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425 Years of Exchange
between Japan and the Netherlands




Looking forward begins with looking back.
History doesn’t just tell us where we've come
from—it quietly points us toward where we
might go. In today’s world of growing uncer-
tainty and global challenges, Expo 2025
offers a rare and hopeful moment: a place
where the world gathers not to compete, but
to collaborate—to share ideas and imagine
solutions together.

This exhibition was born from that
same spirit. The story of the Dutch in Japan
begins in 1600, when the ship De Liefde
arrived on these shores. What followed was
not conflict, but connection with an amazing
encounter in Osaka Castle that developed in
a maghnificent way over time. For centuries,
we found common ground: through trade,
through dialogue, through curiosity. Always
exchanging ideas. Always together. In a world
that often seems divided, that shared history
feels more relevant than ever.

This project is the result of extra-
ordinary collaboration. Starting with an idea,
following a brainstorm session with the dis-
tinguished Professor Frederik Cryns of the
International Research Center for Japanese
Studies (Nichibunken). Then a wonderful
in-depth conversation with the Director of
Osaka Castle Museum who—together with
Osaka City—not only gave us permission to
organise this exhibition, but took the lead in
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organising a parallel exhibition on how inter-
national exchange had changed the world of
the samurai.

And from there it took off: from the
National Archives in The Hague to the Matsura
Museum in Hirado, from Nichibunken in
Kyoto to the National Museum in Tokyo, from
Dejima to Usuki and Tekijuku—so many have
contributed their knowledge, time, and inspi-
ration. The result is this exhibition, and the
catalogue in your hands.

Last but definitely not least: this
exhibition and the catalogue have received
messages of support from many friendship
associations both in Japan and the Nether-
lands. This underlines the importance that
many people in our two countries attach
to the relationship between Japan and the
Netherlands. May it remind us that the past
holds not only lessons, but a path toward a
future we can build together.

Marc Kuipers

Commissioner General for the
Netherlands at Expo 2025 Osaka,
Kansai, Japan

Consul-General for the Kingdom of
the Netherlands in Osaka
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In April 1600, the Dutch ship De Liefde
arrived in Japan. An extraordinary and memo-
rable encounter at Osaka Castle a month
later sparked the beginning of a remark-
able relationship between two nations. Even
during the Japanese self-isolation (sakoku),
the Netherlands remained its sole window
to the West. Through trade and knowledge
exchange, Dutch and Japanese scholars
shaped each other’s worlds. This exhibition
at Osaka Castle explores these early encoun-
ters and their lasting impact.

Today, in 2025, knowledge exchange
is more vital than ever. Expo 2025 Osaka
embodies this need, bringing nations together
to tackle global challenges that no single
country can solve alone. The Netherlands
contributes A New Dawn on Common Ground,
promoting collaboration for a sustainable
future—just as we once shared knowledge in
isolation.

Beyond trade, our relationship thrived
on curiosity and learning. The connection
between Japan and the Netherlands has
always been about more than goods—it has
been about ideas. From medicine to technol-
ogy, the Dutch-Japanese connection shaped
the Edo period and still influences innovation
today.

This exhibition highlights how open-
ness and cooperation drive progress. As our
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ancestors found common ground despite
differences, we too must work together to
solve today’s challenges. By reflecting on this
shared history, we hope to inspire the next
generation to exchange ideas, build connec-
tions, and shape a better future.
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Under the theme Common Ground,
the Netherlands pavilion at Expo 2025
Osaka, Kansai, Japan showcases

pavilion invites visitors to explore shared
Copyright: Zhu Yumeng

solutions for global challenges. It serves

as a hub for business, culture, and
science—fostering partnerships between

structure, powered by clean energy and
the Netherlands, Japan, and the world.

innovation, sustainability, and collabo-
inspired by water’s movement, the

THE NETHERLANDS PAVILION AT EXPO
ration. Featuring a circular-designed
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“The Siege and Capture of the City of Hulst from the Spaniards, November 5, 1645” by Hendrick de Meijer.Rijksmuseum object number SK-A-251.

DR. FREDERIK CRYNS

Professor of Japanese history

at the International Research Center
for Japanese Studies, Kyoto, Japan

The 17th century was a transformative
period for both Japan and the Nether-
lands. Japan entered an era of peace and
stability under the Tokugawa shogunate,
experiencing remarkable urban growth
and cultural flowering. Similarly, the Neth-
erlands enjoyed its Golden Age, having
secured independence from Spain and
emerging as a major trading power. Dur-
ing this pivotal century, these two nations
established a unique relationship. Follow-
ing Japan’s implementation of its isolation
policy, the Netherlands became the only
European nation permitted to trade with
Japan, replacing Portugal’s previous near-
monopoly on Japanese trade.

This exclusive relationship granted
the Dutch a unique status in Japan, where
they were known as komajin, or “red-haired
people”. Despite strict limitations on their
presence, the Dutch served as Japan’s only
direct link to European developments for
more than two centuries.
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The first encounters between the
Dutch and the Japanese occurred by chance.
In the late 16th century, the Dutch began
dispatching fleets to Asia in search of trade
opportunities. One such expedition involved
the Liefde, a ship that drifted to Bungo, now
Oita Prefecture on the island of Kyushu, in
April 1600. Its arrival was nothing short of
dramatic—of the 110 crew members who
had set sail from Rotterdam, only 18 sur-
vived the harrowing journey.

The arrival of this battered ship would
prove to be a pivotal moment in Japanese his-
tory. Two crew members, Jan Joosten Loden-
steijn and William Adams, were granted an
audience with Tokugawa leyasu, the de facto
leader of Japan and soon-to-become shogun.
leyasu showed great interest in their know-
ledge and trading potential. Both Lodensteijn,
a Dutchman, and Adams, an Englishman,
became trusted retainers of the shogun,
advising him on diplomatic matters. Their leg-
acy lives on in modern Japan, with the Yaesu
district in Tokyo taking its name from Joos-
ten, while the Anjinzuka train station honours
Adams’ Japanese name, Miura Anjin.

In 1609, ships from the Dutch East
India Company arrived for the first time in an
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official capacity and established a trading
post in Hirado. This event marked the begin-
ning of formal trade between the Dutch and
Japanese. Tokugawa leyasu issued vermil-
lion seal letters, known as shuinjo, authoris-
ing Dutch ships to visit and trade freely. This
issuance also initiated cordial diplomatic
correspondence between both nations’ rul-
ers, namely Tokugawa leyasu and Prince
Maurits.

Dutch-Japanese trade grew signifi-
cantly in the 1630s, prompting the expan-
sion of the Dutch trading post in Hirado.
However, in 1641, the post was relocated
from Hirado to Dejima in Nagasaki due to
shogunate policies.

Dejima was a fan-shaped artificial
island where the Dutch continued their trad-
ing activities under restricted conditions.
Every summer, Dutch East India Company
ships arrived from Batavia, now Jakarta, and
trade took place over approximately three
months. Major imports included silk pro-
ducts, cotton goods, medicines and, later,
sugar, while Japan exported copper, lacquer-
ware and ceramics.

Each year, the Dutch chief merchant
undertook a journey to Edo, known as the
Edo sanpu, to have an audience with the
shogun. During this three-month expedition,
they presented the latest Western goods as
a tribute to the shogun, but they also brought
back information about Japan’s political and
cultural situation.

Life on Dejima was strictly regulated
but culturally rich. Between trading sessions,
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the Dutch residents occupied themselves
with various activities, such as cultivating
medicinal herb gardens, caring for exotic
animals brought by ships, playing billiards,
performing music together and conducting
scientific observations. Japanese interpret-
ers, doctors and scholars regularly visited
to learn about Western developments, cre-
ating a unique cultural exchange despite the
island’s physical restrictions.

By the late 18th century, Dejima had
evolved beyond its role as a trading post
and became a vital gateway for acquiring
Western scientific and medical knowledge.
The Dutch influence on Japanese intel-
lectual life was significant, giving rise to
rangaku, or Dutch learning (the study of
Western science and knowledge transmit-
ted via the Dutch trading post in Dejima),
as a formal field of study. Japanese schol-
ars painstakingly translated Dutch books
about medicine, science and technology.
In 1796, the completion of the first Dutch-
Japanese dictionary opened new paths for
knowledge transfer. Through Dutch books,
Japan gained access to European advances
in medicine, astronomy, geography and mil-
itary science, all while maintaining its policy
of isolation.

The cultural impact of this relation-
ship was reciprocal. Japanese art, particu-
larly Arita porcelain, became highly prized
in Europe through Dutch trade, with Dutch
merchants transporting these exquisite
ceramics along extensive maritime routes.
At the same time, exposure to Western art
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through the Dutch connection led to inno-
vative developments in Japan. A new style
of painting emerged, called Nagasaki-e,
which incorporated Western techniques of
perspective. Artists such as Shiba Kokan
even adopted Western techniques to create
copperplate prints and oil paintings, mark-
ing a significant shift in Japanese artistic
expression.

The role of the Dutch in Japan’s mod-
ernisation accelerated after Japan opened
to the West. In 1855, the newly founded
Nagasaki Naval Training Centre brought
Dutch naval instructors to teach shipbuilding
technology and maritime skills to Japanese
students. By 1861, Dutch medical exper-
tise contributed to the creation of Japan’s
first Western-style hospital, marking a sig-
nificant step in the country’s rapid modern-
isation. These institutions exemplified how
centuries of Dutch-Japanese relations were
evolving from trade-based exchanges into
broader technical and scientific cooperation.

The exchange between the Dutch and
Japanese in Dejima came to an end in 1863
when the Dutch consul-general moved from
Dejima to Yokohama. However, friendly rela-
tions between the two countries continued.
Despite losing their exclusive trading posi-
tion, the Dutch continued to play an influ-
ential role in Japan’s modernisation. Dutch
experts, particularly in civil engineering,
made vital contributions to Japan’s tech-
nological development. The work of Dutch
engineers on infrastructure projects, such
as river improvements, harbour construction
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and waterway development, was crucial to
Japan’s industrialisation.

This relationship faced a severe test
during World War Il. The Japanese occupa-
tion of the Dutch East Indies resulted in the
imprisonment of many Dutch citizens in
internment camps. The effects of the war
lingered for years. However, through diplo-
matic efforts, such as the Protocol for Dutch
War Victims in 1956 and the Peace, Friend-
ship and Exchange Initiative in the 1990s,
relations gradually improved, enabling both
nations to restore their historically close ties.

New forms of cooperation, including
cultural and academic exchanges, emerged
during the postwar period, paving the way
for today’s strong bilateral relationship,
characterised by significant economic ties
and regular royal visits.

The story of Dutch-Japanese rela-
tions, which began with a chance encounter
and developed into one of the most sig-
nificant channels of knowledge exchange
between East and West, is truly unique in
world history. From the dramatic arrival of
the Liefde in 1600 to the celebration of 425
years of Dutch-Japanese relations in 2025,
these ties have demonstrated remarkable
resilience and adaptability. Through periods
of isolation and openness, and of war and
peace, the relationship has evolved from an
exclusive trading arrangement into a mod-
ern partnership encompassing technology,
culture and diplomacy. As both nations con-
front 21st-century challenges, their histori-
cal connection remains a strong foundation

.
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ing, proving that meaningful international
relationships can transcend centuries and

for cooperation and mutual
cultural differences.
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Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536)

was one of the most influential humanist
Against all odds, the wooden stern

figure of Erasmus survived De Liefde’s

perilous journey. While the ship itself

curiosity and critical thought made him a
was dismantled, the figure was pre-

fitting symbol for a ship embarking on a
journey into the unknown. The stern
ideals of wisdom and exploration, guiding
encounter. Over the centuries, it became
a symbol of the first Dutch-Japanese
relations. Today, this remarkable piece
of maritime history is housed in the
Tokyo National Museum, where it serves
as a tangible reminder of early global
connections and cultural exchange.

figure of Erasmus on De Liefde was more
the ship across uncharted waters.

thinkers of the Renaissance, advocating
than just decoration—it embodied the

ERASMUS: A SYMBOL OF KNOWLEDGE
for reason, education, and religious

AND EXPLORATION
tolerance. His philosophy of intellectual

served as a rare artifact of this historic
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Wooden Stern Sculpture of Erasmus from
De Liefde, made in the Netherlands in 1598.

Previously held at Ryuko-in, Tochigi
Prefecture, now at the Tokyo National

Museum. Owner: Ryukoin
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DR. JOHN THOLEN
Conservator, Erasmus Collection at
Rotterdam City Library

ROBBERT NESSELAAR MSc.
Consultant

Erasmus’ relentless advocacy for progress-
oriented dialogue couldn’t be more topical
and relevant today. He was a true polymath—
philosopher, priest, educator, author of sev-
eral bestsellers (including In Praise of Folly),
scholar, social entrepreneur, and much more.
Erasmus is synonymous with tolerance and
respect for others. He strived for societal pro-
gress and peace. What can we learn from this
bridge builder? Although Erasmus lived some
500 years ago, many of his ideas remain
highly relevant and connect well with the chal-
lenges and opportunities we face today.
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NEXT GENERATIONS

Erasmus was clear: young people are the
future. Through good education and upbring-
ing, children and young people would eventu-
ally make the world a better place when they
grow up—as compassionate human beings
and active participants in society. Intergen-
erational collaboration plays an important
role in this notion. Erasmus emphasised the
ideal relationship between adults and young
people: adults are responsible for raising and
educating the young, while the young are
obliged to carefully listen to and absorb the
wisdom of the adults.

Erasmus was convinced that people
“were not born, but formed”. He believed that
it was essential for individuals to become
critical thinkers and to approach their
sources and resources with discernment.
Expo 2025 Osaka, Kansai, Japan has the
potential to contribute to this process of self-
development. The 1970 World Expo in Japan
was a source of inspiration and excitement
for many. The compelling stories shared in
various country pavilions, largely centred on
technological advances, inspired young peo-
ple to pursue their dreams. Expos can plant
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the seeds for remarkable careers and contri-
butions to society! Now, 55 years later, Expo
2025 Osaka has the potential to inspire a
new generation once again. High-tech inno-
vations can both amaze and trigger people,
just as can the stories from around the world
of how different generations, people from
various backgrounds and skills, co-create
solutions for difficult problems in an open,
inclusive, and inventive way.

DIALOGUE

Erasmus lived in turbulent times. Polarisa-
tion was the order of the day. Frontlines were
hardening, and it was a time full of disputes
and wars, many arising from diametrically
opposed opinions. People often adhered
to their non-negotiable positions and were
reluctant to make any effort to understand
viewpoints other than their own. This was
true then, and sadly, it remains true today.
Erasmus was deeply convinced that people
must work together and be open to compro-
mise. People should be willing to reconsider
and correct their positions when faced with
persuasive arguments. Learning from one
another was crucial. Stubborn attitudes often
lead to unnecessary anguish.

Erasmus underscored the importance
of a good exchange of standpoints. While this
may sound obvious, genuine dialogue was not
so self-evident in his time. Unfortunately, it is
still not so today. Expo 2025 Osaka provides
an excellent stage for dialogue, which can then
lead to concrete action and positive impact.
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CROSS-BORDER COLLABORATION

Erasmus travelled extensively during his life-
time. He visited countless places, regions,
and countries, building an enduring inter-
national network. He met many people and
engaged in lively discussions with them.
Several years after his death in Basel in
1536, Erasmus even crossed the ocean—
albeit as the wooden figurehead of the ship
De Liefde, which made the perilous passage
to Japan in 1600.

There is an awe-inspiring richness
in the meeting of cultures from all across
the globe. As Erasmus already realised,
borders should not be barriers to working
together on common topics. Cross-border
collaboration is key. Visiting one another,
taking an earnest and genuine interest in
one another, and allowing the search for
knowledge and understanding to guide our
interactions are essential. We need to solve
global challenges together. Together, we
can find insights and solutions that would
elude us if we worked in isolation. Each of
us possesses knowledge or skills that are
required. Entrepreneurial dialogue. Societal
dialogue. These concepts should not be
seen in isolation. When we are able to col-
laborate more effectively, share our knowl-
edge more effectively, and, in other words,
co-create, we will make real progress. It all
comes down to the right attitude—Ileaving
no stone unturned.
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HOW DOES THIS PLAY OUT
IN OUR OWN DAILY WORK?

In uncertain, turbulent times, working together
becomes even more important. Without a
doubt, we could use more “Erasmus” today—
more tolerance, more willingness to listen to
others’ arguments, more peace at any cost. If
we want societal progress, we must find com-
mon ground.

We can all be bridge-builders in our
own time. Only through genuine interest in
one another can we take sustainable steps
forward, based on a readiness to learn
and share. Shared concerns must prevail
over self-interest. By complementing and
strengthening one another, no one is left
behind. Nations, cities, individuals can help
one another become better. Everyone has
something to contribute. At first glance,
these may seem like ‘small’ steps, but they
add up to a priceless collective result. By join-
ing forces, we can achieve great things. We
can only address major global challenges—
such as the energy transition, sustainable
food production, and healthy ageing—if we
are willing and able to work together. The
dialogue, mutual understanding, and willing-
ness to think beyond borders should be the
urgent and much-needed focus of our atten-
tion. Futilities do not merit conflict.

The world is full of positive develop-
ments, though they are not always visible.
Expo 2025 Osaka strives to shine a spotlight
on hopeful progress. Exchanging ideas, as
well as cross-border co-creation of effective
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approaches and policies, simply adds pos-
itive energy. Let's do the ‘obvious’ things
exceedingly well, and let's be passionate
about it—just as Erasmus was passionate
about societal progress through bridge-
building. Common sense for the common
good, on common ground. Together. That’s
how we solve global challenges.
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Tokugawa leyasu (1543-1616) was

the founder and first shogun of the
connections with European powers and
Asian neighbors. It was his successors,

turbulent era of warring states, leyasu
particularly his son Hidetada and

demonstrated exceptional strategic
what is known as the bakuhan system,
a unique political structure where the
authority while regional daimyo (lords)
foreign trade and diplomatic relations,
establishing important commercial

Tokugawa shogunate, which ruled Japan
from 1603 to 1868. Emerging from a
acumen, culminating in his decisive
victory at the Battle of Sekigahara in
1600, which unified Japan under his
leadership. As shogun, he established
shogunate (bakufu) maintained central
governed their domains (han) with
significant autonomy under shogunal
supervision. Rather than isolating
Japan, leyasu actively encouraged
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JAPAN’S LONG PEACE
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grandson lemitsu, who later implement-

ed the sakoku (closed country) isolation

policies. leyasu’s policies laid the

peace known as the Edo period, during

which Japanese culture and society

flourished. His legacy as a unifier and

nation-builder remains integral to
Portrait of Tokugawa leyasu, Osaka Castle
Museum.

foundation for over two centuries of
Japan’s historical identity.
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TOKUGAWA IEYASU AND THE DAWN OF
DUTCH-JAPANESE RELATIONS

DR. FREDERIK CRYNS

Professor of Japanese history at the
International Research Center for
Japanese Studies, Kyoto, Japan

The arrival of the Dutch ship the Liefde on
Japanese shores in 1600 marked the begin-
ning of a significant chapter in Japan’s for-
eign relations, one that would fundamentally
alter the course of both Japanese and Dutch
history. To understand how Tokugawa leyasu
perceived this event and why he embraced
the Dutch presence, we must examine the
broader context of his life, ambitions, and
diplomatic vision.

THE RISE OF A DIPLOMATIC STRATEGIST

Born in 1543 during the tumultuous Sen-
goku period, leyasu spent his early years as
a hostage, first to the Oda clan and later to
the Imagawa. These formative experiences
taught him the value of patience, strategic
alliance-building, and careful observation—
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traits that would define his leadership style.
Following the death of Oda Nobunaga in 1582
and Toyotomi Hideyoshi in 1598, leyasu care-
fully positioned himself as the predominant
political force in Japan, culminating in his
decisive victory at Sekigahara in 1600.

This victory secured leyasu’s position
as Japan’s de facto ruler. He established the
Tokugawa shogunate in 1603, and despite
nominally retiring in 1605 and passing the
title of shogun to his son Hidetada, he con-
tinued to wield ultimate authority as Ogosho
(retired shogun) from his base in Sunpu
(modern-day Shizuoka).

Unlike his predecessors who relied
heavily on military conquest, leyasu’s
approach to unifying and ruling Japan was
characterised by diplomatic savvy, strategic
alliances, and careful balance of power—
qualities that would also define his approach
to foreign relations. His primary objective
was establishing lasting peace and pros-
perity following decades of civil war, and he
recognised that trade would be essential to
achieving this goal.
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OMNIDIRECTIONAL DIPLOMACY
AND TRADE POLICIES

leyasu pursued what scholars today call
“omnidirectional diplomacy”—a pragmatic
approach to foreign relations that sought
to establish beneficial connections with
all potential partners rather than limiting
Japan to exclusive relationships. This policy
stemmed from his broader strategic vision
of creating a stable international environ-
ment that would support Japan’s economic
development while preserving its political
autonomy.

After Hideyoshi’s death, leyasu imme-
diately began repairing diplomatic relations
with neighbouring countries damaged by
Hideyoshi’s Korean campaigns. He success-
fully restored formal relations with the
Korean Joseon dynasty by 1607 and pursued
diplomatic exchanges with various Southeast
Asian rulers, including those in Annam (north-
ern Vietnam), Cochinchina (southern Vietnam),
Champa (central Vietnamese coast), Siam
(Thailand), Cambodia, and Patani (Malay
Peninsula).

Domestically, leyasu implemented
trade policies that encouraged economic
growth while maintaining shogunal control.
He established the “red-seal ship” (shuin-
sen) system, which granted official trading
licences to Japanese merchants and foreign
traders. This system allowed the shogunate
to regulate foreign trade.
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THE DUTCH ARRIVAL IN CONTEXT

The arrival of the Dutch ship the Liefde in April
1600 coincided with a critical moment in
leyasu’s rise to power. When informed that a
foreign vessel had landed in Bungo Province,
leyasu, who was then based in Osaka Castle,
immediately displayed interest despite being
occupied with domestic political manoeu-
vring. This response reflected his recognition
of the potential diplomatic and economic sig-
nificance of this encounter.

The Dutch arrival was particularly
well-timed for leyasu’s strategic interests.
Japan had been dependent on Portuguese
traders as intermediaries for Chinese raw
silk imports—a vital commodity for Japan’s
textile industry. The Portuguese monopoly
allowed them to charge exorbitant prices.
leyasu saw in the Dutch the potential for
breaking this monopoly and diversifying
Japan’s trading partners.

Moreover, the religious and political
dimensions of European rivalries were not
lost on leyasu. The Protestant Dutch and
English were engaged in conflict with Catho-
lic Spain and Portugal, which aligned with
leyasu’s growing concerns about the political
influence of Catholic missionaries in Japan.
When the Jesuit missionaries attempted to
discredit the Dutch as pirates, leyasu refused
to be swayed by their accusations, demon-
strating his independent judgment in foreign
affairs.
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WILLIAM ADAMS AND
JAN JOOSTEN LODENSTEIJN:
PERSONAL CONNECTIONS

Among the Liefde’s surviving crew were the
English pilot William Adams and the Dutch
merchant Jan Joosten van Lodensteijn. After
initial scepticism, leyasu recognised their
potential value as sources of knowledge
about European affairs, technology, and navi-
gation. His decision to make both men hat-
amoto (direct retainers of the shogun) and
provide them with estates near Edo reflected
both his personal interest in them and his
strategic assessment of their utility.

Through his conversations with Adams
(known in Japan as Miura Anjin), leyasu gained
valuable insights into European politics, sci-
ence, mathematics, and navigation. Adams
constructed Western-style ships for leyasu
and served as an advisor on foreign rela-
tions, particularly regarding European powers.
Lodensteijn similarly served as a trusted advi-
sor on commercial matters and helped facili-
tate trade between Japan and other nations.

The personal relationship between
leyasu and these two Europeans exemplified
his broader approach to foreign relations—
combining curiosity about new technologies
and knowledge with pragmatic diplomatic
and commercial considerations.

A SPECIAL AFFINITY FOR THE DUTCH

Among all the foreign nations leyasu engaged
with, he developed a particular fondness for
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the Dutch. This preference was evident in his
personal correspondence with Prince Mau-
rice of Nassau, Stadtholder of the United
Provinces. When the Dutch envoy Nicolaes
Puyck delivered Prince Maurice’s letter to
leyasu in 1609, leyasu’s response expressed
genuine enthusiasm for Dutch friendship.
According to one of his replies, leyasu read
the Dutch prince’s letter “again and again,”
indicating his pleasure at receiving corre-
spondence from such a distant ruler.

During Jacques Specx’s audience with
leyasu in 1611, Japanese officials noted with
astonishment the unusually warm recep-
tion leyasu gave the Dutch representatives.
Honda Masazumi and Goto Shozaburo, who
escorted Specx after the audience, remarked
that they were surprised by “the familiar
speech of His Majesty, as it is not customary
in this country for the emperor (leyasu), even
when speaking to his great lords... to use
many words.” They observed that “the Portu-
guese ambassador departed without hearing
a single word from His Majesty, and the one
from the Castilians fared not much better.”

leyasu’s favourable view of the Dutch
was further demonstrated when he defended
their right to trade in Japan against Portu-
guese and Spanish objections. When Span-
ish envoy Sebastian Vizcaino demanded
the expulsion of the Dutch in 1611, leyasu
famously declared, “My country is free for
all foreign nations and open to all,” adding
that the conflicts between European powers
should “be settled between your nations.”
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When leyasu granted trading privileges
to the Dutch East India Company in 1609,

economically and technologically while mini-
allowing them to establish a trading post in
Hirado, he did so as part of his broader strategy
of diplomatic and commercial diversification.
In his 1609 letter to Prince Maurice authoris-
ing Dutch trade, leyasu wrote that despite “a
distance of thousands of miles of waves and
clouds between us,” he desired a friendship
“as close as neighbouring countries.” He con-

mising potential political disruptions.

in

interest

leyasu’s embrace of the Dutch was consist-

ent with his well-documented
Unlike many of his contemporaries, leyasu

was remarkably open to innovation and for-
eign learning. He collected timepieces, eye-

new knowledge, technologies, and products.
glasses, and other Western curiosities, and
learned mathematics and geometry from
Adams. He was also an avid collector of

A QUEST FOR KNOWLEDGE AND

INNOVATION

cluded with the hope that Dutch ships would

continue to come to Japan regularly.

classical works and established the Suruga
Library in his castle, which contained approx-

imately 10,000 volumes.

the Dutch

reflected his broader diplomatic philosophy:

to
genuine warmth and openness combined

leyasu’s approach

This intellectual curiosity extended

to practical applications.
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with careful strategic calculation. While he

the development of mining technology to
increase Japan’s silver and gold production,
and he encouraged the adoption of new agri-
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leyasu’s reception of the Dutch must

with enthusiasm, he also ensured that these
relations developed within a framework that
served Japan’s interests. This thoughtful bal-
ance of openness and control would influ-
be understood as an extension of the diplo-
matic acumen and strategic vision that ena-
bled him to unify Japan and establish the
this initial encounter would endure long after
his death in 1616, shaping more than two
centuries of Dutch-Japanese relations.

even as later shoguns shifted toward more
long-lasting Tokugawa peace. The legacy of

welcomed Dutch trade and correspondence
ence Japanese foreign policy for generations,
restrictive measures.

relations that would characterise

cultural techniques to improve crop yields.
When leyasu learned that the Dutch and Eng-
lish possessed superior shipbuilding technol-
ogy, he tasked Adams and the former Dutch
crew of the Liefde with constructing West-
ern-style vessels, recognising their potential
military and commercial advantages.
leyasu’s reception of the Dutch established
a pattern of controlled openness in Japan’s
foreign

early Tokugawa policy. Rather than pursuing
isolation, leyasu sought to manage foreign

LEGACY OF PRAGMATIC OPENNESS
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Bust of Jan Joosten van Lodesteyn, De Liefde

Jan Joosten van Lodensteyn
(c.1556-1623) was a Dutch merchant
who, alongside Englishman William

Museum, Usuki. Photo: Louis Smit.
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Adams, arrived in Japan aboard the De

Liefde in 1600. Gaining the trust of
Granted a residence in Edo (now Tokyo),
the area became known as Yaesu,
derived from his Japanese name,

Yayosu. Joosten engaged in the
contributions to early Dutch-Japanese

MERCHANT AND TOKUGAWA ADVISOR
Tokugawa leyasu, he became a valued
advisor on foreign affairs and trade.
shogunate-licensed “red seal ship”
trade, amassing wealth through
ventures across Southeast Asia. His
integration into Japanese society and
relations are commemorated by
monuments in Tokyo’s Yaesu district.
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Jacques Specx (1585-1652) was a

Dutch merchant instrumental in
A notable portrait of Specx, created

served as the first opperhoofd (chief) of
the newly established Dutch trading
post in Hirado 1609-1612, 1614-1621,
laying the groundwork for a unique and
around 1630, depicts him adorned in

enduring commercial relationship
Dutch East Indies from 1629 to 1632,

further solidifying Dutch influence in the

region.
status. This artwork not only captures

period attire, reflecting his prominent
his likeness but also serves as a
role in the early interactions between

historical testament to his significant
Europe and Japan.

DUTCH-JAPANESE TRADE RELATIONS
establishing early trade between the
Netherlands and Japan. In 1609, he
between the two nations. Specx later
became the Governor-General of the
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Reproduction of a 17th-century portrait of
Jacques Specx, made in 2009. Matsura
Historical Museum. Photo: Louis Smit.
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Panoramic map of Nagasaki and the Dejima

trading post, August 1825.The National
Maps and Drawings, record group 4.AANW,

Archives of the Netherlands, Acquisitions
inventory no. 1475.

August 1825, depicts Nagasaki Bay and
the Dutch trading post of Dejima. The
artwork features two Dutch ships, the

Vasco da Gama and the Johanna
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exchange between Japan and the outside
world during the Edo period, primarily
facilitating Dutch trade. This map not only
illustrates the island’s layout but also
provides insights into Japan’s controlled
interactions with foreign nations during its
isolationist era.
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The “Coarse Map of Dejima,”
produced in Nagasaki in 1838 (Tenpo 9),

MAPPING DEJIMA: A GLIMPSE INTO
offers a rare and detailed depiction of the
fan-shaped artificial island of Dejima.

JAPAN’S ISOLATED PAST
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Constructed in 1636, Dejima served as
the sole point of direct trade and

Dejima, Nagasaki City. Photo: Louis Smit.
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RANGAKU
From the Artificial Island of Dejima to the
Artificial Island of Yumeshima

THE RISE OF RANGAKU

For over two centuries, the Dutch on Dejima
were Japan’s only window to the Western
world, bringing advanced knowledge in med-
icine, navigation, and science. The Dutch lan-
guage became the gateway to this knowledge,
and those who mastered it spread across
Japan, forming Rangaku centers where West-
ern books were studied and translated.

TEKIJUKU
The Heart of Dutch Studies in Osaka

Osaka’s Tekijuku, founded by Ogata Koan,
was one of the most important Rangaku
centers. A pioneer in Western medicine,
Ogata trained nearly a thousand students
who later shaped the Meiji Restoration. Using
the Doeff Halma, a Japanese-Dutch diction-
ary created by Dutch Opperhoofd (chief of
Dejima) Hendrik Doeff, they translated Euro-
pean medical texts, bridging Japan and the
West.

FROM DEJIMA TO COMMON GROUND

From Dejima to today, Dutch-Japanese
knowledge exchange has shaped science
and culture. Now, in 2025, as the world faces
global challenges, collaboration is key. Just
as knowledge once flowed from Dejima,
Expo 2025 on Yumeshima brings nations
together on Common Ground to inspire a new
generation.
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Catalogue accompanying the temporary exhibition at Osaka Castle, May 9th to May 29th 2025




