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ABSTRACT: In line with its medieval predecessors, the Habsburg court had no particular problem in receiving 
representatives from outside the Christendom’s framework. Until 1580 these usually included Maghrebi envoys 
with an ambiguous status and without a notable diplomatic presence. Subsequently, the aggregation of the crown 
of Portugal to the Spanish Monarchy and the ceremonial standardization that gradually took place led, on the one 
hand, to the arrival of African and Asian agents of a different profile, with whom there was less familiarity, and 
on the other, to an attempt to assign them to the existing diplomatic categories. Among the numerous problems of 
Madrid as a reception centre for “exotic embassies,” we will look at the use of the city’s monasteries as accom-
modation for some of these agents and their entourage. Instead of being offered houses, these individuals were 
left in a provisional situation in accordance with their dubious diplomatic status, a policy that triggered problems 
of public order and decorum because of their difficult coexistence with the monastic communities. These and 
other monasteries played a further role as places of sociability and exchange for people who were not accustomed 
to such institutions. This will provide a glimpse into the complementarity between palaces and monasteries in a 
strongly confessionalised court and, paradoxically, into a kind of ceremonial flexibility that bordered on tolerance. 
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RESUMEN: El embajador enclaustrado: agentes extraeuropeos en los conventos de Madrid (1585-1701).‒ La 
corte de los Austrias, en línea con sus predecesores medievales, no tuvo especial problema para recibir a represen-
tantes ajenos al marco de la Cristiandad. Hasta 1580 solía tratarse de enviados magrebíes con un estatuto ambiguo 
y sin una notable presencia diplomática; posteriormente, la agregación de la corona de Portugal a la Monarquía 
hispana y la progresiva formalización ceremonial provocó, por una parte, la llegada de otro perfil de agentes afri-
canos y asiáticos con los que existía menor familiaridad y, por otra, que se les intentara asimilar a las categorías di-
plomáticas existentes. Dentro de las numerosas problemáticas de Madrid como centro de recepción de “embajadas 
exóticas”, nos fijaremos en el uso de los monasterios de la villa como alojamiento para algunos de estos agentes 
y su séquito. En lugar de recibir casas de aposento, estos individuos quedaron en una situación de provisionalidad 
acorde con su dudoso estatus diplomático y se desencadenaron problemas de orden público y decoro por su difícil 
convivencia con las comunidades monásticas. Estos y otros monasterios desempeñaron una segunda faceta como 
ámbito de sociabilidad e intercambio para gentes no acostumbradas a tales instituciones. Con ello se atisbarían la 
complementariedad entre palacios y cenobios en una corte fuertemente confesionalizada y, paradójicamente, una 
flexibilidad ceremonial rayana con la tolerancia.
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Flee from the huddles where news is recounted and 
cock-and-bull stories are told, for it matters little to you 
whether the Turk comes or goes, or whether the Chinese 
wage wars, and the Japanese send many ambassadors, and 
Prester John is subdued to our ways, and [32v] the Arau-
canians rebel; stay away from them and avoid that people 
might call you a fantasizer and a storyteller (Almeida, 
1644, ff. 32r-32v).

The curious and idle public of early modern Spain 
showed great interest not only in the explorations and dis-
coveries of its fellow countrymen, but also in the events 
that involved powers outside the traditional framework 
of Christendom which increasingly touched on the inter-
ests of a monarchy with global ambitions. The “news and 
cock-and-bull stories” about Turks, Chinese, Japanese, 
Ethiopians and Araucanians introduce us to a field that 
is still little explored in Spanish diplomatic historiogra-
phy, as is the comparative analysis of the relations estab-
lished with these non-European powers. Apart from two 
recent and preliminary articles with a comparative scope 
on the reception of these extra-European embassies in 
Spain (González Cuerva, 2018, pp. 21-54; López Conde, 
2018, pp. 126-141), the rest of the sizeable and uneven 
bibliography tends to be well documented but bilateral 
and positivist (Brasio, 1955; Martínez Ferrer and Nocca, 
2003; Gil Fernández, 1991 and 2009). More recent and 
ambitious approaches, linking with cultural diplomacy 
and cross-cultural encounters, is being made available 

(Escribano Páez, 2016, pp. 189-214; Rubiés, 2016, pp. 
351-389; Zhiri, 2016, pp. 966-999). This study will ex-
amine the reception of missions at the court of Madrid 
and how the monasteries of the city were used to provide 
accommodation to some of them. Defining these missions 
as non-European does not prejudge their confessional 
status, since they included Muslims, Shintoists and also 
Catholics, but rather suggests that they represented rulers 
who did not form part of Christendom, understood as the 
medieval political community under the authority of the 
Pope and represented at the ecumenical councils (Rivero 
Rodríguez, 2000, pp. 10-16). 

Regarding the representatives of powers outside this 
framework of Christendom, the first problem the royal au-
thorities faced was how to recognize them and compare 
them with the existing categories. The standard model, 
which was put to test in the second half of the sixteenth 
century when Madrid became the permanent seat of the 
Monarchy, was to draw a distinction between extraordi-
nary ambassadors, “who appeared at a complimentary 
occasion or represented a sovereign in the most important 
dynastic ceremonies” and resident ambassadors, who act-
ed as honourable spies and maintained constant commu-
nication between the two courts (Frigo, 2008, pp. 15-18). 

Resident ambassadors used to have their own resi-
dence, which was rented out for long periods of time and 
at their own expense, while extraordinary ambassadors, 
who were considered honoured guests of the monarch, 

Figure 1. Location of the main ambassadorial lodgings in seventeenth century Madrid. Modified from Pedro Teixeira’s Topographia 
de la villa de Madrid, 1656 (Edition by Dirección General del Instituto Geográfico y Estadístico, Madrid, 1881).
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were usually accommodated in more prominent lodging 
houses paid for by the Royal House, in fulfilment of the 
basic requirements of the law of nations. However, com-
pared to other cities with a longer tradition of courtly re-
ception, Madrid was faced with an endemic problem of 
quality accommodation for these extraordinary missions. 
In Lisbon, the kings of Portugal relied on a centrally locat-
ed palace for this purpose since 1449, the Palácio dos Es-
taus (Pacheco, 2016, pp. 313-351), but in Madrid different 
main houses were alternately used. The most important 
were the Casa del Tesoro, very close to the Royal Alcázar, 
the Casa de las Siete Chimeneas (now the Ministry of 
Culture) and, since the 1660s, the Casa de Hospedajes 
(House of Lodgings) (Fig. 1). This little-known building, 
dedicated exclusively to the reception of royal guests, was 
located on what today would be the southwest side of the 
Plaza de España, not far from the Royal Alcázar (García 
Sierra, 1994, pp. 745-751). 

Therefore, the main problems posed by these missions 
did not derive from confessional scruples but from doubts 
regarding the ambassadors’ status and their suitable treat-
ment according to power of their masters. In the case of 
the Muscovites, Moroccans, Persians and Ottomans, there 
was no hesitation in offering them a lodging house of high 
value, as would have been the case with French or English 
representatives. Thus, Robert Sherley, who acted as a Per-
sian ambassador in 1618, was accommodated in the house 
of the Count of Puebla (in Calle del León), which cost-
ed eight thousand reales a year, and was also granted a 
monthly allowance of 1500 ducats (Gil Fernández, 2009, 
pp. 385, 394-396). As for the Ottoman ambassador (1649-
1650), the house of the Marquise of Auñón was reserved, 
which costed twelve thousand reales de vellón per month 
(Díaz Esteban, 2006, pp. 80-82).

FRIARS AND DIPLOMACY

Given the difficulties in communication, the presence 
of clerics facilitated the acceptance of these missions and 
their mediating ability. Moreover, in doubtful cases, the 
convents of the order that sponsored a diplomatic mis-
sion served as residences for these entourages. The use 
of monastic facilities as royal lodgings was perfectly 
standardised in the Iberian monarchical practice since the 
Middle Ages, examples of which are the Jerónimos mon-
astery in Lisbon, the monastery of Poblet for the Crown 
of Aragon or El Escorial and the Jerónimos in Madrid for 
the Spanish Monarchy.

It was also common for the friars who carried out 
diplomatic missions to be accommodated not in a pal-
ace but in the houses belonging to their orders. This oc-
curred when in September 1609 the Capuchin Lorenzo da 
Brindisi arrived in Madrid, where “they had never seen 
any religious with the noble character of an Ambassador, 
he caused admiration to all” (Ajofrín, 1784, p. 393). Fray 
Lorenzo was a papal legate and a representative of the 
Duke of Bavaria. Since there was no Capuchin convent in 
Madrid, he stayed at the Hospital of the Italians until the 
King ordered that, as an ambassador, he should go to the 

monastery of San Gil, which was next to the Royal Al-
cázar and belonged to another division of the Franciscans, 
the Discalced (Ajofrín, 1784, pp. 395-396, 404).

In the case of some non-European missions, recourse 
to mendicant friars living in their own convents was par-
ticularly convenient. Thus, the Franciscan Alonso Muñoz 
arrived in 1611 as ambassador of the Japanese shogun 
Daifusama and, in the absence of a final answer from the 
Spanish court, he lived between the Franciscan convents 
of Madrid and Salamanca with an ambiguous diplomat-
ic status until 1613.1 The Discalced Carmelite Friar Re-
dempto de Santa Cruz also made easier the ministers’ task 
of finding accommodation for him when he arrived in Ma-
drid in 1618: as an escort and guarantee of the aforemen-
tioned Persian embassy of Robert Sherley, he did not add 
more expenses to the royal treasury, since he stayed in the 
convent of his order at the Court, that of San Hermeneg-
ildo in Calle Alcalá (Gil Fernández, 2009, pp. 398-403). 

The widening of the scholarly scope regarding the 
agents involved in foreign policy has been one of the most 
noteworthy contributions of the new diplomatic history 
(Kaiser, 2010, pp. 295-318; Carrió-Invernizzi, 2014, pp. 
607-609; Tremml-Werner and Goetze, 2019, pp. 407-
422). The inclusion of friars as intercultural mediators and 
skilled negotiators offers a particularly fertile field for re-
search that serves both to underline the “confessional di-
plomacy” (Anderson and Backerra, 2020) of the time and 
to explore the existence in the Spanish Monarchy –and in 
the Catholic world in general– of a different diplomatic 
circuit for “friar embassies.”

Thus, it still remains to ask to what extent the redeem-
er friars and missionaries played a fundamental role in the 
relations between the Spanish Monarchy and the rulers of 
North Africa. It seems that apart from acting as generic 
go-betweens (Pomara Saverino, 2018, pp. 27-29), they 
also effectively served as diplomatic agents authorized by 
the Monarchy, but with a special status: these religious, 
familiar with those lands, allowed contacts to be estab-
lished with Muslim princes “in sourdine,” without risking 
the reputation of the Monarchy through the dispatch of 
official embassies. That was the assessment made in the 
failed discussions to send a mission to Morocco in the 
first years of the seventeenth century under the Discalced 
Carmelite Fray Jerónimo Gracián de la Madre de Dios.2 
During the reign of Philip IV, this method was advocated 
without hesitation and up to three embassies headed by 
Franciscans were sent to the Moroccan Sultan. In the last 
one, in 1646, the richness of the retinue made it indistin-
guishable from a secular embassy: Fray Francisco de la 
Concepción brought forty mules transporting the gifts for 
the Sultan, which included fabrics, perfumes, porcelain 
and glass from Venice (Ocaña, 1646, p. 12; Lourido Díaz, 
2005, pp. 122-128).

The advantages of these delegations of friars were ob-
vious. Thanks to their integration into the local societies, 
they made it possible to establish more efficient political 
communication with those actors outside the framework of 
Christendom at the least possible risk to the confessional 
reputation of the Catholic King. In addition to playing on 
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the misunderstandings of their status and representative 
capacity, the Monarchy found them particularly econom-
ical, as it financed these missions through the subsequent 
payment of alms to the religious orders concerned3. The 
latter, in turn, put their global connections at the service of 
the Spanish Monarchy in order to benefit from its protec-
tion and thus advance their interests with respect to other 
congregations. These are matters of constant relevance in 
the four cases that will be analysed below: the Japanese 
embassies of 1584 and 1615, the Congolese embassy of 
1607 and the Algerian embassy of 1701.

NON-EUROPEAN AMBASSADORS ACCOMMO-
DATED IN THE CONVENTS OF MADRID 

The so-called Tenshō embassy, which marks the first 
diplomatic contact between Japan and Europe (1584-5), 
was atypical for several reasons. The four Japanese men 
who constituted it were teenagers, relatives of the daimyō 
(feudal lords) of Arima, Bungo and Otomo who had con-
verted to Catholicism, and were accompanied, almost 
guarded, by the Portuguese Jesuit Diogo Mesquita. Their 
status as ambassadors of a sovereign was, therefore, very 
questionable, and at their reception in Madrid and later in 
the Italian courts doubt persisted as to whether they came 
“as real ambassadors from the Japanese nobility, mes-
sengers in Jesuit hands, or noble travelers from faraway 
lands” (Musillo, 2012, p. 166).

Since their disembarkation in Lisbon in August 1584, 
the Japanese were given accommodation only in Jesuit 
colleges throughout their stay, as the Jesuits tried to cap-
italize on this mission and take them almost as hostages 
(Valladares, 2001, pp. 27-28). It is not surprising, there-
fore, that upon their arrival in Madrid they did the same 
and stayed in what was later known as Colegio Imperial 
on Calle Toledo. On 14th November 1584, Philip II, his 
children and his sister, the dowager empress Maria of 
Austria, received these young men in audience as “per-
sonas principales” (distinguished persons), without en-
tering into delicate questions of diplomatic status. Their 
stay with the Jesuits also allowed the college to become 
a place of courtly sociability where they were visited by 
prelates and noblemen, thus freeing the Crown from the 
task of finding a residence for them and from possible dis-
putes over the diplomatic status they should be granted.4 
However, later chronicles expressed no doubts as to the 
status of the embassy, since in retrospect the reception of 
representatives from lands farther away than the Roman 
Empire ever achieved conferred honour and prestige on 
the Monarchy (Quintana, 1629, ff. 354v-355r).

In the case of the next Japanese mission received in 
Madrid, the Keichō (1614-1615), the issue of its diplo-
matic status and corresponding accommodation had to 
be addressed more directly. Again, there was the ques-
tion of a representative with an ambiguous status, since 
the samurai Hasekura Tsunenaga was a respectable man, 
though not Catholic,5 and represented the daimyō of Send-
ai, not the shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu (the de facto supreme 
ruler of Japan). Hasekura also enjoyed the company and 

advice of Iberian friars, on this occasion, the Franciscan 
Luis Sotelo from Seville. Thanks to the strong connec-
tions of the latter in Seville, where one of his brothers was 
an alderman of the local council, the mission of Hasekura 
received excellent treatment there and was provided with 
accommodation in the Reales Alcázares (the local royal 
palace) at the expense of the city from 23rd October 1614. 
The high cost that this implied to the municipal coffers 
and the doubts over his status as an ambassador, which the 
King had not yet recognised, led them to cut short their 
stay in Seville and go to Madrid on 20th December 1614 
(Gil Fernández, 1991, pp. 394-407; Fernández Gómez, 
1999, pp. 284-285). 

The Councils of State and of the Indies were called 
on to decide whether this mission should officially be re-
ceived and at what level, so as not to worsen relations with 
the shogun Ieyasu. In the end, the decision was made to 
receive him, but at a lower rank: the Shogun was equated 
with the Holy Roman Emperor, so the daimyō of Sendai 
would be equivalent to a small Italian prince.6 While these 
decisions were being made, the president of the Council 
of the Indies ordered, in the king’s name, the guardian of 
the convent of San Francisco in Madrid to provide accom-
modation for the entourage, since it had already brought 
with the Franciscan Luis Sotelo as an intermediary.7 

This temporary solution was prolonged to the despair 
of the parties involved: the negotiations of Hasekura and 
Sotelo did not make progress, but the maintenance of 
the Japanese entourage, made up of about thirty people, 
costed 200 reales a day. In addition, the money was taken 
from the penas de cámara (civil penalties), a very precari-
ous source of royal income to which many other payments 
were charged. In June 1615 it was estimated that the enor-
mous sum of 30000 ducats would be needed to pay off 
the costs of the embassy.8 On the part of the convent, the 
complaints were continuous and were channelled by the 
convent guardian Pedro de Leganés: the Japanese were 
housed in the lower infirmary and the adjacent rooms, but 
these thirty men caused much discomfort to the neigh-
bouring old and sick friars because of the narrowness 
of the space, the many visits they received from curious 
outsiders and, lately, because a typhus epidemic had been 
declared from which five individuals had already died.9 
The disruption that the Japanese caused to the daily life of 
the monastery can be seen in “the multitude of so many 
barbarous people and the untold number of fellow-coun-
trymen that came continuously to see them” (Gil Fernán-
dez, 1991, p. 410), which demonstrates the porosity of 
these convent spaces and the lax access to them: while the 
Japanese were in a royal audience, some strangers took 
advantage to force their locks and to steal a katana and 
different pieces of kitchenware. The situation became so 
untenable that the Council of the Indies considered taking 
the embassy out of the court and housing it in Aranjuez 
until the ships that would take them back were ready.10 

Finally, in October 1615, it was decided that the con-
vent should be compensated for the inconvenience with 
a small amount of alms (a thousand reales), which was 
not paid, however, until 1619, since it was charged to the 
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income of Mexico (the affairs of Japan were managed 
from the Philippines, and this archipelago depended on 
the Mexican viceroyalty).11 Contrary to these tensions, 
the chronicles and treaties of the period did not record 
any problems, but that the accommodation of the Japa-
nese embassy at San Francisco was a display of decency. 
Although the numerous visits they received from “molti 
Grandi titolati, Signori, e Cavalieri” (Amati, 1615, p. 37) 
were acknowledged, the fact that they rejected the offers 
of accommodation from these aristocrats showed the 
modesty of the Japanese gentlemen.

Compared to the great courtly presence and implica-
tions of the Japanese embassy, the Congolese mission of 
Emmanuel Ne Vunda in 1607 earned for itself a lack of 
interest that bordered on indifference. The circumstanc-
es were quite different: although the ambassador of King 
Alvaro II of the Kongo was, like his master, a Catholic 
and well versed in Iberian customs, his objectives were 
against the general interests of the Spanish Monarchy. 
The kingdom of the Kongo, converted to Catholicism by 
the Portuguese in the first half of the sixteenth century, 
sought to be recognized among the princes of Christen-
dom and become a direct feudatory of the Pope. While 
the Portuguese authorities considered it to be a vassal 
kingdom and subject to the Padroado (the royal patronage 
of the Portuguese crown), Alvaro II made sure to address 
Philip III on an equal footing as a “brother” or “friend.”12 
To this conflict of authority and jurisdictions were add-
ed the disputes between different orders (and of different 
national origins) for the control of the evangelization of 
the Kongo: the Spanish Monarchy sent Portuguese Do-
minicans, but Portuguese Augustinians and, with papal 
support, Castilian and Italian Discalced Carmelites also 
tried to participate.13. 

Ne Vunda had to make his way through delicate inter-
ests and rely on pontifical support for his success, but at 
the same tame it was almost impossible for him to bypass 
contact with the Iberian authorities, since the only route 
available to him to reach Europe was that controlled by 
the Portuguese through Lisbon. To make matters worse, 
his bargaining abilities were severely curtailed during that 
journey, as his ship was attacked in the Atlantic by Dutch 
pirates who stole all the gifts and money he was carrying 
for the European authorities. In such a precarious state, Ne 
Vunda disembarked in Lisbon in November 1605 with an 
entourage of twenty-five people and with the nzimbu (small 
mollusc shells) that he had kept as the only currency.14

Philip III, despite the mistrust of the Portuguese au-
thorities, ordered that he be treated like any other ambas-
sador, and after a few months spent in Lisbon at the ex-
pense of the crown, he presented himself in Madrid before 
October 1606.15 Once the objectives of his mission and 
his poverty had been made clear, which were preceded by 
his bad reputation in Lisbon on account of the high debts 
he had left behind,16 the treatment he received at the royal 
court worsened considerably. Instead of being treated as 
an ambassador, he was demoted to the status of a pretend-
er, like the many representatives of the Greek and Balkan 
authorities who were entertained at court while presenting 

their plans for attacking the Ottoman Empire (Floristán 
Imízcoz, 1988). 

The accommodation he was given was, accordingly, 
very modest. He was charitably received, together with 
the surviving members of his entourage, at the convent 
of La Merced. Given the disputes between Augustinians, 
Carmelites and Dominicans on account of the evangeli-
zation of the Kongo, it was more prudent to accommo-
date him with the “neutral” order of the Mercedarians, al-
though they had great experience in Africa as rescuers of 
captives. Compared to the hustle and bustle caused by the 
Japanese in 1584 and 1614, the Congolese mission lacked 
such an exotic aura, since there was already a prominent 
sub-Saharan community –of slaves– at Court (Bravo 
Lozano, 1980, pp. 11-30). For this reason, the testimonies 
about Ne Vunda’s stay in Madrid presented him as a vir-
tuous Catholic who lived confined to his monastic cell, af-
flicted with serious illnesses (which would cause his death 
a few months later), and who only moved around the city 
to negotiate with the royal ministers (Martínez Ferrer and 
Nocca, 2003, pp. 42-43).

He only managed to get out of this limbo thanks to the 
support of the pontifical representatives: when the nuncio 
Mellini prepared to return to Rome in October 1607, he 
managed to get Ne Vunda to accompany him in his entou-
rage.17 The Congolese agent arrived at the Eternal City in 
a dying state, but, as a sign of the very different role that 
his embassy played before the Pope, he was received with 
splendour: he was accommodated in the Vatican Palace 
with the rank of ambassador of a crowned king, Paul V 
himself gave him the last rites and his funeral at Santa 
Maria Maggiore was comparable to that of a cardinal.18 
The Nigrita (“little black man”) represented the global 
reach of the papacy of the Counter-Reformation and the 
advance of Catholicism throughout the world, while in 
Madrid it was an annoying challenge to the royal patron-
age in Africa.

The last case is the little-known mission of Mehmet 
Rais, representative of the bey of Algiers to Charles II, 
although when he arrived in Madrid in the spring of 1701, 
he found Philip V of Bourbon already on the throne. 
The residence of a Muslim representative in a convent 
was unprecedented. However, the explanation was sim-
ple: the Algerian entourage went directly to the convent 
of the Trinidad Calzada, in Calle Atocha, because it was 
accompanied and guided by the Trinitarian Fray Francis-
co Ortega, who was in charge of the Trinitarian hospital 
of Algiers (Porres Alonso, 1996, p. 639). As in the Jap-
anese cases, the order that mediated the arrival of these 
extra-European missions sought to keep them under its 
direct control. In this case, the Trinitarians acted quickly, 
without waiting for royal orders to enter the Court, and 
so the Council of State could not anticipate the reception 
and rank that would be granted to Mehmet Rais. The dis-
cussions, therefore, took place when they were already 
“accommodated in the convent of the St.ma Trinidad at 
this court.”19 

When it came to establishing the rank of the repre-
sentative of Algiers and the precedents that could be taken 
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into account for his case, the memory of the Moroccan 
embassy of al-Ghassânî in 1690-1691 was still recent in 
the minds of the ministers. The precedent of the Ottoman 
mission of Ahmed Aga in 1649-1650 was also consulted. 
On the Algerian side, these cases were well known, since 
the intermediary Francisco Ortega pleaded that Mehmet 
Rais should receive the same treatment as the Moroccan 
envoy.20 For the Councillors of State, the differences be-
tween the “King of Meknes” (Sultan of Morocco) and the 
ruler of Algiers, who is never mentioned as a monarch 
but as a “duan or viceroy” or “petty king,” were obvi-
ous.21 This is the reason why the ceremonial rite specif-
ic to the “Moorish ambassadors,” which had begun with 
the Ottoman mission of 1649 and was refined with the 
Moroccan mission of 1690, was adapted, that is, down-
graded. Mehmet Rais was given his own carriage and was 
accompanied by two court bailiffs but was denied his own 
accommodation.22 

This attitude exposed the limits of the flexibility of the 
royal ministers, who were relatively generous in granting 
honours, but very keen to avoid scandals and conflicts. 
The memory of the great trouble caused by the two pre-
vious Muslim embassies in Madrid was fresh. The Otto-
man embassy was hosted in the houses of the Marquise 
of Auñón, between Calle Alcalá and Paseo del Prado, 
where it became a headache for the authorities by visiting 
brothels, receiving or kidnapping prostitutes, assaulting 
bailiffs and protecting fugitives from justice. In the Mo-
roccan case, al-Ghassânî resided in the already mentioned 
Casa de Hospedajes, where his entourage caused the same 
problems due to the uncontrolled entry of individuals and 
the shelter provided to fugitive Muslim slaves.23 In order 
to avoid such chaos, the temporary solution of housing the 
Algerian mission in the convent of the Trinidad Calzada 
proved to be ideal, since the friars would be responsible 
for the management of the space and the control of the 
entrance. For this reason, the royal order issued stated in 
detail that no one would be allowed to have access to the 
lodgings, except for the designated service staff, and es-
pecially no woman, not even if she used the excuse of 
pregnancy craving.24

Nevertheless, the problems that the presence of these 
strangers caused in the daily life of the convent soon be-
came evident. Apart from the cost of maintaining them, 
the main issue was “the lightness of the people who come 
in infinite numbers curious to see them, in such a disor-
derly crowd that they have almost broken down the door 
of the cell in which they live.”25 As in the Japanese case or 
the Amerindians two centuries ago (Taladoire, 2014, pp. 
31-37), this mission also met the requirements of exoti-
cism for it to become an attraction for the city, especially 
because of the rich gift that Mehmet Rais had brought for 
the King: two horses, two lionesses, a savannah cat, a cut-
lass, some embroidered bags, two bottles, and another one 
for gunpowder, and a box of Algerian products. Although 
the lionesses were domesticated, they must have become 
nervous by the crowd of people who came to see them, 
and so they reacted violently; the friars were especially 
worried because they did not have cages and feared suf-

fering a greater misfortune, since the animals were kept in 
a room chained to a wooden pillar.26 The Council of State 
tried to appease the Trinitarians: they alleviated their ex-
penses with some financial aid that remained unspecified 
and Philip V accepted the gift of the wild animals.27 Apart 
from the curiosity aroused by the lionesses, there were 
no conflicts with the local population, partly because of 
the careful movement control that the stay in a convent 
implied.

MONASTIC SOCIABILITY 

The final aspect of the involvement of these non-Euro-
pean missions in the life of the court convents is not relat-
ed to their residence there but to the use of the convents as 
spaces of courtly sociability. The role of the monasteries 
of Madrid as a central node of courtly celebrations is well 
studied, and especially the function of the royal founda-
tions of the Descalzas Reales and the Encarnación as dis-
creet political meeting places (Río Barredo, 2000, 147, 
pp. 191-197; Sánchez, 2015, pp. 53-82). While the Count 
Duke of Olivares preferred to negotiate secretly on car-
riage trips, his uncle Baltasar de Zúñiga took advantage of 
the cloisters of the monastery of San Jerónimo to discuss 
with the ambassadors some of the most delicate treaties of 
the Monarchy, as with the extraordinary Frenchman Bas-
sompierre in 1621 (Marrades, 1943, p. 75).

Despite the naturalness of the experience in monaster-
ies, non-European missions invited reflection on the limits 
of their use. In the case of royal events held in monastic 
churches, there was a tendency to regulate their access, an 
easy solution given the long experience of those in charge 
of etiquette in controlling different types of visibility. For 
example, the Japanese Tenshō mission was in Madrid in 
November 1584, when the future Philip III was sworn in 
as Prince of Asturias in the church of the Jerónimos. The 
Japanese had not yet been received by the King nor had 
their treatment been decided, so they were invited to fol-
low the ceremony from a high platform, behind a lattice.28 
The same solution was adopted in October 1601 on the 
occasion of the baptism of the Infanta Ana of Austria in 
the church of San Pablo in Valladolid. The Persian am-
bassador Hussein Ali Beg, then present at the court, was 
recognized as representing a crowned king, so he had to 
follow the ceremony from the ambassadors’ bench. To 
avoid complications, a “little floorboard” was erected in 
a corner of the main chapel from where he watched the 
baptism satisfied (Cabrera de Córdoba, 1997, p. 121).

On less solemn occasions, the visit to convents was 
part of the daily routine of the court, a habit that in the 
case of Muslim embassies led to moments of confusion. 
The Ottoman Ahmed Aga took advantage of one of his 
many idle days while waiting for a royal response to visit 
the nearby convent of the Calatravas. The presence of a 
group of Muslims in the locutory caused such a surprise 
that the abbess did not know how to act and, when she 
finally came out to meet them, the visitors had left. Since 
their confessor warned them that by doing so they had 
snubbed a guest of the king, he was called back to the con-
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vent another day and “was accepted and celebrated with 
music.” The nuns, with cowls and masks, sang him two 
serious romances in the locutory which he assured them 
he had greatly enjoyed. There was an immediate stir at 
court, because it seemed that the Calatravas had organized 
a feast for an “infidel”; the Council of State thought that 
it was not appropriate for the Turkish ambassador to vis-
it sacred places on his own initiative and the abbess was 
slightly punished.29

The same problem occurred with the Moroccan em-
bassy in 1690-1691. The envoy, al-Ghassânî, was the sec-
retary of the sultan Muley Ismail and a man of culture, so 
he showed great interest in visiting convents and holding 
theological debates with Catholic religious. al-Ghassânî 
left a detailed chronicle of his journey in Spain, where he 
recorded his visits to convents (including female ones), 
the impression that the celebration of the Holy Week 
and the canonization of Juan de Dios made on him and 
his theological disputes with a friar who had lived in the 
Orient and knew Arabic. In the end, the latter’s prior for-
bade the friars to see al-Ghassânî, which he regrets in his 
chronicle (al-Ghassânî, 2003, pp. 157, 173-179; Zhiri, 
2016, p. 982).

Paradoxically, problems disappeared when it came to 
visiting the monastery of El Escorial. A royal invitation to 
the main foundation of the dynasty was a sign of honour 
and of the success of a diplomatic mission. Accordingly, 
those who did not receive a gift from the king or a positive 
response to their demands, like the Congolese Ne Vunda 
or the Japanese Hasekura, were not invited to the mon-
astery. The outcome of the encounter with the members 
of the Tenshō embassy (Masarella, 2012, p. 244) or the 
Persian embassy of 1601 mentioned above was differ-
ent. The cultural clash between the Safavid courtier and 
the Hieronymite friars was striking: according to Father 
Sepulveda, these Persians ate like beasts, but the ambas-
sador displayed sensitivity and curiosity. He asked for a 
lute and played melodies from his homeland in tones not 
known in Europe, requested to go up the bell tower and 
hear the ringing, since there were no bells in Persia, and 
begged that the Shah be given the set of thirteen plates 
engraved by Juan de Herrera with the plans and layout of 
the monastery, as he would be very pleased. The farewell 
was an episode of intercultural misunderstanding which 
was successfully resolved: Hussein Ali Beg embraced the 
prior from behind in the custom of his land, the latter was 
annoyed and embraced him again from the front in the 
European manner (Alonso, 1989, pp. 146-147).

In view of this precedent, the Ottoman ambassador 
Ahmed Aga also boasted of having been invited to El 
Escorial. On that occasion he took the famous comic ac-
tor Cosme Pérez/Juan Rana as his companion, a sign of 
his integration into the life of the court, albeit into its 
most dubious aspects.30 After this point, the successive 
Russian ambassadors were also honoured with this ex-
cursion (Fernández Izquierdo, 2000, pp. 89, 104). The 
curious al-Ghassânî, of course, went at least twice, to 
the point that he prided himself on his friendship with 
the prior Diego de Valdemoro, with whom he maintained 

correspondence (al-Ghassânî, 2003, p. 181; Zhiri, 2016, 
p. 981).

CONCLUSIONS 

The use of the convents of Madrid to give accommo-
dation to some of the non-European missions received by 
the Spanish Monarchy between the end of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries demonstrates the capacity of 
this political organization to overcome the rhetoric of cru-
sade and of Catholic orthodoxy and to maintain diplomat-
ic relations with all kinds of “infidel” powers. The deeply 
rooted view of diplomacy as limited to political commu-
nication between modern states or European courts needs 
to be overcome, since the contacts established were more 
extensive, many-branched and elusive. Braudel (1980, II, 
pp. 658-659) already pointed out seventy years ago how 
the Spanish Monarchy combined the image of the pala-
din of Christianity with its more discreet and continuous 
communication with the Muslim powers of the Mediter-
ranean. However, it has been argued in many circles that 
the Spanish Monarchy was unable to create a secularized 
and intercultural diplomacy until the more stable embas-
sies with the Muslim powers at the end of the eighteenth 
century (Windler, 1999, pp. 749-750). In reality, formal 
and visible embassies were but one side of the coin, since 
different forms of negotiation existed. Likewise, the au-
thorities of the Monarchy showed the necessary courte-
sy to receive kindly representatives of princes of unclear 
status, sometimes even on suspicion that they were im-
postors, though without using residences paid for by the 
Monarchy itself but by religious institutes. In this way, 
they were given an intermediate diplomatic status without 
being treated disrespectfully.31 

Questions of reputation were especially important in 
developing policies beyond the traditional framework of 
Christendom. These concerned, on the one hand, the vigi-
lant supervision of the Pope, who was the guardian of the 
orthodoxy of a Monarchy that called itself Catholic par 
excellence. On the other hand, the disputes with France 
were also resolved in the field of propaganda. In the view 
of the accusations for impiety and Machiavellianism that 
the Spanish Monarchy launched against the French one, 
the latter took advantage of every occasion of a Muslim 
embassy to attack the alleged hypocrisy of its southern 
neighbours. During the stay of the Ottoman Ahmed Aga 
in 1649, the French Gazette accused the Monarchy of the 
fact that “n’ayant eu jusques ici autre pivot que la répu-
tation de son zéle au maintien de la Foy Catholique & 
aversion a son contraire, en emprunte maintenant un autre 
de la Porte du Grand Seigneur, s’unissant avec le Turc.”32 
Spanish reports, however, attest to a rather scornful atti-
tude towards the arrival of these agents: in contrast to the 
suitable reception that the envoy from Algiers was given 
in 1701 and the popular curiosity he aroused in Madrid, in 
the romances he is humiliated, according to a traditionally 
held view that equated Spanishness with the rejection of 
Muslims. In fact, rather than the clash between a raison 
d’état that advised the acceptance of these contacts sur-
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reptitiously and a “popular imperialism” that was reluc-
tant to reach agreements with “infidels,” one witnesses the 
clear application of the probabilistic moral theology, in 
which there is no tolerance but a preference for the lesser 
evil (Sosa Mayor, 2018, pp. 398-420).33 In any case, as the 
studies on Iberian early modern cities as “global cities” 
have showed, the predominant trait was the general invisi-
bility and submission of extra-European actors (even elit-
ist’s ones) in the Old-World capitals (Mira Caballos, 2003, 
pp. 1-15; Pereda, 2010, 47-51; Martínez-Bermejo, 2017, 
pp. 604-621).

Finally, this study shows the need to integrate more 
firmly the political initiatives of the Spanish Monarchy 
and of the different religious orders, which served as an 
outpost and a limit for these global contacts. Without the 
patient and risky work of the missionaries in Japan, Bar-
bary or the Kongo, there would be no effective mediators 
to make possible the arrival and acceptance of these mis-
sions in Europe. However, due to the disputes between the 
orders themselves, the authorities of the various kingdoms 
of the Monarchy and the varying papal initiatives, it was 
very difficult for the Monarchy to manage this mission-
ary infrastructure and align it with its objectives, as it has 
been thoroughly researched in the Persian case (Windler, 
2018, pp. 35-64, 404-426). The establishment of the pon-
tifical congregation Propaganda Fide (1623), dedicat-
ed to centralizing the missionary efforts of the Catholic 
Church, limited to a great extent the capacity of the Span-
ish Monarchy to use religious orders as an advance guard 
for its imperial policies in Africa and Asia. Contacts with 
non-European powers mediated by religious declined so 
much that only the Algerian mission of 1701 is later re-
corded, in a more familiar Mediterranean setting.
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à su Magestad, y asimismo de una carta que traxo su Embaxa-
dor, la respuesta de ella, y lo demàs que verà el Curioso Lector, 
Sevilla, 1701, f. 2r.

REFERENCES

Ajofrín, F. de, OFMCap (1784) Vida, virtudes, y milagros del Beato 
Lorenzo de Brindis. Madrid: Joachin Ibarra. 

Al-Ghassânî (2003) “The Journey of the Minister to Ransom the 
Captive.” In: N. Matar, ed., In the Land of the Christians: 
Arabic Travel Writing in the Seventeenth Century. New York: 
Routledge, pp. 113-195.

Almeida, A. de, OSA (1644) Pretendiente de la tierra conseguir y Carta 
para los que navegan el golfo de la Corte. Lima: por Luis de Lyra. 

Alonso, C., OSA (1989) “Embajadores de Persia en las Cortes de 
Praga, Roma y Valladolid (1600-1601).” Anthologica Annua, 
36, pp. 11-271.

Amati, S. (1615) Historia del regno di Voxu del Giapone. Roma: 
Appresso Giacomo Mascardi. 

Anderson, R. and Backerra, Ch., eds. (2020) Confessional Diplomacy 
in Early Modern Europe. London: Routledge.



10 • Rubén González-Cuerva

Culture & History Digital Journal 11(1), June 2022, e007. eISSN 2253-797X, doi: https://doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2022.007

León Pinelo, A. de (1971) Anales de Madrid. 2nd ed. Madrid: 
Instituto de Estudios Madrileños. 

López Conde, R. (2018) “Escenarios de poder: la monarquía 
hispánica y la recepción de embajadas exóticas en el siglo 
XVII.” Goya: Revista de arte, 363, pp. 126-141.

Lourido Díaz, R. (2005) “Embajadas de España a Marruecos 
presididas por franciscanos (s. XVII).” Archivo Ibero-
Americano, 250-251, pp. 97-134.

Lowe, K. (2007) “Representing Africa: Ambassadors and Princes 
from Christian Africa to Renaissance Italy and Portugal, 1402-
1608.” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 17, pp. 
101-128.

Mansour, O. (2013) “Picturing global conversion: Art and 
diplomacy at the Court of Paul V (1605-1621).” Journal of 
Early Modern History, 17 (5-6), pp. 525-559. doi: https://doi.
org/10.1163/15700658-12342380

Marrades, P. (1943) El camino del Imperio: Notas para el estudio de 
la cuestión de la Valtelina. Madrid: Espasa-Calpe.

Martínez-Bermejo, S. (2017) “Lisbon, new Rome and emporium: 
Comparing an early modern imperial capital, 1550–
1750.”  Urban History, 44 (4), pp. 604-621. doi: https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0963926816000481

Martínez Ferrer, L. and Nocca, M., eds. (2003) “Coisas Do Outro 
Mundo”: a Missáo em Roma de Antonio Manuel, príncipe de 
N’Funta, conhecido por “o negrita” (1604-1608), na Roma de 
Paulo V. Vatican City: Urbaniana University Press. 

Masarella, D., ed. (2012) Japanese Travellers in Sixteenth-Century 
Europe. A Dialogue Concerning the Mission of the Japanese 
Ambassadors to the Roman Curia (1590). London: The Hakluyt 
Society.

Mira Caballos, E. (2003) “Indios nobles y caciques en la corte Real 
española, siglo XVI.” Temas Americanistas, 16, pp. 1-15.

Musillo, M. (2012) “Travelers from Afar through Civic Spaces: 
The Tenshō Embassy in Renaissance Italy.” In: C. H. Lee, ed., 
Western Visions of the Far East in a Transpacific Age, 1522–
1657. London: Routledge, pp. 165-179.

Ocaña, G. de, OFM (1646) Epitome del viage que hizo a Marruecos 
el padre fray Francisco de la Concepción...: tratase en ella de 
las cosas mas memorables que sucedieron... Sevilla: por Simón 
Fajardo. 

Pacheco, M. P. D. (2016) “O Paço dos Estaus de Lisboa. A génese 
fundacional de Quatrocentos.” In: J. L. Inglês Fontes, L. F. 
Oliveira, C. Tente, M. Farelo and M. Gomes Martins, eds., 
Lisboa Medieval: Gentes, Espaços e Poderes. Lisboa: Instituto 
de Estudos Medievais, pp. 313-351.

Pereda, F. (2010) “The Invisible? New World.” Art Bulletin, 92 (1-
2), pp. 47-51. doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/00043079.2010.107
86136

Pomara Saverino, B. (2018) “Go-betweens, revisited: a 
historiographical proposal through the trial of an indefinable 
man (sixteenth century).” Journal of Iberian and Latin American 
Studies, 24 (1), pp. 27-36. doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/147018
47.2018.1438068

Porres Alonso, B. (1996) “Los hospitales trinitarios de Argel y Túnez.” 
Hispania sacra, 98, pp. 639-717. doi: https://doi.org/10.3989/
hs.1996.v48.i98.684

Quintana, J. de (1629) A la muy antigua, noble y coronada villa 
de Madrid: historia de su antigüedad, nobleza y grandeza. 
Madrid: en la Imprenta del Reyno.

Río Barredo, M. J. (2000) Madrid, urbs regia: la capital ceremonial 
de la Monarquía Católica. Madrid: Marcial Pons.

Rivero Rodríguez, M. (2000) Diplomacia y relaciones exteriores en 
la Edad Moderna 1453-1794. Madrid: Alianza. 

Rubiés, J.-P. (2016) “Political Rationality and Cultural Distance 
in the European Embassies to Shah Abbas.” Journal of 
Early Modern History 20 (4), pp. 351-389. doi: https://doi.
org/10.1163/15700658-12342501

Sánchez, M. S. (2015) “Where Palace and Convent Met: The 
Descalzas Reales in Madrid.” The Sixteenth Century Journal, 
46 (1), pp. 53-82.

Simón Díaz, J. (1992) Historia del Colegio Imperial de Madrid: del 
estudio de la Villa al Instituto de San Isidro, años 1346-1955. 
Madrid: Instituto de Estudios Madrileños.

Sola Castaño, E. (2012) Historia de un desencuentro. España y 
Japón, 1580-1614. Alcalá de Henares: Archivo de la Frontera.

Sosa Mayor, I. (2018) El noble atribulado: nobleza y teología moral 
en la Castilla moderna (1550-1650). Madrid: Marcial Pons.

Taladoire, E. (2014) D’Amérique en Europe : Quand les Indiens 
découvraient l’Ancien Monde (1493-1892). Paris: CNRS 
Éditions.

Tercero Casado, L. (2020) “A Turk at the Court of the Planet 
King: Political and Sociocultural Controversies of an Ottoman 
Embassy to Madrid (1649–1650).” In: R. Anderson, L. Oliván 
Santaliestra and S. Suner, eds., Gender and Diplomacy: Women 
and Men in European and Ottoman Embassies from the 15th to 
the 18th Century. Vienna: Hollitzer, pp. 405-432. doi: https://doi.
org/10.2307/j.ctv1kwxf5r.19

Thornton, J. (1984) “The Development of an African Catholic 
Church in the Kingdom of Kongo, 1491-1750.” The Journal 
of African History, 25 (2), pp. 147-167. doi: https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0021853700022830

Tremml-Werner, B. and Goetze, D. (2019) “A Multitude of Actors in 
Early Modern Diplomacy.” Journal of Early Modern History, 23 
(5), pp. 407-422. doi:   https://doi.org/10.1163/15700658-
12342639

Valladares, R. (2001) Castilla y Portugal en Asia (1580-1680). 
Declive imperial y adaptación. Leuven: Leuven University 
Press.

Vilela Gallego, P., ed. (2005) Felipe IV y la Condesa de Paredes. 
Una colección epistolar del Rey en el Archivo General de 
Andalucía. Sevilla: Junta de Andalucía.

Windler, C. (1999) “De l’idée de croisade à l’acceptation d’un 
droit spécifique: La diplomatie espagnole et les Régences du 
Maghreb au XVIIIe siècle.” Revue Historique, 300 (4), pp. 747-
788.

Windler, C. (2018) Missionare in Persien: Kulturelle Diversität 
und Normenkonkurrenz im globalen Katholizismus (17. – 18. 
Jahrhundert). Köln: Böhlau.

Zhiri, O. (2016) “Mapping the Frontier between Islam and 
Christendom in a Diplomatic Age: al-Ghassânî in Spain.” 
Renaissance Quarterly, 69 (3), pp. 966-999. doi: https://doi.
org/10.1086/689039

Zuazua, D. (2013) “Ein Gesandter des Katholischen Königs von 
Kongo beim päpstlichen Hof – Die Reise von Don António 
Manuel Ne Vunda „Nigrita” (1606-1608).” In: P. Bsteh, B. 
Proksch and C. Hoffmann, eds., Die Orden im Wandel Europas: 
historische Episoden und ihre globalen Folgen. Münster: LIT 
Verlag, pp. 74-86. 


	The Cloistered Ambassador: non-European Agents in the Convents of Madrid (1585-1701) 
	FRIARS AND DIPLOMACY 
	NON-EUROPEAN AMBASSADORS ACCOMMODATED IN THE CONVENTS OF MADRID  
	MONASTIC SOCIABILITY  
	CONCLUSIONS  
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
	NOTES 
	REFERENCES 


