
The following tributes to Michael Cooper originally appeared on the PMJS Listserve, except 
where indicated otherwise: 
 
 
Sonja Arntzen: And let us not forget the generosity of Michael Cooper as host of countless 
lunches and suppers in Tokyo restaurants. He rarely discussed future ideas for articles and 
reviews without inviting the scholar to a meal if one happened to be in Tokyo. For all those 
years when the exchange rate was punishing for scholars from North America, Michael 
cheerfully helped our research funds go a little farther with a good meal and unstinting libations. 
Oh, blythe spirit, you will be missed. (April 9, 2018)  

Aileen Gatten: Michael also did the sort of things most academics don't, such as visiting elderly 
men in hospital and cultivating friendships with court ladies at the imperial palace. He was 
never dull. (April 10, 2018)  
 
Suzanne Gay: More memories of Michael Cooper. I was saddened to hear of the death of 
Michael Cooper, who extended many kindnesses to me over the years. As editor of MN, he 
was diplomatic but firm about submissions. I recall him explaining to me the journal’s word-
limit policy for book reviews. He said that submitters had two choices: observe the word limit 
in their reviews or he would apply his software editor Aloysius to the task, automatically 
deleting every third word. Most people, he said, chose the first option. (April 19, 2018)  

Tim George: Michael Cooper's Exploring Kamakura: A Guide for the Curious Traveler (1979; 
2nd ed. 1988) remains one of the best and most entertaining guidebooks ever, and I still carry 
and consult it even after living in Kamakura for a total of six out of the past 40 years. I would 
occasionally see him guiding people around Kamakura. I also remember his kindness, genuine 
interest, and helpful suggestions when he visited the University of Hawai'i 35 years ago and 
my M.A. advisor brought him down to my office to discuss my research. (April 6, 2018)  

Patricia Graham: I was sorry to hear of Michael's passing. I first got to know him soon after 
completing my PhD when he recruited me to write an extended critical book review essay for 
MN, and his guidance on that project and subsequent ones, revealed his generous, gentle, and 
kind spirit of mentoring and criticism, an approach that I continue to aspire to follow. (April 6, 
2018)  
 
Amy Heinrich: Susan Matisoff’s note reminded me that when Michael heard of the serious 
illness of my younger son, he asked he and my older son what they would like and sent them 
both presents. Quite a man! (He also published my master’s essay, and made me feel I could 
actually be a scholar!) (posted on PMJS April 10, 2018; revised in a personal communication 
to MN September 9, 2018)  
 
Susan Matisoff: My first article submission to MN occurred more than forty years ago. My 
appreciation for Michael’s clarity and kindness as an editor never wavered through the 
subsequent years. And yes, the Snoopy postcards were memorable. When Michael learned of 
the serious illness of one of my children he sent her special cards on her birthday for the next 
ten years. And I remember his humor above all, particularly the moment when he revealed to 
me the hidden innards of the standing globe in his office. He was one of a kind and not to be 
forgotten. (April 10, 2018)  
 



Olivia Meehan, University of Melbourne: A true inspiration, especially during my PhD 
research on Nanban byobu. (April 6, 2018)  
 
Noel Pinnington: I remember Michael Cooper’s kindness and patience helping me to publish 
my first article in MN many years ago. (April 7, 2018)  
 
Matthew Stavros: Michael Cooper was one of my earliest intellectual inspirations. His work 
on the first Europeans in Japan turned my attention decisively toward the premodern. I see now 
that he was also well ahead of his time for resisting dominant Orientalism narratives. Although 
I never knew him, Michael will remain for me the model of a patient, empathetic scholar. 
(received by MN as a personal communication September 10, 2018)  
 
Anne Walthall: This is sad news indeed. Like so many people on this list, I considered 
Michael to be more than an editor. He was a friend of long standing who cared deeply about 
his friends, remembered their birthdays and the names of their dogs, and believed always that 
it was better to be kind. He took his editing job seriously and greatly improved the articles I 
submitted to him. It was he who came up with the title for one of them: “Off with their 
Heads” from Alice in Wonderland. And who can forget his Snoopy cards. He will be sorely 
missed. (April 9, 2018)  
 
  



 
Beatrice M. Bodart-Bailey 
 
There was one person whom many colleagues of my generation would invariably call upon 
when arriving in Tokyo. That was Michael Cooper, the editor of Monumenta Nipponica.  

I first met Michael in 1976 when during a brief stay in Tokyo I had a chance of 
attending one of his lectures at International House and had asked to see him afterwards. He 
had been the examiner of my ANU MA thesis on the political significance of Sen no Rikyū 
and afterwards had written to me suggesting that parts of my thesis could possibly be turned 
into an MN article. I was keen to discuss with him the shape of the article, but also 
apprehensive to meet a member of the Society of Jesus, a scholar who had been by examiner 
and now was going to decide whether my first academic article would be published in his 
well-respected journal. I need not have worried. At that time Michael was still wearing the 
little gold cross on his lapel that set him apart from the rest of the community, but he had a 
knack of putting people at ease by making them feel that he was truly interested in what they 
said, and this first meeting became the beginning of a long friendship terminated only by his 
death on March 31st of this year. 

Michael was born on 25.4.1930 in London. He rarely talked about his family – except 
when referring to occasional trips to England to see his mother and older sister – but once 
mentioned that his father had been an editor and had died early, overworking himself. 
Michael was educated at Beaumont College, one of three public schools maintained by the 
English Province of the Jesuits, situated not far from London in Old Windsor, Berkshire, 
sometimes referred to as "Catholic Eton." The school had large grounds and held a number of 
sporting distinctions. Michael once mentioned his love of and success in team sports earlier 
in life, and this early enjoyment of outdoor exercise was perhaps the basis for his love of 
hiking later in life. One of his favorite week-end occupations was showing visitors the 
temples in the hills of Kamakura. (His notes on the temples he published in his Exploring 
Kamakura: A Guide for the Curious Traveler, Weatherhill, 1979.) He also accompanied me 
on many a hike when I was tracing the footsteps of Engelbert Kaempfer on his journey to 
Edo for my translation of Kaempfer’s work on Japan. In Tokyo, too, Michael preferred 
walking to public transport, and would set out on foot from his office at Sophia for his many 
breakfast, lunch and dinner meetings with scholars and students staying at International 
House. 

On graduating from Beaumont College in 1948, Michael entered the Society of Jesus 
and studied philosophy and theology at Jesuit centers in Spain and England. He first arrived 
in Japan in 1954, learning Japanese for two years in Yokohama and then spent a further two 
years at Sophia teaching. In 1956, the year Michael arrived at Sophia, Pedro Arrupe was 
appointed as first Jesuit provincial for Japan. The provincial—Michael told Kate Nakai-
Wildman—singled him out early to be MN’s future editor and sent him off to Oxford to do a 
doctorate in anthropology in preparation for the task. It appears that even in his mid-twenties, 
Michael displayed all the qualities Arrupe considered necessary for the task of editor of 
Monumenta Nipponica. 

 “Rodrigues would doubtless give a sardonic grin to observe the extent of my travels to 
dig up further information for his biography” Michael wrote in the preface of his Rodrigues, 
the Interpreter: An Early Jesuit in Japan and China and explained that “the trail led through 
Oxford, London, Rome, Madrid, Seville, Lisbon, Macao, Tokyo and Nagasaki.” We have no 
information as to when he did these travels, but around 1965, on the publication of his They 
Came to Japan: an Anthology of European Reports on Japan, 1543-1640, we find him at 
Campion Hall, the Jesuit College at Oxford. Publishing this, his first book, Michael most 
probably did not imagine that there would be 49 editions between 1965 and 1996 in three 



languages. At the time of writing the volume is held by 1,163 WorldCat member libraries 
worldwide, quite a record. 

Michael wrote his doctoral thesis under the supervision of Charles Boxer. Later, when 
Boxer was encouraging one of our colleagues to call on Michael when in Tokyo, he assured 
him that Michael was much more jovial than other members of the order. According to 
British Library records, Michael’s doctorate was officially awarded in 1970. In that same 
year he is listed as being on the advisory board of MN under Ed Skrzypczak who had become 
the editor the previous year. But already the next year, in volume 27, 1971, Michael appears 
as the editor, with Skrzypczak as associate editor.  

In his essay “Sixty Monumental Years” Michael noted that he became MN’s first full-
time editor. The journal had been founded by Johannes B. Kraus in 1938 with the intention of 
publishing four issues per year, but this had never been realized. In the second year of his 
editorship, Michael finally fulfilled the founder’s dream of bringing out the journal as a 
quarterly. Modestly Michael wrote: “Since that year MN has appeared punctually (well, 
fairly punctually) four times a year. As nobody else sensibly seemed to covet the post, the 
editor remained on the job for twenty-six years, overseeing the journal from volume 27 to the 
spring issue of volume 52 (1997).” 
(http://dept.sophia.ac.jp/monumenta/pdf/Michael%20Cooper%2060%20monumental%20yea
rs.pdf). 

Michael was not a person who would adopt a highbrow attitude on account of being the 
editor of a much respected journal where acceptance of an article might tip the scale to obtain 
employment, promotion or tenure. It was perhaps to counter the image his powerful position 
might conjure up in the minds of others that with his editorship begun what he aptly refers to 
as “the Snoopy jidai of MN's history”. He explained that “owing to the editor's strange 
predilection for that amiable beagle … the MN nengajō often featured that winsome dog, the 
office rug bore his portrait, and favored subscribers found their MN envelopes decorated with 
his logo.” He forgot to mention that Snoopy also appeared on the top of MN proofs and 
featured on the editor’s many postcards sent out on various auspicious occasions. 

Michael’s editorship began in what from a technologically point of view might be 
described as the Dark Ages when there were no computers, no internet, no mobile phones and 
of course no pmjs. For him this meant that he would copy articles on his manual typewriter, 
editing the text in the process. Even when Sophia eventually supplied him with a computer, it 
took a long time until he agreed to use it, arguing that editing articles while copying them 
was the most expedient way. The characters in the footnotes of articles would be inserted by 
his Japanese secretary using a Japanese typewriter, the type one only finds in museums today 
with their endless boxes of characters to be inserted one by one into the machine as 
necessary. 

For us as researchers working on Japan, the technological Dark Ages meant that we 
could not quiz our colleagues on, for instance, what had been written about a lesser known 
medieval monk, or how to translate a line of a poem. Neither could one search for reasonable 
accommodation before arriving in Tokyo or tap into other people’s experience on how to 
open a bank account in Japan, share a flat, or where and how to extend one’s visa.  

Michael was the one person who could answer most of these questions, or at least 
suggest someone who might be able to help. He provided invaluable assistance at a time 
when, for instance, obtaining a telephone required a major outlay to purchase a line, plus the 
good fortune of finding someone who was leaving the country and wanted to sell their line. 
Michael knew who was in town or about to arrive or leave, and also who might be interested 
in joining a conference panel, contribute a chapter to a book, or was about to embark on 
research close to one’s own. 



When Michael accepted my first article, he explained: the journal does not pay for 
articles, but has a good entertainment budget and makes up for it. And indeed, that was the 
case: others have already written about the many meals Michael invited them to, especially 
appreciated when the high Yen strained one’s budget. 

There was no amazon nor other internet sites to order books to be delivered back home, 
and I remember arriving at his office with a pile of books acquired at second-hand bookstores 
in Kanda, wondering aloud how I would manage to fit them into my luggage. With a smile 
Michael pointed to a corner of his desk saying: “just leave them here.” Expertly packed they 
were mailed to Australia. Nothing would faze the editor: not even someone arriving at his 
office with a toddler in tow. I vividly remember my daughter riding on Michael’s shoulders 
on the way to a restaurant some 40 years ago.  

Michael was keenly aware that he was leading a privileged life in Tokyo where all his 
needs were provided for by the order and he was full of consideration for the problems we as 
visiting researchers, many without a permanent job, were encountering. Colleagues have 
already shared their stories of Michael’s thoughtfulness and kindness on pmjs. If all were 
recorded, it would most probably fill a volume. Had one questioned Michael about his 
hobbies, the answer might well have been “helping others.” I consider myself particularly 
fortunate in having had Michael’s assistance not only with my publications far beyond 
articles in MN, but also receiving his unwavering moral support when the going was rough. 

Michael left Tokyo for a sabbatical in Hawai’i in 1999 and decided to remain there. 
During his retirement he annotated and edited João Rodrigues’s Account of Sixteenth-
Century Japan for the Hakluyt Society (2001) and completed The Japanese Mission to 
Europe 1582-1590 (Global Oriental, 2005). For his scholarly contributions he was awarded 
the British MBE decoration and also the Ordem de Mérito from the Portuguese government. 

Michael’s last email reached me on December 11, 2017. Although soon to turn 88, he 
was still looking after others. The subject line was “bananas”, with him explaining that he 
was taking bananas, a friend’s favorite fruit, to the assisted living facility she recently moved 
to. After wishing me a happy Christmas he continued: “I thought of you recently as I spent 
several hours re-reading about Engelbert and his travels. What a man!” Towards the end he 
wrote: “As for the old Editor of MN, we muddle along. As regards my recent medical 
exam, the results were a bit negative, but not to worry.”  

The last time I spoke to him was on Christmas day, when he had no complaints about 
his health. Receiving no further mail from him, I planned to phone him on Easter Sunday, but 
somehow failed to do so. It would have been too late anyway, for he peacefully passed away 
on Easter Saturday.  

It was his wish to have his ashes scattered at sea. There will be no gravestone in his 
memory, but his memory will live on as MN’s editor of twenty-six years, author of many 
significant publications and, perhaps most important, as a very generous and considerate 
human being who made a difference in the life of many people.  

I believe a formal obituary is scheduled for the next issue of Monumenta Nipponica. 
 

(Posted on pmjs April 18, 2018 and on H-Japan May 6, 2018) 
  



Van C. Gessel 
 

I’m very certain that I am by no means the only professor of Japanese whose entry into the 
field of scholarly publication was encouraged and facilitated by Michael Cooper during the 
many years he was editor of Monumenta Nipponica. When I told Michael that I thought 
perhaps the article I was working on could be appropriate for “Mother Mon,” as he always 
called the journal, he insisted that I send it to him, and “Voices in the Wilderness: Japanese 
Christian Authors,” appeared in the Winter 1982 issue. Michael wisely advised me that my 
original title, “Kicking Against the Pricks,” was probably going to be read by many with 
smirks, and he suggested what became the final title. 
 
That gesture was typical of Michael: ever generous, ever supportive. We shared both 
professional and personal interests in the writings and the personage of Endō Shūsaku, and I 
learned from Michael some of the thorny details of the publication by MN and Sophia 
University of Endō’s great novel, Silence, and the subsequent transfer of rights to Peter Owen 
Ltd. in London. It was not an exclusively pleasant memory for Michael. 
 
One of my clearest memories of time spent with Michael was of the evening he took my 
family—me, my wife, and our two young children—to dinner at the Tony Roma’s in Tokyo. 
My children still talk about it, nearly forty years later. Not because of the food, but because 
of the kindness with which Michael showered them, and his endless good humor.  
 
I think I’m accurate in suggesting that Michael turned Monumenta from being primarily a 
journal devoted to the study of Christianity in Japan to one of the most highly esteemed 
journals of Japanese studies writ large, a status that endures today. The field of Japanese 
studies is, to a large extent, what it is today because Michael was at the helm of Monumenta 
Nipponica during the years when scholarly studies of Japan began to expand and diversify 
worldwide. 
 
And such a truly delightful conversation companion—I miss him. 
 
The picture below was taken in May of 2013 at one of his favorite haunts in his later years: 
the outdoor restaurant at the Royal Hawaiian near his apartment. It was the last time I saw 
him. 

 
 

(Received by MN as a personal communication September 4, 2018) 
  



Christal Whelan 
 
After reading Michael Cooper’s book, They Came to Japan, an anthology of excerpts from 
missionary documents, I decided on the spot that he would have to be my mentor. I later met 
Michael for the first time in 1990, hardly suspecting the impact he would have on my career 
and personal life. I had come to Japan to pursue research on a topic in which he was a world 
authority – the 16th and 17th century Portuguese Catholic missions in Japan. I was fascinated 
by Japan as depicted through the spectacled eyes of these European foreigners. Even earlier 
in Michael’s career he had written a stunning work on the Portuguese Jesuit, João Rodrigues, 
for his Ph.D. at Oxford University, under the tutelage of Charles Boxer, another great pioneer 
of studies on the Christian century in Japan.  
 
I chose a Jesuit institution in Tokyo -- Sophia University – as my base primarily because 
Michael Cooper both lived and worked there. Not long after my first visit to Sophia, the 
foreign student liaison officer with whom I met summoned Michael to his office in order to 
formally introduce us. That was my first experience of Jesuit warmth and hospitality, and the 
immense joie de vivre that characterized that extraordinarily gifted group of Jesuits in Tokyo. 
 
At our first meeting, Michael ushered me around the Yotsuya campus, and in his charming 
British way introduced me to key people he thought might be helpful. He also gave me a tour 
of the university’s special collection of missionary documents – the Kirishitan Bunko. As we 
were leaving, he told the librarian to take good care of me. I remained ever after under 
Michael Cooper’s wing.  
 
Over a period of six years, he took pleasure in introducing me to Tokyo -- neighborhood by 
neighborhood – during the long walks we sometimes took. But the image that remains 
forever seared in my mind’s eye is the way Michael would greet me whenever we had an 
appointment. Inevitably, he would approach from a distance with a manila envelope wedged 
under his arm and a grin on his face. On the front of the envelope would be a rubber-stamped 
image of his mascot – Snoopy -- flat on his back. Inside the envelope was always some 
article he thought I would enjoy – an accent to a previous conversation or a segue to a future 
one. I couldn’t possibly count the number of articles over the years that he clipped from 
newspapers, magazines, and journals for me. Of course, four times a year he also gifted me 
with the latest issue of the Monumenta Nipponica, the journal he edited with singular 
devotion for 26 years. 
  
When the Portuguese Embassy announced that Michael was to receive the Ordem de Mérito 
from the Portuguese government, Michael invited me to the ceremony as his guest. 
Sometimes I felt that I was a substitute for his sister Barbara in the U.K. whom he rarely saw 
but to whom he remained deeply attached.  
 
There was another side to this utterly unique Jesuit that kept him constantly occupied. Much 
of his life outside the strenuous demands as sole editor of the Monumenta Nipponica was 
dedicated to visiting the sick and dying. He evidently had a special calling for this work and 
was constantly coming and going from hospitals, nursing homes, and funerals. I never 
accompanied Michael on any of those visits but I do attribute my later work in hospice partly 
to his influence. After all, Michael taught directly, but he was also always teaching through 
his living example.  
 



In 1999, Michael left both the Society of Jesus and Japan to retire and begin a new chapter. 
He had found a life partner – Toyoko McGovern -- the widow of his close friend Melvin 
McGovern. I saw much less of Michael during this new era. But I did see him periodically 
because of a peculiar twist of fate: Michael retired in my home state of Hawaii and was living 
in Waikiki, the opposite side of Diamond Head from my family’s home.  
 
I recall poignantly our last meeting in 2014. Five months after my mother’s death, we had 
met for lunch at one of his favorite restaurants -- the Hau Tree Lanai -- in Waikiki. Here too, 
he remained the consummate don of hospitality. I explained to him how I had left a great job 
in Japan a year after the horrific tsunami in order to spend time with my mother, then in her 
90s, for what turned out to be the last two years of her life. Michael was quiet for a moment, 
looked down, arms folded, and then stared me straight in the eyes and said emphatically: 
“You did the right thing!” That encapsulates one of many instances in which he offered 
encouragement and reassurance at a difficult turn in my life.  
 
I last heard from Michael in January 2017. I had been invited along with three other scholars 
to Stockholm for the eve of the Swedish debut of Martin Scorsese’s film Silence, based on 
Endo Shusaku’s classic novel. It seemed absurd that of all people Michael would not be 
there. The foundation sponsoring the event said they thought he was too elderly for travel and 
therefore had not invited him. I assured the commission that I would travel with him if 
necessary. They agreed that I should contact him to inquire. But when I phoned and no one 
answered, I left a voicemail, followed up with an email, and hoped for the best. 
 
On January 25, 2017, Michael finally responded: 
 
“Greetings and thanks for your unexpected letter. I’m afraid I have slowed down and the 
computer e-mails are difficult to send for elderly people like me who are in their late 80s.” 
 
Five days later, he wrote again: 
 
“I have taken careful note of the contents of your latest letter. We are in a bit of a mix-up at 
present as we are looking after one of the tenants here, aged 96, who fell last week and is now 
in a Chinese rest home here. Please forgive my rude brevity for the time being. More later.” 
 
Those were the last words that I received from Michael.  
 
Michael Cooper was wholly inimitable and enriched my life in innumerable ways. I grieve 
deeply the loss of an old and dear friend and a precious mentor. 
 
May God bless you, Michael, wherever you are! 
 

 
  



And, finally: 
 
To Michael in Heaven, 
 
We are sad and we miss you, but most of all please know that we thank you for so many 
things! 

  

  
Figure 1: Photograph of Snoopy stamps  
legitimately owned by Michael Cooper back in the day. 
 
(September 11, 2018)  
 
Note: The above is in lieu of a post by Tomi Tonomura to PMJS on April 11, 2018, for which see 
https://groups.google.com/forum/#!searchin/pmjs/Tonomura%7Csort:date/pmjs/_VVjymUnHcc/qbdnRwX7BAAJ. 
That post contains images of Snoopy lovingly curated from Internet sources. Given the context both here and on 
PMJS—i.e., that of a wholly noncommercial personal tribute—we hope, and rather suppose, that both this and 
the original post fall within the bounds of Fair Use doctrine and any other applicable frameworks pertaining to 
copyright. Frankly, however, we’re not sure in either case and thus further hope that we’re erring sufficiently on 
the side of caution by replacing the original images with others that were at least, we are certain, bought and paid 
for.—The MN editorial team, doing our best in a complicated world. 
 
 
 


