with his people.50

Regarding the Korean flora and fauna, Guzmán listed the different plants and 
animals that could be found on the peninsula at that time: “Much rice, wheat, 
and fruit, such as pears, apples, figs, and chestnuts, are harvested. There is a 
great abundance of honey … and many beautiful horses, cows, tigers, and 
various other fierce animals are bred.” In regard to the Koreans, the Jesuit gives a 
positive description of their character: “They are docile and good-natured people, 
commonly fair-skinned and in possession of great spirit.”51 This information is not 
a trivial matter, as race and skin color were factors that members of the Society of 
Jesus used to establish hierarchies among the peoples they encountered, and were 
decisive elements in determining whether a people were considered civilized. 
Thus, the missionaries consistently distinguished between the dark-skinned 
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peoples of Africa, the Indian subcontinent, and Southeast Asia, on the one hand, 
and the so-called white or fair-skinned peoples of China, Japan, and Korea, on 
the other. By using this categorization, Guzmán positioned the Koreans as an 
ancient civilization, similar to that of their neighboring countries, to whom the 
concept of “barbarism” in the classical Aristotelian sense could not be applied. In 
fact, Guzmán went so far as to rank the Koreans above the Chinese and Japanese, 
believing they had the character most suited to accepting Christianity. This opinion 
was shared by the Dominican Juan Diego Aduarte (1570–1636), who considered 
that the Koreans represented a midpoint between the Chinese and the Japanese: 

And so [the Koreans] share the good understanding and acuity of the Chinese 
[but] without their deceit, as they are mostly farmers. And they share some of 
the bravery of the Japanese but without their ferocity, and so they occupy a 
commendable middle ground that is much more receptive to our Holy Law.52

This favorable assessment of the Korean people was most likely due to the 
European missionaries’ desire to begin proselytizing in that land, with Aduarte 
claiming that “the kingdom of Korea … promises a great and highly advantageous 
conversion … [because] the people are of a very good and plain nature without 
duplicity or deceit.”53 In addition to this favorable evaluation of their character, 
Guzmán also notes their martial skills displayed during their struggle to expel the 
Japanese invaders from their land. These skills included dexterity with the bow, 
their naval power and artillery, and their ability to use firearms. As a counterpart, 
he identified their major weakness as the fragility of their bladed weapons, with 
the exception of their halberds.54

Concerning the social structure of the Korean peninsula, Guzmán pays 
attention to the figure of the monarch and his opulent residence in Seoul,55 the 
capital of the kingdom: “They have their natural king, who is highly respected by 
all. He usually resides in the main city of that kingdom, where he has sumptuous 
and beautiful palaces.” Guzmán makes no mention of any of the other classes that 
made up Chosŏn society, and they are also ignored by other missionary authors, 
with the exception of the Portuguese João Rodrigues, who draws a succinct 
comparison between the Japanese courtiers 公家 (kuge) and warriors 武家 (buke) 
and the Chinese and Korean elites: “The same division of orders of fidalguia 
[nobility] existed in ancient China … and also in the kingdom of Corai [Korea].”56 
Although this contains an element of truth, it does not recognize the influence of 
Confucianism on Korean society, which resulted in academic training and ability 
being rewarded more highly than in neighboring countries, or the fact that in 
Korea a civil aristocracy (yangban) stood at the head of a caste system composed 
mostly of peasants (sangmin) and low-born commoners (ch’ŏnmin).
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One aspect of Korean culture that is noticeable for its absence in Guzmán’s 
description—and indeed in most European texts from this time—is clothing. 
However, a manuscript preserved in the archive of the Real Academia de la 
Historia (BRAH) in Madrid contains a description of Korean clothing that the 
Japanese took as war booty and sold in Nagasaki. Thanks to this manuscript we 
know that the Europeans highly rated the sewing skills of the Koreans, which 
made their garments appear to be made from a single piece of cloth: 

They say that the ordinary dress worn by the Koreans is in the manner of 
China, with sleeves that reach the ground …. And we have been amazed to 
see some linen items of clothing that have come to Nagasaki from those lands, 
because the subtlety of the sewing is such that it cannot be discerned (even 
when examined closely) as if it is all in one piece.57  

Guzmán also dedicates space to Korean vernacular architecture: “The houses of 
the cities are usually covered with tiles … [and] are usually kept warm inside with 
mats of beautiful workmanship, because the land is very cold, and in some parts 
during the winter they use stoves.”58 Lastly, he notes a reclusive attitude and a 
strong desire to keep foreigners out, a characteristic that as we will see below was 
highlighted in other Western texts.

[The Koreans] are greatly zealous in guarding their kingdom and do not allow 
trade with foreigners, except with the merchants of the Island of Ceuxima 
[Tsushima]. And even though Taycosama [Hideyoshi] made a request to pass 
through their kingdom to enter China, they refused him. This was the reason 
that he decided to declare war on them.59 

Guzman’s work shows the largely positive image of Korea that emerged in the 
writings of the members of the Society of Jesus during the late sixteenth century. 
However, the Jesuits’ picture of a flourishing gentile civilization characterized by 
a remarkable amount of natural resources, technological accomplishments, and 
an ideal nature and disposition to embrace Christianity would be developed and 
somewhat modified in subsequent years by secular authors. After the Japanese 
invasions, the Europeans realized that access to the Korean peninsula would be 
impossible, so in the few works that they produced, the Mediterranean merchants 
and royal agents emphasized a Korea that was hostile to foreigners, thus rendering 
diplomacy and trade impossible. 

The “Impregnable” Kingdom

One of the most enduring stereotypes associated with Korea is that of the “hermit 
kingdom,” a title coined by William Elliot Griffis in his work Corea: The Hermit 
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Nation.60 According to this late nineteenth-century Orientalist snapshot of Korea, 
the kingdom, for much of its existence, obstinately refused to open its doors to 
the outside world. Certainly, the Imjin War and the subsequent Manchu Invasions 
(1627, 1636–1637) forced Korea into a relatively reclusive stance. However, despite 
the destruction generated by those conflicts, the periods during which Korea 
turned inward were brief and anomalous. The Korean peninsula had long and 
meaningful contacts with China, Thailand, Indonesia, Japan, and the Ryukyu 
Kingdom, but immersed in this Sino-centric system of international relations, it 
did not perceive any advantage or necessity for contact with countries outside 
the Chinese sphere of influence and locality.61 Interaction with European 
powers offered unequal relations, domination, and the possible introduction of 
an ideology potentially disruptive of the political and the social order based on 
Neo-Confucian ideology.62 For this reason, the Chosŏn dynasty applied a policy of 
limiting the access of unexpected foreigners to the country, which was recorded 
in the writings of the Catholic missionaries and Iberian merchants who attempted 
to disembark at Korean harbors during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
In August 1578 the first “documented physical presence of a European off the 
Korean coast” occurred when a typhoon swept the Portuguese ship San Sebastián 
toward the Korean coast during its journey from Macao to Nagasaki.63 The vicissi-
tudes that befell this ship are recounted in texts produced independently by two 
passengers: the Italian Jesuit Antonio Prenestino and his co-religionist Alfonso de 
Lucena (1551–?).64 According to their accounts, a debate broke out among the crew 
about whether they should attempt to land and send someone to Japan for help 
or try their luck on the open sea without their rigging and foremast, which had 
been damaged in the storm.65 Finally, Prenestino reports that fear of the Koreans 
and rumors of an attack they had mounted on a Portuguese sampan made them 
decide to continue their journey without setting foot in Korea.66

We realized that this second land was not the land of Japan as we thought, but 
Korea … which is inhabited by barbaric and inhuman people, who do not wish 
to trade with us at any price. And they say that in the past a Portuguese junk 
desired to land there, but these fierce people took their boat and all who were 
in it. And they were lucky to get away without being burned alive.67 

During the seventeenth century, a perceived isolationism became the key element 
of Korean cultural identity for Europeans, with this first Western reference to the 
“unsociable” attitude of Koreans toward foreigners soon being joined by many 
others, including that of the Spaniard Pedro Morejón (1562?–1634). Although 
he did not consider native Koreans to be violent and intractable (“because it is 
one of the most well-inclined and capable nations in the whole East”), Morejón 
highlighted the inaccessibility of the Korean peninsula to outsiders in order to 
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call attention to the extraordinary nature of the presence of Gregorio de Céspedes 
in Korea during the Imjin War: “But the law of not admitting foreigners is so 
rigorous that until now it has not been possible. It was only when Taicosama 
[Hideyoshi] made war against them that one or two Fathers could be there with 
the Japanese.”68 

In the European mind, Korean isolationism appears to have been connected 
with the vassalage of Korea to Ming China, a relationship that often recurs in 
their writings: “Korea, which is ruled by China;”69 “Many rulers around him 
recognize the king of China and pay tribute to him, like Korea;”70 “He [the Chinese 
emperor] has already subjected the kingdom of Coria to pay him tribute.”71 In 
this context, the Augustinian Juan González de Mendoza (1545–1618) enumerates 
the various Chinese laws that restricted its citizens from going abroad, as well 
as those that prevented the entry of foreigners to their lands. Such regulations 
were, in Mendoza’s opinion, the reason for Europe’s lack of knowledge about the 
Eastern nations:

The law that is inviolably kept … [is] that no subject of his [the Chinese emperor] 
should sail outside the kingdom without his license. And to go to the provinces 
[of China] to deal, buy, or sell, they [the sailors] must give guarantees to return 
within the term that is indicated or face the penalty of being expelled from 
the kingdom. And likewise, no foreigner may enter, either by sea or by land, 
without express permission from [the emperor] or from the governors of the 
ports or places where they arrive. And they [the governors] should consider 
carefully when granting this [license] and notify the king [the emperor] of it. For 
both these reasons, and the fact that this law has been kept so inviolate, we have 
known only a little about this great kingdom and its grandeur in recent years.72

The French Jesuit Nicolás Trigault (1577–1628) noted that these Chinese restric-
tions on the presence of foreigners were also applied in Korea, where “almost 
the same laws are used.” For Trigault, this law did not reflect merely a “certain 
fear or horror of foreign nations that have quietly taken root,” as they were also 
applied to citizens of “friendly” (that is, other Asian) nations.73 He provides further 
details of the regulations concerning uninvited foreigners applied by the Chinese 
and Koreans, describing how foreigners who already resided in their kingdoms 
were prohibited from living in border areas and were continuously suspected of 
being spies: “[The Chinese] do not allow any foreigner to live within the limits of 
their kingdom if they try to return to their land or if it is suspected that they have 
any communication with foreign kingdoms. Moreover, no foreigner is allowed to 
enter the interior of the kingdom.”74

The relationship of vassalage that China maintained with Korea and many East 
Asian countries generated considerable interest among Jesuit essayists, because it 
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was a system of subordination very different from the European feudal archetype 
with which they were familiar. The missionary, scientist, and musician Diego de 
Pantoja 龐迪我 (1571–1618) revealed that on one occasion he asked the Chinese 
why their emperor received tribute from their neighboring kingdoms but showed 
no interest in conquering or ruling them directly. The answer he received, which 
for Europeans he described as a “paradox,” was that “they do not lack power 
but … they do not even think about expanding their empire more than it is,” and 
that “even if all these kingdoms were given to them, they would not take them … 
because it would be one of the greatest miseries (particularly for the mandarins 
and important people) to have to leave their kingdom to go elsewhere.”75 To 
exemplify this indifference, he cited the example of the Imjin War, noting that 
the Chinese marched to Korea with a large force (over 100,000 soldiers according 
to modern sources),76 but that after achieving their objective of expelling the 
Japanese, they left without showing any desire to remain on the peninsula: “The 
kingdom remained in the hands of the Chinese for two or three years. After this, 
they left Korea completely without a backward glance, because there was no one 
who wanted to go there to rule over it.”77

Lastly, it should be mentioned that although most missionary writers limited 
themselves to merely describing the political ties between Korea, China, and other 
Asian nations, a minority devised plans for a military assault on these territories. 
Despite the fact that both the Hispanic Monarchy and the Society of Jesus were 
strongly in favor of forging diplomatic relations with Eastern countries through 
embassies and the presentation of gifts, some of their members inclined toward 
a more aggressive policy and devised plans to carry out utopian expeditions of 
conquest in this region of the world. For example, we find the megalomaniacal 
project of the Jesuit Alonso Sánchez (1547–1593) to conquer China,78 the far-fetched 
plan of Gaspar Coelho (1530–1590) to gain control of Japan with the help of a few 
thousand Spanish soldiers from the Philippines and the assistance of Christian 
lords from Kyūshū,79 and the proposal elaborated by Rodrigo de Vivero y Velasco 
to attack Korea. A Creole from New Spain who came to occupy the post of interim 
governor of the Philippines, Vivero presented to the King of Spain Felipe IV 
(1605–1665) the idea of a possible alliance with the Japanese emperor to jointly 
attack the Korean peninsula, under the pretext of introducing Catholicism in a 
territory inaccessible to missionaries:

In this [matter], the friendship of the emperor with the King, our Lord, could be 
beneficial in attempting such an enterprise [the conquest of Korea]. Although 
there is no doorway into Japan but that of the Holy Gospel, in Coria [Korea] by 
means of this path and the path of weapons, his Majesty could have a very strong 
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hope, with the friendship of the emperor of Japan as its main foundation, as 
without friendship [this enterprise] cannot be undertaken or even imagined.80 

This plan illustrates the ignorance of secular authors about the political situation 
that existed in Japan: for centuries, the emperor of Japan had been relegated to 
a symbolic figurehead with no political power and, isolated from the outside 
world within the confines of the court, was in no position to provide aid for such 
a venture. However, Vivero’s texts contributed to expanding the knowledge of 
Korea that existed in the Spanish Empire and provided new information about 
the geographical coordinates of the Korean peninsula: “Between China and Japan 
exists a sleeve of land called Coria [Korea] at 34 degrees and extending up to 40 
degrees, so this land has to be contiguous to China and in such close proximity 
that only an arm of the sea as wide as an arquebus shot separates them.”81

Final Notes

Unlike other Asian nations such as China, Japan, the Philippines, and the Moluccan 
Islands to which Spanish and Portuguese authors dedicated complete works, this 
survey has shown that Korea was seldom mentioned in missionary texts, and that 
any such references were always linked to the discussion of other territories. 
Nevertheless, since it was impossible to elaborate a history of East Asia, especially 
a history of Japan and China, that excluded the Korean peninsula, some references 
can be found in the works of Western merchants and missionaries. After initial 
interest, the difficulty of accessing the peninsula, particularly in the centuries after 
the Imjin War, caused European essayists to lose interest in Korea and focus on 
other kingdoms that offered greater potential for trade and evangelism. 

However, it is nonetheless possible to draw certain conclusions about the 
nature of references to Korea in European texts. There is, for example, a notable 
difference between the treatment given to Korea by secular and religious authors: 
while the merchants, explorers, and government administrators focused their 
attention on practical matters, such as the physical location of the Korean 
peninsula on the globe and its policy of isolationism, the missionaries, following 
their new narrative models of Renaissance Humanism, drew attention to more 
eclectic and positive aspects. Taking the writings of Guzmán, Aduarte, and 
Morejón as an example, we can observe a tendency among European missionaries 
to accentuate the positive values that, in their opinion, the Korean territory and 
its inhabitants possessed, such as their affable character and the predisposition 
shown by Koreans who lived in Japan to accept Christianity. All of this was aimed 
at providing their superiors in Rome and Madrid with compelling reasons for a 
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potential mission to Korea; this ultimately proved impossible and the Catholic 
Church was not founded in Korea until several centuries later. 
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