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LESLEY DOWNER is 
an author and journalist 
specialising in Japanese 
culture. She has written four 
novels and several works of 
non-fiction, including Geisha: 
The Remarkable Truth Behind 
the Fiction and The Brothers: 
The Hidden World of Japan’s 
Richest Family, which was a 
New York Times Book of the 
Year. She now lives in London.

•	 Accessible history from the first settlers  
	 to the Samurai, the Meiji Restoration to Abenomics
•	 Wide-ranging: from culture to religion to sport
•	 Part of the hugely successful Shortest History series
•	 100 maps and pictures; 1000s of little-known facts

‘A terrific overview of Japan’s long and rich history 
that covers an astonishing amount of ground’ 

PETER FRANKOPAN
‘A fascinating book... packed with riveting detail’ 

THE TIMES on Geisha

‘I read with mounting rapture ... Lesley Downer has created a 
masterpiece in subject and mood’ SPECTATOR on Geisha

‘An enthralling account’
LITERARY REVIEW on Geisha

Zen, haiku, sushi, anime, manga – over the past 150 
years, Japanese culture has enriched Western life, but for 
centuries the shoguns closed the country to the West. After 
Japan opened, it embraced Western culture wholesale. 
Both these strategies enabled it to avoid colonisation and 
to retain its traditions.

With a novelist’s eye for colour, Lesley Downer takes 
the reader through the great sweep of Japanese history, 
focusing on the dramatic stories of larger-than-life 
individuals – from emperors descended from the Sun 
Goddess to warlords, samurai, merchants, court ladies, 
women warriors, geisha, and businessmen who shaped 
this extraordinary modern society.

‘Brisk, brilliant, and compulsively readable... 
takes us from the ancient archipelago down to 
the vexed present day, via shamans, shoguns, 

“modern girls”, and Super Mario.’
CHRISTOPHER HARDING, author of A HISTORY 

OF MODERN JAPAN


