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1

In the fifth month of 1615, the retired shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543–1616) 
launched a final assault on his rivals, the Toyotomi, who  were ensconced in 
Osaka  Castle. His primary target— and his former protectee— was Toyotomi 
Hideyori, the increasingly confident Toyotomi heir who was advised by a 
po liti cally savvy mo ther and who knew that the Imperial Court in Kyoto 
preferred his graceful and youthful promise to the gruff old politicking of 
the seventy- two- year- old Tokugawa patriarch. Hideyori had inherited much 
of the wealth of his  father, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the second hegemon of the 
age, and had soared through the ranks of the Imperial Court to the point 
that his position was higher than that of Ieyasu or his son, the shogun Hi-
detada. Hideyori was beloved on the streets of Osaka and Kyoto, not to men-
tion in the audience halls of many of the power ful warlords of Japan. The 
Tokugawa  were determined to destroy him. The first assault had occurred 
in 1614 and resulted in a stalemate that allowed the Tokugawa to fill in the 
moats around the other wise impenetrable Osaka  Castle. Ieyasu had raised 
a huge army, and this time would face  little serious re sis tance.1

Hideyori waited in the  castle with his mo ther, his wife (the granddaugh-
ter of Ieyasu), his vassals, and a host of rōnin, samurai who had been up-
rooted and disenfranchised in the Tokugawa settlement of the past fifteen 
years. He was also accompanied by much of the material culture assembled 
by his  father, Hideyoshi, one of the greatest collectors in premodern Japa-
nese history, a man of  humble origins who had devoted nearly as much en-
ergy to mastering the culture of tea, Noh theater, the arts of poetry and 
calligraphy, and diverse courtly rituals as to unifying the provinces of Japan 
and (unsuccessfully) conquering the Chinese continent. Displayed in the 
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History is culturally ordered, differently so in  different socie ties, 
according to meaningful schemes of things.

— Marshall Sahlins, Islands of History
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 castle’s reception halls and installed in its storage rooms was a plethora of 
swords, Chinese ceramics, paintings, Noh masks, and other trea sures 
with distinguished pedigrees and significant symbolic and economic value. 
Some had once been owned by the Ashikaga shoguns of the late  fourteenth 
and early fifteenth centuries;  others had been given to the Toyotomi by mer-
chant tea masters and power ful warlords  after Hideyoshi came to power in 
1582. Like the  castle in which they resided, these famous objects represented 
the past accomplishments, the pre sent power, and the  future potential of the 
Toyotomi  house.

It took just two days for the Tokugawa to cut down Hideyori’s much 
smaller force and topple the outer defenses of the  castle. Most of the Toyo-
tomi took their own lives, and the  castle itself was burnt to the ground, as 
seen in the block- printed broadsheet depicting the fall of the  castle from 1615 
(figure 5). However, Ieyasu was not finished dismantling the legacy of the 
Toyotomi. In the weeks that followed, he ordered several trusted vassals to 
or ga nize search parties to comb the wreckage of the fortress in search of 
the broken pieces and scattered shards of the famous objects the Toyotomi 
had owned and displayed for so many years.2 He then commanded smiths 
to reforge the heirloom swords that had been recovered and lacquerers to 
piece together and re- form tea caddies and other famous tea ceramics.3 The 
brief references to this rather fantastical sounding endeavor in the documen-
tary rec ord are supported by recent scientific research conducted on extant 
ceramic pieces that had been owned previously by the Toyotomi and that 
then passed into the Tokugawa collection  after the destruction of Osaka 
 Castle. Notably, the Seikadō Art Museum x- rayed several tea caddies and 
discovered fracture lines that had been completely masked by the careful 
application of lacquer. The famous tea caddy named Tsukumo Nasu (also 
known as Matsumoto Nasu) (figure 6), for example, looks like a perfectly 
preserved specimen of a Chinese- produced, Song- dynasty container, origi-
nally used for medicine, but repurposed in Japan to hold and display pow-
dered green tea during a tea gathering.  Shaped like an eggplant (nasu) and 
covered with a luscious iron- brown glaze, the piece exhibits the slightly 
cloudy surface patterns that resulted from the random atmospheric condi-
tions of the kiln, which  were highly prized by tea prac ti tion ers in the six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries. X- rays (figure 7), however, reveal a 
shattered and carefully reconstructed tea caddy that is as much a result of 
Tokugawa- sponsored lacquer repair and reproduction as of the original Fu-
jianese ceramic craftsmanship.4

A great deal of work was expended in the retrieval of fragments of 
swords and ceramics from the ashes of Osaka  Castle, and even more in their 
meticulous, almost ritualized refurbishment. The investment paid hand-



Figure 5. Broadsheet of the fall of Osaka  Castle. 1615. 71 x 33 cm. National 
Archive of Japan



Figure 6. Tea caddy named Tsukumo Nasu. Chinese, Song 
dynasty, 12th–13th  century. Height 6 cm. Seikadō Art 
Museum

Figure 7. X- ray of tea caddy named Tsukumo Nasu. Seikadō 
Art Museum
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some dividends, however. The pieces that entered the Tokugawa collection 
as a result of this pro cess  were among the most sought- after, famous objects 
in the land. The example of the tea caddy Tsukumo Nasu reveals an astound-
ing, though for this group of objects, typical, pedigree: it had been owned 
by Matsumoto Shūhō (15th c.), an early merchant and tea collector of Chi-
nese ceramics; Takeno Jōō (1502–1555), one of the most famed merchant and 
tea collectors of the early sixteenth  century; Oda Nobunaga, the first war-
lord to collect famous objects as an overtly po liti cal practice; and of course 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi, Ieyasu’s former rival and liege. It is perhaps too much 
of an exaggeration to argue that possession of these objects extended to the 
Tokugawa a kind of symbolic authority over their previous  owners;5 never-
theless, the acquisition, exchange, and display of material culture such as 
swords and tea caddies was a profoundly po liti cal act and one of the key 
dynamics of this period of social and po liti cal change. Like the exchange of 
hostages, the collection of heads, and the command of massive armies num-
bering in some cases in excess of one hundred thousand men, art collecting 
was a form of what I call spectacular accumulation that represents the apogee 
of warrior power.

Although related to histories of collecting,6 this book uses the notion of 
spectacular accumulation to contextualize the acquisition of “art” (an 
Enlightenment- era concept that  doesn’t appear in sixteenth- century Japa-
nese texts) within a larger complex of practices aimed at establishing po liti-
cal authority, demonstrating military dominance, reifying hierarchy, and 
advertising wealth. I first encountered the phrase “spectacular accumula-
tion” in Simon Schama’s description of the Dutch city of Antwerp at the 
height of its imperial glory. His account of the “dialectical encounter of the 
sumptuous and the severe” in seventeenth- century Dutch paintings, in-
formed by the huge range of goods flowing into Dutch ports as a result of 
imperial and colonial resource extraction and trade, resonated with the col-
lecting patterns of late sixteenth- century tea prac ti tion ers in Japan, who  were 
devoted to selecting and arranging (practices known in Japa nese tea culture 
as toriawase) imported Chinese art alongside appropriated Japa nese objects. 
I  later studied Anna Tsing’s conception of “spectacular accumulation” as the 
interaction between global capitalism, local franchise cronyism, and a kind 
of “wild west” frontier culture that characterized Indonesia before the 1997 
Asian Financial Crisis. Both inform my reading of the late sixteenth- century 
relationship between elite warrior control over  human bodies and famous 
objects, and the eventual deployment of both forms of accumulation in rit-
uals of sociability, highly po liti cal spectacles that culminated in the apothe-
osis of Ieyasu and his enshrinement at the Tōshōgū.7 Although the audi-
ences changed in dynamic ways, acquiring, stockpiling, activating, and 
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displaying valuable things was, this book argues, one of the defining char-
acteristics of sixteenth- century power.

MATERIAL CULTURE

This book examines the elite material culture of Japan’s late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, particularly the accumulation of a category of 
things that  were so sought- after by those in power that they came to be 
known as “famous objects,” or meibutsu. Used variously to describe antique 
masterpieces of Asian art coveted by tea prac ti tion ers, heirloom swords 
passed down in warrior lineages, and prized products of far- flung regions 
of Japan, the notion of the famous object is key to understanding the canon-
ization of cultural practices and forms that occurred in the shift from medi-
eval to early modern. Late medieval warrior collections of Chinese paint-
ings and ceramics, for example, influenced the patronage and production 
of new Japa nese art for centuries, while antique swords  were exchanged as 
gifts and displayed as symbols of martial heritage and familial wealth and 
prestige before they became symbols of samurai identity in the early mod-
ern status system. The pages that follow introduce many examples of the 
famous objects of this period that are now considered among the most 
trea sured pieces of the heritage of Japan, masterpieces celebrated as “na-
tional trea sures” (kokuhō) and “im por tant cultural properties” (jūyō bunkazai) 
in the modern system of cultural property protection and proudly displayed 
in public and private museums in Japan and abroad.

This study is not concerned, however, with the formal and aesthetic qual-
ities of the famous objects of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centu-
ries. Instead, it attempts to contextualize the pro cess by which certain types 
of material culture came to be instrumental in the politics of this turbulent 
moment, a period of civil war foreclosed by a development that has been 
dubbed “national unification.”8 The book avoids the artificial distinction be-
tween cultural history and po liti cal history, between narratives of beauti-
ful things and narratives of military exploits, between a history of art and 
a history of politics. The famed cultural efflorescence of these years was not 
subsidiary to the landscape of po liti cal conflict, battlefield maneuvering, and 
massive acts of vio lence fomented by infamous hegemons such as Ieyasu, 
but constitutive of it. I thus consider the collection and deployment of non-
human subjects such as falcons as a correlated practice, as well as the tak-
ing of heads and other body parts during and  after  battle. These are all ex-
amples of spectacular accumulation, the practice of hoarding symbolically 
significant things and aggressively displaying and deploying them for cul-
tural and po liti cal gain.
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My approach has been influenced by the larger academic field that is 
sometimes referred to as material culture studies, though this book is fun-
damentally a study of history. Though historians increasingly include things 
in the spectrum of evidence they examine, as can be seen in works on Japan 
by historians such as Susan Hanley (1997), Peter Kornicki (1998), and Jordan 
Sand (2005), they do so in profoundly  different ways, indicative of the 
diversity of origins from which the field of material history— really more 
a heterogeneous assemblage of intellectual practices than an academic 
discipline— emerges.9 My approach is thus influenced by other disciplines 
as well. Art history has of course always been concerned with the meaning 
and value of the object, first in formal, aesthetic terms and gradually in the 
last de cades of the twentieth  century, in larger contextual and cultural 
terms.10 Archaeology and sociocultural anthropology  were the next aca-
demic disciplines to turn to things as a serious form of evidence, and in 
Britain in par tic u lar the cultural turn in these fields was accompanied by a 
material turn.11 Daniel Miller’s work on the material culture of mass con-
sumption has inspired increased interest in the role of everyday goods in 
the lives of  people both in the past and the pre sent, while Alfred Gell’s work 
on the agency of art has suggested that objects could be understood not just 
as products of a society, but as constitutive actors within it.12 Both of these 
approaches have influenced my interest in what D. Miller has referred to as 
“materiality and power” or the way in which a culture, in producing and 
placing value on things, also defines the value of  human life itself. What Karl 
Marx called objectification and its resulting condition of alienation are key 
to understanding the profound asymmetrical power formations that emerged 
in the rise of the three hegemons of the late sixteenth  century— sometimes 
called the Three Unifiers— who appear repeatedly throughout this book.

The implications of this study for our understanding of the relationship 
between late medieval warfare, social reor ga ni za tion, and the establishment 
of the early modern system are considerable. The system of authority that 
resulted from the violent civil wars of the era— the Pax Tokugawa— was not 
a cap i tal ist system, of course, but it rested on a cultural foundation in which 
the influence of certain kinds of art (activated through ritual, as I discuss 
 later in this prologue) and the objectification of  human bodies (seen partic-
ularly clearly in the status system and the system of alternate attendance) 
acted in complex but related ways to create stability through cultural and 
po liti cal domination. The hallmarks of Tokugawa society  were a rigorous 
and hierarchical structure that maintained peace through inequity, the 
threat of vio lence, and the promise of the pleasures of the new arts of play 
and other increasingly accessible forms of consumer culture, which offered 
both the exploration of a reified form of identity and distraction from the 
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conditions of the surrounding society.13 This book explores the pro cess 
through which these foundations  were laid. This perspective is not meant 
to minimize the appeal of things or the beauty of art; it is not my intention 
to deny the varied and contingent values placed on the objects of material 
culture examined in this book, but rather to emphasize their social influ-
ence and their role within constructions of power.

TOKUGAWA IEYASU

The life story of the founder of the Tokugawa military government and the 
last of the Three Unifiers, Tokugawa Ieyasu, is useful as one anchor of this 
study because the trajectory of his rise to power—as a warlord, shogun, re-
tired shogun, and ultimately as a deity— allows us to trace the concomitant 
shifts in the meaning and influence of material culture. Ieyasu was neither 
the most im por tant collector nor the most significant participant in a social 
and cultural system that privileged the use, display, and exchange of famous 
objects, and in fact the opening chapters of this book devote considerable 
attention to other collectors— the Ashikaga shoguns, Oda Nobunaga, and 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi. However, the story of Ieyasu’s  career and afterlife il-
lustrates the close relationship between  people, things, and politics and 
offers us insights into the nature of the shift from medieval to early mod-
ern and indeed the role of material culture in the shaping of historical 
knowledge.

Ieyasu’s legacy is the source of significant debate within Japa nese histo-
riography.14 Many see him as an opportunist, who took advantage of Hidey-
oshi’s death and the youth of the Toyotomi heir to pilfer the prize of hege-
mony for himself, in effect appropriating the revolutionary innovations of 
Nobunaga and Hideyoshi.  Others, conversely, see his accomplishments as 
eclipsing the work of his pre de ces sors. Ieyasu’s first biography in En glish, 
for example, is a 1937 study titled The Maker of Modern Japan by the British- 
born, Oxford- trained A. L. Sadler. One of the founding fathers of Austra-
lia’s robust Japa nese studies tradition, Sadler saw Ieyasu as “unquestionably 
one of the greatest men the world has yet seen” and in the unfolding of Ieya-
su’s life and  career read nothing less than the providential emergence of 
modern “Nippon.”15 Beginning with the Tokugawa found er’s childhood 
tribulations as a hostage and extending through his battlefield victories, the 
establishment of Edo as the po liti cal capital, and vari ous legislative innova-
tions, Sadler considered Ieyasu the heroic figure who “made the system 
 under which Japan as we know it was forged into shape.” Sadler acknowl-
edges that many in Japan have a preference for Nobunaga and Hideyoshi; 
yet in Sadler’s eyes Ieyasu not only outshines the first two Unifiers, but was 
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a more brilliant military leader and statesman than far- flung contemporaries 
such as “Henry VIII and Elizabeth, Francis I, Akbar, Ivan the Terrible, and 
Suleyman the Magnificent.”16 In truth, the Tokugawa military regime that 
Ieyasu established in 1603 and solidified in 1615 represented the end to Ja-
pan’s civil wars. The successful perpetuation of the regime  until 1868 by 
Ieyasu’s descendants did indeed shape a set of social and cultural practices 
and institutions that have continued to influence national identity even 
as Japan’s po liti cal institutions and international position have changed 
dramatically.

Another champion of Ieyasu’s contribution is the prolific American his-
torian of early modern Japan, Conrad Totman, who echoed Sadler’s tone in 
his short 1983 biography Tokugawa Ieyasu, Shogun. Although less triumpha-
list than Sadler, Totman too sees Ieyasu’s  career as a heroic tale of one man’s 
triumph over adversity. The author uses Ieyasu’s victory at the titanic  Battle 
of Sekigahara in 1600 as a framing device for the entire book, telling the 
Tokugawa lord’s  whole life story through flashbacks and other vignettes that 
punctuate the buildup to and aftermath of the conflict. Indeed, it is hard to 
argue with the significance of this  battle, in which Ieyasu and his allies met 
the armies of an alliance opposed to Tokugawa rule, with the clash proba-
bly involving well over 150,000 men. The Imperial Court recognized Ieya-
su’s military superiority in 1603 by awarding him the post of shogun, which 
in turn allowed him to establish the warrior government in Edo that would 
rule Japan  until 1868. Ieyasu rewarded his vassals with large domains that 
produced considerable income, or in some cases, with influential positions 
within his new administration. He carefully contained those who had op-
posed him by assigning them to domains that  were large enough to pre-
vent resentment but isolated enough to render them harmless. Totman ar-
gues that Ieyasu’s entire life was in some sense a pro cess of preparing him 
for this conflict and the opportunities it would afford him and that his win 
at the  Battle of Sekigahara determined the shape and character of early mod-
ern Japan.

However, much of the lit erature on Ieyasu has been insufficiently atten-
tive to the problematic connection between hagiography and historiography. 
The accounts of Sadler and Totman are typical in this regard: both are lively 
and entertaining, filled with anecdotes about Ieyasu’s exploits as well as con-
fident statements about his inner thoughts and feelings. Sadler tells us that 
Ieyasu responded delicately and respectfully to the sight of a defeated 
 enemy’s decapitated head (112); ordered huge stores of rice to be stockpiled 
ahead of a major  battle, demonstrating his “usual foresight” (158); and was 
“delighted” to  pardon a former opponent (219). “Ieyasu’s Personal Habits and 
Views,” a chapter in Sadler, reveals that the Shogun was skilled at swimming, 
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prone to laughter, liked a blade to be well- polished, and became short- 
tempered as he aged. Totman’s book, likewise, illuminates Ieyasu’s inner-
most thoughts throughout the narrative. Ieyasu was not alarmed, for exam-
ple, by the activities of Uesugi Kagekatsu in 1599 (12), “could only marvel at 
how the times had changed” as he traveled through Mikawa in 1600 (31), 
was not upset by Hideyoshi’s rise (50), and was enraged by missionaries in 
1612 (136). In a sense, both authors shape their narratives in this fashion to 
accomplish the goal of biographical writing: to allow the reader a glimpse 
of the inner life of the historical subject.

Something significant is lost, however, in these accounts. The sources for 
Sadler’s quotes and anecdotes, it turns out, are hagiographic texts written 
or compiled well  after Ieyasu’s death. The Tokugawa lord underwent a 
pro cess of apotheosis in 1616 and became a major cult deity in the mid- 
seventeenth  century and beyond. Deification combined with Ieyasu’s sta-
tus as the founder of the ruling regime to create a highly mythologized and 
symbolically significant figure in the landscape of Tokugawa culture. There-
fore,  after his death, Ieyasu was not and could not be the object of an honest 
or empirical pro cess of remembering. Among the reliable documents from 
the period of Ieyasu’s life, none illuminate his inner life. The texture that 
enlivens Sadler’s narrative— the innermost thoughts, loudly expressed feel-
ings, and rich evocations of character—is best understood as a fictitious 
gloss that falsely brings a familiar character to life in our imagination, but 
does  little to help us understand the power ful eddies and currents of the 
historical period of the sixteenth  century.

Likewise, Totman takes his information, as he readily admits in his ac-
knowledgments, “almost entirely from one source, Ieyasuden” (195) by the 
Japa nese historian, Nakamura Kōya (1885–1970). Nakamura had a remark-
able  career, for example, publishing a biography of Admiral Tōgō Heihachirō 
in 1937 and researching and teaching Japa nese history at Tokyo Imperial 
University throughout the war years. His work on Ieyasu extended across 
six de cades, beginning with the publication of Biography of the Light of the 
East (Tōshōkōden) in 1915 and ending with Ieyasu’s Politics, Economics, and Vas-
sals (Ieyasu no seiji keizai shinryō), posthumously published in 1978. In books 
such as Biography of Ieyasu (the aforementioned Ieyasu den) and the four vol-
umes of sources and commentary in Research on the Documents of Tokugawa 
Ieyasu (Tokugawa Ieyasu monjo no kenkyū), Nakamura or ga nized and drew 
upon all known primary sources related to the Tokugawa founder, includ-
ing some that are now seen as problematic or that date to significantly  after 
Ieyasu’s death. (I draw throughout this book on the primary source collec-
tions that Nakamkura edited.) But Nakamura also received significant sup-
port for his publications from the Tōshōgū (Shrine to the Light of the East) 
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at Nikkō, the largest and most im por tant shrine- temple complex dedicated 
to the worship of Ieyasu as a god. Totman’s reliance solely on materials taken 
from this prolific Japa nese historian to illuminate Ieyasu’s thoughts and 
feelings can be seen  either as evocative but fictional narrative devices— 
necessary to maintain his nonlinear structure built around the  Battle of 
Sekigahara—or as an En glish translation of the mythologization that some-
times creeps into the work of the other wise reliable Nakamura. Although 
the goal of these scholars was surely the articulation of something objec-
tively true about these significant historical figures, the assumptions that 
undergird their biographical projects lead to an ideological reappropriation, 
a modern fantasy.

This book is not a biography of Tokugawa Ieyasu (figure 8) and does not 
strive to provide coverage of his life, his  career, or indeed of the period in 
which he lived. Although the narrative is roughly chronological, it jumps 
forward and backward to pursue the argument in each chapter and to flesh 
out the themes and topics of each section. Ieyasu is, rather, one of the foci of 
this study because his role was unparalleled in the objectification of  human 
bodies through warfare and the politics of détente and in his influence on 
the culture of collecting and display that would be institutionalized in 
Tokugawa- era practices of the display of power and wealth. Ieyasu’s hagi-
ography, in other words, or the fact of his elevation to the status of a god 
and the concomitant complications that result for the positivist historian are, 
in my methodology, welcome indicators of the symbolic valence of material 
culture in the construction of historical knowledge. The spectacular deploy-
ment of his huge art collection in the transference of his authority to his 
heirs is a rare and significant illustration of the politics of culture in Japa-
nese history, the role that things have played in relocating authority over 
the generations and in shaping the historical consciousness of both histori-
cal actors in the past and historians in the pre sent.

SAMURAI SOCIABILITY

Examining material culture, particularly those objects that  were significant 
in the lives of the Three Unifiers of the late sixteenth  century, allows me to 
foreground the politics of culture in this age of civil war. I pursue this goal 
in the chapters that follow by focusing on the role of sociability— which I 
understand as cultural practices such as the tea ceremony and social rituals 
such as gift exchange—in the interactions between warlords and other 
power ful agents. Cultural practices and social rituals are key to understand-
ing the relationship between war and stability, between agency and power, 
because they serve to order social relations. I do not see practices such as 



Figure 8. Portrait of Tokugawa Ieyasu at the  Battle of 
Mikatagahara. Muromachi period, 1573. 37.8 x 21.8 cm. 
Tokugawa Art Museum Collection, by permission of the 
Tokugawa Art Museum/DNPartcom
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tea, art display, gift giving, and falconry as “symbolic” acts that point in the 
direction of real politics; rather, I understand these forms of sociability as 
the po liti cal pro cess by which the hierarchy of warrior society was made. 
Rulers such as the Three Unifiers placed limits on the cultural and social 
practices that other warriors could engage in and also empowered selected 
retainers through gifts and the extension of special cultural privileges. These 
acts created a kind of consensus regarding the distribution of power among 
those with  different positions within the developing po liti cal structure. 
Bearing in mind that those institutions established by the Tokugawa en-
dured and had widespread effects on Japa nese society and culture, we 
should take seriously the role that cultural practices and social rituals 
played in the establishment and indeed the maintenance of early moder-
nity in Japan.

The term “sociability” is often found in studies of late seventeenth-  and 
eighteenth- century elite culture and politics in  England, as well as in a 
prominent study of freemasonry in Germany in the nineteenth  century, 
among many other works of social and cultural history.17 In general, these 
analyses take up networks— such as writers’ associations or craft guilds— 
and sites of social interaction— such as court salons or lodges—to argue that 
sociability is a form of work and a part of politics. Implicit in most of these 
analyses is the notion that these types of social interactions in early mod-
ern Eu rope participated in, or  were related to the development of, civil so-
ciety and the public sphere. My interpretation of social interactions in six-
teenth-  and seventeenth- century Japan is less focused on an ostensible 
shared moral code and idealistic goals of liberation; rather, I see cultural 
practices and social rituals such as tea, falconry, formal visits (onari), and 
gift giving as tools for the reification of hierarchy and the replication of so-
cial distinction. This approach helps to provide context for the usual narra-
tives of institution building and po liti cal progress. Paying attention to the 
politics of sociability in this “age of unification” serves, among other things, 
to deemphasize the individual as the primary engine of historical change 
and cultural production and to situate historical actors in their communi-
ties of practice.

Central to my analy sis is the contention that cultural and social practices 
 were not merely po liti cally significant, but  were ritually articulated. This 
work builds on a new wave of scholarship in En glish and Japa nese that helps 
to foreground ritual texts, practices, and meanings as a major theme in pre-
modern Japa nese history. We now know, for example, that ritual played a 
central role in Japan’s medieval conflicts over sovereignty, temporal author-
ity, and sacred sites. Thomas Conlan argues that “in the midst of the wrench-
ing po liti cal and institutional changes of the  fourteenth  century, a new 
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epistemology arose in the language of ritual and legitimacy.”18 Conlan sees 
ritual as a dynamic and reactive tool that allowed warrior leaders to of-
fer solutions to social and po liti cal problems that emerged from the violent 
and irruptive outcomes of war. Mahayana Buddhist rites of the Shingon 
school proved particularly significant in warrior leaders’ attempts to re-
produce and reinvent the rituals of state pioneered by Kyoto aristocrats 
in the new context of the Ashikaga warrior government. Matthew Stav-
ros’ work on the ritual politics of location in the history of Kyoto as both 
the imperial capital and the home of the Ashikaga shogunate also high-
lights the reach of what we might think of as ritual grammar, which played 
a role not just in ceremonies of state or social interactions but in the most 
foundational decisions about where to construct the edifices and institu-
tions of power.19

Perhaps the most productive scholar of ritual in premodern warrior 
society has been Futaki Ken’ichi, who has excavated the regular ritual prac-
tices of the Kamakura and Ashikaga military governments, calling atten-
tion to the fundamental relationship between ritual practices, social 
standing, and rank within military organizations. Ceremony, and by exten-
sion rank, is often thought of as some sort of façade or decorative per for-
mance, but as Futaki’s work shows and as my discussion of the  Battle of 
Sekigahara in this book argues, ritualistic regulations and the resulting stan-
dards of comportment could determine the outcome of major military en-
counters.20 Futaki’s work also demonstrates the way in which ritual serves 
as a kind of social and po liti cal connective tissue linking medieval warrior 
regimes with the new institutional structures of the late sixteenth- century 
unifiers. Futaki demonstrates that Toyotomi Hideyoshi, in par tic u lar, la-
bored to reproduce the ritualistic practices and semi- public per for mances 
of rank that had been established  under the Ashikaga shogunate, anchoring 
his rule in the structures of legitimacy that had, for a time at least, defined 
the previous, stable warrior government.21 The Tokugawa administration 
likewise drew on the ritualistic codes and norms of prior warrior regimes, 
enacting requirements about dress, hairstyle, comportment, and indeed 
acts of cultural consumption as part of a longer genealogy of ritualistic, 
warrior social norms.22 This book builds on these findings by arguing that 
the Tokugawa regime of proper be hav ior included the acquisition, use, and 
display of material culture and that this entire package of ritual was central 
both to the authority of the Tokugawa, as well as the attempts of feudal lords 
and their vassals to reproduce and to challenge it.

Acknowledging the continuity of medieval social structures based in 
previous warrior regimes and manifested and maintained through the use 
of cultural practices and social rituals raises significant issues in the history 
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of Japan. The question of how a military or ga ni za tion maintained peaceful 
rule for so long without regularly resorting to  battle has been addressed by 
many historians of early modern Japan, but recently two scholars have posed 
related answers. Luke Roberts argues that Tokugawa authority was per-
formed on public and semipublic stages in early modern Japan, often 
through ritualistic practices, alongside equally compelling and broadly un-
derstood per for mances, on slightly smaller and more local stages, of the au-
thority and relative in de pen dence of domainal lords.23 This reliance on rit-
ual relates to the argument of Watanabe Hiroshi that the Tokugawa ruled 
not so much by force as by the image of force, by the per for mance of power 
rather than its actuation on the battlefield (though we must not ignore the 
ongoing threat of vio lence throughout the early modern period). In the pa-
rades and pro cessions that dotted the highways of Japan as a result of the 
system of alternate attendance (sankin kōtai)— a descendent of the systems 
of hostage exchange that I examine in this volume—as well as in the rituals 
of reception, gift exchange, and banqueting that could be found in Edo 
 Castle, the Tokugawa shoguns demanded veneration, inspired awe, and pro-
jected their legitimate authority despite the many crises they faced.24 This 
book explores the late sixteenth- century refinement of the warrior social 
rituals and cultural practices— including those related to warfare— that 
would form part of the bedrock of Tokugawa authority, and focuses on the 
institutionalization of these politics in the  career and deification of Tokugawa 
Ieyasu.

GOALS AND STRUCTURE

One of the goals of this pro ject is to challenge the prevalent historiography 
on late sixteenth- century Japan and its aftermath, which tends to privilege 
the unification of the country as a pro cess of early modern institution build-
ing and progress  toward the nation- state. This book aims instead to relink 
war and culture. By examining the social practices, rituals, and interactions 
between  people and things in this period in terms of the notion of spectac-
ular accumulation, I draw attention to the continuity of a set of distinctly 
medieval power formations into the seventeenth  century. Another goal is 
to highlight the significance of Tokugawa Ieyasu, not only as the founder of 
the Tokugawa shogunate but as a ruler whose attention to acquisition and 
spectacle defined a pattern of materialism that would influence social and 
cultural formations for centuries. Lastly, I consistently highlight the social 
lives of things and the influence of the survival of most (but not all) of Ieya-
su’s collection in the store houses of his descendants, in the shrines devoted 
to his worship, and eventually in modern museums devoted to par tic u lar 
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forms of cultural repre sen ta tion. I hope to challenge the aestheticization of 
the samurai and the sanitization of their cultural legacy.

The structure of the book proceeds in roughly chronological order, be-
ginning with the practices of collecting and display  under the Ashikaga, 
next considering the cultural politics of Nobunaga and Hideyoshi, and then 
focusing on material culture in the  career of Ieyasu and in his apotheosis. 
The first chapter, “Famous Objects: Trea sures, Trophies, and Warrior Power,” 
considers the resonance between the elite warrior acquisition of Chinese art 
in the sixteenth  century and the increase in  human objectification in the 
form of hostage exchanges; it also introduces the story of the rise of Tokugawa 
Ieyasu from a hostage to a warlord. The second chapter, “Grand Spectacle: 
Material Culture and Contingency,” looks at the public and social deploy-
ment of material culture by elite warriors in the late sixteenth  century and 
reflects on the problems of agency and contingency as historical forces. The 
third chapter, “The Politics of Sociability,” surveys gift exchange among elite 
warriors and in par tic u lar in the  career of Ieyasu and considers the role of 
such transactions in a society at war. The fourth chapter, “Lordly Sport: Rap-
tors, Falconry, and the Control of Land,” relates the practice of falconry and 
the accumulation of raptors to the previously examined issues of collecting, 
hostage exchange, and gift exchange, with par tic u lar attention to the hawk-
ing activities of Ieyasu. The fifth chapter, “Severed Heads and Salvaged 
Swords: The Material Culture of War,” examines the two largest battles of 
Ieyasu’s  career— Sekigahara and the sieges of Osaka—in relation to rituals 
of head taking, as well as the practice of collecting swords, and argues that 
these practices helped to structure hierarchy and power relations within the 
warrior class. The sixth chapter, “Apotheosis,” recounts the deification of 
Ieyasu  after his death in 1616, focusing on the use of material culture asso-
ciated with his life in mortuary rituals, pilgrimages, and other practices that 
acted to legitimize Tokugawa authority. This chapter also considers the mod-
ern apotheosis of Ieyasu and his material culture in the founding of the 
Tokugawa Art Museum in Nagoya in 1935 by one of his descendants, a phi-
lanthropist and colonial administrator. The epilogue, “Museums and Japa-
nese History,” considers the politics of museum display in postwar Japan 
and in par tic u lar the new social lives of pieces of Ieyasu’s material culture 
in exhibitions that are imbricated in nationalistic discourses and monolithic 
repre sen ta tions of Japa nese culture and history, a related but distinctly mod-
ern form of spectacular accumulation.
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On New Year’s Day, 1574, Oda Nobunaga presided merrily over a daylong 
banquet and cele bration in Gifu. The previous year had been good to him. 
One of the greatest potential threats to his rule, the warlord Takeda Shin-
gen, had died suddenly of unknown causes. Nobunaga had attacked north-
ern Kyoto to frighten the recalcitrant shogun, Ashikaga Yoshiaki; when 
Yoshiaki fled, Nobunaga’s forces successfully captured and exiled him. No-
bunaga had also comprehensively defeated two of his most determined op-
ponents, the warlords Asakura Yoshikage of Echizen Province and Azai 
Nagamasa of Ōmi Province. Though he still faced considerable opposition 
from forces across the archipelago, at this moment he occupied a more 
power ful and secure position than any other ruler with hegemonic preten-
sions had attained in de cades. “Everybody who was anybody in Kyoto and 
its neighboring provinces presented himself before Nobunaga in Gifu,” ac-
cording to The Chronicle of Lord Nobunaga.1

The public cele bration was followed by a second, private banquet for No-
bunaga’s closest companions, a group of bodyguards and elite soldiers 
known as the Horse Guards (umamawarishū). Lacquered and gilt objects  were 
displayed while sake was served. “The men made merry, reciting lines 
from plays and disporting themselves in general. Nobunaga was in un-
bounded, limitless high spirits. He was exhilarated.”2 This gathering was 
in one sense typical: occasions involving the ritualized serving and con-
sumption of food and drink, as well as the pre sen ta tion of im por tant ritual 
art objects, had served as opportunities to cement social bonds, observe dis-
tinctions in rank, and celebrate seasonal and calendrical breaks for centuries 
among elite warriors. In another sense, however, this gathering was unique: 

C H A P T E R  O N E

Famous Objects
Trea sures, Trophies,  
and Warrior Power
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the displayed lacquered and gilt objects  were not  simple containers, but the 
skulls of three warlords dispatched the year before, the severed and pre-
served heads of Asakura Yoshikage, Azai Hisamasa, and his son Azai 
Nagamasa.

Nobunaga’s gathering and purported sense of exhilaration must be 
placed in the context of a broader shift in the grammar of warrior power 
that occurred in the second half of the sixteenth  century, in which warriors 
exchanged  people and things and objectified both in ceremonies such as this 
banquet with great regularity. Some of the elements in play  were not new: 
the taking of the heads of enemies was not a novel phenomenon, but rather 
one of the key rituals employed  after battles and military campaigns to as-
sess the productivity of those involved, a kind of quantification of killing 
that reduced historical subjects to inert objects. Lacquering the heads was 
innovative, but it can be compared to the display of lacquered trea sures 
looted from the ruins of conquered enemies, another regular practice. What 
was  different about this gathering, perhaps, was the spectacle of the accrual 
of power and control in the hands of one individual, Nobunaga, rather than 
in an institution such as the shogunate. Though our initial reaction to the 
description of this banquet might be disgust or the attribution of brutality 
or even insanity to Nobunaga, the gathering makes sense in the shifting 
politics of culture and the profoundly asymmetrical power dynamics of its 
moment.

This chapter examines these shifts by proposing that the late sixteenth- 
century transformation in warrior control of material culture, particularly 
in the intensive accumulation of artworks of the sort known as “famous ob-
jects” (meibutsu) in the world of tea, is related to shifts in elite warrior con-
trol of  people, seen in an increase in hostage exchanges. In both cases, the 
most power ful members of warrior society, warlords (daimyō), exchanged 
entities over which they had some hegemony— a famous tea bowl in one 
instance, a vassal’s son or dau gh ter in another instance—as part of a po liti-
cal calculation. Such acts of exchange created value for both the exchanged 
objects and  people and transferred some of this value to the actors con-
ducting the exchange. Even when the value was not commoditized or mon-
etized, as in the case of gift exchanges of tea utensils or hostage exchanges 
of  family members, a system of social and cultural hierarchy was inscribed 
through the act of exchange and accumulation. Collecting famous objects 
and exchanging hostages represented significant forms of warrior power 
that informed the larger institutional shifts of the late sixteenth  century, 
spectacular forms of accumulation that helped to define the grammar of 
politics.
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TEA AND LORDLY THINGS

In the study of Japa nese material culture, no cultural practice is as vital for 
understanding the play between the patronage and preservation of art as is 
tea culture. Not all forms of Japa nese art played a role in tea culture; medi-
eval Buddhist statuary or early modern woodblock prints, for example, al-
most never appeared in the tea room. But no attempt to map the social con-
text for the creation, use, and survival of famous objects of the sort craved 
by Nobunaga and his peers would be complete without careful attention to 
the world of tea prac ti tion ers. The ritualized preparation and serving of tea 
became an opportunity for tea devotees to use and display a range of art-
works and to enjoy the exquisitely planned spaces in which they hosted their 
guests. Tea prac ti tion ers commissioned new works, collected domestic and 
imported antiques, and even experimented with the production of their own 
artworks. Entire artistic industries  were born and sustained— some into the 
twenty- first  century— through the networks of patronage and exchange of 
the tea world.3 Likewise, tea collectors meticulously preserved examples of 
genres of art that might have been lost to the ravages of time if not for the 
attention they paid to the storage and preservation of their beloved trea-
sures.4

Though elites and  later  people of all statuses drank tea daily and in in-
formal contexts  after the late medieval period, the cultural practice that sus-
tained art production and preservation and that appears throughout this 
book, known as chanoyu in Japa nese, was more ritualized and choreo-
graphed. It was, and continues to be  today, a practice centered on proce-
dures for making tea (temae), which change according to the season, level of 
formality of the occasion, and types of utensils being used. The two main 
categories of tea ritual are thin tea (usucha) and thick tea (koicha), with those 
of the first category being less complex and formal than those of the latter 
category. Rules for making tea form the basis of any tea gathering (chakai), 
which involves a host and several guests (during the early modern period 
usually no more than five). While the order of a tea gathering changes ac-
cording to time of day and season, the basic elements are that the host lays 
charcoal, serves a meal (kaiseki), and prepares a bowl of thick tea shared by 
all of the guests and a bowl of thin tea for each guest. The guests’ move-
ments and interactions with the host and other guests are also governed by 
rules and set patterns. Thus, both the host and guests must be knowledge-
able about tea culture for a meeting to function smoothly. Tea gatherings 
are an occasion for displaying the knowledge, refinement, and accumula-
tion of material wealth (through the display of utensils) of both the host and 
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the guests. They are also occasions at which social and po liti cal ties can be 
fostered and cemented.5

The origins of tea drinking in East Asia are not well documented, but 
scholars assume that the spread of the consumption of the beverage emerged 
from its basic medicinal characteristics: tea stimulates the mind and body 
while improving health.6 An added benefit is that the daily ritual of mak-
ing, drinking, and sharing tea is a reassuring habit that promotes sociabil-
ity. These may have been the motivations of early tea drinkers in China, 
where the broad- leafed evergreen bushes (Camellia sinensis) from which tea 
buds  were picked grew naturally. Early authors such as Lu Yu (ca. 733–803) 
of the Tang dynasty demonstrated a dedication to every aspect of the pro-
duction and preparation of the beverage to get the most effective and pleas-
ur able effects.7 Tea was seen both as a medicinal brew that promoted alert-
ness and as a soothing, agreeable way of entertaining guests. This dual 
character would define tea culture as the practice of tea expanded geo graph-
i cally and changed over the centuries.

Around the time that Lu Yu was writing about tea in China, Japa nese 
Buddhist monks brought tea, books, and utensils home from their studies 
on the continent. Some Sinophiles in the Kyoto court enjoyed the beverage, 
but tea drinking did not spread widely  until the Zen monk Eisai (1141–1215), 
who also studied in China and brought back to Japan canonical Zen scrip-
tures as well as tea seeds or seedlings, wrote a treatise devoted to the health 
benefits of the practice and introduced tea- drinking rituals into monastic 
life.8 By the late  fourteenth  century, aristocrats and elite warriors  were not 
just drinking tea, but holding contests known as tea battles (tōcha) to dis-
cern  different varieties.9 Commoners also drank tea more frequently, as 
sellers proliferated around Buddhist  temple complexes and in urban mar-
ketplaces.

In the early fifteenth  century, members of the warrior elite began to con-
struct special rooms, lavishly decorated with domestic and imported art 
objects, for social gatherings. The Ashikaga shoguns— notably the third sho-
gun, Yoshimitsu (1358–1408); the sixth shogun, Yoshinori (1394–1441); and 
the eighth shogun, Yoshimasa (1436–1490)— employed cultural advisers 
(dōbōshū) to collect and cata log art, design gardens, and stage theatrical per-
for mances.10 The shoguns and their advisers valued Chinese things (kara-
mono) in par tic u lar and regularly used calligraphy and paintings by Chi-
nese Chan monks (such as the now canonical works by Mu Qi and Zhang 
Sigong), as well as tenmoku tea bowls (made in Fujian, China) in the course 
of their elaborate tea gatherings. Several distinctive architectural and deco-
rative features emerged from this period of innovation and soon became 
standard elements in high- quality architecture. First, tea battles gradually 
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evolved into similarly rule- bound but less competitive tea gatherings, so 
Ashikaga shoguns constructed gathering rooms (kaisho) for tea, linked- verse 
poetry, banquets, and other forms of cultural exchange. Second, warrior 
elites wanted to display their newly acquired trea sures from China, so res-
idential tea gathering rooms increasingly included special features such as 
a built-in desk (oshiita) for scholarly writing implements, a decorative alcove 
(tokonoma) for hanging scrolls and flower arrangements, and staggered 
shelves (chigaidana) for incense burners, tea containers, or other small ves-
sels.11 Objects that became core to the culture of tea, such as the Chinese- 
manufactured tea bowls referred to as tenmoku (figure 9) in Japa nese,  were 
well suited both to the rituals of banqueting and of display in these palaces. 
By the late fifteenth  century, therefore, the basic characteristics of Japa nese 
tea culture had been established, with warrior elites collecting, using, and 
displaying art from China; hiring commoners as technical specialists and 
assistants; and constructing carefully planned spaces— what Takemoto 
Chizu calls banqueting sites— for social gatherings in which tea and re-
lated practices could be pursued.12

A tremendously significant but largely overlooked product of this 
fifteenth- century culture of shogunal sociability and art display was a new 

Figure 9. Tenmoku tea bowl. Chinese, Song dynasty, 12th–13th 
 century. Height 6 cm. Tokugawa Art Museum Collection, by 
permission of the Tokugawa Art Museum/DNPartcom
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genre of documentation that might be anachronistically labeled the “art cata-
log,” but which at the time encompassed a heterogeneous assortment of 
writings on display procedures, registers of paintings and ceramics, and 
somewhat haphazard lists of famous objects. The first known example, at-
tributed to the shogunal cultural adviser Nōami (1397–1471) but perhaps re-
corded by his grandson Sōami (d. 1525), was the 1460s- era document enti-
tled Cata log of Lordly Paintings (Gomotsu on’e mokuroku).13 A Tokugawa- period 
transcription, now in the collection of the Tokyo National Museum, enumer-
ates the names and paint ers of Chinese works from the Song and Yuan 
dynasties that  were owned by the Ashikaga. Or ga nized by size, the paint-
ings do not share any common theme or style, but rather point to the Sino-
philic gaze of the Ashikaga shoguns, the intense intention to acquire, pos-
sess, and display art associated with Chinese civilization. The spectacle of 
this collection was key to its function; the Ashikaga shoguns regularly in-
vited elite warriors, shrine and  temple priests, and members of the impe-
rial court to visit their palaces. The visits of emperors, such as the well- 
documented call of Emperor Go- Hanazono on Shogun Ashikaga Yoshinori 
in the Muromachi Palace in 1437 (Eikyō 9/9/26), functioned as opportuni-
ties for elaborate displays of paintings, ceramics, and other works of Chi-
nese art that  were artfully thematized and displayed in purpose- built struc-
tures.14 The objects in this collection  were collectively designated gomotsu 
(also readable as gyomotsu or gyobutsu), a term that is often translated as “im-
perial trea sures,” in reference to the materials in the Shōsōin store house in 
Nara, associated with sovereigns of the 730s and 740s; in the context of the 
Ashikaga collection, however, a better translation might be “lordly things,” 
as the method of acquisition was a hierarchical ritual culture of exchange 
that was central to the medieval conception of po liti cal authority.

Medieval calendrical anniversaries and other ritually observed tempo-
ral markers provided opportunities for gift giving that supplied the Ashikaga 
shoguns with some of their impressive collection. For example, Manzai 
(1378–1435), the abbot of the Kyoto  temple Daigōji, recorded a range of gifts 
presented to the shoguns Ashikaga Yoshimochi and Yoshinori to mark cel-
ebrations such as Eighth Month (hassaku), which was observed the first day 
of the eighth lunar month.15 Objects presented included painted screens, 
fans, ceramics (including tea bowls,  water jars, and incense containers), and 
gold and silver vessels. In return, the shoguns sometimes offered swords, 
ceramics, or other precious objects.16 The collection thus advertised not only 
the wealth and, in theory, po liti cal power of the Ashikaga shoguns, but the 
network of vassals, allies, and relations through which these objects had 
traveled to reach their palaces in Kyoto. Of course, many trea sures of the 
Ashikaga  were acquired through purchase from merchants or via relations 
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with institutions, such as Zen Buddhist temples with connections to China. 
But the Eighth Month and other calendrical exchanges serve as a reminder 
that elite material culture was peripatetic in medieval Japan because of its 
instrumentality in social rituals, even when a sustained collecting effort 
such as that of the Ashikaga shoguns created a kind of centripetal force on 
valuable Chinese things.17

Perhaps the most influential rec ord of the Muromachi Palace culture of 
sociability and display, a document that would be reproduced in vari ous for-
mats for the next several hundred years, was the Manual of the Attendant of 
the Shogunal Collection (Kundaikan sōchōki).18 Attributed to Sōami, one of the 
cultural advisers to Ashikaga Yoshimasa, this decorative and connoisseurial 
guide in fact represented an already fading snapshot of the glory of the 
Ashikaga shogunal world of lordly things, seen from the vantage point of 
its dissolution and destruction. Shogun Yoshimasa famously presided over 
the collapse of Ashikaga authority, as the Ōnin War raged through Kyoto 
and spread into the provinces, while the shogun and his peers pursued their 
cultural interests in the Silver Pavilion and other luxurious palaces around 
the capital city, some of which  were soon  after destroyed.19  After Yoshima-
sa’s death in 1490 and the installment of a child shogun, the Ashikaga col-
lection began to scatter, sold to raise funds, given away in desperate attempts 
to shore up shogunal authority, and generally dispersed to warlords and 
wealthy urban commoners. Now those who had previously witnessed the 
sophisticated displays and social graces of the Ashikaga could purchase the 
very Chinese trea sures that bore the seals and pedigrees of Ashikaga 
own ership. The dispersal of this collection created an opportunity for Sōami, 
who was perhaps reflexively aware of his position as the last cultural ad-
viser to the Ashikaga shoguns. He may have written the Manual as a way 
to profit from the desire of the new  owners of Ashikaga trea sures to iden-
tify, store, and display their acquisitions properly. Drawing on his memo-
ries and perhaps on notes left by Nōami, he drafted and probably sold cop-
ies of the Manual. The first documentary reference to the Manual appeared 
in 1511; then, as Sōami or  others produced more manuscript copies, the text 
was mentioned in letters and diaries with increasing frequency,  until the 
rise of the new generation of commoner tea masters and warrior collectors 
in the second half of the sixteenth  century.20

The spread of both the Ashikaga collection of famous objects and copies 
of the Manual in the early sixteenth  century had the curious effect of popu-
larizing an elite practice that was socially significant as a means of creating 
distinction precisely because of the previous limits on access. This disrupted 
the power dynamic in the field of collecting within tea culture, opening up 
the possibility of the own ership of lordly things, at least initially, to wealthy 
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commoners such as merchants from the city of Sakai, who became innova-
tive leaders in the development of new tea practices, assemblages of objects, 
and per for mance sites that adopted Ashikaga elements in smaller, more con-
tained formats. The story of the origins of this “rustic tea” (wabicha) style, 
with precise emphasis on the figures of Murata Jukō and Takeno Jōō, has 
been well explored in both Japa nese and En glish.21 Linking the collapse of 
the Ashikaga collection to the rise of commoner tea, however, was the Man-
ual, which delineated a lexicon of classification and methods of display that 
allowed individuals of vari ous backgrounds and economic means to acquire, 
or at least aspire to acquire, lordly things.

HUNTING FOR FAMOUS OBJECTS

Collecting of tea objects by elite warriors did not come to a halt with the dis-
persal of the Ashikaga collection and the rise of commoner tea but contin-
ued with a widened scope. The Asakura  house of warlords, for example, 
who had commandeered the rule of Echizen Province from the Shiba in the 
wake of the Ōnin War,  were patrons of many forms of culture pop u lar in 
Kyoto in the late fifteenth  century. In fact the Asakura are explicitly men-
tioned in the prologue of one extant version of the Manual of the Attendant of 
the Shogunal Collection as having sponsored the writing of that copy, at least, 
by Sōami.22 They amassed a significant collection of Chinese art in the late 
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, as noted in contemporaneous rec-
ords, such as the Yamashina  family diaries and the Chinese poetry anthol-
ogy Collection of Lit erature of the Five Phoenixes (Kanrin gohōshū).23 These ar-
chival references are supported by massive archaeological excavations of the 
Asakura’s  castle town of Ichijōdani, which unearthed significant quantities 
of high- quality Chinese ceramics.24

The Asakura  were not alone in their activities. Similar accumulative 
practices are apparent in rec ords of famous objects (meibutsuki) and tea dia-
ries (chakaiki), two genres of rec ord keeping that emerged in the early six-
teenth  century in response to the spread of the Manual, the dispersal of the 
Ashikaga collection, and the growth of rustic tea among a class of highly 
literate urban commoners. Lists of lordly things, which  were increasingly 
referred to as meibutsu, or “famous objects,” began to circulate in this pe-
riod, both in the capital and in the provinces.25 The early text, Rec ord of Praise-
worthy Famous Objects (Seigan meibutsuki), for example, lists 414 objects by 
category and also notes previous and current  owners by location, up to the 
end of the Tenbun period (1532–1555), when such details  were known. The 
majority of objects are listed as being located in Kyoto and Sakai, the cen-
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ters of the new rustic tea practice, but significant quantities are also described 
as in the collections of provincial warriors, including the Hosokawa, 
Asakura, Takeda, Miyoshi, and many other warrior families.26

Similarly, the earliest tea diaries, such as the Gathering Rec ords of Tennōjiya 
(Tennōjiya kaiki) of the Tsuda  family of Sakai, which begins in 1533, and 
Gathering Rec ords of Matsuya (Matsuya kaiki) of the Matsuya  family of Nara, 
which begins in 1548, rec ord warlord participants in tea gatherings and note 
numerous famous objects that these warlords acquired, owned, and used 
in the vibrant urban context of tea culture. The previously mentioned 
Asakura, for example, possessed at least thirty- two famous objects, accord-
ing to the documentary rec ords of this period.27 One of these pieces, a 
Chinese- produced tea caddy (used to hold powdered green tea during the 
 actual ritual of preparing and serving tea) known as Eggplant Tsukumo 
(Tsukumo Nasu), was mentioned in the prologue and had previously been 
in the Ashikaga collection. Even more impressive was the warlord Matsu-
naga Hisahide (1510–1577), who was centrally involved in the betrayals, 
wars, and capital politics of the 1560s. As an ardent tea practitioner and col-
lector, he reportedly owned at least fifty- nine famous objects, eight of 
which had previously been part of the Ashikaga collection.28

If provincial leaders such as the Asakura and upstart politicians such as 
Matsunaga Hisahide represent the commitment of individual, regional war-
lords to the symbolic value of famous objects, it was the ambitious young 
warrior from Owari Province, Oda Nobunaga, who brought tea and the ac-
quisition of Chinese things back onto the po liti cal center stage. Nobunaga 
was first exposed to such objects by his  father, Oda Nobuhide (1510–1552), 
who collected Chinese things. The Rec ord of Praiseworthy Famous Objects lists 
a  water pitcher (mizutsugi) that was probably a Chinese ceramic; a yellow 
tenmoku bowl, made in Fujian, China; and a hanging scroll painting, Moun-
tain Village  After a Storm (Sanshi seiran) by the thirteenth- century Chinese 
painter Mu Qi, as being owned by the Oda.29 Nobunaga probably inherited 
Nobuhide’s collection of Chinese things when his  father died, but did not 
begin his own acquisition of famous objects  until well  after he had consoli-
dated his hold on the Oda  house in 1558 and eliminated the threat of his 
neighbor Imagawa Yoshimoto in 1560. It was in fact in 1568, when Nobun-
aga marched  toward the capital city of Kyoto with the intent of installing 
the scheming Ashikaga Yoshiaki as shogun, that this brash leader began to 
accumulate what would become a truly spectacular collection.

Not long  after Nobunaga’s victory in a series of battles as he escorted 
Ashikaga Yoshiaki from Ōmi to Kyoto early in the tenth month of 1568, the 
Oda lord began to receive gifts and accolades acknowledging his pacification 
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of the Five Home Provinces (Yamashiro, Yamato, Kawachi, Izumi, and 
Settsu). Matsunaga Hisahide, one of those who had opposed Nobunaga (and 
been involved in the murder of the previous shogun), saluted him with a 
kingly gift: the Chinese tea caddy Eggplant Tsukumo, previously in the col-
lection of the Asakura and before that part of the Ashikaga collection.30 
Likewise, the Sakai merchant and entrepreneurial tea master Imai Sōkyū— 
who was well connected among the po liti cally and eco nom ically power ful 
merchants of the region’s key port city, and who also was at the center of 
the burgeoning rustic tea movement— gave Nobunaga two impressive 
pieces. The first, a Chinese- made ceramic tea jar (chatsubo) called Matsu-
shima, had previously been in the Ashikaga collection before being ac-
quired by the warlord Miyoshi Masanaga, who owned an impressive ar-
ray of famous objects before his death in 1549.  Later it was owned by 
Takeno Jōō, one of the most influential tea masters of the age and Sōkyū’s 
 father- in- law. The second was an unnamed eggplant- shaped tea caddy 
(nasu), a common description for the small, Chinese ceramic containers with 
larger, bulbous bottoms and slightly smaller tops; this par tic u lar example 
is believed to have been another famous object known as Jōō Eggplant, pre-
viously in the collection of the Ashikaga, that Sōkyū inherited from Jōō along 
with Matsushima.31 Lastly, an unnamed party presented a unique piece of 
armor to Nobunaga, a suit that the twelfth- century hero, Minamoto no Yo-
shitsune, wore as he “stormed down Tekkai Cliff at the  Battle of Ichinotani.” 
In short, in this moment the close linkage between po liti cal authority and 
the own ership of famous objects can be seen, a linkage that helps to clarify 
why accumulation was a strategically im por tant practice for ambitious war-
lords in this era. Nobunaga’s most significant accomplishment to date— the 
elimination of the barriers to the installment of Ashikaga Yoshiaki as sho-
gun in Kyoto— marked the beginning of his  career as a hegemon with aspi-
rations of widespread dominance, as well as the beginning of his education 
as a devoted collector of tea utensils, or what The Chronicle of Lord Nobunaga 
calls his acquisition of “the greatest of rarities from our country and from 
foreign lands.”32 The trajectories of these two pursuits— the accumulation 
of po liti cal power and the accumulation of treasures— were inextricably 
linked by acts of vio lence and sociability.

Nobunaga’s appetite was apparently whetted by the receipt of these 
gifts, and he soon embarked upon a campaign known as the Hunt for 
Famous Objects (meibutsu gari). Between 1569 and  1570, Nobunaga ac-
quired at least ten of the most prized tea utensils in Japan, using his au-
thority as the rising po liti cal and military leader to persuade, and when 
necessary force,  owners to part with their trea sures. According to book 2 
of the Chronicle:
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Whereas Nobunaga had no shortage of gold, silver, rice, or cash, he deci-
ded that he should furthermore acquire Chinese things as well as the most 
famous pieces of this realm for his collection. First, from Upper Kyoto,

Item: [the tea caddy] Hatsuhana owned by Daimonjiya  
  [Sōkan]

Item: [the tea caddy] Fujinasubi from Yūjōbō
Item: bamboo tea ladle from Hōkōbō
Item [the flower vase] Kaburanashi belonging to Ikegami Jokei
Item: painting of wild geese Sano
Item: [the flower container] Mokusoko Emura

Yūkan and Niwa Gorōzaemon acted as the emissaries in making payment 
in gold and silver or rice on Nobunaga’s behalf.33

Po liti cally and eco nom ically, northern or “upper” Kyoto represented the 
heart of the capital city, home to the imperial court and its aristocratic fam-
ilies, as well as the artisanal and merchant families that served them. Not 
surprisingly, this population had acquired a number of objects from the 
Ashikaga collection and was also at the forefront of the growing rustic tea 
movement among wealthy urban commoners. Nobunaga sent two of his most 
trusted vassals— Matsui Yūkan (active late 16th c.) and Niwa Gorōza emon 
(1535–1585; Nagahide)—to act as collection agents. The first famous object 
they acquired for Nobunaga according to this account was a tea caddy previ-
ously owned by Ashikaga Yoshimasa, and ostensibly named  after a line in 
the Kokinshū poetry anthology: Hatsuhana, or “First Flower.”34  After its dis-
persal from the Ashikaga collection, it was owned by the influential tea mas-
ter Murata Jukō (1423–1502) before being acquired by Daimonjiya Sōkan, a 
merchant and noted tea practitioner, who appears numerous times in the tea 
diaries of the day.35 By obtaining it, Nobunaga now possessed a tea caddy that 
a  later tea practitioner would refer to as one of the three most im por tant fa-
mous objects in Japan.36 The other pieces listed above (with the exception of 
the bamboo tea ladle) had similar pedigrees: originating in China, passing 
through the Ashikaga collection, and then scattering into vari ous merchant 
collections before being re united in Nobunaga’s tea utensil hunt.

According to book 3 of the Chronicle, Nobunaga turned his acquisitive 
gaze  toward Sakai in the following year:

At that time, the most famous objects of art in the realm  were the follow-
ing tea ceremony articles, which  were to be found in Sakai:

Item: painting of sweets37 Tennōjiya Sōgyū
Item: [the tea leaf jar] Komatsushima Yakushiin
Item: [the flower container] Kōjiguchi Aburaya Jōyū
Item: painting of a bell Matsunaga Danjō [Hisahide]
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Each of them was truly a famous object. Using Yūkan and Niwa Gorōzaemon 
as his emissaries, Nobunaga let it be known that he wanted them for his 
own collection. The  owners, who could not possibly disobey Nobunaga’s 
 orders, presented the articles without demur. Nobunaga ordered that they 
be given gold and silver in exchange.38

It was no accident that these works of art  were “to be found” in the entrepot 
of Sakai, one of the most vibrant commercial cities of the period. In the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries, the port was home to international and na-
tional shipping organizations,  wholesalers who dealt with the transship-
ment of estate rents, a range of merchants, and power ful  temple complexes.39 
The city was by all accounts teeming with activity. Genre screens from the 
period, such as the painting of the Sumiyoshi festival (Sumiyoshi sairei-zu 
byōbu), show shops selling goods to festival participants and bystanders on 
a network of densely crowded streets (figure 10).40 Sakai was home to a class 
of wealthy merchants who  were quite in de pen dent and managed to shield 
their city from much of the vio lence that visited other parts of Japan in a 
period of po liti cal instability. One Jesuit visitor to the city in the 1560s re-
marked,

Unlike Sakai, Japan in general is not a tranquil country. In the provinces, 
there are disturbances everywhere. These are unknown in Sakai. Van-
quished and victors can come  here to live in peace. Here, they talk, instead 
of fighting. There is no disorder in the city’s districts. . . .  In each district 
are lookout towers ready to intervene in case of brawls. . . .  The city has a 
secure position, surrounded by the sea and by moats filled with  water.41

In fact, the leading council of the city’s merchant elders maintained a cer-
tain degree of in de pen dence and safety by negotiating with surrounding 
warlords and using their broad influence to ensure their collective safety.

From 1469 to 1510, Sakai had served as the gateway for official missions 
to Ming China, which included significant mercantile activity.42 This trade 
contributed much to the long- standing importation of Chinese ceramics, 
paintings, and other objects that  were trea sured by Buddhist, urban com-
moner, and warrior elites. Even  after the official Ming expeditions came to 
a halt, Sakai continued to function as a center for the exchange of vari ous 
types of art objects, including Chinese and Japa nese ceramics. Excavations 
of late sixteenth- century archaeological sites in the city have yielded signifi-
cant objects, including carved Mishima bowls from  Korea, Lonqquan cela-
dons from China, Chinese blue and white porcelains from a variety of kilns, 
and even wares from Southeast Asia.43 Many of the prominent Japa nese ce-
ramic styles that became increasingly pop u lar among tea prac ti tion ers in 



 Famous Objects 29

the second half of the sixteenth  century are also found in these sites, mak-
ing it clear that Sakai was a major center for the trade in famous things. These 
details  were not incidental to the po liti cal successes of leading merchants 
and tea prac ti tion ers or to the interest in the city for warlords, such as 
Nobunaga.

The first famous object in this entry from the Chronicle noted previously, 
for example, was taken from a prominent figure in the Sakai tea world, Tsuda 
Sōgyū (d. 1591), the son of a particularly successful merchant and tea prac-
titioner who had been one of the first to rec ord his tea experiences in a tea 
diary (chakaiki). Like his  father, Sōgyū was extremely active in tea circles, as 
well as an avid chronicler of his activities, and aided by the wealth that his 
 family had acquired through their Tennōjiya business, he was able to put 
together a notable collection of utensils. Along with Imai Sōkyū and the up- 
and- coming tea master Sen no Rikyū (also Sen Sōeki; 1522–1591), Sōgyū 
was one of the most influential members of Sakai’s tea community. The 
painting of sweets (kashi) is attributed to the Chinese painter Zhao Chang, 
active during the Northern Song dynasty (960–1127). The second famous ob-
ject, a tea leaf jar of Chinese manufacture named Komatsushima, belonged 
to a prominent Sakai doctor. The third object, a metal Chinese flower con-
tainer named Kōjiguchi, was owned by a Sakai merchant, while the fourth 
object, an ink painting attributed to the pop u lar Chinese artist Mu Qi, came 

Figure 10. Folding screen illustrating the Sumiyoshi festival, detail. Edo period, 17th 
 century. 107.6 x 263 cm. Sakai City Museum
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from the collection of Matsunaga Hisahide. Eguchi Kōzō notes that while 
these objects  were widely considered to be valuable trea sures, there was a 
po liti cal purpose beyond, or perhaps intertwined with, these acquisitions 
in Sakai. The merchant families from which Nobunaga requisitioned these 
famous objects  were not the old leaders of the city that had dominated the 
ruling council (egōshū) and navigated the tumultuous po liti cal tides of the 
1540s and 1550s; instead, there is a new commercial and cultural elite emerg-
ing from these interactions with Nobunaga.44 Although these Hunts for Fa-
mous Objects can be read as straightforward deployments of power by a 
young hegemon, they are better understood as instances of exchange, in 
which Nobunaga reciprocally extends some form of po liti cal protection to 
the rising merchants of Sakai.

Armed now with a small but extraordinary collection of famous objects, 
as well as with substantiated connections to some of the tea luminaries of 
Sakai, Nobunaga entered the world of tea as a practitioner in 1571 by host-
ing a small gathering at Gifu  Castle.45 From this point onward, Nobunaga 
actively enlarged his collection of famous objects. Reliable historical sources 
rec ord at least 109 objects owned by Nobunaga based on the firsthand ob-
servations of the authors. Other sources rec ord an additional 73 objects in 
his collection based on thirdhand knowledge, though the  actual total may 
have been much higher.46 Tenmoku tea bowls originally made in Fujian, 
China; ink paintings brushed during the Song dynasty; and imported ce-
ramic tea caddies “with shoulders” (katatsuki) all appeared in the pages of 
the diaries of tea prac ti tion ers such as Imai Sōkyū and Tsuda Sōgyū as ob-
jects that Nobunaga used at gatherings in the de cade  after 1571. These events 
 were often planned to showcase Nobunaga’s growing collection to a large 
audience of prac ti tion ers; the tea gathering became an opportunity for No-
bunaga to not only perform his growing devotion to the choreographed 
movements of tea ritual, but also to sponsor a spectacle that would “caress 
the exterior senses,”47 while concretizing the power of the hegemon. In the 
tenth month of 1575, for example, he invited seventeen tea prac ti tion ers from 
the capital and Sakai to a tea gathering at Myōkakuji, a  temple in northern 
Kyoto. The event is well known in tea historiography because it represents 
one of the first appearances of Sen Sōeki, who would  later change his name 
to Rikyū, on the main stage of po liti cal pageantry. Although by 1575, Nobu-
naga already regularly relied on Imai Sōkyū and Tsuda Sōgyū as tea mas-
ters and con sul tants, his choice of Sōeki as the host for this per for mance 
seems significant considering the meteoric rise of both men in the de cade 
that followed.48 In the alcove of the tea room, Sōeki hung the prized Chi-
nese ink painting Eve ning Bell (probably the same piece referred to earlier 
as Painting of a Bell, acquired from Matsunaga Hisahide in 1570), which had 
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previously been part of the Ashikaga collection.49 He also placed the tea jar 
Mikazuki, which Nobunaga’s vassal Miyoshi Yasunaga (also Shōgan; dates 
unknown) had given the Oda lord just a week earlier, underneath the hang-
ing scroll. On the staggered shelves (chigaidana), Sōeki displayed the white 
tenmoku tea bowl that Nobunaga had earlier received from the prince- abbot 
(monzeki) of the Honganji of Osaka.50 This trea sure was itself seated on a 
stand, while the tea caddy Tsukumo— that first famous object that Matsu-
naga Hisahide had given to Nobunaga in 1569— sat on a tray decorated with 
a red lacquer interior. On the tatami mat, Sōeki had arranged an iron tea-
kettle named Otogoze and the tea jar Matsushima, a previous gift from Imai 
Sōkyū. In  later centuries, otogoze became a designation for a specific  kettle 
shape, with a bulbous form, a flat top, and a concave mouth; the description 
of this gathering in the Chronicle, however, is the first known use of the name 
in tea. According to the text, the gathering was “an occasion that all would 
remember gratefully for the rest of their lives.”51

With the exception of the  kettle and probably the stand and tray, all of 
the objects that Nobunaga displayed at this gathering  were Chinese in ori-
gin, part of the outpouring of famous objects that circulated among war-
lords and wealthy urban commoners in the wake of the dispersion of the 
Ashikaga collection. Although the appearance of Sōeki at this event is her-
alded as a key moment in the history of rustic tea and the Sen tea tradition, 
what is most striking in this instance is the intensity with which Nobunaga 
replicated (with the goal of surpassing) the Ashikaga assemblage of Chinese 
famous objects. Though Nobunaga had driven out Yoshiaki, the last Ashikaga 
shogun, from Kyoto two years before this gathering, the visual and mate-
rial grammar of power established by Ashikaga Yoshimitsu, Yoshinori, 
and Yoshimasa was still appealing to the Oda lord as a means of what The-
odore Ludwig called “establishing his claims of hegemony and ritualizing 
his position.”52

WAR AND HOSTAGE EXCHANGE

Nobunaga’s instrumentalization of material culture to demonstrate his 
power and authority was complemented by his activities on the battlefield; 
both practices highlight the increasingly asymmetrical forms of power of 
late sixteenth- century Japan. Nobunaga embraced vio lence as a means of 
effecting change even more determinedly than he did collecting Chinese 
things and sponsoring tea gatherings. Perhaps the most spectacular exam-
ple was his 1571 assault on the influential  temple complex of Enryakuji, lo-
cated in the Higashiyama hills outside of Kyoto and well established as one of 
the cultural and economic buttresses of the capital region’s medieval system. 
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In 1570, Enryakuji’s Tendai monks had sided with the Azai and the 
Asakura in their re sis tance to Nobunaga, despite the Oda lord’s strong warn-
ings to the  temple to  either support his cause or stay out of the conflict. As 
punishment, and to make a statement to other religious institutions, Nobu-
naga ordered his men to burn down the temples and shrines of Enryakuji, 
giving off what one diarist recorded as “clouds of black smoke.”53 But more 
than buildings suffered the “wrath of Nobunaga”:54 according to the Chron-
icle, advancing Oda soldiers “cut off the heads of priests and laymen, chil-
dren, wise men, and holy men alike,” and presented the trophies for exami-
nation. Even the large numbers of “beautiful  women and boys” found in 
the  temple complex— evidence, perhaps of the ostensible “lewdness” of the 
Enryakuji priests— were executed despite their desperate requests for clem-
ency. “One by one, they had their heads chopped off, a scene horrible to 
behold. Thousands of corpses lay scattered about like so many  little sticks, 
a pitiful end.”55

Nobunaga’s destruction of the  temple complex on Mount Hiei stands out 
as a singular act of vio lence in the late sixteenth  century, but in fact the 
broader trajectory of war in this period was  toward larger conflicts. Battles 
between armies numbering in the tens of thousands occurred with some 
regularity.56 The taking of heads, sometimes in the thousands, as a means 
of quantifying the  labor of war, likewise appears with such frequency in rec-
ords of this period that it becomes ubiquitous, making it almost easy to ig-
nore. But Nobunaga’s rise to power was lifted by a tide of decapitation. For 
example, in the months before his army’s attack on Mt. Hiei, his forces took 
670 heads in an attack on Shimura  Castle, and in the seventh month of 1572, 
one of Nobunaga’s generals led forces in a successful attack against light 
infantry: “His men cut them to ribbons and took more than fifty heads.”57 
The heads of high- ranking enemies  were particularly valuable and  were 
often recorded in lists, but decapitation in general was a means of receiv-
ing ac know ledg ment and even financial rewards. In Nobunaga’s cam-
paign against the Azai, his forces explicitly used the accumulation of  enemy 
trophies for this purpose, “bringing back captured banners, flags, and ar-
maments; not a day went by without their presenting two or three heads 
to him. Nobunaga rewarded his men in proportion to their exploits, so 
their determination was extraordinary.”58 The ritual of head collection 
and head counting thereby reduced the singular  human body to an ex-
changeable object, which was literally traded for economic remuneration 
or its equivalent in social capital. (This topic is discussed in more detail in 
chapter 5.)59

Another common practice in sixteenth- century warrior society, linked 
by the theme of accumulation to hunting for famous objects as well as hunt-
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ing for heads, was the exchange of hostages (hitojichi).60 Hostage taking is 
now closely associated with late twentieth-  and early twenty- first- century 
instances of kidnapping and terrorism, but as Adam Kosto has shown in 
the context of medieval Eu rope, the hostage was by no means a monolithic 
category. Rulers gave hostages to secure rights or guarantee agreements; 
generals took hostages in warfare; warlords exchanged  people as hostages, 
as prisoners, and as slaves; and individuals sold themselves into servitude 
to pay off debts.61 While recognizing that the commoditization of  people, 
and the resulting trafficking of individuals against their will, “was and is a 
tragedy,” as Joseph Miller wrote in The Prob lem of Slavery as History, hostage 
exchange in Japan’s late sixteenth  century can be understood as another 
manifestation of the increasingly asymmetrical formations of warrior 
power.62

Rec ords from this period are littered with references to hostage ex-
change.63 In the Chronicle, for example, we see references to warriors taking 
hostages (hitojichi o tori) to buttress military positions as early as 1552 and 
to combatants presenting hostages (hitojichi idashi) as guarantees of loyalty 
in 1553.64 In 1567, a group of warrior leaders from Mino defected to the side 
of Oda Nobunaga and “asked him to accept hostages from them” (hotojichi 
o ouke tori) as proof of their sincere intentions, one of many similar exam-
ples.65 Hostages  were also central to what was perhaps Nobunaga’s most sig-
nificant moment of po liti cal ascension: his victory over Ashikaga Yoshiaki, 
the shogun whom he had helped to install in Kyoto and the last representa-
tive of the previous warrior regime’s authority. In 1573,  after Yoshiaki had 
openly turned against Nobunaga, the Oda lord entered Kyoto with a large 
army and surrounded the shogun’s  castle at Nijō. “Amazed at the size of his 
army, the shogun’s men offered apologies and hostages to Nobunaga; all of 
them joined his camp.” 66 When Nobunaga caught Yoshiaki soon  after, he 
exiled the shogun rather than killing him and, significantly, “kept Yoshia-
ki’s infant son as a hostage,” ostensibly a sign of his generosity.67 These  were 
not token gestures; Nobunaga and his peers  were ruthless in their assess-
ment of the outcomes of these hostage exchanges, even when the trafficked 
bodies  were those of children, wives, or other  family members. In 1579, for 
example, Nobunaga ordered the execution of more than six hundred hos-
tages taken from the warlord Araki Yoshishige, including the public spec-
tacle of parading about thirty of his  family members through the streets 
of Kyoto on carts before beheading them.68 The message to the residents of 
Kyoto, and indeed to all who contemplated resisting Nobunaga, was clear. 
In the words of the author of the Chronicle, “Anyone who tried to oppose 
Nobunaga was overcome. The mea sure of his power and his glory was ut-
terly incalculable.” 69
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TOKUGAWA IEYASU: FROM HOSTAGE 
TO WARLORD

The hostages who  were exchanged in the po liti cal maneuverings and battle-
field divisions of spoils of the sixteenth  century  were often unnamed and 
therefore remain unknown to us  today. A notable exception was Tokugawa 
Ieyasu, the third of the Three Unifiers and the founder of the Tokugawa sho-
gunate. The story of his youth, constrained by the relative weakness of his 
 family, and his notable rise illustrate the profound differentials in power that 
marked this period. Ieyasu was born in Okazaki  Castle (pre sent- day Oka-
zaki city, Aichi Prefecture) in the province of Mikawa on 1543/12/26.70 He 
was the first son of the sixteen- year- old lord of Okazaki, Matsudaira Hi-
rotada (1526–1549) and his fourteen- year- old wife Odai no Kata (1528–1602). 
In 1547 Ieyasu was sent as a hostage to the Imagawa clan. Along the way, he 
was captured by another warlord, Oda Nobuhide (the  father of Nobunaga). 
In early 1549, two years into his life as a hostage of the Oda clan, Ieyasu’s 
 father died.  Later that year, Ieyasu was sent along with one of the Oda sons 
as a hostage to the warlord Imagawa Yoshimoto, the ruler of the provinces 
of Suruga and Tōtōmi, who had his headquarters in Sunpu  Castle, where 
Ieyasu would live  until he was a young man.71

 Later hagiographies and collections of sayings attributed to Ieyasu rec-
ord vari ous stories from this period that imply that his life  under the 
Imagawa was trying. The Tale of Mikawa (Mikawa monogatari), for example, 
claims that “these  were fearful times for Ieyasu, more than can be expressed 
in words.”72 Other stories, probably apocryphal, rec ord instances of the 
young man acting in a brazen or proud fashion, implying that he was des-
tined for greatness.73 We must remember, however, that while a hostage of 
the Imagawa, Ieyasu still received a full education, trained in the cultural 
and military practices typical for a young man of his status, and partici-
pated—at his lord’s command—in military engagements, a marriage, and 
other actions.74 Rather than seeing Ieyasu’s objectification as a hostage as a 
kind of test of his mettle or a step on the inevitable and providential road to 
greatness, perhaps we should identify this moment of precarity as all too 
typical an experience. Vassalage itself represented an inherently unequal re-
lationship, and such inequalities defined the structure of warrior society. In 
an age of war many lacked agency, above all those of lower status and wealth, 
but even those elites with less say over the movement of their own bodies, 
such as samurai  women and children, could find themselves in constrained 
and highly objectified positions.75

The status of Ieyasu as a captive hostage was reified in vari ous ways. Yo-
shimoto arranged in 1555 for Ieyasu to undergo the ceremony of manhood 
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at the age of thirteen, when he received a new name, (Matsudaira Jirosaburō) 
Motonobu, in exchange for his childhood name of Takechiyo.76 The ceremony 
was a privilege, in a sense, but in this instance too we see a sign of Ieyasu’s 
objectified position in a naming ritual that can be found throughout the 
pages of warrior documents from the long sixteenth  century. His new name, 
Motonobu, begins with a character taken from his master’s given name, Yo-
shimoto. Although a common trend among families and vassal bands, in 
this context it may not have been welcome, though that may be an anachro-
nistic reading of what was then a common practice.

The following year brought Ieyasu the chance to travel to Okazaki and 
visit the graves of his ancestors and finally to conduct a proper Buddhist 
memorial ser vice for his  father.77 Ieyasu wrote an early letter (the first ex-
tant) during this visit to Okazaki, a missive that commended control over 
his ancestral  temple of Daisenji to the  temple itself and also lays out several 
prohibitions:

As to the  matter of Daisenji in Okazaki, extending from Sawatari in 
the east, to Kaido in the south, to where the valleys meet, to the edge of 
the fields of Konawate, and also to the edge of the fields in the north, I 
commend this in perpetuity. While previous letters of donation have 
been misplaced, it is im por tant that if at any time someone  were to come 
forward with a previous letter of donation, he should be considered a 
thief:

Item: Taking of life is prohibited
Item: Cutting bamboo in front of or inside the  temple grounds is prohib-

ited
Item: Debts held by the  temple are relieved
Item: The  temple is exempt from the building tax, gate tax, and  labor 

ser vices
If anyone violates these articles, he will be strictly punished.
1556/6/24 Matsudaira Jirosaburō, Motonobu [seal]78

Ieyasu seems to have been claiming the mantle of adulthood by reestablish-
ing his connection with his ancestors and particularly his deceased  father, 
as well as exercising one of the key rights of a wealthy warrior, the commen-
dation of land.

Another manifestation of the asymmetrical power relations that served 
as the foundation of warrior society as arranged, forced marriages among 
vassals, a kind of trafficking in which young  women’s bodies  were used to 
cement feudal ties, reward efficacious actions, or guarantee loyalty. In 1557, 
Imagawa Yoshimoto arranged for Ieyasu to marry the dau gh ter of Seki-
guchi Yoshihiro, an Imagawa vassal and relative by marriage, in a cere-
mony at the Imagawa hall in Sunpu.79 Ieyasu would turn fifteen that year, 
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and although his wife’s exact age is unknown, some sources claim she was 
several years older.80

Ieyasu began to assume more responsibility as an active warrior during 
this period. In 1558, he traveled with Yoshimoto and his forces in an assault 
on a  castle on the outskirts of a neighboring domain, controlled by the Oda. 
 After burning the  castle, they attacked other defenses in the region before 
returning to Sunpu.81 Several former vassals of Ieyasu’s  father, now in the 
ser vice of Yoshimoto, saw this as an opportune moment to argue for the de-
velopment and maturity of Ieyasu as a potential leader; they petitioned Yo-
shimoto to request that Ieyasu be permitted to return to Okazaki  Castle to 
take up his position as head of the  family. Yoshimoto, however, was unwill-
ing to release his hostage. He instead gifted a sword to Ieyasu as a reward 
for his contribution to the raid.82  Under these circumstances, the gift of a 
sword may have symbolized more than just his martial accomplishment; 
perhaps the object served to remind the young man of his submission to the 
Imagawa and thus his inability to be an in de pen dent ruler at that moment.

In the third month of 1559, Ieyasu’s wife gave birth to their first child, a 
boy whom they named Takechiyo like his  father (and who would  later take 
the name Nobuyasu). Ieyasu in this year began to use the name Motoyasu, 
reflecting his accomplishments but also his continued position as a hostage 
of Yoshimoto, who seemed determined to keep the young warrior in check. 
For example, he ordered Ieyasu to send a set of firm instructions to his vas-
sals in Okazaki to prevent a recurrence of their previous petition. The doc-
ument stipulates that Ieyasu’s vassals should not speak of the  matter of when 
he would be allowed to return to Okazaki to govern. Furthermore, they 
should obey Ieyasu’s  orders (meaning, in effect, Yoshimoto’s) even while he 
was in Sunpu. Those who failed to fulfill their duties would be punished.83

The year 1560 was transformative for Ieyasu, who shifted from his pre-
carious position as a hostage to the relative agency of a young warlord. In 
the fifth month, Yoshimoto set out from Sunpu with an army of approxi-
mately twenty- five thousand men and made his way  toward Owari in a cam-
paign with unclear goals. Ieyasu led the advance guard.  After a week of 
marching, Yoshimoto on the nineteenth day sent Ieyasu and his forces to 
lay siege to one of the Oda fortifications, Marune  Castle, but he soon reversed 
himself and dispatched Ieyasu to protect Ōdaka  Castle, a key location in the 
supply of provisions.84 This diversion may have saved Ieyasu’s life. The same 
day, the young, neighboring warlord Oda Nobunaga left his headquarters 
at Kiyosu  Castle and led a small force (estimated by some to be no more than 
eigh teen hundred men)  toward Yoshimoto’s main army (perhaps five thou-
sand men), which was encamped in the narrow Dengaku Hazama basin in 
the direction of Okehazama. Supposedly  under cover of a fierce storm, the 
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attackers descended upon Yoshimoto’s army, which could not form ranks 
and scattered amid a tide of slaughter. The Chronicle rec ords the  battle as 
follows (excerpts):

Nobunaga ordered his troops to press on to the hillside. At that very mo-
ment there was a cloudburst. Hailstones pelted the  enemy in the face, while 
ours felt the storm in their back. . . .  Seeing that the skies  were clearing, No-
bunaga seized a spear and shouted at the top of his voice, “Now! Attack, 
attack!” Yoshimoto’s men only saw a black cloud of dust storming towards 
them, and their line instantly collapsed as if washed away by  water. Their 
bows, spears, harquebuses, banners, and flags lay scattered like so many 
 little sticks all over the  battle field. . . .  Mōri Shinsuke struck down Yoshi-
moto and cut off his head.85

Though some of the details of the account may be apocryphal, the signifi-
cance of the conflict, known as the  Battle of Okehazama (figure 11), is clear. 
Ieyasu’s captor was dead, and Ieyasu, who had escaped the  battle by follow-
ing Yoshimoto’s own instructions, was now  free to reclaim his position as 
lord of Okazaki. Yoshimoto’s life— not to mention his most prized sword, 
Samonji— were taken from him by Nobunaga, while Ieyasu gained the op-
portunity to reclaim his birthright.86

In the spring of 1561, almost a year  after Yoshimoto’s death and Ieyasu’s 
subsequent return to Okazaki  Castle, Ieyasu made peace with the young but 
rising Oda Nobunaga.87 This new alliance represented a substantial shift, 

Figure 11. Wood- block print triptych, the  Battle of Okehazama in Bishû, Owari 
Province. Utagawa Toyonobu (active 1880s). Meiji period, 1883. 35.3 x 71.7 cm. 
Harvard Art Museums/Arthur M. Sackler Museum
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away from the Imagawa— still the most power ful warrior clan in the re-
gion—to the impressive but still relatively small domain of Oda. This for-
tuitous association benefited both men and had a great impact on Japa nese 
history. Ieyasu also began the pro cess in this period of consolidating and 
then gradually extending his rule, as can be seen in a stream of missives 
sent to vassals, village leaders, and temples that confirmed or confiscated 
holdings, conciliated disputes, and rewarded meritorious ser vice.88 It was 
not, of course, the act of writing itself that empowered Ieyasu in this or  later 
periods; his letters  were buttressed by his position as head of his clan and 
ultimately by the threat of force from the ranks of samurai who pledged their 
ser vice to him. But the relationship between his and his vassals’ actions— 
invading a  castle or exchanging hostages, for example— and the letters he 
inevitably sent soon  after is clear: documenting the uses and consequences 
of force clarified the aftermath and lessened the need for further conflict.

Strategic alliances among warlords  were often sealed through the ex-
change of  family members as hostages or, in a similar use of familial bod-
ies as a form of po liti cal capital, in the betrothal of children. In a sense, then, 
Ieyasu’s rise from hostage to warlord is best illustrated by his participation 
in the asymmetrical power relations of warrior society as a subject who traf-
ficked in bodies rather than as the object of such trafficking. The year 1563 
marked Ieyasu’s first foray into this arena when he sanctioned the betrothal 
of his first son, Takechiyo ( later known as Nobuyasu), to Oda Nobunaga’s 
dau gh ter Tokuhime. Since both children  were four years old at this time, 
the vow was initially symbolic of the beneficial truce between Nobunaga 
and Ieyasu.89 Eventually, however, as Ieyasu acquired more land and vas-
sals, and as Nobunaga grew in strength and standing, the marriage was 
consummated and became a cornerstone of the relationship between these 
two warlords.

This relationship was tested, and the balance between familial ties and 
feudal ties was mea sured, in a crisis that occurred much  later, in 1579, when 
Nobunaga and Ieyasu had been collaborating for almost two de cades. Un-
fortunately, the details of the crisis are unclear, as no extant letters from or 
to Ieyasu mention the incident and references in  later sources are vague. 
Based on limited traces, historians hypothesize that the source of the prob-
lem was the marriage of Nobuyasu while still a boy to Nobunaga’s dau gh-
ter Tokuhime. For unknown reasons, the marriage deteriorated and No-
buyasu and his mo ther grew increasingly dissatisfied with Tokuhime and, 
in a much broader sense, the entire Tokugawa- Oda alliance. In the 1570s No-
buyasu began participating in the military activities of his  father and must 
have felt more empowered to act as a warrior. In 1579 he was twenty years 
old, the same age that Ieyasu had been when he first forged an alliance with 
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Nobunaga. Proud of his Tokugawa heritage and Ieyasu’s accomplishments, 
it may have exasperated Nobuyasu to think that his wife’s  father was in a 
superior position to his own. What ever the source of friction, Tokuhime ap-
parently wrote to Nobunaga in 1579 to report that her husband and mo-
ther- in- law  were engaged in serious scheming against the Oda cause and 
perhaps  were in league with Takeda Katsuyori. Nobunaga took the threat 
seriously. When some of Ieyasu’s vassals arrived at Azuchi  Castle in the sev-
enth month with a gift of a fine  horse for Nobunaga, perhaps in anticipa-
tion of the tension to come, the Oda lord demanded that Ieyasu order his 
son to “cut his belly.”90 One contemporaneous account of Ieyasu’s actions at 
this time, The Diary of Ietada, though not particularly illuminating regard-
ing Ieyasu’s response to this grim news, paints a dark picture of the climate 
around the Tokugawa lord in this period, as though the natu ral world  were 
promoting what Ieyasu could not. Entry  after entry rec ords heavy rain,  until 
the last entry for the eighth month seems to encompass the  whole affair: “An 
earthquake struck this  after noon.”91 Ieyasu met with Nobuyasu around this 
time to deliver his verdict, and on 9/15 Nobuyasu committed ritual suicide. 
To completely obliterate any possibility of further offending Nobunaga, 
Ieyasu also sent several of his vassals to find and kill his wife, Tsukiyama, 
who was traveling by boat to Hamamatsu.92 Ieyasu did have other children, 
all born to the concubines whom he had installed near his quarters in Ham-
amatsu  Castle: his two daughters  were named Kamehime and Tokuhime 
(written with a  different character than Nobunaga’s dau gh ter), and his two 
surviving sons  were Hideyasu and Hidetada, the latter of which had just 
been born five months before Nobuyasu’s death and would go on to succeed 
his  father as head of the Tokugawa clan.

Ieyasu, of course, would marry again and have many more children, 
which illustrates the point that the authority of these men was based on a 
surplus that was not simply po liti cal or economic in nature but was in fact 
corporeal. The Tokugawa lord’s cold calculus of feudal versus familial loy-
alty, influenced, perhaps, by the harsh decisions his own  father had had to 
make about his fate as a child, is a reminder of the pressures and stakes of 
a nation at war with itself and the objectification and vio lence against chil-
dren and  women that resulted. Warlords  were constrained by the power of 
their peers, or as in this case, Ieyasu was limited by his alliance with a mili-
tary superior like Nobunaga, but such men also possessed a surplus of 
power over their own  family and vassals, a surplus that allowed the sacri-
fice of a child or a spouse.93 The logic of this objectification served as the 
platform for warrior rule, defining the right to wage war and expend  human 
bodies in the name of accruing power, in increasingly large numbers and 
in progressively more destructive acts of vio lence throughout the long 
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sixteenth  century, all of which blurred the lines between the personal and 
the po liti cal. Mary Elizabeth Berry perhaps put it best when she noted that 
warrior relations in this period  were defined in “relentlessly physical terms. 
Personal relations  were not an ornamental or recreational dimension of an 
other wise bureaucratized system of rule; they  were, rather, the system of 
rule itself.”94

CONCLUSION

In 1582, Nobunaga and Ieyasu defeated one of the most significant warlord 
families to resist the Oda lord: the Takeda, based in Kai Province (pre sent- 
day Yamanashi Prefecture), with whom Nobunaga and Ieyasu had been 
fighting for more than a de cade. Nobunaga next turned to a review of his 
newly acquired territory and the division of the spoils. He rewarded Ieyasu 
with the entire province of Suruga, further extending Tokugawa lands to 
the east and giving him control over the entire coast from the edge of Owari 
to Suruga Bay. Ieyasu had the opportunity to thank Nobunaga on 4/12, when 
the latter completed his military tour of Kai and met the young Tokugawa 
lord in Suruga. Ieyasu threw a banquet and gave Nobunaga a series of gifts, 
including a long sword, a short sword, and three good  horses.95 The impor-
tance of this victory to both men cannot be overstated; like the destruction 
of the Imagawa twenty- two years earlier that had launched both Nobunaga 
and Ieyasu on their individual paths to in de pen dent authority, the elimina-
tion of the Takeda cleared the way for Nobunaga to continue his expansion 
and for his ally Ieyasu to continue his growth in the central and most stra-
tegic region of the archipelago.

It is fitting that Ieyasu marked the end of this conflict with an offering 
of swords to his se nior partner.96 Nobunaga, as a leader who intended to con-
quer Japan, ruled overwhelmingly by the sword, both symbolically (for his 
use of military dominance) and literally, in the use of indiscriminate vio-
lence as means to this end. Ieyasu, likewise, had received a sword from his 
master Imagawa Yoshimoto in what seems to have been an objectifying 
rather than empowering gift, reinforcing the young Ieyasu’s servility in the 
guise of emboldening him with a weapon. As Ieyasu claimed his heredi-
tary position as leader of the Matsudaira, however, he increasingly possessed 
the authority to give swords of his own, as a means of cementing alliances, 
sending thanks, or making requests. Likewise, the sword also symbolized 
Ieyasu’s ability to objectify the bodies of those with less power than him— 
his warriors sent into  battle, his children trafficked in the name of marriage 
politics, or his own heir and wife, killed in the name of feudal duty— which 
marked his rise into the upper stratum of the warrior elite.
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Ieyasu’s reversal from the position of child hostage, separated from his 
home and his  family, to that of a wealthy and in de pen dent warlord is star-
tling. But we must note that this transformation in his position and relative 
power emerged not from a rejection of the elite warrior social and po liti cal 
system that had relegated him to a childhood spent with the Imagawa in 
Sunpu, but rather from his success and luck in navigating it. Ieyasu, like 
many of his peers, seems to have accepted the objectification of  human sub-
jects alongside the force granted to valuable things as part of the cultural 
logic of his age. To return to the anecdote that opened this chapter, the im-
age of Nobunaga celebrating his victory over his enemies by displaying the 
lacquered and gilded heads of his victims seems, perhaps, less gratuitously 
brutal and more representative of the grammar of warrior power over both 
 people and things in this age of war.



42

In the summer of 1587, the warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi announced a grand 
spectacle: a massive tea gathering to be held that autumn on the grounds of 
the Kitano Shrine complex in northern Kyoto, a site of natu ral beauty and 
symbolic significance. The written and publically posted invitation articu-
lated a plan that was innovative in scope, aiming to bring together “all ear-
nest prac ti tion ers of chanoyu, also warriors’ attendants, townspeople, or 
farmers, and even those of lower station,” not to mention “ people on the con-
tinent.” Although the name of the event, the Kitano Grand Tea Gathering 
(Kitano ōchanoyu no kai) implied a per for mance similar to the personal and 
intimate gatherings that dominated the field of tea practice, the intention 
seems to have been closer to a public exposition: “Lord Hideyoshi will 
assem ble his entire collection of famous objects, omitting not a single one, 
in order to show them to serious followers of suki [tea].” Indeed, Hideyoshi’s 
overwhelming concern that his collection be witnessed by as many  people 
as possi ble may explain the threatening tenor of one passage in the invita-
tion: “Lord Hideyoshi’s attendance is motivated by his feeling of compas-
sion for wabi [rustic or insufficient] tea men. Any among such  people who 
fail to attend will be prohibited hereafter from preparing even kogashi [a 
cheap tea substitute], and anyone paying a visit to such a person will suffer 
the same punishment.” In short, viewing the spectacle of Hideyoshi’s col-
lection of famous objects was mandatory for all participants in the burgeon-
ing world of tea culture.1

The previous chapter examined the resonance between the collection of 
famous objects and the exchange of hostages in the second half of the six-
teenth  century, arguing that both  were manifestations of the asymmetrical 
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power relations of a society at war. This chapter explores the issue of war-
rior power and the destabilization of society from a  different angle, that of 
the spectacle of the display and circulation of prized pieces of material cul-
ture. Did the increasing attention paid to a small group of objects grant them 
an unusual level of influence in warrior and elite commoner society? Could 
famous art objects like the named Chinese ceramics that elite warriors 
craved effect the relations and events around them? Alternatively, might the 
trajectories of these objects through the lives of warlords and generals have 
acted to expose men such as Hideyoshi to contingent historical forces? In 
other words, what  were the social and cultural effects and implications of 
the instrumentalization of “famous objects” in elite warrior society?

A difficulty confronting historians of the sixteenth  century is the prob-
lem of individual agency. In par tic u lar, our conception of the significance 
of this period has been hindered by the set of assumptions  under lying the 
theory of the Three Unifiers.2 This hermeneutic presupposes that these men 
 were inherently extraordinary, somehow uniquely qualified to prepare for 
and win the battles that would allow them to establish the early modern po-
liti cal system. It also assumes a kind of providential intentionality in their 
goals and actions; they  were not only capable of leading, but  were driven 
and determined to rule the entire country. Indeed, such a theory takes as a 
given the causal and linear connection between the life and  career of the 
unifiers and the eventual entry of Japan into the modern world. These are 
reasonable assumptions if we accept Nobunaga, Hideyoshi, and Ieyasu as 
archetypal historical actors in the heroic mode.3 But this conception is itself 
a historical product, the result of a pro cess by which the unifiers’ names have 
become synonymous with late medieval and early modern Japan: in Japa-
nese the latter half of the sixteenth  century is often referred to as the “Oda 
and Toyotomi period” (Shokuhōki), and of course the entire age from Ieya-
su’s victory at Sekigahara in 1600 to the fall of the shogunate in 1868 is con-
ventionally called the Tokugawa period (Tokugawa jidai). The inscription 
of these men’s individual biographies into Japan’s national chronology is 
typical of the top- down approach to history in which astonishing individu-
als transform the foreign past into the domesticated pre sent. Rather than fo-
cusing on the personalities and quirks of these three men, whereby their 
imagined individual virtues or immoralities lead readers to engage in a kind 
of historicist celebrity worship, this chapter focuses on material culture and 
the circulation of objects through the elite circles of warlords and their 
commoner advisers to raise the possibility that works of art had a kind of 
agency in this society at war. This approach is not meant to imply, of course, 
that famous objects  were conscious or made choices. Rather, the increasing 
instrumentalization of certain categories and examples of material culture 
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imbued them with singular value such that they seem to have affected the 
 human subjects with which they came into contact. Ascribing agency to a 
famous Chinese tea ceramic is an interpretive and narrative device of the 
historian, an attempt to decenter the individualist hagiographies of the 
Three Unifiers and to understand the period in terms of broader social and 
cultural changes.4

Another method that I employ in this chapter in my attempt to make 
sense of the role of material culture in late sixteenth- century Japan is to call 
attention to the role of contingency in the pro cess of unification. This, too, 
helps us to consider historical transformations without relying on causal ex-
planations of progress  toward modernity or the heroic greatness of the uni-
fiers. By contingency, I do not mean discourses about chance or the culture 
of the accidental in sixteenth- century Japan, a topic fruitfully explored by 
Michael Witmore for  England in this same period.5 Instead, I follow the Re-
nais sance historian Gene Brucker in considering contingency as “fortuitous 
and unpredictable” developments in a period of rapid and complex histori-
cal change.6 Contingency is thus not equivalent to mathematical random-
ness, but represents a “conjuncture of preceding states.”7 As I explain in 
the following sections, the influence of elite material culture— the great 
value that warlords and tea prac ti tion ers placed on “famous objects” and 
the resulting effect they had on the actions of  human subjects— heightened 
the significance of contingency as a historical force by bringing another 
system of value and meaning into play in social and po liti cal relations. The 
results  were indeed often unpredictable, particularly from the point of view 
of the participants at the time.

THE PRIVILEGE OF ACCESS

Acquiring and Using Tea Utensils   
under Nobunaga

By 1571, as discussed in the previous chapter, Nobunaga had acquired a 
substantial collection of tea utensils, as well as firm relations with a num-
ber of tea prac ti tion ers in Kyoto and Sakai that would enable him to engage 
in further activity in the world of tea. Over the course of the following de-
cade, his actions demonstrate that he saw his collection of famous Chinese 
ceramics, paintings, and other objects not as a static investment to be hoarded 
or protected from the ravages of time, but as an instrument in the politics 
and social maneuverings of unification. As Nobunaga continued the pro-
cess of conquering recalcitrant warlords and their domains, enticing new 
allies to join him, and motivating his generals to manage this work on the 
ground, rewards of not only tea utensils but also special licenses to practice 
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tea proved to be useful. Previous accounts of the history of tea culture in 
Japan tended to criticize the collection and instrumentalization of tea uten-
sils by Nobunaga and his peers as “blatant cupidity” and “misuses as em-
blems of po liti cal prestige and power.”8 Such assertions create excessive de-
lineation between an idealized “spiritual world” of tea and the politics of a 
society at war, presuming that the tea practice of commoners like Imai Sōkyū 
and Sen no Rikyū, who  were less directly involved in the wars of unifica-
tion, somehow trumped the tea practice of Nobunaga, Hideyoshi, and  others.

The ostensibly distinct realms of culture and war  were not so easily sep-
arated.9 Sakai merchants such as Sōkyū and Rikyū, who are best known to 
us  today as tea masters, also worked as merchants of vari ous goods, includ-
ing weapons and ammunition.10 Nobunaga, conversely, began to use tea 
culture as an instrument of rule. Tentatively in the early years of his owner-
ship of famous objects, and with drastically increasing frequency as his 
military expansion was successful, the Oda lord dispersed im por tant tea 
utensils among his vassals and allies with great vigor. For example, in 1574 
Rikyū and Tsuda Sōgyū both received unusual gifts from Nobunaga: pieces 
of the famous resin wood log, known as Ranjatai, used in incense ceremo-
nies. This object, which is believed to have originated in Southeast Asia, was 
(and is  today) part of the imperial collection in the Shōsōin store house at 
the Buddhist  temple complex Tōdaiji in Nara and required court permis-
sion to  handle and remove pieces. Ashikaga Yoshimasa had famously re-
ceived permission to cut off a piece in 1465,11 and Nobunaga followed suit 
in 1574. The ritual of examining the piece in the Room for Shogunal Visits 
in front of his valued Horse Guards was “a reflection of Nobunaga’s glory,” 
as the Chronicle puts it, as well as another instance of his reiteration of the 
po liti cal culture of the Ashikaga shogunate.12

The following month, Nobunaga sponsored a tea gathering at Shōkokuji, 
one of the five Gozan Zen temples of Kyoto. Tsuda Sōgyū recorded the event 
in his tea diary, and he is particularly eloquent in his discussion of the tea 
caddy named Hatsuhana, a piece that would  later enter the collection of 
Ieyasu and play a role in the politics of his relationship with Hideyoshi 
(figure 12):

Fourth month, third day, daytime, his lordship’s improvised tea at Shōkokuji
In the alcove: Landscape of Ten Thousand Miles [Banri Kōzan] by Yujian 
[J: Gyokukan, active mid-13th c. in China], owned by his lordship.13

The tea caddy “First Flower” and the Yasui tea bowl  were placed on a long 
tray.
The brazier, on a lacquered board (koita); a flat  kettle on a tripod; the bra-
zier itself was helmet- shaped (hōate- buro).
Shutoku bamboo tea scoop, Baisetsu made tea.
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This was my first time seeing First Flower, [the tea caddy] with shoulders. 
It had three dripping striations [in the glaze], and the lips of the mouth are 
slightly flat. The glaze was applied to look like light persimmon  under dark 
persimmon. The clay had a purplish color, and the base was like the bot-
tom of a go- stone bowl. The color of the glaze seemed to contain something 
of the purple color of the clay, making it look still more graceful. The back 
of the jar was truly beautiful in appearance. The glaze was neither too light 
nor did it throb with brush marks. It goes without saying that the balance 
was excellent. Glaze drips (nadare) could be seen on just one side, which 
made its features somewhat more noticeable. It was a noble and harmoni-
ous object. Even if we can say it was a bit tall, that suited it. Similarly, we 
can say that the mouth was a bit low, but it fit the proportions.

In the course of the gathering, Sōeki [Sen no Rikyū] and Sōgyū [the au-
thor] received from his lordship Ranjatai fragments presented on open 
fans, which  were also gifts. As Sōeki and Sōgyū both own incense burn-
ers, each obtained 2 to [approximately 2.6 liters] of the [aromatic] material 
bestowed by Tōdaiji. Other Sakai townspeople received nothing. The fans 
received from his lordship  were decorated with cut gold foil.14

Sōgyū’s documentation of this gathering and his and Rikyū’s ritual receipt 
of gifts from Nobunaga conveys something of the significance of these en-
counters between power ful men of  different status and the objects they mu-
tually craved. Sōgyū’s thick description of the tea caddy First Flower drips 
with appreciation, to the point that his praise hints at a barely hidden ac-
quisitive lust. He describes the object not in terms of its distinguished ped-

Figure 12. Tea caddy 
named Hatsuhana. 

Chinese, Song dynasty, 
13th  century. Height 

8.8 cm. Tokugawa 
Memorial Foundation
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igree but rather its formal qualities, yet the social biography of the piece and 
the power and munificence of its pre sent owner surely influenced his as-
sessment. The privilege of being granted access to these famous objects and 
of receiving gifts from Nobunaga— “Other Sakai townspeople received 
nothing”—is key to the meaning of the encounter. On  different occasions 
Nobunaga similarly gave tea utensils to other elite commoners, such as the 
doctor Manase Dōsan, the tea practitioner Yamanoe Sōji, and the Kyoto mer-
chant Hariya Sōwa, in exchange for confiscated famous objects or as rec-
ompense for ser vices.15

Nobunaga likewise awarded tea utensils to his military commanders 
with some frequency. Niwa Nagahide (1535–1585), for example, had served 
Nobunaga since the time of their youth and had played a major role in his 
rise, both as a commander on the battlefield and as a trusted lieutenant in-
volved in the Hunt for Famous Objects. In 1576, to mark his appreciation for 
Nagahide’s work on the initial phase of the construction of Azuchi  Castle, 
Nobunaga awarded him a Chinese celadon tea bowl formerly owned by the 
Sakai tea master Murata Jukō. Nagahide was, according to the Chronicle, 
“most thankful.”16  Later that year,  after working on further construction at 
Azuchi  Castle, Nagahide again received a famous object as a reward from 
Nobunaga: the painting The Marketplace by the Chinese artist Yujian 
(J: Gyokukan, active mid-13th c. in China), while Hideyoshi, also involved in 
the construction, received a hanging scroll. According to the Chronicle, “The 
two counted their blessings. Their ability to acquire such precious items 
was, they knew, a reflection of their lord’s power and his glory.”17

Numerous generals received famous objects from Nobunaga to mark 
their notable accomplishments or cooperation, including Akechi Mitsuhide— 
the vassal who would ultimately betray Nobunaga— and the  father and 
son pair of Sakuma Nobumori and Nobuhide. Among the rewarded vas-
sals, two in par tic u lar stand out. Hideyoshi, who as noted earlier also par-
ticipated in the construction of Azuchi  Castle and received his first famous 
object from Nobunaga in 1576, was the most highly compensated of all of 
the Oda lord’s generals. In late 1577 and early 1578, Hideyoshi sought to dis-
tinguish himself as a commander  after being criticized by Nobunaga and 
took it upon himself to pacify vari ous hostile forces in Tajima and Harima 
Provinces (current- day Hyōgo Prefecture). He surrounded and lay siege to 
Kōzuki  Castle, for example, and his force was sufficiently intimidating that 
the soldiers in the  castle killed their own commander and brought his head 
to Hideyoshi to plead clemency. Hideyoshi responded by sending the head 
to Nobunaga for inspection and then crucifying all of the remaining  enemy 
soldiers, a statement of intent aimed at his superior but articulated through 
vio lence on the bodies of his enemies. He turned next to the neighboring 
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 castle of Fukuokano, which he toppled, taking 250 heads in the pro cess. No-
bunaga’s response to these extreme acts was to reward Hideyoshi with a 
famous object, a tea  kettle (figure 13), a curious but meaningful repre sen ta-
tion of the value of  human life versus the value of artworks in the politics 
of the day.18 Hideyoshi’s largest reward came in 1581,  after he successfully 
pacified much of western Honshū. At the end of the year, upon returning 
from his endeavors, Hideyoshi “presented two hundred lined silk garments 
to Nobunaga by way of felicitations at year’s end. In addition, he gave pre-
sents to each of the ladies. Such stupendous munificence, unwitnessed in 
past or pre sent, left everyone, high and low, completely amazed.”19 Nobu-
naga responded by presenting Hideyoshi with twelve famous objects, all of 
them tea utensils, from his own massive collection, including a Korean 
tea bowl, a tea caddy “with shoulders” (katatsuki) formerly owned by the 
Asakura clan, and other well- known pieces.20 This act of exchange of ob-
jects such as Korean tea bowls, which  were becoming increasingly pop u lar 
among tea prac ti tion ers (figure 14), served to emphasize Nobunaga’s great 
appreciation for Hideyoshi and the premium value he placed on the young 

Figure 13. Ubaguchi- shaped tea  kettle. Muromachi period, 15th 
 century. Height 17 cm. Tokugawa Art Museum Collection, by 
permission of the Tokugawa Art Museum / DNPartcom
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lord’s leadership and entrepreneurship, at least as understood in the par tic-
u lar context of the late sixteenth  century.

Another recipient of pieces from Nobunaga’s collection, though in a 
 different type of relationship, was Oda Nobutada (1557–1582), Nobunaga’s 
eldest son and heir. Nobutada had been increasingly involved in his  father’s 
campaigns since 1573, when he took part in the war in Echizen Province 
against the Asakura. In 1575, Nobunaga passed the headship of the Oda 
 house to his son, along with the rule of Mino and Owari Provinces, the  castle 
at Gifu, “the great sword Hishikiri . . .  and the rest of the priceless imple-
ments that he had collected.” The Chronicle notes that Nobunaga kept “only 
his tea ceremony implements for himself.”21 Two years  later, in late 1577, No-
bunaga presented Nobutada with at least eleven of these very trea sured 
famous objects, including the aforementioned Chinese ceramic tea caddy 
named “First Flower” (Hatsuhana).22 These gifts represented a form of pro-
bate, by which some of the material wealth and symbolic authority that No-
bunaga had accrued would be transferred to Nobutada; they also repre-
sented a reward for meritorious ser vice, particularly Nobutada’s effective 

Figure 14. Mishima- style tea bowl named Mishima- oke. 
Korean, Yi dynasty, 16th  century. Height 8.9 cm. Tokugawa 
Art Museum Collection, by permission of the Tokugawa Art 
Museum / DNPartcom
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destruction of Matsunaga Hisahide, who had suddenly turned against No-
bunaga earlier that year.23 It may be that the delay represented a trial pe-
riod in which Nobunaga assessed Nobutada’s suitability as a ruler before 
granting him these most im por tant of gifts.24

Perhaps the clearest example of Nobunaga’s deployment of tea in the 
realm of politics came in 1581, not long  after his gift to Hideyoshi of vari ous 
famous objects. Now Nobunaga extended Hideyoshi’s privileges in the field 
of tea to the three core, most significant practices: Hideyoshi was allowed 
to (1) host tea gatherings using the famous objects received from Nobun-
aga; (2) employ tea masters from Sakai; and (3) gift tea utensils to his own 
vassals.25 Hideyoshi quickly made use of these privileges, holding an im-
promptu tea gathering that was attended by Tsuda Sōgyū.26 Nobunaga thus 
appropriated the symbolic authority of the previous, legitimate warrior gov-
ernment of the Ashikaga and reified the warrior hierarchy in his own or ga-
ni za tion through the targeted dispersal of privileges. He did so carefully, 
monopolizing these privileges and only bestowing them when useful to pre-
vent any diminishment in their effect. The famous objects from his own 
collection played a similar role, serving as symbols of his authority and 
stand- ins for his own personage— a pro cess that the anthropologist Rich-
ard Werbner calls “dividuation,” or a sharing of self and risks through rit-
ual exchanges— which allowed the Oda lord to fortify the hierarchical bonds 
of his warrior collective.27 Gifting famous objects and bestowing privileges 
such as the right to employ tea masters, in other words, represented mo-
ments in which warrior society itself was constituted.

SAVED BY TEA

The fifth month of 1582 marked the beginning of a new stage in Oda Nobu-
naga’s seemingly unstoppable drive to unify Japan. The elimination of the 
Takeda and the increased control this gave Nobunaga over central Japan 
only increased his growing roster of vassals and their armies, which of 
course included Ieyasu but was by no means limited to him. This allowed 
Nobunaga to begin planning major assaults on more peripheral regions of 
the country that required significant mobilization and preparation. He 
aimed his sights first on the island of Shikoku, but was distracted by news 
from his lieutenant Hideyoshi, who was in the  middle of a strug gle against 
the mighty clan of Mōri in southern Honshū. Hideyoshi reported that the 
Mōri  were emerging in force and that he would need reinforcements. From 
Nobunaga’s perspective, this was a golden opportunity to crush a resilient 
opponent. He therefore ordered six of his generals to reinforce Hideyoshi, 
and he began preparations to travel to the south himself. Plans for the inva-
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sion of Shikoku also continued, meaning that he would mount two major 
offensives si mul ta neously, a clear sign of his strength and confidence. He 
left for Kyoto in the com pany of a small group of retainers, as well as much 
of his collection of Chinese art, secure in his control of the central region of 
the country and looking forward to the chance to show off his precious 
things to the aristocrats and elite commoners of the capital.28

Ieyasu had just left the capital as part of a leisurely tour of Kyoto, Nara, 
and Osaka that he took on his way to Sakai to prepare his troops for the 
invasion of Shikoku.29 He arrived in Sakai on the same day that Nobunaga 
entered Kyoto. This was Ieyasu’s first visit to the city  after spending most of 
his life in Mikawa and neighboring provinces. Two days  later he took ad-
vantage of the opportunity to meet with two of the most im por tant sources 
of information and providers of tea utensils in Japan: Sōkyū and Sōgyū.30 
That  after noon he joined another tea gathering, and in the late  after noon he 
attended a dance per for mance. He topped off this rather long day with a 
banquet in the eve ning. Nobunaga, at precisely the same moment, was en-
joying a cele bration in Kyoto put on by members of the court and other local 
elites, who clearly recognized that the Oda lord was the undisputed master 
of the temporal realm (tenka).

Unbeknownst to Nobunaga and Ieyasu, however, one of the Oda vas-
sals assigned to support Hideyoshi, the warlord Akechi Mitsuhide, had deci-
ded to seize this chance to overthrow Nobunaga and his  family and take 
the Oda territory and vassals by force. As the Chronicle put it, “But then 
events took an unexpected turn.”31 In an attack that has become one of the 
most famous acts of treason in Japa nese history, Mitsuhide and his army of 
thirteen thousand diverged suddenly from their route to the south and en-
tered Kyoto in the early hours of 1562/6/2, surrounding Honnōji where No-
bunaga was staying in quiet luxury. Again, the Chronicle’s dramatic account 
is useful, if flowery:

In no time at all, the  enemy surrounded the Honnōji, the  temple where Lord 
Nobunaga was staying and came busting in tumultuously from all four 
sides. At first Nobunaga and his pages thought that a passing quarrel had 
broken out among the lower  orders, but nothing could have been further 
from the truth. The  enemy raised the  battle cry and blasted Nobunaga’s 
residential quarters with their guns. “This is treason!” Nobunaga stated. 
“Whose plot is it?” “They look like Akechi’s men,” Mori Ran replied. No-
bunaga’s response was, “What’s done is done.”32

Amid rising flames, with gunfire echoing around him, and suffering from 
a wound from his own attempts to fight off the treasonous attackers, Nobu-
naga reportedly killed himself rather than fall into the hands of his  enemy.33 
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Mitsuhide next turned to attack Nobunaga’s eldest son Nobutada, who was 
staying in the capital, and he too was soon dead by his own hand. In a sin-
gle night the rule of Nobunaga had descended from well- appointed confi-
dence to complete disarray, as his vassals and surviving  family members 
scrambled to make sense of these events and ensure that they and their do-
mains  were not also  under attack. Many citizens of Kyoto, afraid of further 
vio lence, retreated to the Imperial Court in search of sanctuary.34 Ieyasu, 
hearing of the Honnōji event  later in the morning, immediately left Sakai 
and hurried warily home.35 He arrived at Okazaki  Castle,  after a difficult 
trek, on the fourth day of the month and took some time to recuperate, ac-
quire information, and get or ga nized.36

Akechi Mitsuhide, meanwhile, had attacked Azuchi  Castle and sent a 
messenger to the Mōri clan to arrange a truce, hoping to join forces and crush 
Hideyoshi between them. Unfortunately for Mitsuhide, Hideyoshi’s men 
captured the messenger and thereby learned of both the treasonous attack 
on Nobunaga and Mitsuhide’s plan against them. Hideyoshi quickly deci-
ded on a course of action that would immediately avenge Nobunaga and 
also put him in a leadership position. First, he cleverly negotiated a quick 
truce with the Mōri, who still did not know about Nobunaga’s death. Then, 
two days  later, he began marching his forces north to directly confront Mit-
suhide and anyone who had deci ded to support him.37 It took him only a 
few days to reach Osaka, where his army was reinforced by the soldiers of 
Nobunaga’s vassal Niwa Nagahide and Nobunaga’s second son Oda Nobu-
katsu. Hideyoshi led this army into Yamashiro Province and set up camp 
close to Mitsuhide’s forces in Yamazaki. On 6/13, Hideyoshi attacked. His 
forces proved to be both in better condition and more numerous, and the 
Akechi forces  were quickly defeated. According to one account, the Katsura 
River nearby was filled with dead bodies.38 Mitsuhide himself fled to the 
north on  horse back with about twenty of his men, but was set upon by vil-
lagers and killed.39 Hideyoshi soon  after viewed the head to verify the death 
of Nobunaga’s killer and then set his sights on forming a new co ali tion to 
continue the work of unification begun by his liege.

Ieyasu’s presence in Sakai at the time of Nobunaga’s assassination was, 
of course, a contingency. It is easy to imagine that Ieyasu might have stayed 
in Kyoto with Nobunaga and been trapped in the flames of Honnōji or, 
equally likely, stayed a bit longer in his home  castle, which would have put 
him in an ideal position to seek rapid vengeance against Mitsuhide. The 
chance to share tea, examine famous objects, and consort with knowledge-
able merchants in Sakai, however, drew him down a  different path. Objects 
such as the Chinese art desired by tea prac ti tion ers played a major role in 
shaping the range of possibilities in the historical past. Thus, the significance 
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of these small moments of cultural practice are striking in the larger pic-
ture of national politics; gatherings such as this one  counter the notion that 
culture lies outside of the realm of national politics. Historians often com-
ment on the fact that, unlike Nobunaga and Hideyoshi, who  were such de-
voted students of tea ritual, Ieyasu was only a grudging participant. At the 
time of the Honnōji attack, however, it is not too much of an exaggeration to 
say that the ritual significance of the culture of tea and the influence and 
authority of the tea master merchants who practiced it saved Ieyasu’s life 
by drawing him away from the capital and into Sakai.

Ieyasu characteristically left no rec ord of his thoughts or emotions at this 
most critical juncture in his  career. How he may have felt personally about 
Nobunaga’s death is impossible to know. Certainly Nobunaga had been his 
closest and most power ful ally for de cades. Though Ieyasu had clearly been 
in the inferior position both in terms of age and resources, the two men seem 
to have viewed each other as peers. Ieyasu did appear to have considered 
 going  after Mitsuhide himself and on 6/11 launched his forces out of Oka-
zaki  toward the west. However, upon hearing of Hideyoshi’s victory over 
Mitsuhide at the  Battle of Yamazaki on 6/13, he returned to Hamamatsu.40 
At the very least, Ieyasu probably took Nobunaga’s death as a reminder, if 
he needed one, of the capricious changes in fate that awaited any warlord 
who let his guard down.

According to the logic of the sixteenth  century, Ieyasu also must have 
understood the tragedy, at least in part, as an opportunity to take advan-
tage of, not unlike the chance afforded by Nobunaga’s killing of Imagawa 
Yoshimoto so many years before, which had propelled him onto the path of 
leadership. Most immediately, the lands of the recently defeated Takeda to 
the north, no longer  under strong Oda control, needed to be dealt with be-
fore any competitor could acquire them. This would provide security and 
would furthermore strengthen his position vis- à- vis any potential  future 
enemies, such as his peers Hideyoshi and Shibata Katsuie. Ieyasu first cau-
tiously assigned a vassal to construct a fortress inside of Kai Province.41 He 
then began much more ambitious plans to administer both Kai and Shinano 
and officially receive oaths of fealty from former Takeda vassals, which 
would massively increase his territory and the forces at his disposal.42 This 
was no easy task because the leaders of the Hōjō clan, his allies and rivals 
to the east,  were also looking at the former Takeda lands with an eye  toward 
expansion and security. The job was accomplished by largely avoiding open 
military engagement with Hōjō forces, and instead waging a war on the field 
of diplomacy and letter writing. Ieyasu left Hamamatsu for Kai and Shinano 
in the seventh month, and stayed  until the end of the year. During this time, 
and continuing to the end of 1583, Ieyasu wrote hundreds of commendation 
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letters to warriors and temples in Kai and Shinano.43 Despite many skir-
mishes with the Hōjō, he was determined to avoid all- out war. The gradual 
appointment of magistrates to the region illustrates his growing control de-
spite Hōjō concerns; his offer of his dau gh ter, Tokuhime, as wife to the Hōjō 
heir Ujinao as part of larger peace negotiations in 10/1582, demonstrates his 
skillful victory in one of the most im por tant conflicts of his  career, again 
using  human bodies—in this case those of his own  family—as tools in the 
expansion and stabilization of his territory.44

FIRST FLOWER AS AMBASSADOR

On the Power of Objects

While Ieyasu was busy cementing his hold on the six provinces to the 
east of his ancestral home of Mikawa, Hideyoshi was creating a power ful 
alliance from the former vassals of Nobunaga. In 1583, Hideyoshi defeated 
the armies of Shibata Katsuie, a major rival, and the next day Ieyasu sent 
him a congratulatory letter:

When Shibata advanced to the southern border of Echizen, you rode north 
to Nagahara. Your situation worried me so I sent a messenger. It is now 
clear the  enemy strategy was unsound. Shibata advanced to seize Kyuta-
ro’s fortress and fighting erupted. I am delighted to hear that his forces  were 
crushed and larger numbers slain by your incomparable per for mance. I am 
very gratified to hear the details of these developments. Here I have thor-
oughly quieted Shinano and when I have a respite shall unsaddle my 
 horses, so please feel at ease.45

This letter was clearly designed to show Hideyoshi how much Ieyasu knew 
and also to remind him that the Tokugawa, too,  were expanding their ter-
ritories. It was followed by a pre sent delivered in person by one of Ieyasu’s 
most trusted vassals, Ishikawa Kazumasa. The gift was a famous object that 
has already appeared in this story, the Chinese ceramic tea caddy (chaire) 
named First Flower (Hatsuhana) (Figure 12) that had previously been in No-
bunaga’s collection and which he then gave to Nobutada.46 This small ce-
ramic container was made in China during the Southern Song dynasty. It 
was thrown on a wheel and decorated with an iron- brown glaze that dripped 
down over the unglazed bottom half of the piece. Its shape is of a type de-
scribed at the time as “having shoulders” (katatsuki) because of the relatively 
acute angle at which the exterior wall turns in to meet the neck of the ves-
sel, which is accentuated by an impressed line. As was true for most ceramic 
tea caddies from this period, tea prac ti tion ers added an ivory lid and stored 
the piece in an attractive textile bag when using it to hold powdered green 
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tea at a tea gathering. First Flower was widely thought to be one of the three 
most im por tant tea caddies in Japan. It had previously been owned by a se-
ries of warlords including Oda Nobunaga and his son Nobutada; it sur-
vived the attack that killed its owner.  After Nobutada’s death it was recov-
ered and given to Ieyasu, so passing it on to Hideyoshi was fraught with 
complicated references.47 (Hideyoshi used the tea caddy dozens of times and 
seems to have considered it one of his most cherished possessions.)

Despite these sparring but still friendly exchanges, Ieyasu and Hideyo-
shi gradually drifted towards a military conflict that seemed likely, consid-
ering the long chain of victories Hideyoshi was amassing, to result in the 
defeat of Ieyasu. Instead, in the Battles of Komaki and Nagakute in 1584, 
Hideyoshi proved unable, even in advantageous circumstances, to pin down 
Ieyasu and his forces. Ever the pragmatist, Hideyoshi deci ded to wage a war 
of diplomacy.48 He made sure that Ieyasu received word as more and more 
warlords threw their lot in with Hideyoshi, and he continued to badger 
Ieyasu with messages and requests. As more and more men joined Hideyo-
shi, the prob lem grew serious enough that Ieyasu held a council with his 
chief vassals to discuss the  matter. Though the details are not known, Ieyasu 
was not swayed by those who counseled capitulation to Hideyoshi’s de-
mands.49 These events provoked a crisis for which Ieyasu was entirely un-
prepared. One of the Tokugawa’s most significant and experienced vassals, 
Ishikawa Kazumasa— the man who had delivered “First Flower” to Hideyo-
shi in person  after his victory over Shibata Katsuie— deci ded to defect to 
what he saw as the stronger side. Kazumasa, who was the keeper of Oka-
zaki  Castle and had been one of Ieyasu’s companions since childhood, left 
Okazaki surreptitiously with his wife and children and traveled to Osaka 
to pledge himself to Hideyoshi. He brought with him as a hostage a child of 
a former vassal of Nobunaga’s who had nominally supported Ieyasu but 
now also chose to throw his lot in with Hideyoshi.50

Kazumasa’s defection was a stunning development from Ieyasu’s point 
of view. The move illustrated that dissatisfaction with Ieyasu’s ongoing re-
sis tance to Hideyoshi ran deeper than he had dared to imagine. Of even 
greater concern than Ieyasu’s loss of a lifelong companion was the inevita-
ble exposure of his defenses, tactics, and military secrets to his most power-
ful adversary. Ieyasu therefore traveled immediately to Okazaki and recon-
figured and refortified his interior and exterior defenses. But Hideyoshi 
continued to apply diplomatic pressure. In early 1586, he rather publicly re-
warded Ishikawa Kazumasa for his defection from the Tokugawa with the 
rule of Izumi Province. This surely sent the message to Ieyasu, as well as to 
any other potential turncoats in the Tokugawa ranks of generals, that ser vice 
to Hideyoshi was rewarding.51  After a few more rounds of negotiation, Ieyasu 
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seemed finally on the verge of giving in. Some final token was needed. Hidey-
oshi’s solution to this vexing prob lem was yet another example of  human 
objectification in the form of offering a hostage as guarantee. He sent to Oka-
zaki emissaries who promised that Hideyoshi would use his own mo ther to 
guarantee Ieyasu’s safety. In response to this unusual offer, Ieyasu conceded.

In late 1586, Hideyoshi’s mo ther arrived in Okazaki, and Ieyasu, who had 
been staying at a  different  castle, came to verify the situation52 and then set 
out for western Japan. A week  later he arrived in Osaka, where he stayed in 
a residence provided by Hideyoshi. The following eve ning Hideyoshi vis-
ited Ieyasu, who invited him to sit inside “to his heart’s content.” The two 
men reportedly talked  little but drank sake together, with Hideyoshi pour-
ing and generously offering cup  after cup to Ieyasu and the Tokugawa lord 
reciprocating.53 Ieyasu soon visited Hideyoshi in the  castle and formally de-
clared his allegiance in front of the assembled warlords who already served 
Hideyoshi.54 His duty done, Ieyasu returned to Okazaki and sent Hideyo-
shi’s mo ther back to Osaka the following day. It is vital to remember that in 
this delicate po liti cal equation the primary catalyst was not Ieyasu but his 
vassal Ishikawa Kazumasa. Likewise, it is im por tant to emphasize that Ka-
zumasa himself was introduced to Hideyoshi, in effect, by the tea caddy 
First Flower. It is possi ble that had Ieyasu not submitted to Hideyoshi at this 
precise moment, the latter would not have felt secure enough to launch his 
invasion of Kyushu, probably opting instead for an invasion of Mikawa and 
the other Tokugawa domains. The history of Japan, suffice it to say, would 
likely have looked quite  different.

SPECTACULAR DISPLAYS

Instead, Hideyoshi found himself in an even more secure position than No-
bunaga had in 1582, demonstrating what Mary Elizabeth Berry called “that 
assurance in power which can inspire submission.”55 Coincident with this 
assurance  were con spic u ous displays of famous objects and other forms of 
symbolic capital that also projected Hideyoshi’s power. These activities both 
appealed to pre ce dent, particularly the might of previous warrior leaders 
such as Minamoto Yoritomo and the Ashikaga shoguns, and responded to 
the trends of the day and the evolving personal tastes of Hideyoshi as he-
gemon. In the tea gatherings that Hideyoshi hosted and participated in  after 
Nobunaga’s death, he deliberately and consistently attempted to use objects 
that he had received from Nobunaga, that had previously been in Nobuna-
ga’s collection or that Nobunaga had given to  others and which Hideyoshi 
had subsequently acquired.56 He also turned to increasingly public and sym-
bolically fraught displays of his trea sures. In 1584, for example, Hideyoshi 
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invited a large group of leaders from the tea community to a gathering at 
Osaka  Castle that lasted from morning  until eve ning. This gathering was 
unpre ce dented for its inclusion of every major tea master and their poten-
tial heirs, as well as major warrior tea participants, all of whom gathered in 
Hideyoshi’s presence and presumably used many of his tea utensils. The 
event illustrates Hideyoshi’s interest in displaying his acquisitions to a large 
and diverse population of warrior and tea elites.57 The group represented 
the inner core of Hideyoshi’s tea regime, the core constituency of designers, 
aesthetes, collectors, and experts in the trade in famous objects.

More spectacularly, on 1585/3/8 Hideyoshi or ga nized an unpre ce dented 
tea gathering at Daitokuji, a major Zen Buddhist  temple complex in north-
ern Kyoto and a significant center for cultural practices such as tea. The ex-
act guest list is not known to us  today, but the broad outline conveys the 
scope of Hideyoshi’s ambition for the increasingly spectacular display of his 
acquisitions. Attendees included Hideyoshi’s personal guard, vari ous war-
lords, fifty residents of Kyoto, twenty- four residents of Sakai invited by 
Rikyū and Sōgyū, and at least one hundred fifty tea prac ti tion ers. The guests 
brought their prized tea utensils, set up small enclosed spaces using fold-
ing screens, and practiced tea. Hideyoshi displayed his utensils, many of 
them famous objects previously in Nobunaga’s collection. These included 
Hideyoshi’s beloved painting Green Maples by the Chinese artist Yujian, cal-
ligraphy (figure  15) by the Chinese Chan Buddhist priest Xutang Zhiyu 
(J: Kidō Chigu; 1185–1269), Eve ning Bell from a Mist- Shrouded  Temple58 by Yu-
jian, the tea caddy Nasubi (an alternative name for the piece Eggplant Tsu-
kumo mentioned previously), a lacquered tray with a red interior (Uchiaka 
no bon), a tea scoop attributed to Takeno Jōō, a Chinese white tenmoku tea 
bowl, and other works. Rikyū and Sōgyū, using other famous objects from 
Hideyoshi’s collection, served tea throughout the day.59 Absent from the 
accounts of this event is the image of tea prac ti tion ers as abstemious cele-
brators of the  humble and rustic. Instead, Hideyoshi and the elite commoner 
tea masters who served him engaged in publicly ostentatious celebrations of 
the objects accumulated in the course of the previous three years of war and 
détente.

In late 1585, Hideyoshi or ga nized a tea gathering at the Imperial Court, 
perhaps his most spectacular display of cultural power, though in a less pub-
lic venue than the  later Grand Kitano Tea Gathering. This event followed a 
series of recent promotions in his court rank that Hideyoshi had aggressively 
pursued through gift giving and financial support of the ailing imperial in-
stitution.60 Hideyoshi was the first warrior to attain the rank of imperial 
chancellor (kanpaku), and he seems to have wanted to imprint his distinc-
tive brand of cultural politics on this role.  After days of preparation, 
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Hideyoshi arrived at the court in the morning on 10/7 and ritually greeted 
Emperor Ōgimachi in a residential building (tsune no gosho). Next, Hideyo-
shi’s half- brother Hidenaga similarly exchanged ritual greetings in the 
Hall for State Ceremonies (Shishiden). Then Hideyoshi and his entourage 
moved to a banqueting room in which he performed the entire ritual of tea 
preparation and serving for the emperor and five nobles, with the guidance 
of Rikyū. Then Rikyū moved to another room and served the assembled 
nobles and imperial shrine and  temple heads in groups of seven. The  whole 
event represented an unpre ce dented opportunity for Hideyoshi to flaunt 
his most trea sured famous objects to the members of the court; apparently 
his utensils  were set up in two halls of the palace to maximize the quantity 
on show. We might even include Rikyū, who actually received his unique 
title (he had previously been known as “Sōeki”) for this event, in the roster 
of Hideyoshi’s coveted possessions.61 The tea per for mance, along with a 
series of Noh plays presented to the court and other regular interactions 
meant to convey through patronage the munificence of Hideyoshi, was en-

Figure 15. Calligraphy by Xutang Zhiyu (1185–1269). Chinese, Southern Song dynasty, 
1254. 30.6 x 62.7 cm. Im por tant Work of Art. Tokugawa Art Museum Collection, by 
permission of the Tokugawa Art Museum / DNPartcom
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tirely successful, “the high point in the tea careers of both Hideyoshi and 
Rikyū” according to one historian.62

Having acquired a noteworthy collection of famous objects by the mid-
1580s and flaunted them to the most symbolically significant cultural arbi-
ter in the land, Hideyoshi next turned to the creation of a new addition to 
his collection: a small but flashy, portable tearoom, covered inside and out 
in gold leaf or plating. Though the details of the construction are not known, 
Hideyoshi appears to have first used this golden tearoom in early 1586, re-
corded by a courtier  after it was brought to the Imperial Palace for display 
to the emperor and his court.63 This event seems to have successfully im-
pressed the intended audience, as Hideyoshi soon or ga nized another gath-
ering with the golden tearoom as the primary venue, this time at Osaka 
 Castle. One attendee, the warlord Ōtomo Sōrin, noted that the room was 
“truly remarkable” (makoto ni migoto), with gold covering all of the major ar-
chitectural elements. Almost all of the utensils  were gold as well. “Even the 
wastewater container and incense container  were gold.” 64 Though histori-
ans have tended to see the golden tearoom as a characteristically vulgar ex-
pression of Hideyoshi’s power and desire for recognition, pre ce dents  were 
plentiful: Ashikaga Yoshimitsu’s luxurious Kinkaku (Golden Pavilion) is no-
table as a major architectural site that used gold in the interior and, in  later 
refurbishment, on the exterior. Likewise, we find numerous examples of gold 
foil, dust, and lacquer in paintings, vessels, and architectural sites of the late 
sixteenth  century.65 What was new, perhaps, was Hideyoshi’s deployment 
of these architectural and ornamental characteristics in a flexible and instru-
mental form. The golden tearoom stands out as a landmark in the politics 
of culture in this period: a portable and modular structure that could be 
transported, to create an exhibition of power, at nearly any location. Small 
and intimate on the one hand and sumptuously luxurious on the other, the 
golden tearoom’s mobility points to the peripatetic quality of Hideyoshi’s 
rule, which was not rooted in a single territory or tied to a discrete location, 
but which roamed with a kind of frenetic energy.

The spectacle of the Grand Kitano Tea Gathering of 1587 is significant as 
the logical culmination of trends outlined earlier, rather than as an entirely 
unique per for mance. Like the 1585 gathering at Daitokuji, which had in-
cluded large numbers of elite guests from vari ous status groups, and the 
1585 per for mance and exhibition at the Imperial Court, the Kitano event was 
an explicit expression of Hideyoshi’s power and ambition that demanded 
not only an audience but also a form of shared participation. It was through 
interaction with his public that Hideyoshi reified his own authority, and his 
displayed collection functioned perhaps in metonymic fashion, substituting 
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for the supremacy of previous power- holders, ranging from the Ashikaga 
to Nobunaga. The tea jar named Shōka or “pine blossom” (figure 16), for ex-
ample, was as distinguished a work as existed in the hegemon’s tea collec-
tion, a Chinese- manufactured piece that had circulated through commoner 
and warrior collections since the early sixteenth  century, and which had pre-
viously been owned by Nobunaga among many  others. Tall with broad 
shoulders that are accentuated by the bold curtain of yellow- brown glaze 
that covers the upper two- thirds of the body, this object— widely praised in 
contemporaneous tea records— was precisely the kind of trea sure that 
Hideyoshi sought to display to the world at Kitano.

However as Louise Cort has commented in her systematic study of the 
gathering, the per for mance did not follow Hideyoshi’s script. “Although he 
summoned utensil- less wabi [rustic or insufficient] tea men, he had planned 

Figure 16. Tea jar named Shōka. Chinese, Southern Song or 
Yuan dynasty, 13th–14th  century. Height 39.7 cm. Im por tant 
Cultural Property. Tokugawa Art Museum Collection, by 
permission of the Tokugawa Art Museum / DNPartcom
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an unpre ce dented display of his own outstanding collection of tea utensils. 
Unexpectedly, the eccentrics seem to have captured the attention of the 
crowd and cast a shadow on Hideyoshi’s utensils.” 66 As a result the ten- day 
event was truncated, abandoned  after one day, and perhaps with a lesson 
learned by the hegemon. Hideyoshi would not again attempt a major pub-
lic display of his collection of tea utensils, but would instead limit himself 
to small, more easily curated gatherings attended by his elite warrior peers 
and a select few tea masters and urban commoner connoisseurs.

CONCLUSION

Rarely an active participant in Hideyoshi’s spectacular displays, Ieyasu spent 
most of 1587 overseeing Matsudaira Ietada (the author of Diary of Ietada) as 
he managed the reconstruction of Sunpu  Castle, also venturing into the 
countryside for the occasional hawking expedition, a growing passion that 
would come to occupy more of his time as the years went by. He traveled to 
Kyoto in the fall to see the Toyotomi lord and the imperial court, and spend 
some leisure time in the nearby Higashiyama Hills. Back in his home prov-
inces, he continued in this leisurely fashion,  going on hawking trips and 
sending out the occasional commendation letter.67

The next year required considerably more effort from Ieyasu as a vassal 
of Hideyoshi, though nothing like the dangerous military activities that had 
characterized his partnership with Nobunaga. In fact, it seemed that Ieya-
su’s own position of authority within the ranks of warlords made him an 
ideal mediator for Hideyoshi, the kind of diplomat who could help smooth 
out tensions and disagreements within the new Toyotomi realm. In the 
third month of 1588, for example, Ieyasu wrote several missives to Mogami 
Yoshiaki, lord of Yamagata Province in the north, to explain that Hideyoshi 
wished the warlord to make peace with the young but impressive warlord 
Date Masamune.68 Ieyasu then traveled to Kyoto, where he met with Hidey-
oshi. On 3/29, the two went hawking in the suburbs of the capital, and 
Hideyoshi marked the occasion by giving Ieyasu a falcon.69 Ieyasu contin-
ued writing to the Mogami from the capital in the next month and received 
gifts from Hideyoshi in exchange. These included a Hakata tea stand, an 
imogashira (potato- head- shaped)  water jar, a tea caddy previously owned by 
the warlord Kanemori Arishige, a tenmoku tea bowl previously owned by 
Rikyū, and a large quantity of rice.70 The par tic u lar tenmoku tea bowl from 
this interaction is no longer extant, but the well- known black yōhen tenmoku 
piece (figure 9) that still exists in the collection of the Tokugawa Art Mu-
seum, which Ieyasu owned and passed on to the Owari branch of the 
Tokugawa  family at his death, indicates the kind of pieces beloved by tea 
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prac ti tion ers in this period. Ieyasu played his role by attending the visit of 
Emperor Go- Yōzei to Hideyoshi’s palace at Jurakutei, the newest location 
for Hideyoshi’s pageantry in the capital city. This five- day imperial visit 
involved the assembled warlords of Japan as well as the key cultural lead-
ers of the capital city, and the event included massive per for mances and 
displays of parades of arrival and reception, poetry and banqueting, gift 
giving,  music and dance, and other ritualized social and cultural practices 
that  were key to Hideyoshi’s establishment of legitimacy.71

Ieyasu’s contact with the Mogami was perhaps a dress rehearsal for the 
more im por tant task of mediating between Hideyoshi and the Hōjō, the 
power ful warrior clan to Ieyasu’s east who continued to resist Toyotomi rule. 
Hideyoshi had previously asked the Hōjō to attend him in Osaka and then 
in Kyoto for the imperial progression to Jurakutei Palace, but to no avail. 
Ieyasu, therefore, wrote a letter to the Hōjō explaining that Hideyoshi re-
quired the presence of Ujimasa, the retired warlord, and Ujinao, his son and 
the ostensible ruler, in Kyoto that month.72 In mid-1588, Ieyasu traveled again 
to Kyoto, and wrote to one of his vassals to ask him to put pressure on the 
Hōjō to give into Hideyoshi’s demands.73 Hōjō Ujinao finally sent his  uncle 
Ujinori to Kyoto in the eighth month, who conveyed a message from the se-
nior Hōjō, Ujimasa: before he would come to Kyoto, Ujimasa wanted a deci-
sion on the Hōjō’s ongoing conflict with Hideyoshi’s vassal, Sanada Masa-
yuki. This was not a satisfactory answer from Hideyoshi’s point of view, but 
he let the prob lem lie for the time being.

A year passed before Hideyoshi rather suddenly and for unknown rea-
sons deci ded that the Hōjō re sis tance had carried on long enough. In late 
1589, Hideyoshi sent a public letter to the Hōjō informing them that all Toy-
otomi vassals  were being instructed to raise troops and prepare for an as-
sault on Odawara  Castle, the main Hōjō stronghold. He sent copies of the 
letter to Ieyasu via a courier and ordered the Tokugawa lord to make sure 
that the Hōjō received a copy and also that all of the major Toyotomi vas-
sals  were aware of the need to prepare their troops. Ieyasu left for Kyoto soon 
 after and, along with other major Toyotomi vassals like Uesugi Kagekatsu 
and Maeda Toshiie, worked with Hideyoshi to plan the assault on the Hōjō.74 
The year ended with all sides preparing for war. This conflict is particularly 
significant because it illustrates the connection between the politics of war 
and Hideyoshi’s spectacular displays of tea culture.

In early 1590, Ieyasu sent a preliminary force to the east to begin setting 
up camp, and then he and Oda Nobukatsu arrived and began construction 
in earnest at Nagakubo (near pre sent- day Mishima and Numazu). The 
attack on the Hōjō was an im por tant military engagement for Hideyoshi, 
perhaps his final major domestic campaign against a warlord  family known 
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for its rapid expansion and impressive control of the Kantō region over the 
previous seventy years. He marshaled a massive army, with as many 150,000 
men, to attack the Hōjō, who had fortified themselves in Odawara  Castle. 
But the siege needed to maintain order and hierarchy to be successful. Spec-
tacular gatherings that would allow Hideyoshi to pro ject and perform his 
rule in front of his men, and that would provide both entertainment and 
similar opportunities to his generals,  were a necessity. Therefore, the camp 
that Ieyasu and Nobukatsu constructed included a tea pavilion for the en-
tertainment of Hideyoshi and the other warlords who would be in atten-
dance.75 Ieyasu emerges from the documentary rec ord of these preparations 
as a kind of pro ject  manager, an expert in or ga niz ing large ventures who 
also had the authority and connections to contract out each piece of the 
groundwork to a  different party.

The assault on Hōjō territory began at the end of the third month of 1589. 
One by one Hōjō forts and castles fell to the Toyotomi onslaught (including 
the fortress of Edo on 4/22).76 Assaults on the wide swath of Hōjō territory, 
but concentrated in par tic u lar on the main Hōjō fortress of Odawara, raged 
on for more than two months. Finally, on 1590/7/5, Hōjō Ujinao submitted 
to Hideyoshi and reportedly asked that he take his own life in exchange for 
the freedom of his  father. Hideyoshi, however, deci ded to spare the young 
man’s life and instead send him and his companions into exile on Mount 
Kōya in Kii Prefecture. He commanded Hōjō Ujimasa and his brother 
Ujiteru, however, to take their own lives; these enemies  were too old, expe-
rienced, and wily, from Hideyoshi’s perspective, to be allowed to live. He 
entered Odawara in ceremonial fashion on the tenth day, and Ujimasa and 
Ujiteru left the  castle, retired to the  house of a local doctor, and “cut their 
bellies” (hara o okirase sōrō) the next day as ordered.77 Their heads  were  later 
publically displayed in Kyoto, a brutal per for mance of victory that resonated 
with earlier displays by Nobunaga and his contemporaries.

The outcome of the siege of Odawara was never truly in doubt consider-
ing the size of the army that Hideyoshi could command at will. However, 
the pro cess of dividing the spoils completely transformed Ieyasu’s life and 
 career. On 7/13, in a formal declaration in Odawara  Castle, Hideyoshi an-
nounced that he was granting to Ieyasu the former Hōjō provinces of Izu, 
Sagami, Musashi, Kōzuke, Shimōsa, and Kazusa to the east, plus parts of 
Ōmi and Ise in central Japan.78 This change removed Ieyasu completely from 
his hereditary lands in Mikawa Province, but it also pushed him further to 
the east, while massively increasing the size of his holdings. Ieyasu’s total 
domain was now valued at approximately 2.4 million koku of rice, making 
him the wealthiest warlord in all of Japan.79 It is unlikely that Ieyasu was 
consulted in more than a cursory regard; documents rec ord that the shift 
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was something that “must” happen, and ample evidence existed that defy-
ing Hideyoshi’s decisions in these matters was unwise. Oda Nobukatsu, for 
example, responded to Hideyoshi’s offer of Ieyasu’s old territory with a des-
perate request to retain the former Oda lands of Owari and Ise. The Toyo-
tomi lord, enraged, demoted Nobukatsu and stripped him of his holdings.80 
Suffice it to say that there is no indication that Ieyasu resisted the transfer.

 Whether as a reward for effective pro ject management or as a means of 
isolating a potential threat, Ieyasu’s transfer to the Kantō had an imperme-
able impact on Japan’s subsequent history. The town of Edo itself grew into 
one of the largest cities in the world. More broadly, Ieyasu’s assimilation into 
the population of elite Toyotomi vassals through his inclusion in spectacles 
such as the imperial progression to Jurakutei in 1588 would have a similarly 
significant effect. As we will see in subsequent chapters, the practice of spec-
tacular accumulation was adopted by Ieyasu and  later by his descendants, 
the Tokugawa shoguns, as one of the foundational structures of the shogun’s 
right to rule.
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A curious conflict occurred in early 1611 between Tokugawa Ieyasu and Toy-
otomi Hideyori, the son of Hideyoshi. Ieyasu, now nominally retired from 
the position of shogun, was staying at Nijō  Castle in Kyoto  after attending 
the abdication of Emperor Go- Yōzei and the inauguration of Go- Yōzei’s son 
 under the name Go- Mizunoo. The day  after the court ceremony, Hideyori 
arrived at Nijō  Castle and met with Ieyasu in person. According to one con-
temporaneous account, Ieyasu waited on the garden veranda as Hideyori 
approached, maintaining a higher (and thus symbolically superior) position. 
Hideyori expressed his gratitude to Ieyasu, who then moved into the center 
of the reception room while Hideyori made his way onto the veranda, a del-
icate dance of space and hierarchy played amid palpable po liti cal tension. 
 Later that day, Hideyori visited the magnificent Toyokuni Shrine that  housed 
the deified spirit of his  father Hideyoshi, ostensibly to see the ongoing work 
on the reconstruction of the huge Great Buddha statue at Hōkōji next door.1 
He then returned home to Osaka  Castle, marginalized from the rituals of 
abdication and enthronement, though crowds of commoners reportedly 
came out to see the arrival and departure of this young man who was pop-
u lar with both urban residents and members of the court.2

Not long  after, Ieyasu sent some of his sons to Osaka  Castle with gifts 
for Hideyori, including a long sword, a black  horse, three hundred gold 
pieces, and other precious objects. Though the intention of the gifts was not 
recorded, their grandiosity implies the generosity of a patriarch, a recogni-
tion on the part of a superior of the effort of an inferior. Hideyori, however, 
reciprocated somewhat forcefully, with a gift of a long sword by Mitsutada 
(one of the most famous names in the history of Japa nese swords), one 
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hundred gold pieces, as well as additional pre sents for members of Ieya-
su’s  family. This then precipitated another round of gift giving, with Ieyasu 
sending a long sword, a short sword, three falcons, ten  horses, and so on. 
Hideyori felt compelled to respond, sending a messenger bearing his thanks 
but also bringing one thousand silver pieces, a long sword, and a  horse 
for Ieyasu, plus additional gifts for members of Ieyasu’s  family. This contin-
ued, with swords,  horses, money, fine clothing, and other precious things 
hurled back and forth between Nijō and Osaka like missiles flung from rival 
catapults, though in the end no palpable damage resulted.3 Ieyasu seemed to 
want the last word, while Hideyori, we can surmise, wanted to demonstrate 
to Ieyasu that he was no peripheral inferior, content to receive the munifi-
cence of the Tokugawa lord, but rather a wealthy and central power, inheri-
tor of the Toyotomi tradition.

Examples of the politics of sociability in the age of unification like this 
one tell us much about the methods that elite warriors used to create stabil-
ity and indeed “good government.” Although premodern Japa nese society 
was in many senses riven by hierarchies and social groupings that kept 
 people relatively separate according to wealth, occupation, and other mark-
ers of identity, within social units and certainly among elites, a marked art 
of association defined membership in the class, including, but not limited 
to, gift exchange. These forms of sociability reinforced the relative positions 
of  different elite populations— warlords, courtiers, the shogun, and so on— 
while reinscribing the high status held by each group. The Kyoto cultural 
gatherings and regularized offerings to and from Nobunaga, Hideyoshi, and 
Ieyasu served to reassure all those involved in celebrating the rise of these 
warlords that they still possessed power; ritualization through the politics 
of sociability, in other words, perpetuated the misrecognition that the au-
thority monopolized by the hegemons was shared.4

This interpretation diverges somewhat from the notion of a connection 
between sociability and the emergence of Japa nese national identity in the 
nineteenth  century. Eiko Ikegami has argued that Japan’s hierarchical sys-
tem of manners and appreciation for “beauty” is a useful counterpart to civil 
society in the West. She argues that in Japan’s case manners and aesthetic 
appreciation led to strong group identity, which in turn facilitated the emer-
gence of the modern nation- state. This chapter complicates that argument 
by focusing on the connection between civility and vio lence, between net-
works and coercion, and between appreciation for beauty and the objectifi-
cation of  human subjects. The prominence of these themes in the late six-
teenth  century, and indeed in the foundations of the Tokugawa system, 
implies that sociability was a tool for dominance and aggression as much 
as it was for civility.5
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This chapter examines ritualized acts of sociability such as gift giving 
in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries among the three hege-
mons.6 (The practice of falconry, the exchange of falcons, and banqueting 
or ga nized around consumption of animals hunted via falconry is dealt with 
in the next chapter.) In par tic u lar, it highlights the role of these practices in 
Tokugawa Ieyasu’s politics in the years  after the  Battle of Sekigahara as tools 
in the construction and maintenance of hierarchy through the creation of 
asymmetrical but mutual obligation. In the wake of that brief but violent 
and profoundly significant  battle, Ieyasu’s practices of sociability, partic-
ularly gift exchange, had, as Marcel Mauss put it, “the further aim of buying 
peace.”7 However, this chapter does not provide a schematic or comprehen-
sive overview of gift giving in the sixteenth  century. The meaning of gifts 
and the rules of gift exchange are frequently unclear in the lists of objects 
sent or received by Ieyasu and his contemporaries, and the relationship of 
these practices to the rich (but still tangled) threads of gift giving in mod-
ern Japan is likewise uncertain. As Katharine Rupp has noted,

Models founded on static or essentialist notions of the Japa nese sense of 
self, or models that presume a priori that the gift is a part or extension of 
the giver, or models of  whole socie ties as gift socie ties or commodity socie-
ties are not very helpful because they say  little about the complex details 
and variations across many  different forms of giving. . . .  There is not one 
kind of giving in Japan; there have been tremendous changes over time, 
and ways of giving and attitudes  toward giving are extremely diverse.8

Rupp demonstrates that the meaning of gifts in Japan is determined by 
the social context and in par tic u lar by the relationships within which the 
exchange occurs. Thus, this chapter posits that for sixteenth- century war-
rior elites, gift giving and other forms of sociability  were among the compli-
cated techniques for acquiring, preserving, and displaying power, methods 
of collecting im por tant examples of material culture and displaying them 
to the world in what was often a highly performative form of spectacle.

The prominence of gift giving among elite warriors was hardly new in 
the late sixteenth  century; medieval society functioned in part through rit-
uals of munificent exchange and obligation. Documentary evidence rec ords 
the exchange of gifts between the Imperial Court and vari ous elites, between 
the shogun and his retainers, between autonomous warriors, and between 
villages and landholders. The types and value of gifts exchanged differed 
depending on the place, time, and constituencies involved, but the valence 
of exchange itself stayed fairly constant. During the Kamakura period, for 
example, gifts of  horses served the double purpose of increasing the 
 military preparedness of the recipient, particularly the shogunate, while 



68 Chapter 3

ritually affirming relationships of dominance. During the Muromachi pe-
riod, luxury foodstuffs, including melons, became significant in gift- giving 
exchanges among elite warriors, connecting the rulership of agricultural 
land to the rituals of banqueting that characterized the urban sociability of 
Kyoto.9 These exchanges  were manifestations of the personal and recipro-
cal ties of warrior corporate units, a gift- exchange economy that overlapped 
with a growing, though still constrained, money economy.10 Gift giving was 
a component in warrior leaders’ campaigns to use “magnanimity and lar-
gesse” to win the support of other autonomous and in de pen dent warriors.11 
Such exchanges did not necessarily create loyalty, but they did create obli-
gation that was closely tied to self- interest. These practices may seem  simple 
or quotidian, but they are versions of a deliberate strategy that elites used 
to solidify authority, what Leora Auslander called “a rational investment in 
po liti cal power.”12

An example from the  career of Oda Nobunaga illustrates the ritualiza-
tion and po liti cal intent that inhered in many gift exchanges among elite 
warriors. On 1580/3/10, the warlord Hōjō Ujimasa sent three envoys to No-
bunaga, who was staying in Honnōji, the  temple in Kyoto that he had ap-
propriated as an occasional residence. The Hōjō envoys met with Nobuna-
ga’s representatives while Nobunaga observed. First, Nobunaga’s chief 
delegate “ceremonially announced their pre sen ta tion of a sword and cash 
to Nobunaga,” a combination that indicated great res pect. The visiting en-
voys then orally presented their request to Nobunaga’s representatives; the 
Hōjō asked Nobunaga to consider a marriage alliance with the promise that 
this  union would increase his sway over the six eastern provinces. This was 
followed by their pre sen ta tion of gifts. In addition to the sword, these in-
cluded twenty swans (to be used as prey in falconry), one box of dried aba-
lone, three hundred abalone ( either fresh or differently preserved), one box 
of dried sea cucumber, and two barrels of Egawa sake. Next, the envoys an-
nounced their “polite greetings” on behalf of the Hōjō, with separate decla-
rations offered by each visitor. Lastly, Nobunaga declared his satisfaction 
with the proceedings and sent the envoys on a tour of the capital city, led 
by one of his vassals.13 Nobunaga’s approval of this alliance bore fruit: the 
Hōjō sided with Nobunaga in 1582 in the final conflict with the Takeda 
(though the planned marriage did not occur before Nobunaga’s death  later 
that same year). This interaction shows that gift giving occurred not only at 
set times in the annual calendar but was part of po liti cal negotiations and 
accompanied direct requests. Gift giving usually acknowledged the status 
of the recipient by offering a par tic u lar combination of gifts—in this case 
the sword and cash— which indicated res pect. In addition, a range of pleas-
ur able famous products of the region of the giver  were included, and all of 
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these  were presented in what appears to have been a formal and ritualized 
procedure that both conveyed a positive feeling of cooperation and rein-
forced the hierarchy within the respective warrior bands and between the 
givers and their recipients. Such interactions played a significant role in both 
constructing and maintaining warrior society.

GIFT GIVING AND RECIPROCITY

Gift giving was certainly a core component of the practices of sociability 
seen throughout the premodern period.14 However, the relative social and 
po liti cal chaos of the first half of the sixteenth  century may have limited op-
portunities for grand gift-giving gestures or at the very least the survival of 
rec ords of such exchanges. João Rodrigues, writing in the early seventeenth 
 century, noted the following:

Up to the time of Nobunaga and Taikō [Hideyoshi], while Japan suffered 
from extreme poverty and wretchedness on account of wars and uprisings, 
all this giving of gifts was done merely as a compliment with things of  little 
value and sometimes even dissemblingly. . . .  But since the time of Nobu-
naga the kingdom has enjoyed peace, the lords and city dwellers have 
become wealthy, and commerce has increased. It is impossible to describe 
the lengths to which this practice of giving costly pre sents has gone among 
the nobles. They give each other gold, silver, rich lengths of silk of vari-
ous kinds, weapons, and silk robes.15

Though his account of the period preceding the unification was undoubt-
edly colored by late sixteenth- century hyperbolic notions of the “age of war-
ring states,” the suggestion that gift giving had, over the course of the reign 
of the Three Unifiers, increased correlates well with the indications in pri-
mary sources that such practices of sociability  were in fact vital tools of their 
hegemony.

In the rec ords of the rise of Oda Nobunaga, gifts appear with greater fre-
quency once he begins, self- consciously, his campaign to win “eternal 
fame” (matsudai no kōmyō).16 Immediately  after his victory over Imagawa Yo-
shimoto in 1560 at the  Battle of Okehazama, Nobunaga returned to his 
home base and began the inspection of the approximately three thousand 
heads that had been collected by his soldiers. He was aided in this pro cess 
by “a special prisoner of war,” a servant of Yoshimoto, who was able to as-
sist Nobunaga in the identification of many of these inert and objectified 
body parts. As a reward, Nobunaga gave the attendant a sword and a dag-
ger, both of which  were accompanied by “gold- encrusted sheaths.”17 The 
monetary worth of these gifts points to the value of the ser vice performed, 
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from the point of view of Nobunaga, in the aftermath of such a significant 
victory. But the princi ple is still a self- interested form of reciprocity. In other 
examples from the early period of his  career, he rewards allies (Shibata Kat-
suie) with land grants and potential allies (the Satō in Kii Province) with 
gold coins.18 More prominently, once Nobunaga began his campaign in 1568 
to woo Ashikaga Yoshiaki, the younger brother of the murdered shogun 
Ashikaga Yoshiteru (1536–1565), gift giving played an im por tant role in his 
po liti cal advances. He sent envoys to meet Yoshiaki, presenting him with 
one thousand copper coins, a sword, a suit of armor, other military para-
phernalia, a  horse, and vari ous other gifts.19 When he successfully penetrated 
Kyoto and installed Yoshiaki as shogun, more gift giving ensued, with No-
bunaga accepting gifts from Kyoto elites, giving gifts to the new shogun, 
and then receiving a range of gifts from the shogun. The purpose of these 
exchanges at this moment of confusion amidst hope for increased stability 
seems clear: vari ous parties wanted to impress this ambitious warlord with 
their intention to cooperate, and Nobunaga, though cagey about his own role 
in the new polity, was still reliant on Yoshiaki for some legitimacy. As Irma 
Thoen noted in her study of gift exchange in seventeenth- century Holland, 
“ People are bound together by the expectation of reciprocity.”20

Examples of gift giving from Nobunaga’s  career  after this point are nu-
merous, but one par tic u lar case will illustrate the increasing emphasis on 
his own magnanimity, reinforcing the point that “largesse was an essential 
component of hegemonic leadership.”21 In 1576 Nobunaga was in the midst 
of fighting on numerous fronts. His forces continued to  battle Takeda Kat-
suyori, the son of the deceased warlord Takeda Shingen. Likewise, his re-
tainers continued to assault the Honganji in Osaka, with mixed levels of suc-
cess, while dealing with the hostile Mōri to the south and the inland sea 
lords in their employ. Characteristically, Nobunaga was si mul ta neously 
engaged in one of the largest building projects of the age, the construction 
of a massive  castle and town at Azuchi. This palatial structure was largely 
financed and erected through the par tic u lar exchange system known as 
corvée, which in earlier times had meant that all imperial subjects owed a 
certain amount of  labor to the court. In the late sixteenth  century, earth-
works and construction projects, not unlike military operations,  were com-
pleted with the obligatory “assistance” of warriors  under the command of 
a hegemon such as Nobunaga.  After beginning a new phase in the con-
struction pro cess in the seventh month of 1576, he rewarded those warriors 
who had participated in the pro ject: “All exerted themselves to their utmost 
and  were rewarded with an untold number of gifts. Some received gar-
ments,  others gold and silver or Chinese objects of art,” according to The 
Chronicle of Lord Nobunaga.22 Although these objects  were, undoubtedly, 
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extremely valuable, it seems unlikely that they represented equivalent 
compensation for the  labor and materials supplied in the work on Azuchi 
 Castle. Instead, the obligation of these warriors  under Nobunaga’s com-
mand to supply corvée was noted, and the gifts from the hegemon marked 
the personal relationship that provided the logic of the asymmetrical ex-
change.

Hideyoshi, often the beneficiary of gifts from Nobunaga, was similarly 
enmeshed in this system of exchange as he consolidated and then expanded 
his authority as hegemon, seen in the voluminous rec ords of gifts given and 
received among his letters (figure 17) and in the provenances of heirloom 
objects. The previous chapter recounted the story of Hideyoshi’s and Ieya-
su’s rapprochement in 1586, with the vital use of Hideyoshi’s own mo ther 
as a hostage to guarantee to Ieyasu his good intentions. What followed that 
successful ritual of obeisance was an intense bout of gift giving. Not long 
 after Ieyasu returned from Osaka to his home domain, Hideyoshi sent him 
a tea jar, a short sword, a long sword, a falcon, and a formal coat (haori). 
Ieyasu in turn sent Hideyoshi ten  horses, one hundred gold pieces, and a 
long sword. At the risk of stretching the meaning of this exchange a bit too 
far, we can see these gifts as a useful tally of the price of loyalty at this 
time.23

Hideyoshi also employed gift giving in his aggressive attempt to gain 
rank and prestige in the court. As discussed in the previous chapter, Hidey-
oshi made the Imperial Court the stage for his per for mances of authenticity 
and legitimacy on numerous occasions, but he did so in the context of 

Figure 17. Letter from Toyotomi Hideyoshi to the Kutsuki  house. 1590. National 
Archives of Japan
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reciprocal exchanges in which he funded the refurbishment of the signifi-
cantly run- down palaces; provided cash and land to the emperor and his 
 family; or ga nized cultural events at the palace that emphasized the sym-
bolic centrality of the imperial line; and gave a range of gifts, including com-
missioned art objects, to members of the court.24 Hideyoshi’s munificence 
and attention to the primacy of court ritual were reciprocated with ample 
and increasingly prestigious ranks. He became the first warrior to attain 
the rank of imperial chancellor (kanpaku) in 1585, and the rank of great min-
ister of state (daijō daijin) in 1586. His relationship with the court, a power ful 
example of mutual self- interest and reciprocity, was seen as successful on 
both sides.

IEYASU’S GIFT GIVING AND SOCIABILITY 
 UNDER HIDEYOSHI

Tokugawa Ieyasu’s gift giving is better recorded than the practices of his 
peers for obvious reasons; the objects he exchanged, as well as the  actual 
letters (figure 18) and other documents noting such practices, became valu-
able  after Ieyasu’s establishment of the shogunate in 1603 and even more so 
 after his deification in 1616. These rec ords reveal shifts in gift- giving prac-
tices according to Ieyasu’s position and relative authority.  Under Nobunaga, 
for example, Ieyasu was primarily limited to exchanges with neighboring 
warlords, such as a round of reciprocal gifts given and received with Uesugi 
Kenshin in 1571 (Ieyasu gave a helmet and received a  horse) and  1573 

Figure 18. Letter from Tokugawa Ieyasu to the Kutsuki  house 
(n.d.). National Archives of Japan
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(Ieyasu gave a sword and received an unspecified pre sent in return).25 These 
exchanges occurred in the context of Ieyasu’s and Kenshin’s mutual conflict 
with Takeda Shingen. Another significant example comes from early 1582, 
 after Nobunaga’s defeat of Shingen’s son Katsuyori. Nobunaga rewarded 
Ieyasu with the entire province of Suruga, further extending Tokugawa 
lands to the east and giving him control over the entire coast from the edge 
of Owari to Suruga Bay. Ieyasu had the opportunity to thank Nobunaga on 
4/12, when the latter completed his military tour of Kai. Nobunaga came to 
Suruga and met the young Tokugawa lord. Ieyasu threw a banquet and gave 
Nobunaga a series of gifts, including a large sword (Ichimonji), a Yoshim-
itsu short sword, and several good  horses.26 Within a few months, the swords 
would be destroyed, along with many of Nobunaga’s prized possessions, in 
the attacks that destroyed him and his legacy.

One oft- gifted artwork that avoided the destruction of so many objects 
in the betrayal of Nobunaga was the tea caddy named Yokota (figure 19), a 

Figure 19. Tea caddy 
named Yokota. Seto 
ware. Muromachi 
period, 15th  century. 
Height 13.9 cm. 
Tokugawa Art Museum 
Collection, by 
permission of the 
Tokugawa Art Museum / 
DNPartcom
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cylindrical container made in the old Seto kilns and covered with a modest 
iron- brown glaze. According to a  later box inscription, Ashikaga Yoshimasa 
acquired the piece and passed it down within his  family  until it came into 
the own ership of the last Ashikaga shogun, Yoshiaki. If true, the work is an 
unusual example of a lordly thing that avoided the centrifugal force that led 
to the scattering of the Ashikaga collection. As a domestic ceramic, it per-
haps did not yet have the value in the late fifteenth  century to merit selling 
or gifting it in the aftermath of the Ōnin War. Regardless, Yoshiaki report-
edly gave the piece to Nobunaga, who  later gave it to Hideyoshi, implying 
that the tea caddy had an impressive  career accompanying those at the po-
liti cal center. Hideyoshi, in the period when he was attempting to convince 
Ieyasu to join him as an ally, in turn gifted the tea caddy to the Tokugawa 
lord. The receipt of such gifts thus marked Ieyasu as a major player on the 
stage of politics, an influential figure whose position on the hierarchy of war-
rior power was not only signified by but actually constructed in part by his 
participation in gift exchanges. The Tokugawa lord kept the now famous 
piece, Yokota,  until his death, when it was bequeathed to the Owari Tokugawa 
 house.27

Once Hideyoshi took center stage, Ieyasu’s participation in gift exchanges 
increased almost tenfold, primarily in terms of items received rather than 
those given. It may be that the increase in the territory  under his rule in 1582 
and the increase in his responsibilities as one of Hideyoshi’s allies (both as 
a general and as a kind of ambassador)  after 1586 created more moments in 
which those below him in the social hierarchy sought to gain  favor through 
gifts. Ieyasu received tea utensils, fish, swords,  horses, clothing, and other 
objects in these years from his own retainers, from allies of Hideyoshi, and 
from  temple and shrine complexes, particularly those in the provinces  under 
his authority.28 His own giving was more restrained and often practiced in 
the context of his ser vice to Hideyoshi. In 1588, for example, Ieyasu sent the 
warlord Date Masamune a letter and gift of a short coat (haori) and some 
tea  after Masamune peacefully resolved a dispute that Hideyoshi had 
hoped would come to an end.29 In early 1592, Ieyasu sent a gift of culinary 
delicacies— mikan fruit and cured sea cucumber entrails (konowata)—to the 
warlord Gamō Ujisato, a general who faithfully served Hideyoshi and along-
side whom Ieyasu had recently fought in northern Japan.30

The New Year of 1592 opened with a command from Hideyoshi that 
would shape the history of East Asia in complex and enduring ways and 
which is worth exploring in some detail. On the fifth day of the first month, 
Hideyoshi began to lay the groundwork for an unpre ce dented invasion of 
the Korean peninsula, with the ostensible goal of conquering Ming- dynasty 
China. There is some evidence that Oda Nobunaga first claimed his intention 
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to conquer China in 1582, the year of his death. Following this, Hideyoshi 
had also spoken of his ambition to invade the continent, always with refer-
ence to divine imperative and the will of Heaven.31 The year 1592, however, 
represented the beginning of the  actual mobilization of troops, construction 
of a base of operations in southern Japan, and initiation of the conflict that 
we now know as the Imjin War, Japan’s sole attack on another polity to that 
point in its history.

This momentous event also called for gift exchanges: on 1/11, Ieyasu 
wrote to Asano Nagayoshi, another of his recent collaborators in Hideyo-
shi’s wars in the north, to thank him for his year- end gift of a kosode robe 
and to inform him that he would soon depart for Kyoto.32 After arriving in 
Kyoto, Ieyasu visited with vari ous im por tant personages in the capital. On 
2/25, for example, he saw the noble Yamashina Tokitsune, from whom he 
received a copy of the  fourteenth- century encyclopedia, Collection of Found 
Rubbish (Shūkaishō).33 This encounter was the first in a series that Ieyasu 
would have in this period with teachers and texts that would have a pro-
found influence on his ideas about cultured governance, as will be seen  later 
in this chapter. On 3/13 he visited the Imperial Court and the residence of 
the retired emperor, bringing gifts of swords and swans. On 3/15 he and 
Gamō Ujisato, an avid tea practitioner, visited the Kyoto tea  house of Ka-
miya Sōtan for a tea gathering.34 These practices of sociability  were as im-
por tant to the work of being a warrior as the act of preparing for  battle; or, 
to put it a  different way, the reification of relationships that resulted from 
these practices was, intrinsically, part of how warriors prepared for  battle, 
a social, as much as a material, pro cess.

Ieyasu departed for the island of Kyushu in southern Japan on 3/17 in 
the com pany of Date Masamune, Uesugi Kagekatsu, Satake Yoshinobu, and 
Nanbu Nobunao.35 This voyage was a major one for Ieyasu, who was less 
well traveled than many of his contemporaries; it in fact represented his first 
and only trip south of Sakai and off of the main island of Honshū. On 3/25 
the group arrived in Hizen Province, where Hideyoshi had ordered the con-
struction of a  castle the year before. This fortress was named Nagoya  Castle 
(名護屋城), causing easy homophonic confusion with the  later capital of 
Owari, also Nagoya  Castle (名古屋城), though the two are usually written 
with a  different second Chinese character. The former was located on the 
coast near the town of Hizen, facing Tsushima Island and the Korean pen-
insula to the north. It would serve as the base for Japan’s assault on  Korea 
 until 1598 and as Ieyasu’s home for a year and half. Ieyasu and his peers from 
eastern and northern Japan stationed their troops around Nagoya  Castle and 
coordinated the movement of soldiers, laborers, and supplies to the islands 
of Iki and Tsushima and to Pusan in southern  Korea. This was a monumental 
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undertaking. Hideyoshi had requisitioned 158,000 men in nine divisions, pri-
marily from the warlords of Kyushu and southern Japan, and also mobilized 
massive numbers of troops to protect Kyoto. As one historian has noted, 
“the mobilization for Hideyoshi’s Korean venture encompassed the entire 
country of Japan,  whether or not the troops  were directly involved in opera-
tions on the continent.”36 The  actual invasion began on 4/12 and enjoyed 
rapid success for several months: “The initial Japa nese force  under Konishi 
Yukinaga and Sō Yoshitoshi landed at Pusan in some 700 ships on May 23, 
1592. In the vivid hyperbole of a pop u lar Korean folktale about the war: ‘the 
sun’s rays dimmed, the air filled with death, waves touched the sky, black 
clouds covered the  water as they approached. Countless thousands of Japa-
nese ships covered the ocean, their three- tiered masts wrapped with blue aw-
nings, the beat of drums and  battle cries shaking the waves as they came.’ ”37

In truth, however, the Japa nese soon  were bogged down amid active gue-
rilla and pop u lar re sis tance. In 1593, the Korean admiral Yi Sun- sin enjoyed 
considerable success in cutting supply lines and defeating Japa nese naval 
vessels, many of which  were cobbled together from fishing or pirate boats. 
Yi reportedly described his strategy as follows:

Previously, foreseeing the Japa nese invasion, I had had a Turtle Ship spe-
cially built with a dragon’s head, from whose mouth we could fire our can-
nons, and with iron spikes on its back to pierce the  enemy’s feet when they 
tried to board. Because it is in the shape of a turtle, our men can look out 
from inside, but the  enemy cannot look in from outside. It moves so swiftly 
that it can plunge into the midst of even many hundreds of  enemy vessels 
in any weather to attack them with cannon balls and fire- throwers.38

This bold naval action prevented the Japa nese forces from attacking the Ko-
rean peninsula from both sides as originally intended and protected the 
land route from China to the west. As a result, Chinese troops began to 
arrive and provided formidable re sis tance, forcing the northernmost Japa-
nese forces south with overwhelmingly superior numbers. In the fifth month, 
Hideyoshi commanded Ieyasu and Toshiie to prepare a reception for an am-
bassador from the Ming court who was traveling to Nagoya  Castle with 
Ishida Mitsunari and other warlords who had been fighting in  Korea. Hidey-
oshi met and feasted with the ambassador on 5/23 and a week  later held a 
banquet and tea gathering for him in camp. A truce of sorts was reached 
on 6/28; a few select warlords began to return from  Korea, and Hideyoshi 
headed home to Osaka.39 Japa nese forces continued to occupy southern 
 Korea, but the agreement with the Ming held for the time being.

Ieyasu departed Nagoya in the eighth month and headed north to join 
Hideyoshi in Osaka. He would never again set foot on the island of Kyushu. 
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He stayed in Osaka and Kyoto  until the end of the tenth month, joining 
Maeda Toshiie and Hideyoshi at tea gatherings and generally socializing in 
and around the capital. When he returned to Edo on 1593/10/26, he held a 
banquet for his followers at Edo  Castle and then returned to the business of 
deciding succession among vassals, finalizing enfeoffments, and issuing li-
censes and commendation letters, all banal, bureaucratic work that was ac-
tually far more im por tant to the long- term success of his  career than any of 
his more famous battles.40 The year ended auspiciously; Ieyasu met in the 
twelfth month with the scholar Fujiwara Seika, who presented a lecture on 
the Confucian text, Essentials of Good Government (Ch: Zhenguan zhengyao; 
J: Jōgan Seiyō; Tang dynasty, 7th c.).41 This meeting is the first sign in the ex-
tant documentary rec ord of Ieyasu’s interest in studying the governing prac-
tices of classical China, a hobby that would develop over the next de cade 
into a serious passion and, one might argue, the foundation of a new social 
and po liti cal system.

In  Korea nearly seventy thousand Japa nese troops and laborers had been 
stationed in the southern part of the peninsula since the cessation of hos-
tilities in 1593. High- ranking samurai and warlords passed the time pursu-
ing vari ous pleasures, hosting tea gatherings and practicing poetry ex-
changes, while lower- ranking soldiers and laborers engaged in the rituals 
of agricultural production with which they  were familiar.42 Ieyasu spent his 
time similarly in Fushimi and Kyoto, attending tea gatherings and social-
izing with nobles and warlords throughout late 1595 and into 1596. The stale-
mate and seemingly pointless mobilization of troops on the Korean penin-
sula could not last indefinitely, however, and in mid-1596 two new Ming 
ambassadors made their way to Japan to meet with Hideyoshi in person. 
The Toyotomi lord’s plan was to host them in a grand reception hall newly 
built in Fushimi  Castle. On 1596/7/13, however, the capital was wracked by 
an enormous earthquake.43 As one diarist put it, “As for Fushimi, his lord-
ship’s  castle and gate  were destroyed or at least knocked down, and the cen-
tral keep is completely leveled. A multitude of men,  women, and inner 
guards are dead, of a number that is not yet known.” 44 The damage spread 
all across Kyoto, knocking down pagodas, damaging temples, shrines, and 
residences, and injuring or killing many. Ieyasu’s residence at Fushimi was 
also ruined, but he found time to travel with Hideyoshi to the Imperial Pal-
ace to check on the residents of the court.45

The inauspicious event, known as the Tenshō Earthquake, had destroyed 
Hideyoshi’s new palace, a symbol of his authority and ambition, but he 
would not retreat from his planned meeting with the Ming ambassadors, 
which he seems to have mistakenly expected to result in Chinese ac cep-
tance of his demands for recognition as an equal. He therefore moved the 
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reception of the Ming ambassadors to Osaka  Castle while authorizing the 
reconstruction of Fushimi. Hideyoshi’s high hopes that the Chinese em-
peror would bow down to Toyotomi stipulations  were squashed when 
it was revealed that the Ming Son of Heaven would only recognize him as 
a king, or in other words, an inferior. The meeting resulted in a complete 
breakdown in relations. Though Ieyasu and  others tried to dissuade him, 
Hideyoshi, nursing a bruised ego, was convinced by his most hawkish 
generals to order the resumption of hostilities against  Korea and China.46

Ieyasu returned to Edo in the ninth month of 1596 and then joined Hidey-
oshi in Fushimi again at the end of the year for the Toyotomi heir’s coming- 
of- age ceremony. Many of his peers  were required to once again travel to 
 Korea and engage with Korean and Chinese forces. These Japa nese com-
manders enjoyed initial success but soon had to pull back to well- established 
centers of Japa nese control such as Pusan. Ieyasu, meanwhile, socialized 
and engaged in politics in the capital. He ushered in the arrival of 1597, 
for example, with a gift of rice to the court noble Yamashina Tokisune.47 
He also made frequent visits to the residences of his peers, to the Imperial 
Court, to local religious institutions such as Yoshida Shrine, and to events 
held by Hideyoshi.48 Furthermore, he played the role of host at his own 
residence in Fushimi, inviting warlords such as Oda Nobukatsu, Yamana 
Toyokuni, and Asano Nagayoshi to a banquet in the ninth month.49 Addi-
tionally, in the tenth month, for example, he lent Hosokawa Sansai (also Tad-
aoki; 1563–1646) his copy of Ancient Rec ords of Izumo (Izumo fudoki), the most 
complete of the early gazetteers of the provinces of Japan. In the eleventh 
month, he gave twenty- five volumes of the Chinese encyclopedia Imperial 
Readings of the Taiping Era (Taiping yulan) to the  temple Shōkokuji, to fill in 
the gap left by an incomplete set offered earlier by Hideyoshi.50 He contin-
ued to acquire art of vari ous sorts, often during or  after elaborate tea gath-
erings, including tea jars from Hideyoshi and Maeda Toshiie.51

Ieyasu was, however, acutely aware of the conflict in  Korea. In the sixth 
month, for example, he wrote a letter of sympathy to Asano Nagayoshi’s heir 
Yoshinaga, who was fighting in  Korea  under Katō Kiyomasa. The short let-
ter is a rare glimpse at the concern Ieyasu felt for a young warrior who was 
forced to fight in a pointless war:

The official situation has left you in an unclear position, so I write to you 
by messenger. This long deployment must have brought you many hard-
ships, and I hope you will soon receive an order and be able to return home. 
I intend to send you five awnings, but I will tell you the details  later.

Very truly yours,
6/16 Ieyasu
To: Lord Asano, Minister of the Western Capital52



 The Politics of Sociability 79

Ieyasu drafted similar letters to warriors stationed in  Korea during this pe-
riod, as well as the usual commendation letters to temples and shrines in 
his home provinces and enfeoffment letters to warriors joining his ranks. 
In this fashion he maintained contact with individuals in his vari ous net-
works while spending time away from both his home domain and the action 
on the continent.

Although Hideyoshi’s war in  Korea points to a kind of unstable megalo-
mania, Ieyasu’s relationship with the Toyotomi lord seems to have been as 
strong as ever. Ieyasu opened 1598 with a gift to Hideyoshi of oysters in the 
shell, for which Hideyoshi wrote him a letter of thanks on 1/21. In the fourth 
month Ieyasu hosted Hideyoshi at his residence in Fushimi and soon  after 
traveled with Hideyoshi and his young son and heir, Hideyori, to Kyoto. In 
the capital Hideyori received a new court rank on 4/20, and on 5/01 Ieyasu 
accompanied the boy home to Fushimi while Hideyoshi stayed  behind, be-
ginning to feel the onset of what would be his final illness.53 The court per-
formed ceremonies for his recovery in the sixth and seventh months, but on 
7/15 Hideyoshi assembled the vari ous warlords at the residence of Maeda 
Toshiie and ordered them to swear fealty to his heir, Hideyori; they also 
signed written oaths, which  were then deposited with Toshiie and Ieyasu 
for safekeeping. The promises continued in the eighth month, with more 
written oaths exchanged between the warlords pledged to serve Hideyoshi 
and with several visits to Hideyoshi’s sickbed.54 Ieyasu and Maeda Toshiie 
seem to have been the primary facilitators of this pro cess; of the twelve writ-
ten oaths produced on Hideyori’s behalf in this period, eight  were ad-
dressed to or authored by one of these two men, and two  were authored by 
their heirs.55  After weeks of desperate but ultimately fruitless preparation, 
with a full- scale international war ongoing and a single heir who was still 
a toddler, Toyotomi Hideyoshi died on 8/18/1598.

In the months  after Hideyoshi’s death, Ieyasu gradually emerged as the 
most likely successor to the position of national hegemon despite his appar-
ent dedication to Toyotomi Hideyori, the heir. In 1600 the forces of those 
warlords opposed to Tokugawa hegemony clashed with the armies of Ieyasu 
and his allies, as well as a number of Toyotomi vassals whom Ieyasu con-
vinced to join him on the field of  battle at Sekigahara. That conflict is dis-
cussed in more detail in chapter 5. In the following section, I discuss the 
period immediately  after Sekigahara, when Ieyasu campaigned to receive 
the appointment of shogun from the Imperial Court, a pro cess that involved 
extensive residence in Kyoto and sustained engagement in the capital’s prac-
tices of sociability.
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IEYASU’S GIFT GIVING  AFTER SEKIGAHARA

Not long  after the end of hostilities, Ieyasu dispatched a number of retain-
ers to Kyoto to begin the pro cess of reporting on the financial holdings that 
could now be confiscated from the defeated generals of the army that had 
opposed Ieyasu and his allies.56 Land enfeoffed to samurai who had died 
in  battle, such as Ōtani Yoshitsugu, or who committed suicide  after their 
defeat, such as Uda Yoritada, could now be reassigned, a pro cess that would 
take years. Around the country, some pockets of re sis tance remained, but 
loyal warlords such as Katō Kiyomasa and Date Masamune engaged in vari-
ous cleanup campaigns, toppling castles and defeating recalcitrant resist-
ers.57 On 10/2 Ieyasu met with members of the court who traveled from 
Kyoto to Osaka, an im por tant sign of the growing recognition of Ieyasu as 
the preeminent politician in the nation.

Osaka and Kyoto  were the focus of Ieyasu’s activities for the next year, 
with Osaka  Castle his primary residence for five months,  until 3/23 of 1601. 
Writing as the guardian of Osaka  Castle made Ieyasu’s word the equivalent 
of law; when he informed Mōri Terumoto (along with Mōri Hidemoto and 
Kikkawa Hiroie)58 that the majority of his lands would be confiscated, in-
cluding the Mōri ancestral home territory, because of Terumoto’s involve-
ment with the Western Army, Terumoto’s response was to take the tonsure 
and make his son Hidenari the new head of the Mōri  house, a clear indica-
tion of the weight of Ieyasu’s pronouncement.59 Being in Osaka and then 
Kyoto also put him in close proximity to the Imperial Court. The court 
was not a military force, of course, but did appoint elite warriors to the 
court ranks; thus the court was empowered to perform certain po liti cal 
functions in the decentralized system that had dominated the archipelago 
since the collapse of Ashikaga authority in the late fifteenth  century. Many 
shrine- temple complexes, themselves power ful landholders, po liti cal bro-
kers, and occasional militant actors, also had headquarters in or around 
the Kansai region. When Ieyasu sent out prohibitions to temples around 
Japan, as he did on 10/3 in a letter to Hōryūji, his central position in the 
Kansai as well as his recent victory combined to make the document au-
thoritative.60

Osaka and Kyoto  were also the key sites for Ieyasu to enact a politics of 
sociability through gift giving, tea gatherings, falconry, and theatrical per-
for mances. On 10/7, for example, he sent fresh fish to the Imperial Court and 
on 10/25 a gift of some swans,61 the kind of ubiquitous exchanges that served 
to remind his elite peers of his ongoing presence and munificence. Similarly, 
on 11/9 Ieyasu provided the funds for a Noh per for mance, a form of patron-
age with the familiar distinctive lineage of other forms of spectacular ac-
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cumulation: Ashikaga Yoshimitsu and Yoshimasa, Nobunaga, and above all 
Hideyoshi had effectively made the patronage of the theater a form of pag-
eantry, a tradition that Ieyasu continued.62 Being in the Kansai also allowed 
him to participate easily in religious rituals and other forms of sociability 
in the capital and surrounding regions, though such outings are less fre-
quently recorded in the documentary rec ord. Lastly, his location gave him 
immediate access to the leaders of vari ous social groups in the region who 
 were also po liti cally power ful, even if they did not have the might of samu-
rai armies at their backs.

The New Year began inauspiciously, with Ieyasu canceling festivities be-
cause he was ill. Instead, he arranged for the vari ous warlords to see him in 
Osaka on 1/15,  after he had recovered, to offer their New Year’s greetings.63 
Visits to the Imperial Court on the first day of the first month had long been 
a calendrical ritual in Kyoto, and many warlords held a smaller version of 
the ceremonial reception of vassals in their home domains through the six-
teenth  century. Hideyoshi, recognizing the po liti cal potential of this sym-
bolically power ful and highly visible spectacle, had appropriated the prac-
tice by requiring warlords from across the country to attend him and 
perform increasingly elaborate rituals.64 Ieyasu likewise began receiving 
guests from across the archipelago in this first year  after his victory at 
Sekigahara, many of them bearing gifts. The long sword known as Torigai 
Kunitoshi (figure 20), for example, was originally made in the Kamakura 
period and passed down among vari ous warriors  until it was lost during 
the  Battle of Sekigahara. It was recovered by the warlord Tomita Nobutaka 
and gifted to Ieyasu, who  later bequeathed it to the Owari branch of the 
 family.65

Soon  after New Year’s, Ieyasu began the work of transferring enfeoff-
ments, a puzzle that would occupy much of his time over the next several 
years. It is often assumed that those who fought with Ieyasu at Sekigahara 
benefited and those who opposed him had their lands taken away, but the 
 actual pro cess of reassignment was far more complicated. Many transfers 
 were small, such as the first one to occur in 1601, on the eigh teenth day of 
the first month: Arima Yorinori, a warrior who had fought for Ieyasu, was 
moved from a small domain that earned just 10,000 koku of income per year 
to a larger domain that earned 20,000 koku. Ten days  later, Katagiri Katsu-
moto, a warlord who was pledged to serve Toyotomi Hideyori and who had 
sided with the Western Army (though he didn’t fight at Sekigahara), also re-
ceived a larger domain, increasing from 12,000 koku to 28,000 koku. The next 
month, one of Ieyasu’s closest retainers, Honda Tadakatsu, was transferred 
from the Ōtaki domain in Kazusa Province, worth 100,000 koku, to the Ku-
wana domain in Ise Province, also worth 100,000 koku (confiscated from the 



Figure 20. Sword (tachi) named Torigai Kunitoshi. 
Kamakura period, 13th  century. Length 60.3 cm. 

Tokugawa Art Museum Collection, by 
permission of the Tokugawa Art Museum / 

DNPartcom
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defeated Ujiie Yukihiro, who became a masterless samurai, or rōnin). This 
transfer may seem like a lateral move, inappropriate as a reward for one of 
Ieyasu’s most faithful servants, but in fact it was a significant improvement 
in the material conditions of the Honda  house because Tadakatsu’s son, Ta-
datomo, was awarded the old fief of the Ōtaki domain at a reduced income 
of 50,000 koku. In other words, the income of the  house as a  whole  rose from 
100,000 to 150,000 koku.66 These transfers are not conventionally treated as 
gifts within the Japa nese historical lit erature, but they emerge from the same 
logic of obligation tied to self- interest.

The biggest loser in terms of confiscation of land was Uesugi Kagekatsu, 
whose opposition to Ieyasu in mid-1600 had precipitated, or perhaps trig-
gered, the entire conflict. His massive domain of Aizu, worth 1,200,000 koku, 
was confiscated in the eighth month of 1601, and he was transferred to the 
much smaller, though still significant, domain of Yonezawa, worth 300,000 
koku. Such moves  were characteristic of Ieyasu’s approach to reassignment: 
participants in Sekigahara  were not simply rewarded or punished willy- 
nilly, without regard for rank, but rewarded or punished in a graded fash-
ion that recognized the profound discrepancies in income and rank that 
dominated warrior society. So it was not unusual that one of Ieyasu’s ene-
mies, Uesugi Kagekatsu, would have ended up with a far more lucrative do-
main than one of his closest allies, Honda Tadakatsu, because the relative 
loss of Kagekatsu was greater (in recognition of his opposition to Ieyasu) 
while Tadakatsu’s relative gain was greater (in recognition of his ser vice). 
The differences in income, in turn, acknowledged the preexisting dispari-
ties in rank between the two men. Aizu, meanwhile, was divided among 
warlords whom Ieyasu wished to reward, with the main portion being trans-
ferred to Gamō Hideyuki, now half the original size at 600,000 koku. This 
same system was played out on a grand scale among dozens of warlords 
across the archipelago, with the first few months of 1601 standing out as a 
notably active period.67

At the end of the third month of 1601, Ieyasu departed Osaka  Castle and 
moved into Fushimi  Castle in Kyoto. His time in Fushimi  Castle is rarely 
commented upon, as he is intrinsically associated with the establishment 
of Edo. But the period in which Ieyasu built upon his victory at Sekigahara, 
was appointed to the post of shogun, enacted the early policies of the new 
Tokugawa government, and then retired from the position in 1605 was spent 
primarily in Kyoto, not in Edo. In fact, in this period of roughly five years, 
less than one year was spent in Edo, while more than three years  were spent 
in Fushimi, with the remaining time spent mostly on the road between the 
two centers (a trip that Ieyasu tended to make in about three weeks, with 
plenty of time spent hawking along the way).
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In Kyoto, the administrative work that he had begun in Osaka contin-
ued apace, with letters of reassignment, enfeoffment, and other matters of 
feudal appointment and land occupancy  going out almost every day to all 
corners of the archipelago. Some matters  were attended to in person, as when 
the warlord Kuroda Yoshitaka, in 1601 nominally retired and known as 
Josui, came to Fushimi to see Ieyasu on 5/4. Yoshitaka had been a general 
 under Hideyoshi, and had fought in  Korea, where he reportedly took a dis-
liking to Ishida Mitsunari that led him to side with the Tokugawa  after 
Hideyoshi’s death. Yoshitaka’s son Nagamasa had faithfully served Ieyasu 
during the  Battle of Sekigahara, and Yoshitaka had fought in the territories 
of his home island of Kyūshū on behalf of Ieyasu, joining forces with Katō 
Kiyomasa and successfully destroying several castles of warlords in the 
Western Army. Ieyasu tried, when he met with Yoshitaka in Fushimi, to con-
vince the Kuroda lord to accept a transfer to the region of the capital. Ieyasu 
promised to speak to the emperor about a promotion in court rank as well, 
but Yoshitaka “flatly refused,” preferring to stay out of politics.68 Such a 
refusal would have been unlikely  under Hideyoshi, so this is perhaps an 
indication that Ieyasu was not yet respected or feared to the degree of his 
pre de ces sor.

Sociability of this sort, in which personal visits, cultural gatherings, and 
rituals  were used for po liti cal purposes, was key to the expansion and so-
lidification of Tokugawa authority. During the fifth month, to facilitate par-
ticipation in Kyoto society, Ieyasu began constructing a residence in the city 
that would become a symbol of Tokugawa authority in the imperial capital, 
Nijō  Castle.69 He also left Fushimi  Castle to visit with vari ous elites who  were 
resident in Kyoto, sometimes in their own homes, as when he called upon 
Kanamori Nagachika (Sogen) on 6/22 in the latter’s residence in Kyoto.70 
Nagachika had fought on Ieyasu’s side at Sekigahara, was awarded vari ous 
fiefs, and became the first ruler of the Takayama domain as a result, but his 
main passion was the culture of tea. This predilection made him a good 
source of information with excellent access to art objects, particularly be-
cause he had been close to Nobunaga’s and Hideyoshi’s primary tea mas-
ter, Sen no Rikyū.

Ieyasu’s attempts to solidify his po liti cal authority and extend his social 
and cultural contacts  were successful, and he increasingly received the kind 
of treatment normally reserved for a sovereign ruler. When Ieyasu became 
ill  toward the end of the sixth month of 1601, for example, the Imperial Court 
issued a decree to all shrines and temples to conduct rituals for the improve-
ment of his health. When the sickness persisted, the court performed a mu-
sical ceremony in one of the palace gardens as a supplication to the deities 
for his recovery.71 Several court diarists noted Ieyasu’s recovery in the early 
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part of the eighth month in their rec ords, and the court subsequently sent 
two courtiers to Fushimi  Castle to offer the Tokugawa lord a gift of incense.72 
Ieyasu, in turn, sent a gift of fish to the court the following week.73

During this period of residence in Fushimi  Castle, Ieyasu established 
new policies—or in some cases, revived old ones— that would come to char-
acterize Tokugawa rule. In the third month of 1601, he ordered the prov-
inces of eastern Japan to conduct land surveys (kenchi) of the sort that had 
been practiced by warlords for de cades.74 Hideyoshi’s surveys, known as the 
Retired Imperial Regent’s Land Surveys, are perhaps the best known be-
cause of the national scale of the investigations, but the Takeda and  others 
had also carried out comprehensive surveys of land in their provinces that 
paved the way for new economic policies. In this sense, the land assessment 
policies of Ieyasu, and  later the evolved policies of the Tokugawa shogunate, 
 were very much rooted in the economic concerns of sixteenth- century war-
lords. In the eighth month, Ieyasu extended this directive to the entire 
archipelago. Other administrative developments in this period included 
regular prohibitions (which established Tokugawa authority) sent to tem-
ples and shrines,75 the issuance of village regulations,76 mining regulations 
and the establishment of a silver mint at Fushimi, and increased regulation 
of coinage.

In the tenth month of 1601, Ieyasu traveled to Edo for just two months, 
before returning to Fushimi on the nineteenth day of the new year. This pat-
tern would be maintained for several years: long spans of time spent in 
Kyoto, punctuated by short visits to Edo. Few histories of Japan even men-
tion this period, though in terms of documentary evidence, it is among the 
busiest of Ieyasu’s entire  career. The prob lem, perhaps, is the relentless mo-
notony of the sources from this time, repeating the fief reassignments, the 
prohibitions, and the other administrative paperwork that Ieyasu began dis-
seminating immediately following his victory at Sekigahara. The rec ord 
for this period shows the banal but vital  labor of establishing a new po liti-
cal system, overlooked and largely uninteresting but transformative in its 
long- term effects. Even biographies of Ieyasu, with the exception of Naka-
mura’s encyclopedic works, tend to disregard this period and jump from 
Sekigahara to shogun.

However, a number of events and trends from this period stand out as 
significant elements in Ieyasu’s construction of “good government,” in ad-
dition to the points noted earlier. First of all, Ieyasu continued to actively 
engage in the politics of sociability and cultural patronage. His trips between 
Kyoto and Edo usually became opportunities to go hawking, and hunted 
birds in turn became gifts for the court.77 Each return to Kyoto was a cere-
monial occasion, with members of the court and representatives of temples 
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and shrines visiting Ieyasu in Fushimi  Castle to welcome him back to the 
capital, as on 1602/2/19.78 In fact, cozy relations with some members of the 
court—as po liti cally riven a group as could be found anywhere in Japan— 
are apparent throughout the rec ords from this period, with courtiers such 
as Yamashina Tokitsune, who was both a doctor and a strong advocate for 
funding for the court, calling on Ieyasu at Fushimi with some regularity to 
discuss poetry or exchange gifts.79 Furthermore, we must remember that in 
this period Edo was still  little more than a fortified town, while Kyoto was 
the capital city and center of culture, with a legacy of visual and perform-
ing arts  going back more than eight hundred years. Ieyasu had ample op-
portunities to partake in the fruits of this legacy, as when he attended at 
Fushimi  Castle a per for mance of Kōwakamai (which involved recitation, 
dance, and a chorus, similar to but distinct from Noh theater) on 1602/3/28; 
or when he sponsored a Sarugaku per for mance at the Empress’s Palace on 
5/2 of the same year.80

The overwhelming picture that emerges from the sources in this period 
is that Ieyasu was, well before receiving the post of shogun, in complete con-
trol of the field of warrior politics. One sign of his preeminence was his 
demand that warlords financially support the construction and repair of 
the major castles used by the Tokugawa for administrative and residential 
purposes in Kyoto. On 1602/5/1, he instructed warlords from across Japan 
to support the construction of the new, massive fortress at Nijō, what Har-
old Bolitho called “a tangible intrusion of warrior power into the city of 
courtiers and monks.”81 The following month, he commanded the warlords 
to financially support improvements to his preferred residence, Fushimi 
 Castle, just outside of the city.82 In early 1603 he requisitioned payment for 
expansions to the streets of Edo and construction of Nihonbashi, the major 
bridge that spanned the Nihonbashi river.83At the same time, his short vis-
its to Edo became opportunities for him to solidify the administration of the 
city well before the  actual establishment of a shogunate, which implies that 
the region was starting to grow as the headquarters of the Tokugawa do-
main. In the twelfth month of 1601, for example, Ieyasu appointed his re-
tainer Aoyama Tadamasa to be the city magistrate for Edo, as well as the 
general magistrate for the entire Kantō region.84 In the sixth month of 1602, 
Ieyasu ordered the construction of a library in Edo  Castle and transferred 
to it the collection of one of the most significant textual repositories in Ja-
pan, the Kanazawa Library, originally established during the Kamakura 
period (1185–1333). He placed this library  under the curatorship of a Zen 
monk from the Ashikaga Academy. Books  were to be among the foundation 
stones of his new administration, and the establishment of this library— with 
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its centuries of Confucian texts and trea sures of Japa nese lit erature— would 
educate his successors for generations.

CULTURED RULE AND SOCIABILITY

The year 1603 began with the now familiar ritual of Ieyasu receiving New 
Year’s greetings from warlords, courtiers, and  temple and shrine represen-
tatives. He also extended his own offerings, sending a gift of fish to the Im-
perial Court and offering the fruits of his hunting expeditions as well. 
 Toward the end of this opening month, he learned that this year was to be 
momentous: Emperor Go- Yōzei intended to name him to the position of sho-
gun, news that obviously pleased him. He rewarded the messenger who 
brought this agreeable information with gold pieces and a kosode robe.85 
Early the next month, he went hunting, killed a wild goose, and promptly 
presented it to the Imperial Court.86 These gifts seem almost like preemp-
tive acts of thanks or perhaps continued encouragement of the court, in an-
ticipation of the ceremonial pro cess to come.

On 1603/2/12 Emperor Go- Yōzei dispatched a messenger to Fushimi 
 Castle to inform Ieyasu, who at that moment held the aristocratic rank of 
minister of the center (naidaijin), that the court had promoted him to the rank 
of minister of the right; furthermore, the court had appointed him to the po-
sition of shogun.87 This announcement quickly became known throughout 
the city— one sycophantic diarist recorded that it had been raining on the 
morning of the twelfth but the skies cleared  after the appointment of the 
new shogun— and demanded some semipublic rituals to mark its signifi-
cance. These occurred in the third month, when Ieyasu traveled into cen-
tral Kyoto to stay at the newly completed Nijō  Castle on the twenty- first. Four 
days  later, he visited the court to offer thanks for his promotion. Soon  after, 
warlords, courtiers, and  temple and shrine representatives came to offer con-
gratulations to him at Nijō.88 He again invited members of the court to visit 
on the first day of the fourth month, and then from the fourth to the sev-
enth, he sponsored Noh per for mances and banquets at the  castle for war-
lords and aristocrats. On the sixteenth he returned to Fushimi, but two 
months  later he was back at Nijō and again sponsored two days of Noh per-
for mances.89 Gifts of fish, birds, and other prized foodstuffs continued to 
flow, usually from Ieyasu to the court, but occasionally in the opposite di-
rection as well.

The concluding act of this ritualized per for mance of elevating Ieyasu 
to the highest position in the land involved Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s heir, Hidey-
ori, and Ieyasu’s granddaughter, Senhime. On 7/28 Senhime— Hidetada’s 
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eldest dau gh ter, though only seven at the time— traveled from Fushimi to 
Osaka  Castle to participate in the marriage ceremony that would bind her 
to Hideyori.90 This per for mance appears to have been intended to amelio-
rate the obvious tension between Ieyasu’s stated commitment to protect 
Hideyori and preserve power for him and Ieyasu’s own obvious rise to pre-
eminence as the po liti cal leader of Japan: if the Toyotomi  house and Tokugawa 
 house  were linked, the fortunes of one would profit with the other. This mar-
riage is a notable example, as with many  others earlier in Ieyasu’s  career, of 
young  people and  women, or in this case a girl, being used as pawns in the 
chess game of warrior politics. Such objectification would become one of the 
defining characteristics of the early modern system, which was more con-
cerned about bodies and their movements (seen particularly clearly in the 
system of alternate attendance) than any other form of power: even ideol-
ogy could be largely controlled, the system seems to argue, by keeping 
 people in place, as international and domainal travel prohibitions demon-
strated.

It would not have been particularly surprising if Ieyasu had immediately 
decamped for Edo, his work in Kyoto being, in effect, complete, but he stayed 
in the city for another eight months  after his appointment to the post of 
shogun and the marriage of his granddaughter to Hideyori. This period of 
time is marked by the same forms of administrative work as the years 
immediately  after Sekigahara, illustrating the monumental— and still 
ongoing— task of land reassignment and  temple and shrine prescription and 
prohibition involved in setting up a new form of good government. In the 
ninth month, a regulatory code was issued to Kyoto courtiers that many his-
torians have interpreted as a kind of first strike against courtly in de pen-
dence by the newly empowered Ieyasu. Lee Butler has shown, however, that 
this interpretation is an exaggerated attempt on the part of modern histori-
ans seeking to emphasize court- warrior conflict soon  after Ieyasu’s investi-
ture. The code in fact originated in the plans of Emperor Go- Yōzei and rep-
resented his attempt to clamp down on his own guards, making it an internal 
courtly  matter.91 Also ongoing  were Ieyasu’s politics of culture and socia-
bility, though less intensive than before his appointment to the post of sho-
gun; it may have been less con ve nient, as his new position would have de-
manded considerably more pomp and ceremony, and thus may have been 
less inviting. In the tenth month, he did find time to visit the Fushimi resi-
dence of Yamaoka Kagetomo, who was unwell, but other wise Ieyasu ven-
tured out less often.92 Soon  after, on 10/18, he departed for Edo.

In Edo more pieces of the puzzle of his new administration began to fall 
into place.  After arriving, Ieyasu received word from the court that his son 
Hidetada had been promoted to the post of right commander of the impe-
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rial guard (u konoe no taishō), a position that would come, in subsequent cen-
turies, to function as a kind of ceremonial stepping- stone before each of 
Ieyasu’s descendants was appointed shogun.93 It elevated Hidetada’s creden-
tials among the population of elite warlords and also increased his author-
ity in relation to the court. The same day, Ieyasu appointed his young son 
Yorinobu to be lord of the Mito domain to the north of Edo, with 200,000 
koku in income— not bad for a boy just a year and a half old.94 The notion 
that Yorinobu had any authority is of course a fiction, but Ieyasu’s strategy 
of putting members of his own  house in positions of authority and guaran-
teed wealth, protecting them from the vio lence of the civil wars that sur-
rounded him as a child, was key to the long- term success of Tokugawa rule. 
And it cannot be overemphasized that, despite the victory at Sekigahara, 
such success was not guaranteed in 1603;  after the rise and fall of so many 
rulers and governments in the previous  century, it must have been impos-
sible to imagine that a stable administration that would last for centuries 
could be implemented.

As Ieyasu settled into the new post of shogun, his work continued un-
abated: letters of commendation, prohibition, and so on continued to be is-
sued on a regular basis, though more often from the brushes of magistrates 
or scribes than the Tokugawa lord himself. The ceremonial trappings of sho-
gunal rule, however, became more dense, and his participation in gift ex-
changes  rose accordingly; in fact, during the two years of his tenure as sho-
gun, Ieyasu gave and received more gifts per year on average than at any 
point during his life. Some material remnants of these exchanges survive 
in the shrines to his deified avatar and in the collections of his descendants, 
such as the dagger known as Fudō Masamune (figure 21), given to him by 
Maeda Toshinaga, lord of the massive Kaga domain, a precious, heirloom 
weapon that Ieyasu passed down to the Owari branch of the  family upon 
his death.

 After returning to Kyoto in the third month of 1604, for example, Ieyasu 
received the entire array of Kansai warlords on 4/5 in an elaborate ritual of 
deferred New Year’s greetings. Since Ieyasu had been in Edo for his first 
New Year’s Day as shogun, these men had waited to mark the occasion  until 
the Tokugawa lord’s return. According to the Diary of Tokitsune (Tokitsune 
kyōki), this assemblage included key retainers such as Hosokawa Tadaoki, 
Ikeda Terumasa, Fukushima Masanori, and Katō Kiyomasa, as well as a few 
courtiers.95 Then, half a year  after the  actual passage into the New Year, 
Ieyasu visited the court on 6/22 to offer his greetings to the emperor, and 
the following day members of the court visited him in Nijō  Castle to re-
ciprocate, which Ieyasu marked with a Noh per for mance.96 The dance of 
sociability continued with a stream of gifts sent to the court, including 



Figure 21. Dagger (tantō) named Fudō 
Masamune. Kamakura period, 14th  century. 

Length 24.8 cm. Tokugawa Art Museum 
Collection, by permission of the Tokugawa  

Art Museum / DNPartcom
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melons and candles.97 In the eighth month, Ieyasu observed the festival 
dances of Kyoto City commoners from the front of Fushimi  Castle, an al-
most kingly act of public pomp.98 Even his movements back and forth be-
tween Kyoto and Edo became the pretext for gift exchanges: as he prepared 
to depart the capital for Edo in the eighth intercalary month (an extra month 
added every three years to align the regular calendar with the solar cycle), 
for example, the emperor sent two courtiers to Fushimi  Castle to offer him 
parting gifts. Soon  after, vari ous members of the court and heads of tem-
ples sent him travel money (senbetsu), symbolic contributions of cash and 
other gifts furnished to mark a long trip.99

While engaging in the politics of sociability in 1604, however, Ieyasu also 
had to contend with the lingering ceremonial and cultural authority of his 
former liege, Toyotomi Hideyoshi. To mark Hideyoshi’s thirteenth death an-
niversary, in the eighth month the Toyotomi sponsored a series of ritual 
events that reinforced Hideyoshi’s legacy and also gave an opportunity for 
Hideyori, as well as the  people of Kyoto, to celebrate. Some events  were pri-
vate, but most  were public and well attended, including a Shinto pro cession 
on 8/14 that included priests, musicians, and theatrical performers; a public 
dance per for mance in front of Hōkōji on 8/15; and so on.100 Ieyasu helped 
sponsor these events, but must have felt uneasy about the lingering sym-
bolic authority of Hideyoshi, as well as the great enthusiasm with which the 
general public greeted these celebrations.

Ieyasu’s trip to Edo at the end of 1604, which lasted from the intercalary 
eighth month to the beginning of 1605, was to be his last visit to Edo as sho-
gun.101 Upon returning to Kyoto, and  after receiving the now usual ritual 
visits from the elites of the capital, he finalized arrangements that had prob-
ably begun much earlier, to retire from the post of shogun and pass the 
mantle of authority to his son Hidetada. Why would Ieyasu have wanted to 
pursue what appears to be a course of po liti cal deflation, at least as far as 
his own personal status was concerned, in 1605? First, we must remember 
the long tradition of retired emperors, retired shoguns, and even retired re-
gents who continued to rule from (an ostensibly shadowy but in fact rather 
well- lit position)  behind the screen of semipublic politics and to hold equiv-
alent, if not superior, court rank. As John Brownlee has remarked, “The 
diffuse nature of legitimacy in the ancient imperial state, extending beyond 
the reigning Emperor to one or more Retired Emperors, is virtually incom-
prehensible in terms of the modern conceit of sovereignty.”102 In some cases 
such retired emperors established separate courts (in- no- chō, or insei), which 
did not so much replace mainstream organs of government as overlap with 
them. Retirement thus became a means of adding to or complicating the 
po liti cal authority and reach of a par tic u lar  house at a given moment in 
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history. By retiring, Ieyasu would thus increase the po liti cal authority of 
the Tokugawa— ample reason for him to pursue the  matter.

In addition, however, we must remember that in 1605 Ieyasu was sixty- 
three years old. His first master, Imagawa Yoshimoto, had died at the young 
age of forty- one, Nobunaga died just short of forty- eight, Uesugi Kenshin 
died at forty- eight, Takeda Shingen died at fifty- one, Hideyoshi passed away 
around the age of sixty or sixty- one (depending on when we believe he was 
born), and Chōsokabe Motochika and Maeda Toshiie both died at the age of 
sixty. In short, although there  were some exceptions, a warlord born in the 
early sixteenth  century could not have reasonably expected to live much be-
yond the age that Ieyasu claimed in 1605. And the key prob lem that had to be 
dealt with before his death was the very nut that Nobunaga and Hideyoshi 
had failed to crack: the stable and reliable succession of an heir in his majority 
into a position of unassailable authority. This need would seem to have been 
the strongest of several compelling rationales for Ieyasu to nominally retire at 
what can only be called the height of his power up to that point in his  career.

Hidetada arrived at Fushimi on 3/21  after a journey from Edo that took 
longer than usual because he was accompanied by an army of as many as 
100,000 men.103 Hardly a subtle statement, this army was rather a loud pro-
nouncement using the vocabulary of the civil wars of the sixteenth  century. 
Ieyasu and Hidetada wanted no opposition to their plan. The fourth month 
of 1605 was devoted almost completely to the transfer of power. On the first 
day of the month Ieyasu and Hidetada together received a number of court-
iers at Fushimi  Castle, probably in preparation for the negotiations to come.104 
On the seventh day, Ieyasu requested official permission from the emperor 
to step down from the post of shogun and transfer the position to Hidetada.105 
On the eighth day, Ieyasu and Hidetada pro cessed to Nijō  Castle, their usual 
starting point for any visit to, or ritual interaction with, the court, and pre-
dictably, the following day the two did indeed visit the emperor at court.106 
Two days  later both Tokugawa lords received a group of courtiers and  temple 
and shrine heads at Nijō  Castle, ostensibly for another late exchange of New 
Year’s greetings, but more likely for the purpose of preparing for Hideta-
da’s new appointment. Soon  after, the two returned to Fushimi  Castle. Then 
on the sixteenth day, they received the official announcement that Ieyasu 
had been withdrawn from the shogunal appointment and Hidetada had 
been elevated to the post.107

CONCLUSION

It is often said in En glish histories of this period that Ieyasu, having retired 
as shogun, withdrew to Sunpu  Castle to rule from afar, but this is incor-
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rect.108 First, Ieyasu spent an additional five months in Kyoto and then 
moved back to Edo. There was still much po liti cal work to do, specifically 
in the fields of socializing and cultural patronage. One prob lem that re-
mained, of course, was the Toyotomi. Soon  after Hidetada’s appointment as 
shogun, Hideyoshi’s  widow, Kita no Mandokoro (known in 1605 as Kōdai’in 
because of her retirement and establishment of the  temple Kōdaiji in Kyoto), 
urged Hideyori to go to Kyoto to see Hidetada and Ieyasu in person. How-
ever, Hideyori’s mo ther and the former consort of Hideyoshi, Yododono, re-
fused, recognizing that this would expose Hideyori to Tokugawa capture 
and also acknowledge the young Toyotomi lord’s inferior position. Ieyasu 
therefore sent his seventh son, Matsudaira Tadateru (1592–1683), who was 
just one year older than Hideyori, to visit the Toyotomi in Osaka  Castle.109 
Somehow this social dance illustrates the tension of the moment, in which 
Ieyasu was secure in his position as retired shogun, but insecure in the con-
tinued existence of a Toyotomi heir in Osaka. Perhaps it was the pressure of 
Hideyori’s presence that inspired Ieyasu to remain in Kyoto and to practice, 
somewhat relentlessly, the politics of sociability in this period.

Ieyasu’s remaining time in Kyoto was spent socializing and engaging in 
semipublic acts of ritual per for mance, freed now from the burden of the post 
of shogun. On 1605/6/16, for example, he invited local warlords to Fushimi 
 Castle for a cele bration of the annual calendrical ritual of kajō, which usu-
ally included consumption of pounded rice cakes (mochi) and a variety of 
sweets.110 Beginning on 7/7, he held three days of Noh per for mances at 
Fushimi.111 In the eighth month, Ieyasu personally toured the area to the 
west of the palace with members of the court and with Itakura Katsushige 
(the shogunal deputy in Kyoto) in preparation for an expansion to the im-
perial compound.112 Such expansion and maintenance may have been 
needed, but the outing still seems like a quid pro quo for the court’s sup-
port of the Tokugawa. Finally,  after months of politicized socializing, Ieyasu 
left Kyoto in the ninth month of 1605. Having spent most of his time as sho-
gun in residence in the capital city, the retired shogun now apparently felt 
secure enough in the authority of his  house and the guarantee of succes-
sion of the position of shogun that he could finally journey to the city with 
which he is most associated: Edo.
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On the fourth day of the eighth month of 1615, two months  after destroying 
Osaka  Castle and extinguishing the threat of the Toyotomi  house, Ieyasu 
departed Kyoto for the last time. He returned to Sunpu, his base as retired 
shogun, with just a few brief stops along the way. The Tokugawa founder 
continued to be involved in politics, of course, but a gift of five falcons 
received on 9/10 from Satake Yoshinobu (lord of the Kubota domain), Date 
Masamune (lord of the Sendai domain), and Mogami Iechika (lord of the 
Yamagata domain) hinted at what seems to have been his main passion in 
these final months, if not for much of his life.1 In the words of one contempo-
raneous observer, Ieyasu was a “first- rate falcon fetishist” (ichi dan taka suki); 
another source reports that he employed as many as 150 falcon handlers.2 
Throughout the documentary rec ord, in fact, indications of Ieyasu’s passion 
for falconry are so constant as to become almost ubiquitous, part of the land-
scape that is easily ignored by modern historians because of its familiarity.3

It is difficult to know what kinds of birds of prey Ieyasu received in these 
gift transactions, as late sixteenth-  and early seventeenth- century documents 
usually simply use the character taka for raptors, though the terms tobi (black 
kites or Milvus migrans; figure 22) and washi (ea gle, a common name for sev-
eral genera within the bird  family Accipitridae) also can be found. In this 
book I usually gloss taka as falcon or hawk, but the term is perhaps most 
accurately rendered in En glish using the general term “raptor” or the scien-
tific name for the entire order of birds of prey, Accipitriformes. Japan is home 
to many  different groups and species of these birds, including both those that 
are native to the archipelago and those that seasonally migrate there from 
other locations around Northeast Asia and the Pacific. Perhaps the birds 
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that Ieyasu received from these northern warlords  were Japa nese golden 
ea gles (Aquila chrysaetos japonica), native to northern Honshū and Hokkaidō, 
as well as some parts of the Korean peninsula. These birds have a modest 
wingspan of approximately 59–63 centimeters, and uniformly dark plumage 
with pale mottling on the upper wings. Or perhaps the birds  were the rare 
ea gles native to Sakhalin but also seen in Hokkaidō, known  today as Stell-
er’s sea ea gles (Haliaeetus pelagicus; figure 23), which possess a massive wing-
span of 195–230 centimeters, white markings on the shoulders and tail, and 
a yellow bill. There are many additional possibilities, including mountain 
hawk- eagles (Spizaetus nipalensis), peregrine falcons (Falco peregrinus furuitii 
or japonensis), northern goshawks (Accipiter gentilis fujiyamae), and Japa nese 
sparrowhawks (Accipiter gularis), among  others.4

Ieyasu’s love of falconry was more than merely a personal pursuit.5 Walk-
ing and riding through the hills and mountains reinforced the imagined 
connection of warlords to the land while allowing for intelligence gather-
ing. The birds themselves— both the raptors used to hunt and the birds they 
caught, including fowl and small mammals— were useful as high- status 
gifts. Hunted birds and animals could be presented at banquets and thus 
served as reminders of the feudal de pen dency built into the relationships 
of the warrior hierarchy. When Ieyasu sent hunted animals to his vassals or 
to allies for pre sen ta tion and communal banquet consumption, he was lit-

Figure 22. Black kite (Milvus migrans), photograph by See- Ming Lee
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erally feeding his inferiors, as palpable a demonstration of benevolent au-
thority as can be imagined.6 Falconry also represented a field in which Ieyasu 
could demonstrate dominance and mastery, as when he engaged regularly 
in the sport during the buildup over several years to the confrontation with 
the Toyotomi. During a one- month period in 1612, for example, while trav-
eling between Nagoya and Sunpu, Ieyasu reportedly caught more than sev-
enty birds and sent all of them to Hideyori and the emperor, a complex 
message that was both respectful and profoundly po liti cal.7 The Tokugawa 
lord could enjoy and work to strengthen his position, it seems, even in the 
final de cade of his life. Or perhaps the distinction is a false one.8

The role of falconry in the larger politics of culture during these years of 
unification deserves our attention. When put in the context of the exchange 
of hostages and famous objects, the spectacles of banqueting and display, 
and the politics of sociability explored in previous chapters, falconry appears 
not to be the quirky devotion of a single power ful individual, but rather a 
key component in the hegemony of late sixteenth- century warlords. Simi-
larly, falconry was a po liti cal and cultural tool, with additional utility be-
cause of its connection to rural land, isolated forests, and populations of 
animals— both the predators used to hunt and the game that was sought 

Figure 23. Steller’s sea ea gle (Haliaeetus pelagicus), photograph by 
Anna Hesser
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 after as prey— all of which need further examination as part of the po liti-

cal, cultural, and environmental history of Japan.

What is falconry? Ancient written rec ords, as well as the archaeological 

evidence of  human populations hunting with raptors and using birds of 

prey in ceremonial practices, can be found in vari ous forms in northern Af-

rica, the  Middle East, Central and East Asia, and the Americas. In general, 

falconry involved the capture or breeding of raptors— particularly hawks, 

falcons, ea gles, and accipiters—followed by training to enable the birds to 

be used in hunting. As João Rodrigues noted of late sixteenth- century 

warlords:

The lords and nobles breed in their  houses many kinds of birds of prey, 
such as falcons, hawks, gerfalcons [gyrfalcons], and many other types, both 
big and small, so that they may go hunting with them. They have special 
 houses where the birds are kept on wooden perches, tied by the leg with 
handsome cords of crimson silk. There are certain men appointed to breed, 
feed, and clean the birds, and this they do meticulously.9

The core practice of falconry was hunting with birds of prey, but the pur-

suit of this sport— which I have referred elsewhere as a “paramilitary plea-

sure,” for its mixture of strategic goals and personal satisfaction— also re-

quired the securing and training of birds by professional falcon handlers 

(fi gure 24).10 It also necessitated, as will be seen in this chapter, access to ap-

propriate swatches of land for the hunting of game, particularly ducks, geese, 

and other birds. Lastly, the exchange of birds as well as the exchange of prey 

Figure 24. A falcon trainer, photograph by Su Neko
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became opportunities for sociability, with varying degrees of formality and 

institutionalization. In short, falconry was another realm in which the asym-

metrical power relations of the late sixteenth  century operated, with the 

dominance of a few individuals extending not only into the lives of  human 

retainers but into the animal world and the local environment as well.

FALCONS AND PO LITI CAL AUTHORITY

References to falcons and falconry are found in the earliest written rec ords 

in Japan, appearing in The Rec ord of Ancient Matters (Kojiki, 712), The Chroni-
cles of Japan (Nihon shoki, 720), and The Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves 

(Man’yōshū, 759).11 Falcons seem to have been tied to notions of kingship and 

the authority of certain rulers over natu ral resources from these early times. 

Nintoku, the pseudolegendary emperor of the fourth  century, reportedly en-

joyed falconry. The historical veracity of Nintoku’s reign is not of concern 

 here; rather, the fact that the authors of The Chronicles of Japan linked falconry 

to kingship and articulated this connection is evidence enough of the early 

prominence of the practice. By the late eighth  century, the right to engage 

in the sport emerged as the prerogative of the sovereign, as seen in prohibi-

tions against nonimperial falconry in Continued Chronicles of Japan (Shoku ni-
hongi, 797) and similar proscriptions up  until the twelfth  century.12

Literary works such as The Tale of Genji (Genji monogatari) indicate the 

manner in which falcons and falconry functioned in the court. In the fi rst 

chapter of Genji (“The Paulownia Court”), for example, the Minister of the 

Left receives a gift of a  horse and a falcon in the context of a coming- of- age 

ceremony at which he was offi ciating.13 This passage shows the role of fal-

cons in aristocratic gift exchanges, and indeed this practice would  later be 

adopted by elite warriors as one of the most common forms of sociability. 

 Later, in chapter 18 (“The Wind in the Pines”), the falconry expedition of a 

group of young aristocrats is mentioned, and when the group returns, “the 

young falconers offered a sampling of their take, tied to autumn reeds.”14 

Here we see the prominence of the pre sen ta tion of the prey captured by 

falcons during an outing. In some cases the hunters presented the caught 

birds or small mammals informally, as this passage indicates; in  others, 

swans, geese, and other large birds  were the centerpieces of large banquets 

that served to reinforce the hierarchy of rank while emphasizing the mag-

nanimity of the emperor (and  later the shogun) as a provider of sustenance. 

Such a banquet is seen in chapter 33 (“Wisteria Leaves”), in which “a brace of 

fowl” taken by the royal falcons is served at a banquet along with wine, all 

accompanied by  music.15 Lastly, in chapter 29 (“The Royal Outing”), the au-

thor describes the spectacle of a royal hunt, an event that the general public 
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came out to witness, with carriages lined up along the streets of the capital 

city and all members of the court dressed in their fi nery. “The princes and 

high courtiers in charge of the falcons  were in fi ne hunting dress. The fal-

coners from the guards  were even more interest ing, all in printed robes of 

most fanciful design.  Everything was very grand and very novel, and the 

carriages of the spectators fought for places.”16 The public and performative 

nature of these events, in which the wealth, power, and general cultural 

capital of the court  were advertised to all,  were deliberate and con spic u ous 

statements. All of these elements that Murasaki Shikibu described in her lit-

erary account of the court— the instrumentality of the falcon and its prey as 

gifts, the ritual of the banquet, the display of authority performed in the pub-

lic outing— adhered to the practice of falconry in medieval Japan. The 

dominance of the court in the fi eld of falconry was not unrelated to their 

dominion over signifi cant swaths of land, from which birds  were attained 

and in which hunting occurred.

Warriors took to falconry, as well as other forms of hunting, in the prov-

inces and in the more urban centers of power that developed in the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries.17 The fi rst warrior government, established in Ka-

makura in 1185, proscribed falconry among warriors on numerous occa-

sions, but the prohibition seems to indicate not the mono poly of falconry by 

the shogunate but rather its widespread practice among samurai. Falconry 

can thus be understood as a privilege and a plea sure associated with in de-

pen dence and authority, and as professional warriors gradually wrested 

much of that power away from the Imperial Court, the prerogative to en-

gage in this par tic u lar form of hunting shifted as well. Some courtier fal-

conry continued, as seen in the production and transmission of manuals of 

falconry practice by the Saionji  house in Kyoto, though even these texts may 

represent attempts to concretize knowledge of practices that  were fading 

from use among aristocrats.18 The court gradually found itself on the receiv-

ing end of gifts of game and other prey hunted by warriors and their rap-

tors, and no longer the protector of the tradition of falconry. By the Muro-

machi period, a pyramid- shaped system of gift giving had evolved in which 

rural communities captured falcons and gave them to local warrior leaders, 

who then presented them to the shogunate, often to mark calendrical an-

niversaries or in the context of certain rituals. Some of these birds  were then 

passed on to the Imperial Court.19 Having lost its direct control of estates, 

the court also had less ability to procure raptors and secure falconry grounds.

With the collapse of the authority of the Ashikaga shogunate in the late 

fi fteenth and early sixteenth centuries, regional warrior leaders became more 

active in falconry,  were less likely to give their fi nest raptors to Kyoto, and 

 were more likely to use them for their own hawking. An unusual case was 
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that of Asakura Norikage (also known as Sōteki, 1477–1555), a warrior of 

Echizen Province in the fi rst half of the sixteenth  century, who successfully 

raised falcons, rather than capturing them in the wild.20 The poet Sōchō vis-

ited Norikage in 1524, writing, “In the garden of his residence, Norikaga 

had for four or fi ve years set up nests for hawks. Last year for the fi rst time 

two, one large and one small, hatched chicks. It was a very rare event.”21 

More common was gift exchange among warlords, with those who lived in 

the northern area of Japan, particularly the region of the Ōu Mountains, hav-

ing plentiful access to falcons. Date Terumune (1543–1585), for example, 

lord of Mutsu Province in the north, sent a falcon to Hōjō Ujimasa in the 

Kantō region.22 The mountains of Kai Province  were also home to popula-

tions of raptors. In 1579, the warlord Takeda Katsuyori sent Uesugi Kagekatsu 

a raptor, referring to it as a “famous product of this province” (tōgoku meibutsu 
sōrō).23 Such “products”  were carefully supported and subsidized by these 

eastern warlords because of their value in social exchanges of this sort. 

Warlords assigned retainer  houses to maintain certain forests, providing 

payment in the form of tax exemptions, land protection, and other special 

treatment.24

The birds involved in these social exchanges had their own trajectories 

through the environment and indeed through the hierarchies of village and 

warrior power, though the practice of falconry was what brought the ani-

mals into the ser vice of the samurai, or what we might think of as a form of 

“avian vassalage.”25 In the Kantō region of eastern Japan, for example, the 

lords of Koga (Koga kubō) in Shimōsa Province  were at the center of net-

works of gift exchange that frequently involved falcons and their prey. 

They actively sought falcons from lesser warrior families, such as the 

Makabe  house of warriors. The Makabe sent falcon catchers to Mount Tsu-

kuba in the summer months to trap falcons in their natu ral environment 

and gave the acquired birds to the lords of Koga in the early autumn on a 

near- annual basis. In return, they received the  favor of their superiors, as 

well as occasional gifts of swords, armor, or  horses. Swans, geese, and in 

some cases cranes  were also im por tant pre sents, usually received by the lords 

of Koga in the fi rst month of the year and often reciprocated by the gift of 

a sword.26

Like the other forms of spectacular accumulation examined in this book, 

falconry and the exchange of falcons intensifi ed in the second half of the 

sixteenth  century, particularly  under the patronage of Nobunaga, Hide-

yoshi, and Ieyasu. According to the fi rst chapter of The Chronicle of Lord Nobu-
naga, Nobunaga began to engage in the sport at a young age, usually in the 

com pany of his teacher in the arts of war, which implies that the practice 

was fundamental to his training as a landed warrior.27 This same chapter 
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gives an evocative description of the practice of falconry  under Nobunaga’s 

command:

When Nobunaga goes hawking . . .  he forms a group of twenty spotters and 
sends them two or three leagues ahead. One of them will keep an eye on 
the birds that have been spotted while another will report back, “In such- 
and- such a village there are wild geese, in this- and- that locality there are 
cranes.” A single  horse man . . .  will slowly circle the place where the birds 
are, his  horse’s fl anks covered with straw.  Little by  little he comes closer. 
Nobunaga follows in the shadow of the  horse, so that the birds cannot see 
him, with a falcon on his arm. When he has come close enough, he runs 
forward and releases his falcon. A certain number of men will have been 
assigned as so- called receivers. Carrying hoes and acting like farmers, 
these men pretend to work the empty fi elds. When Nobunaga’s falcon has 
caught its prey and is still struggling with it, the receivers will collect the 
bird for him. Nobunaga is very good at this. They gather in bird  after bird.28

Falconry expeditions and falcon exchanges then appear repeatedly through-

out the rec ords of his life, as when he was presented with a falcon and a 

sword from the newly installed shogun Ashikaga Yoshiaki in 1568.29 In 1575, 

during Nobunaga’s second invasion of Echizen— this time to destroy the 

True Pure Land League that took over  after Nobunaga’s destruction of the 

Asakura in 1573—he issued the following item in a list of nine regulations 

for the province: “Do without falconry,  unless it be to scout terrain; other-

wise it profi ts you nothing. There is no objection to children’s engaging in 

it.” In this regulation, we see the tactical value of falconry in a society at war: 

developing an understanding of the lay of the land, the contours of the 

mountains, and the density of the forest would only aid a commander in 

 battle. The practice of falconry for its own sake was, for Nobunaga’s inferi-

ors, perhaps not worth the expenditure of time and money. Contrast this 

view with the news ten days  later that “the men whom Nobunaga had sent 

to the Far North for the purpose of obtaining falcons brought back fi fty. 

Twenty- three of these Nobunaga bought for himself, and his men acquired 

the rest.”30 It seems that Nobunaga increasingly sought, if somewhat spo-

radically, to regulate the practice of falconry for plea sure, while vigorously 

pursuing the sport himself and in the com pany of his men.

What other functions did falconry play in Nobunaga’s  career? One pur-

pose of the Oda lord’s large falconry outings was, like the accumulation of 

an impressive collection of tea utensils, to impress onlookers with his wealth, 

military might, and skill in this respected practice. In 1577, for example, No-

bunaga visited the Imperial Court at the beginning of a major outing and 

put on a show for the urban and aristocratic spectators. The group included 
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more than one hundred archers, fourteen elders bearing falcons on their 

arms, and of course Nobunaga and his pages and  horse guards. All  were 

“dressed up as fancy suggested,” and the retinue “drew an excited response 

form the crowds.” Perhaps most impressive was the honor of the emperor 

himself offering gifts to the archers and then examining Nobunaga’s falcon 

in person.31 Early the next year, Nobunaga presented a crane to the emperor 

and another crane to the courtier Konoe Sakihisa, both caught by his own 

falcons. Giving such gifts to the emperor and members of the court stood 

out as a singular honor and marker of status and is a reminder that present-

ing a gift was by no means an ac know ledg ment or statement of inferiority, 

but in fact could express awareness of the giver’s superior position, particu-

larly within the warrior hierarchy.32 To be sure, Nobunaga was usually the 

recipient of such gifts; the pages of the Chronicle are littered with accounts 

of his receipt of gifts of falcons from near and far. But in the case of gifts to 

the emperor, particularly that of a luxury food caught by hawking, the priv-

ilege of having the authority to perform this exchange was itself an expres-

sion of power.33 A more public statement of his authority occurred in 1581, 

when Nobunaga presented large quantities of geese caught by his own 

falcons to the residents of Azuchi; they, to express their thankfulness, spon-

sored a Noh per for mance at a local shrine.34 Through these exchanges, 

Nobunaga foregrounded the benevolence of the hegemon, as a provider 

both to the imperial sovereign and to the commoner residents of his own 

 castle town.

The case of Nobunaga also illustrates that falconry was culturally adja-

cent to warrior control of both  human subjects and symbolically signifi cant 

objects such as tea utensils. Warlords like Nobunaga accumulated both birds 

and bird handlers to prepare for the large falconry expeditions previously 

described. The acquisition, training, and deployment of falcons, in par tic u-

lar, must have resonated for military commanders as being similar to the 

treatment of  horses (another widely admired and exchanged vassal animal 

among elite warriors) and indeed soldiers.35 The exchange of prized falcons 

among warriors, part of the complex gift exchanges examined in the previ-

ous chapter, was similar to the exchange of hostages as well as of tea uten-

sils and other singular gifts. The pre sen ta tion of game acquired through 

falconry, conversely, created opportunities for munifi cent and spectacular 

entertainment of the sort previously found only at court celebrations or sho-

gunal banquets. Falconry thus worked to construct the authority of Nobu-

naga as hegemon while strengthening the hierarchy of the community of 

warriors that supported him, in a manner that reinforced a communal vi-

sion of the samurai as both predators and providers.
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REGULATING FALCON HABITATS 

AND COLLECTING FALCONS

In 1588, while in Settsu Province, Hideyoshi enjoyed a few days of falconry. 

He wrote to his wife, Kita no Mandokoro, back in Jurakutei: “In this period I 

am engaging in falconry every day and am eating well. Please do not worry. 

 Everything is forgotten but the falcons, and at night I sleep soundly.”36 Fal-

conry for Hideyoshi thus served at times as a form of respite from the con-

stant struggles of war and politicking, a means of relaxing and perhaps 

recovering. In the same letter he notes, “I have been staying up chatting for 

the burning of two candles,” implying that these excursions allowed for con-

vivial association with his men that might have been less common in more 

hierarchical and institutional contexts. However, the practice also was po-

liti cally useful, providing opportunities for massive displays of wealth and 

power as well as explicit references to previous warrior regimes. In 1591, for 

example, Hideyoshi reportedly engaged in falconry for more than a month, 

working with one hundred fi fty falcon handlers, using forty- eight falcons, 

and catching three thousand birds. When he led his outing back into Kyoto 

at the end of this campaign, he treated the event as if it  were the return of a 

victorious military parade, setting up seating for members of the court to 

admire his and his huge pro cession’s victorious arrival.37

Such spectacular displays of falconry required larger numbers of birds 

of prey, however, and Hideyoshi demonstrated a corresponding interest in 

the protection and control of land from which falcons  were taken, particu-

larly those with rookeries providing a reliable supply. Some warlords in the 

long sixteenth  century had previously established rookeries, especially those 

in regions famous for their raptors, such as the Takeda in Kai Province. 

Hideyoshi followed this trend but pushed the institutionalization of falconry 

production and protection a step farther, establishing multiple raptor pres-

ervation regions that  were secured by prohibitions against the removal or 

sale of birds from within. Perhaps the most signifi cant example was the 

Hyūga Rookery (Hyūga hōsō) in southern Kyushu, a region home to sev-

eral nesting and breeding territories (fi gure 25). In 1587, during the massive 

invasion of Kyushu, Hideyoshi’s army occupied Hyūga in part to have ac-

cess to its falcons, which  were well known as prized birds. At the conclu-

sion of the offensive, the hegemon appointed Shimazu Yoshihiro, younger 

brother of the  family head Yoshihisa, to take on the role of Hyūga Rookery 

commissioner (a role that was added to the negotiated requirement that he 

send his fi fteen- year- old heir and eight- year- old child to Osaka as hostages).38 

His role was to guarantee the protection of the territory within Hyūga in 

which falcons built nests and bred naturally and also to regulate the access 
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of approved falcon catchers to these nesting territories. It goes without say-

ing that this arrangement primarily benefi ted Hideyoshi, giving him access 

to a regular supply of raptors.

Hideyoshi’s falconry activities and his efforts to preserve raptor habitats 

increased during the  Korea campaign, when he marshaled a truly spectac-

ular assemblage of falcon handlers— reportedly 850 men—to take with 

him to the base of operations in Kyushu. It seems likely that his intention 

was to bring these handlers to  Korea, though he did not end up making that 

voyage. Instead, he practiced falconry in northern Kyushu while his gener-

als fought on the Korean peninsula, as indicated in a letter to Maeda Gen’i, 

and also in a rec ord from a tea gathering that Hideyoshi attended, during 

which a wild falcon purportedly landed in a pine tree outside the tea  house 

in response to Hideyoshi’s call. Hideyoshi also went out hawking with 

Ieyasu and other generals who  were stationed at Nagoya  Castle in Kyushu 

and likewise received falcons that had been caught by his men in  Korea.39 

Meanwhile, vari ous warlords  under Hideyoshi’s command issued policies 

regarding the protection of falconry breeding grounds and the care of sick 

falcons in this period, including Asano Yoshinaga, the aforementioned 

Shimazu Yoshihiro, and Gamō Ujisato. The resulting birds  were sent to 

Hideyoshi.40

In the end, the Toyotomi lord approached falconry with the same zeal 

and fl are for spectacle that he brought to the practice of tea. One historian 

has noted the resonance between the hegemon’s activities in perhaps these 

two most prominent fi elds of his cultural politics: “Famous tea utensils made 

their way into Hideyoshi’s hands one  after another, much as the superb fal-

Figure 25. Illustration of hunting in Hizen Province, detail. Kizaki Mo ritaka (b. 1711), 

1784. Original dimensions: 720 x 30 cm. National Archives of Japan
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cons that had been raised at great pains by the vari ous warlords entered 

his collection.” 41 Hideyoshi himself acknowledged his attempt to monopo-

lize these practices, and in par tic u lar, his accumulation of their prized 

objects in his interactions with his nephew and, for a time, adopted heir, 

Hidetsugu. The oath that Hideyoshi required Hidetsugu to sign is notable 

in this regard: in addition to demanding that the new imperial regent 

would be prudent in his oversight of military matters, strict in his attention 

to the law, and faithful in his ser vice to the court, the Toyotomi lord in-

sisted that his heir “not follow Hideyoshi’s example in the tea ceremony, in 

hawking, or in the courtship of  women.” 42 Such practices, Hideyoshi’s poli-

cies make clear,  were too im por tant, too pleas ur able, and too power ful to be 

shared with  others, at least on the scale demanded by the hegemon.

IEYASU AND THE POLITICS OF FALCONRY

Ieyasu’s dedication to falconry is well documented. The earliest reference 

comes from the hagiographic text, Tales of Mikawa (Mikawa monogatari), and 

claims that his interest in and contact with birds of prey began at a young 

age, while a hostage of Oda Nobuhide.43 His documented interest began in 

the 1570s, when he was allied with Nobunaga and increasing his territory 

in central Japan. Letters from this time between Ieyasu’s retainers and the 

vassals of the Uesugi, for example, mention gift exchanges involving falcons 

during a period in which these two warrior  houses  were contemplating an 

alliance against their neighboring warlord, Takeda Shingen.44 In 1574,  after 

a series of victories against the Takeda in the wake of the unexpected but 

welcome death of Shingen, Ieyasu wrote a letter to Nobunaga expressing 

his plea sure that the Oda lord would be visiting him to engage in falconry 

and reporting that they could pursue many fi rst- rate fowl that had been 

gathering in his territory. In 1577, Ieyasu sent a letter to an ally thanking him 

for a pre sent, which was itself reciprocating Ieyasu’s gift of a falcon trainer 

from the previous year.45 Early the following year, Nobunaga paid an “of-

fi cial visit” (onari) to Ieyasu in his home domain and the two engaged in the 

sport together.46 Its recording as an offi cial visit rather than merely an out-

ing implies that the hierarchical relationship between Ieyasu and Nobun-

aga—in which the former was a ju nior ally, though not strictly speaking a 

retainer— was ritually manifested in the per for mance of the reception of the 

Oda lord and the journey of the two into the fi elds. Falconry in this period 

of Ieyasu’s  career thus seems to have functioned as an instrument of alli-

ance building and relationship maintenance.

Ieyasu and his peers also engaged in falconry in seasonal contexts. 

The diary of Ieyasu’s retainer Matsudaira Ietada, for example, shows that 
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falconry often occurred before and  after the New Year’s cele bration. In the 

period from 1577/11/2 to 12/11, Ietada rec ords his own falconry on ten oc-

casions; between 1579/12/3 and  12/16, he rec ords seven instances; and 

between 1580/1/7 and  3/11, he rec ords fourteen excursions.47 Likewise, 

Ietada’s diary indicates that Ieyasu also went hawking more regularly in 

the winter months, particularly around New Year’s, and that these trips may 

have been connected to traditions of annual renewal, with gifts of cranes 

and other game dispensed to celebrate the arrival of the fi rst day on the fi rst 

month. Ieyasu’s hawking expeditions took him to hunting grounds within 

his domain— Kira, Nishio, and Tahara while he was based in Hamamatsu, 

and Nakaizumi during his time in Sunpu— where his magistrates had of-

fi cial residences.48 His annual visits to these magistrates served to reify the 

hierarchical bonds that defi ned the relationship between a lord and his re-

tainers, not unlike the tea gatherings that Nobunaga and Hideyoshi (among 

other warlord tea prac ti tion ers) hosted for their vassals to mark annual hol-

idays. Conversely, when Ieyasu invited retainers or allied warlords to his 

 castle to engage in falconry, similar, if less hierarchical, relationship build-

ing ensued.

Acquiring raptors was a concern for Ieyasu during this period, especially 

as his participation in the politics of sociability increased in the fi nal years 

of Nobunaga’s reign and immediately  after his assassination. In 1579, Ieyasu 

sent two letters to the Date  family in northern Japan that mention his dis-

patch of an agent to arrange the acquisition of falcons.49 Like Nobunaga, 

therefore, Ieyasu was actively engaged in attempts to acquire raptors from 

northern climes, and then to maintain them in his home domains, as letters 

that discussed the seasonal care requirements of the birds from this same 

period reveal.50 He also received hawking paraphernalia as gifts, as his cor-

respondence with a representative of Enryakuji in 1585 indicates, in this case 

the leather straps (known in En glish as “jesses”) used for tethering.51 The 

following year, Ieyasu received a falcon as a gift from Hideyoshi in an in-

tensely po liti cal situation,  after the visit of Hideyoshi’s mo ther as a hostage 

to Okazaki  Castle and Ieyasu’s concomitant sojourn at Osaka  Castle to ac-

knowledge Hideyoshi’s suzerainty.52

 Under Hideyoshi, Ieyasu engaged in falconry both in de pen dently in his 

home domain and in the com pany of the Toyotomi liege. For example in 1587, 

having recently moved his headquarters, Ieyasu spent much of the year over-

seeing the reconstruction of Sunpu  Castle by Matsudaira Ietada while 

Hideyoshi was completing his campaign to conquer western Japan. Ieyasu 

seems to have found time to go hawking multiple times in the fi rst three 

months of the year. He also took a trip to Kyoto in the fall to visit Hideyo-

shi, receive a new court rank, and do some sightseeing on Mount Hiei to 
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the east of the city, the home of one of the capital’s major  temple complexes 

that was still being rebuilt  after Nobunaga’s attack in 1571. Then in the third 

month of 1588, Ieyasu wrote several missives to Mogami Yoshiaki regard-

ing his ongoing confl ict with Date Masamune, a correspondence that would 

soon result in falcon exchanges as well.53 Ieyasu then traveled to Kyoto, 

where he met with Hideyoshi. On 3/29, the two went hawking in the sub-

urbs of the capital, and Hideyoshi marked the occasion by giving Ieyasu a 

falcon.54

These types of interactions imply that falconry was a major component 

of Ieyasu’s work as an ally of Hideyoshi. A closer look at the rec ords of the 

exchanges of the Tokugawa lord with Mogami Yoshiaki in the late 1580s, 

for example, shows numerous thanks for pre sents of falcons (some intended 

for Ieyasu but  others intended for Hideyoshi), gifts that  were part of the Toy-

otomi lord’s attempts to bring the hostilities between Yoshiaki and Date 

Masamune to an end.55 Ieyasu also dealt with the other side in this confl ict, 

exchanging letters with one of Date Masamune’s retainers in 1588 regard-

ing the peace negotiations and mentioning his own annual attempts to ac-

quire falcons from those northern territories.56 In fact in 1591, Ieyasu wrote 

to Masamune to thank him for the falcons he had received.57 Also in 1591, 

Hideyoshi summoned Ieyasu to Kyoto to help negotiate with Masamune 

 after the northern lord had been slow to heed Hideyoshi’s call to arms for 

the siege of Odawara, a job that may have been aided by the existence of a 

preexisting relationship— mediated by the exchange of falcons— between 

Ieyasu and Masamune.58  Later that year, a rebellion in Mutsu Province re-

quired Ieyasu to launch his armies out of his new territory and travel for 

the fi rst and only time in his life to the north, where he joined Gamō Ujisato, 

Date Masamune, Asano Nagayoshi, and other Toyotomi vassals who  were 

called to unify this last unsettled region of Japan. Ieyasu returned home vic-

torious and with all of Japan unifi ed  under Toyotomi rule, at the end of the 

tenth month.59

 After Hideyoshi’s death in 1598, Ieyasu’s falconry was both more frequent 

and less explicitly in the ser vice of politics. Or perhaps since his actions  were 

increasingly those of an in de pen dent actor, his falconry was no longer in 

the ser vice of a third party’s po liti cal ambition, despite the intentions of 

Hideyoshi that Ieyasu and the other major Toyotomi generals would wait 

patiently for Hideyori to come of age. The tension surrounding New Year’s 

Day of 1600 is a good illustration of this. The major warlords of the archi-

pelago observed the holiday by visiting Osaka  Castle to offer greetings to 

Hideyori in the main Honmaru residence. They then made their way to the 

Nishinomaru residence to offer similar greetings to Ieyasu, who was living 

there for a brief period. This pro cession is a striking illustration of Ieyasu’s 
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position. He was, on the one hand, at this moment the most power ful indi-

vidual in Japan, “Lord of the Realm,” and yet he was still unable to surpass 

Hideyoshi’s heir, Hideyori.60 Soon  after, Ieyasu attended a Noh per for mance 

in Osaka  Castle with many of his fellow warlords before they returned 

home. He found time to go hawking and also planned to pay a visit to the 

Imperial Court before coming down with a cold.61 At the end of the second 

month, he ordered an Ashikaga Gakkō printing of Essentials of Good Gov-
ernment (Ch: Zhenguan zhengyao; J: Jōgan Seiyō; Tang dynasty, 7th c.), the text 

that Fujiwara Seika had taught him about in 1593. In the third month Ieyasu 

interviewed William Adams, the En glish member of the ship Liefde.62 All of 

these actions fall outside of the conventional understanding of politicking 

and institution building of the sort associated with the reunifi cation of 

Japan, yet they  were unquestionably part of the buildup to the  Battle of 

Sekigahara.

Ieyasu became aware in this same period that Uesugi Kagekatsu, one of 

Hideyoshi’s vassals in eastern Japan, was busy restoring the defenses of his 

castles and fortifi cations in Aizu, which may have been the motivation for 

Ieyasu’s request that Kagekatsu visit him in Osaka in the fourth month.63 

Kagekatsu refused, which put some pressure on Ieyasu as he contemplated 

the post- Hideyoshi landscape of po liti cal power and personal alliances. In 

the fi fth month he began to make clear his plan to attack Kagekatsu at Aizu, 

which is seen, for example, in letters to warriors such as Iono Sukenobu of 

Iono  Castle in Shimotsuke Province that instructed him to fortify and hold 

his position in the northern part of Ieyasu’s territory, close to the perimeter 

with Aizu.64 This instruction ensured that the northern border of the Kantō 

provinces was secure and on alert.

Next, in the opening days of the sixth month, Ieyasu wrote to vassals and 

allies whose domains  were located between Kagekatsu’s territory and the 

capital region, and informed them of his intent to attack Aizu around the 

seventh month.65 On the sixth he assembled his main commanders and or-

ga nized the approach and attack plan, for which he received approval from 

the court two days  later.66 He also made preparations for his own absence 

from Osaka, meeting with Toyotomi Hideyori and leaving Sano Tsunamasa 

in charge of the Nishinomaru residence. On the sixteenth (in what is widely 

seen as the opening move that would lead to the  Battle of Sekigahara) Ieyasu 

departed Osaka  Castle to lead the attack on Aizu. He traveled with his per-

sonal force of approximately three thousand hereditary retainers from his 

days in Mikawa Province, as well as signifi cant numbers of Toyotomi retain-

ers who  either felt obligated to Ieyasu or hoped to gain from an invasion of 

Aizu.67  After a brief stopover at Fushimi  Castle, in which he stationed Torii 

Mototada as caretaker, he headed east  toward Edo, engaging in falconry 



 Lordly Sport 109

along the way even as he prepared for the coming confl ict.68 Ieyasu’s even-

tual victory over those opposed to Tokugawa hegemony would have a sub-

stantial impact on the practice of falconry and indeed on the ecosystem 

within which falcons lived.

TOKUGAWA INSTITUTIONALIZATION 

OF FALCONRY

Moving forward, for now, to the period immediately  after the  Battle of 

Sekigahara, Ieyasu was increasingly acknowledged as the most power ful 

military and po liti cal fi gure in Japan. Having defeated Ishida Mitsunari and 

the anti- Tokugawa league, Ieyasu began his sustained campaign to build up 

the po liti cal and cultural capital necessary to be appointed to the post of sho-

gun. As discussed in the previous chapter, his embrace of the politics of 

sociability and his close interactions with warlords and the members of the 

court in this period  were central to this pro cess, and falconry and falcon ex-

changes played their part as well.69 As shogun and  later as retired shogun, 

Ieyasu became even more involved in the economy of gift exchanges, receiving 

falcons and hawking paraphernalia on multiple occasions. For example, as 

shogun, Ieyasu received offerings of falcons from the Matsumae, attested 

to by a “red- seal letter” sent to Matsumae offi cials in 1604.70 Such offer-

ings of raptors to the shogunate became increasingly ritualized  under  later 

Tokugawa rulers, part of the larger system of gift exchange and po liti cal 

pageantry that buttressed the authority of Edo for centuries. Similarly, in 

1607 Ieyasu sent several personal letters to Nakagawa Hidenari, ruler of the 

Oka domain in Bungo Province (pre sent- day Oita Prefecture, Kyushu), ex-

pressing his thanks and plea sure for receiving paper fabric (kamiko) gar-

ments, which  were used during cold- weather falconry, and for the enquiries 

about his falconry.71 Around the same time, Ieyasu sent a letter of thanks to 

Matsura Takanobu, ruler of the Hirado domain (pre sent- day Saga Prefec-

ture, Kyushu), in response to the gift of a falcon.72 A letter of thanks sent to 

Hachisuka Yoshishige in 1609 uses nearly identical language to the letters 

sent to Nakagawa Hidenari, offering thanks for the inquiry about Ieyasu’s 

falconry and for the gift of ten braided cords used to tie falcons’ legs.73 As 

the Tokugawa period progressed, a massive system of falcon gift exchange 

developed, which has been thoroughly chronicled in the work of Okazaki 

Hironori and Nesaki Mitsuo.74

The context for these exchanges was Ieyasu’s demarcation of policies, of-

ten through reviving or expanding previous late- medieval institutions, 

that would come to characterize Tokugawa rule, including the protection of 

falconry habitats and the regulation of those who could practice the sport. 
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As noted previously, in 1601 Ieyasu ordered land surveys, followed by pro-

scriptions for religious institutions,75 land surveys and assorted, related 

administrative instructions,76 rules for the increasingly profi table mining 

operations, the formation of the silver mint at Fushimi, and better control 

of specie production. In the ninth month of 1601, he issued two edicts that 

demonstrate the role of what can be thought of as cultural policy in these 

early days of his national administration. First, Ieyasu ordered the printing 

of numerous Chinese works using movable wooden type at the Fushimi 

 temple academy press.77 Second, he acted to protect falconry and the regu-

lar supply of falcons (as the Takeda had done in Kai, and Hideyoshi had 

done at Hyūga) by establishing a rookery in Higo Province on the island of 

Kyūshū, an area that bordered the aforementioned Hyūga rookery and was 

also well known for its falcons.78 Like Hideyoshi, Ieyasu recognized that 

falcons, key to the gift economy and politics of the sociability of warlords, 

 were too valuable to go unprotected and un regu la ted.79 It also is no coinci-

dence that these rookeries  were located at the peripheries of the archipel-

ago; protecting and controlling the land at these spots reinforced the reach 

of the Tokugawa.

 After retiring from the position of shogun, Ieyasu worked to strengthen 

the protection of and indeed monopolize the practice of falconry. In 1612 he 

issued a short set of regulations for the court, now lost, which notably in-

cluded the prohibition of falconry by courtiers.80 These regulations  were 

supplemented by a 1613 letter from Yamashina Tokitsune, a courtier with 

whom Ieyasu had a close relationship, to his fellow aristocrats, in which 

Ieyasu’s interdiction of falconry by members of the court is again clarifi ed.81 

Similarly, in a list of prohibitions that the retired shogun sent to Iwashimizu 

Hachimangū, a shrine located just outside of Kyoto with a deep historical 

connection to the imperial  family, falconry is explicitly demarcated as for-

bidden in the passage banning the taking of life in general.82 In the same 

period, Ieyasu institutionalized the practice, previously engaged in by No-

bunaga and Hideyoshi in an ad hoc fashion, of giving particularly high- 

quality prey caught during falconry to the court on an annual basis. Also, 

when warlords gave this prey to the shogun, the birds  were often then re- 

gifted to the Imperial Court. Within the court, complicated rules for the ex-

change of birds and the expected comportment at banquets involving birds 

became a signifi cant form of the politicized socialization in the Tokugawa 

period.83 In a sense, then, the court continued to participate in the larger cul-

ture that emerged out of the practice of falconry, and the emperor contin-

ued to exert infl uence over this fi eld of cultural practice, though with more 

constraints than in previous periods.
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The practice of falconry was thus increasingly the prerogative of elite 

warriors and their retainers, one of the hereditary rights of this group that 

was limited by cost to a class- based subset of higher ranking, elite samurai. 

In the tenth month of 1614, leaving his son Yorifusa in charge of Sunpu 

 Castle, Ieyasu with his son Yorinobu led an army  toward the fi rst confron-

tation with Toyotomi Hideyori in Osaka  Castle. Falconry was a marker of 

his dominance over both his fellow warriors and over the lands of the ar-

chipelago as much as it was a paramilitary plea sure, a means of preparing 

for the work of war.84 He made his way leisurely along the Tōkaidō, stop-

ping occasionally to hunt, and arrived at Kyoto  after a sedate journey. The 

ability of a landed warlord—or in the case of Ieyasu at this moment, a re-

tired shogun—to engage in falconry while traveling made it a particularly 

useful pursuit for surveying land while engaging in the politics of culture.

Indeed, although the discussion thus far has focused largely on the pro-

curement and exchange of falcons and  actual hawking outings, equally im-

por tant was access to areas of land where falconry could be pleas ur ably and 

effectively practiced. Control of land was of course at the heart of the po liti-

cal and economic system of late sixteenth- century Japan, so attempts to re-

strict land for falconry use  were also part of the power dynamics of the pe-

riod. Hideyoshi had previously set up restricted falconry grounds (takaba) 

in strategically located spots that both provided him with good hunting ter-

ritory and allowed him to keep an eye on neighboring warlords. Ieyasu 

continued this practice when he was transferred to the Kantō region in 1590, 

prohibiting bird hunting and gun usage in certain forests (perhaps based 

on pre ce dents established by the Hōjō before him). He also established fa-

cilities for the care and training of falcons (takabeya) and assigned  family re-

tainers to their management and administration. The best example is Mat-

sudaira Ietada, whose diary of course serves as an im por tant rec ord for late 

sixteenth- century warrior life, as well as many details of Ieyasu’s  career. 

However, historians who focus on falconry estimate that Ietada, who Ieyasu 

did charge with vari ous falconry- related tasks and the management of fal-

con facilities, was by no means alone in this regard, but rather was an un-

usually well- documented individual within a class of elite retainers who 

helped Ieyasu and other warlords control the land designated for falconry.85

 After Sekigahara, Ieyasu’s new authority gave him additional powers in 

the fi eld of falconry. He could allocate falconry grounds as part of the larger 

pro cess of land confi scation and reassignment. For example, he granted new 

falconry grounds to Date Masamune in 1601, one of several such grants from 

this period.86 He was also able to continue the pro cess of institutionalizing 

Tokugawa falconry grounds in the Kantō. In Musashi Province, for example, 
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the Oshi region (pre sent- day Saitama Prefecture, Gyōda city) was managed 

by intendants, many of whom  were also falcon trainers, and the land is re-

ferred to in contemporaneous documents as falconry grounds set aside on 

the  orders of Ieyasu. In 1615 Ieyasu intended to go hawking in the area 

around Koshigaya, but was prevented from  doing so by fl ooding of the fal-

conry grounds; the intendant in charge of the area was rebuked as a result, 

perhaps for his failure to notify the retired shogun of the state of the 

grounds.87 Other eastern provinces such as Shimōsa, Kazusa, and Sagami 

also contained falconry grounds that shogunate- appointed intendants 

worked to protect and manage. These lands became part of Ieyasu’s collec-

tion, accumulated for personal use and thereby removed from the public do-

main. In western Japan, falconry grounds had long been protected for the 

use of the court, of vari ous warlords, and  under Hideyoshi, of the Toyotomi. 

 After Sekigahara, Ieyasu gave some of these parcels of land and also the 

work of administering them to his retainers in the region, warlords such as 

the Ii  family in Hikone, the Kanamori in Takayama, and the Ikeda in 

Himeji, as well as his half- brother Matsudaira Sadakatsu, the keeper of 

Fushimi  Castle. The Tokugawa also retained numerous falcon handlers and 

trainers with whom they worked when visiting western Japan, with some 

maintaining residences in both Kyoto and Edo.88

Eventually, the Tokugawa extended regulations regarding the protection 

of falcons and falconry grounds beyond the confi nes of these established 

parcels of lands and into the daily lives of villagers. In 1626, for example, 

the shogunate issued regulations through the “fi ve  house hold” (gonin gumi) 
system regarding the discovery of raptor nests by rural commoners, clari-

fying that leaders  were to protect and manage any such nests as part of their 

hereditary duties. In other words, the right to engage in falconry, as Nesaki 

Mitsuo has argued, was solely the prerogative of members of the warrior 

status group and controlled centrally by the shogunate.89 The protection of 

falconry grounds and rookeries and the prohibitions against hunting in cer-

tain lands that Ieyasu and the other early Tokugawa rulers established 

 were, of course, dwarfed by the deforestation that resulted from the mas-

sive lumber usage through building projects in the early years of the seven-

teenth  century.90 However, the early Tokugawa attention to the fate of raptors 

and their environment, not out of a sense of environmental altruism but 

rather in the spirit of spectacular accumulation, is a reminder that the asym-

metrical power dynamic of the wars of the late sixteenth  century extended 

beyond the battlefi eld and into the lives of commoners and indeed the eco-

system of the archipelago.
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MATERIAL CULTURE, HISTORY, 

AND THE EPHEMERAL

What is missing from the rec ords of Ieyasu’s trips into the fi elds with his 

birds and his falcon keepers is a description of the details of the experience. 

The sensory experience of the hunt, the textures of the woodlands, the felt 

impact of the weather; all these particulars are absent in the dry notations 

of Ieyasu’s activities in his fi nal years, such as the following excerpted en-

tries from 1615 in the Rec ord of Sunpu (Sunpuki):91

9/14: Everyone is saying the lord went into the mountains early to do fal-
conry.
9/18: His lordship headed out early for some falconry. He caught four wild 
geese.
9/21: His lordship headed out early for some falconry. He caught a crane, 
four wild geese, six wild ducks, and in addition a heron.

Like the absence of rec ords that shed light on Ieyasu’s inner life, the ephem-

eral nature of the falcons and their prey makes it hard for us to understand 

the texture of these moments of embodied experience. The bodies of the birds 

decay into desiccated and unwanted corpses; unlike the Chinese ceramics 

and swords that are exchanged with equal enthusiasm among elite war-

riors and which then are protected over the centuries by these men’s descen-

dants, the birds that they prized disappear. We are left with the dry and 

bureaucratic rec ords of a ruler, not the living and breathing encounters of a 

historical subject with the world around him.

One rare exception was the memo (oboegaki), a genre of writing that ap-

peared with increasing frequency in the documentary rec ord in the fi nal 

years of Ieyasu’s life. Ieyasu scribbled notes for himself with some regular-

ity, writing down the names of things to aid his memory or perhaps as part 

of his writing habit. Tokugawa Yoshinobu goes so far as to call him a “memo 

maniac,” implying an almost unhealthy obsession with recording the mi-

nutiae of daily life.92 While these texts reveal nothing of Ieyasu’s emotions 

or inner thoughts, their regularity and relative banality point to what may 

have been the constant tug of the need both to know and to remember, 

to  categorize and to consolidate. In two documents from 1613–1615, both 

titled “Incense Matching Memorandum,” for example, the retired shogun 

notes in his own hand the fragrance of vari ous types of incense. Ieyasu is 

known to have enjoyed incense connoisseurship and collected rare woods 

from around Asia, as well as metal and ceramic incense burners from 

China.93 Two similar memos (one from 1616 and the other undated) rec ord 

the names of tea jars (chatsubo), including many of the prized possessions of 
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Ieyasu’s collection such as Daihan’ya (Chinese, Southern Song- Yuan dy-

nasties, Tokugawa Art Museum), and Hōgan (Chinese, Yuan- Ming dynas-

ties, Tokugawa Art Museum).94 Other lists from this period rec ord textiles, 

gold and silver coins, night watchmen, poetic words (utamakura), and Noh 

plays.95 Perhaps the longest memo, indicating a subject that was well and 

truly an obsession, listed falcon handlers and low- level menials involved in 

Ieyasu’s hawking activities.96

This evidence paints a picture of a leader who indeed exploited his power 

over both  people and land to pursue the practice of falconry as frequently 

as possi ble. It is thus not surprising to learn from the extant documentary 

rec ord that the retired shogun’s fi nal pleas ur able act seems to have been a 

falconry trip. In early 1616, Ieyasu headed into the Tanaka region close to 

his home base of Sunpu  Castle. He became ill the same eve ning, and his son 

sent a retainer to verify his condition.97 He rapidly deteriorated, so the sho-

gun traveled from Edo to Sunpu, followed in quick succession by messen-

gers bringing enquiries of concern from temples and shrines, the assorted 

warlords, and the Imperial Court.98 The Tokugawa lord’s condition remained 

serious, so the emperor offered to engage in rituals and ceremonies be-

seeching the gods for Ieyasu’s improvement.99 The court increased his 

aristocratic rank to imperial grand minister (daijō daijin), and he made some 

improvement.100 Over the course of the following two months, however, as 

he made plans for the probate of his collection of objects, his signifi cant 

monetary resources, and other power ful forms of his legacy, his condition 

worsened. He died on 4/17 in the morning at the age of seventy four.101

Ieyasu left  behind a transformed po liti cal and cultural landscape. A sig-

nifi cant component of his legacy was the huge collection of art and other 

durable works that had resisted the ravages of late medieval time and would 

continue to survive  under the stewardship of his early modern descendants 

and the shrines established in his honor. I have argued throughout this book 

that these objects possessed a kind of agency in the society of late sixteenth- 

century Japan, infl uencing and having an impact on the  people they came 

into contact with through the value and values ascribed to them. I continue 

to demonstrate that this body of material culture played a role in shaping 

and defi ning our understanding of the period, and of Tokugawa Ieyasu in 

par tic u lar, in the remaining chapters of this book.

However, one category of material culture that has failed to mold our 

conception of the past is the falcon. Raptors are inherently ephemeral, like 

 people, which was surely part of the attraction for warriors, who captured, 

raised, and trained them, then watched them hunt. The falcon’s graceful pur-

suit of prey served as an idealized substitution for the messy reality of war, a 

kind of theatrical restaging of the potentially fatal work that defi ned war-
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rior identity. But in the end both the actors in this idealized play and their 

audience died and turned to dust. The falcons left  behind no material leg-

acy and could not be reifi ed and fetishized beyond their short lifespan. 

Paintings of falcons (fi gure 26) entered the pantheon of visual culture and 

became two- dimensional signifi ers of paint erly skill and decorative intent 

rather than palpable, physical rec ords of the lived experience of falconry. 

There is evidence that some warlords named their favored birds, with No-

bunaga’s remarkably titled falcon, Randori (plunder), being perhaps the best 

Figure 26. Image from  album of hawks and calligraphy. Kano Tsunenobu (1636–1713). 

Edo period. 27.3 x 23.9 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art
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example: a clear linkage of the social entertainment of hunting with the 

violent conquest and acquisition of property in warfare.102 But raptor taxi-

dermy of the kind found in Eu rope, it seems, was not practiced in early mod-

ern Japan.103  Later Tokugawa shoguns, with a few exceptions, lost interest 

in falconry. The gifts of falcons and their prey became annual ceremonies, 

part of the rhythms of Tokugawa power, rather than components in a larger 

system of hawking practice; this marginalization is one of the ways in which 

falconry was quite distinct from tea culture, which diffused not just through 

the population of early modern warrior elites but across much of the Japa-

nese archipelago.104 Rather, the tracts of land set aside for the exclusive use 

for falconry by the Tokugawa and other feudal lords became environmen-

tal symbols of the inherent inequity of the early modern status system,105 

and these preserves  were quickly and thoroughly absorbed for other uses 

 after the fall of the Tokugawa. Most signifi cantly, unlike the swords, suits 

of armor, Chinese ceramics, and other weighty pieces of material culture that 

Ieyasu bequeathed to his descendants, which by their very existence in store-

houses, shrines, and modern museums have  shaped latter- day attempts to 

imagine the past, the falcons that Ieyasu intensively accumulated disap-

peared from the fl ow of things into the pre sent.

Historians have perhaps not been suffi ciently attentive to the role that 

material culture plays in shaping our pre sent- day horizon of expectations 

when examining rec ords of the past. While we judiciously scrutinize docu-

mentary evidence and the context for its production and dissemination, we 

may accept or even ignore the impact of things on our historical imagina-

tion. How do we come into contact with such material culture, which sub-

consciously shapes our perception of the past? Many  people encounter old 

things fi rst in the home, but inherited objects represent particularly subjec-

tive versions of history, edited by individuals who carefully craft a material 

narrative for  future generations. Large- scale material edifi ces, such as ar-

chitectural and environmental monuments, are equally ideological, less ob-

jective rec ords of  human culture than forms of local heritage or national 

patrimony that are preserved or destroyed depending on the balance between 

economic need and po liti cal necessity. Most power ful of all, museums—be 

they  family, history, or art museums— are fi lled with objects that seem to 

make history concrete. The illusion that we are encountering a natu ral sam-

ple of the lived experiences of  human actors who are other wise distant 

from us in time and space is both one of the greatest strengths and great-

est dangers of the museum. All of these cases make clear that the old things 

that still surround us in the pre sent did not arrive  here through a random 

pattern of sedimentation; they  were fi ltered,  shaped, rearranged and in some 

cases literally remade to suit the needs of historical subjects along the way. 



 Lordly Sport 117

The absence of falcons from the material rec ord of the late sixteenth  century, 

and the corresponding lack of attention to the signifi cance of this practice 

in the politics of unifi cation, stands as a useful example. Some small rem-

nants of the practice did endure;  later registers of the material culture 

associated with Ieyasu and inherited by subsequent generations of the 

Tokugawa  house reference some of the paraphernalia of hawking, includ-

ing jesses and the very same “silk cords” mentioned by João Rodrigues at 

the beginning of this chapter.106 But overall, these ephemeral birds are lost 

to us, a striking meta phor for the lived experiences of our historical subjects 

and a useful counterexample to the durability of other types of things and 

the illusory implication they provide that the past lives on without compli-

cation in the pre sent.107
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More than any other phenomenon of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries, Tokugawa Ieyasu is associated with war, particularly the titanic 
conflict of 1600 that is often seen as the tipping point between medieval and 
early modern: the  Battle of Sekigahara. Likewise, the 1614–1615 Tokugawa 
assault on the remaining forces of the Toyotomi  house, ensconced in the for-
midable fortress of Osaka  Castle, represents in some sense the victory of 
the Tokugawa over history itself, the final step from the Sengoku age of 
war to the Pax Tokugawa of stability; or, in the eyes of Toyotomi loyalists, the 
final act of betrayal in a series of Tokugawa perfidies. But these two mas-
sive military battles— which collectively involved armies of samurai the likes 
of which had never previously been mustered in Japan, more than 450,000 
total— can be read alternatively as ritual and performative acts, as encoun-
ters between things, or as exercises in the management of warrior  labor 
through the well- tested politics of sociability explored in previous chapters. 
The glorification of acts of bravery over the reality of the slaughter of  human 
bodies is all too typical an example of militaristic ideology, of Tokugawa his-
toricism refined in late- nineteenth and twentieth  century discourses of na-
tional crisis and national unity.

This chapter considers the history of these two massive conflicts at the 
end of Tokugawa Ieyasu’s  career while paying attention to two parallel and 
related acts: taking heads and collecting swords. More broadly, I consider 
war as a semiritualized act through which warrior society is unmade and 
reconstituted, an inherently social pro cess bounded by culture rather than 
a dramatic encounter between heroic individuals. Historians of medieval Ja-
pan have demonstrated that struggles over po liti cal authority  were as likely 

C H A P T E R  F I V E

Severed Heads and  
Salvaged Swords

The Material Culture of War
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to occur in the realm of ritual practices as in martial conflicts.1 More broadly, 
the hierarchy that defined warrior status distinctions and that allowed war-
rior bands to function both as units that waged war and as organizations 
that engaged in governance was activated by ritual rules and practices, rang-
ing from the rubrics that governed seating order at meetings to the regula-
tions that determined proper letter- writing.2 The rituals of war and the 
associated ceremonies of collecting and display— both of heirloom trea sures 
and of body parts— were likewise collectively a means of control, an attempt 
to “dominate nature and the natu ral vio lence within  human beings.”3

This chapter also calls attention to the relationship between the sword, 
a symbol of samurai culture that has been romanticized and aestheticized 
in complex ways in both the early modern and modern periods, and behead-
ing, a regular ritual practice in Japan’s culture of war. In the link between 
the sword and the severed head, we see resonances that are similar to the 
exchange of art in the culture of tea and the exchange of hostages in the poli-
tics of détente. Hostage exchange and beheading as practices of war are 
widely seen as atrocities in the world  today, but both appear frequently in 
the documentation of premodern Japan. The ritualized taking of heads, in 
par tic u lar, is startlingly common. In war epics such as Tales of the Heike, be-
heading often serves as a synecdoche for war itself, as when Taira no Tomo-
mori says to Munemori, “Now that the good fortune of your  house has run 
its course, beheading a hundred or a thousand men would do nothing to 
make you again the master of the world.” 4 It is also a signifier for martial 
prowess, as when Minamoto no Yoriyoshi was claimed to have beheaded 
“sixteen thousand men and more.”5 Also notable is the use of beheading and 
the spectacle of the displayed head as a means of communicating power, as 
when Taira no Noritsune ordered two hundred archers beheaded and “hung 
their heads in menacing view.” 6

It is this last understanding of the utility of decollated heads that is the 
most striking in Heike and that serves as a useful reminder before examin-
ing the material culture of war in Ieyasu’s  career. In the chapter titled “The 
Parade of Heads,” Minamoto Noriyori and Yoshitsune argue that a grand, 
public display of the heads of defeated Taira was necessary to bring stabil-
ity to the land: “If we may not parade these Heike heads through the streets, 
what warning hereafter will serve to deter evildoers?”7 The spectacle of 
taken heads was thus a form of ritual politics, a means of articulating not 
just military might and victory in  battle but a threatening form of ethical 
righ teousness. A public was required for the message to be effective; as Pa-
tricia Palmer put it, displays of severed heads “enunciated the triumph of 
vio lence and the threat of more to come.”8 In the case of the Minamoto pre-
sen ta tion of their victory over the Taira at Ichinotani, “The parade of heads 
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went forward. The onlookers could not even count them. Past attendance at 
the palace now caused many to quake with fear.”9 Similar per for mances of 
power  were key to the attempts of the hegemons in the late sixteenth  century 
to pacify Japan, and indeed to the stability of the Pax Tokugawa, a polity 
built in part on the threat of vio lence.10

THE  BATTLE OF SEKIGAHARA

The death of Hideyoshi in 1598 created a conundrum for Ieyasu, who was the 
wealthiest and most power ful of the generals who had sworn fealty to the 
Toyotomi lord and promised to look  after his heir, Hideyori. There is no 
indication in the documentary rec ord that Ieyasu intended from the begin-
ning to go against Hideyoshi’s wishes and establish a new military govern-
ment. Rather, the Tokugawa lord seems to have bristled against the small 
restrictions that made sense when the charismatic Hideyoshi was alive but 
that  were incon ve nient  after his death, such as the requirement that mar-
riage alliances be approved by committee.11 Ultimately it was the hostility 
between Ieyasu and several of his primary vassals and the warlord Ishida 
Mitsunari, lord of Sawayama in Ōmi Province and one of Hideyoshi’s most 
trusted followers, that increased the likelihood of a military conflict. Al-
though Mitsunari was significantly weaker and poorer than Ieyasu as a 
ruler, he wielded significant influence among the generals who had been 
loyal to Hideyoshi and was able to rally many to the anti- Tokugawa cause. 
By late 1599, most of the major warlords who had served Hideyoshi in  Korea 
or in Osaka  Castle had returned to their home domains and  were prepar-
ing their troops for war.12 Ieyasu reached the same conclusion, and  after re-
turning to Edo from Osaka in mid-1600, he issued a fifteen- article military 
code that outlined the formation of the troops into an advance force to be 
led by Tokugawa Hidetada and a main force led by Ieyasu himself, as well 
as the protection of Edo in their absence.13 Their goal initially would be an 
assault on Uesugi Kagekatsu, but the ultimate conflict would be with Mit-
sunari. Ieyasu set brush to paper and began his usual preparation for  battle, 
writing letters with instructions for vassals, demanding participation in the 
upcoming attack, or providing information to those already involved in 
the lead-up to the conflict.14

Mitsunari moved quickly to transform his own personal quest to oppose 
Ieyasu into a rallying cause for the wobbling Toyotomi regime. He traveled 
to Osaka, to be close to Hideyoshi’s heir Hideyori, and appealed personally 
to his fellow warlords. His petition must have been successful, as the result 
was support for his cause. Mōri Terumoto, one of Hideyoshi’s trusted gen-
erals and the second most power ful warlord in Japan  after Ieyasu, arrived 
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in Osaka on 7/16 with ten thousand men, and assumed the role of chief com-
mander of the anti- Tokugawa forces. The following day, Mitsunari and his 
confederates issued a thirteen- article document impeaching Ieyasu, which 
was sent to warlords across Japan.15 This impeachment document is nota-
ble for its inclusion of issues that are ostensibly social rather than po liti cal. 
Some of the charges relate to affairs that are commonly associated with 
institution building in late sixteenth- century Japan: military action, enfeoff-
ment, state affairs, and land surveys, and the repeated claim that Ieyasu vi-
olated the regulations left by Hideyoshi. Other items charge Ieyasu with 
violating Osaka  Castle, the home of Toyotomi Hideyori and in many ways 
the architectural symbol of Toyotomi authority, which Ieyasu had occupied 
before returning to Edo. Also notable are the accusations concerning rela-
tionships: the letter accuses Ieyasu of ostracizing two warlords, subjugating 
another, and forming new alliances. Lastly, numerous charges concern Ieya-
su’s manipulation of the late sixteenth- century bodily surplus, through the 
use of hostages, the related practice of marriage arrangements and alliances, 
and the agitation of youth—an intriguing accusation that implies that Ieyasu 
had a youthful following of  eager samurai.

Fortunately for Ieyasu, by the time this document reached him and Hi-
detada, they had already deci ded to turn away from the assault on Uesugi 
Kagekatsu and to separately launch their armies  toward a confrontation 
with Ishida Mitsunari. It was particularly significant that a large group of 
Toyotomi vassals traveling with Ieyasu had already declared their loyalty 
to the Tokugawa lord before the arrival of this document, making it more 
difficult for them to change their positions.16 Ieyasu soon returned to Edo, 
while the main Tokugawa force of forty- three thousand headed to the west 
and began taking actions against Mitsunari’s allies in the area around the 
Nōbi plain;17 soon  after, Hidetada led another force along the Nakasendō, 
the historic highway that cut through the central, more mountainous regions 
of Japan. Eventually, this move would lead Hidetada and the forces  under his 
command— estimated to have consisted of roughly thirty- nine thousand 
men—to join up with the main army now waiting in the Gifu region (al-
though Hidetada was famously delayed along the way and arrived late to 
the  battle). On 9/1 Ieyasu finally departed Edo with a force of approximately 
thirty thousand men. In a revealing but somewhat unusual move, however, 
he hid the strength and the intention of his force by rushing his advance 
along the Tōkaidō and avoiding the usual pomp and ceremony of a large, 
marching army. For example, the large flags called  horse insignia (uma ji-
rushi), which  were decorated with gold fan motifs and that usually marked 
such a pro cession,  were not displayed. This modification made the large force 
less con spic u ous and, more importantly, allowed it to move more quickly 
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from Edo to Fujizawa, then to Odawara, and so on  until the entire army ar-
rived in Kiyosu just eleven days  later.18

The conflict unfolded in the narrow, box- shaped valley that was home 
to the Nakasendō post station town of Sekigahara in the early morning hours 
of 9/15. Mitsunari and his anti- Tokugawa forces— known as the Western 
Army— occupied the key positions in the valley to block passage  toward 
Kyoto and Osaka.19 Ieyasu’s forces— the Eastern Army— began to arrive in 
the valley amid rain and mist. Reportedly visibility was so poor that the 
troops in the Tokugawa vanguard unintentionally skirmished with Mitsu-
nari’s lead troops when they stumbled into them in the dark. The Tokugawa 
commander pulled back slightly and set up his men facing the  enemy. Both 
forces waited  until the fog, which one contemporaneous document describes 
as “lying thick between the mountains,” began to lift.20 As the air started to 
clear, the  battle began when the front lines began to clash, and a Tokugawa 
troop of arquebusiers started shooting volleys  toward the Western Army.21 
The combined sound of these two aggressive acts signaled to all those gath-
ered in Sekigahara that hostilities had commenced (figure 27).

Most of the Eastern Army commanders on the field craved a direct en-
counter with Ishida Mitsunari, knowing that killing him and bringing his 
head to Ieyasu would represent the greatest victory of the day. The warlord 
Kuroda Nagamasa took a small group of soldiers to the north and turned 
at the foot of the mountain  toward the Ishida camp, flanking the troops of 
Shima Sakon and Mitsunari that  were fighting on the front line. They rained 
gunfire down upon the troops of the Western Army, causing many casual-
ties, and, more importantly, the collapse of the front line protecting Mitsu-
nari.22 Seeing this break in the line, the Eastern Army commanders in the 
vicinity urged their troops to charge, and Ishida’s large force looked close 
to capitulating. Mitsunari, however, had brought some large hand cannons 
(ishibiya) from Osaka  Castle and quickly ordered that they be fired on the 
advancing forces of the Eastern Army. These weapons, used primarily for 
ceremonial purposes, are unlikely to have done much damage, but did re-
portedly contribute to the halt of the advance of the pro- Tokugawa forces, 
perhaps simply because of the loud noise they created. The Eastern Army 
troops also perhaps encountered screens of sharpened bamboo and other 
temporary fortifications that stopped their momentum.23 The failure of this 
push to reach Mitsunari must have been disappointing for Ieyasu; on the 
other hand, significant damage had been done to the Western Army, and 
the weakness of the deployment of the vari ous anti- Tokugawa troops, de-
spite their superior positions, had been exposed.

It was now midmorning, and Mitsunari deci ded to launch the next phase 
of his plan to crush Ieyasu and his allies. He ordered that a signal fire be lit 
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on the mountain  behind him, which was a prearranged message to two of 
the generals stationed outside of the valley— Kobayakawa Hideaki to the 
south and Mōri Hidemoto to the east— that the time to enter the field of  battle 
had arrived. Hideaki’s large force and the four units positioned in front of 
him would swoop down from the southwest, while Mōri Hidemoto’s large 
force would attack Ieyasu (who had yet to enter the  battle) from  behind, de-
stroying the progress of the Eastern Army and surrounding them with 
fresh, hostile forces. The Tokugawa troops would be caught in a trap, sur-
rounded on all sides and unable to escape.

Despite the clear signal sent by the fire, neither warlord moved or re-
sponded. Mitsunari, surely with some sense of trepidation, quickly sent a 
messenger to Hideaki, who was nearer to him, urging him to act, but re-
ceived no reply. The reason for the Kobayakawa lord’s silence was his deci-
sion to change sides and support the Tokugawa, which would not become 

Figure 27. Folding screen illustrating the  Battle of Sekigahara, detail. Edo period, 17th 
 century. Osaka  Castle Museum
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clear  until he ordered his troops to enter into  battle in support of the East-
ern Army. Most primary sources and modern historians credit Hideaki’s 
treachery to the secret messages that Ieyasu had reportedly been sending 
him to convince him to change sides.24 Though the  actual pro cess by which 
these messengers would have reached Hideaki the night before is hard to 
imagine (with so many troops on the move and the area around his camp 
dominated by Western Army forces), still, it is not impossible to believe that 
some form of surreptitious communication transpired. Hideaki may have 
been unsure of how to proceed, or afraid; he was reportedly a drunkard and 
not particularly brave, and on one occasion had to borrow money from his 
adopted mo ther- in- law, Hideyoshi’s  widow (and the Tokugawa sympathizer) 
Kita no Mandokoro (also known as Nei, Nene, and Kōdai’in).25 It seems 
equally likely, however, that Hideaki was biding his time to see which side 
would have the advantage. At this point, the answer to this question was not 
yet apparent. The Western Army held superior positions around Sekigahara, 
but the Eastern Army had the momentum.

A similar if somewhat more dramatic scenario was playing out below 
Mount Nangū to the east, where Mōri Hidemoto’s large army was camped 
at the base of the mountain, and Kikkawa Hiroie— a vassal of the Mōri  house 
and the leader of the Mōri vanguard— occupied the main route down from 
the mountain to the main road into Sekigahara. Hiroie was well known as 
a politician and commander, having played a key role in the survival of the 
Mōri  house during a period of upheaval and having acquired a reputation 
on the field of  battle during the Imjin War. However, he had been contacted 
on 9/14 by two of Ieyasu’s vassals, Honda Tadakasu and Ii Naomasa, and 
given an oath to switch to Ieyasu’s side in exchange for protection from “un-
deserved penalties.” Hiroie thus believed that siding with the Tokugawa— 
despite Mōri Terumoto’s position as one of the Toyotomi elders and Hide-
moto’s determination to take part in the  battle— would save the Mōri  house 
in these times of civil war.26 Accordingly, Hiroie used his position as leader 
of the vanguard troops of the Mōri forces stationed on Mount Nangū to 
block access to the battlefield and acknowledged neither the signal of Mit-
sunari nor the entreaties of Hidemoto. The other units stationed around 
Mount Nangū  were similarly bound to follow the lead of the vanguard and 
thus  were also prevented from marching to the road, turning to the west, 
and joining the conflict.27 Even in war, ritual could serve as a weapon, and 
in this case the ceremonial order of attack prevented a major force from par-
ticipating in the  battle. Mōri Hidemoto and his men  couldn’t even see the 
conflict that they could hear.

Kobayakawa Hideaki, on the other hand, occupied a position from which 
he could view the entire field of  battle as he waited and deci ded how to act. 
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Camped on the side of Mount Matsuo, he could see directly below him the 
ongoing strug gle below, but still made no move to act. Finally, Ieyasu deci-
ded to force the issue and ordered some of his arquebusiers to fire their guns 
in the direction of the Kobayakawa troops, not as an attack but as a forceful 
invitation. In response to this communication and perhaps his own inter-
nal calculus, Hideaki deci ded the time had come to support the Tokugawa 
cause and ordered his troops to swoop down into the flank of the Western 
Army below him, and these troops  were soon overwhelmed.28

Seeing this development, Ieyasu finally ordered his own troops to enter 
the  battle. As Kasaya Kazuhiko remarks, it is strange to think that the men 
 under the Tokugawa lord’s immediate command didn’t even participate in 
the  Battle of Sekigahara  until it was almost over, but perhaps this hesitation 
was a sign that he recognized the great peril his forces  were in when they 
entered the box- shaped valley of Sekigahara.29 Too many variables  were in 
play, and if anything had gone wrong—if Kobayakawa hadn’t defected, if 
the Mōri had indeed joined the combat— then we can hypothesize that he 
would have needed those men to protect his own retreat.

The entry of both Kobayakawa Hideaki’s forces and Ieyasu’s troops in-
undated the Western Army  after just a few hours and can be seen as the 
major tipping point in the  battle. Mitsunari’s co ali tion was crumbling ev-
erywhere on the battlefield. One veteran general of the Western Army, Ōtani 
Yoshitsugu, receiving reports that his forces  were being decimated by the 
Kobayakawa, assessed the situation and opted not to flee but rather to com-
mit ritual suicide, perhaps because he was sickly (he suffered from leprosy) 
or perhaps because of the futility of his position.30 The Western Army forces 
stationed on and around Mount Nangū— all of those blocked, in effect, by 
Kikkawa’s refusal to lead them into  battle— learned of the defeat of Mitsu-
nari’s forces and fled  toward their own home provinces as well.31 All that 
remained  were the troops of Ishida Mitsunari, who found themselves be-
sieged by the combined forces of the Eastern Army, betrayed by Kobayakawa 
and Kikkawa, and one by one, abandoned by their allies. Mitsunari had, 
however, chosen his position on the field of  battle well. He was able to re-
treat into the forested cover provided by Mount Ibuki on the northern side 
of the valley.32 Five days  later, Ieyasu’s soldiers captured Mitsunari in the 
hills north of Lake Biwa.33 Less than two weeks  after, on the first day of the 
tenth month, Ishida Mitsunari and two of his confederates  were executed 
at the Rokujō- gawara execution grounds in Kyoto. Their decapitated heads 
 were displayed at Sanjō Bridge in the heart of the city, a long- standing tra-
dition of publicly exhibiting this most identifiable body part as a signifier 
of power.34 “It was a clear day,” according to one diarist; “More than ten 
thousand came to look,” claimed another.35
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TAKING HEADS AND PER FOR MANCE REVIEW

Let us return to the day of the  battle. Ieyasu’s army had, through a combi-
nation of planning and a great deal of luck, prevailed. That same  after noon, 
the Tokugawa lord next turned to a key ritual of war, as im por tant in 
terms of the sociopo liti cal connections that sustained his authority as the 
awarding of land or the tides of  battle: the “examination of heads” (kubi 
jikken) of the vanquished  enemy. This rite was a chance to quantify and 
qualify acts of valor in a semipublic setting, naming accomplishments and 
congratulating allies in a kind of per for mance review that was key to the 
cementing of bonds of fealty. The examination of heads was no euphe-
mism, though;  actual, decapitated heads, cut off of enemies in the field 
using swords (while the  battle was mostly fought with guns, pikes, spears, 
and other weapons),  were washed if necessary and then placed before 
Ieyasu so he could verify the identities of vanquished commanders.36 (The 
heads of common foot soldiers  were neither taken nor examined, but piled 
into mounds.)

This practice originated in the necessities of warfare  going back as far 
as the Heian period.  Later, in the early medieval period, head collecting 
was useful because warrior aristocrats who wore substantial layers of 
makeup could only be identified through careful cleaning of the head fol-
lowed by close examination.37 Afterward the heads  were typically bur-
ied, though in some cases they  were displayed publicly.38 Over time, the 
emphasis shifted to the ability of individual warriors to document in ma-
terial fashion their work. Chroniclers commented that the taking of heads 
gradually became a means of providing evidence of one’s accomplishments, 
“tangible proof of  battle ser vice.”39 In the early medieval period some com-
manders tried to curtail the practice because of the danger it posed to 
soldiers who became preoccupied in the midst of  battle, but the practice 
persisted. By the second half of the sixteenth  century, it had again become 
standard practice, and rec ords such as The Chronicle of Lord Nobunaga are 
filled with references to heads being taken in the hundreds and even 
thousands.40

Sekigahara’s version of this grisly pro cess is recorded in several sources, 
though the physical act of the examination is glossed over and the empha-
sis instead is put on the per for mance review. The early modern history/
hagiography War Tales of the Keichō Era (Keichō gunki) notes that “When the 
 battle was over, his Lordship put on his helmet, sat on a camp stool on the 
bank of the Fuji River, and summoned his generals to discuss the accom-
plishments of each.” He praised vari ous vassals for their actions. He stood 
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up from his stool and took Ii Naomasa’s hand, saying that the victory was 
the result of his meritorious actions. He gave many of his generals gifts and 
thanked all of them for their participation in the day’s “work” (literally 
known as hataraki, the term that would  later come to mean  labor).41 Then Ko-
bayakawa Hideaki, the turncoat, entered the gathering and bowed down 
before Ieyasu’s chair, apol o getic for his previous support of Mitsunari de-
spite the fact that his switch had in effect guaranteed victory. Ieyasu re-
warded him by giving him the honorable position of leading the vanguard 
in the next  battle, the attack on Sawayama  Castle, the hereditary headquar-
ters of Ishida Mitsunari.42 The ritualistic examination of severed heads at 
the end of a  battle is thus a transformative moment in warrior society, in 
which a set of social bonds and a hierarchy that has just been unmade 
through acts of brutality is stitched together again in a meeting that resem-
bles the tea gathering, the banquet, or the reception.

We do not know if the heads  were specially prepared before this inspec-
tion or if they  were brought straight from the battlefield. A warrior  woman 
who lived in Ōgaki  castle, where Mitsunari had taken up residence before 
the final  battle, reported the following in a much  later chronicle known as 
O- an’s Tales:

The severed heads taken by our side also  were collected in the Keep. We 
attached name tags to all of them, to keep track of whose they  were. Then 
we would carefully black the teeth of each head. Do you know why? In the 
old days, a head with black teeth was prized as the head of a man of rank, 
so they asked us to blacken the teeth of any head that had white teeth. We 
 weren’t frightened of the heads. We would lie down and sleep with blood- 
stinking heads all around us.43

Though not recorded in the primary sources, two physical relics can be 
seen in Sekigahara to this day that mark the taking of heads. The two 
“head mounds” (kubizuka) are called the Eastern Head Mound and the 
Western Head Mound, which refer to the two geo graph i cal locations of 
the burial sites of Western Army heads. They are reminders of the physi-
cality of this  battle that would come to redefine the po liti cal landscape. 
Though exact casualty figures have never been determined, it is clear that 
thousands of men died. (Some primary sources claim casualties in the tens 
of thousands, but such high numbers seem unlikely considering the mili-
tary technologies that  were employed.) The Head Mounds stand as sol-
emn memorials of the vio lence of this  battle, small hills that are literally 
filled with skulls, decollated heads that have been crushed of life in the 
course of yet another war.
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THE WINTER AND SUMMER SIEGES  
OF OSAKA  CASTLE

Let us turn now to the last major military conflict of Ieyasu’s life, the twin 
sieges of Osaka  Castle that marked his last outing as a commander as well 
as the final gasp of the Toyotomi regime. The conflict was precipitated by a 
disagreement about ceremony that had its roots in the Tokugawa attempt 
to regularize ritual power. One example of such an attempt occurred in 1613, 
when Ieyasu issued a short set of regulations for courtiers, which he sent to 
Kyoto deputy Itakura Katsushige.

Regulations for Courtiers

Item: Courtiers are to pursue their  family studies day and night without 
negligence.
Item:  Whether old or young, anyone who disobeys the regulations or acts 
in an unbecoming manner will be exiled. The length of punishment will 
vary according to the seriousness of the crime.
Item: Those on day and night guard duty, old or young, are to serve with 
diligence. Their deportment must be proper, and when attending the em-
peror, they must do so according to traditional stipulations.
Item:  Whether night or day, it is prohibited to loiter about back alleys and 
other places where one has no business.
Item: Those who privately engage in inappropriate competitions or associ-
ate with vulgar attendants and the like, except [at times of] public festivals, 
will be punished, as stipulated in preceding articles.
These articles are now in effect. When word [of transgressions] arrives from 
the regental families or court envoys, the warriors will take appropriate ac-
tions.
Keichō 18/6/16 [Ieyasu’s red seal]

Overall, these 1613 prohibitions do not seem to be particularly onerous. In-
stead they prompt us to question the context for their issuance. Ieyasu had 
already worked to deny the court the power to in de pen dently award war-
riors new rank or promotions in rank, one of the few explicit ways in which 
the court could involve itself in national politics. These rules, by contrast, 
seem to focus primarily on livelihood— the instruction that aristocratic fam-
ilies should pursue their studies day and night— and, more importantly, 
comportment. This proclamation was in response to the increasing fre-
quency of conflicts between Kyoto townspeople and a kind of early Japa-
nese flâneur: the ruffians (kabukimono), young  people of vari ous backgrounds 
who flaunted outrageous styles and behaviors and in some cases engaged 
in criminal be hav ior. Even young men of the aristocracy had been drawn 
to the style and bravado of this trend, which helps to explain why the is-
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suance of these regulations was well received by conservative members of 
the court.44

More of a blow to courtly in de pen dence, and therefore the possibility that 
aristocrats could influence national politics by supporting the Toyotomi 
cause, was Ieyasu’s issuance of a new set of regulations aimed at eight prom-
inent Buddhist temples in Kyoto. These institutions served as places of 
residence and, in effect, employment for many retired members of the Im-
perial Court, and also as conduits through which the court influenced Kyoto 
society. Known as Regulations Governing Court Approval of Purple Robes, these 
documents essentially curtailed the ability of the eight temples to name 
priests to the rank of abbot without prior shogunal approval. It is possi ble, 
as Lee Butler notes, that the intention of this regulation was not only to 
weaken the court.45 Other Buddhist temples around the country  were also 
subjected to a range of regulations during this period, and Ieyasu seemed 
to have been more interested in Buddhism than ever before, meeting regu-
larly with priests and arranging debates among teachers from  different Bud-
dhist schools.46 In the end the effect, at least, was to create the appearance 
of a Tokugawa administration that was less and less tolerant of forms of in-
de pen dent po liti cal agency, and increasingly concerned with monopoliz-
ing authority for itself. This development was in keeping with the growing 
power of the shogunate, which in early 1614 demanded oaths from Edo city 
magistrates, elders, and other officials.47

Considering this regulation of temples in 1613, or what we might see as 
the attempt of a secular institution to control a sacred one, it is perhaps not 
surprising that the spark that ignited the final conflict between the Tokugawa 
and the Toyotomi was a ritual object produced and deployed in a Buddhist 
mortuary context. It is well established that the Toyotomi used the visual, 
material, and sacred realms to expand and to perpetuate the influence of 
their  house even  after Hideyoshi’s death, building, in part, on Hideyoshi’s 
own masterful awareness of the hybrid religious and po liti cal power of art. 
Hideyori’s dedication to rebuilding Hōkōji  Temple, located adjacent to the 
Toyokuni Shrine that  housed the deified spirit of his  father, was a continu-
ation of this practice. Hōkōji was one of many grand Hideyoshi building 
projects; this one was dedicated to providing a Great Buddha and Great 
Buddha Hall to Kyoto that would rival the famous one at Tōdaiji in Nara.48 
Despite numerous setbacks and enormous costs, Hideyori succeeded in 
sponsoring the building’s reconstruction and notably the recasting of the 
huge Great Buddha statue by 1612; by 1614, the final pieces of the puzzle— 
the bell tower and gates— were ready to be unveiled. All that remained was 
the dedication of the  temple itself, which required permission from the 
shogunate to proceed.



130 Chapter 5

The resulting knot of letters of request, disagreements about ceremony 
and propriety, accusations, and counteraccusations is difficult to untangle, 
but is best understood as a kind of turf  battle over religious ritual. Ieyasu 
was working hard, through his own conversations with experts in Shingon 
and Tendai Buddhist ritual as well as through the many prohibitions issued 
to temples and shrines in this period, to tame the plethora of religious con-
ventions so as to make them, one suspects, more easily manipulated by the 
Tokugawa. Hideyori, through a kind of in de pen dent willfulness or perhaps 
a deliberate attempt to undermine such Tokugawa monopolies, resisted, re-
peatedly suggesting that the dedication ceremonies proceed according to 
his par tic u lar demands and vision.49 In the seventh month, Katagiri Katsu-
moto— a warlord who had served as chamberlain to Hideyori and his 
mo ther since Sekigahara, and who was one of the primary Toyotomi nego-
tiators with the Tokugawa— sent another in a string of letters to Ieyasu with 
detailed information about vari ous aspects of the proposed ceremonies, in-
cluding the text of the inscription on the huge bronze bell that was intended 
for the bell tower at the  temple. The text of this inscription inspired ire on 
the part of Ieyasu’s advisers, who read the par tic u lar Chinese characters 
as subtly implying Toyotomi parity with the Tokugawa.50 Historians have 
interpreted this event in varying ways, with the two most common inter-
pretations being that it was a legitimate Tokugawa critique of sloppy and 
offensive work by the Toyotomi; or alternatively, that it was a manufactured 
crisis, a kind of personal pretext for Ieyasu to go to war. The truth is that we 
cannot know, based on extant reliable evidence, if  either of these readings is 
accurate, though throughout this book I have attempted to argue for the po-
liti cal and social significance of ritual as well as of material culture.

However, a crisis it was. On 1614/9/7 the Tokugawa required the major 
warlords of western Japan, including the Mōri, the Nabeshima, and the 
Shimazu, to sign documents swearing fealty to Ieyasu and Hidetada (or 
“both lordships” [ryō gosho sama]) in person in Edo, apparently in anticipa-
tion of the conflict to come.51 By the end of the ninth month, it became clear 
that both sides  were headed for a violent confrontation. The Toyotomi had 
a falling out with Katagiri Katsumoto, and he and many  others who had 
worked to facilitate a compromise left Osaka  Castle to return to their home 
domains.52 On 10/1 Ieyasu deci ded that an attack on Osaka was necessary, 
and he instructed Hidetada to order the warlords of eastern Japan to pre-
pare their armies for  battle.53 For the next week, Ieyasu and Hidetada both 
worked their vari ous po liti cal channels to prepare for the coming conflict. 
Many of the western warlords, who had historically supported the Toyotomi 
cause,  were now in residence in Edo, and therefore  were essentially held hos-
tage by the Tokugawa. Likewise, a constant stream of generals made their 



 Severed Heads and Salvaged Swords  131

way to Sunpu during this period to be interviewed by Ieyasu in prepara-
tion. Decisions about the management of the assault  were made as well: 
Ieyasu would travel with the army to Osaka to direct the  battle, and sho-
gun Hidetada would stay  behind in Edo for a while before traveling sepa-
rately with the main Tokugawa force to the west.54

Toppling the Toyotomi would be no easy task. Hideyori had attracted 
huge numbers of disenfranchised samurai (rōnin) as well as the forces of 
warlords who had deci ded to throw in their lot with Hideyoshi’s son.55 Some 
historians estimate the force inside and around Osaka  Castle to have num-
bered more than one hundred thousand, while the combined Tokugawa 
forces are estimated to have been nearly twice that number. Additionally, 
Osaka  Castle was one of the most impressive fortresses in the landscape of 
premodern Japa nese history, a compound consisting of a main keep with 
an impressive tower, an inner bailey (honmaru), an outer bailey (ninomaru), 
an outermost bailey (sannomaru), and an outermost citadel (sogamae). The Je-
suit Luis Frois reported that sixty thousand  people worked on the original 
excavation of the outer bailey’s moat, and thousands of boats  were used to 
transport stone to the  castle, which was protected not only by moats but also 
by the Yodogawa River. The compound was sturdily built but also lavishly 
decorated. The main tower was adorned with motifs of paulownia, chrysan-
themum, peony, herons, and tigers in gold, and the roof glittered with gold 
foil along the raf ters that contrasted with the blue ceramic roof tiles. The 
bridge connecting the inner and outer bailey was known as the Bridge to 
the Pure Land (Gokurakubashi) and was notable for its elaborate roof and 
watchtower.56

 After arriving separately in Kyoto, Ieyasu and Hidetada launched their 
armies south  toward Osaka on 11/15, and several days  later set up their 
headquarters on appropriate hills that would afford strategic vantage points 
of the region. This engagement would prove to be an entirely  different sort 
of conflict from the  Battle of Sekigahara, which involved huge numbers of 
men but which was deci ded in a mere  after noon. What Ieyasu and Hidetada 
faced in the fortress of Osaka was a siege that could go on for years, an 
outcome that the aged Ieyasu no doubt wanted to avoid. Therefore, the 
Tokugawa approach was slow and deliberate by comparison with Sekiga-
hara, but sharply determined to attain a result. On the morning of 11/19, 
Ieyasu met with his generals to study maps of the region. He then led his 
men in a successful attack on a fort at the mouth of the Kizu River.57 This 
was followed by several small battles over the next few days,58 which went 
the way of the Tokugawa and gave their forces control over the vari ous small 
fortified structures surrounding the main Osaka  Castle compound. How-
ever, initial attempts to assault the fortifications surrounding the  castle  were 
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unsuccessful.59 Ieyasu next turned to his artillery, calling forward a range 
of guns to fire on the  castle, including some heavy cannons of Eu ro pean 
manufacture and  others procured locally, in Sakai.60 This approach, which 
began on 1614/12/16, is not believed to have done any significant damage to 
the keep itself, but rather to have produced a psychological effect among 
the  castle residents that, combined with enormous  battle cries from the 
Tokugawa forces, prevented those inside Osaka  Castle from relaxing or 
sleeping.61 A description from the aforementioned O- an’s Tales conveys the 
disturbance of cannon fire in this period (though not in this par tic u lar  battle): 
“When they fired those cannon, it was horrendous; the turrets would shiver 
and sway, and the very earth seemed as if it would split open. For the frailer- 
spirited sorts of ladies, that was enough to make them faint on the spot.” 62 
This assault on the minds of the Toyotomi supporters, along with a number 
of small skirmishes, continued with  little real progress, even though gun-
fire “fell like rain” upon the  castle.63 However, the bombardment did lead 
to the beginning of discussions within the  castle, led by the  women around 
Hideyori who had significant influence over him, regarding the possibility 
of conditionally accepting Ieyasu’s peace overtures. Vari ous proposals  were 
made, modified, and rejected,  until agreement emerged around the follow-
ing points, many of which  were in response to initial Tokugawa proposals:

The vari ous disenfranchised samurai (rōnin) gathered in Osaka  Castle 
would be allowed to disperse peacefully (without interrogation).
Hideyori’s landed income would be guaranteed.
Hideyori’s mo ther Yododono would not be required to go to Edo as a hos-
tage.
If Osaka  Castle  were to be turned over to the Tokugawa, some other suit-
able territory would be assigned to the Toyotomi.
Hideyori’s welfare would be protected without any double- dealing.64

Noticeably, these common points of agreement did not include details about 
the immediate aftermath of the siege, the treatment and occupation of Osaka 
 Castle, or the specific responsibilities of  either the Tokugawa or Toyotomi side 
in the months ahead. Still, both sides called off hostilities and began limited 
drawdowns of forces. Ieyasu returned to Nijō  Castle in Kyoto, where he met 
with courtiers who must have been relieved by the end of hostilities.65

Shogun Hidetada, however, did not leave Osaka and return to Edo as 
might have been expected, but stayed for some time in the city. Notably, on 
12/27 he sent a vassal to examine the condition of the moats around Osaka 
 Castle.66 To truly pacify the fortress, these significant obstacles would have 
to be filled in. This step was surely part of Ieyasu’s and Hidetada’s plan for 
the immediate post- siege settlement, but the degree to which it entered into 
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the negotiations between the Tokugawa and Toyotomi is difficult to ascer-
tain.  Later accounts of the winter siege claim that the Tokugawa engaged in 
subterfuge about their plan or, perhaps, deci ded  after the fact that this weak-
ening of the  castle defenses was necessary. It appears from contemporane-
ous documentation, however, that the Tokugawa planned all along to fill in 
the moats of the second and third compounds of the  castle, while leaving 
the innermost moat untouched. By the end of the first month of 1615, much 
of this work was completed, and it cannot have gone unnoticed by the resi-
dents of the keep.67 Hidetada only left for Kyoto on 1/19, and then for Edo 
on 1/28. A messenger brought Ieyasu the news that the filling of the moats 
was completed on the first day of the second month.68

The irruption of the siege did not allow a  simple return to normalcy, how-
ever. Throughout the second and third months of the year, Hidetada and 
Ieyasu met secretly, sent messengers to each other for confidential confer-
ences, and other wise continued, in a cloak- and- dagger fashion, to plan for 
the next stage of the conflict with the Toyotomi.69 A palpable tension gripped 
everyone involved: in the  middle of the second month, a rumor circulated 
among the western warlords that Ieyasu and Hidetada  were planning to 
suddenly return to Kyoto, perhaps to renew the assault on Hideyori.70 In the 
third month, a similar rumor circulated in Kyoto.71 Furthermore, messen-
gers arrived at Sunpu with regularity from Hideyori, and from vari ous par-
ties in Osaka and Kyoto, delivering news, gifts, and requests.72 Perhaps the 
most im por tant message received in this period, however, came from Ita-
kura Katsushige, the Tokugawa deputy in Kyoto. Katsushige informed 
Ieyasu that the Toyotomi  were reinstalling many of the defensive mea sures 
around Osaka  Castle, and this pro cess included dredging the moats, stor-
ing foodstuffs, and rallying (and paying) disenfranchised samurai.73 By the 
beginning of the fourth month, Ieyasu and Hidetada  were ready to confirm 
the rumors and to return to Osaka.74 Ieyasu left Sunpu on 4/4 and Hidetada 
departed Edo six days  later. They issued military codes, they commanded 
their military commanders to gather in Fushimi  Castle, and other wise pre-
pared for  battle as they had less than half a year earlier.75 Ieyasu arrived in 
Kyoto on 4/18 and took up his usual residence in Nijō  Castle. Three days 
 later, Hidetada arrived at Fushimi  Castle, and a cavalcade of visitors— 
members of the court, warlords duly summoned to  battle, vassals, and 
messengers— streamed through the reception halls of both men.76 The pro-
foundly communal nature of war, the centrality of the politics of sociability 
in the gathering of forces intended to destroy such relations, was never more 
apparent.

The Tokugawa launched their forces on 5/5, and despite vari ous attempts 
by Hideyori’s generals to slow their advance, successfully pushed through 
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to the city itself by 5/7. Hideyori and his generals deci ded to meet them in 
the area to the south of the  castle, around Tennōji  Temple, rather than suc-
cumb to a siege of the  castle with its compromised defenses (figure 28). This 
move amounted to a kind of suicide mission, as Ieyasu’s army is said to have 
numbered at least 150,000, while the Toyotomi forces at this point amounted 
to around 50,000, making this one of Japan’s largest— and most lopsided— 
battles.77 The result was entirely predictable; despite a brave plan and sev-
eral hours of valiant effort, the Toyotomi forces  were obliterated by the main 
Tokugawa force at Tennōji and also at Okayamaguchi where Hidetada pro-
tected the Tokugawa flank. Hideyori’s men began to retreat  toward the  castle 
before he could  ride out to glory with his own personal guard. Furthermore, 
a fire had somehow erupted inside the  castle, purportedly in the kitchen. 
By the late  after noon of 5/7, Ieyasu’s forces  were shooting at the keep as they 
had during the winter campaign, and the situation was rapidly descending 
into complete chaos. Hideyori’s generals began committing ritual suicide in 
anticipation of the imminent collapse of the inner defenses.

This war was perhaps more destructive than any preceding  battle in 
Ieyasu’s  career. The  battle occurred not in a rural valley, as had been the case 
with Sekigahara, but in the  middle of a thriving urban center that was home 
to an unusually large and elaborate  castle. Men and  women of  different sta-
tus groups and occupations  were directly threatened by the outbreak of 
hostilities, and those that  were trapped in the keep had no choice but to flee, 
desperately, while the structure collapsed around them. Genre screens rep-
resenting the  battle illustrate the desperate attempts of  women to swim 
across the river while troops, hell- bent on looting and pillaging, chase them 

Figure 28. Folding screen illustrating the Summer Siege of Osaka. Edo period, 17th 
 century. Osaka  Castle Museum
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from the shoreline. Civilians beg for their lives as samurai tower over them, 
swords raised. Bodies float in the  water. In one particularly arresting scene, 
a weeping  woman from the  castle is forced to hand over her gowns to a poor 
footsoldier wielding a pike. In another, soldiers escort a young  woman pris-
oner who is looking back at her destroyed home. And in another example 
of the resonance between the traffic in bodies and the collecting of objects, 
one scene shows a samurai from Ieyasu’s army standing guard over a sig-
nificant pile of confiscated trea sures: swords, suits of armor, lacquered boxes, 
and other famous objects of the defeated Toyotomi.78

Early the following morning, Hideyori ascended to the top of the keep 
to kill his mo ther, his wife, Senhime, and himself, but was stopped by a 
vassal.79 Senhime— Shogun Hidetada’s dau gh ter— was sent outside to the 
Tokugawa forces, and Hideyori and Yododono ended their own lives, though 
the exact details are not known and rumors that Hideyori had escaped 
haunted the Tokugawa for years.80 Richard Cocks, head of the British East 
India Com pany trading post in Hirado, provides a useful summary:

They say the taking of this fortress hath cost above 100,000 mens lives on 
the one parte and other, and that on the Prince Hideyoris parte no dead 
man of accompt is found with his head on, but all cut ofe, because they 
should not be knowne, to seek reveing against their frendes and parents 
 after. Nether (as some say) can the body of Hideyori be fownd; soe that 
many think he is secretly escaped. But I cannot beleev it. Only the  people 
of these sothern parts speake as they wold have it, because they effect the 
yong man more than the ould.81

Though it may not have numbered one hundred thousand lives, the vic-
tory over the Toyotomi resulted in the collection of a huge number of de-
capitated heads, and a head examination ceremony was held, though the de-
tails are not recorded. Stories of Tokugawa Ieyasu examining the head of 
the Toyotomi vassal Kimura Shigenari, who died while leading his troops 
in a direct assault on the approaching Tokugawa forces, circulated in the 
Tokugawa period and are represented in the Meiji- period woodblock print 
found on the cover of this book (figure 29). Even more interest ing is the ex-
istence of a range of documents that rec ord some of the details of head tak-
ing in this conflict, documents that would have been submitted to officials 
for recognition  after the  battle was completed.82 It was vital that a witness 
be pre sent at a head taking to verify the identity of the vanquished warrior.83 
When a witness was not pre sent, warriors seeking reward for their  labor had 
to lodge special requests and  were not likely to be successful. This require-
ment was, of course, to prevent warriors from taking credit for the actions 
of  others by taking the heads of corpses on the battlefield or by other wise 
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claiming kills that  were not their own. Another item in the text noted the 
importance of taking both the head and the helmet in the case of particu-
larly high- ranking foes; it was an embarrassment to take the head but ig-
nore or discard the helmet. Battlefield collecting thus focused both on body 
parts and material culture, another clear linkage between acquisition and 
the vio lence of war in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.84

SALVAGED SWORDS

Ieyasu returned to Kyoto on 1615/5/8 amid a torrential downpour and 
began the pro cess of administering the aftermath of the  battle, a task that 
would require him to remain in Kyoto for a further five months.85 The 
first visitor, the day of Hideyori’s death and Ieyasu’s own arrival in Kyoto, 
was Nabeshima Katsushige, a former Toyotomi vassal who had fought 
for Ishida Mitsunari before Sekigahara but who joined Ieyasu and led 
troops for the Tokugawa in both the Winter and Summer Sieges of Osaka 
 Castle. Nabeshima could provide Ieyasu with a  different account of the 
 battle, from the point of view of the field, and allow him to start gaining 
a  broader perspective on the huge conflict that had ended surprisingly 

Figure 29. Print of Tokugawa Ieyasu Examining a Head. Tsukioka Yoshitoshi 
(1839–1892). Meiji period, 1875. 16.3 x 22.7 cm. Los Angeles County Museum of Art
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quickly.86 Although Ieyasu and Hidetada had prepared assiduously, evis-
cerating the defenses of Osaka  Castle and assembling an army that was 
too large to fail, the speed of the victory, compared to the month required 
to complete the first siege, was still startling. On 5/10 Ieyasu assembled 
the major warlords in Nijō  Castle and presented awards to vari ous com-
manders for their actions in Osaka, including gifts of tea utensils and other 
trea sures.87

 After holding confidential talks with Hidetada about the outcome of the 
 battle on 5/11, he then began meeting with the vari ous elites of Kyoto:  temple 
leaders and courtiers all made their way to Nijō in the following days to meet 
with Ieyasu and, notably, on 5/15 to witness a religious debate among Ten-
dai priests.88 Three days  later, another debate followed at Nijō, this time on 
the topic of Buddhist logic (J: inmyō; Sanskrit: hetu- vidyā) and in front of a 
larger audience including courtiers,  temple and shrine heads, and numerous 
warlords.89 Three days  later, yet another debate occurred among Shingon 
priests.90 Two days  later,  after a meeting with the shogun, Ieyasu sponsored 
another debate, this time among Tendai priests.91 These debates point to 
a shift in Ieyasu’s attention away, perhaps, from temporal affairs and more 
and more  toward the prob lem of his own mortality. The business of gov-
ernment was mostly out of his hands at this point, though he still took re-
sponsibility for major decisions and was clearly the primary authority of the 
 family and the shogunate. The bureaucracy had developed sufficiently, how-
ever, for him to be able to pursue other matters. Religious debates contin-
ued with great regularity alongside the politics of sociability, with Ieyasu 
giving and receiving gifts—to the emperor, from Shimazu Iehisa, and so 
on—in a systematic fashion.

In the sixth month he also invited Oda Uraku— a former priest, a prom-
inent tea master, and the younger brother of Nobunaga—to Kyoto, and asked 
him to investigate what had happened to the ceramic tea caddies that  were 
lost in the destruction of the Osaka fortress.92 Other sources rec ord that 
Ieyasu similarly asked two lacquerers to repair tea caddies broken in the 
blaze.93 A week  later, he commanded a sword maker to reforge famous 
swords that had also been damaged when the  castle burned.94 Ieyasu’s at-
tention to the material culture possessed by the Toyotomi is usually ignored 
in accounts of his life and of the long sixteenth  century because the policies 
issued around this time are widely seen as providing the  legal framework 
for the Tokugawa social and po liti cal system that would dominate Japan for 
the next 250 years.95 But Ieyasu’s insistence that his underlings find and re-
claim the most precious things associated with the Toyotomi regime serves 
as a reminder that art objects, too, had the power to affect their society. By 
excavating, repairing, and then keeping these things associated with the 
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now- vanquished Toyotomi, Ieyasu and his heirs controlled, to some degree, 
the memory of Hideyoshi and his line.

One of the best- known objects rescued and rehabilitated from the de-
struction of Osaka  Castle is the tea caddy known as Nitta. Like First Flower 
(discussed in chapter 2), this small ceramic container (8.6 cm tall and 7.9 cm 
in diameter at the widest point) dates to around the thirteenth  century in 
the Southern Song dynasty in China. The pot is simply thrown and trimmed, 
and decorated with an iron- brown glaze that covers the top portion of the 
vessel and drips down onto the dark clay on one side.96 The pedigree of the 
piece is one reason that Nitta was so highly valued. According to the tea 
diary Rec ord of Yamanoue Sōji, this tea caddy was once owned by Murata 
Jukō (1423–1502), an early merchant tea practitioner from Sakai who is 
credited with beginning the tradition of rustic (wabi) tea that became dom-
inant in  later centuries.97 The next known owner was Miyoshi Masanaga 
(1508–1549), a warlord and tea practitioner from Shikoku.  Later Oda Nobu-
naga owned Nitta, followed by Ōtomo Sōrin (1530–1587; also Yoshishige), an-
other warlord and tea practitioner who also is well known as one of the 
more prominent Christian converts of the sixteenth  century. Sōrin was an 
avid collector of tea utensils, and only parted with this piece when his 
increasingly dire po liti cal and economic circumstances demanded it. The 
Jesuit Luis Frois recorded this sad moment in 1585:

King Francisco (Otomo Yoshishige) became poor  after the  people of four 
kingdoms (Buzen, Chikugo, Chikuzen, and Higo)  rose in rebellion and re-
fused to obey his son, the prince (Yoshimune). And so he ordered that a 
utensil, very highly prized in Japan, should be sold in the city of Sakai. This 
was a small glazed porcelain cup  shaped like a pomegranate, and it was 
used to hold certain leaves ground into a powder, which they drink with 
hot  water on every occasion. Faxiba Chicugendono (Hideyoshi), lord of the 
greater and more im por tant part of Japan, heard about this precious jewel 
and he yearned to obtain it for it was a very famous piece in Japan. He gave 
him fifteen thousand crowns for it, and to show his special  favor, he or-
dered that the money should be carried overland, via the kingdom of Ya-
maguchi, to Bungo, which is a very long route.98

The piece stayed with the Toyotomi  until the destruction of Osaka  Castle, 
which gave Ieyasu the opportunity to finally obtain another of the three best 
tea caddies in Japan.  Today, it is impossible to see the fine lacquer repairs to 
the piece that allowed it to be reassembled.

Many of the additional surviving, reclaimed heirlooms from Osaka 
 Castle are swords. The dagger known as Ebina Kokaji (figure 30), for ex-
ample, was made by the renowned Heian- period (794–1185) smith Sanjo 



Figure 30. Dagger (tantō) named 
Ebina Kokaji. Sanjō Munechika. 
Heian period, 12th  century. Length 
29.7 cm. Tokugawa Art Museum 
Collection, by permission of the 
Tokugawa Art Museum / 
DNPartcom
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Kokaji Munechika (who himself is the subject of much mythologization, in-
cluding a Noh play in which he is assisted by a fox spirit in forging a blade 
for the emperor).99 This prized weapon is 29.7 centimeters in length and was 
reportedly once owned by the Ashikaga shoguns. Other examples from the 
Kamakura period (1185–1334) include the long sword Ichigo Hitofuri by the 
sword maker Yoshimitsu and the long sword Nansen by the sword maker 
Ichimonji. Such swords  were vital components of social rituals that helped 
maintain warrior society—as gifts that  were exchanged with great regular-
ity; as symbols of both masculinity and patrimony, as Elizabeth Oyler re-
minds us; and as practical tools that could be brandished to strike opponents 
or remove heads at the end of a  battle.100 Indeed, stories that circulated 
throughout Japan in the Tokugawa period associated Ieyasu with the lethal-
ity of his impressive collection of blades, such as the legend of the Miike 
Sword. According to this hagiographic tale, Ieyasu on his deathbed ordered 
that this heirloom weapon be tested on a convicted felon, a practice known 
as “trial cutting” that was not uncommon in the age of Pax Tokugawa.101 
 After learning that “it had cut though him all the way down to the block 
without a prob lem,” he placed the weapon at his side and vowed that “with 
the power of this sword he would protect his descendants of all generations 
to come.”102 This description explicitly links the violent potential of the blades 
collected and worn by the warrior class to the power of the Tokugawa to 
continue ruling Japan.

Ieyasu’s salvaging of both swords and ceramic tea caddies from the ru-
ins of Osaka  Castle casts both types of objects into the same category, as 
things that are both symbolically significant enough and durable enough 
to be rescued. More broadly, however, the differences between swords— and 
the larger category of material culture explicitly associated with warfare, in-
cluding armor, helmets, and other heirloom weapons— and tea utensils 
such as tea caddies are considerable. Famous tea caddies of the sort acquired 
by Ieyasu, as we have seen repeatedly, often had names, biographies, and 
fairly fleshed out genealogies of own ership. Heirloom swords, on the other 
hand,  were usually known by the name of their maker or perhaps a place 
name and carried less documentation of their trajectory through vari ous col-
lections. For some particularly well known tea utensils, we can trace their 
appearances at multiple tea gatherings and other semipublic events, punc-
tiliously recorded in the tea diaries (chakaiki) and other forms of documen-
tation that became increasingly significant among commoner tea prac ti tion-
ers in the sixteenth  century. Such careful rec ord keeping was central to the 
emerging identity of tea prac ti tion ers as a distinct social and cultural group. 
No such rec ord exists for swords; a register that similarly recorded not just 
the name and origin of a sword but its rec ord of kills and beheadings on 
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battlefields, not to mention its journey from the hands of one warrior to an-
other, and its exchange in rituals of obeisance and appeal over a period of 
several hundred years is absent from the known archival collections in Ja-
pan. Perhaps the reason for the lack of a rec ord was that the identity of war-
riors as a distinct social group was firmly established in the practical skills, 
the martial accomplishments, the social rituals, and the cultural practices 
that this book explores.

Although these salvaged swords  were only a drop in the bucket of Ieya-
su’s collection, which included more than one thousand heirloom pieces 
when he died, their reclamation and reforging represented a concerted ef-
fort not just to defeat the Toyotomi but to literally accumulate and own the 
trea sured weapons of their now vanquished foe.103 Like the return of the 
heirloom sword to Minamoto Yoritomo in Tale of the Soga Bro th ers, the ac-
quisition of these weapons represented Ieyasu’s authority and, indeed,  were 
a symbol of the “quieting of swords” or the pacification of the realm, of the 
Tokugawa’s right to rule.104 This attempt to tidy up  after the destruction of 
the Toyotomi is elided in accounts of the founding of the Tokugawa period 
and overviews of the beginning of the early modern age in Japan, but, like 
the destruction of Osaka  Castle and the issuance of  legal codes, the repos-
session of these power ful works of art was a fundamentally po liti cal act.

CONCLUSION

During Ieyasu’s last two months in Kyoto, the shogunate issued several 
pieces of significant legislation that would become foundational policies for 
the early modern state. On the thirteenth day of the intercalary seventh 
month, the shogunate issued the “one province, one  castle” policy, which 
limited each province— but effectively, each notably landed warlord—to one 
 castle, to prevent military buildups and the proliferation of defensive struc-
tures of the sort that  were so im por tant throughout the sixteenth  century.105 
The following month, on 7/7, Hidetada assembled the vari ous warlords in 
Fushimi  Castle, where the adviser to the Tokugawa, Konchiin Sūden, read 
the new Code for All Warrior House holds. The group of warrior leaders, per-
haps stunned by this new list of limitations to be placed on them and their 
progeny, then had to sit through a long Noh per for mance.106 It is notable that 
this semipublic piece of po liti cal pageantry was hosted not by the retired 
shogun but by Hidetada, perhaps signaling the full transfer of this- worldly 
authority to the younger Tokugawa lord. Although historians have fre-
quently referred to this document as a kind of constitution for warrior rule 
in the Tokugawa period, it was hardly a radical document; rather, it was “os-
tentatiously traditional,” as Harold Bolitho put it, referring to pre ce dent 
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and Chinese texts on government in a relentless use of the past— real and 
imagined—to prescribe pre sent practices.107

This per for mance was quickly followed by a similar recital on 7/17, in 
which the Shogun invited members of the court to Nijō  Castle for a pre sen-
ta tion of Regulations for the Palace and Nobility.108 Ieyasu had ordered vari ous 
Zen monks in Kyoto to begin work on copying key passages from a num-
ber of Chinese and Japa nese texts in 1614 to prepare for the issuance of codes, 
a pro cess that took far longer than he had expected. He also instructed his 
adviser Sūden to work on this document for months, studying vari ous forms 
of pre ce dent and citing a number of Chinese texts.109 The final text explic-
itly cites Essentials of Good Government (Ch: Zhenguan zhengyao; J: Jōgan Seiyō; 
Tang dynasty, 7th c.), which Fujiwara Seika had discussed with Ieyasu so 
many years before and which he had ordered printed through the Ashikaga 
Gakkō in 1600; as well as the fifty- volume Essentials of the Many Books (Ch: 
Qun shu zhi yao; J: Gunsho chiyō). Historians have typically interpreted this 
code as a strong Tokugawa attempt to separate the court from the sphere of 
politics. Lee Butler, however, has convincingly argued that the code in fact 
upholds the influence of certain court administrative positions and in gen-
eral empowers the court, which is consistent with Ieyasu’s interest in the 
power of pre ce dent. All evidence points to Ieyasu’s intention to support the 
interaction between the court and Kyoto’s population of commoners and 
warriors, and also to support their mastery of traditional arts and other 
 family practices. The code also pays scrupulous attention to the politics of 
court ceremony, detailing seating arrangements, clothing, and other prac-
tices that  were at the heart of the court’s claim to symbolic authority in Japa-
nese society. Ieyasu’s overwhelming goal with the issuance of these regula-
tions was not suppression of the court but rather improving— through the 
regulation of ritual— its order and stability, marred as it had been, like much 
of Japa nese society, by factions and internal politics.110 Like the two titanic 
wars that marked the triumph of the Tokugawa in warrior society, these at-
tempts to stabilize the field of symbolic politics relied on rituals to make 
sense of the messiness of social groupings and their hierarchical relations. 
Both acts contributed to the making of a society and the defining of a polity 
that would rule Japan— through the threat of vio lence and the per for mance 
of ritual— for more than 250 years.
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In December 1999, the World Heritage Committee of the United Nations Ed-
ucational, Scientific and Cultural Or ga ni za tion (UNESCO) inscribed the 
shrines and temples of Nikkō, Japan, on the World Heritage list. The com-
mittee acknowledged in its decision that the temples and shrines of Nikkō 
represent works of architectural and artistic genius; that they are perfect ex-
amples of the decorative styles and building designs of the Edo period 
(1603–1868); and that the entire site of Nikkō is an outstanding instance of a 
Japa nese religious site in which the natu ral environment informs the sacred 
meanings of the religious institutions and their objects of veneration. The 
mountainous region of Nikkō, located eighty- seven miles north of Tokyo, 
has long held religious significance, with a major shrine that dates back 
to the eighth  century. The primary focus of the site since the seventeenth 
 century, however, is the mausoleum complex known as Tōshōgū (figure 31), 
which  houses one of the most im por tant deities of early modern Japan: Tōshō 
Daigongen, “Great Avatar Who Illuminates the East,” more commonly 
known as Tokugawa Ieyasu.

This chapter considers the early modern apotheosis of Ieyasu in the mag-
nificent conifer forest of Nikkō as a continuation of the phenomenon of spec-
tacular accumulation. It focuses on the seventeenth- century deification of the 
Tokugawa founder, the establishment of multiple ritual centers for his wor-
ship, the use of material culture in these and other acts of memorialization, 
and the proliferation of cultural and architectural products related to Ieyasu’s 
memory over the course of the early modern period. The chapter then turns 
to the modern period, particularly the activities of Tokugawa Yoshichika 
(1886–1976)— the head of the Owari branch of the Tokugawa  family and 
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Figure 31. Nikkō Tōshōgū, photograph by author
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an active politician, scholar, colonial administrator, and philanthropist— 
who worked to preserve the material legacy of the Tokugawa in war time 
Japan. He founded the Tokugawa Art Museum in 1935 and thereby guar-
anteed that a significant portion of Ieyasu’s collection would continue to be 
displayed, to dynamically changing audiences, becoming a kind of visual 
substitute for the history of the late sixteenth  century.

This chapter also argues that the repre sen ta tion of Ieyasu’s life at key mo-
ments  after his death established discursive conventions that define our 
understanding of his role in the founding of the early modern state. A ge-
nealogy of discourse and repre sen ta tion is at work in the seventeenth- 
century deification of Ieyasu, the popularization of his cult, and the 
modern rehabilitation of the founder of the Tokugawa regime  after that 
government was destroyed. This connecting fiber— one that links biogra-
phy to hagiography to historiography— reveals the diachronic progression 
of history’s making, unmaking, and redeployment according to the needs 
and interests of historical subjects who operated in changing cultural and 
socioeconomic contexts. It connects the history of Tokugawa Ieyasu’s spec-
tacular accumulation during his life and the circulation of his collection dur-
ing his afterlife to the story of Japa nese national identity and the politics of 
the display of visual and material culture in museums domestically and 
abroad, issues that continue to inform scholarly and public debate and, on 
occasion, stir controversy.1

EARLY MODERN APOTHEOSIS

Ieyasu ostensibly left  behind a set of final instructions in the last days of his 
life: “Bury my body at Mount Kunō and have the funeral ser vice at Zōjō 
 Temple. Place the Buddhist mortuary  table at Daijū  Temple in Mikawa.  After 
a one- year period of mourning, build a small hall at Mount Nikkō and in-
vite the deity. I will become the tutelary deity of the eight provinces of the 
Kantō.”2 While the deification of humans was extremely rare in practice in 
medieval Japan,3 there was an im por tant pre ce dent in Ieyasu’s own lifetime: 
the apotheosis of Ieyasu’s former liege and po liti cal pre de ces sor, Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi, from whom the Tokugawa founder undoubtedly appropriated 
a great deal in his own attempt to pacify, unify, and stabilize the archipel-
ago. Hideyoshi had arranged for his own deification as a Shinto deity— 
Toyokuni Daimyōjin, or “Most Bright God of Our Bountiful Country”—at a 
shrine in Kyoto next to Hōkōji, a pro ject that was successful in terms of the 
grandeur of the visual and material results, as well as the impact on the pop-
ulation of Kyoto, which took part in the Toyokuni festivals with great en-
thusiasm.4 Ieyasu was never as gratuitously ambitious as Hideyoshi, but the 
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model of apotheosis as a means of marrying secular and sacred authority 
with the added value of increasing the  family influence through pop u lar 
ritual practice was surely appealing. On the other hand, Hideyoshi had 
failed to protect his legacy for his heir, and Ieyasu needed to prevent a sim-
ilar outcome for his own children. A version of apotheosis that followed 
upon, but was also distinct from, Hideyoshi’s deification was required.5

Ieyasu’s initial hope was for a simpler, more local pro cess of deification, 
in which he would be enshrined at Mount Kunō near Sunpu  Castle, with 
his vassal Sakakibara Teruhisa to act as the shrine’s priest. When Shogun 
Hidetada heard of Ieyasu’s plan, however, he commanded the Rinzai Zen 
monk Konchiin Sūden (1569–1633) and the Tendai monk Tenkai (1536–1643), 
both shogunal advisers, to discuss the deification with Ieyasu, to ensure that 
it was ritually and po liti cally proper. The “con spic u ous proliferation of tes-
tamentary stipulations” that ensued was a result of Tenkai’s and Sūden’s at-
tempts to ensure that their and  others’ religious and institutional interests 
 were appropriately involved.6 The decision to build some sort of structure 
at Nikkō was probably a concession to Tenkai, who had been given the re-
sponsibility of supervising the preexisting  temple complex on the mountain 
several years earlier.  Later, another religious adviser, the Shinto and Bud-
dhist priest Bonshun (1553–1632), counseled Hidetada on the differences be-
tween Buddhist and Shinto funerary practices and between enshrinement 
as an avatar (gongen) and as a god (myōjin). Two days  after Ieyasu’s death, 
Bonshun officiated at the ceremony (in the tradition of Yoshida Shinto) held 
in the newly constructed shrine on Mount Kunō, installing Ieyasu’s spirit 
in the main building. Three days  later the shogun visited along with other 
members of the Tokugawa  family.7 This seemingly hastily constructed rit-
ual structure was the “Shrine That Illuminates the East,” originally called 
Tōshōsha but  later changed to Tōshōgū.8

Rather than representing the end of Ieyasu’s biography, however, his en-
shrinement at Mount Kunō represents the beginning of a new stage in what 
could be considered as his early modern afterlife. “For the theologians, Ten-
kai, Sūden, Bonshun, their finest hour had just arrived. Hardly had Ieyasu 
been enshrined than Tenkai started to object.”9 As the master of the  temple 
complex at Mount Nikkō, Tenkai seemed determined to arrange not a sec-
ondary shrine in the Kantō but a complete reconfiguration of the deification 
of the Tokugawa founder, with nothing less than the removal of Ieyasu’s 
body to Nikkō and the relocation of the worship of this new deity to Ten-
kai’s religious domain. Quarrels among the religious advisers ensued, let-
ters  were dispatched to those who might influence the shogun, and as a result, 
rumors circulated in Kyoto about the conflict. A power strug gle over his leg-
acy was surely something that Ieyasu, always attentive to the importance of 
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stability, would have wanted to avoid. Fortunately for the Tokugawa, within 
a  matter of months Tenkai had achieved his victory and emerged as per-
haps the most influential Buddhist leader in eastern Japan. He managed to 
keep Sūden out of the mourning ceremony that Tenkai oversaw at the private 
 family  temple of the Tokugawa, Zōjōji, in Edo; likewise, he successfully con-
vinced Hidetada to allow Ieyasu’s body10 to be moved in the tenth month of 
1616 to Nikkō, “where, on the seventeenth of the fourth month, exactly one 
year  after his demise, Ieyasu was installed as daigongen.”11 Hidetada visited 
the shrine at that time to mark the anniversary of his  father’s death, though 
the structure was still  under construction. It was mostly completed in 1619, 
in time for Hidetada’s second visit, and the shogun visited again in 1622 to 
mark the seven- year death anniversary of Ieyasu.12 Visiting Nikkō became 
a ritualized per for mance of the politics of the Tokugawa state for many  later 
shoguns, a means of demonstrating publicly the shogun’s faith to the founder 
and deity enshrined in the mountain’s Tōshōgū.13

Within a year of his death, Ieyasu was thus the object of ritual worship 
and veneration at two separate sites as a result of the rivalry among the 
Tokugawa’s religious advisers. This multiplication illustrates an obvious 
point about Ieyasu’s deification: worshipping the deity that was Tokugawa 
Ieyasu was a symbolically power ful practice with overt po liti cal overtones 
that could be beneficially appropriated. Constructing a Tōshōgū shrine in 
which to engage in this ritual form of politics soon emerged as a useful 
means of arrogating Ieyasu’s memory for contemporaneous purposes. Ten-
kai established a Tōshōgū at the headquarters of his Tendai school in 1617, 
while the shogunate built a Tōshōgū in Edo  Castle in 1618. The heads of the 
three branch Tokugawa  houses likewise constructed Tōshōgū in their do-
mains in 1619 (Nagoya) and 1621 (Mito and Wakayama), a decision followed 
by vari ous temples and warlords. By the mid- seventeenth  century, Tōshōgū 
had spread to domains and cities across Japan, looking less like a form of 
familial worship and more like a kind of state- sponsored religion.14 This ex-
pansion does not imply that the worship of Tōshō Daigongen was mono-
lithic. Nakano Mitsuhiro has cata logued the variety of Tōshōgū sites and 
ritual practices that emerged over the course of the early modern period 
and argues that the cult’s activities (and, though largely unverifiable, be-
liefs)  were heterogeneous in terms of status, geographic region, period, 
and calendrical context.15 Even this diversity of practices, however, repre-
sented a victory for the Tokugawa, who managed to install their founder 
not only as an object of veneration but as a nationally significant figure who 
was celebrated and worshipped in manifold ways: in terms of the legitimacy 
of the regime, the mode of reverence was perhaps less significant than the 
fact of reverence.
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This nationalization of the worship of Tōshō Daigongen was an incre-
mental pro cess. Perhaps the key period in the expansion of the Tōshōgū as 
a sacred institution was the reign of the third Tokugawa shogun, Ieyasu’s 
grandson Iemitsu. As has often been noted, Iemitsu was the first Tokugawa 
shogun to lack experience leading troops into  battle and was certainly the 
first early modern shogunal ruler to have been raised almost entirely within 
the confines of Edo  Castle. Born in 1604, Iemitsu was appointed ruler— 
despite reportedly being sickly and withdrawn—in 1623 in a repetition of 
the pro cess by which Ieyasu had retired and forced his contemporaries to 
accept Hidetada as their next ruler. On 1623/9/27 Hidetada stepped into the 
position of retired shogun and arranged for the court to appoint his young 
son to the post of shogun. Iemitsu proved himself to be an active and activist 
administrator who rather ruthlessly eliminated his talented younger brother 
and worked in every field to solidify his authority as shogun. Many of the 
policies that came to be thought of as characterizing the Tokugawa regime— 
the bureaucratic reach of the shogunate, the severe suppression of Chris tian-
ity, the system of alternate attendance, and the seclusion policies that kept 
most foreigners out of Japan and prevented all Japa nese from traveling 
internationally— were his innovations.16 And, not surprisingly, Iemitsu was 
the central figure in expanding the worship of Tōshō Daigongen and indeed 
the  actual Tōshōgū structure at Nikkō to a previously unimagined scale.

Iemitsu began his reign with a major renovation of Nijō  Castle in Kyoto, 
the most obvious and central symbol of Tokugawa authority in the impe-
rial capital. The pro ject was “designed to enhance the sophisticated image 
of the third shogun and to make explicit Iemitsu’s function as imperial sur-
rogate.”17 It was part of a larger early Tokugawa culture of architecture- as- 
politics, or “the psy chol ogy of architectural intimidation.”18 This successful 
building pro ject may have inspired Iemitsu to create a monument for his 
 father Hidetada in 1632, a pro ject that avoided deification but produced 
a mausoleum in Edo near Zōjōji that “inaugurated the era of Iemitsu’s per-
sonal power with its bold architectural statement of authority and that set 
the pattern for the architectural design at Nikkō.”19 This structure, Taitokuin, 
was separated from the city by impressive walls and large, ornate gates. The 
worship hall in the center of the compound was accessed by a particularly 
sumptuous gateway demonstrating “unpre ce dented rhetorical flourish” and 
“curvilinear exuberance.”20 This successful pro ject served as the model for 
Iemitsu’s reconstruction of a number of structures at Nikkō, transforming 
the complex into one of the most elaborate shrine and  temple assemblages 
in Japan.

In 1634 Iemitsu launched this pro ject in Nikkō, which would end up con-
suming 568,000 ryō of gold, 100 kanme of silver, and 1,000 koku of rice from 
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the trea sury of the Tokugawa by the time it was completed two years  later.21 
Iemitsu had previously visited Nikkō six times,22 perhaps felt a great fond-
ness for the place, and also may have understood its potential as a ritual and 
po liti cal site par excellence. The result was a sprawling landscape of  temple 
and shrine structures with connected paths, gateways, and gardens, set amid 
a towering and awe- inspiring conifer forest (Cryptomeria japonica), or, as the 
UNESCO report puts it, set in a context in which “mountains and forests 
have a sacred meaning and are objects of veneration.”23 The magnificence 
of the structures and their surroundings was matched, or perhaps surpassed, 
by the extravagant decorative programs on the outside and inside of the 
gates and halls, which collectively amounted to a kind of visual database of 
more than five thousand Buddhist, Confucian, and Daoist symbols, motifs, 
and figures carved into the Tōshōgū structure. These included, for exam-
ple, 644 sacred animals such as Chinese lions (shishi) and dragons; 950 birds, 
including phoenixes and hawks; and 1,423 plants, including peonies, chry-
santhemums, and other symbolically significant plant motifs (figure 32).24 
The buildings themselves, which have been fairly well documented in En-
glish, are still standing and, thanks to the support of the Japa nese govern-
ment, as well as the UNESCO designation, continue to count as one of the 
most visited tourist destinations in Japan.25

This new site was used almost immediately to mark the twenty- first an-
niversary of Ieyasu’s passing on 1636/4/17. Kobori Enshū (also Masakazu, 
1579–1647), a construction magistrate and garden designer who worked for 
the Tokugawa as a tea master, attended the ceremony or ga nized by Iemitsu 
on this occasion and in a letter, recorded a poem:

Hi no hikari [The light of the sun
azuma o terasu illuminates the east
kamikaze wa kyō yori a divine wind as of  today,
kimi no bandai no koe. His lordship’s infinite voice.]

According to Enshū,  after the initial opening of the structure on the seven-
teenth, two days of ceremonies followed.26 The desired effect was the draw 
of this site as a ritual complex, as a natu ral won der, and as a power ful state-
ment of Tokugawa authority that marks Nikkō as such a significant trans-
formation in the afterlife of Ieyasu. Through the site, rather than function-
ing merely as a tutelary deity or intensively worshipped ancestor, Tōshō 
Daigongen became the keystone of shogunal power, seen particularly clearly 
in the visits of foreign embassies to Nikkō Tōshōgū. Iemitsu attempted to 
press this idea upon the Korean ambassador Im Kwang: “If you Three Am-
bassadors  were to make a sightseeing trip [to Nikko,] We would consider it 



Figure 32. Nikkō Tōshōgū, photograph by author
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a glory for the entire nation. We should be unable to restrain our joy.”27 Al-
though the Korean ambassador could perhaps make sense of this visit as a 
form of sightseeing, the Tokugawa understood it as a more ritualized jour-
ney that demonstrated obeisance. The Rec ord of the Tokugawa noted that Im 
and his entourage “ were permitted to make a pilgrimage to Nikkō, just as 
they had requested.”28 Ryūkyūan embassies and Dutch embassies  were sim-
ilarly required to visit the site.

By giving the appearance that it was the spontaneous desire of these en-
voys from abroad to pay homage to ‘Gongen sama,’ by obtaining gifts and 
“articles of tribute,” such as the Korean bell sent in 1643 or the Dutch chan-
delier which faces the bell before the Yōmei Gate, to decorate the shrine and 
further exalt Ieyasu’s sanctity, such foreign pilgrimages could not fail to 
serve as a mechanism for extending the numinous range of the cult of 
Ieyasu beyond the immediate geographic boundaries of Japan.29

The resulting “illusion of Japa nese centrality and primacy” was at the heart 
of shogunal policies regarding status, the control of religion, and travel. 
These policies claimed to protect and to empower Japan, they ema-
nated from the Tokugawa administration, and they  were reinforced and 
legitimated through the rituals and spectacle of the worship of Tōshō 
Daigongen.

Another significant aspect of the early modern afterlife of Tokugawa 
Ieyasu was the production, circulation, protection, and deployment of doc-
uments and objects associated with his life and memory. Ieyasu took some 
pains to protect his material heritage with instructions to divide his enor-
mous accumulation of visual and material culture  after his death. Though 
the exact pro cess of this division is not known, some documentary evidence 
has survived that demonstrates that probate dictated that certain objects and 
set amounts of cash30 passed to each branch Tokugawa  house, as well as to 
the main shogunal branch in Edo and probably to the Tōshōgū on Mount 
Kunō and Nikkō as well. The most im por tant rec ord of probate is preserved 
by the Owari Tokugawa, The Rec ord of Utensils Inherited from Sunpu  Castle 
(Sunpu owakemono odôgû chô, figure 33).31 This text was compiled according 
to Ieyasu’s prior instructions over a period of two years from 1616 to 1618 at 
Sunpu  Castle, and lists objects in eleven registers:

Register of swords 御腰物之帳

Register of  handle ornaments 目貫かうかい帳

Register of gold and silver utensils 金銀之帳

Register of vari ous utensils 色々御道具帳

Register of vari ous utensils 色々御道具帳
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Register of clothing 色々絹布帳

Register of medicine 御薬種之帳

Register of hardware 色々かな物帳

Register of vari ous furnishings 色々細物帳

Register of vari ous banquet utensils 色々御振廻道具

Register of  horse fittings 御馬具之帳

Some of these categories are self- explanatory, such as swords, (sword)  handle 
ornaments, clothing, medicine,  horse fittings, and a separate but related 
register that listed money.  Others, such as “vari ous utensils,” are less clear. 
Examination of the lists of objects, however, indicates that these contain most 
of the familiar objects that Ieyasu received as gifts, acquired through inter-
mediaries, or confiscated from defeated enemies in his  career as a warlord, 
shogun, and retired shogun. “Vari ous utensils,” for example, includes im-
plements used in the preparation and serving of tea according to the cha-
noyu tradition so beloved by Ieyasu’s pre de ces sors and only barely engaged 
in by Ieyasu himself. Despite his lukewarm attitude  toward tea, he still man-
aged to amass one of the most impressive collections of tea utensils of his 
era, many pieces of which are still extant.32

Figure 33. Rec ord of probate from Sunpu, Owari Tokugawa  family. Edo period, 
1616–1618. 28.3 x 21.8 cm. Tokugawa Art Museum Collection, by permission of the 
Tokugawa Art Museum / DNPartcom
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A few examples will illustrate the quality of the objects passed down 
as part of Ieyasu’s inheritance. One impressive piece is calligraphy by the 
Chan (Zen) priest Yuanwu Kezin (Chinese, Southern Song dynasty, 1128; 
Hatakeyama Collection, Tokyo). It is interest ing to note that this work 
 became highly valued in the early modern and modern periods not only be-
cause of its connection to one of the most respected luminaries of the Chan 
tradition, but because it had been owned by Ieyasu himself. He bequeathed 
it to his son, the founder of the Owari Tokugawa  house, Tokugawa Yoshi-
nao, and his son, Mitsutomo, gave it to the fifth Tokugawa shogun, Tsunay-
oshi. This work is but one of many pieces of calligraphy and many tools used 
in the practice of calligraphy that Ieyasu preserved and passed down to his 
descendants. As I have argued elsewhere, Ieyasu’s collection became a kind 
of template for model cultural practices for members of the Tokugawa  house 
and by extension for elite warriors in general.33 His interest in calligraphy 
and other cultural practices from China had far- reaching consequences. This 
pattern is analogous to the iemoto tradition in the performing arts, in which 
the aesthetic preferences of the grandmaster, the head of the pyramid- shaped 
schools that dominated the world of tea and other arts in Tokugawa Japan, 
 were spread throughout the school through standardized curricula and 
through practices of repetition and reproduction, which made the “gaze” of 
the grandmaster the standard against which all other tea prac ti tion ers mea-
sured themselves. In some ways, the tiered hierarchy of vassalage and fa-
milial relations that Tokugawa Ieyasu employed as the foundation of the 
early modern po liti cal system in which his sons and close  family members 
 were given the positions of highest authority is similar to the iemoto system 
seen in the arts. We have evidence that many of Ieyasu’s sons and grandchil-
dren venerated and replicated Ieyasu’s cultural practices, taught their sons 
and vassals to do the same, and thereby spread interest in the objects and the 
practices they represented, such as this sample of Chinese calligraphy.

The collection of paintings that Ieyasu handed down is similarly excep-
tional in quality. One piece, known as Budai (attr. to Hu Zhifu, Southern 
Song dynasty, 13th c., Tokugawa Art Museum), shows Budai (J: Hotei), one of 
the Chan sages, seeming to pull away a sack on which a child is just starting 
to fall asleep, a clear meta phor for awakening by ridding ourselves of attach-
ments.34 The work brought considerable symbolic power as a piece previ-
ously owned by both Ashikaga Yoshimitsu and Ashikaga Yoshimasa, the 
most famous and infamous Ashikaga shoguns, respectively. Another exam-
ple is Returning Sailboat from a Distant Shore (figure 34), from the series Eight 
Views of the Xiao Xiang Region, by Yujian (hanging scroll, Southern Song 
dynasty, 13th c., Tokugawa Art Museum). This marvelous landscape paint-
ing was passed down in the Ashikaga  family, owned by both Yoshimitsu 
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and Yoshimasa, and  later by Imagawa Yoshimoto, Ieyasu’s former captor 
and liege. As if that  were not a significant enough personal connection, the 
painting had also previously been owned by Hideyoshi before entering the 
collection of Ieyasu.

Arms and armor  were plentiful in Ieyasu’s material legacy as well. Many 
examples of swords have been mentioned previously, but among armor, a 
particularly interest ing example is the “laced rising- sun suit” (figure 35). 
This armor appears in Rec ord of Utensils Inherited from Sunpu  Castle. The en-
try reads as follows:

A suit of armor worn by his Lordship:
Item: Cuirass with full lacing, rising sun
Tassets with full lacing
Ornamental bows (agemaki) in crimson
Item: Helmet with raised ridges
Item: Hoe- shaped (kuwakata) helmet crest (tatemono), without ken
Item: One nose cover [from the face mask]

Figure 34. Painting of a returning sailboat. Yujian (n.d.). Chinese, Southern Song 
dynasty, 13th  century. Im por tant Cultural Property. 30.6 x 77 cm. Tokugawa Art 
Museum Collection, by permission of the Tokugawa Art Museum / DNPartcom



Figure 35. Suit of armor (gusoku) with rising- sun design. 
Momoyama- Edo period, 16th–17th  century. Tokugawa Art 
Museum Collection, by permission of the Tokugawa 
Art Museum / DNPartcom
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Item: Armored sleeves with shoulder guards
Item: Thigh guards lacquered black
Item: Greaves with matching crests

This description closely matches the extant components. The armor consists 
of black- lacquered plates (of thick rawhide) held together by vertical blue lac-
ing to form the cuirass, shoulder guards, and four- tiered skirt. Bright or-
ange laces in a circular pattern in the  middle of the breast plate and shoul-
der guards create three vivid repre sen ta tions of the rising sun (hi no maru). 
Exposed, black- lacquered plates at the top of the shoulder guards and breast 
plate, the “sleeves” (kote) or forearm guards, and the shin guards display 
crests in gold makie lacquer, including the chrysanthemum, paulownia, sa-
cred Buddhist wheel, wood sorrel, seven trea sures,  water plantain, tomoe, 
and other motifs. The black- lacquered helmet is  shaped like a lobed melon 
(akoda), and is marked by raised parallel lines in gold lacquer. At the front, 
two round medallions on the upturned rim frame a central hoe- shaped crest 
(maedate), all carved with patterns of chrysanthemum branches and deco-
rated with gold lacquer. The flared neck guard is fastened using blue and 
orange lace.

The dispersal of this collection35 to the Tokugawa shogunal and branch 
 houses became an opportunity for new uses of the spectacular accumula-
tion associated with Ieyasu: Tokugawa  houses donated objects to the prolif-
erating Tōshōgū, particularly those in the Tokugawa branch domains— 
Owari, Kii, and Mito—as well as to the main shrine at Nikkō. Thus large 
portions of Ieyasu’s former collection  were transferred to vari ous Tōshōgū 
holdings. The circularity of the movement of these objects is striking. On 
the one hand, Tokugawa donations of Ieyasu- associated objects to the 
Tōshōgū represented a kind of spiritual reunion of the material culture with 
its previous own er; on the other hand, the transformation of these things 
from inherited goods to ritual objects can also be understood as the “return” 
of the collection as a new encounter in the social lives of Ieyasu’s material 
heritage. Such a “resocialization,” as Philip Fisher has put it, allowed the ob-
jects from Ieyasu’s collection to continue to have some agency and a new 
sort of instrumentality long  after their original functions had been effaced.36

In the case of the Tōshōgū in Wakayama, for example, home to the Kii 
branch of the Tokugawa  house, Ieyasu’s son Yorinobu donated many Ieyasu- 
owned objects  after establishing the shrine in 1621. To take just one cate-
gory of object— military items that are still held in the shrine  today— Yorinobu 
gave four long swords, a set of Nanban armor and a Nanban helmet, a 
set of “body round” armor, a lacquered  saddle and stirrups, a gold makie- 
decorated  saddle and stirrups, and conch shells (blown in  battle).37 Similar 
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offerings  were made by almost every subsequent generation of Kii Tokugawa 
 house leaders, with long swords in par tic u lar being donated by the third- , 
fifth- , sixth- , seventh- , eighth- , ninth- , tenth- , eleventh- , twelfth- , and 
 fourteenth- generation lords of the domain. Inherited objects associated with 
Tokugawa Ieyasu  were thus deployed by Tokugawa branch heads to rein-
scribe their own connection to the founder through a ritual of giving that 
itself represented a return, a circular pro cess of both worship and legitima-
tion that served the additional function of preserving and protecting this 
robust visual and material legacy from the long sixteenth  century well into 
the modern era. And, as will be seen  later in this chapter, shrines such as 
the Wakayama Tōshōgū  were actively involved in the perpetuation of the 
my thol ogy of Tōshō Daigongen through vari ous ritual practices.

Another facet of the early modern afterlife of Ieyasu was his reanima-
tion in a series of new cultural productions commissioned by Iemitsu. First, 
in 1635 Iemitsu commissioned a textual hagiography that would serve as a 
form of “po liti cal propaganda,” aimed at the most elite members of the 
Tokugawa  family and the Imperial Court. This scroll, completed in 1636 and 
known as Origin of the Shrine That Illuminates the East (Tōshōsha engi) was, like 
the enshrinement of Ieyasu at Nikkō itself, a product of the centenarian Ten-
dai priest Tenkai. The Chinese calligraphy of the scroll was written by the 
retired emperor Go-Mizunoo (r. 1611–1629), and the substance was nothing 
less than Ieyasu’s growing interest in and awareness of Tendai Buddhism 
as practiced by Tenkai, with some attention paid as well to Ieyasu’s life in 
general. The scroll was presented to Tōshō Daigongen as part of the open-
ing ceremonies of the new shrine, but “Tenkai’s very formal language and 
Chinese characters, coupled with an absence of illustrations, made the 1636 
version difficult and tedious to read, and the text itself, replete as it was with 
religious intricacies, was complex and not generally appealing.”38

Unbowed, Iemitsu planned a second set of scrolls, this time written in 
mixed Chinese and Japa nese characters and with considerably more atten-
tion paid to Ieyasu’s biography, particularly his military prowess and victo-
ries in battles, as well as lavish illustrations by the painter Kano Tan’yū 
(1602–1674). The new scrolls, Origins of the Great Avatar Who Illuminates the 
East (Tōshō Daigongen engi) narrated and visually represented Ieyasu’s life 
as a tale of divine emergence, with holy visions foretelling an auspicious and 
godly birth, unnatural wisdom in Ieyasu’s youth, foreordained talent and 
military skill, references to mythical Chinese heroes, and other tropes of di-
vine destiny. Though never displayed publicly, the scrolls  were undoubt-
edly successful in establishing a discursive and repre sen ta tional narrative 
of superhuman accomplishment to legitimize the Tokugawa administration 
and the commissioning shogun in par tic u lar. The text also is related to the 
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large corpus of “sayings of Ieyasu” that  were transmitted orally and even-
tually collected in massive, multivolume books for study by the samurai and 
commoners alike. Though not causally connected, both represent the pro-
duction and circulation in very  different circles of a narrative of divine wis-
dom that characterized Ieyasu’s early modern afterlife.

Both of these texts  were part of a broader reinvention of the long six-
teenth  century that could only occur when most of those who had actually 
lived through the period had passed, extreme cases such as Tenkai aside. 
By the 1640 ceremonial dedication of Origins of the Great Avatar Who Illumi-
nates the East, the pro cess of reinventing and reimagining the age of Nobu-
naga, Hideyoshi, and Ieyasu was well  under way. Even sources that are 
generally considered to be earlier and therefore more reliable, such as The 
Chronicle of Lord Nobunaga (Shinchō kōki) that is usually dated to 1610,  were 
rearranged and edited by  later seventeenth- century authors precisely in this 
period of reinvention, which not coincidentally begins around the time of 
Iemitsu’s reign. Jurgis Elisonas’ and Jeroen Lamers’ description of Gyūichi’s 
account applies well to much of the writing about the long sixteenth  century 
in the  middle and second half of the seventeenth  century: “The general tenor 
of this book is anecdotal— not necessarily untrustworthy, but storified.”39 
The hagiography of Ieyasu, or what could be called the unproblematized 
conflation of the historical subject with the deity, is clearly on display in Ie-
mitsu’s and Tenkai’s two sets of handscrolls, perfect distillations of the 
challenge of reclaiming a pre- apotheosis Ieyasu when the understanding of 
him as Tōshō Daigongen became so widespread  after 1636.

Another example of this newly produced iteration of Ieyasu was the se-
ries of dream portraits of the deity that Iemitsu commissioned Kano Tan’yū 
to paint in this same period (figure 36). As mentioned previously, Iemitsu 
was sickly as a young man, and a new and unexplained illness emerged in 
1636 that tormented him  until his death in 1651.40 Throughout his life but 
particularly during his sickness, Iemitsu claimed on numerous occasions to 
have been visited by his grand father in his dreams and as a result commis-
sioned at least nine, and possibly more, dream portraits of Ieyasu. It was par-
ticularly im por tant that Iemitsu commissioned many of these dream por-
traits not only in response to visions but to deploy during ritual activities. 
Oddly, we do not have a body of portraits of Ieyasu that  were painted be-
fore his death and deification. One unusual portrait of Ieyasu (figure 8) in 
the collection of the Tokugawa Art Museum purports to show him at the 
1573  Battle of Mikatagahara, obviously distraught by the Takeda advance 
as he sits on a camp stool and stares into the eyes of the viewer, but this is 
the sole exception and is such an unusual painting that it is hard to situate 
it in the known tradition of warrior portraits.41 All other portrait repre sen-



Figure 36. Dream portrait of 
Tōshō Daigongen. Kano 
Tan’yū (1602–1674), inscription 
by Tenkai (1536–1643). 
Edo period, 17th  century.  
64 x 46 cm. Rinnō-ji.
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ta tions of Ieyasu, particularly those that we see on the covers of books and 
museum cata logs about the Tokugawa lord, are best understood as repre-
sen ta tions of Tōshō Daigongen. Even the few that seem to show him in sec-
ular settings  were of course produced in the context of the Tōshōgū world-
view, mainly by Kano Tan’yū, and cannot therefore be seen as reliable pieces 
of evidence regarding the visage of Ieyasu as a historical subject. The dream 
portrait, and the other evidence in this chapter, suggest the following ques-
tions: Is it possi ble to reclaim a pre- apotheosis version of Ieyasu? Can the 
hagiography be separated from the biography? Should it be?

These are significant queries, in part because Iemitsu’s historical reinven-
tion was not limited to the subject of his grand father (who clearly served 
not merely as a tool of legitimation but also as a source of personal inspira-
tion and perhaps religious devotion for the third shogun), but also extended 
to government- sponsored policies that had an impact on the public and pri-
vate recording and understanding of history.42 In 1641 Iemitsu ordered Ōta 
Sukemune, a warlord and Tokugawa vassal who had some responsibility for 
scholarly affairs, to manage the massive pro ject of compiling the genealo-
gies of all warrior  house holds. Sukemune in turn relied largely on the scholar 
Hayashi Razan and his son Shunsai (also Gahō; 1618–1688) in the massive 
endeavor that involved the tracing (and, in some cases, the inventing) of lin-
eages for all but the lowest of samurai: warlords (daimyō), defined as direct 
vassals of the shogun with domains assessed at 10,000 koku or more; direct 
retainers (hatamoto, sometimes called “bannermen”) of the shogun, with a 
stipend of less than 10,000 koku and more than 500 koku; and  house men 
(gokenin), a term that referred primarily to shogunal retainers.43 The result, 
speedily compiled in merely two years, was ready in 1643. Consisting of 186 
volumes in two sets, one in Chinese and one in Japa nese, Genealogies of the 
Houses of the Kan’ei Period (Ken’ei shoka keizuden) contained the lineages of 
1,419 warrior  houses mapped, documented, and categorized to conquer the 
potential rivals of the Tokugawa through the power of knowledge and or-
ga ni za tion. Wars, betrayals, and other crises of the past  were acknowledged 
in this graphed and delineated history of warrior families, but as Mary Eliz-
abeth Berry put it, “It altered the portrayal of the Tokugawa shogun[s], who 
became not just predestined inheritors of lineage rights but masters of their 
troubled times. They  were victors.” 44 Iemitsu presented the text to Tōshō 
Daigongen in a ceremony at Nikkō Tōshōgū  later that year, part of the ac-
cumulation of images, objects, and texts that occurred in ser vice of the wor-
ship of the deified Tokugawa lord.45

Many of the facets of the early modern afterlife of Ieyasu as Tōshō Daigon-
gen are private, hidden from the public in the shadows of closed- off rituals 
or in the sacred and therefore sealed repositories of shrine objects and 
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documents. But other aspects of the larger politics of culture  under Iemitsu— 
the reliance on the Nikkō Tōshōgū as a kind of keystone of Tokugawa legiti-
macy, paired with the administrative policy of historical and familial 
 reinvention as a po liti cal zeitgeist— makes the significance of Ieyasu’s trans-
formation into the Great Avatar more than simply a Tokugawa  family af-
fair. Major death anniversary rituals, which routinely involved objects al-
ready in the shrine’s collection as well as the receipt of new Ieyasu- associated 
objects from Tokugawa donors,  were held and stand out as early modern 
iterations of the notion of spectacular accumulation: in 1640 to mark the 25th 
year since Ieyasu’s passing; 1642 for the 27th year; 1648 for the 33rd year; 1665 
for the 50th year; 1715 for the 100th year; and 1745 for the 130th year. Docu-
ments recording the ceremonies and attendees list numerous warlord partici-
pants, as well as the or ga niz ing shogun and vari ous  family and religious ad-
visers.46 Visiting the Tōshōgū became part of the ritual duty of each Tokugawa 
shogun, both a public and private act of devotion that doubled as a form of 
legitimation. Large shogunal pro cessions to the Nikkō Tōshōgū  were 
semipublic, of course, but the regular visits of each shogun to his more lo-
cal Edo Tōshōgū— one in Ueno, one in Shiba, and one in Edo  Castle— were 
often more private, occurring on the seventeenth day of most months.47 Such 
repetition is a power ful form of historical production.48

A public version of this repetition developed as the Nikkō shrine and 
 temple complex became a pilgrimage site for warlords and even lower- 
ranking warriors over the course of the early modern period, and attracted 
significant numbers of pilgrims from other status groups as well.49 The pres-
ence of a preexisting  temple and shrine and a new shrine to Ieyasu as ava-
tar on Nikkō meant that pilgrims could engage in a kind of spiritual one- 
stop shopping, praying to three divinities rather than just one.50 One account 
tells the story of a government official who traveled to Nikkō to pray to Ieya-
su’s avatar  after falling out of  favor with Shogun Tsunayoshi; also known 
are examples of scholars who turned to the worship of Tōshō Daigongen as 
“a divine power on par with the other gods and Buddhas.”51 Other pilgrims 
visited the shrine out of a broader desire to travel to the famous and his-
torical spots of Japan. The scholar Kaibara Ekiken (1630–1714) received per-
mission to travel to Kyoto in 1684 along the Kiso highway, an alternative to 
the bustling Tōkaidō route that would also have the added benefit of bring-
ing him to Nikkō. In his journal about the journey, A Rec ord of the Eastern 
Road (Azumaji no ki), he described his arrival in the village of Nikkō, the place 
where travelers like him would typically stay the night, as well as his as-
cent up the hill  toward the shrine. He was particularly impressed by the ac-
cumulation of vari ous stone monuments and pagodas donated by  different 
warlords and the Korean bell donated by the 1636 ambassadors from  Korea 
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(which is still visible in the shrine precincts), as well as a lantern that was 
donated by Dutch visitors.52 He was also struck by the grandeur of the site, 
particularly the height of the Cryptomeria trees that surround and tower over 
the buildings of the complex. The Tokugawa strategy of using the natu ral 
beauty and ritual sites of Nikkō Tōshōgū as a marker of their dominance 
over international relations seems, on this evidence, to have been successful.

Ekiken was not alone. Nikkō became one of the centers of religious dis-
course in the archipelago, part of a trend that expanded “the range of op-
tions available to prospective, nonofficial travelers.”53 So many travelers 
made their way to Nikkō that female pilgrims  were discouraged, through 
complicated regulations, from overnight stays at Nikkō’s temples and 
shrines. Already by 1655, the document Stipulations for Mount Nikkō needed 
to spell out some rules to keep the many female visitors away from com-
promising interactions with the temples’ monks: “ Women and nuns may not 
access the monks’ quarters. It goes without saying that they may not be given 
shelter. Pilgrimage routes  going through monks’ quarters are an excep-
tion.”54 Clearly  women  were  going to Nikkō with great regularity and fre-
quently interacting with monks in ways that  were seen as unseemly, which 
necessitated the production of the stipulations.55

It is also worth noting that the Tōshōgū continued to spread across the 
archipelago throughout the Tokugawa period, with warlords, temples and 
shrines, and even common villages setting up shrines to Tōshō Daigongen.56 
In some cases, festivals and other forms of public worship  were held as well. 
A late seventeenth- century scroll of the Waka Festival in Wakayama, for 
 example, shows dances, sumo contests, and huge pro cessions occurring in 
the  castle town and headquarters of the Kii branch of the Tokugawa  house 
(figure 37). This festival marked the death anniversary of Ieyasu and began 
in 1622. It is still held  today in the fifth month each year and is sponsored 
by the Tōshōgū in Wakayama.57 The pro cession involved hundreds of per-
formers and was widely known during the Tokugawa period as one of the 
“three great festivals” of the archipelago. Although the Waka Festival was 
one of the more famous public celebrations affiliated with Ieyasu,  others 
occurred at Tōshōgū across Japan, and many are still (or newly) active 
 today.58 Central to the spread of the cult of Ieyasu’s avatar was a focus on 
the shrines and their holdings, particularly objects associated with Ieyasu 
that came to have ritualistic value in the context of shrine ceremonies.

MODERN APOTHEOSIS

The fall of the Tokugawa government in 1868 has been well docu-
mented, though the fate of the Tokugawa and their holdings is less well 
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known. Tokugawa Yoshinobu, the last shogun, retired to Sunpu as had 
the founder of his line, but found life difficult in the years of early Meiji, 
as some Tokugawa vassals blamed him for their own fallen fortunes. For 
many in the newly modernizing Japan, the Tokugawa name was associ-
ated with all that was backward and wicked about the past;59 yet the 
 family was used as a scapegoat far less than they might have been, and 
notably they kept their heads. Many of the Tokugawa branch  house lead-
ers stayed active in politics and managed to keep some of their fortunes 
intact.

The Tōshōgū continued to be active as sites of worship, but also became 
pop u lar as parks and tourist attractions. Nikkō, in par tic u lar, became inter-
nationally famous as a tourist destination through the writings of many ad-
venturous Westerners who visited and praised the site’s natu ral beauty and 
architectural grandeur (figure 38). The determined Victorian traveler Isa-
bella Bird, for example, wrote in her Unbeaten Tracks in Japan, “This is one of 
the paradises of Japan! It is a proverbial saying, ‘He who has not seen Nikko 
must not use the word kek’ko’ (splendid, delicious, beautiful).” 60 The repu-
tation of the shrine and its environs soon spread among Westerners,  until it 
became one of the required stops for any well- to-do visitor to Japan in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although it has continued to 
actively propagate the worship of Tōshō Daigongen, somehow it has been 
transformed in the eyes of most visitors into a park, literally so with the es-
tablishment of Nikkō National Park in 1934.

By contrast, the public rehabilitation of the Tokugawa began with the 
emergence of a kind of nostalgia for an idealized past that was above all a 
reflection of alienation in the face of the challenges of modernity. A prime 
example occurred in 1889, when former Tokugawa retainers or ga nized 
the three- hundred- year cele bration of Edo’s founding in Tokyo’s Ueno 
Park. This park, part of a larger plan to transform Tokyo into a European- 
style city, had been built on the grounds of Kan’eiji, a Tokugawa- constructed 
 temple that had been destroyed during the conflict that toppled the sho-
gunate. The park included (and still includes  today) a Tōshōgū. The orga-
nizers hoped to use the cele bration as an opportunity to articulate their 
understanding that the Tokugawa had laid the foundations not just for 
the city of Tokyo, through the founding of Edo, but for Japan’s modern 
prosperity, by naming the event “the tricentennial of Ieyasu’s founding 
of the shogunal government.” This proved to be too much for the impe-
rial government, which insisted that the event be called “Tokyo tricenten-
nial cele bration.” A newspaper editorial responded to the government’s 
intervention:
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The Imperial House hold has nothing to fear from Tokugawa Ieyasu, who 
completed the great task of bringing about order and stability, and who has 
loyally served the imperial  family. We cannot at all understand why the 
protestors so detest the name of Ieyasu that they advocate a Tokyo tricen-
tennial festival, but will not allow us to call it the Ieyasu tricentennial com-
memoration. Since this  matter has already been deci ded, there’s perhaps 
no reason to even mention it. Still, the city’s residents who have enjoyed 

Figure 38. The Tomb of Iyeyasu Tokugawa. John La Farge (1835–1910). 1888. Watercolor, 
27 x 23.2 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art
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the benefits and prosperity of Ieyasu’s rule should, regardless of what it is 
called, celebrate the event as a commemoration expressive of their adora-
tion for the merits of Ieyasu’s three- hundred year legacy as a military com-
mander and po liti cal leader.61

The cele bration involved numerous Tokugawa  family members, with 
festival- like displays of “archery, swordplay, dancing,  music, and fire-
works.” 62 Notably, it also included what may have been the first public dis-
play of objects associated with Ieyasu in modern Japan, or ga nized by the 
Japan Fine Arts Association (Nihon Bijutsu Kyōkai),63 a new, conservative 
Tokyo or ga ni za tion dedicated to an imported high- modern understanding 
of artistic preservation. The exhibition included armor, swords and other 
weapons, and even letters and other examples of Ieyasu’s calligraphy.64

This ceremony and exhibition began, and in many ways charted the 
 future progress for, the larger rehabilitation of the Tokugawa  house, a pro-
cess that was built on a distinctly modern version of the notion of spectacu-
lar accumulation. The key player was Tokugawa Yoshichika (1886–1976), who 
had a significant influence on the modern understanding of both Tokugawa 
Ieyasu and the legacy of the samurai, but whose unusual  career is largely 
unknown. Yoshichika was adopted into the Owari Tokugawa  family in 1908 
and soon became the nineteenth head of the lineage with the title of “mar-
quis.” Trained as a historian and a botanist, Yoshichika became a member of 
the House of Peers in 1911. In 1918 he made the first of several philanthropic 
contributions when he founded the Tokugawa Institute for Biological Re-
search. In 1923 he established the Tokugawa Institute for the History of For-
estry.  After traveling extensively—to Hokkaido, to China and Southeast Asia, 
and to Europe—in 1931 he established the Tokugawa Reimeikai Foundation 
as a preservationist or ga ni za tion, to which he donated the collection of the 
Owari Tokugawa  family. Finally, in 1935, Yoshichika founded the Tokugawa 
Art Museum on the site of the former detached residence of the Owari 
Tokugawa in Nagoya.65 Such philanthropy was widely praised and also had 
the added benefit of providing tax protection for heritage- rich, elite families.

Part of the context for Yoshichika’s activities as a philanthropist and 
 museum founder was his activity in radical politics. In 1931, through his 
friendship with the nationalist Ōkawa Shūmei, Yoshichika donated  family 
funds (500,000 yen, a considerable amount) to the informal nationalist group, 
the Cherry Society (Sakurakai), for the infamous, aborted coup known as 
the March Incident.66 In his memoir, Yoshichika claims that “I had no ob-
jection to revolution, but it would be unpleasant to kill  people or be killed, 
so I insisted that ‘kill no one’ should be a precondition.” 67 In 1936 Yoshichika 
was involved in plans for another coup— the February 26th Incident—as one 
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of the elite politicians who would be willing to visit the emperor to try to 
convince him of the merits of reforming the government.68 Yoshichika was 
uniquely suited to these tasks, as he was wealthy, a peer, and an acquain-
tance of the emperor’s through their occasional gatherings to discuss natu-
ral history. Like many of his compatriots, Yoshichika avoided serious pun-
ishment  after both of these events and soon became intimately involved in 
the planning of the Pacific War at the highest levels of government.69

An intrepid traveler, Yoshichika had taken a series of trips to the Malay 
Peninsula in the interwar period. On one of these sojourns, he had hunted 
tigers with the Sultan of Johore and subsequently became known in the Japa-
nese media as the Tiger Hunting Lord (Toragari no Tonosama).70 His inter-
est in Malaya  rose and he began seriously studying the language, even  going 
so far as to coauthor a Malay textbook, Learning Malay in Four Weeks (Mara-
igo yon shūkan), that was reprinted thirty times and was still in print in the 
1980s.71  After the 1941 invasion of Singapore, he used his connections in 
the government and military to suggest that his knowledge of Malaya might 
be useful for the empire. As a result, from 1942 to 1944 he served as supreme 
consulting adviser to the military administration of Singapore (specializing 
in sultan affairs) and civil governor of Malaya. He also became honorary 
president of Singapore’s Raffles Museum and Botanical Gardens.72 The dom-
inant theme in Yoshichika’s account of his time in Singapore in his autobi-
ography, as well as in sympathetic accounts, is preservation, and in this area 
we start to see the connection between his po liti cal and philanthropic ac-
tivities. One of his goals in accepting the assignment in Singapore, he 
claimed, was to ensure that Japa nese forces would not “molest the mosques 
and palaces of the sultanates.”73 He also wrote in his autobiography about 
his growing obsession with collecting ephemeral texts and objects while liv-
ing in Singapore, particularly his delight upon discovering  later that one 
publication preserved while abroad was—in the wake of the firebombing 
of Tokyo and other cities— the last remaining example. In his writings he 
claims that he was acutely aware that the warrior nobility (daimyō kizoku) 
was a  dying breed, making him a kind of last remaining example as well. 
Yoshichika’s attempts to conserve the past while remaking the pre sent there-
fore seem to have been two sides of the same coin of self- preservation.74

The establishment of the Tokugawa Art Museum (figure 39) was con-
ceived in 1931 with the founding of the Tokugawa Reimeikai Foundation, 
which protected the material assets of the Owari Tokugawa in a tax- 
protected, nonprofit or ga ni za tion (zaidan hōjin).75 The museum itself opened 
its doors in 1935. The original building was divided into three galleries, rep-
resenting major genres of art from the lives of the Owari Tokugawa.76 Exhi-
bitions and cata logs from the period immediately  after the opening of the 
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museum include diverse genres of art from the Owari Tokugawa holdings, 
but also reflect the pro- imperial, nationalist ethos of the day. In 1936, for ex-
ample, the museum or ga nized an exhibition that included calligraphy by 
the seventeenth- century emperor Go- Mizunoo; the nineteenth- century em-
peror Kōmei; the last Tokugawa shogun, Yoshinobu; the progressive and 
innovative last lord of the Echizen Domain (and the birth  father of Yoshi-
chika), Matsudaira Shungaku; and the last domainal lord of Owari (and the 
adopted grand father of Yoshichika), Tokugawa Yoshikatsu.77 The exhibition 
thus carefully narrates the cultural production of the imperial  family and 
of the daimyo class as one unified heritage (seen also in the relatively re-
cent designation of kizoku, or “modern nobility”). On August 3, 1937, Emperor 
Hirohito visited the museum in person and reportedly congratulated Yoshi-
chika on his accomplishment.78 The museum also contributed objects to 
exhibitions at other museums around the country as well as overseas. The 
museum contributed a set of two scrolls by Maruyama Ōkyo to an exhibi-
tion of Japa nese art held in Berlin in 193979 and the same year sent objects to 
an exhibition or ga nized by the Society for the Study of Military History 
(Gunjishi gakkai) at an unnamed venue in Japan.80

Figure 39. Tokugawa Art Museum. Photograph by author
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No explicit connection between the founding of the Tokugawa Art 
Museum and the turbulent national politics of the 1930s is recorded in 
extant documents. But the timing of Yoshichika’s creation of the Tokugawa 
Reimeikai Foundation in the same year as his donation of funds to the 
Cherry Blossom Society for the March Incident and of his establishment 
of the Tokugawa Art Museum a few months before his planned involve-
ment in the February 26th Incident seems too exact to attribute to chance. 
In his autobiography, Yoshichika describes himself in the 1930s as a kind 
of bumbling professor, idly pursuing his research despite the momentous 
happenings in Japa nese politics, but this self- portrait is disingenuous in 
light of his influence with nationalists and militarists. Perhaps Yoshichika 
knew that his hoped- for revolution would necessitate removal of the 
modern nobility, pitting the survival of his  family against the survival of 
the nation.81

The Tokugawa Art Museum was an inspired solution, preserving the 
heritage of Yoshichika’s lineage— with a major focus on objects associated 
with Ieyasu— while supporting a po liti cally expedient view of Japa nese 
history. Yoshichika’s immediate goal of “preservation of the tools of the 
daimyo”82 aligned perfectly with the goals of Pan- Asian nationalists, such 
as Yoshichika’s friend, Ōkawa Shūmei, who wanted Japan to be the “cham-
pion of Asia” in the fight against the West. Celebrating a monolithic Japa-
nese warrior culture, as the government’s publication Cardinal Principles of 
the National Body (Kokutai no Hongi) did in 1937, allowed propagandists to pit 
Japa nese aesthetics versus Western science, and the private culture of Japan’s 
aristocratic elite versus the public po liti cal culture of Western democracies. 
Ōkawa was fond of a quotation from the Prophet Mohammad that distills 
these debates rather clearly and shows the connection between art and pol-
itics: “Heaven lies in the shadow of the sword.” If the soul of the Empire of 
Japan was a sword, the Tokugawa Art Museum could serve as a scabbard.

Swords— such as the huge collection in the Tokugawa Art Museum, the 
majority of which came from Ieyasu— became markers of the philosophical 
and martial traditions that  were supposed to carry Japan to victory in the 
Pacific War; they  were seen, for example, in a sword clenched by Yoshichika 
in a photograph of him in military regalia in Singapore. Both as tools of the 
warrior and as signs of an imagined martial past, swords like this one  were 
uniquely power ful symbols in war time Japan. But in the postwar period, 
Japa nese institutions needed to sanitize swords and other markers of im-
perial and warrior culture. They did this by aestheticizing these objects as 
symbols of philosophical “ways” or products of artistic traditions. Swords 
in the postwar cata logs of the Tokugawa Art Museum are no longer treated 
as weapons; they are art objects to be collected, categorized, and displayed. 
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As the former curator of the Tokugawa Art Museum (and the grandson of 
Yoshichika), Tokugawa Yoshinobu put it in a lecture to the Asiatic Society 
of Japan, “I hope I have made it clear that the fundamental governing pol-
icy of the Tokugawa shogunate was based on culture, and that the shogun 
and daimyos  were not the barbarians depicted in the novel and TV drama 
‘Shogun.’ ”83 In other words, in the po liti cal culture of postwar Japan, the 
Tokugawa Art Museum needed to cast aside the war time association of the 
daimyo and reinvent the Tokugawa as cultured rulers. This goal was accom-
plished through a newly sanitized and pacified version of Tokugawa spec-
tacular accumulation, seen in the art exhibitions, educational programs, and 
scholarship of the Tokugawa art museum.84
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Objects from Ieyasu’s material afterlife have traveled overseas on a number 
of occasions. One influential example was a major international exhibition 
or ga nized by the Tokugawa Art Museum in the 1980s (not coincidentally, 
at the time of its fiftieth anniversary) that was mounted  under the title “The 
Shogun Age Exhibition: From the Tokugawa Art Museum, Japan.” The ex-
hibition appeared at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in 1983–1984, 
the Dallas Museum of Art in 1984, the Haus der Kunst in Munich in 1985, 
and the Espace Pierre Cardin in Paris in 1985, as well as at the Montreal 
Museum of Fine Arts in 1989  under the revised title “The Tokugawa Collec-
tion: The Japan of the Shoguns.”1 Like the seventeenth- century apotheosis 
of Ieyasu as Tōshō Daigongen and the rehabilitation of the Tokugawa in the 
founding of the Tokugawa Art Museum in Nagoya in 1935, these postwar 
exhibitions represent a continuation of the strategic deployment of Ieyasu’s 
material culture in the ser vice if politics. The context and the message of 
those politics, however, had shifted.

The 1989 cata log’s Foreword by Tokugawa Yoshinobu is revealing. He 
writes that although some exhibitions may focus on a specific genre or the 
works of one artist, this exhibition “endeavors to re- create a  whole culture,” 
namely, the world of the warlords and “the  family of shoguns who breathed 
new life into the country from the early seventeenth  until the mid- nineteenth 
 century— the Tokugawa.” He goes on to explain that “all the objects in the 
exhibition . . .  are true reflections of Japan’s par tic u lar aesthetic sensibility, 
which was cultivated over the centuries and into which foreign elements 
 were so harmoniously integrated.”2 Yoshinobu thus fairly explicitly substi-
tutes the history of warlords (daimyo) and in par tic u lar the Tokugawa for the 

Epilogue
Museums and Japa nese History

Politics can take many forms: the politics of diversion and of  
display; the politics of authenticity and of authentication; the  
politics of knowledge and of ignorance; the politics of expertise  
and sumptuary control; the politics of connoisseurship and of  
deliberately mobilized demands.

— Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things
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entire history and culture of Japan. This trend continues in Yoshinobu’s his-
torical essay, which covers Japa nese history from Emperor Jimmu in 660 BC 
to the death of Hideyoshi in 1598 in  little more than a page, whereas Ieyasu 
and the policies of the Tokugawa shogunate, and particularly Ieyasu’s “res-
pect for traditional aesthetics,” receive four pages of attention. In both es-
says Yoshinobu makes the argument that the Tokugawa, and by extension 
Japan, can best be understood as an aesthetic power that absorbs foreign el-
ements in a pro cess of harmonious integration. This contention effectively 
answers the old worries about war time Japan’s association with expansion-
ist vio lence as well as the new 1980s concern that Japan was seeking to con-
quer through economic dominance. The historical essay concludes by 
claiming that “the shogunate, headed by Tokugawa Ieyasu, created a new 
etiquette, suited to the new administrative order,”3 articulating Japan’s dis-
tinctiveness entirely in cultural terms, and preparing the exhibit visitor or 
cata log reader to encounter all that matters about Japan in the displayed ob-
jects. The exhibition and cata log thus imply that the material culture of 
Ieyasu and his descendants is both representative of the heritage of the na-
tion and of the unique accomplishments of the Tokugawa as former rulers 
of Japan. The Tokugawa patrimony and Japa nese traditional culture are pos-
ited to be equivalent, a con ve nient and problematic collapsing of Japan’s 
long, diverse, and contentious po liti cal and cultural history into a sanitized 
and aesthetically pleasing se lection from one period.

The Tokugawa Art Museum was not the only institution in postwar Ja-
pan to continue championing the central role of Tokugawa Ieyasu in Japa-
nese history and culture. The major Tōshōgū at Nikkō also expanded be-
yond the traditional scope of shrine activities to become a museum, a 
publisher, and a sponsor of projects to gain international recognition, such 
as the shrine’s involvement in the campaign to see Nikkō named a UNESCO 
World Heritage site. One recent example of the Nikkō Tōshōgū’s continued 
production of historical knowledge about Ieyasu is its involvement in an ex-
hibition mounted in 2005 at the Royal Armouries in Leeds,  England, the 
national military history museum of the United Kingdom that has been 
“twinned” with the Nikkō Tōshōgū since 1991.4 The comments of Hisao In-
aba, head priest of the shrine, open the book: “Born in the strife- torn period 
of Japan’s civil war, Lord Tokugawa Ieyasu, to whom our shrine is dedicated, 
was the great statesman who laid the foundations of modern Japan. Over-
coming all sorts of adversity, he succeeded in unifying the country, and ush-
ered in the Edo era, a 260- year period of peace unparalleled in world his-
tory. Here at Nikko Toshogu, we hope that this exhibition will be seen by 
large numbers of visitors from the UK and other countries, increasing pub-
lic awareness of his extraordinary achievements.”5 This statement (and a 
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similar one by the director of the Royal Armouries Museum) is bookended 
by images from hagiographic handscrolls that show Ieyasu’s mo ther pray-
ing, receiving a visit from the Buddhist deity Yakushi Nyōrai, and then giv-
ing birth to the divine Ieyasu. The captions to these images do not note the 
context for their production, but instead draw uncritically on them as 
evidence— presumably reliable—of Ieyasu’s  actual life. The entire cata log, 
in other words, seems to accept the conflation of the historical subject with 
the divine avatar that lies at the heart of the Tōshōgū’s approach to hagio-
graphical scholarship. This pre sen ta tion is another im por tant example of the 
intertwining, not just during the Tokugawa period but in recent de cades as 
well, of the Tokugawa Ieyasu biography and hagiography.6 The exhibit it-
self employed colored lights and background sound effects of  battle to cre-
ate a mysterious and otherworldly atmosphere. This mystery was not just 
acknowledged but advertised in the promotional materials, which read 
“Trea sures from Another World.” The exhibits fetishized military exploits 
and  battle, though these subjects are of course the bread and butter of the 
Royal Armouries Museum. Most surprising was the manner in which the 
divine status of Ieyasu was offered up as a fact rather than a historically con-
tingent and socioculturally specific event to be contextualized.7 The Royal 
Armouries, one could argue, became a kind of overseas extension of the 
Tōshōgū.

In addition to shrine collections, a number of im por tant objects from 
Tokugawa Ieyasu’s collection have ended up in national or regional muse-
ums in Japan because the Owari Tokugawa  were able to preserve and to do-
nate them. The Owari  were the only branch Tokugawa  family to success-
fully keep most of the heritage of Ieyasu intact in the transition into the Meiji 
period and then in the tumultuous years of Japa nese empire and the Pacific 
War.8 Most warlord  houses, including the Tokugawa branch  houses, sold off 
parts or all of their collections in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries  after losing their income and most of their status, though some 
did receive new rankings as members of the modern nobility.9 Many of 
these pieces, as well as items from the Tōshōgū shrines, the Tokugawa 
Art Museum, and the more recently founded Tokugawa Museum in Mito, 
 were shown in a huge exhibition mounted in 2007 at the Tokyo National 
Museum. The exhibit was called “Dai Tokugawa Ten (Exhibition of the 
Great Tokugawa)” in Japa nese, though in En glish, the title was “Legacy of 
the Tokugawa: The Glories and Trea sures of the Last Samurai Dynasty” 
in the accompanying cata log and promotional materials.10 This enormous 
exhibit at Japan’s most im por tant museum was a major accomplishment 
for the Tokugawa. The “neutral venue” meant that the vari ous factions of the 
Tokugawa and Tōshōgū that might not normally cooperate could contribute 
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objects and materials to the same event. As a result, the exhibition brought 
together a more complete assemblage of Tokugawa materials, including 
many pieces associated with Ieyasu, than had ever been attempted previ-
ously. The show also attracted major crowds and was widely praised for 
the objects on display and the high quality of the cata log.11 This exhibit 
demonstrated that even 391 years  after the death of Ieyasu, his legacy— the 
material remnants left to his descendants and protected in the Tōshōgū 
shrines— continued to serve as the central focus for the reproduction of his-
torical knowledge about the Tokugawa founder and his age.

Much has been written on the complex origins of museums in the age of 
empire and colonial dominance, their attempts to adapt to decolonization 
and the rise of new social and po liti cal movements, and the changing role 
of museums in a period of globalization and digital revolution. Historians 
such as Tony Bennett have called attention to the role of the museum in shap-
ing the bourgeois liberal subject “as a reformatory of manners in which a 
wide range of regulated social routines and per for mances take place.”12

Surprisingly  little attention has been paid, however, to the role of muse-
ums in the production of historical knowledge about Japan. Of par tic u lar 
concern is the ongoing, complex relationship between Japa nese notions of 
heritage— facilitated by the Japa nese government through strict laws that 
designate im por tant cultural properties and national treasures— and the 
educational goals of museums that are, according to the International Coun-
cil of Museums, “in the ser vice of society and its development.”13 Although 
many museums have increasingly embraced the vital goal of “working 
against received images,” as Barbara Kirshenblatt- Gimblett has put it, and 
some have even rejected the notion that original objects are still the primary 
reason for the existence of their institutions, on the  whole exhibitions of Japa-
nese art inside and outside of Japan continue to fetishize the quality and 
originality of works as art over their social, po liti cal, and cultural contexts, 
or their meaning as historical sources.14 So- called blockbuster exhibitions 
in par tic u lar tend to borrow significant pieces from Japan, which necessi-
tates the involvement of the Japa nese Agency for Cultural Affairs in the 
planning of the exhibition and the writing of the cata log.

Why is this involvement a prob lem? As the example of Tokugawa Ieya-
su’s material heritage demonstrates, while objects such as swords and Chi-
nese ceramics endure, their framing narratives are ephemeral. As Philip 
Fisher has argued, a sword begins its social life as an instrument of war but 
then is transformed into a ritual object, then an antique, and eventually ends 
up in a museum, as a metonym for the civilization itself. I would add that 
certain intense moments of ideological production— the mid- seventeenth- 
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century hagiographic constructions of Iemitsu, for example, or the nation-
alist interpretations of 1930s Japan— result in discourses and repre sen ta-
tional conventions that are attached to both objects and the historical 
subjects with which they are identified. As a result, when works from the 
collection of Tokugawa Ieyasu or other luminaries from the sixteenth  century 
are displayed in museums  today, the tendency is to frame them in ways that 
perpetuate the mythohistory of the Momoyama period. This Momoyama 
narrative is historically inaccurate because it reads modern notions of value 
and accomplishment— the primacy of individualism and originality, for 
example— back onto the sixteenth  century. It also devalues significant issues 
that deserve our attention: the intense internationalism of the age, the pres-
ence of Chinese and Korean laborers in Japan, socioeconomic conflict and 
class warfare played out in the fields of cultural production, and extreme 
acts of vio lence and destruction by the Three Unifiers and their armies, to 
name just a few topics that might profitably be explored.

For example, consider swords, perhaps the most easily identifiable sym-
bol of the samurai and one of the most numerous object types collected by 
Ieyasu and preserved by his descendants. Swords tend to be displayed in 
museums and in cata logs as static, aestheticized objects, with the blades de-
tached from the mounting and guard. Their arrangement in symmetrical 
display cases in exhibitions or photograph boxes in cata logs transforms them 
into objets d’art, with an emphasis on their clean lines, sharp edges, and ex-
ceptional craftsmanship. Cata log entries usually provide details about the 
place of production and the name of the maker, as well as a genealogy of 
elite warrior  owners. However, such displays fail to acknowledge the instru-
mentality of swords, their changing role in Japa nese society all the way up 
to the modern period. Swords  were, of course, used in  battle in medieval 
Japan, but by the sixteenth  century they  were less im por tant in individual 
acts of combat than for the all- im por tant ritual of removing the heads of de-
feated foes. Likewise, ears and noses of lower- ranking enemies, and of 
thousands of Koreans killed during the Imjin War in par tic u lar,  were re-
moved using swords of the sort that  were  later passed down by Tokugawa- 
period warrior  houses. Perhaps this is too graphic a detail to merit inclu-
sion in  family- friendly exhibitions, but the alternative seems to sanitize and 
whitewash a history of vio lence in an unpardonable fashion. Swords  were 
weapons and  were often used for cutting  human bodies and taking what 
Simon Harrison has called “dark trophies.”15 The collecting of body parts 
in military conflicts and particularly in colonial contexts, and the close as-
sociations between these acts and practices of hunting, resonates with the 
late medieval Japa nese examples explored in this book. Even during the rela-
tively peaceful early modern period, the sword was a symbol of masculine 
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warrior power and social status, and always symbolized the right to engage 
in acts of vio lence against those with less power. To deny this legacy by sub-
stituting aesthetic and artisanal beauty for historical didactics is to pre sent 
weapons to families in a far more problematic fashion. From Nobunaga’s use 
of the lacquered skulls of his defeated enemies in a celebratory banquet to 
Ieyasu’s determined salvaging of the trea sures of the Toyotomi, the history 
of war and of the collection and display of valuable objects  were inextrica-
bly linked in the late sixteenth  century and beyond.

It is all too easy to dismiss historically and aesthetically significant things 
such as ceramics or swords as static objects, but in this book I have made 
the argument that things have a form of agency in the socie ties through 
which they travel, as well as in their deployments in instances of hagiogra-
phy and historiography. In fact, in modern museums things become a syn-
ecdoche for an entire culture’s history, in effect carry ing a load far greater 
than they should possibly be expected to shoulder. Tokugawa Ieyasu and 
his material heritage illustrate that this burden is hardly a new prob lem, 
however, but an example of the manner in which we entrust things with the 
weighty responsibility of carry ing on, of shaping the  future by transmitting 
parts of ourselves forward even  after we are gone. Bill Brown notes that “the 
story of objects asserting themselves as things . . .  is the story of a changed 
relation to the  human subject and thus the story of how the thing  really 
names less an object than a par tic u lar subject- object relation.”16

What are the relationships, then, named in the story of the life and after-
lives of Ieyasu and his things? Or, more broadly, what relations are revealed 
by our treatment of the material culture of the samurai in general? Cer-
tainly the story of Ieyasu shows the need of historical subjects to control the 
past by shaping the inheritance passed on to  future generations. This was 
true for Ieyasu, who wanted to root his rule in pre ce dent; for the early mod-
ern Tokugawa, seeking to protect their authority through a strategic poli-
tics of mythmaking and ritual deployment of material culture; and for the 
modern representatives of the Tokugawa, reinventing their familial tradi-
tion within the context of twentieth- century nationalism, empire, and its 
aftermath. However, rather than accept the edited and naturalized heritage 
bequeathed to the pre sent, it might be more profitable to acknowledge that 
beautiful and historic things are both shared and contested.17 Authority, 
identity, and inheritance are not fixed but made, and museums and histori-
ans can contribute to conversations about their making and unmaking by 
recognizing the polyvocal character of all of our sources. Things can help 
us to rethink our relationship to the past and its problematic authority by 
recognizing that it endures into and indeed shapes the politics of culture in 
the pre sent.
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