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Book Reviews

Jeroen Lamers

Japonius Tyrannus. The Japanese
warlord Oda Nobunaga reconsidered
Japonica Neerlandica. Monographs
of the Netherlands Association for
Japanese
Studies, Volume VIII
(Leiden, Hotei Publishing, 2000)

Written as a doctoral thesis at
Leiden University this monograph is
dedicated to one of the outstanding
figures in the historical process of
Japan’s unification in 16th century.
Oda Nobunaga’s personality is
attractive for a study, too, because,
his life and an important period of
the early European presence in
Japan are overlapping, and there are
left historical reports about him
written by European missionaries.
Lamers himself stresses in his intro-
duction that “[c]onsiderable atten-
tion will be devoted to the image of
Nobunaga that was created in early
modern Europe by Jesuit mission
historians based on reports from
their brethren in Japan” (p. 15).

There are many proofs as well for
Oda Nobunaga’s (1534-1582) popu-
larity in Japan as a historical figure.
In 1992 his life-story was subject of
the Taiga Drama of the National
Broadcast NHK, a serial programme
which is broadcasted always for one
year on every Sunday evening. In
1992 the castle tower, that is the fifth
and sixth floor, of Azuchi Castle
which Nobunaga had made built at
the shore of lake Biwa was recon-

structed and presented as one attrac-
tion of the Japanese pavilion of 
the Expo in Seville. And of course
there appear regularly books about
his figure reaching from strictly
academic studies to fictional or semi-
fictional novels. And it should not 
be forgotten that Oda Nobunaga
already in 16th and 17th centuries,
must have been known to quite a
number of European.

As Lamers mentions the Jesuit
Luís Fróis (1532-1597) was deeply
attracted by this energetic and
powerful figure and reported regu-
larly about him in his letters from 
1 June 1569, that is shortly after 
he had met with Nobunaga for the
first time, until 5 November 1582.
Fróis’ last letter is a detailed obituary
note with the circumstances of
Nobunaga’s death, written several
months after Nobunaga’s death on
21 June 1582 (analysed by Lamers
on pp. 217-224). His letters and
those by his missionary colleagues
Fróis incorporated into his History of
Japan, but this, remaining unpub-
lished, did not become known.
However a bulk of information about
Nobunaga by Fróis and other mis-
sionaries became published in the
17th century e.g. with Daniello
Bartoli’s History of the Jesuits, 
that is in the second part about 
Asia (Dell’Asia), in the part dealing
with Japan (Il Giappone), where
“Nobunanga” figures in the title of
the first of its five books. Bartoli
appears, of course, as well in
Lamers’ bibliography.
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Lamers’ biography on Oda
Nobunaga in English is a welcome
study in English, after Mary Eliza-
beth Berry’s study Hideyoshi
(Harvard UP, 1982) about another
important figure in the process of
unification in 16th century Japan.

Lamers has structured his study
chronologically in seven of the ten
chapters of the book. Chapter 6 
is dedicated to the construction 
of Azuchi Castle and the Castle
Town, in Chapter 8 he discusses
Nobunaga’s attitude to religion, and
the subject of Chapter 9 are reforms
effected by Nobunaga to consolidate
his power.

An important aim for Lamers is to
put the figure of Oda Nobunaga into
an objective context and to dispel
some of the myths which have been
created around his figure since the
16th century. He sees the rise of the
Oda house in Owari by overthrowing
their overlord, the Shiba “as a classic
example of gekokujo” (p. 20), and he
stresses the fact that Oda Nobunaga
could rise to the top of his clan not as
a matter of fact, but had to struggle
for it.

Considering the New Year’s cere-
mony in 1574 (Tensho 2) he admits
that drinking on that occasion from
the skulls of three of his enemies has
indeed to be seen as a “bizarre cere-
mony” but adds that in what here
and in other cases has traditionally
become to be seen as “Nobunaga’s
madness” should be seen “always
method”. In this case this can be
seen, so Lamers, in the fact that

Nobunaga did so only in the pres-
ence of his privileged Horse Guards
(pp. 31-32). And even if Lamers
himself cannot help but to call
Nobunaga, e.g. in the context of
discussing the function of Azuchi
Castle to be “as well as grim and
colourful in addition to cruel”
(p. 134), he can justly conclude his
study with the observation that
“Nobunaga’s rule and personality”
should not be characterised as
“‘callous and brutal’ but ‘pragmatic
and ruthless’” (p. 232). Lamers 
can prove this e.g. convincingly in
Nobunaga’s relation to the imperial
court. He did treat the court with a
“kind of surprise tacticts” (p. 108),
but he always was careful enough to
have everything handled with the
needed ceremony.

Nobunaga, so Lamers’ argumenta-
tion did not aim at the abolishment of
court and aristocracy, he wanted to
use it to confirm his own position, that
is from the midst of the 1570ies as 
“de facto successor to the Ashikaga
shoguns” (p. 109). However, so
Lamers, one should not overestimate
so much Nobunaga’s overwhelming
position over the emperor, but recog-
nize that Nobunaga needed the
emperors acknowledgement, because
he was, after all, a kind of newcomer.

The way Lamers is presentating
different views of modern historians
on Oda Nobunaga is most agreeable.
That is referring himself regularly to
Wakita Osamu, who sees Nobunaga
as the “last medieval ruler”, and
Asao Naohiro and Fujiki Hisashi
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who see him more as the “herald of
the early modern” (p. 14) to name
some leading Japanese historians
cited by Lamers. Among non
Japanese researchers he refers to
Mary Elizabeth Berry who sees
Hideyoshi’s innovations as a result 
of his “turning away from the
‘centralist’ policies of Nobunaga”
against George Elison who stresses
“the indebtedness of both the
Toyotomi and Tokugawa regimes to
Nobunaga” (p. 15). Lamers himself
does not decide these questions
dogmatically but tends more to see
Nobunaga belonging to another
epoch than Hideyoshi. This view
becomes most obvious in Chapter 9,
and his underlined too in the
Epilogue “The feudal system of the
early modern age was created by
Hideyoshi’ Taiko surveys” (p. 231).

Lamers makes it clear from the
beginning that two major sources on
which he has to rely for lack of alter-
native material, that is the biography
of Nobunaga Shincho-Ko ki by Ota
Gyuichi and Luís Fróis’ letters and
his History of Japan are biased. The
first one because, as a “gunki mono”
or “war tale”, it was written in order to
praise Nobunaga. The latter, because
these texts are self serving. Thus, while
using Fróis’ text extensively Lamers
remains especially critical towards
Nobunaga’s much discussed relation
to the Jesuits and certain statements
by Fróis and other Jesuits.

Referring to Takase Koichiro
Lamers writes that Nobunaga,
different from Hideyoshi and Ieyasu,

did not have to take care of his rela-
tions in order to maintain the
Nagasaki trade, because Nobunaga
“only operated in Central Japan”
(p. 174). Wakita Osamu’s suggestion
that Nobunaga used the Jesuits
because of the Christian daimyo
Justo Takayama Ukon, João Yuki,
Sancho Sanga Yoriteru, and Simeão
Ikeda Norimasa whose castles in
Takatsuki, Okayama, Sanga and
Wakae respectively surrounded
Ishiyama Honganji would make
sense to Lamers, however he denies
that “a united front of Christian cava-
liers in Central Japan ever existed”
(p. 174). Lamers admits that
Nobunaga took some interest into
the novelties the Jesuits brought, as
Charles R. Boxer has suggested, but,
as wanting to put some doubt on this
view, Lamers inserts a passage from
a letter by Lourenço Mexia from
1580 in which the missionary cites
from a conversation with Nobunaga
in which Nobunaga, considering the
hardships of their adventurous long
voyage to Japan, wonders whether
the Jesuits indeed would have “a very
valuable matter” to “preach” or
whether they would be “thieves up to
no good” (p. 173). Lamers strictly
denies any possibility that Nobunaga
and the Jesuits shared a common
interest against Buddhism, which
would have put them together, as had
been suggested by the pioneer histo-
rian James Murdoch who referred
himself to Fróis (p. 172). Lamers
stresses that Nobunaga’s aversion
against Buddhism was merely a



political one, while that of the Jesuits
was based on doctrinal reasons.
Analysing the Araki crisis from 1578
Lamers comes to the conclusion that
Oda Nobunaga finally treated the
Jesuits as any other religious group,
that is as long as they were of use to
him he could favour them, but at the
decisive moment he “misuse[d] his
knowledge about Christian loyalty
“in a perverse yet psycologically bril-
liant manner” (p. 176). As another
outcome of the Araki crisis Lamers
stresses the fact that Justo Takayama
Ukon’s decision to hand over the
castle to Nobunaga was fraud
against his direct overlord Araki
Murashige to whom he should have
obeyed. And this at the same time
denied the Jesuits’ claim that the
Christian daimyo could be relied
more than not conversed, and
proved that “Takayama was first of
all a Sengoku daimyo”, with his own
interests. Lamers comes to the
conclusion that Takayama Ukon “the
Just” has commited a “double crime
against chu, or loyalty , and ko, or
filial pity, the two fundamental
concepts of Japanese warrior ethics
(p. 179). This is a conclusion diamet-
rically opposite to what J. Laures has
called “Ukons heroischer Entschlus”
(“Ukon’s heroic decision”) 1, Lamers
has to depend largely on Jesuitical
documents but he always keeps 
the necessary critical distance in
handling the information contained.
That especially here has entered a, if
so slight, polemical undertone into
his discussion is not unwelcome.

Jesuitical information becomes one
time more crucial in Lamers’ book
when he dispels bluntly the ‘myth’ 
of “Nobunaga’s self-deification” 
(pp. 217-224), which he sees created
by Fróis. I do follow Lamers’ argu-
mentation and I agree with his
conclusion. Only in his, correct,
explanation of why Fróis was moti-
vated to report about “the deification
of Nobunaga” a notice on the writing
and reporting system from the
missionary field in the Society of
Jesus could be helpful. Reports 
like the special letter on Nobunaga’s
death were asked to contain 
some literary style and descriptions
according to the standards of letter
writing in the society as has been
pointed out repeatedly.

Lamers does not want to put his
research on Nobunaga in a totally
new light, nor does he want to
discuss his subject in the frame 
of any concept beginning with a
“post-”. Starting with his main-
taining the chronological order of
events, his thesis is written in a tradi-
tional style. But exactly here can be
seen as well his strong point. Of
course Lamers cannot discuss all
problems concerned (I myself would
have liked to have more comments
on Nobunaga’s interest in foreign
information as geography, an aspect
which is mentioned only briefly, 
e.g. p. 173). But, without forgetting
the main problems which must be
discussed, Lamers comes to
convincing results, as in Chapter 9
where he shows convingly that
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Nobunaga’s reforms were not
effected so decisively and that the in
the “provincial transfers and cadas-
tral survey” had not so “drastic ambi-
tions” (p. 204) as under Hideyoshi,
and that many of Nobunaga’s meas-
ures cannot be seen so much as
“forerunners” (p. 192) of those of
Hideyoshi as sometimes has be done.
Lamers has prepared his thesis and
book well with an extensive stay in
Japan and a year in Portugal, and
could enjoy advice from outstanding
historians and researchers from
various countries. Lamers reads and
interprets 16th century texts in
Japanese and Portuguese. The relia-
bility of his book lies as well in his
representing modern research of his
subject in English and other Euro-
pean languages as in Japanese.

The book is very nicely and dili-
gently prepared, with two maps and
two charts and ten illustrations.
Perhaps there could have been some
additional historical data in connec-
tion with the Family tree of the Oda.
The Glossary is useful, additional
kanji of the concepts explained and
of the Japanese historical figures
mentioned could have been of help
for younger students. But these are
really miner lacks, and Lamers’ book
is a sound study with a valuable
overview on historical facts and their
research.

Engelbert Jorissen
University of Kyoto

1 See. J. Laures, SJ, Takayma Ukon und die
Anfange der Kirche in Japan, Munster West-
falen, Aschendorff, p. 100).

Jorge M. dos Santos Alves
(coordination)

Portugal e a China. Conferências nos
Encontros de História Luso-Chinesa
(Lisbon, Fundação Oriente, 2001)
430 pp.

Portugal e a China is the result of a
set of conferences – Encontros de
História Luso-Chinesa – organised by
the Fundação Oriente in 2000, all in
the Arrábida Monastery, Portugal.
The publication of this book was
coordinated by Jorge Alves. It
contains seventeen articles in three
languages (Portuguese, English and
Spanish) and can be considered a
“sequel” of two previous volumes
published in 1999 and 2000 under
the same title. The main goal of this
third volume is to look at Macao,
China and Sino-Portuguese relations
within a broader geographical
frame. For this reason the book
caries many articles on Portugal’s
presence in Japan and Southeast
Asia and does not exclusively deal
with the China coast.

Japan represents the smallest
section, but it is certainly one of the
richest in this volume. Apart from a
well-documented work by João
Paulo Costa on the importance of 
the College of São Paulo for the
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