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			How To Use This E-Book

		

		
			Getting Around the e-Book

			This Pocket Guide e-book is designed to give you inspiration and planning advice for your visit to Japan, and is also the perfect on-the-ground companion for your trip. 

			The guide begins with our selection of Top 10 Attractions, plus a Perfect Itinerary feature to help you plan unmissable experiences. The Introduction and History chapters paint a vivid cultural portrait of Japan, and the Where to Go chapter gives a complete guide to all the sights worth visiting. You will find ideas for activities in the What to Do section, while the Eating Out chapter describes the local cuisine and gives listings of the best restaurants. The Travel Tips offer practical information to help you plan your trip. Finally, there are carefully selected hotel listings.

			In the Table of Contents and throughout this e-book you will see hyperlinked references. Just tap a hyperlink once to skip to the section you would like to read. Practical information and listings are also hyperlinked, so as long as you have an external connection to the internet, you can tap a link to go directly to the website for more information.

			Maps

			All key attractions and sights in Japan are numbered and cross-referenced to high-quality maps. Wherever you see the reference [map], tap once to go straight to the related map. You can also double-tap any map for a zoom view.

			Images

			You’ll find lots of beautiful high-resolution images that capture the essence of Japan. Simply double-tap an image to see it in full-screen.

			About Berlitz Pocket Guides

			The Berlitz story began in 1877 when Maximilian Berlitz devised his revolutionary method of language learning. More than 130 years later, Berlitz is a household name, famed not only for language schools but also as a provider of best-selling language and travel guides. 

			Our wide-ranging travel products – printed travel guides and phrase books, as well as apps and ebooks – offer all the information you need for a perfect trip, and are regularly updated by our team of expert local authors. Their practical emphasis means they are perfect for use on the ground. Wherever you’re going – whether it’s on a short break, the trip of a lifetime, a cruise or a business trip – we offer the ideal guide for your needs. 

			Our Berlitz Pocket Guides are the perfect choice if you need reliable, concise information in a handy format. We provide amazing value for money – these guides may be small, but they are packed with information. No wonder they have sold more than 45 million copies worldwide.

			© 2020 Apa Digital (CH) AG and Apa Publications (UK) Ltd
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					Top Attraction #1

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

				
					Nara 

					Once Japan’s first imperial capital, this city remains the country’s cultural and artistic cradle. For more information, click here.

				

			

			
			
				
					[image: l_101044_Japan_EC.jpg]
				

				
					Top Attraction #2

					JNTO

				

				
					Himeji 

					Home to the only castle in Japan that survives in its original form. For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction #3

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

				
					Tokyo 

					Japan’s capital is one of the largest cities in the world – it captures the mix of tradition and futurism that is central to the magic of this extraordinary country. For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction #4

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

				
					Kyoto 

					The city of temples, sanctuaries, geisha and Zen gardens has played a key role in the establishment of national identity. For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction #5

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

				
					Osaka 

					Japan’s second city is a lively business and nightlife centre. For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction #6

					Dreamstime

				

				
					Mt Fuji 

					Japan’s breathtaking national emblem. For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction #7

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

				
					Kyushu 

					A Mediterranean climate, hot springs and active volcanoes. For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction #8

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

				
					Toshogu 

					The last resting place of Ieyasu, founder of the Tokugawa shogunate. For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction #9
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					Nagasaki 

					Despite foreign influences, the city still has a strong Japanese flavour and much of its old town survived the atomic bomb. For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction #10

					Corbis

				

				
					Ise-Shima 

					This sacred area is renowned for its Shinto sanctuaries. For more information, click here.

				

			

			
		

	
		
			A Perfect Tour of Japan

		

		
			
				
					Days 1-2

				

				
					Modern Tokyo

					Go to Akihabara and marvel at the gadgets on sale. Take a stroll through Ginza, Tokyo’s centre of high fashion. The next day, begin by navigating through Shibuya, the centre of Japan’s youth culture, before winding round to Roppongi Hills and the National Art Center.

				

			

			
			
				
					Days 3-4

				

				
					Traditional Tokyo

					Start with a stroll through the quiet grounds of the Meiji-jingu shrine and visit the Imperial Treasure House Museum. Make your way to the Imperial Palace at the very heart of the city or go to the beautiful Hamarikyu Garden and try green tea and Japanese sweets at the teahouse. The following morning, head across town to Asakusa and take in Senso-ji temple and Asakusa-jinja. Drop by Ueno to visit the Shitamachi Museum. Finally, brush up on the history of the city at the Edo-Tokyo Museum.

				

			

			
			
				
					Day 5

				

				
					Nikko

					Take a train north from Tokyo to Nikko and spend a day soaking up the rich history of the town. You can easily spend a full day exploring the Toshogu complex. Return to Tokyo in the evening, or visit an onsen (hot spring), then stay at an inn near Lake Chuzenji.

				

			

			
			
				
					Day 6

				

				
					Yokohama

					Take a short train ride from Tokyo to Yokohama, where the Landmark Tower gives a vista of the entire city. The NYK Maritime Museum and the Silk Museum will fill you in on historical background. Relax at the Sankeien gardens then sample dim sum in Chinatown, before returning to Tokyo.

				

			

			
			
				
					Day 7

				

				
					Kamakura

					A short train ride or drive from Tokyo, Kamakura is another important historical centre and makes a good day trip. The towering Daibutsu Buddha statue and the Hasedera temple are must-sees. 

				

			

			
			
				
					Days 8-9

				

				
					Kyoto

					Take a plane from Tokyo to Kyoto, or board a bullet train to catch a stunning view of Mt Fuji on the way. Spend your first day exploring the Imperial Palace and the Katsura villa. Start your second day in the city at Higashiyama and visit the stately Kiyomizu temple. If you tire of shrine viewing, make your way to the Kyoto National Museum and its large collection of traditional arts and artefacts.

				

			

			
			
				
					Days 10-11

				

				
					Osaka

					A brief bullet-train ride from Kyoto, Osaka will show you another side of Japan. Rub elbows with locals in Shinsaibashi, head to the Umeda Sky Building to get panoramic views of the city, then visit the gigantic Hankyu or Hanshin department stores. The next day is your chance to explore traditional Osaka. A visit to Osaka Castle serves nicely as a getaway from the hustle of the city. The Museum of Oriental Ceramics will give you a historical perspective.

				

			

			
			
				
					Day 12

				

				
					Nagasaki 

					Hop on another bullet train to Nagasaki and learn about the influence of European culture at the Nagasaki Museum of History and Culture. Then check out the Nagasaki Peace Park and the Atomic Bomb Museum.

				

			

			
		

	
		
			Introduction

		

		
			Japan is a country of astonishing contrasts: the rice farmers in rural heartlands and the subway-riding millions of teeming Tokyo; the Zen Buddhist monks and the distinctive fashions of Harajuku; the solemn temple ceremony and the din of the pachinko parlour; exquisite temple architecture and concrete apartment buildings. All represent different facets of the greater whole that is Japan – one of the world’s most intriguing countries.

			The Japanese archipelago

			Japan lies on the Pacific Rim off the east coast of Asia. The archipelago consists of four main islands – Honshu, by far the largest, with Hokkaido to the north, Shikoku across the narrow Inland Sea and Kyushu to the southwest. In addition, about 3,900 smaller islands extend from southwest to northeast over a distance of some 3,800km (2,400 miles). 

			The main islands are noted for their rugged terrain, with around 75 percent of the country being extremely mountainous. Most of the mountains that form the backbone of the Japanese archipelago were created over millions of years by the gradual collision of two of the earth’s plates. Other peaks in Japan – including Fuji, the highest – are volcanic in origin. They were formed from molten lava from far below the earth’s surface. Most of the country’s mountains are covered in natural or plantation forest. The natural cover varies from subarctic conifers in Hokkaido, through deciduous and evergreen temperate broad-leafed trees on the other three main islands, to the subtropical forests of the islands of Okinawa in the far south.

			Japan’s location on the Pacific ‘Ring of Fire’ means that the country experiences frequent earthquakes and volcanic activity. Earthquakes are far more frequent than volcanic eruptions, and the country suffers several extremely destructive quakes each century. The massive earthquake that struck on 11 March 2011 triggered a tsunami that claimed over 18,000 lives. So powerful was the quake that it shifted the entire island of Honshu 2.4 metres (8ft) east and slightly shifted the Earth on its axis. About 60 of Japan’s 186 volcanoes are active, and occasionally make their presence felt. Shinmoedake on Kyushu Island has erupted several times over the last decade. 

			One big advantage of living on what amounts to a long string of volcanoes is the proliferation of onsen, or hot springs. For centuries hot springs have occupied a special place in Japanese culture, and now the pleasures of the onsen have become a national pastime. Onsen range from naturally occurring outdoor rock pools to large hotel-style resorts designed for guests to cast aside the stresses of the outside world as they soak for hours in communal hot tubs. Spending at least one night in a traditional Japanese inn-style onsen is an experience every visitor should enjoy.
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					Sakurajima volcano in Kagoshima
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			A crowded nation

			Despite the dominance of mountains, the Japanese are not a mountain people, preferring instead to squeeze onto the coastal plains or into the valleys of the interior. The jagged mountain ranges and dense forests leave less than two-fifths of the country suitable for habitation and most of Japan’s 127 million people, factories, farmland, housing and public facilities are all crowded onto approximately 20 percent of the total land area. In terms of the ratio of population to usable land, Japan is the most densely populated country in the world.

			The main industrial regions are the Kanto and Kansai areas, which are centred on Tokyo and Osaka respectively. Between these, cities, towns and villages tend to merge into an indistinct urban blur that stretches endlessly across the flat land, with fields and farms dotted in between. Greater Tokyo now has a nominal population of more than 14 million, but in fact the city spreads beyond its political boundaries to form a massive urban complex that stretches across the entire Kanto Plain. The actual population of this megalopolis is estimated at more than 40 million people. The Kanto area alone produces a third of Japan’s entire gross domestic product.

			There is a relative absence of violent street crime that plagues cities in so many other countries. Although crime rates are rising, Japan remains one of the safest countries in the world to live in or visit.

			People

			The Japanese population is relatively ethnically homogeneous – around 98 percent of the country’s inhabitants are Japanese. From a mixture of Mongolian, Chinese, Korean and perhaps also Malay settlers, the country has had several thousand years to develop a solidly unified identity. Japan has never experienced large-scale immigration or even – until the post-war US occupation from 1945 to 1952 – foreign invasion.

			
				
					[image: Enoshima_Golden_Week_crowds_010_Japan_EC.jpg]
				

				
					Busy streets in Golden Week
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			But this does not mean Japanese society is free of discrimination. Many of the country’s 700,000 Koreans have been residents of Japan for many generations, but Japanese law does not allow dual citizenship. Issues of identity remain complicated and many Koreans use Japanese names to avoid discrimination. The Ainu, an ethnically distinct community regarded by anthropologists as the islands’ original settlers and now grouped almost exclusively in Hokkaido, campaign for civil rights in a movement similar to that of Native Americans in the US. The one-million-strong Okinawans, whose southern islands were annexed by Japan only in the 1870s, are also a distinct people with their own culture.

			Another group, not of different ethnic origin from the Japanese mainstream but inferior in status, are the burakumin (‘village dwellers’, a euphemism for their old caste name – meaning ‘much filth’ – which was officially abolished at the end of the 19th century). They are descendants of outcasts employed to perform the originally taboo – and still disdained – trades of butchery, leatherwork, rubbish collection and the handling of corpses. Due to the stigma attached to their status, estimating the number of burakumin is tricky, but recent figures suggest that around 2 percent of the Japanese population falls into this category – anything from one to two million people. They live in separate hamlets or on city outskirts. You’re most likely to come across them cleaning up litter or shining shoes at railway stations. 

			
				
					Facts and figures

				

				
					Area: ranked 42nd largest country in the world, with 377,435 sq km (145,728 sq miles) of surface area on the four main islands (Hokkaido, Honshu, Kyushu and Shikoku) plus about 3,900 smaller islands. Mountains cover approximately 75 percent of the land. Highest point: Mt Fuji, at 3,776 metres (12,388ft).

					Population: ranked 10th most populous in the world, with approximately 127 million Japanese, 700,000 Koreans, 600,000 Chinese and 900,000 other non-Japanese residents. Population density: 336 per sq km. Life expectancy at birth: 81 for males; 87 for females, the highest figures ever recorded in their history. 

					Capital: Tokyo. 

					Major cities: Yokohama (3,700,000), Osaka (2,700,000), Nagoya (2,300,000), Sapporo (1,950,000), Kobe (1,500,000), Kyoto (1,470,000), Fukuoka (1,550,000), Kawasaki (1,480,000), Hiroshima (1,200,000) and Kita-Kyushu (950,000).

					Government: Parliamentary democracy, headed by the Prime Minister and cabinet, with the emperor as titular head of state. Parliament (Diet) comprises the House of Representatives (480 seats) and the House of Councillors (242 seats). The country is divided into 47 prefectures, each with a governor.

				

			

			
			Religion

			Polls asking Japanese in which religion they believe consistently yield results that total well over 100 percent – most say they are followers of both Shinto and Buddhism. One of the main characteristics of Japanese religion is its tendency towards syncretism. Many people expect to have a Shinto baptism, a pseudo-Christian wedding (usually held in a hotel ‘chapel’ and officiated by an unordained foreigner in a robe) and a Buddhist funeral. 
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					At a shrine in Kyoto

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

			

			
			Shinto is the native religion of Japan, which influences virtually every aspect of Japanese culture and society. It is hard to give any simple definition of Shinto, since it is not a systematised set of beliefs. There is no dogmatic set of rules, nor even any holy script. The term Shinto was not even invented until after the introduction of Buddhism, a date traditionally given as AD 552, and then only as a way of contrasting the native beliefs with that imported faith. Shinto is an animistic belief system involving the worship of kami, or spirits. Every living and non-living thing – animals, plants, mountains, the sun – contains a kami.

			Buddhism arrived in Japan, via China and Korea, in the 6th century AD, but it didn’t become popular until the 9th century. Over time, Buddhist thought became influenced by the indigenous beliefs of Shinto, so kami were regarded as temporary manifestations of the Buddhist deities. Quite often, Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines are found side by side, or a small temple will exist within the sacred grounds of a large shrine, or vice versa.

			Extremes of climate

			Japan’s climate varies widely, and its two extremities are in very different climatic zones. In the far north, Hokkaido experiences cool summers and icy winters. Deep snow banks develop between November and April and the island is known for its excellent skiing conditions. Honshu, the main island and home to the cities of Tokyo, Kyoto and Osaka, enjoys a temperate climate of unusually distinct seasons: bitter winters and hot, humid summers. The southern areas of Kyushu and Okinawa have a subtropical climate with mild winters and hot summers. 

			The coming of spring, manifested in the flowering of the country’s swathes of cherry trees, is greeted with great excitement. The progress of the cherry blossom (sakura) from the south to the north is followed by the national media and celebrated with a festival called Hanami. The cherry trees flower first in Kyushu towards the end of March; the phenomenon moves northward, typically reaching Hokkaido about the second week in May.

			Temperatures rise quickly, and the continuous but moderate rains of tsuyu, the rainy season, begin to fall about two months after the end of the cherry-blossom season. The high mountain ranges running along the spine of Honshu define the boundaries of the rain fronts. On the Pacific Ocean coast, the tsuyu rain is soft and drizzly. Further south and on the Japan Sea coast, it is hard and much more tropical in nature. The rains ease around late June on the Pacific Ocean side and make way for the hot, humid summer. Temperatures reach a peak in August, when many city dwellers escape to the cool comfort of the mountains. September sees the peak of the typhoon season. The southern or Pacific side of the country bears the brunt of these ferocious winds, which are quite capable of knocking down houses and wrecking ships. Generally three or four typhoons hit Japan during the season.

			Architecture

			Japanese builders have always had much to contend with – typhoons, earthquakes, floods and landslides all threaten to destroy their creations. The traditional building material is wood, particularly the wood of conifers, which is readily available from the forests that cover much of the country. The fact that Japan has the world’s oldest wooden buildings (Horyu-ji, built about AD 670, 10km/6 miles southwest of Nara) and the world’s largest wooden structure (at Todai-ji in Nara, some 50 metres/165ft high and said to have been rebuilt at only two-thirds its original size) suggests that the architectural system adopted by the Japanese was at least partially successful in creating structures that last.

			Traditional Japanese architecture combines box-shaped structures with heavy, elaborate roofs. Posts or columns bear the weight of the roof, so the walls can be thin and non-supporting. This was developed to the point that walls often ceased to be walls and became more like moveable partitions instead. Outside walls are often nothing more than a series of sliding wooden panels that can be easily removed, thus eliminating the solid border between inside and outside, a feature very much welcomed in Japan’s humid summer. Carved and nonstructural embellishment, especially on temples and other buildings that go in for opulent display, often shows a wild proliferation of scrolls, volutes and curvilinear motifs of many kinds, perhaps to offset the effect of this basic boxiness of the structure.
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					The Prada building in Tokyo

					Dreamstime

				

			

			
			The materials used in traditional Japanese room interiors are simple and harmonious. Sliding panels are made from either translucent shoji, which allows soft light to diffuse in, or the heavier, opaque fusuma paper screens, or of wood. Floors are of thick, resilient straw mats surfaced with woven reed (tatami mats), or of plain wood. Supportive wooden posts remain exposed, and ceilings are generally of wood or of woven materials of various kinds. Wooden surfaces generally remain unpainted. 

			Japan has also embraced modern architecture and building materials, particularly in its largest cities. Futuristic structures incorporate hi tech ventilating systems to heat and reuse air, roof-mounted solar-energy collectors, and wind walls to direct breeze flows to aerial courtyards and internal spaces, and a handful of buildings now use photovoltaic glass which effectively turns buildings into power stations.

			Tradition meets modernity

			The constant clash between modern and traditional values leads to the numerous fascinating contradictions you will encounter in Japan. In its history, Japan has adopted many things, taking what it wants or needs, adapting, and then discarding that which is of no use. Over the centuries, the Japanese have adopted aspects of Chinese writing and philosophy, Korean art and ceramics, and, most recently, Western technology, clothes and fast food. Yet that which it adopts from the West or elsewhere somehow becomes distinctly Japanese.

			As in centuries past, people go on mass pilgrimages to witness the spring blossoming of the famous cherry trees or the flaming golds, reds and ochres of the autumn maples. Nowadays, though, they travel via some of the world’s most advanced transport systems, including the famous bullet trains (Shinkansen) that zip through the countryside at over 300km (186 miles) per hour.

			The centuries-old ceremony and ritual of a 15-day sumo-wrestling tournament is only enhanced by modern technology. The slow-motion instant replay of a pair of 150kg (330lb) sumo champions hurling each other across the ring with an utchari backward-pivot throw can be sheer poetry in motion.

			Despite the concrete sprawl of Japan’s post-war urban development, you can still find tranquillity in a brilliant-green, moss-covered temple garden or in the alcove of a traditional restaurant with its tatami-mat flooring, shielded from the other guests by shoji (paper screens) – remnants of a not-so-distant past.

			The traditional Japanese family is both paternal (the man is the household head) and maternal (as women still control the household budget and child rearing). However, the increasing empowerment of women outside the home since the 1980s has meant more financially independent women marrying later, or in many cases, not at all. That said, unlike in many developed countries, traditional gender roles have not changed much in recent years. The majority of women (70 percent) give up work when they have their first child and with very few babies born outside marriage, a situation has arisen where not enough children are being born for population replacement (an issue in a country where people tend to have great longevity); in addition, the economy is missing the contribution of many highly-educated women who have become mothers. Dealing with these two concerns is a challenge Japan’s government is currently attempting to address.

			
				
					Japanese names

				

				
					In Japan, the family name comes before the given name. The majority of people won’t appreciate you using their given names unless you’re a close acquaintance.

				

			

			
			Over this amazing cornucopia presides Emperor Naruhito, who reigns in the Reiwa era (2019 to present). Between 1946 and 2019 his father Hirohito was emperor; all previous emperors were considered divinities, the living descendants of the gods who created Japan (or ancient Yamato, as it is more evocatively known). The emperor’s role today is mainly symbolic, not unlike that of a modern European monarch. The imperial family remains largely out of sight, never giving opinions on matters of state or politics, wholly removed from the daily life of their subjects. 

			Few visitors will come to Japan truly free of preconceptions, but ultimately, visitors who remain open-minded and ready for adventure will be rewarded by unexpected and unforgettable experiences available nowhere else on the planet.
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					The Japanese tea ceremony
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			A Brief History

		

		
			According to the earliest official accounts – the 8th-century Kojiki (‘Record of Ancient Matters’) and Nihon-shoki (‘Chronicles of Japan’) – the islands of Japan were born of a marriage between the god Izanagi and his sister Izanami. They also – but only later – gave birth to the sun, in the form of the goddess Amaterasu, who endowed the Japanese imperial family with its regalia of a bronze mirror, iron sword and jewel. The mirror is kept to this day at the Shinto shrine of Ise-Shima.

			Before you dismiss all this as the mere ‘myth’ of Japan’s origins, remember that the Japanese continued to trace the imperial dynasty directly back to those deities until Emperor Hirohito in 1946 denounced ‘the false conception that the emperor is divine’. Although these creation myths still appeal to the popular imagination, few Japanese people accept them as historical fact, and only a tiny minority still believe the emperor to be a divine figure. 

			Prehistory and early chronicles

			As evidenced by bones, weapons and pottery, most recently uncovered by archaeologists, humans first crossed a now-submerged land bridge from eastern Siberia to what is now Sakhalin Island and northern Japan some 100,000 years ago. These migrants, who later settled throughout the Japanese archipelago, were the ancestors of the present-day Ainu, whose Caucasoid facial and body hair distinguished them from subsequent immigrants from China, Manchuria, Korea and perhaps the Malay Peninsula. It was the growth and military assertion of the newcomers that drove the ‘hairy people’ (as they were labelled) north to their present concentration in Hokkaido.

			The oldest Stone Age settlements to be discovered (10,000 BC) are known as Jomon (‘cord pattern’), after the style of their handmade pottery, which was among the earliest to be found anywhere in the world and of rich and imaginative design. Their inhabitants dwelt in sunken pits and made a living from hunting, fishing and the gathering of roots and nuts. It wasn’t until the 3rd century BC that techniques of rice cultivation (and wheel-made pottery) arrived from Korea, along with irrigation methods that are still in use today. 
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					Earthenware bowl from the Middle Jomon era

					Corbis

				

			

			
			
				
					The Ainu

				

				
					The Ainu (meaning ‘human’), whose current population numbers fewer than 20,000, were the first inhabitants of Hokkaido and the north of Honshu. Their origins remain unknown. They were once thought to be of Caucasian descent, but more recent studies of blood and bone samples link them to the peoples of Siberia. In 2019, the ethnic Ainu minority were finally recognized as “indigenous” people of Japan – the first time in history.

				

			

			
			The scarcity of flatlands suitable for cultivation made it possible for a small aristocratic elite to gain quick control of the food resources. This set the pattern of hierarchical rule that was to prevail right up to the last half of the 19th century (some would claim, in economic terms at least, that it still persists today).

			Although there are no reliable accounts of this period, 3rd-century Chinese documents speak of a Japanese priestess-queen, Himiko, ruling over a land of law-abiding people who enjoyed alcohol and were divided into classes distinguished by tattoo marks. Five centuries later, Japan’s own Kojiki and Nihon-shoki chronicles describe the creation of the imperial dynasty in the year 660 BC: the first emperor, Jimmu (‘Divine Warrior’) – great grandson of the Sun Goddess’s grandson – embarked on an expedition of conquest from Kyushu along the Inland Sea coast to the Yamato plain of the Kinki region (near modern-day Nara).

			Plausible chronicling, laced with a dose of mythology, begins with the arrival of Korean scribes at the Japanese court around AD 400, at a time when Japan also had a military foothold in southern Korea. The state of Yamato, as early Japan was known, was organised into uji, or clusters of clans, together with subordinate guilds of farmers, fishermen, hunters, weavers and potters, all subject to the dominant uji of the imperial family.

			
				
					The way of the gods

				

				
					The major tenets of Shinto – Japan’s indigenous religion – were the imperial family’s direct descent from the Sun Goddess and the resulting divinity of the emperor. Although his divinity was renounced after World War II, the emperor remains Shinto’s titular head.

					Literally ‘the way of the gods’, Shinto has a strong component of nature-worship, with shrines in such places of great natural beauty as mountain tops or forests, where divine spirits are believed to inhabit waterfalls, unusual rocks or great trees. Its followers respect the deities through ritual purification ceremonies. 

					Shinto remains a less solemn religion than Westerners are used to. The commercial bustle around Tokyo’s Asakusa shrine evokes the atmosphere of a Western country fair. At the shrine, people clap their hands to attract the gods’ attention, bow respectfully, toss coins into a slotted box and offer up prayers. Then they visit the food stalls, amusement booths and souvenir shops located inside the sanctuary grounds. In few countries do religion and commerce coexist so harmoniously.

				

			

			
			Chinese influences

			The Japanese were forced out of the Korean peninsula in the 6th century, but not before the Koreans had bequeathed to the Yamato court copies of the sacred images and scriptures of Chinese Buddhism.
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					Prince Shotoku developed the country’s first constitution

					Tokyo National Museum

				

			

			
			Just as Christianity introduced Mediterranean culture into northern Europe, Buddhism brought Chinese culture into Japanese society. Throughout the 7th and 8th centuries numerous Japanese monks, scholars and artists made the perilous trip west across the Sea of Japan to study Chinese religion, history, music, literature and painting – later to be brought back for further development in Japan.

			An outstanding figure of this time was Prince Shotoku, who in 604 developed the ‘Seventeen-Article Constitution’, outlining a code of human conduct and the ideals of state as a basic law for the nation. He also established relations with the Sui dynasty in China. Through him, the Japanese imperial court developed Chinese patterns of centralised government, with its formal bureaucracy of eight court ranks. The Chinese calendar was used to calculate the year of Japan’s foundation by counting back the 1,260 years of the Chinese cosmological cycle. Thus, 660 BC is still the official date, celebrated nationwide on 11 February.

			At this early stage in its history Japan was already (for the most part) only nominally ruled by the emperor. De facto power was exercised by the militarily and economically strongest family. The Sogas had promoted Buddhism as an imperially sanctioned counterweight to the native Shinto religion, along with the new Chinese customs, to weaken the influence of their more conservative rivals. But they in turn were ousted in AD 645 by Nakatomi Kamatari, founder of the great Fujiwara clan, which was to rule Japanese affairs for hundreds of years and provide prominent advisers to the emperor even up to the 19th century.
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					The Great Buddha at Nara’s Todaiji temple complex

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

			

			
			The Nara Period

			Another of the new ideas was to set up a permanent residential capital for the imperial court, initially at Naniwa (present-day Osaka) and then a little to the east, at Nara, in 710. Laid out like a chessboard (nearly half the size of China’s similarly designed capital, Chang’an), Nara had its imperial palace at the northern end, with court residences, Buddhist monasteries and Shinto shrines stretching to the south. In those peaceful years, without threat of foreign invasion or civil war, there were no city ramparts.

			The era known as the Nara Period was marked by the religious fervour of the Buddhist monks and also by their accompanying artistic achievements. The Japanese were attracted more to Buddhism’s ritual and art than to its complex philosophy, rendered all the more difficult because its texts were, for several centuries, available only in Chinese, the language of a small court elite. Buddhist monks initiated great progress in Japanese architecture, bronze-casting, bridge-building and sculpture. To this day, historians of Chinese art find the best surviving examples of Tang-dynasty architecture among the 7th- and 8th-century temples in and around Nara.

			The imperial government achieved tight control, with administrative power centralised in a grand council. All land used for rice cultivation was claimed to be under imperial ownership, a state of affairs that later led to heavy taxation of farmers.

			The Fujiwara clan dominated. By marrying his daughters to sons of the reigning emperor and then engineering timely abdications, a Fujiwara contrived always to be father-in-law, uncle or grandfather behind the throne. Very often the emperor was only a minor, so that the Fujiwara patriarch acted as regent. He then persuaded the emperor to abdicate soon after his majority, and the regency would continue for the next youthful incumbent. The important thing was to have the emperor’s sanction for the regent’s political decisions.

			Very few emperors were reluctant to submit to Fujiwara domination. The burden of his spiritual functions as high priest of Shinto and the tasks of administration led the emperor to welcome an early abdication, frequently to retire to a life of Buddhist meditation and scholarship. The Fujiwara resented the Buddhist clergy’s great and growing influence in imperial affairs. There were too many monasteries in and around Nara. It was time to move the capital.

			The golden Heian era

			The geomancers in 794 decided that Heian-kyo (modern Kyoto) would be an auspicious site for the imperial family. It was indeed – until 1869.

			Grants of tax-free land over the years had been made to Buddhist temples and members of the court aristocracy. The most powerful families thus carved out for themselves whole regions that were to become the fiefdoms of Japanese feudalism. By the end of the 8th century the clans had created a hierarchy of shiki, or rights, from the highest to the lowest ranks of society. The aristocrat or court patron lent his prestige to a powerful provincial proprietor, who employed a competent estate manager to oversee smallholders, who in turn worked their farms with dependent labourers. This elaborate structure of interdependent rights and obligations was to serve Japanese society right into the 20th century.

			
				
					[image: JA22-3_Japan_EC.jpg]
				

				
					Ancient illustration from The Tale of Genji

					Tokyo National Museum

				

			

			
			Meanwhile, Heian court life blossomed in an effusion of aesthetic expression. Princes and princesses judged the merits of birds, insects, flowers, roots or seashells. Literary party games held in ornate palace gardens required each guest to compose a small poem as his wine cup floated towards him along a miniature, winding channel of water. Expeditions were organised to the best viewing points for the first spring cherry blossoms and special pavilions were built to watch the rising of the full moon. Every gesture, from the most banal opening of an umbrella to the sublimest act of lovemaking, had its appropriate ceremonial. Conversation often took the form of elegant exchanges of improvised verse.

			
				
					The Tale of Genji

				

				
					The Tale of Genji, a major work of Japanese classical literature, was written in the early 11th century by the daughter of a courtier. The book chronicles the exciting, amorous adventures of the handsome Genji, a Heian-period courtier.

				

			

			
			The changing role of Chinese culture in Japanese life was epitomised in the language itself. In the absence of an indigenous alphabet, Japanese scholars had, with the greatest difficulty, tried to adapt the complex ideograms of monosyllabic Chinese to the essentially polysyllabic Japanese. Thus the katakana system was developed and used as a vehicle for writing Buddhist names and concepts.

			Provincial areas were neglected by the imperial court. Banditry became widespread and local administrators were more interested in personal gain than in enforcing law and order. The result was that the lords of great estates developed their own military power.

			After rival Fujiwara factions had been struggling for years to gain control of the imperial throne, they turned to the Taira and Minamoto armies in 1156 to wage the four-year war that heralded the end of the golden age of the Heian court. The Taira, controlling the region along the Inland Sea, defeated the Minamoto armies based in the Kanto province east of the capital.

			Over the next 20 years, the Minamoto clan acquired new strength by offering better guarantees to local landowners – and their armies – than they could expect from court. Eventually a new offensive, the decisive Gempei War, was launched in 1180. Five years later, the Taira were overthrown after being defeated in the straits between western Honshu and Kyushu, at the titanic sea battle of Dannoura – which has a place in Japanese annals comparable to Waterloo or Stalingrad.

			Enter the shoguns

			Japan’s austere, ruthless, but statesmanlike new ruler, Minamoto no Yoritomo, set up his government in Kamakura (just south of modern Tokyo), well away from the ‘softening’ influence of court life that had been the undoing of his predecessor, Kiyomori. First of the national rulers to take the title of sei-i tai-shogun (‘barbarian-subduing great general’), Minamoto expanded and consolidated his power by confiscating lands from some of the defeated Taira and redistributing them to his samurai (warrior-caste) vassals.

			Minamoto died in 1199, and the feudal structure passed intact to the tutelage of his widow’s family, the Hojo, who were content to play regent to a figurehead shogun, in much the same way as the Fujiwara had done with the emperor. The fiction of Japanese imperial power had become infinitely extendable. The emperor at Kyoto – still seconded by a Fujiwara regent at court – legitimised a Minamoto who was himself a military dictator controlled by a Hojo regent. In a country where form and substance were inextricably interrelated, two things counted in politics: symbolic authority and real power. Neither could exist without the other.

			Although the Kamakura Period was relatively brief, there were events and developments that profoundly affected the country. A revolutionary advance in agricultural techniques occurred that allowed greater production of food. Consequently, there was a significant increase in population and economic growth, with more intense settlement of the land, better commerce and trade, the growth of local markets, and the beginnings of a currency system. Contact with the Chinese mainland resumed on a private basis. 

			A thwarted Mongol invasion in 1274 weakened the Kamakura regime. The fighting brought none of the usual spoils of war that provincial warlords and samurai had come to expect as payment. And the treasury was empty after earthquake, famine and plague had crippled the economy. Buddhist monasteries were using their private armies to support imperial ambitions to bring power back to Kyoto. Worst of all, the Kamakura warriors, resenting the way the Kyoto court referred to them as ‘Eastern barbarians’, sought refinement in a ruinous taste for luxury: extravagant feasts, rich costumes and opulent homes. Kamakura was falling apart.
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					The shogun Yoritomo Minamoto set up his regime at Kamakura

					Corbis

				

			

			
			Creative turmoil

			The subsequent power struggle at first split the country into two imperial courts, and then effective control of Japan was splintered for two centuries among scores of daimyo (feudal warlords). Eventually, the Ashikaga family of shoguns settled down in Kyoto’s Muromachi district, which gave its name to the new creative period that followed. The gruff, bluff warriors’ taste for art – calligraphy, landscape painting, the tea ceremony, music, dance and theatre – coincided with a renewed interest in things Chinese, above all the teachings of Zen Buddhism. Although Zen had been present in Japan since the 12th century, its ascendancy began under the Kamakura regime, which found the mystic Chinese philosophy admirably suited to Japanese sensitivity, impressionism and love of form and ritual.

			The Ashikaga shoguns and their samurai were greatly attracted by an essentially anti-intellectual doctrine that transmitted its truth from master to disciple by practical example rather than scholarly study of texts. Enlightenment (satori) was to be achieved through self-understanding and self-discipline, combining tranquillity and individualism. After their savage battles, the warriors recuperated through meditation in the peace of a Zen monastery rock garden.

			
				
					The way of the samurai

				

				
					The way of the samurai – bushido – was a most serious path to follow, ‘a way of dying’ to defend the honour of one’s lord or one’s own name. Often that meant seppuku, or ritual disembowelment. An unwritten code of behaviour and ethics, bushido came to the foreground during the Kamakura period.

					In the Edo period, bushido helped to strengthen bakufu, or the shogunate government, by perfecting the feudal class system of samurai, farmer, artisan and merchant. The ruling samurai class was by far the most powerful in Japan.

					Only when the economy shifted from rice-based to monetary did the merchants take control of Edo (Tokyo), and the samurai fell increasingly into debt.

				

			

			
			Other important developments occurred at this time. Agricultural techniques were improved, new crops were introduced, and irrigation and commercial farming expanded. Guilds of specialised craftsmen appeared, a money economy spread, and trade increased markedly. Most importantly, towns and cities arose and grew; such development was accompanied by the appearance of merchant and service classes.
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					Samurai warrior

					Public domain

				

			

			
			The assassination of an Ashikaga shogun in 1441 started the decline of the shogunate; the relationship between the shogun and the military governors of the provinces broke down. A decade of war and unrest marked the total erosion of centralised authority and a general dissolution of society. It ushered in the Age of Warring States, a century of civil war that lasted from 1467 until 1568. 

			Battles raged up and down the country among some 260 daimyo, from which a dozen finally emerged victorious. They had fought with mass armies of infantry rather than relying on the old cavalry elite. Although swords and bows and arrows remained the mainstays of warfare, suddenly matchlocks, muskets and cannons made their appearance. The Europeans had arrived.

			In 1543, Portuguese explorers reached Tanegashima Island, off southern Kyushu, followed over the next decade by Portuguese traders and Jesuit missionaries, headed by St Francis Xavier, who landed at Kagoshima in 1549. Many Kyushu daimyo adopted Christianity as a means of winning favour with the Portuguese traders, without necessarily abandoning their Buddhist beliefs or Shinto practices. Converted nine years earlier, daimyo Omura founded the port of Nagasaki as a centre for Portuguese trade in 1571. The town was handed over to the Jesuits in 1579. By 1582, Christian converts were estimated at 150,000; by 1615 there were half a million throughout the country. (Through all the vagaries of persecution and war, Nagasaki has remained the major centre of Japanese Christianity.)

			Trade with the Portuguese – and the Dutch – launched a craze for tobacco, bread, potatoes, clocks, pantaloons and eyeglasses, the latter very often worn as a chic symbol of intellectual superiority rather than as an aid for poor eyesight.

			Momoyama unification

			By 1568, when Kyoto was at last seized from the Ashikaga shogunate, three ruthless generals – Nobunaga, Hideyoshi and Tokugawa – had banded together to eliminate all remaining opposition.
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