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Entering the World:
Fuzhou in Portuguese, Spanish and Dutch Narratives in
the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries
Chen, Yi-hing"

Previous studies of Chinese urban history have usually relied on contemporary
descriptions of the urban landscape to reconstruct the historic conditions of cities.
However, there are certainly questions about the extent to which this approach is
complete, whether we can rely on these narratives to provide a comprehensive
portrait, and whether this can give us a better grasp of the operation of the city. This
is particularly true from the fifteenth century on, as Chinese cities began to become
increasingly tightly connected to maritime activities. For these reasons, this study
attempts to reconstruct a more comprehensive urban portrayal by drawing primarily
on the records of European sojourners in Fuzhou during the 16" and 17" centuries to
underscore the key features of such an “outsider” perspective. Records compiled by
the Chinese and Okinawan will also be consulted to supplement my reconstruction of
this particular aspect of Fuzhou’s history. This article finds that from the second half
of the sixteenth century onward, Fuzhou not only appeared often in Western records,
but also became an important city through which Westerners sought to engage the
Ming mandarin. Moreover, Fuzhou played a central role as an urban center through
which the Ming Empire administered its maritime affairs. Furthermore, this research
draws on Western records from the late sixteenth to the seventeenth centuries to
demonstrate from a comparative perspective, what role Fuzhou played in the global
trading network.
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