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			How To Use This E-Book

		

		
			Getting around the e-book

			This Insight Guide e-book is designed to give you inspiration for your visit to Japan, as well as comprehensive planning advice to make sure you have the best travel experience. The guide begins with our selection of Top Attractions, as well as our Editor’s Choice categories of activities and experiences. Detailed features on history, people and culture paint a vivid portrait of contemporary life in Japan. The extensive Places chapters give a complete guide to all the sights and areas worth visiting. The Travel Tips provide full information on getting around, activities from culture to shopping to sport, plus a wealth of practical information to help you plan your trip.

			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] just tap this to go straight to the related map. You can also double-tap any map for a zoom view.

			Images

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

			About Insight Guides

			Insight Guides have more than 40 years’ experience of publishing high-quality, visual travel guides. We produce 400 full-colour titles, in both print and digital form, covering more than 200 destinations across the globe, in a variety of formats to meet your different needs.

			Insight Guides are written by local authors, whose expertise is evident in the extensive historical and cultural background features. Each destination is carefully researched by regional experts to ensure our guides provide the very latest information. All the reviews in Insight Guides are independent; we strive to maintain an impartial view. Our reviews are carefully selected to guide you to the best places to eat, go out and shop, so you can be confident that when we say a place is special, we really mean it.

			

			© 2020 Apa Digital (CH) AG and Apa Publications (UK) Ltd
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			Japan’s Top 10 Attractions

		

		
			
				
					Top Attraction 1
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						Ginkaku-ji Temple and Gardens, Kyoto. This temple is a wonderful place to see 15th-century Japanese architecture at its finest.  For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction 2
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						Mount Fuji. Japan’s most iconic mountain dominates the skyline west of Tokyo, and is a Unesco World Heritage Site. Whether you climb it or gaze upon it from afar, it’s easy to see why Fuji-san has captivated the Japanese for centuries.  For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction 3
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						Nikko. Buried deep in forested mountains to the north of Tokyo, the outrageously lavish Tosho-gu Shrine complex in Nikko offers some of Japan’s most spectacular architecture. If you just have time for one overnight trip from Tokyo, make it here.  For more information, click here.

						Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

					

				

			

			
			
				
					Top Attraction 4
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						Ryokan. A night at a traditional inn (ryokan) is a quintessentially Japanese experience, combining refined luxury, elegance and the ultimate in relaxation.  For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction 5
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						Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Park. Built in memory of the victims of the 1945 A-bomb attack that devastated Hiroshima, the Peace Park is a moving and poignant monument to the horrors of nuclear armament.  For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction 6
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						Naoshima Island. With cutting-edge galleries and a host of outdoor art installations, this tranquil island in the Seto Inland Sea is a bright star in Japan’s contemporary art scene.  For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction 7
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						Japanese cuisine. From refined Kyoto cuisine to steaming hot bowls of cheap ramen, and so much in between, Japan is a foodie’s paradise. Don’t go home without having your fill.  For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction 8
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						Roppongi at night. Raucous nightclubs, cool bars and some of the chicest restaurants in Tokyo make a night out in Roppongi a must-do. It won’t be cheap, but it will be very memorable.  For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction 9
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						Hiking the Northern Alps. Breathtaking mountain scenery and hikes to suit all levels make the Northern Alps Japan’s premier hiking ground. The pretty village of Kamikochi is the perfect base from which to explore the area.  For more information, click here.
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					Top Attraction 10
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						Yaeyama Islands, Okinawa. With pristine beaches, prime dive spots, a refreshingly laid-back pace of life and a distinctive local culture, it’s sometimes hard to believe these islands are actually part of Japan.  For more information, click here.
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			Editor’s Choice
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					Universal Studios Japan.
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					Best For Families

				

				
					Kaiyukan Aquarium. Located in Osaka Bay, visitors can see aquatic species from various regions across the globe. Get up close in the feeling area and don’t miss the chance to see giant whale sharks.  For more information, click here.

					DisneySea. An addition to Tokyo Disneyland but requiring a separate ticket. The themes here are all connected to water and a full day is recommended.  For more information, click here.

					Ghibli Museum. This museum-cum-amusement park in Tokyo’s suburbs showcases the work of the renowned Studio Ghibli, including Miyazaki Hayao’s famous anime. For more information, click here. 

					Universal Studios Japan. Hollywood special effects and fun rides, Osaka’s theme park replicates its Los Angeles prototype.  For more information,  click here.

					Miraikan. This museum in Odaiba has lots of hands-on activities for older kids to learn about cutting-edge robotics, space exploration and much more.  For more information, click here.
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					Japanese vending machines.
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					Only In Japan

				

				
					Department terminals. A fascinating consumer concept – train platforms feeding passengers straight into department stores. Accessible station-store interfaces are found in Nihombashi, Ikebukuro and Shibuya in Tokyo. 

					High-tech toilets. At the other end of the spectrum to the squat toilet, many hotels, department stores and homes have washlets, toilets that will clean, dry and warm you, and on occasions make noises to cover any embarrassing sounds. For more information, click here.

					Capsule hotels. Seal your door and fall into a contented sleep in these cosy, weightless cells – or sweat with claustrophobia. You either love or hate Japan’s capsule hotels. For more information, click here.

					Vending machines. It’s the number and range that are unique to Japan: over 5 million on the last count, dispensing everything from disposable underwear to noodles. For more information, click here. 
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					Ritsurin-koen, Kagawa.
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					Best Parks and Gardens

				

				
					Koishikawa Botanical Garden. Although landscaped, the grounds of this fine Edo Period green haven have a natural and informal feel. The oldest garden in Tokyo. For more information, click here.

					Shinjuku Gyoen. Enjoy the many species of plants, trees and flowers in a Tokyo park divided into different garden styles. There is a large botanical greenhouse for chilly days. For more information, click here.

					Daitoku-ji. A complex of immeasurably beautiful Kyoto gardens. The most famous is Daisen-in, reminiscent of a Chinese painting. For more information, click here.

					Ryoan-ji. Built in the 15th or 16th century, this famous Kyoto dry landscape temple garden was created as both a tool for meditation and as a work of art. A truly Zen experience. For more information, click here.

					Ritsurin-koen. Completed in 1745, Ritsurin Park on Shikoku Island is one of the finest stroll gardens in Japan. For more information, click here.

				

			

			
			
				
					Best Modern Architecture

				

				
					Fuji TV Building. A Tange Kenzo masterpiece, this TV studio in Tokyo’s man-made island Odaiba, with its suspended dome made of reinforced tungsten, seems to resemble the inside of a television set. For more information, click here.

					Tokyo Big Sight. You’ll probably do a double take when you see the inverted pyramids of this building in Tokyo’s Odaiba district – it seems to defy gravity and common sense, but is still standing. For more information, click here.

					Umeda Sky Building. A striking skyscraper in Osaka’s Umeda district, this soaring building is pierced by a large hole at one point in its structure.  For more information, click here.

					ACROS Centre. Fukuoka is quite a laboratory for new architecture. ACROS, a culture centre, stands out for its ziggurat form and stepped terraces covered in hanging plants, creating the impression of a sci-fi jungle ruin. For more information, click here.

					Tokyo Sky Tree. Some love it, some are distinctly underwhelmed, but this landmark can’t be avoided – the world’s second-tallest man-made structure towers 634 metres (2,080ft) above eastern Tokyo.  For more information, click here.
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					Nada Fighting Festival, Himeji.
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					Best Traditional Experiences

				

				
					Visit a castle. Himeji-jo is the best of Japan’s original castles. Known as Shirasagi-jo, or the White Egret Castle, its graceful lines are said to resemble the bird as it is about to take flight. For more information, click here.

					Watch the sumo. Centuries old and full of pomp and ceremony, an afternoon at one of the six annual 15-day grand tournaments is cracking good fun. 

					Stay at a temple in Koya-san. Many temples have spartan accommodation available for travellers, but none are as atmospheric as this complex of temples and monasteries deep inside a mountainside forest. For more information, click here.

					Fireworks. Summer means firework displays. The biggest and best is Tokyo’s Sumida-gawa display in late July, but there are colourful events across the country in July and August. For more information, click here.

					Festivals. Matsuri (festivals) big and small take place year-round all over the country, typified by traditional dancing, music and great street food. One of the best is the Gujo Odori dance festival in Gujo Hachiman, Honshu. For more information, click here. 
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					Neon lights in Tokyo.
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					Best of Modern Japan

				

				
					Ride the shinkansen. You don’t have to be a train-spotter to enjoy the super-slick shinkansen. It’s extremely fast, unerringly efficient and aesthetically a joy to behold.  and For more information, click here or click here. 

					Shop for gadgets in Akihabara. Akihabara in Tokyo is known as “Electric Town” for good reason. The home electronics stores here carry the very latest gadgets and technology. For more information, click here.

					Tokyo’s urban complexes. Towering urban redevelopments like Tokyo Midtown, Ginza Six and Roppongi Hills have redefined central Tokyo. Fashionable and sleek, this is Japan at its most contemporary. For more information, click here.

					Explore Shinjuku. Less fashionable than Roppongi, but buzzing with energy, Shinjuku has plenty of neon, bars and shops, not to mention Tokyo’s main Koreatown, main gay district and biggest red-light area.  For more information, click here.
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					Yamadera Temple complex, Tohoku.
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					Best Temples and Shrines

				

				
					Asakusa Kannon Temple (Senso-ji). Tokyo’s most visited temple hosts dozens of annual events and festivals. Nakamise, the approach street, is full of craft and dry-food goods.  For more information, click here.

					Kanda Myojin Shrine. One of Tokyo’s liveliest shrine compounds, especially at weekends, when weddings, rituals and festivals are held. Bright and cheerful architecture. For more information, click here.

					Meiji Shrine. A sublime setting at the centre of a forest in the middle of Tokyo. Gravel paths lead to the shrine, an example of pure Shinto design.  For more information, click here.

					Yamadera. Tohoku’s most sacred temple complex, a veritable labyrinth of steps, pathways and stone stairways across a rocky hillside. Built to last in the 9th century. For more information, click here.

					Golden Pavilion (Kinkaku-ji). It may be a 1950s rebuild, but the gilded Kinkaku-ji is understandably still Kyoto’s most iconic sight. For more information, click here.

					Itsukushima-jinja. Fabulously located on stilts and pillars rising 16 metres (52ft) above the waters of Miyajima, the walkways and platforms of this splendid, magical shrine seem to float in space.  For more information, click here.

				

			

			
			
				
					Best Hot Springs

				

				
					Dogo Onsen. These hot springs in Shikoku are the oldest in Japan. They are mentioned in the Manyoshu, the ancient collection of Japanese poetry (c.759).  For more information, click here.

					Beppu. A very busy spa town in Kyushu with eight different hot spring areas, each with different properties. The open-air “hell ponds” of boiling mud are a crowd-puller. For more information, click here.

					Noboribetsu. There are 11 kinds of hot spring water at this spa resort in Hokkaido, including salt (for soothing pain), iron (for relieving rheumatism) and sodium bicarbonate (to attain smoother skin). For more information, click here.

					Naruko. This once sacred site in Tohoku is over 1,000 years old. It is well known for its fine medicinal waters. For more information, click here.

					Hakone. Only a couple of hours from central Tokyo, yet rich with bubbling volcanic valleys and mountain scenery, Hakone is a very popular weekend retreat for Tokyoites.  For more information, click here.
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					Frank Lloyd Wright’s Imperial Hotel, central Tokyo.

					Getty Images

				

			

			
			
				
					Best Galleries and Museums

				

				
					Edo Tokyo Museum. One of the finest museums in Japan, showcasing scale replicas of historic Tokyo from the 19th century to the present day. For more information, click here.

					Tokyo National Museum. This museum on the edge of Ueno Park houses the largest collection of Japanese art and artefacts in the world.  For more information, click here.

					Meiji Mura Museum. This magnificent 100-hectare (250-acre) site near Nagoya houses 60 original Meiji-era buildings brought from around the country. For more information, click here.

					Nagoya City Science Museum. Entertaining hands-on exhibits abound in this museum, which also boasts the world’s largest planetarium, located in a giant silver globe. For more information, click here.
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					The crowded streets of Shinjuku.
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					A groundskeeper in Kenrokuen Garden.
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					Kimono dancing.
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			Introduction: A Singular Place

		

		
			From Buddhist effigies to virtual pop idols, imperial court dancers to robot pets, bamboo forests, ski slopes and coral reefs to mega-city fashion and architecture: an immense cultural and geographical diversity confronts the visitor to Japan. 

		

		
			Japan is home to some of Asia’s best sights, natural landscapes, cuisine and innovative culture, not to mention cutting-edge technologies and futuristic cities attracting the world’s leading architects. The Japanese are prolific, curious travellers, but they also sense that their own country has everything the traveller could possibly desire. 

			The unifying metaphor of a country defined as one family, one language, one perspective, a land of order, rituals and rules, a xenophobic society of worker ants, conformists and whale slaughterers, a simulacrum of Western culture, crumbles under closer examination. If it’s easy to belittle Japan’s orthodoxies, it’s equally easy to praise its originality and non-conformism, the pliability that allows it periodically to reinvent itself.
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					Visiting the Nagoya Atsuta Shrine, Central Honshu.
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			The dual stereotypes of Japan as the Teahouse of the August Moon, a place of mystique and graceful manners living in an exotic costume drama, or as a people characterised as early, super-advanced adopters of technology living in confined apartments, suffering the indignities of crowded subways and working conditions, have their origins in the popular imagination and the way the West, in particular, would like to think of Japan. Although there are elements of truth in these preconceptions, a more accurate cliché is Japan as the land of contrast, a notion few that have lived or visited the country would contest. 

			With roughly 6,800 islands, there is bound to be a lot of diversity. It is, quite literally, possible to experience Japan’s superb powder snow on the ski slopes of Hokkaido one day, and to be testing the transparent blue seas of Okinawa’s southernmost Yaeyama Islands the next, such is the geographical and climatic range.

			Japan’s vibrant cultural scene draws from the traditional arts and crafts as much as contemporary manga, anime artists, J-Pop icons and meta-pop fiction. The fussy aesthetics of the tea ceremony and flower arranging, the years of formal training required to perform noh, kabuki and bunraku, the rituals and ceremonies that punctuate its cultural calendar, contrast with its laid-back bars, live music houses and vibrant youth culture and street life.

			Creating an itinerary can be challenging. Will you include castles, temples and millennia-old shrines, secluded heritage villages, pottery towns, old foreign settlements that are now cosmopolitan ports, exquisite crafts, traditional festivals, cutting-edge architecture, major art collections, hiking trails and rural hot-spring resorts, the cultural treasure houses of Kyoto and Nara, or focus on one of the world’s largest concentrations of formal gardens? 
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					Elementary school students.

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

			

			
			Japan has rightly been called the storehouse of the world, a place where you can shop ‘til you drop. Its reputation for world-class food and beverages precede it. In the spirit of trying to please every pocket, dishes can be sampled anywhere from stand-up soba eateries favoured by truck drivers and time-driven salaried workers, to the refinements of kaiseki ryori, Japan’s haute cuisine. 

			Asian but set apart from Asia, Japan may appear to have thoroughly embraced Western culture, but closer examination reveals that it has done so in a re-codified form. The glass-and-titanium panels of the multi-storey building you are gazing at may appear to be familiar, but step inside and, alongside the Starbucks and Mister Donut outlets, you are just as likely to spot a shiatsu clinic, rustic charcoal-grill restaurant or maid café.
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					Yamadera Temple complex, Tohoku.
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			The world’s best intracity transportation system is served not only by the bullet train, but an increasingly competitive and affordable airline network, inexpensive long-distance buses and a far-reaching ferry service, connecting visitors to Japan’s intriguing small islands and their micro-cultures. Japan has never been cheap, but there has been considerable cost-cutting in recent years, reflected in more affordable deals on almost everything, from bargain basement restaurant lunches to accommodation. 
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					Kappabashi kitchenware.
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			It’s an extraordinary place, offering the trip of a lifetime. If Japan has a bête noire at all, it is the friability of the earth’s crust, manifest in earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions and landslides. In 2018, 41 people died and 691 were injured during the Hokkaido Eastern Iburi earthquake. In 2014, 63 people died as Ontake-san in central Japan exploded without warning. But the most profound disaster of recent years took place on 11 March 2011, when a magnitude-9 earthquake and resultant tsunami caused three reactors in Fukushima nuclear power plant to go critical, that both the real and metaphorical cracks in Japan were exposed. The groundswell of activism prompted by the disaster, the mistrust of government and bureaucracy that grew in the wake of the catastrophe was an encouraging sign – a harbinger, perhaps, of another new Japan.
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					Utoro Port, Hokkaido.
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			A note on style

			Wherever possible, we use Japanese terms for geographical names, appearing as suffixes to the proper name. For example, Mount Fuji is referred to as Fuji-san. Mountains may also appear with -zan, -yama, and for some active volcanoes, -dake. Islands are either -shima or -jima, lakes are -ko, and rivers are -gawa or -kawa. Shinto shrines end in -jinja, -jingu or -gu. Temples are Buddhist, with names ending in -tera, -dera or -ji. When referring to individuals, we follow the Japanese style: family name first, given name second.

		

	
		
			A Nation of Islands

		

		
			An archipelago formed by the meeting of tectonic plates, Japan’s thousands of islands are often rugged and violent, accented by soothing hot springs.

		

		
			The Japanese like to think of themselves as a small people living in a snug but confined country. Scale, of course, is relative. If you come from Russia, then Japan is, indeed, a small country. If you hail from the UK, on the other hand, Japan, almost twice the size of the island of Great Britain, is expansive.
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					Fisherman at a market in Tokyo.

					iStock

				

			

			
			Japan is not the only archipelago in Asia. Like the Philippines and Indonesia, it boasts a huge number of islands – some 6,800, most of which are uninhabited. The impression of space and dimension comes from the country’s length, from its northern tip on the Sea of Okhotsk – from where the Russian coast is visible on clear days – down to the subtropical islands of Okinawa, where, visibility permitting, the mountains of Taipei can be glimpsed. Buffeted by the winter ice drifts off Hokkaido and the freezing Sea of Japan on its west coast, the Pacific bathes its eastern seaboard and the East China Sea its southwestern shores. 

			While its inland prefectures may be relatively sheltered from the sea-born typhoons and constant threat of tsunamis that plague its coastline, geography has influenced the development of Japan in many ways. The most obvious is agriculture and fishing, with its rice fields and orchards set at a safe distance from the salt air, its coastline a series of harbours and fishing ports. It has also had an effect on architecture, evident in the pipe-stove chimneys used in private homes in Hokkaido with its bitter winters; the rurally sourced thatch traditionally used as roofing in regions like Tohoku and Hida; and in the coral, limestone and, more recently, cement used as building materials in Okinawa, whose islands stand squarely in the typhoon alley that begins its annual passage of destruction from the Philippines. 
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					Jigoku-dani (Hell Gorge), Noboribetsu.
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			In Japanese mythology, the archipelago was formed from the tears of a goddess. Where each tear fell into the Pacific there arose an island to take its place. So goes the legend. But no less poetic – or dramatic – is the geological origin of this huge archipelago. The islands were born of massive crustal forces deep underground and shaped by volcanoes spitting out mountains of lava. The results seen today are impressive, with snow-capped mountain ranges and 30,000km (18,600 miles) of indented coastline.

			The archipelago consists of five main islands – Kyushu, Shikoku, Honshu, Hokkaido and Okinawa – and about 6,800 smaller islands extending from southwest to northeast over a distance of some 3,800km (2,400 miles) off the east coast of mainland Asia. Honshu is by far the largest and most populous of all the islands. The main islands are noted for their rugged terrain, with 70 to 80 percent of the country being extremely mountainous. Most of the mountains were uplifted over millions of years as the oceanic crust of the Pacific collided with the continental plate of Asia. The oceanic crust submerged beneath the thicker continental crust, buckling the edge of it and forcing up the mountain chains that form the backbone of the Japanese archipelago and that of the Philippines to the south.

			Volcanoes 

			Other, singular peaks in Japan – including Fuji, the highest – are volcanic in origin. They were formed from molten lava that originated far below the earth’s surface as the oceanic crust sank into the superheated depths of the upper mantle. The molten rock was forced up through fissures and faults, exploding onto the surface. Weather and glacial action did the rest. 

			One of the attractions of a visit to Japan is the possibility of seeing the milder geological forces in action. About 60 of Japan’s 186 volcanoes are still active in geological terms, and occasionally they make their presence felt. Mihara on Oshima, one of the isles of Izu near Tokyo and part of Metropolitan Tokyo, exploded in 1986, forcing thousands of residents to evacuate the island. A few years later, Unzen-dake on Kyushu violently erupted and devastated hundreds of kilometres of agricultural land. Sakura-jima, also on Kyushu, regularly spews ash. As recently as 2014, 63 people died as Ontake-san in central Japan exploded without warning, which was the most fatal eruption in Japan in over 100 years. Just eight months later, Shin-dake’s massive eruption made all 137 residents of tiny Kuchinoerabu-jima flee the island. 

			Located above the Pacific Rim of Fire, Japan sits on top of four tectonic plates on the edge of a subduction zone, making it one of the most unstable regions on earth. The caldera of Mount Aso is periodically placed off-limits to tourists because of toxic emissions; Mount Asama in central Honshu has been erupting regularly for the last 1,500 years, most recently in 2019. Even iconic Mount Fuji is an active peak. 
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					Sign for tsunami evacuation, Tohoku.

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

			

			
			Earthquakes and tsunamis

			Earthquakes are far more frequent than volcanic eruptions, especially around the more seismologically active areas near Tokyo. On average Japan experiences about 7,500 quakes a year, though most are too small to be felt. It is an indicator, however, of how seismically active the islands are. The Japanese government currently spends billions of yen annually on earthquake detection – not that it works particularly well.

			Complacency is a common problem anywhere and certainly was in Kobe, which had been declared to be outside any significant earthquake zone. Nevertheless, in 1995 a massive quake hit the city, killing more than 5,000 people and toppling high-rises. Mega-thrust earthquakes of the type that struck the coast of Miyagi Prefecture on 11 March 2011 tend to strike in pairs, with a relatively short interlude between. In 2015, tremors were felt across the country as a powerful 7.8-magnitude undersea earthquake struck south of Japan. Thankfully, no serious damage was reported.

			The 3/11 tsunami revealed the dangers of locating concentrated communities along coastal areas. Local governments have been publishing hazard maps for low-lying residential coastal areas, the danger zones indicating that millions of people inhabit areas of alarming vulnerability. The ever-present threats have turned the Japanese into a stoic, resilient people, but also a rather fatalistic, even complacent one. The events of 3/11 have changed both the physical and mental landscape of Japan. 

			Most Japanese tend not to dwell on the morbid aspects of the islands’ geological activity, preferring to enjoy its pleasures instead. Onsen, or hot springs, are a tangible result of the massive quantities of heat released underground. For centuries hot springs have occupied a special place in Japanese culture, and today the pleasures of the onsen are a national pastime.

			Mountains and coastal plains

			Despite the dominance of mountains in these islands, the Japanese are not a mountain people, preferring instead to squeeze onto the coastal plains or into the valleys of the interior. Consequently separated from each other by mountains, which once took days to traverse, the populated areas tended to develop independently with distinct dialects and other social peculiarities; some local dialects, such as in Tohoku or Kyushu, are completely unintelligible to other Japanese. At the same time, isolation and efficient use of land meant that agriculture and communications evolved early in the country’s history.

			The highest non-volcanic peaks are in the so-called Japan Alps of central Honshu. Many of the landforms in these mountain ranges were sculpted by glaciers in an ice age over 27,000 years ago. Cirques, or depressions, left where glaciers formed, are still a common sight on some higher slopes. Debris brought down by melting ice can also be seen in lower regions.
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					Japanese crane at Kushiro moor, Hokkaido.

					Y.Shimizu/JNTO

				

			

			
			Wildlife

			To the Japanese, people are a part of nature and therefore anything people have constructed is considered part of the environment. The Japanese can look upon a garden – moulded, cut, sculptured and trimmed to perfect proportions – and still see it as a perfect expression of the natural order, not something artificial.

			The result of this philosophy has generally been disastrous for the wildlife and ecosystems of Japan. The crested ibis, for example, common throughout the archipelago 100 years ago, was on the verge of extinction until recent conservation efforts turned things around. Efforts to save the red-crowned Japanese crane (tancho) have also been necessary, though its territory in eastern Hokkaido is now secure and numbers are on the rise. 

			Fish such as salmon and trout are no longer able to survive in Japan’s polluted rivers and lakes. Brown bears have been hunted almost to extinction, and only recently have hunting laws been amended and the animal recognised as an endangered species. 

			Because of Japan’s sheer length it is nevertheless able to host a veritable menagerie of fauna, including some, like the copper pheasant, wild boar, cormorants, kites, serow, Japanese giant salamander and horseshoe crab, that are indigenous to the archipelago. Of the other land mammals, the Japanese monkey, or macaque, is by far the most common in Japan. Originally a creature of the tropical rainforests, the macaque has adapted to the more temperate climates of these islands and can now be found throughout Kyushu, Shikoku and Honshu, although its numbers have been sharply reduced since the 1950s. During the winter months, macaques in Nagano and Hokkaido take to bathing in local hot springs.

			Japan’s sub-Arctic zone, centred on Hokkaido, is known for its hazel grouse, brown bears, Arctic hares, sticklebacks, foxes and humpback whales. Its temperate zone is home to mandarin ducks, sika deer, loggerhead turtles, porpoises, raccoon dogs, badgers and flying squirrels, its seas supporting fur seals and sea lions. The southern, subtropical regions support flying foxes, butterflies, crested serpent eagles, lizards, sea serpents, manta rays, redfin fusiliers, parrot fish, anemone fish, lizards and the deadly habu snake. 

			There are several species that face near extinction, among them the Iriomote wildcat, a mostly nocturnal creature native to Iriomote Island; the black Amami rabbit; the Japanese otter; and the short-tailed albatross.

			
				The population of wild bears is again climbing, with the majority to be found in Hokkaido, which is estimated to have several thousand. Recent years have also seen a rise in human-bear encounters with bears leaving their natural habitat in search of food.

			

			
			Flora

			In the far south of Japan, the islands of Okinawa have a distinctive fauna and flora. Here, the natural forests are subtropical, but many of the indigenous species of fauna have become rare or even extinct. Even so, a wealth of natural flora remains, with Japan’s temperate species, like black pine, winter camellia, azaleas and plum contrasting with hibiscus, bougainvillea, giant tree ferns, luxuriant cycads, fukugi, ficus and banyan trees. 

			The most spectacular characteristic of these islands is the marine life. Most of the islands are surrounded by coral, home to a rich and colourful variety of warm-water fish. Yet once again the rapid growth of the tourist and leisure industry – especially that of scuba diving – and the bleaching effects of temperature rises caused by global warming, have taken a toll. Okinawa’s coral reefs, however, continue to remain some of the finest in the world. The natural coral of Amami-jima, Yonaguni-jima, Miyako-jima, Iriomote-jima and the precious blue coral of Ishigaki-jima, the largest in the world, host an extraordinary rainbow of tropical fish and marine gardens. 

			In Hokkaido, the greater availability of space and natural moorland vegetation has led to the growth of the cattle and dairy industries. Meat is gradually becoming a more important part of the Japanese diet, just as rice is declining in popularity. In a sense, this is symptomatic of the way Japanese culture is changing. Younger generations are gradually turning away from the fish-and-rice diet to eat more meat and bread as Japan becomes more urbanised and Western in outlook.

			Climate

			Extensive television and print coverage of the weather provides the Japanese with a major topic of conversation. 

			Japan’s extremities, from its Siberian sub-Arctic zone in northern Hokkaido to the subtropical jungles of Okinawa, the Sea of Japan to the Pacific Ocean, straddle very different climatic regions. 

			Japan’s seasons are similar to those of Europe and North America. The coldest months are December to February, with heavy snow on the Sea of Japan side of Hokkaido and Honshu, dry air on the Pacific Ocean side. Tokyo’s urban growth has reduced evaporation levels, causing a drop in winter precipitation and concerns over water shortages. 

			
				
					Typhoons

				

				
					Generally three or four typhoons hit Japan during the season, smaller ones in August building up to larger ones in September. The southern or Pacific side of Japan bears the brunt of these ferocious winds, which are quite capable of knocking down houses and wrecking ships. Fortunately for Japan, however, most typhoons have expended their energy in the Philippines or Taiwan before reaching the archipelago. While more frequent than Atlantic hurricanes or Indian Ocean cyclones, the Asian typhoons are also considerably smaller in size and strength. The Japanese don’t use names for typhoons, just numbers.
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					Cherry blossoms in Matsumoto.

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

			

			
			Cherry blossom time

			Cherry trees (sakura) first blossom in Okinawa in late winter, reaching Hokkaido in mid-May. Celebrated with hanami parties, domestic tourism goes into overdrive. The media reports daily on the sakura zensen (cherry blossom front). The appeal of the blossom is its transience – it lasts at most a week. 

			Strong, southerly winds bring rain and the start of the tsuyu, rainy season. Temperatures rise and rains fall for about two months, easing around late June on the Pacific Ocean side, making way for the hot, humid summer, which lingers into September. As the warm air mass moves south, the rains return on the backs of devastating typhoons. 

			Natural resources

			There are coalmines in Hokkaido and Kyushu, but coal production peaked in 1941 and many coalmining communities are now in serious decline. Nearly all of Japan’s other raw materials, such as oil, minerals and metal ores, are imported. Timber is one resource Japan has in abundance, as most of the country’s mountains are covered in natural or plantation forest. The natural cover varies from sub-Arctic conifers in Hokkaido to deciduous and evergreen temperate broad-leafed trees throughout the other three main islands and tropical plants in Okinawa. Yet despite a soaring demand for timber – used in the construction industry and for paper and disposable chopsticks – domestic production has actually fallen. The Japanese prefer to buy cheap, imported timber from the tropical rainforests of Southeast Asia, a practice that is causing considerable concern among many environmentalists as the rainforests of Borneo and Burma, and until recently Thailand, are being reduced to barren slopes.
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					The landing of tuna at a fishing port.

					iStock

				

			

			
			Fishing is another rural occupation that has declined in activity, mainly because of a decline in fish stocks as a result of overexploitation. Japanese fleets now operate in international waters far away from home, and ports that once supported fishing fleets are turning towards other endeavours. One of the most lucrative of these is tourism. As the urban Japanese become more affluent and seek recreation outside the cities, ports and harbours are becoming leisure marinas, hotels and resorts are springing up all over the countryside, and mountains are being levelled in order to make way for golf courses. Yet, to Westerners, there is a paradox with this approach to ecology. It has been one of the proud boasts of the Japanese that they live close to and in harmony with nature – a strong theme in Japanese poetry and reflected in the Japanese preoccupation with the weather.

			
				
					World Heritage Japan

				

				
					A long-overdue interest in ecotourism and the environment is now firmly embedded at both the government and local levels throughout Japan. At present there are 23 accredited Unesco sites in Japan. Natural heritage sites include Shirakami-Sanchi, a highland and woodland region crossing the borders of Aomori and Akita Prefectures, valued for its Siebold’s beech forest and mountains; Shiretoko, a woodland and marine peninsula in the far north of Hokkaido; Yakushima Island south of Kagoshima Prefecture, home to millennia-old cypress trees and a warm, subtropical climate; the remote Ogasawara Islands, whose waters are a fine whale-watching venue; and the 2014 addition to the list, the sacred Fuji-san, the highest mountain in Japan.

					All of Japan’s five main islands have national and quasi-national parks. Among the oldest are Unzen and Kirishima in Kyushu, and Ise-Shima in Mie Prefecture. In all, there are 34 designated national parks in Japan, from the remote Rishiri-Rebun-Sarobetsu National Park in Hokkaido’s far northwest, the marshlands of Oze National Park in the Kanto region, the peaks and watercourses of Chichibu Tama Kai National Park near Tokyo and the Sanin Kaigan area along the Sea of Japan, with its rugged coastline and desert-like Tottori Sand Dunes, to the jungles, waterfalls and priceless coral reefs of Okinawa’s subtropical Iriomote-Ishigaki National Park. 

				

			

			
			Urban zones

			By far the largest of Japan’s few flat spaces is the Kanto plain, an area centred on Tokyo Bay and formed by a build-up of sediments resulting from Ice Age-induced changes in sea level. Other extensive areas of flat land occur in the Tohoku region, Hokkaido, and along the Nagoya–Osaka industrial belt.

			Such is the concentration of resources in these plains that most of Japan’s people, factories, farmland, housing and public facilities are all crowded onto approximately 20 percent of Japan’s total land area. Thus, very little of what one might call countryside exists on the plains. 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. In general, the plains are monochromatic, congested and less than aesthetic.

			The main industrial regions are the Kanto and Kansai areas, which are centred on Tokyo and Osaka respectively. The Kanto area alone produces nearly a third of Japan’s entire gross domestic product. If it were an independent nation, it would produce more goods and services than the United Kingdom.

			Again, it is the Kanto region and Tokyo in particular that has benefited from Japan’s prosperity since World War II. Metropolitan Tokyo had a nominal population of more than 13 million in 2017, but in fact the city spreads beyond its political boundaries north, south and west to form a massive urban complex that stretches across the entire Kanto plain. The actual population of this megalopolis is estimated at nearly 38 million people.

			Metropolitan Tokyo and Yokohama are the first and second cities of Japan, respectively. Third in size is Osaka, with a population of 2.7 million, followed by Nagoya with 2.3 million. These cities have experienced phenomenal growth since World War II, as Japan’s urban industrialisation and rural mechanisation drew people off the farms and into the cities. 

			Many rural communities are suffering from an increasingly aged population, as young people have fled the rural lifestyle. 
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					A farmer in the Tono Valley, Tohoku.

					Chris Stowers/Apa Publications                                                      

				

			

			
			The countryside lacks appeal and job opportunities, especially for the young. Farming on the typically tiny Japanese farms is inefficient. Unlike most other industrial nations, Japan has few natural resources and depends heavily upon manufacturing for wealth and employment. Recent years have seen the advent of the so-called U-Turn, by which young and retired people are relocating to rural areas looking for an alternative lifestyle to Japan’s crowded urban zones. Many of them are setting up organic farms.

			
				
					
						Environmental awareness

					

					
						Japan has one of the strangest landscapes on earth. Managed and contained, there are few areas spared the visible effects of a human hand. 

						Rivers flow through tiered cement embankments, environmentally questionable dams deface once pristine valleys, and mountains, lathered with concrete casing, exist to be tunnelled through, not lived on. Sea walls and breakers give the impression of a reinforced citadel. Even when there are great swathes of woodland, closer examination reveals serried ranks of trees, an industrial monoculture. Subordination, not coexistence, appears to be the mantra. 

						Japan’s rapid, ill-considered post-war development has had catastrophic effects. Chemical pollution from industrial, domestic and agricultural sources and growing levels of seawater toxicity remain pressing issues. Japan has lobbied against a ban on the fishing of bluefin tuna, of which it consumes roughly 80 percent of the world’s catch. Japanese whaling operates under a complex set of exemptions that allow it to hunt for scientific reasons. The only country undertaking long-distance whaling in the southern sanctuary of the Antarctic, Japan primarily catches minke whales, much of the catch ending up for sale as meat. Interestingly, the vast majority of Japanese are far more interested in whale-watching than devouring the unpopular meat. 

						Some 67 percent of the country is tree-covered, with single-species plantations of conifers dominating. Despite the abundance of timber, Japan imports roughly 80 percent of its lumber, employing a meagre 50,000 people in the forestry sector. Reviving its forestry industry would help to restore mountain streams by providing oxygen and nutrients, which would in turn help to cleanse its embattled coastlines.

						The ancient cedar trees of Yakushima are lucky to have survived. By the 1970s, 80 percent of forest trees had been destroyed, most of the wood ending up as pulp. The island’s listing as a Unesco World Heritage Site in 1993 quite literally saved Yakushima from extinction. 

						There is a growing awareness among citizens groups and at government levels that surviving natural beauty must be protected. The islands of Japan’s Inland Sea offer hope. Petrochemical plants, oil refineries and the dumping of cyanogen and cadmium prompted one Japanese writer to comment that “the Seto Inland Sea had been turned into a sea of death”. The fortunes of one island, Naoshima, home to an industrial waste-recycling plant, changed in 1992, when a small-scale art project was initiated with the idea of using art for community rejuvenation. On nearby Teshima, a former depository for toxic waste, a museum now sits among graduated rice fields, in which residents now both produce and consume their own harvests. This project, and others that are planned to follow, provide an invaluable counter-model to reckless growth and industrial carnage.

						Regarding vehicles, Japan is at the vanguard of development, with electric cars produced by Toyota and Nissan. Japan wants to set an example for green housing with the 2020 Olympic Village – a hydrogen-powered town located in the Tokyo Bay. Japan’s greenhouse-gas emissions hit a high in 2014, as the country had increased its dependence on fossil fuels following the closure of all its nuclear reactors in the aftermath of Fukushima. Amid public protests, the government has been advocating a return to nuclear energy and on 11 August 2015, the first nuclear reactor started up again.
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						Cedar tree in the forest of Yakushima.

						Yasufumi Nishi/JNTO
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					Kahō’s “Fishing boats at dawn” woodblock print.

					Public domain

				

			

			
		

	
		
			Decisive Dates

		

		
			Rise of civilised Japan

			10000 BC 

			Jomon culture produces Japan’s earliest known examples of pottery.

			3500–2000 BC 

			Population begins migrating inland.

			300 BC 

			Migrants from Korea introduce rice cultivation.

			AD 300 

			Kofun Period begins. Political and social institutions rapidly develop. Imperial line begins.

			500–600 

			Buddhism arrives from Korea.
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					Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe.

					Shutterstock

				

			

			
			Time of the warlords

			710 

			New capital established in Nara.

			794 

			Capital relocated to Kyoto. Rural areas neglected. 

			1180s 

			Estate holders develop military power. Warlord conflict ends Heian Period.

			1185 

			Minamoto Yoritomo granted title of shogun, establishing base in Kamakura. The weakened imperial court stays in Kyoto.

			1274 

			Mongols from China attempt unsuccessful invasion of Kyushu.

			1333 

			Shogun Ashikaga Takauji returns capital to Kyoto, further eclipsing court influence.

			1467 

			The Age of Warring States begins. Power of feudal lords increases.

			1573 

			Warlord Oda Nobunaga conquers Kyoto and provinces, starting process of unification.

			1582 

			Assassinated Nobunaga replaced by Toyotomi Hideyoshi.

			1590 

			All of Japan is under Hideyoshi’s control.

			1597 

			Hideyoshi invades Korea but dies a year later.

			1600 

			Edo Period begins. Tokugawa Ieyasu takes control after Battle of Sekigahara.
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					A 1796 print of a market at Nihonbashi.

					Library of Congress

				

			

			
			1603 

			Capital moves to Edo (present-day Tokyo). Edo becomes world’s largest city.

			1639 

			National seclusion policy begins.

			1707 

			Mount Fuji erupts.  

			1720 

			Ban on importing foreign books lifted.

			1853 

			Commodore Matthew Perry arrives with US naval ships, forcing Japan to accept trade and diplomatic contacts. 

			Return of imperial rule

			1868 

			Meiji Restoration returns emperor to power. Last shogun, Yoshinobu, retires. Name of capital changed to Tokyo (Eastern Capital).

			1872 

			Samurai class abolished.

			1877 

			Satsuma Rebellion crushed.

			1889 

			New constitution promulgated. 

			1895 

			Japan wins Sino-Japanese War.

			1904–6 

			Japan wins Russo-Japanese War.

			1910 

			Japan annexes Korea.

			1918 

			Economic chaos. Rice riots.

			
				
					[image: GettyImages-456222504_EC.jpg]
				

				
					The eruption of Mount Ontake.

					Getty Images

				

			

			
			1923 

			Devastating Great Kanto Earthquake hits Tokyo area.

			1926 

			Taisho emperor dies. Beginning of Showa Period.

			1931 

			Manchuria occupied. Japan leaves League of Nations.

			1936 

			Officers’ insurgency – an attempt by a group of young army officers to remove corrupt senior government figures – fails.  

			1937 

			Military advance on China. 

			1941 

			Japan attacks Pacific and Asian targets, occupying most of East Asia and western Pacific.

			1945 

			American bombing raids destroy many major cities and industrial centres. Two atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August. Japanese surrender. 

			1946 

			New constitution places sovereignty with the people, not emperor.

			1951 

			San Francisco Peace Treaty settles all war-related issues. Japan regains prewar industrial output.

			1955 

			Socialist factions form Japan Socialist Party; Liberals and Democrats create the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP).

			1964 

			The Summer Olympics are held in Tokyo. 

			1972 

			US returns Okinawa (having occupied it since the end of World War II).

			1980s 

			Japan’s economy climbs to second place.

			1989 

			Emperor Hirohito dies, replaced by son Akihito.

			End of the dream

			1990 

			The “economic bubble” bursts.

			1993 

			Coalition government replaced by another led by the Japan Socialist Party.

			1995 

			Kobe earthquake kills over 5,000, leaving 300,000 homeless.

			1998 

			Winter Olympics held in Nagano. 

			1999 

			Several die in nuclear accident at a uranium-reprocessing plant in Tokaimura. 

			2002 

			Japan cohosts the football World Cup with South Korea.

			2004 

			Unarmed peacekeeping mission sent to Iraq in support of US-led coalition.

			2007 

			A 6.8-scale earthquake at the Kariwa plant in Niigata Prefecture causes fire and small amounts of radioactive leakage. 

			2009 

			LDP loses power to DPJ (Democratic Party of Japan) in landmark general election. 

			2010 

			China overtakes Japan as second-largest economy.
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					The aftermath of the 2011 tsunami.

					U.S. Navy

				

			

			
			2011 

			A massive earthquake and tsunami, killing over 15,000 and leaving over 2,500 missing, shuts down reactors at the Fukushima power plant, causing a nuclear meltdown and release of radioactive materials.

			2012 

			LDP triumphs in general elections and Abe Shinzo becomes prime minister.

			2014 

			The government approves a major change in military policy, paving the way for military operations overseas. A volcanic eruption on Mount Ontake claims 63 lives.

			2015 

			Japan emerges from recession although growth is slack. The first nuclear reactor begins operating again, four years after Fukushima.
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					A silhouette of refugees walking with the flag of Japan in the background.

					Getty Images

				

			

			
			2016

			A series of earthquakes strike Kumamoto Prefecture, killing over 50. 

			2018

			Japan eases its immigration laws for foreign workers amid labour shortages due to the ageing population, allowing for hundreds of thousands of foreign immigrants.

			2019

			Akihito becomes the first Japanese emperor to abdicate since 1817 and is succeeded by his son, Naruhito. Japan hosts the first Rugby World Cup held in Asia.

			2020

			Tokyo becomes the first Asian city to host the Olympic Games twice.

		

	
		
			Japan’s Early Centuries

		

		
			Migrations of people from the mainland across now submerged land bridges evolved into a feudal system of warlords and an aesthetic of profound elegance.

		

		
			Shinto mythology holds that two celestial gods, descending to earth on a “floating bridge to heaven”, dipped a spear into the earth, causing drops of brine to solidify into the archipelago’s first group of islands. As one of the male gods was washing his face in the fertile sea, the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu, sprung from his left eye, bathing the world in light. Japanese mythology claims its first emperor, Jimmu, was a direct descendant of the Sun Goddess. Conferring on him the title Tenno, Lord of Heaven, all emperors up to the present day have been addressed in this way. 
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					Terracotta statues from Chiba and Gunma.

					Getty Images

				

			

			
			What we can say with certainty is that the lands that are now the Japanese archipelago have been inhabited by human beings for at least 30,000 years, and maybe for as long as 100,000 to 200,000 years. The shallow seas separating Japan from the Asian mainland were incomplete when these people first came and settled on the terrain. After people arrived, however, sea levels rose and eventually covered the land bridges.
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					Middle Jomon earthenware bowl.

					Corbis

				

			

			
			Whether or not these settlers are the ancestors of the present Japanese remains a controversy. Extensive archaeological excavations of prehistoric sites in Japan only began during the 1960s. 

			
				On 18 June 1877, zoologist Edward Sylvester Morse found the remains of a shell mound as he passed through the village of Omori. Morse’s discovery of the pre-Bronze Age midden signalled the beginning of archaeology as a study in Japan.

			

			
			It is generally agreed that Japan was settled by waves of people coming from South Asia and the northern regions of the Asian continent, and that this migration very likely occurred over a long period.

			Jomon Period (c.10,000–300 BC)

			The earliest millennia of Neolithic culture saw a warming in worldwide climate, reaching peak temperature levels between 8000 and 4000 BC. In Japan, this phenomenon led to rising sea levels, which cut any remaining land bridges to the Asian mainland. At the same time, the local waters produced more abundant species of fish and shellfish. New types of forest took root, sprang up and thrived. These natural developments in the environment set the stage for the Early Jomon Period. Japan’s earliest pottery – belonging to the Jomon culture – has been dated at about 10,000 BC, possibly the oldest known in the world, say some experts.

			The Early Jomon people were mostly coastal-living, food-gathering nomads. Dietary reliance on fish, shellfish and sea mammals gave rise to the community refuse heaps known as shell mounds, the archaeologist’s primary source of information about these people. The Early Jomon people also hunted deer and wild pig. Artefacts include stone-blade tools and the earliest known cord-marked pottery (jomon, in fact, means cord-marked).

			Grinding stones, capped storage jars and other Middle Jomon artefacts indicate a much more intense involvement with plant cultivation. 

			The Late Jomon Period, dating from around 2000 BC, is marked by an increase of coastal fishing among villagers living along the Pacific shorelines of the main islands.
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					A Japanese dotaku (bronze bell).

					Scala Archives

				

			

			
			Yayoi Period (c.300 BC–AD 300)

			Named after an archaeological site near Tokyo University, the Yayoi Period was a time of significant cultural transition. It was ushered in around 300 BC by peoples who migrated from rice-growing areas of the Asian mainland into northern Kyushu via Korea and, most likely, Okinawa. 

			In a brief 600 years, Japan was transformed from a land of nomadic hunting-and-gathering communities into the more sedentary pattern of settled farming villages: tightly knit, autonomous rice-farming settlements sprang up and spread so rapidly in Kyushu and western Honshu that by AD 100 settlements were found in most parts of the country, except for the northern regions of Honshu and Hokkaido. 

			Kofun Period (c.300–710)

			The break with Yayoi culture is represented by the construction of huge tombs of earth and stone in coastal areas of Kyushu and along the shores of the Inland Sea. Haniwa, hollow clay human and animal figures, and models of houses decorated the perimeters of these tombs. These were made, some experts have speculated, as substitutes for the living retainers and possessions of the departed noble or leader.

			Political and social institutions developed rapidly. Each of the community clusters that defined itself as a “country” or “kingdom” had a hierarchical social structure, subjected to increasing influence by a burgeoning central power based in the Yamato plain, in what is now the area of Osaka and Nara. The imperial line, or the Yamato dynasty, was probably formed from a number of powerful uji (family-clan communities) that had developed in the Late Yayoi Period. 

			Buddhism came to Japan in the 6th century from Korea. Although it is said that writing accompanied the religion, it may be that Chinese writing techniques preceded it by as much as 100 to 150 years. In any case, it was literacy that made the imported religion accessible to the nobility, also exposing them to the Chinese classics and to the writings of sages such as Confucius. Social and political change naturally followed an increase in literacy.

			The power of the Soga clan was enhanced by exclusive control of the imperial treasury and granaries and by the clan’s monopolistic role as sponsor for new learning brought in from the Asian mainland. The reforms they introduced were aimed primarily at strengthening the central government and reducing the power of other clans at the imperial court. The reforms were far-reaching, including changes in social structure, economic and legal systems, provincial boundaries, bureaucracy and taxes.

			
				The Nara-era Empress Komyo, believed to be a reincarnation of Kannon, the Goddess of Compassion, did much to alleviate the plight of the poor by creating orphanages and shelters for the sick after smallpox swept through Nara in 737.

			

			
			Nara Period (710–94)

			An empress in the early 8th century again constructed a new capital, this one in the northwest of the Yamato plain and named Heijo-kyo, on the site of present-day Nara. The century that followed – the Nara Period – saw the full enforcement of the system of centralised imperial rule based on Chinese concepts (the ritsuryo system), as well as flourishing arts and culture.

			With the enforcement of the ritsuryo system, the imperial government achieved tight control, with administration managed by a powerful grand council. All land used for rice cultivation was claimed to be under imperial ownership, which later led to heavy taxation of farmers.

			Heian Period (794–1185)

			In the last decade of the 8th century, the capital was relocated yet again. As usual, the city was built on the Chinese model and was named Heian-kyo. It was the core around which the city of Kyoto developed. Its completion in 795 marked the beginning of the 400-year Heian Period. 

			The strength of the central government continued for several decades, but later in the 9th century the ritsuryo system gradually began to crumble under the bureaucratic system. 

			This was modified so that aristocrats and powerful temple guardians could own large estates (shoen). Farmers, working imperial lands but faced with oppressive taxation, fled to these estates in large numbers. Thus the estate holders began to gain political – and military – power in the provinces.

			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 continued to develop their own military power using skilled warriors called samurai. Eventually they engaged in struggles amongst themselves, and the fighting ended the Heian Period dramatically and decisively.

			
				
					Clan wars

				

				
					Engrossed in a dream-like lifestyle, court intrigues and romantic dalliances, the Heian nobility failed to take note of the emergence of powerful and restive military clans. Most prominent were the Genji and Heike, also known as the Minamoto and Taira. 

					Wishing to rid himself of the dominant Fujiwara regents, the emperor enlisted the services of the Heike, who soon became embroiled in a power struggle with the Genji, one that led to the fierce Genpei Wars (1180–85). A struggle over imperial succession led to the Heike imprisoning the emperor and putting his grandson, whose mother happened to be a Heike, on the throne. The Genji counterattack, under the command of the cavalier young general Yoshitsune, annihilated the Heike in a decisive sea battle in 1185.

					Battles took place at Mizushima, Shinohara, Yashima on Shikoku Island, and even in Uji, a town of great serenity. Shimonoseki’s annual Kaikyo Festival reenacts the scene in which the red-and-white-bannered forces of the Genji and Heike fought their final battle at Dan-no-ura in the Shimonoseki straits between Honshu and Kyushu islands.

					Even in remoter villages of places like Hida-Takayama in Gifu, visitors can find the descendants of communities formed from the fleeing remnants of the defeated Heike clan. The war between the two groups forms the main subject of the medieval Tales of the Heike.
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					Painting of Japanese warlord Minamoto-no Yoritomo, who established the first Samurai shogunate in Japan in the 12th century.

					Scala Archives

				

			

			
			Kamakura Period (1185–1333)

			The victor of the struggles, Minamoto Yoritomo, was granted the title of shogun (military commander) rather than emperor. He set up his base at Kamakura, far from Kyoto, and established an administrative structure and military headquarters, creating ministries to take care of samurai under his control. 

			He convinced the emperor to sanction officials called shugo (military governors) and jito (stewards) in each province. The former were responsible for military control of the provinces and the latter for supervising the land, as well as collecting taxes. Both posts were answerable directly to the shogun himself, and thus government by the warrior class, located at a distance from the imperial capital, was created.

			The origins of the samurai warriors can be traced to the 7th century when landowners began amassing power and wealth, creating a feudal system that needed defending. Some samurai, or bushi, were relatives or financial dependents of lords, others hired swords. The code of honour called bushido, “the way of the warrior,” demanded absolute fidelity to one’s lord, even above family loyalty. By 1100, the feudal lords and their samurai retainers held military and political power over much of the country. 

			This governing system was known as bakufu, or shogunate. The imperial court was, in effect, shoved into a corner and ignored. The court remained alive, however, though subsequent centuries saw its impoverishment. Still, it kept an important function in ritual and as a symbol.

			Although the Kamakura Period was relatively brief, there were events and developments that profoundly affected the country. A revolutionary advance of 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, improved commerce and trade, the expansion of local markets, and the beginnings of a currency system. Contact with the Chinese mainland resumed on a private basis. Strong Buddhist leaders arose who preached doctrines that appealed to both the samurai and the common people. 

			The complexities of civil rule became top-heavy; the system of military governors and stewards started to crumble. More strain was added by the defence of the country against the two Mongol invasions in 1274 and 1281, both of which were unsuccessful due in great measure to the fortuitous occurrence of typhoons that destroyed the invading Mongol fleet.
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					Screen depicting Jesuit priests and Portuguese merchants.

					Getty Images

				

			

			
			Muromachi Period (1333–1568)

			A subsequent generalissimo, Ashikaga Takauji, returned the capital to Kyoto, enhancing the power of the shogunate over the imperial court. 

			The name of the period, Muromachi, comes from the area of Kyoto in which a later Ashikaga shogun, Yoshimitsu, built his residence. His life represents perhaps the high point of the Ashikaga shogunate. Yoshimitsu took an active role in court politics as well as excelling in his military duties as shogun.

			Overall, the Muromachi Period introduced the basic changes that would assure the economic growth and stability of the coming Edo Period. 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.

			A later Ashikaga shogun was assassinated in 1441, which 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 battle that lasted from 1467 until 1568. 

			The almost total decentralisation of government that occurred in the Age of Warring States saw the development of what might be called a true type of feudal lord, the daimyo, backed up by vast armies.

			
				Many scholars consider the Muromachi Period (1333–1568) the apex of Japanese garden design. With the development of Zen and the growing influence of its temples, small, exquisite stone gardens were constructed as aesthetic and contemplative spaces. 

			

			
			Momoyama Period (1568–1600)

			The short Momoyama Period is notable for the rise of Oda Nobunaga (1534–82), the first of three leaders to go about the business of unifying the country, who started by overrunning Kyoto. The other leaders were Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536–98) and Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543–1616).

			Nobunaga conquered the home provinces in a rigorous manner. He eliminated rivals and razed the temples of militant Buddhist sects around Kyoto that opposed him. Temple burning aside, he had a flair for culture. 

			Although he brought only about one-third of the country under his control, Nobunaga laid the foundation for the unification that would later follow. He was assassinated by a treacherous general in 1582. 

			
				
					[image: 00811u_Japan_EC.jpg]
				

				
					A depiction of one of the battles of Kawanakajima.

					Library of Congress

				

			

			
			Hideyoshi, Nobunaga’s chief general, succeeded his master. With military brilliance, statesmanship and a certain amount of brass, he proceeded vigorously with the job of unifying Japan. By 1590, all territories of the country, directly or by proxy, were essentially under his control. But the government was still decentralised in a complex network of feudal relationships. Hideyoshi’s hold on the country, based on oaths of fealty, was slippery at best. Still, he effected sweeping domestic reforms. The action that perhaps had the longest-lasting social impact on Japanese history was his “sword hunt”, in which all non-samurai were forced to give up their weapons. A class system was also introduced. In some areas, rich landlords had to make a difficult choice: declare themselves to be samurai and susceptible to the demands of the warrior’s life, or else remain as commoners and thus subservient to the samurai class.

			Hideyoshi made two attempts to conquer Korea, in 1592 and 1597, with the aim of taking over China. His death in 1598 brought this megalomaniacal effort to an end.

			The cultural achievements of these three decades were astonishing. The country was in political ferment, yet at the same time glorious textiles, ceramics and paintings were produced.

		

	
		
			The Edo Period

		

		
			The rise of the great shogunates and their samurai warlords is instilled in the Japanese way of thinking and their behaviour, even today.

		

		
			The political, economic, social, religious and intellectual facets of the Edo Period (1600–1868) are exceedingly complex. One often-cited general characteristic of this time is an increasingly prosperous merchant class emerging simultaneously with urban development. Edo (modern-day Tokyo) became one of the world’s great cities and is thought to have had a population in excess of 1 million at the beginning of the 18th century – greater than London or Paris at the time.
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					Detail of a folding screen which depicts the siege of Osaka Castle in 1615.

					Getty Images

				

			

			
			The Tokugawa shogun

			For many years, the shogun Hideyoshi had bemoaned his lack of a male heir. When in the twilight of his years an infant son, Hideyori, was born, Hideyoshi was ecstatic and became obsessed with founding a dynasty of warrior rulers. So he established a regency council of leading vassals and allies, foremost of whom was Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542–1616), who controlled the most territory in the realm after Hideyoshi. Members of the council swore loyalty to the infant; the boy was five at the time of Hideyoshi’s death. 

			The death of Hideyoshi was naturally an opportunity for the ambitions of restless warlords to surface. Tokugawa Ieyasu had about half of the lords who were allied with Hideyoshi’s son sign pledges to him within a year of Hideyoshi’s death. In 1600, however, he was challenged by a military coalition of lords from western Japan. He won the encounter in the Battle of Sekigahara (near Kyoto) and became the islands’ de facto ruler.

			In 1603, Tokugawa Ieyasu was given the title of shogun by the still subservient but symbolically important emperor. He established his capital in Edo, handed his son the shogun title in 1605, and then retired to a life of intrigue and scheming that was aimed at consolidating the position of his family (Ieyasu himself would die in 1616). 

			The primary problem facing Ieyasu was how to make a viable system out of the rather strange mix of a strong, central military power and a totally decentralised administrative structure. Eventually he devised a complex system that combined feudal authority and bureaucratic administration with the Tokugawa shoguns as supreme authority from whom the various lords, or daimyo, received their domains and to whom they allied themselves by oath. 

			While the military emphasis of the domain was curtailed, each daimyo had considerable autonomy in the administration of his domain. The system sufficed to maintain peace and a growing prosperity for more than two centuries. Its flaws sprang from its inability to adapt well to social and political change, as would later be seen.

			
				
					A samurai’s way of life

				

				
					The way of the samurai – bushido – was a 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 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. Only when the economy shifted from rice-based to monetary did the merchants take control of Edo, leaving the samurai increasingly in debt.

				

			

			
			Ieyasu was Napoleonic in his passion for administration, and he thought of every device possible to assure that his descendants would retain power. Wanting to keep an eye on the daimyo, in 1635 he established the sankin kotai system, which required staggered attendance in Edo for the 300 independent feudal lords. The shogunate set up a rigid class hierarchy – warriors, farmers, artisans, merchants – and adopted a school of neo-Confucianism as the theoretical basis for social and political policy. 

			Whether in Edo or the countryside, every individual knew exactly what his or her position in society was and how to behave accordingly. For most of the Tokugawa decades, Japan’s doors were closed to the outside. Long years of isolated peace slowly replaced the warrior’s importance with that of the merchant. The standards of living for all classes increased, but at times the shogunate quelled conspicuous consumption among merchants.

			
				Tested on criminals’ corpses, the Japanese sword, or katana, was the world’s most beautiful instrument of death. After the abolition of the samurai class in the late 19th century, the sword-making town of Mino-Seki shrewdly became Japan’s leading cutlery producer. 

			

			
			Growth of Edo

			When Ieyasu first settled down in what would eventually become modern Tokyo, the area was little more than a collection of scattered farming and fishing villages. The little town of Edojuku, at the mouth of the Hirakawa River, contained only about 100 thatched huts in the shadow of a dilapidated castle, built in 1457 by the minor warlord Ota Dokan. A sophisticated poet and scholar, in 1485 he was betrayed and butchered at the behest of his own lord. 

			Ieyasu brought with him to Edo a ready-made population of considerable size. Huge numbers of peasants, merchants and ronin (master-less samurai) poured into the new capital of the shogun to labour in the construction of the castle, mansions, warehouses and other infrastructure required to run the giant bureaucracy. The courses of rivers were changed, canals were dug and Hibiya Inlet, which brought Tokyo Bay lapping at the base of the castle hill, was filled in.
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					Print of people walking in the Ryogoku Bridge area.

					Library of Congress

				

			

			
			When the major daimyo and their entourage were in town, the samurai portion of the city’s population probably topped 500,000, maybe even outnumbering the commoners. The samurai allotted themselves over 60 percent of the city’s land. Another 20 percent went to hundreds of shrines and temples, which formed a spiritually protective ring around the outer edges of the city.

			By the early 1700s, an estimated 1 to 1.4 million people lived in Edo, making it by far the largest city in the world at the time. During the same period, Kyoto had a population of 400,000 and Osaka 300,000. In 1801, when Britain’s navy dominated the seas, Europe’s largest city, London, had fewer than a million inhabitants. Japan’s population hovered around 30 million for most of the Edo era; less than 2 million belonged to the samurai families. 

			In general, the samurai gravitated to the hilly parts of the city, or yamanote, while the townspeople congregated – or were forced to do so – in the downtown lowlands, or shitamachi, especially along the Sumida River. More than half of Edo’s residents were crammed into the 15 percent of the city comprising shitamachi, with a population density of about 70,000 people per square kilometre. Almost from the start, both yamanote and shitamachi began to encroach through landfill onto Tokyo Bay. (Even today in the modern city of Tokyo, these two districts retain distinctive characteristics.) 

			
				
					The 47 masterless samurai

				

				
					In 1701, the warlord Asano became angered at the taunting of a hatamoto (high-ranking samurai) named Kira, who had been assigned to teach him proper etiquette for receiving an imperial envoy. Asano drew his sword and wounded Kira, and so was ordered to commit ritual disembowelment, or seppuku. He did so. His lands were confiscated and his samurai left as ronin, or masterless warriors. A year later, the ronin took revenge by attacking Kira’s mansion. Chopping off Kira’s head, they took it to Asano’s grave so that his spirit could finally rest. In turn, the 47 ronin were ordered by the shogun to commit seppuku, which they did together.
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					A depiction of some of the 47 ronin taking their revenge on Kira.

					Public domain

				

			

			
			Edo Castle

			The grounds of Ieyasu’s huge castle, including the defensive moat system, were extensive. The complex was not actually completed until 1640 but was razed by fire seven years later. 

			The shogun’s capital must have been a truly impressive city, backed by Fuji-san and laced with canals. It is often forgotten nowadays that most of Edo’s supplies came by sea, especially from Osaka. In fact, one of the reasons Ieyasu had chosen the area for his capital was its easy access to the sea. But the swampy shore of Tokyo Bay itself was unsuitable for building docks and wharves; instead, canals and rivers threading inland from the bay served as ports. 

			This is not to suggest that the five great highways from the provinces, and especially from Kyoto, converging on the city were not also important. They were, especially the famous Tokaido, or East Sea Road, along which most of the feudal lords from Osaka and Kyoto travelled to Tokyo for their periodic and mandated stays in Edo. Tokaido also formed the central artery of the city itself between Shinagawa and Nihombashi.

			The dichotomy between the refined – albeit somewhat inhibited – culture of upper-class yamanote and the robust, plebeian art and drama of lower-class shitamachi (which Edward Seidensticker aptly dubbed respectively as the “high city” and “low city”) has been a consistent feature of life in Edo. The Edokko (Children of Edo) took delight in delight, and this appreciation of pleasure is grandly reflected in the popular culture of the time – the colour and splash of kabuki; the bunraku puppet drama; ukiyo-e woodblock prints depicting the world of actors, sumo stars, courtesans and geisha; the pleasure quarters, licensed and unlicensed; and the vigorous publishing world of both scholarship and trashy stories. All of these reflected the Edo pleasure in the material world and in a kind of high consumerism. The fact that men outnumbered women – two to one as late as 1721 – probably contributed to making the male population more than a bit rowdy and cantankerous. It would certainly explain the emphasis on catering to the sensual pleasures of men and in the rise of woodblock prints of a rather graphic, if not exaggerated, sexual nature.
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					Drawing of Matthew Perry arriving in Uraga, Soshu Province.

					Library of Congress

				

			

			
			Rise of the merchants

			The establishment of the shogunate caused many economic changes. After the shogunate eliminated international trade, merchants and the increasingly powerful commercial conglomerates (zaibatsu) turned their attention to domestic distribution and marketing systems. The highways built by the Tokugawas, along with their standardisation of weights, measures and coinage, helped with the rise of the zaibatsu.

			
				The shogunate unsuccessfully tried banning both kabuki and prostitution. Eventually, the shogunate simply moved these debauched activities to locations that were less desirable.

			

			
			The samurai received their stipends in rice, but the economy was increasingly dependent upon money – not to the shogunate’s liking, as the shogunate’s economic foundation was based upon taxes paid in rice. The result was that the samurai borrowed from the merchants and increasingly went into debt.

			Yet it was still controlled with rigid social and governmental systems. Internal pressures demanded change. Moreover, the world itself was not about to allow Japan to keep its doors closed. The industrial revolution was gaining momentum in Europe, and the Western powers were casting about for more countries into which to expand economic influence.

			While others had tried rattling Japan’s doors, it was the United States that yanked them open in 1853 with Commodore Matthew Perry and America’s East India Squadron – the famous “Black Ships”. He reappeared the following year with additional ships to back up his gunboat diplomacy and was successful: in 1858 a treaty of friendship and trade was signed with the United States, followed shortly by treaties with other Western powers. 

			The turmoil and tumult of the 15 years from 1853 to 1868 have been well documented in many books. The sense of Japan afloat in a sea of hostile powers who possessed more technology and had voracious ambitions may have acted to direct domestic energies away from internal wrangling. The shogun was in a tight squeeze with the arrival of Perry. His consensus with the daimyo regarding how to respond to the Black Ships – encouraging them to strengthen and improve defences in their own domains – eventually diluted his control over the daimyo. At the same time, an anti-Tokugawa movement amongst lower-level daimyo was stewing near Osaka and Kyoto. 

			Rebel daimyo captured the then powerless emperor and declared the restoration of imperial rule. Shogunate forces sought to reverse the situation in Kyoto but were defeated. The shogun yielded to the imperial court in 1868 – the Meiji Restoration. The emperor ascended again to head of state, and his reign would last until 1912. 

		

	
		
			The Modern Era

		

		
			Once militarism was replaced by consumerism, Japan rapidly became one of the world’s richest, safest and most advanced countries.

		

		
			The Meiji Restoration of 1868, in which the ascension of the Meiji emperor as the nation’s leader returned Japan to imperial rule, was a revolution of considerable proportions. Yet it was accomplished with surprisingly little bloodshed. The last shogun, Yoshinobu, retired in statesman-like fashion and gave up Edo Castle rather than precipitate a full-scale civil war. Power was officially returned to the emperor in the autumn of 1867. 
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					Mutsuhito, the Meiji emperor.

					Photoshot

				

			

			
			But shogunate residue remained in Edo and not all the samurai gave up easily. At the Tokugawa family temple of Kan’ei-ji, most of which is now Tokyo’s Ueno Park, 2,000 diehard Tokugawa loyalists – the Shogitai – chose to make a last, hopeless stand at the bloody Battle of Ueno. 

			
				
					Emperors and calendars

				

				
					Japan has a British-style constitutional monarchy and parliament. Since the 1868 Meiji Restoration, there have been four emperors, though since World War II they have been a figurehead (coronation dates in parentheses):

					Meiji (Meiji Period) 1867 (1868)–1912

					Taisho (Taisho Period) 1912 (1915)–1926

					Hirohito (Showa Period) 1926 (1928)–1989

					Akihito (Heisei Period) 1989 (1990)–present

					Naruhito (Reiwa Period) 2019 (2019)–present

					Japan uses two methods for indicating the year: the Western system (for example, 2016) and a system based on how long the current emperor has reigned (for example, Heisei 28). 

				

			

			
			Meiji Period (1868–1912)

			In 1868, an imperial edict changed the name of Edo to Tokyo, or Eastern Capital, and Emperor Meiji moved his court from the imperial capital of Kyoto to Tokyo. Because at the end of the Edo Period the office of emperor had no longer been associated with a political system, the emperor’s “restoration” could be used as a convenient symbol and vehicle for choosing from a wide range of governmental structures. 

			In a few decades, Japan effectively restructured itself as a political entity. In retrospect, this seems astonishingly radical. Yet it did not happen overnight, but rather by a series of incremental modifications to the political system. 

			
				The new reforms included the abolition of practices like the tattooing of criminals, burning at the stake, crucifixion and torture. The mass murderess O-Den Takahashi – notorious for poisoning men – was the last person to be beheaded, in 1879. 

			

			
			The leaders of the Meiji-era reforms were young, highly driven men, mostly in their 20s and 30s, like the egalitarian reformer Ryoma Sakamoto, political thinker Yukichi Fukuzawa, educator Shoin Yoshida and diplomat Arinori Mori. 

			This was the age of slogans. Only a few years ago, “Revere the emperor, expel the barbarians,” had been the most resounding cry. Now the call was for Bunmei Kaika, “Civilisation and Enlightenment”, “Western learning, Japanese spirit” and, significantly, Fukoku Kyohei, “Rich country, strong army”. Compulsory education, the promotion of emperor-based Shinto and military service went hand in hand, laying the foundations for the nationalism and the state-sponsored indoctrination that would propel Japan towards the tragedy of World War II. 
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					A Japanese print from 1870 showing the various forms of transport employed by people.

					Library of Congress

				

			

			
			Meeting the Western powers as an equal was one of the guiding concerns of the Meiji years. This meant adopting anything Western, from railways to ballroom dancing. The pendulum first swung to extremes, from a total rejection of all native things (including an urge to abandon the Japanese language) to an emotional nationalism after the excesses of initial enthusiasm for foreign imports. But the employment of numerous foreign advisers (upwards of 3,000) ended as soon as the Japanese sensed that they could continue perfectly well on their own.

			
				Many exhibitions were held during the Meiji era in Tokyo’s Ueno Park, a showcase for new industries, technologies and gadgetry. The First National Industrial Exhibition, in 1877, attracted large crowds drawn to its displays of machinery, manufacturing, metallurgy and agriculture.

			

			
			Japan took to Western industrialisation with enthusiasm. Interestingly, reformation had begun to take place even before the Meiji era in Kagoshima, Saga and Kamaishi, where the smelting of iron ore marked the beginnings of an industrial revolution. These regions belonged to fiefs controlled by the so-called tozama daimyo, or “outside territorial lords”, who had never seen themselves as servants of the Tokugawa shoguns. 

			A new cabinet, consisting of 11 departments, was established to replace an unwieldy system of court management, and local governments were overhauled and reorganised along modern lines. New political groupings, with names like the Liberal Party and Reform Party, were formed. After a number of unsuccessful drafts over the years, a new constitution for the country was promulgated in 1889. This Meiji Constitution helped Japan become recognised as an advanced nation by the West. 

			Despite the creation of a parliament called the Diet, real power rested with the military, whose growing ranks were reinforced by Japan’s victory in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–5, an exercise in demonstrating the country’s ability to wage modern warfare. 

			The clincher in making Japan a true world power, however, was winning the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–6, the first time that an Asian nation had defeated a European power. It didn’t stop there. In 1910, Japan annexed Korea, ostensibly by treaty but actually under military threat, and occupied it until the end of World War II in 1945.

			Emperor Meiji died in 1912. By then, Japan had consolidated its economy, defined a political system, changed its social structure and become an advanced nation.

			
				For a modern nation, the Shinto-orchestrated funeral of the Meiji emperor was a remarkable sight. A cortege drawn by white oxen, banner-bearers, bowmen and men bearing halberds passed through streets covered with sand to mute the sound of passing wheels.
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					Portrait of Meiji, Emperor of Japan, and the imperial family in 1900.

					Library of Congress

				

			

			
			Taisho Period (1912–26)

			The short reign of Emperor Taisho saw the 20th century catch Japan in its grasp and carry it off on a strange and sometimes unpleasant odyssey.

			World War I proved an enormous economic boom, and Japan seized the chance to enter Asian markets vacated by the European powers. With the defeat of Germany, some of its small Pacific territories came under Japanese control. But the inevitable deflation hit hard, and there were major rice riots in Tokyo in 1918. 

			The following year, politics became extremely polarised as the labour movement and leftists gained momentum. A new right, which believed in the politics of assassination rather than the ballot box, emerged from the political shadows. A series of political murders, including of prime ministers, followed over the next 15 years, helping to create the climate of violence that eventually let the military intervene in politics. 

			One of the founding members of the League of Nations in 1920, Japan failed to gain support from the US, Britain and Australia to have a declaration of racial equality incorporated into its charter, a bitter snub to a country that had sat with the five big nations at the Paris Peace Conference after the war. 

			The most transforming event of the 1920s, however, was not political but the catastrophe of 1 September 1923, the Great Kanto Earthquake, which struck at just noon, when a good percentage of the city’s charcoal and gas stoves were lit: fire, not the quake itself, caused the most damage. Ninety percent of Yokohama was destroyed. 

			During the Taisho Period, Japan began to bubble intellectually, becoming a beacon for independence-minded Asian thinkers. The growing prosperity (and accompanying problems), shrinking size of the world and relative youth of Japan as a world power contributed to the “Taisho Democracy”, a time of healthy intellectual ferment that preceded the coming fascism. 

			Showa Period (1926–89)

			With the death of the Taisho emperor in 1926, Hirohito succeeded to the throne to begin the Showa Period and Japan’s slide into war. Whatever the political, economic and social forces that produced the military government and the aggressive war effort, some observations can be made. The distribution of wealth was still uneven. The establishment factions included big business (the zaibatsu), the upper crust of government and military interests.

			Political power within the country favoured establishment interests; suffrage was not universal. Non-establishment interests were weak because they had little recourse for expression, other than through imported political concepts – socialism and communism – that were distrusted and feared. A sense of territorial insecurity, coupled with domestic economic and demographic pressures, made military hegemony seem a viable alternative, at least to the military. 
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					Photograph of a Tokyo street in the early 20th century.

					Library of Congress

				

			

			
			Militarism’s rise and fall

			The pivotal point was the Manchurian Incident of 1931, in which Japanese military forces occupied Manchuria and set up the state of Manchuguo. Protest over this action by the League of Nations resulted in Japan leaving the League and following a policy of isolation. 

			Despite the Asia liberation rhetoric issuing from Tokyo, Japan’s real aims were to secure self-sufficiency in strategic resources. Consolidating its empire in Asia would ensure this aim. The expansion of Japan’s imperial hegemony was based on the European model. The European colonial powers had struck their Asian prey when they sensed a weakening or decay in the body politic of a sick state or failing kingdom. That this was done with impunity was made possible by the sense of entitlement that epitomised the West in its dealings with occupied territories. 

			There was little difference between the intentions of European nations and those of their Japanese colonial imitators when it came to entrapping and exploiting the peoples of Asia. The Burmese nationalist leader General Aung San couldn’t have put it better when he said, “If the British sucked our blood, the Japanese ground our bones!”

			Within the military itself, extremist factionalism grew, and during the 1930s several plots of one kind or another sought to win power for different groups. The most famous is the 26 February Incident of 1936, a bloody military uprising that might have been a coup d’état had it not been based on vague, romantic ideas that did not include a practical plan of how to use power. This bolstered the civilian resistance to military involvement in politics. Yet in the summer of 1937 war erupted with China, and Japanese troops began a brutal campaign against the Chinese, which is infamous for the occupation of Nanjing and subsequent slaughter of between 150,000 and 300,000 civilians. Also known as the “Rape of Nanjing”, this incident remains a controversial topic between Japan and China, South Korea and the Philippines.

			Japan’s colonial expansion into other parts of Asia and the Pacific was a replication of the Western powers’ own search for resources, and was met with a series of economic sanctions imposed by the US, Britain and Holland. These included a crippling oil embargo, a factor which pushed Japan closer to confrontation with the Western powers. In 1940, Japan signed the Tripartite Act with Germany and Italy, thus formalising the Axis powers and promising mutual military support.

			World War II

			Seeking to discourage Western intervention in Japan’s Asian expansion and to break the trade embargo, the Japanese military launched pre-emptive attacks not only on the US’s Pearl Harbor in December of 1941 (as well as targets in the US-held Philippines and Guam) but against European colonial holdings throughout Asia, including Malaya, Singapore and Hong Kong.

OEBPS/image/iStock-467755778_Japan_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Osaka_High-Junior_Elem_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Takayama_General_027_J_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/GettyImages-456222504__fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/51019.jpg
City

-

O = 2 & ”

e —

Freeway/Highway/Motorway

Divided Highway

Main Roads

Minor Roads

Pedestrian Roads
Pedestrian Area
Steps

Footpath

Railway

Funicular Railway

Tunnel

Important Building
Transport Hub
Park

Bus Station
Tourist Information
Main Post Office
Cathedral/Church
Mosque
Synagogue

Beach
Statue/Monument

Airport

Map Legend

Regional

Fi /Highway/Mot
wﬁej\sfl‘% b ighway/Motorway

Freeway (under construction)
Divided Highway

Main Road

Secondary Road
Minor Road

Track

Footpath

International Boundary
State/Province Boundary
National Park/Reserve
Ferry Route
Marshland/Swamp
Glacier

Salt Lake
Airport/Airfield

Church (ruins)
Monastery
Castle/Castle Ruins
Chateaw/Stately Home
Cave

Place of Interest
Viewpoint

Beach

Windmill

Cable Car

Crater

Ancient Site

Border Control






OEBPS/image/GettyImages-1061361296_fmt.jpeg
IMMIGRATION





OEBPS/image/iStock-539678562_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Himeji_Nada_No_Kenka_M_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/sc165505_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg
<=3






OEBPS/image/l_101085_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/3c25818u_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/H58O579d_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Fotolia_33083133_M_Jap_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/02532u_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/3g10374u_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/DP151807_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/GettyImages-505878683__fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Art_installations_Bene_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/00811u_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/9781839052231.jpg
AT i

= 'Stunning  In-depth features .‘
photography  on historyand culture  MaPS






OEBPS/image/l_105368_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/l_143317_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/B196_095071_1247_Japan_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/00875v_Tokyo_C_Japan_E_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Noboribetsu_Jigokudani_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/3g10384u_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/50803.jpg





OEBPS/image/l_152767_CO_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/iStock-539678330_Japan_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Matsushima_Tsunami_rel_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/iStock-479309299_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/IH059137_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg






OEBPS/image/iStock-157771520_Japan_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Utoro_Port_Shiretoko_F_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/GettyImages-148175642__fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/iStock-158545865_Japan_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/l_162873_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Nagoya_Atsuta_Shrine_G_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_401824951_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Nagasaki_Vending_Machi_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/GettyImages-148175202__fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/GettyImages-597622864__fmt.jpeg
hH \ 4






OEBPS/image/5534609836_b078128c6c__fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/00884u_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg
n AT

R
o

i
ML(J'}‘"






OEBPS/image/img_2841_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/iStock-182909590_Japan_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Matsumoto_Cherry_Bloss_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Nikko_Yomei-Mon_gate_0_fmt.jpeg
R
Sy,
RS
SeRais
S

R

&






OEBPS/image/shutterstock_779477707_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Fotolia_43594963_CO_Ja_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Tono_Valley_Farmers_La_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/iStock-487473474_Japan_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Yamadera_Temple_Comple_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/WH11504d_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/GettyImages-150611425__fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/_mg_5622_Japan_EC_fmt.jpeg





