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hevelone:  I’d like to first ask you how 
you got interested in the topic of the Jap-
anese “martyrs.” How did they first come 
to your attention? 

omata rappo:  I went to a missionary 
Catholic school for twelve years, from 7-8 
years old. I spent most of my youth there. 
My fundamental education is Catholic. 
People sometimes talk as if missionary 
activities in East Asia, especially in Japan, 
are only a historical thing. But really, 
missionary work is an ongoing process 
by active missionaries. I’m one of the 
results. 

hevelone:  So you were exposed to the 
martyrs as a young child, and then you 
came back to them in your own work? 

omata rappo: Yes. I didn’t set ou

culture outside the European context.

I had a somewhat parallel experience 
because I also saw the false assumptions 
of Western cultural expectations. How 
Christ’s Last Supper is taught is a good 
example. Someone explained to us that 
Jesus drank wine and ate bread at the 
Last Supper, but for Japanese children 
this is a luxurious meal of the bour-

geoisie—a French dinner in the French 
restaurant. We were all shocked because 
we were told all the time that Jesus lived 
alongside the poorest of the poor, but all 

of the sudden the Last Supper is wine 
and bread. 

The sister, the professor of moral ethics 
in the Bible class, told us it’s not like 
bread for us, it’s like rice and miso soup. 
In a way, this is something I could relate 
to in Silence.

hevelone: Silence is so interesting 
because there are so many layers to it: the 
historical layer, about which you are the 

expert, and Shusaku Endo’s novel, which 
is historical fiction, and this new film ad-
aptation of the novel by Martin Scorsese. 

I just wondered if you would talk about 
these figures presented in the novel and 
in the film, Sebastian Rodrigues (based 
on Giuseppe Chiara) and Cristóvão 
Ferreira. Could you say a little bit about 
how the novel and the film are true to the 
historical record and where they move 
away from it into the more literary or 
artistic realm? 

omata rappo:  There are three Japa-
nese documents reporting what hap-
pened to them. Endo changed the content 
of the historical documents a little bit and 
put them at the end of the novel. Those 
characters are based on historical figures, 
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this book. Based on the fact that it’s not 
a good book from a theological point of 
view, the historical figures Endo adapted 
might have kept their faith and pretended 
to convert. 

hevelone: In your presentation, you 
showed the tombstones that were not 
Christian tombstones for Ferreira and for 
Chiara. Were they Shinto or Buddhist?

omata rappo:  Buddhist tombstones, 
which is interesting because it means 
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omata rappo: Sometimes Christians 
who were executed not for their faith, but 
for lowly crimes not related to Chris-
tianity, were respected as martyrs by 
local Christians. The Jesuits were really 
attentive to this because it’s a danger. 
If such criminals were respected by the 
local Japanese Christians, it risks Chris-
tians lives. From the point of view of local 
authorities, Christians seemed to admire 
criminals. That discourse comes back 
again and again in the official Japanese 
records: Christians were admiring the 
executed criminals as martyrs.

At the end of the 1630s, there was social 
upheaval in Japan, like the peasants in 
Germany, and those peasants were per-
secuted by the local functionaries with 
heavy taxes. They revolted against the lo-
cal authorities, and many of the peasants 
were Christians. That gave an impression 
to the central government that Christi-
anity was the nucleus of uprising. Today 
historians say that that revolt was not a 
Christian revolution or a Christian up-
heaval, but the government at that time 
considered it a Christian revolution. 

hevelone:  So the Japanese officials 
were concerned there was Christian 
uprising against the hierarchy, but were 
they also concerned about colonialism? 
They allude to this in the movie by 
talking about the four concubines. Was 
that a fear at the time too?

omata rappo: That logic is never 
used in the historical documents, but 
the phrase “reason of the state (razão 
de [e]stado),” or as we say now “national 
interest,” comes back again and again 
in the missionary letters, and also in the 
official Japanese records. Both Japanese 
officials and the Jesuits were concerned 
about missionary activity and its associ-
ation with colonial projects. While some 
missionaries, like Alonso Sanchez or 
Domingo de Salazar, were advocates of 
a full invasion, most of them did not go 
that far. For example, the Jesuit mission-
ary Pietro Paolo Navarro wrote an official 
letter to explain to the Japanese authori-

ties that missionaries’ activities were not 
concerned with military expansion; they 
just wanted Nagasaki. 

This is a somewhat strange logic. It 
seems that Navarro wanted to show 
that the missionaries were reasonable, 
and just wanted some pied-à-terre in 
Japan, like they had in Macao. However, 
what happened to Macao can also be 
understood as colonialism. While they 
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when the evangelization of Japan was 
seen as going well, or still seen as being 
possible, such plays were meant to be 
examples of the successes of the Jesuits. 
In fact, the Japanese mission gave the 
Jesuits their first officially recognized 
martyrs, and such figures were powerful 
symbols that they clearly tried to use 
in the European context, especially in 
controversies with Protestants. However, 
the stories, mostly based on events found 
in missionary letters, were modified to 
fit certain hagiographical archetypes, 
and they say very little about the actual 
situation in Japan at the time on a social 
or historical level. Certain people say 
that Jesuit theater worked as media, like 
journalism in the present day, but when 
it comes to the Japanese martyr stories, it 
seems to me they weren’t necessarily Jap-
anese heroes or heroines. The plays were 
a more general story of heroic martyrs 
designed for European audiences. It’s 
related to the fact, after a certain point, 
Japanese mission work failed in the early 
seventeenth century. 

This becomes even clearer in the 1620s, 
when the Jesuits themselves were forced 
to admit that the Japanese mission was 
basically failing. Missionaries tried to 
enter Japan clandestinely, like in the 
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The third reason is that there was a 
political reason for Franciscans to pro-
mote the Nagasaki martyrs as official 
martyrs through beatification. When the 
Jesuits first arrived in Japan, they held a 
near-monopoly on missionary activities 
in Japan. Then the Franciscans, Domin-
icans, and Augustines arrived, and had 
totally different principles of evangelism. 
The most important of the twenty-six 
martyrs were Franciscans, and official Je-
suits were not among them. Only three of 
the victims were connected with Jesuits, 
and only slightly. The ecclesial conflict 
back in Europe, between Franciscans and 
Jesuits, influenced the Franciscan promo-
tion of these martyrs. 

The fourth reason why they were official-
ly recognized is the Japanese Hasekura 
embassy to Rome in 1615. This embassy 
was sent by a local lord in Northern Japan 
with the help of the Franciscans. Its 
object was not to promote beatifications; 
he wanted to have a commercial tie with 
Mexico and Spain. But that mission was 
used to promote Franciscan-victims’ 
beatification. 	

The fifth reason why they were so adored, 
especially among the Japanese Chris-
tians, relates to Japanese promotion of 
the martyrs after the Meiji restoration in 
1868. At that time, Japan was trying to 
integrate itself into international soci-
ety, where colonialism was taken as a 
measure of having ties with the West-
ern world. Japan succeeded in avoiding 
colonization in the first phase, but they 
tried to be equal with European and 
American countries at this time. They 
used the martyrs’ image to promote their 
Christian country’s image—not as a per-
secutor of Christians, but as a territory of 
martyrs. The same thing happened just 
after World War II. 

hevelone:  With Nagasaki being hit by 
the atomic bomb? 

omata rappo:  The discourse on the 
Nagasaki bomb victims was partnered 
with victims of Japanese persecution. 
That connection came easily for certain 

hevelone:  What is your opinion of the 
film adaptation of Silence? We know it 
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pared to another famous Jesuit movie, 
The Mission. 

Film studies, by Jesuits here and other 
people teaching the history of Jesuit 
missions, use The Mission because it’s 
kind of a Jesuit version of The Last Sa-
murai or 


