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Queda tanto por decir sobre la santidad en los virreinatos que se me 
antoja este capítulo que se abre ahora apenas una gota de agua en 
un mar. Para otro momento quedará abordarlo en profundidad, con 
revisión de todo lo escrito hasta ahora y los vacíos que aún existen. 
Al fin y al cabo América fue el mejor crisol para la creación de nuevos 
modelos de santidad, nacidos en contextos tan diversos como com-
plejos. La convivencia, a veces muy complicada, de las poblaciones 
originarias, con su propia cosmovisión, con los llegados del otro lado del 
mar, quienes impusieron sus sistemas de pensamiento y sobre todo su 
culto y su nuevo imaginario, se produjo y en cierto modo se debió a una 
serie de catalizadores, entre las que se encuentran nuevas figuras de 
santidad, nacidas y celebradas, en un proceso de acercamiento entre 
ambos mundos. 

 Ahora que pensamos en el siguiente Simposio, esta vez centrado 
en la santidad americana, tenemos claro que esta pródiga tierra de histo-
rias maravillosas, hemos considerado oportuno hablar de crisol. Porque 
es el lugar que le cupo en suerte a estas tierras: poner las condiciones 
para que en ellas surgieran nuevas figuras santas y de un magma rico 
brotado del costado de una sociedad tan compleja como viva.

 Rosa de Santa María se ha presentado como el primer fruto 
de este crisol. De origen hispano, murió en olor de multitudes. Al con-
vento limeño donde se produjo el fallecimiento y tránsito a los altares, 
acudieron multitudes a rendirle culto incluso antes de ser oficialmen-
te santa. Un proceso que tardó apenas medio siglo, al concaternarse 
poderes públicos, sociedad e intereses de todo tipo. Los dominicos 
vieron claro el beneficio que para sus menesteres en América les brin-

Fernando Quiles
Universidad Pablo de Olavide, Sevilla

Sobre santos y santas en los virreinatos
hay mucho que contar
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daba esta nueva santa. La Corona española, igualmente consideró los 
beneficios que le reportaría para el éxito de su empresa de dominio. 
Y ello sin contar con que la propia sociedad virreinal  vio en ello una 
oportunidad para fortalecer sus lazos con la iglesia católica. Y en otro 
confín virreinal otro santo nació: Felipe de Jesús. Él de la mano de la 
Compañía y como testimonio de una nueva casta martirial que tuvo en 
los Mártires del Japón la muestra más clara y en la que tomaron parte 
varias órdenes religiosas.

 Toribio de Mogrovejo, arzobispo de Lima e impulsor de las visi-
tas pastorales, que había ejercido su tarea con el beneficio de la causa, 
fue también elevado a los altares. Y con él quedó santificada la iglesia 
secular, que no merecía menos que la regular, que iba a llenar sus con-
ventos de nuevas imágenes santas, muchas de ellas creadas en tierras 
americanas.

 En las páginas que siguen volveremos sobre algunos santos 
y santas muy conocidos, poniendo la atención en cuestiones proce-
suales o en la codificación de sus formas. Las escuelas artísticas que 
dieron forma a las nuevas figuras a través de sus obras, con sus gubias 
o pinceles, se desenvolvieron tanto en la metrópoli como en los centros 
artísticos virreinales. Así se verá en los capítulos que siguen. Con los 
que no esperamos sorprender, pero sí constatar una vez más que el 
mundo americano fungió como auténtico laboratorio  de experiencias 
también en este ámbito de la santidad.
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Death on the Cross; the Beatification
of the Twenty-Six Martyrs of Nagasaki (1627)
and the Iconography of the Crucifixion

Muerte en la cruz: la beatificación de los veintisiete mártires de Nagasaki (1627)
y la iconografía de la crucifixión

Hitomi Omata Rappo
(Research Fellow) de JSPS (Japan Society for the Promotion of Science)

ORCID: 0000-0002-5022-2256 / omata.rappo.hitomi@gmail.com

Abstract
Since Luther’s Theologia Crucis (1518), the cru-
cifixion became an even more crucial issue in 
theological discourses. Following the official de-
cision of the Council of Trent (1562), Jesuits were 
extremely active in promoting a Catholic answer 
to the Protestants’ theses. They thus created 
archeological studies on the crucifixion, as seen 
in the work of Justus Lipsius (1594). After him, 
the fathers Bartolomeo Ricci and Pedro Bivero 
wrote illustrated manuals on the same subject 
(1608 and 1634). This article will analyze such con-
cepts of the crucifixion built within the Company, 
and also showcase their concrete impact. When, 
in 1597, twenty-six Christians were crucified in 
Japan, the Jesuits were at first reluctant to 
recognize the new martyrs. Their decision to fi-
nally embrace them must be understood in the 
context of their studies on the Cross, a fact that 
explains why we find Japanese martyrs in both 
Ricci and Bivero’s books.
Keywords: the Twenty-Six Martyrs of Nagasaki, 
Crucifixion, Jesuits, Mission in Japan, Antonio 
Gallonio, Justus Lipsius, Bartolomeo Ricci, 
Pedro Bivero

Resumen
Desde la Teología Crucis de Lutero (1518), la cru-
cifixión se convirtió en un tema aún más crucial 
en los discursos teológicos. Siguiendo la decisión 
oficial del Concilio de Trento (1562), los jesuitas 
fueron extremadamente activos en promover una 
respuesta católica a las tesis de los protestantes. 
Así crearon estudios arqueológicos sobre la cru-
cifixión, como se ve en la obra de Justus Lipsius 
(1594). Después de él, los padres Bartolomeo Ricci 
y Pedro Bivero escribieron manuales ilustrados 
sobre el mismo tema (1608 y 1634). Este artículo 
analizará tales concepciones de la crucifixión con-
struida dentro de la Compañía y también mostrará 
su impacto concreto. Cuando, en 1597, veintiséis 
cristianos fueron crucificados en Japón, los jesu-
itas al principio se mostraron reacios a reconocer 
a los nuevos mártires. Su decisión de finalmente 
abrazarlos debe entenderse en el contexto de sus 
estudios sobre la Cruz, un hecho que explica por 
qué encontramos mártires japoneses en los libros 
de Ricci y Bivero.
Palabras clave: Los 26 Mártires de Nagasaki; 
Crucifixión; Jesuitas; Misión en Japón; Antonio 
Gallonio; Justus Lipsius, Bartolomeo Ricci; Pedro 
Bivero.
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The sixteenth century was an era of martyrs —especially when consid-
ering the Wars of Religion— and it was also a period of mission work. 
During the modern period, Catholic evangelization efforts, conducted 
by the Jesuits —and after them the mendicant orders— spread all over 
the world. These ventures did not always go smoothly, and also saw the 
deaths of many priests and converts in Africa, India, but also in the newly 
discovered Americas, and in Eastern Asia. The Church has always given 
a special status to those who died either for or because of their faith, 
honoring them as martyrs. However, during the modern period, such 
victims were not all officially recognized as martyrs —and even less as 
saints— by the Holy See.

 In 1570, when Huguenots killed thirty-nine Jesuits in the Canary 
Islands, their beatification process started in 1628, but the process took 
a very long time1. In fact, their martyrdom was officially recognized by 
Benedict XIV in 1742, but were not finally beatified until 18572. In 1572, 
nineteen Catholic priests and monks were hanged by Dutch Calvinists in 
Gorkum (Gorcum), Holland, but only became saints more than a century 
later, in 16753.

 However, not all martyrs during this period had to wait as 
long to become saints. The twenty-six martyrs of Nagasaki —a group 
of Japanese Christians and European priests that were executed by 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi in 1597— were officially beatified in 16274. This sig-
nifies that although there were many others who could be qualified as 
martyrs, the twenty-six were the only ones to be beatified at the time. 

1. The very concept of beatification was formalized and systematized as different from 
the canonization, full sainthood, in the early 17th century. See VERAJA, F., La bea-
tificazione. Storia, problemi, prospettive, Rome, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1983, págs. 
101-03.

2. On their cult and beatification process, see OSSWALD, M. C. and PALOMO, J. J. H., 
“Aspectos del culto a Ignacio de Azevedo y sus treinta y nueve compañeros mártires 
en 1570,” en HERNÁNDEZ PALOMO, J. J. and BORJA MEDINA, F., coord., Sevilla y 
América en la historia de la Compañía de Jesús. Homenaje al P. Francisco de Borja Me-
dina Rojas, S.I, Córdoba, Cajasur, 2009, págs. 129-54.

3. GREGORY, B. S., Salvation at Stake: Christian Martyrdom in Early Modern Europe, 
Cambridge MA., Harvard University Press, 1999, págs. 253, 274.

4. Their execution and its historical explanation are most precisely evaluated in a chro-
nological order by Kiichi Matsuda. His studies are characterized by his abundant use 
of various sources, not only in Western languages but also Japanese. See MATSUDA, 
K., Kinsei shoki nihon kankei nanban shiryō no kenkyū, Tōkyō, Kazamashobō, 1967, 
MATSUDA, K., “San Felipe gō jiken no saikentō” Bulletin of Seisen University, 14, 1967, 
págs. 27-58, MATSUDA, K., Hideyoshi no Nanban Gaikō : San Felipe gō jiken, Tōkyō, 
Shinjinbutsuōraisha, 1972.
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This led to their almost universal recognition as the first martyrs of 
Japan in printed sources5.

 The twenty-six were also beatified over an extremely short 
time span of thirty years. There are, of course, a few missionaries who 
accessed to sainthood after a comparable period, but they remain ex-
tremely special cases. Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556), the founder of the 
Society of Jesus, was beatified in 1609, more than fifty years after his 
death. However, the beatification of Luis Beltrán (1526–1581), the Apostle 
of South America, took only twenty-six years, as it happened in 1607. 
Francisco Xavier (1506-1552), the Apostle of the East, was beatified in 
1619, and canonized three years later, with Ignatius6. These cases, which 
involve major and famous figures of the Church at the time, show that 
the speed of the twenty-six’s beatification was indeed exceptional —
especially for martyrs.

 The beatification of the twenty-six martyrs was thus an excep-
tional event by many accounts. There were multiple reasons that led 
to this kind of special treatment by the Church, spanning from internal 
politics to broader conceptions of sainthood, martyrdom, and mission. 
First of all, the speed itself can be explained in part by a rivalry with 
several religious orders, especially the Franciscans and Jesuits7.

 However, such rivalries do not explain the concrete reasons 
for the beatification. The official motivations appear in the two beati-
fication bulls, one from the Franciscans and one from the Jesuits. The 
main argument given in the text of both bulls is actually very simple: 

5. The first event that can be qualified as a “martyrdom” in Japan happened already in 
1558, and at least twenty-four people already died as martyrs before the twenty-six 
of Nagasaki. See ANESAKI, M., Kirishitan dendō no kōhai, Tōkyō, Kokushokankōkai, 
1976, pág. 88; OMATA RAPPO, H., “Nihon no “junkyō” to gurōbaru hisutorii — Nihon 
ga seiō no rekisi ni naizaika suru toki” “Tsūshin” Nichifutsu tōyō gakkai, 42, 2019, 
págs. 33-82. On the reasons why this specific group was the first to be beatified, see 
OMATA RAPPO, H., “How to Make “Colored” Japanese Counter-Reformation Saints – 
A Study of an Iconographic Anomaly” Journal of Early Modern Christianity, 4, 2 2017, 
págs. 195-225.

6. GOTOR, M., “Le canonizzazioni dei santi spagnoli nella Roma barocca,” en SÁNC-
HEZ, H. C. J., coord., Roma y España: un crisol de la cultura europea en la edad moder-
na (Actas del Congreso Internacional celebrado en la Real Academia de España en Roma 
del 8 al 12 de mayo de 2007), vol. II, Madrid, Sociedad estatal para la acción cultural 
exterior, 2007, págs. 621-39.

7. CONOVER, C. B., “A Saint in the Empire: Mexico City’s San Felipe de Jesus, 1597-
1820,” diss., The University of Texas, 2008, pág. 126; OMATA RAPPO, H., Des Indes 
lointaines aux scènes des collèges: les reflets des martyrs de la mission japonaise en 
Europe (XVIe -XVIIIe siècle), Münster, Aschendorff, 2019, págs. 100-120.
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the twenty-six died on the cross, just like Jesus Christ himself8. This 
was, of course, not something the Japanese authorities intentionally 
performed. Crucifixion had been a method of execution used since the 
12th century (Fig. 1-2), and it was, at first, a sheer coincidence9.

 While the impact of this element on the beatification process it-
self has already been discussed in previous studies10, this article will focus 
on the symbolic, doctrinal and epistemological reasons that lead this very 
particular method of execution to have a major impact in the context of 
Catholic Europe, becoming the decisive element that would determine 
the sanctity of the twenty-six and also their reception in modern Europe. 
It especially focuses on how the Jesuits integrated the Japanese martyrs 
into their own discourses and iconography of the Cross.

8. Biblioteca Vaticana, Barb, lat., 2778, f.1r., BV, Barb, lat., 2774, f. 1r-v. PAPA, G., Le 
cause di canonizzazione nel primo periodo della Congregazione dei riti (1588-1634), 
Città del Vaticano, Urbaniana University Press, 2001, pág. 90. 

9. On this topic, see BOTSMAN, D. V., Punishment and Power in the Making of Modern 
Japan, Princeton and Oxford, Princeton University Press, pág. 16-18. Crucifixions 
can be seen in manuals describing Japanese executions methods made in the Edo 
period (17th-19th centuries). See OMATA RAPPO, Des Indes lointaines aux scènes des 
collèges…, págs. 261-63. 

10. See KAWATA, R., Mexico ni okeru sei Felipe de Jesus suhai no hensen-shi Kami no chin-
moku wo koete (Evolución y transformación del culto a san Felipe de Jesús en Méxicomás 
allá del silencio), Tōkyō, Akashishoten, 2019, pág. 144. MATSUDA, K., “Kirishitan no 
junkyo (Martyrdom of Kirishitan),” en NISHIKAWA, T., coord., Junkyō : nihon kirishi-
tan shi, Tōkyō, Shufunotomosha, 1984, págs. 9-28.

Fig. 1 : Tokurin genpiroku, 
1814. (National Archive of 

Japan, Digital Archives, code 
181-0074)
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1. Beatification and the Iconography of Crucifixion
The crucifixion remains to this day the most striking feature and the 
central element of a substantial part of Christian doctrine. It had led to 
countless theological debates throughout the history of Christianity as a 
whole. This included, of course, modern Europe, but there are also more 
recent manifestations of such discussions and speculations. Almost 
ten years ago, a commentary called “Quest for Truth: The Crucifixion,” 
premiered on Easter Sunday on the History Channel. A team of history 
enthusiasts, supported by historians, demonstrated how difficult it was 
to actually nail someone to a cross without the victim falling down. While 
this question could be seen as a manifestation of excessive positivism, 
a similar debate took place among scholars in 16th century Europe, 
creating a series of discourses that would have a large impact on the 
reception of the twenty-six martyrs.

 Early modern European intelligentsia, and especially theolo-
gians, shared a common interest in decoding the mechanism of cru-
cifixion, from its symbolic aspects to extremely concrete ones. There 
are numerous reasons for this. One of them is spiritual, with Luther’s 
devotion to the cross (Theologia crucia) and the Catholic response after 
Trent11. In fact, Luther put a major emphasis on the importance of the 

11. Luther also stresses on the concept of salvation through suffering. For the theo-
logical background, see NGIEN, D., The suffering of God according to Martin Luther’s 
theologia crucis, New York, P. Lang, 1995, MCGRATH, A. E., Luther’s Theology of the 
Cross, Malden Mass. & Oxford, Wiley - Blackwell, 2011. Also see BURSCHEL, P., Ster-
ben und Unsterblichkeit zur Kultur des Martyriums in der frühen Neuzeit, München, 
Oldenburg, 2004, pág. 113. 

Fig. 2 : Tokugawa bakufu 
keiji zufu, 1893, f. 52. (Meiji 
University Museum)
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crucified Jesus in his Reformed theology. On the Catholic side, Ignatius 
Loyola, one of the representative thinkers of the counter-reformation, 
emphasized the meditation on the Cross in his Spiritual Exercises12.

 It was in this very context that a major event occurred in the far 
away land of Japan: the death of the twenty-six martyrs of Nagasaki, 
which was seen as an actual re-enactment of the crucifixion. The group, 
which would become known as the twenty-six martyrs of Japan, was 
composed of three Jesuits, six Franciscans and seventeen Japanese 
converts. Almost immediately after their deaths, the news of their exe-
cution was conveyed to Europe, and the Franciscans almost immediate-
ly started a series of inquiries that would prepare for their beatification13.

12. See, for example, FABRE, P.-A., Ignace de Loyola : le lieu de l’image : le problème de 
la composition de lieu dans les pratiques spirituelles et artistiques jésuites de la seconde 
moitié du XVIe siècle, Paris, Éd. de l’École des hautes études en sciences sociales, J. 
Vrin, 1992, págs. 36-38.

13. OMATA RAPPO, H., Des Indes lointaines aux scènes des collèges…, págs. 129-35.

Fig. 3: Mercator-Hondius-
Atlas, 1613, Heinrich-Suso 

Gymnasium, Konstanz.
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 An iconographical model of the 
Twenty-six was also created, first in mis-
sionary texts. However, it was so potent that 
it can also be found in secular sources, and 
especially in a world map created in 1613: the 
Mercator Hondius Atlas (Fig. 3).

 During the modern period, maps 
did not simply function as a geographical 
tool. They were also a representation of the 
world, following the concept of “world theater” 
(theatrum mundi), allegoric figurations of the 
real world at a smaller scale14. This atlas shows 
the whole known world at the time. The isles 
of Japan are represented in red, on the right. 
Next to them, an image depicting a man on a 
cross and pierced by a lance can be seen (Fig. 
4)15. The actual process is discussed in detail 
in the text below:

The Japanese crucify criminals in this way. 

The cross consists of four boards. They do 

not use nails, but most of the time they tie 

their feet and hands with ropes. Then, once 

the cross is raised, the executioner thrusts a spear into the crucified’s right 

flank. Thus, they killed many Christians because of their faith16.

 A similar image can be seen in the “The kingdome of China 
newly augmented by I. S.” a map found in an Atlas published in 1626, in 
London, by the great Elizabethan mapmaker John Speed (Fig. 5)17. This 

14. SPIELMANN, G., “Voyages dans un fauteuil: mises en scènes de l’exotisme au 
théâtre et sur les cartes géographiques (XVIe - XVIIIe siècles),” en GUYON, L. P. and 
REQUEMORA-GROS, S., coord., Voyage et théâtre, Paris, Presses de l’Université Pa-
ris-Sorbonne, 2011, págs. 41-52.

15. This representation was inherited by another, later, map: Jodocus HONDIUS, Duis-
burg, 1606, Sächsische Landesbibliothek - Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek, Dres-
den: Karten und Ansichten. Jodocus HONDIUS, Carte de la Chine, 1630, Kirishitan 
Bunko, Université Sophia, Tōkyō, Japan, MAP-1630-KB1.

16. The original text in Latin reads as follows: “Ita Japones homines facinerosos cru-
ciaffigunt crux constat quatuor lignis, clavis non utuntur, sed manus pedesque al-
ligant plerunque, funibus deinde carnifex cruce erecta lanceam adigit in latus dex-
trum crucefixi ita Christianos aliquot morti dederunt fidei causa.”

17. POLLARD, A. F., “Speed, John,” Dictionary of National Biography, vol. 53, London, 
Smith, Elder & Co., 1898, págs. 318-20.

Fig. 4: Image of Japan, 
Mercator-Hondius-Atlas.
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map uses the same symbolic representation of Japan through the death 
and crucifixion of the twenty-six martyrs (Fig. 5). The caption just reads, 
“The manner of their Execution.” It does not say which execution it was, 
or who the victim could have been. Even keywords such as martyrs, 
persecution or Christians are absent. This suggests how self-evident 
the reference was, even in England.

 This very neutral description is probably the most interesting 
aspect of Speed’s map. In fact, it was not designed, as were most con-
temporary sources, to praise the martyrs and their glorious deaths. 
The image also contains a brief explanation, which merely describes 
the technical aspects of the crucifixions in Japan. One could imagine 
that this was due to the secular nature of the source, and maybe to the 
fact that it was made by an English Protestant. 

 All of this, of course, had an impact, but in fact, the description 
given by Speed is directly based on the reports written by the mission-
aries, who provided great detail on the execution of the twenty-six: the 
form of the cross, the way the victims were attached to it… This can be 
seen in a letter by Luis Froís, who thoroughly describes the process, and 
also provides an image of the “Japanese cross.” Here is what he says:

 The cross consists of four pieces of wood: one vertical, and two 
crosswise, at the height of the hands and feet, as well as one, shorter, 
intended to support the weight of the body. Japanese do not use nails, 
but tie the hands and feet with ropes. The condemned man is also tied 
to the neck, and his position is reminiscent of a cross. The whole cross 
is then raised, and the executioners pierce the flanks of the tortured 
with a spear18.

18. Original document in the Archivum Romanum Societatis IESUS (ARSI), Jap. Sin. 53, 

Fig. 5: John Speed, The 
kingdome of China newly 
augmented by I. S., 1626, 

Harvard Pussey Library, Call 
No: G7810 1626.S6.



137

Death on the Cross; the Beatification of the Twenty-Six Martyrs of Nagasaki (1627)...  |  Hitomi Omata Rappo

 The description is accompanied by 
an illustration (Fig. 6; from the Latin printed 
edition of 1599).

 The most important characteristic of 
this image is that it does not depict the mar-
tyrs, but rather the cross itself. Its main func-
tion is to provide a visual representation of the 
description provided in the text. This cross was 
also used on the frontispiece of the printed 
editions of Froís’ letter, which were published 
in most main European languages19.

 This description is found almost iden-
tically, with the same concern for technical 
precision, in the Relación del Reino de Nippon, 
written by a merchant based in Nagasaki, 
Bernardino de Avila Girón, between 1549 and 
1615 (Fig. 7)20.

 Such depictions did not come out of 
the missionaries’ imagination. In fact, they 
were largely consistent with later Japanese 
sources, which described the process of exe-
cuting criminals. It corresponds to a method of execution called “harit-
suke” in Japanese sources. This method  was, however, not exclusively 
performed on Christians21. This shows that the Atlas, although based 
on missionary sources, actually reflected Japanese practices.

f. 53v-54r. I consulted the transcribed document in GALDÓS BAERTEL, R., coord. 
Relación del martirio de los 26 cristianos crucificados en Nangasaqui el 5 febrero de 
1597, Roma, Tip. de la Pont. Univ. Gregoriana, 1935, pág. 100.

19. The references of the Latin version include: De rebus Iaponicis historica relatio, ea-
que triplex..., Moguntiae, Ex officina typographica Ioannis Albini, 1599, Besson Collec-
tion, 198.221-B39 (88). For the German publication, see Drey Japonische Schreiben: 
Das erst. Was massen 26. geistliche vnd weltliche Personen..., Meyntz, Bey Iohan Albin, 
1599. Besson Collection, 198.221-B39 (90). SCHILLING, D. and LEJARZA, F., “Rela-
ción del Reino de Nippon por Bernardino de Avila Girón (Continuación)” Archivo 
ibero-americano, XXI, 116 1934, pág. 546.

20. The edition of this text was published in a series of articles in the journal of Archivo 
Ibero-Americano, from 1933 to 1935. See SCHILLING, D. and LEJARZA, F., “Relación 
del Reino de Nippon por Bernardino de Avila Girón”, Archivo ibero-americano, XXXI, 
1933, págs. 481-531, XXXVII, 1934, págs. 5-48, XXXIX, 1934, págs. 392-434 y XXII, 
117, 1935, págs. 103-130, 216.

21. FUSE, Y., Nihon shikeishi, Tōkyō, Gan’nandō shoten, 1983, págs. 260-263, 279. Valig-
nano also says this, before the death of the twenty-six. ÁLVAREZ-TALADRIZ, J. L., 

Fig. 6: Relatione della Gloriosa 
morte di XXVI, Roma, 1599, pág. 
101, Harvard Houghton Library, 
Jpn 185.99.15
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2. Archaeologies of the Cross
during the late 16th century

How can we explain this peculiar—almost scientific—writing style found 
in descriptions of this execution and especially of the Japanese cross? 
Especially since, at the same time, this literature does not hesitate to 
use hagiography and symbols? In fact, this concern of technical matters 
regarding crucifixion can be seen as a direct continuation of a tradition 
found in earlier, especially Jesuit, texts. It also, as we will see later, 
responds to certain contemporary issues. 

coord., Sumario de las cosas de Japon (1583), Adiciones del Sumario de Japon (1592), 
Tokyo, Sophia University, 1954, pág. 14. This letter was published for the first time in 
1592. Álvarez-Taladriz, who made a modern edition of the manuscript, also provides 
a precise explanation of crucifixion in Japan (págs. 14-16, note 72).

Fig. 7: Bernardino de Ávila 
Girón, Relaçion del Reyno del 

Nippon a que llama corupta 
mente Jappon, Real Biblioteca 

del Monasterio de San Lorenzo 
de El Escorial, Sig: RBME 

O-III–19, f. 97 rect.
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 First of all, 16th century Europe had its fair share of horror with 
the Wars of Religion. As such, it saw an increased interest for precise 
description of torture instruments. The greatest representative author 
is Antonio Gallonio. His 1591 text, Trattato de gli instrumenti di martirio, 
summarizes the types of execution practiced since antiquity.22 In the 
first chapter, Gallonio provides considerable detail on all the concrete 
aspects of the crucifixion, with a series of figures illustrating his point.23

 A similar, but more thorough investigation into the inner work-
ing of the crucifixion can be found in the work of Justus Lipsius (1547-
1606). This humanist, who was formerly a Calvinist, had grown close to 
the Jesuits. As Marc Fumaroli has shown, in his 1593 De cruce, Lipsius 
discusses the issue of the cross in a historical and philological context. 
However, he also provides, as his title says, a practical meaning for this 
potent symbol. Drawing inspiration mainly from the Ecclesiastical Annals 
by Cesare Baronio (first published in 1588), he gives a central place to 
the figure of Constantine. The cross appeared in a vision before the 
emperor on the eve of the Battle of Milvian Bridge and became a symbol 
meant to rally the persecuted and martyred faithful.24

 In his treatise, the Italian cardinal Federico Borromeo (1564-
1631) also take a “scientific” approach similar to his predecessors, in 
order to describe precisely how the crucifixion was performed.25 In 
these texts, the cross came to be presented as a founding paradigm 
of Christianity, with its seat, Rome. Lipsius’ mention of the persecuted 
leads to the other reason why people such as Froís provided such detail 
in their description of the crucifying of the twenty-six martyrs. The fact 
that they died on the cross was the most crucial element of the whole 
ordeal, and it became, in fact, the main reason for their beatification. 
When missionaries wrote, in a time close to the events themselves, in 
great detail about this, they were in a way already preparing proof to 
be used in the beatification process. 

22. TOUBER, J. J., Law, Medicine, and Engineering in the Cult of the Saints in Counter-Ref-
ormation Rome: the Hagiographical Works of Antonio Gallonio, 1556-1605, Leiden, 
Brill, 2014, pág. 231.

23. COMBET, C.-L., coord. Traité des instruments de martyre et des divers modes de sup-
plice employés par les païens contre les chrétiens (1591), Grenoble, J. Millon, 2002, 
pág. 10.

24. FUMAROLI, M., L’école du silence : le sentiment des images au XVIIe siècle, Paris, 
Flammarion, 1998, pág. 372-73. Baronius also provides a drawing of the labarum, the 
military standard displaying Christ’s sign, which was used by Constantin the Great.

25. ROTHWELL, K. S. and JONES, P. M., coord. Federico Borromeo, Sacred painting, Mu-
seum, Cambridge, MA., London, Harvard Univ. Press, 2010, pág. 82.
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 The event was in fact so striking that some in Europe actually 
doubted its veracity. This is the case of the French Protestant Théodore 
Agrippa d’Aubigné, in his Confession catholique du sieur de Sancy (1598). 
This book, which was published years after Agrippa’s death,26 is actually 
a pamphlet against Nicolas de Harlay, lord of Sancy (1546-1629). Born 
Protestant, he served as a diplomat at the French court. He definite-
ly converted to Catholicism in 1598 but many Protestants, including 
Aubigné, accused him of opportunism. In fact, the Confession catholique 
was written as a reaction to this event. Agrippa designed it as a fake 
confession of Nicolas Harlay describing his allegedly dishonest and fake 
conversion. The text depicts him as an extremely opportunistic figure 
who abandoned his Protestant faith only out of personal interest.27 Sancy 
also provides detail what he thinks are the advantages of being a Catholic. 
However, Agrippa uses this rhetorical turn to actually criticize the Church 
and what he sees as it excesses and lies.28 It is in this very peculiar con-
text that the character Sancy mentions the project of creating a Catholic 
(he even says roman) martyrology out of contemporary martyrs:

“So they will have to show that we too have martyrs in this century as good as 

theirs... From there, to disguise the story, we will make a quick trip to Japan, 

where the Jesuits say they were crucified, and have done great miracles, 

which cannot be done elsewhere than in Japan, because the other nations 

are incredulous. It would be necessary to condemn all the Huguenots of 

France to go see if it is true.”29

 When he urges the Huguenots to go to Japan and see whether it 
really happened or not, Sancy translates the thought of Agrippa himself, 
who probably did not believe that Jesuits died on a cross in this faraway 
land. The story of the twenty-six was in a way “too good to be true,” and 

26. In Recueil de diverses pièces servant à l ‘Histoire d’Henri III, Cologne, chez Pierre Mar-
teau, 1660. Pierre Marteau is an imaginary publisher. See BERNARD, M., “La confes-
sion catholique du Sieur du Sancy: The Swan Song of the Zealoud Protestants,” en 
ENENKEL, K., coord., The Turn of the Soul: Representations of Religious Conversion in 
Early Modern Art and Literature, Boston; Leiden, Brill, 2012, pág. 22.

27. SCHRENCK, G., “Agrippa d’Aubigné et le Sieur de Sancy : de l’histoire au pamphlet” 
Albineana, Cahiers d’Aubigné, 12, 2000, págs. 205-14. For an analysis of Agrippa’s 
rhetoric, see BERNARD, “La confession catholique du Sieur du Sancy: The Swan 
Song of the Zealoud Protestants”.

28. HAMADA, A., “D’Aubigné no Nihon — “Sekaishi” to “Sanshî-dono no katorikku koku-
haku” wo tsūjite” Gallia, 47, 2008, págs. 37-43.

29. For a modern edition of the original text, see BIET, C. and FRAGONARD, M.-M., 
coord. Tragédies et récits de martyres : en France (fin XVIe - début XVIIe siècle), Paris, 
Classiques Garnier, 2009, págs. 40-41.
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when missionaries wrote extremely precise depictions of it, they were 
also trying to counter a certain skepticism.30 

3. Jesuit Visual Reactions to the Japanese Martyrs
This partly explains why there was indeed an effort to provide almost 
journalistic reports of the Japanese cross in Froís and others. However, 
later publications, and especially images, of the Japanese martyrs 
moved away from this context, to fully embrace the symbolic value of 
this element. In doing so, they not only responded to Protestant crit-
icism. They also integrated the Japanese martyrs to a certain world-
view, both on an iconographic and devotional level.

 The first of such books is the Triumphus Jesu Christi crucifixi. 
This volume is a calendar of saints illustrated with several engravings 
by the famous engraver Adriaen Collaert (c. 1560-1618). It was published 
in Antwerp (ed. Johannes Moretus) by the Jesuit Bartolomeo Ricci, in 
1608.31 This publication draws from a rich history of illustrated Jesuit 
martyrologies.32 It also directly follows another illustrated work, by the 
same author, on the life of Christ by showing many examples of people 
who experienced something similar to his crucifixion in later centuries.33 
As a superior of the society at the time, Claudio Acquaviva states in his 
preface that it was meant to edify the reader through images.34 Ricci 

30. The geographical distance separating them from Europe was actually as a factor 
making them less believable and imitable. See GIMARET, A., Extraordinaire et or-
dinaire des croix : les représentations du corps souffrant, 1580-1650, Paris Genève, H. 
Champion diff. Slatkine, 2011, pág. 117.

31. FRAGONARD, M.-M., “Corps sanglants, souffrants et macabres: XVIe-XVIIe siècle,” en 
BOUTEILLE-MEISTER, C. and AUKRUST, K., coord., Corps sanglants, souffrants et ma-
cabres : XVIe-XVIIe siècle, Paris, Presses Sorbonne Nouvelle, 2010, págs. 84-85, quotes 
an edition from 1607 that I was unable to examine. For the context of this publication 
and its printer, see SALVIUCCI INSOLERA, L., “Le illustrazione per gli Esercizi Spirituali 
intorno al 1600” Archivum historicum Societatis Iesu, 60, 1991, págs. 168-69.

32. BAILEY, G. A., “The Jesuits and Painting in Italy, 1550-1690: The Art of Catholic 
Reform,” en MORMANDO, F., coord., Piety and Plague from Byzantium to the Baroque, 
Kirksville, Truman State University Press, 2007, pág. 160.

33. Vita D.N. Iesu Christi ex verbis Evangelorium in ipsismet concinnatta, per R.P. Bar-
tholomaeum Riccium, Societatis Jesu, è Castrafidardo, Barthol. Zanetti, Rome, 1607. 
For an analysis of this text, and of its engravings, see FABRE, P. A., “Qu’est-ce qu’être 
l’auteur d’un « écrit illustré » ? Sur quelques ouvrages jésuites des XVIe et XVIIe-

siècles,” en MONCOND’HUY, D., coord., Lisible/visible : pratiques, Poitiers, Universi-
té de Poitiers, UFR Langues et littératures, 1998, págs. 61-64.

34. “Tot Martyrum trophea & exempla non expressa modo litteris ub aciemmentis, sed sus 
ipsos etima oculos imaginibus efficta subiiciat.” (no page number. Included in “Admo-
dum R. P. Claudio Aquavivae Praeposito Generali Societatis IESU”).
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adds, in his own foreword, that the 
images were not only meant to be “ad-
mired,” but also to be “imitated.”35

 In Ricci’s work, references to 
Christ are omnipresent. The first en-
graving actually depicts the Passion. 
The text is also largely influenced by 
the Spiritual Exercises and later, their 
iconography.36 It was, in fact, proba-
bly published in anticipation of Loyola’s 
beatification, which happened during 
the following year.37 

 The twenty-six martyrs of Japan 
are represented on the third engrav-
ing (Fig. 8), after Christ and the martyr, 
Peter Balsamus. Their position near the 
beginning of the book underlines their 
relative importance, and they are given 
an eminent place in the genealogy of 
martyrs from ancient times. This posi-
tion also underlines their deep signifi-
cance. In fact, the book follows the cal-
endar, and represents martyrs either on 
the date of their death or on their feast 
day. The twenty-six were martyred on 
February 5, and they did not have a feast 

35. Triumphus Jesu Christi crucifixi, 5 verso. He also says that he sent written instruc-
tions on how to draw the images to Belgium. See SALVIUCCI INSOLERA, L., “Le illu-
strazione per gli Esercizi Spirituali intorno al 1600,” pág. 169. On Ricci’s conception 
of the role of images, see also DEKONINCK, R., Ad imaginem: statuts, fonctions et 
usages de l’image dans la littérature spirituelle jésuite du XVIIe siècle, Genève, Droz, 
2005, pág. 180.

36. BAILEY, “The Jesuits and Painting in Italy, 1550-1690: The Art of Catholic Reform,” 
pág. 160. Ricci was also influenced by Jérôme (Jerónimo) Nadal’s (1507-1580) illus-
trations of the Exercises. See FABRE, P. A., “Les Exercices spirituels sont-ils illus-
trables?,” en GIARD, L., coord., Les Jésuites à l’âge baroque (1540-1640), Grenoble, 
Millon, 1996, pág. 204l.

37. FLEMING, A. C., “St Ignatius of Loyola’s “Vision at la Storta” and the Foundation 
of the Society of Jesus,” en DELBEKE, M. and SCHRAVEN, M., coord., Foundation, 
Dedication, and Consecration in Early Modern Europe, Leiden; Boston, Brill, 2012, 
págs. 225-49, KÖNIG-NORDHOFF, U., Ignatius von Loyola: Studien zur Entwicklung 
einer neuen Heiligen-Ikonographie im Rahmen einer Kanonisationskampagne um 1600, 
Berlin, Gebr. Mann, 1982.

Fig. 8: Bartolomeo Ricci, 
Triumphus Jesu Christi crucifixi, 
Antverpiae, Joannes Moretus, 
1608, Nangasachi in Iaponia, 

no. 3. JESUITICA, John J. Burns 
Library, Boston College
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day yet in 1605. However, Ricci locates 
them on January 10. This suggests that 
the author wanted to provide the twen-
ty-six with a particular importance.

 Ricci also provides two other 
engravings of Japanese martyrs. The 
34th one shows a crucified man, called 
“Hioramus.” An image of the Virgin Mary 
with the baby Jesus can be seen on his 
chest (Fig. 9). According to Ricci’s ex-
planation, this image was created out of 
a story found in a letter written in 1589 
by Marco Ferraro (sometimes Ferrari).38 
It could correspond to the story of an 
old warrior called Joan, who lived in 
Kyūshū during the same period. After 
the temporary expulsion of the mis-
sionaries, he was the leader of a local 
Christian community. He kept an im-
age of the Virgin at home, and used his 
house as a church. He was soon found 
out, and the authorities decided to be-
head him, and then to crucify him with 
his image of the Virgin.39 

 In Ricci’s book, we find no 
trace of a beheading. The original sto-

38. Ferrari, an Italian Jesuit, was a Latin teacher at the Arima college, in Japan, in 
1588. He was later transferred to the Amakusa college, probably in early 1589. RUIZ-
DE-MEDINA, J., coord. Monumenta historica Japoniae I, Textus Catalogorum Japoni-
ae 1553-1654, Roma, Instituco Histórico de la Compañia de Jesús, 1975, págs. 219, 
273. According to Delplace, this letter was published in a document titled Epistolae 
Japoniae, which I have been unable to acquire. See DELPLACE, L., Le catholicisme 
au Japan. tome 1 : S. François Xavier et ses premiers successeurs 1540-93, Bruxelles, 
Librairie Albert Dewit, 1909, pág. 244.

39. This story is found in several printed annual reports and seems to have been fairly 
well known. For example, see Copia di due lettere annue scritte dal Giapone del 1589. & 
1590…, Roma, Luigi Zannetti, 1593, pág. 34-39. But in this book the same story is in-
troduced as a letter written by Luis Froís to Acquaviva. An expanded edition was also 
published: Copia di due lettere annue scritte dal Giapone del 1589. & 1590..., Milano, 
Pacifico Pontio Impressore della Corte Archiepiscopale. 1593. This version was trans-
lated into French: Lettres annuelles escrites du Japon l’an M.D.LXXXIX. & M.D.XC…, 
Paris, Hierosme de Marnef, & la Vefue Guillaume Cauellat, au Pelican, 1593.

Fig. 9: Idem, no. 34 “Hioramus.”
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ry was thus modified, probably in order to focus on the cross itself. 
Hioramus would later become common in similar calendars during the 
following decades.

 The next engraving, number 66, depicts two women and a 
child on the cross (Fig. 10). The text states that it was a widow named 
Magdalena, with her son-in-law and other relatives.40 The original story 
can be found in a letter by Luís Cerqueira (1552-1614), composed in 1604. 
In December 1603, eight Christians were beheaded in Kyūshū.41 The 1607 
edition of the Annual letters includes this story, under the title “The glo-
rious martyrs, Saints Joana, Ines and Magdalena, and the child Luis.”42

 In Catholic martyr books, images of women are fairly rare. In 
such a context, this image of Japanese women on the cross can be 
related to several pre-existing symbolic and iconographic discourse. 
An important detail has in fact been altered from the original letters. 
The women’s bosoms can be plainly seen, an iconographic detail that 
links them to chaste, female saints in medieval Europe. In the stories 
of Saints Catharina, Agatha, and others, holy women are the subject 
of a form of torture of this particular body part. This destruction of 
their femininity serves to further strengthen the significance of their 
own chastity and purity in front of their masculine tormentors. Such 
stories were especially popular and some of them were printed.43 The 

40. SCOTT, P., “Les crucifixions féminines: une iconographie de la Contre-Réforme,” 
en LESTRINGANT, F. and MOREAU, P.-F., coord., Martyrs et martyrologes, Université 
Charles-de-Gaulle, Lille 3, 2003, pág. 170. translates “conjugatae” by “servitors,” but 
all the other sources mention close family. See, for example, Histoire véritable de la 
glorieuse mort, que six nobles chrestiens japonois ont constamment enduré pour la foy 
de Jésus-Christ, envoyée par Monsieur Louys Cerquera Evesque du Iapon, auec une autre 
semblable du P. Francois Passio, la Viceprouincial de la Compagnie de Iesus, Guillaume 
de la Rivière, Arras, pág. 6. 

41. The manuscript letter can be found in ARSI, Jap. Sin. 20 II, ff. 195r-206v: “Relatio 
mortis, quam sex Japonij Christiani pro fide Christi perpessi sunt, scripta et missa ad 
S.m D. N. Clementem Papam Viii a Ludovico Cerqueira Episcopo Japonensi 25. die febra-
rij anni 1604”; 20 III, ff. 173r-193r : “Relacão da morte que seis Christiaos Jappões pade 
ceraõ polla feé de Christo escrita, e emviada a el Rey Nosso S’nor por dom Luis Cerqueira 
Bispo de Jappão aos. 25 de Janeiro de 1604.” The letter was sent to Pope Clemens VIII 
in order to start a beatification process, but it was in vain.

42. VIEGAS, A., coord., Relação anual das coisas que fizeram os padres da Companhia de 
Jesus nas suas Missões do Japão, China, Cataio. nos anos 1600 a 1609 e do processo da 
conversão e cristandade daquelas partes; tiradas das cartas que os missionários de lá 
escreveram. Tomo segundo 1604–1606, Coimbra, Imprensa da Universidade, 1931, 
págs. 37–45.

43. Relatione della gloriosa morte fatta da sei Christiani Giaponesi, per la fede di Christo, 
alli XXV. di Genaro M. DC. IIII... In Parma, nella Stampa d’Erasmo Viotti. 1607. Con li-
cenza de’ superiori. Parma, Erasmo Viotti, 1607, Kirishitan Bunko, Sophia University, 
KB 535-C29-1, (Tōkyō, Japan); Relatione della gloriosa morte di sei christiani giaponesi 
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iconographic manipulation operated by the engraver in Ricci’s book is 
thus consistent with a certain image of feminine holiness shared across 
modern Europe.44

mandata da Monsig. Vescouo di Giapone, al R. Padre Claudio Acquauiua, Generale della 
Compagnia di Giesv, (no publishing date). Besson Collection, 198.221-B39(200).

44. On this issue, see VINCENT-CASSY, C., Les saintes vierges et martyres dans l’Espagne 
du XVIIe siècle : culte et image, Madrid, Casa de Velázquez, 2011.

Fig. 10: Idem, no. 66, “Iaponia 
pro Christi fide Ioanna & 
Agnes coniugatae, Magdalena 
vidua, ac Ludovicus adoptus 
filiolus.”
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 As a whole, Ricci was not primarily focused on the technical 
description of the cross. While he did not ignore them completely—as 
he utilized crosses resembling the “Japanese cross” drawn by Froís—
his main objective did not rely on the appearance of the cross, but on 
meanings that could be drawn primarily from the Japanese martyrs.

 Ricci, who had many stories of Japanese martyrs at his disposal, 
integrated them within a precise and particular context. With the figure 
of Hioramus and his devotion to the Virgin, or the image of women and 
children on the cross, he provides a new signification to these figures 
within a European context. In this process the Japanese martyrs—saints 
of the new world who were not yet canonized—are included in the cal-
endar of Saints of the Ancient World. This places them not only within 
a genealogy spanning from the first times of the Church to the wars of 
religion, but also in the devotional context of modern times.

3. Pedro Bivero and the Moral Meaning
of the Japanese Martyrs

So far, we have seen how Ricci moved away from the original documents 
describing the martyrs of Japan in favor of a symbolic subtext. This 
tendency is even clearer in the last work we will examine in this pres-
entation: the Jesuit Pedro de Bivero’s (1572-1656) Sacrum sanctuarium 
crucis et patientiae crucifixorum et cruciferorum, emblematicis imagini-
bus labora, a book published in 1635. Bivero was a Spanish theologian 
that worked since 1616 as a preceptor to the children of the Spanish 
Flanders governors.45

 The engravings are largely taken from Ricci’s book. However, 
the text drops the calendrical structure, and does not focus on the 
iconography or the visualization of images. It rather draws exempla and 
moral precepts from the lives of the saints themselves. The Japanese 
martyrs are still included in the text, but at the end of the volume. In his 
explanation, Bivero insists on the virtues of the twenty-six martyrs, who 
are compared to the Christ. In Hioramus’ case, he focuses on the larger 
theme of the devotion to the Virgin.

45. On this book, see FRAGONARD, M.-M., “Une forêt de croix : Biver ou l’archéologie 
entre épouvante et compassion,” en Corps sanglants, souffrants..., pág. 69-85.
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 The last image is the most interesting. Bivero openly links the 
widow’s Christian name, Magdelena, with Mary Magdalene, found in the 
gospels. Mary Magdalene was in fact an important figure in 17th century 
Catholic Europe. This period saw the development of the cult of the 
penitent Magdalene, who was said to have suffered in her soul at least 
as much as the Christ in his flesh. This link between Magdalene and the 
crucifixion is further attested with other modern saints bearing the same 
name. Alexandre Piny, in a 1680 treatise, tells the life of a certain Maria 
Magdalena of the Holy Trinity (1612-1678). Her story mentions the stig-
mata of crucifixion that had appeared on her after she had been pierced 
by the divine hand.46 Furthermore, this interpretation of a Japanese 
martyr through Maria Magdalena in a Jesuit text is also probably a direct 
reference to the Spiritual Exercises. Maria Magdelena is one of the few 
female characters mentioned in this founding work of Jesuit spirituality.

 Neither Bivero nor Ricci provide an explanation for the crucified 
child, Luis. In fact, such images of children are even rarer in Catholic 
iconography. It is probably related to the very popular theme of the child 
Jesus. This image was in fact, around 1600, directly associated with 
the Passion itself. This can be seen in Jesuit engravings, such as an 
image by Hieronimus Wierx, in which the child Jesus is carrying a cross 
bearing the IHS emblem. Another indirect reference could be the story 
of the infanticide perpetrated by King Herod, which had itself became 
an important theme of edifying literature.47

Conclusion
Within this context, the symbol of the cross appears as the main vector 
through which this symbolic translation operates. Moreover, this would 
have not been possible without the previous research on the crucifixion 
initiated by Gallonio. The late 15th and early 16th centuries served as a 
period during which many key concepts of the Catholic doctrine, such 
as relics or martyrs, were either doubted or competed against by the 
Protestants. Beatification processes from the time show that miracles 
and relics were thoroughly investigated, through a method that we 

46. La vie de la Vénérable Mère Marie-Madeleine de la Très-Sainte Trinité, 1680, quoted 
in LE BRUN, J., “L’institution et le corps. Lieux de mémoire, d’après les biographies spi-
rituelles féminines du XVIIe siècle” Corps écrit, 11, 1984, págs. 111-21.

47. Such figures carried an important meaning in the conflicts between Protestants 
and Catholics. See MÂLE, E., L’art religieux du XVIIe siècle, Italie-France-Espagne-
Flandres, Paris, A. Colin, 1984, págs. 71-72.
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could call pre-scientific. Without such archaeology of the cross, and the 
doctrinal groundwork laid by Lipsius, the almost unbelievable story of 
the Japanese martyrs would probably never have made such an impact 
upon modern Europe.

 The powerful symbol of the crucifixion also played an important 
role in the gradual acceptance of the Japanese martyrs by the Society of 
Jesus. In fact, the Franciscans actively promoted the martyrs and pre-
pared for their beatification, while the Jesuits never really cooperated.48 
It can be seen as surprising that the Jesuits, while they were reluctant 
to admit their martyrdom and were not active in the beatification pro-
cess, decided to publish an image of them in Ricci’s book. This shows 
that despite the doubts on the validity of the martyrs, a major figure of 
the Society like Ricci decided to include them to the long tradition of 
discourses on the crucifixion, portraying them as a re-enactment of 
the Christ and the ancient martyrs. 

 After the beatification, the Jesuits would fully embrace this 
aspect and actively venerate and promote their Japanese martyrs. 
However, the Society did not venerate the full group of the twenty-six 
victims. In fact, the papal bulls declaring their sanctity divided them 
into two groups: the twenty-three Franciscans (and Japanese converts) 
and the three Jesuits fathers.49 After 1627, several paintings of this trio, 
sometimes with the other major figures of the Society, were made.50 In 
this context, Ricci’s book appears as a major exception—at least among 
known sources—not only because it includes the whole group, but also 
due to the fact that it was made before the beatification.

 In normal circumstances, such devotional images of people not 
officially recognized as saints were not allowed. The existence of a cult 
or local forms of devotion before a saint had been officially recognized 
as such has always been a recurring problem for the Church. In fact, the 
early 17th century saw the enactment of stricter rules on this aspect, 
with the 1625 decree of Pope Urban VIII. Confirmed in 1634, this text 

48. This leads later sources to say that the Jesuits owe their first saint martyrs to the 
Franciscans. See BOUIX, D., Histoire des vingt-six martyrs du Japon crucifiés à Nanga-
saqui, le 5 février 1597 : avec un aperçu historique sur les chrétientés du Japon depuis 
cette époque jusqu’à nos jours, Lyon; Paris, Librairie Catholique de Perisse Frères, 
Régis Ruffet, 1862, pág. 184.

49. OMATA RAPPO, Des Indes lointaines aux scènes des collèges, págs. 157-59.
50. Op. cit., págs. 359-77.
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formally prohibits any form or cult or devotion of persons that were not 
officially beatified or canonized.51 
 In this context, the presence of the twenty-six martyrs in a 
devotion book such as Ricci’s could be seen as problem. Furthermore, 
there are several additional references to paintings and images of the 
Japanese martyrs.52 The Franciscans even made full-scale paintings of 
them. One of them was even displayed in the Santa Maria in Ara Coeli, 
a Franciscan Church in Rome, before the beatification. Ironically, its 
existence is known to us due to an order to remove it, promulgated in 
November 7 1626.53

 This shows that the Church tried to limit excessive displays of 
veneration towards the Japanese martyrs. However, this was probably a 
one-time decision, and there exists no evidence of a full-scale campaign 
against image of the twenty-six on the cross made before 1627. However, 
the clear existence of such images had an impact, as the Japanese 
martyrs were beatified as a “casus exceptus.” This is an exception to 
the usual rules that admits the sainthood of a candidate, despite the 
presence of a cult or veneration prior to the official decision.54  

 In fact, both such eagerness to venerate the twenty-six mar-
tyrs, and the decision to beatify them stems from the same reason: their 
deaths on the cross. The official bulls even give this element as the main 
justification of the process.55 The Japanese cross also become such a 
powerful iconographic theme that it spawned countless paintings and 

51. FIUME, G., Il Santo Moro, i processi di canonizzazione di Benedetto da Palermo, Mila-
no, Franco Angeli, 2002, pág. 242.

52. Even the Peinture spirituelle, published in 1607, the French Jesuit Louis Richeôme, 
in his imaginary visit of the Jesuit novitiate in Rome, mentions the presence of a 
painting of Japanese martyrs. See OMATA RAPPO, “How to Make “Colored” Japanese 
Counter-Reformation Saints.”

53. This story can be found in the work of pope Benedict XIV, who was responsible for 
enabling a comprehensive reform of the beatification and canonization system, as 
well as publishing several important studies on the subject. See the modern edition 
in SANCTORUM, C. D. C., coord. De servorum Dei beatificatione et beatorum canoni-
zatione Vol. II/1, Città del Vaticano, Libreria editrice vaticana, 2012, págs. 212-13.

54. VERAJA, La beatificazione. Storia, problemi, prospettive, pág. 88. After the early 17th 
century, beatification processes distinguished the formal beatification (beatificatio 
formalis) and equipollent beatification (beatificatio aequipollens). Formal beatifi-
cation is the usual process, and equipollent describes the exceptions, mostly due 
to the existence of a prior cult. This corresponds to the notion of “casus exceptus.” 
See MISZTAL, H., Le cause di canonizzazione : storia e procedura, Città del Vaticano, 
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2005, pág. 97.

55. See PAPA, Le cause di canonizzazione nel primo periodo della Congregazione dei riti 
(1588-1634), pág. 90.
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pictures,56 and it became a mainstay of hagiographical literature. It can 
thus be seen in the Acta Sanctorum of the Bollandists.57

 In the case of the twenty-six, images and iconography linking 
them to the cross had a deep impact. Through their diffusion, mostly in 
printed books, they allowed to establish, already a few years after their 
execution, a concrete image of the martyrs, focused on the extremely 
impactful symbol of their deaths of the cross. The role of such visual 
representations was especially crucial in the context of modern Europe, 
where religious images, and especially engravings, were one of the 
most potent tools used to convey specific messages to the popula-
tions. Similar images, such as the passion of the Christ, were used by 
both Catholics and Protestants to convey different meanings, with the 
ultimate goal being to convert the population of contested territories.58

56. On this, see OMATA RAPPO, Des Indes lointaines aux scènes des collèges, chapter IV.
57. Acta Sanctorum, 02 Februarii, Tomus 1, 1658, pág. 760, section 104 : “Cruces, apus 

Iaponios in multandis hominibus facinorosis usitate, duo habent ligna transversaria, 
alterum ad brachia, alterum ad pedes.”

58. GÉLIS, J., “Le corps, l’Église et le sacré,” en VIGARELLO, G., CORBIN, A., and COUR-
TINE, J.-J., coord., Histoire du corps, t.1 De la Renaissance aux Lumières, Paris, Éd. du 
Seuil, 2005, pág. 35.


