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The exchange of plants between Japan and the West

CAPASSO, Carolina

Japan was mostly unknown to Western countries until the first Portuguese merchants
landed on the island of Tanegashima in 1543 and their initial first-hand reports, letters
and travel records of the land and the people began to reach Europe providing Europeans
with a real image of Japan.

Since then, there have been observations on its location, climate, political organization,
religion and society. At the same time, reports on the archipelago’s flora were quickly
incorporated into the European efforts during the Renaissance to map out varied regions
of nature, according to an intellectual and a commercial trend.

The purpose of this article is to examine Japanese plants, especially fruits plants and
trees, from the reports of the first Europeans. In the first chapter, after a brief presentation
of the growing European interest towards botany, and the later interest in Japanese
botany, I will show which plants in particular were the most attractive to Europeans and
why. In the second chapter I will discuss the first attempts to import plants from overseas
to Japan and, vice versa, the export of plants from Japan. Finally, in the third chapter I
will analyze products, especially grapes and wine, which were essential to the missionaries

in order to more easily spread Christian faith.
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