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EARLY SAMURAI AD 200–1500

THE PROTO-HISTORIC PERIOD

Japan’s palaeolithic culture lasted until around 10,000 BC, when a culture now called Jômon (alter a distinctive design used on their pottery) emerged. This was a hunter-gatherer society, which was replaced in c. 300 BC by a society called Yayoi (after the location where their pottery was first unearthed). The Yayoi people led an elaborate agricultural life, and had well-developed regional politics.

There are no written records in Japanese of either of these societies. Most of what we know about early Japan we glean from ancient Chinese chronicles, the best of which is the Wei Chih of the Wei Dynasty, written in the 3rd century AD. At that time, near the end of the Yayoi Period, the Wei Chih makes references to trade with Wa (Japan), which they alternatively called the ‘Queen Country’, ruled by a warrior priest-queen named Himiko (or Pimiko), who is supposed to have united 28 neighbouring countries or tribes into a confederation under her control. Her land was called Yamataikoku, or the Country of Yamatai.

Many archaeologists and anthropologists have since wondered where this Yamataikoku could have been, and indeed the debate has become a virtual industry. There are two principal schools of thought, one placing the Wa capital in what is now northern Kyûshû, and the other placing it on Honshû, in the Kinki region (the area around modern Ôsaka, Kyôto and Nara). Let us consider the claims. The Wei Chih refers to Wa weaponry thus: ‘When they fight, they use a halberd, shield, and a bow of wood. The bow is short in one half and long in the other. Their arrows are of bamboo, and the heads are of iron or bone.’ Over 370 bronze halberd blades from the Yayoi Period have been unearthed in Kyûshû, and only ten in Kinki. Nearly 100 iron arrowheads have been found in Kyûshû, and less than 25 in Kinki and the Kantô (Tôkyô plain). Almost 30 iron swords have been uncovered in Kyûshû, and only five in the Kansai and Kantô. It is fairly clear that the seat of Himiko’s power was, in fact, in Kyûshû.

Her rule was popularly supported, and her power was great due to her mastery of ‘kidô’ or the ‘way of the demons’. She was doubtless a shaman of considerable power and influence. She came to the throne (or took it) in 189. Most sources say she did so while still in her early teens, for what is amazing is that even recent history books list her as having died in 260: this means, if true, that she was a phenomenal 68 years on the throne.

After becoming queen, she was attended to by 1,000 servants—only one of whom was male—to bring messages, food and drink. After establishing control she withdrew into a strongly defended palisaded fortress, and no one ever saw her again save her servants. Instead, all her appearances were handled by a younger brother who co-ruled with her, dealing with the affairs of state; she had neatly divided her rule into political and spiritual bases, setting up a pattern which would re-emerge centuries later.

The Wei Chih records her first encounter with the Chinese, in the summer of 239, when she sent emissaries to the Wei emperor Ming, who granted her the title Ch’in-wei Wo Wang—’Wa ruler friendly to Wei’. He also sent her many gifts. Six years later the Chinese bestowed a military title on her envoy, suggesting that fighting had already begun between Himiko’s Yamatai and a neighbouring land called Kona (or Kunu)—possibly a rebellion.

The war was apparently going against Himiko, as the Wei Chih says abruptly that she died, and makes no mention of the outcome of the struggle. A huge tumulus was built for her (it has not been identified with any certainty, but there is a good claim for a large one in Kyûshû), and over 100 servants followed her in death. The historian Saeki Arikiyo has speculated that she was ritually killed by subordinate chieftains when the tide of battle turning against them was viewed as a sign of her waning magical powers. There was a brief attempt by a male to take power, but he was almost immediately replaced by a woman named Queen Iyo.

When the Yoshinogari ruins, the remains of a large Yayoi settlement, were unearthed in February 1989, there was speculation that Himiko’s capital had at last been found. Others feel that it was only the seat of one of her vassal states, as its size could not have been large enough for Himiko’s stature; it does, however, feature some of the structures mentioned in the Wei Chronicle.

Judging by archaeological evidence, the centre of power shifted at some point to the Kinki region. It is likely that those who ruled in Honshû in the 4th century—the Yamato—were actual lineal descendants of those who had held sway in Kyûshû during the years of the Wei intercourse a few centuries before.

One of the more tantalising ancient puzzles is that of the dôtoku, bells of curious shape believed to have been used in religious rituals which, though dating to the late Yayoi Period, have never been found in Kyûshû, while 200 have been unearthed in the Kansai. The Wei Chih makes no reference to them, despite their obvious importance to that society—another indication that Yamataikoku was not in that area. The way in which they were all buried conveniently near the surface and in relatively easily found places, some even still in their moulds, suggests that they were hidden quickly, perhaps in response to an invasion.

It is more than likely that the cause was the migration of the militant Yamato people, who, as archaeological finds indicate, possessed superior weapons and technology. As early as the Wei Chih people from Wa are recorded as having travelled to Korea for iron, and it is stated that by the later Yayoi Period iron sickles had become plentiful enough to replace stone reaping knives. Since we know that warfare played an important part in Yayoi Japan—at least in Yamataikoku—it is only logical to assume that some of that iron was quickly turned into swords and armour, though their principal metal was bronze until the 5th or 6th century.

The Yamato Sun Line

The ‘official’ establishment of the Japanese Imperial Court is attributed in the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki (the first two domestic histories written in Japanese) to the Emperor Kamu Yamato Iware Biko (a.k.a. Jinmu Tennô) who left Kyûshû for Honshû in 667 BC. After a few years of travel, subduing local warrior clans on the way, his first court was established at a place called Kashiwabara just south of present-day Nara. Although historically unreliable, the account of the relocation of the ‘court’ is doubtless based upon truth, but refers to a migration of circa AD 350, not 667 BC (although there are some ancient Imperial tumuli in Kashiwabara—some of the oldest).

The Kojiki and Nihon Shoki were compiled in 711 and 720 respectively. Considering that they were the first histories of Japan written by natives, they should have been valuable sources; but, alas, they are highly unreliable on matters before the 6th century. Their antinomy is a difficult problem for the historian as well, as they give different dates and ages for everything and everyone. They are even internally inconsistent, a classic case being the Nihon Shoki mentioning that the brother of Yamato Takeru was born in the twelfth year of the Emperor Keikô, yet in the fourth year—eight years before his birth—he was supposed to have seduced the daughter of Minotsukurikao. Both are full of such contradictions.

Notwithstanding references in domestic chronicles to Emperors ruling Japan in the centuries before the birth of Christ, by the mid-4th century AD there was certainly a royal family of some sort holding at least a limited autocratic power in an apparently more-or-less unified nation. This ruling line has been called the Yamato Sun Line, probably originally a primus inter pares which grew out of the uji (roughly translatable as ‘clan’, but more literally a community of relatives and subordinates represented and headed by a single leader) extant from the latter Yayoi days (after AD 100). It is likely to have been 28 uji that Himiko ruled, and it is further possible that the Yamato Sun Line was one of the lines that defeated or overthrew her. When one takes into account that one of the few historically verifiable people in ancient Japanese history—Himiko—is not mentioned in either of the two domestic historical chronicles written only about 500 years after her death, and which seek to glorify the ruling line, one may wonder about her omission (unless, of course, she had been relegated to the status of deity).

The name Yamato Sun Line was applied to the ruling house based upon their claim of descent from Amaterasu Ômikami, the sun goddess; interestingly enough, Himiko means, in archaic Japanese, ‘child of the sun’. The line eventually won full control, and began assigning specific duties to each of the other uji, e.g. to provide goods or services to their ruling house. The Soga, a family which would later grow to amazing power, were in charge of taxes. The Nakatomi were priests, the Inbe were diviners, the Mononobe were the professional soldiers, the Ôtomo were hereditary palace guards, and so on. Early succession to the Imperial throne was set by a consensus of uji heads, and as the uji had the honour of contributing wives to the Imperial line they all had a stake in selecting offspring related to their own lines. This system ended up producing some minor but bloody succession conflicts.
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Evidence indicates that very few tankô were made with scale skirts and shoulder protection, but this is still a very good reconstruction of a late-period model. The gilding is unusual. Note the high-rising rear of the tankô. (Japan Costume Museum)

Rise of the Yamato State

The account of the migration from Kyûshû has the Yamato people fighting with local chieftains of tribes that they called barbarians (in the classic sense—i.e., a people whose language they didn’t understand). They also called the enemy ‘earth-spiders’, and ‘Emishi’. As Emishi is a name by which the Ainu would later be known, and the word itself is an archaic cognate form of the Ainu word for ‘man’, these must have been the ancestors of the Ainu, the caucasoid aboriginals of northern Japan.
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This keikô is typical of the 7th and 8th centuries. (Japan Costume Museum)

The legendary Yamato Takeru is the archetype for Yamato heroes. There is no empirical evidence that he ever existed, but the adventures of this son of Emperor Keikô are recounted in the Kojiki. At the age of 16 he was sent to subdue the rebellious Kumaso in Kyûshû. Disguising himself as a lady, he allowed himself to be introduced to the rebel chieftains. During a banquet at which the chieftains drank themselves into a stupor, Yamato Takeru pulled out a concealed blade and, like the Biblical Rebecca, ended the rebellion then and there.

On the way home he tricked another enemy leader into switching swords (as a sign of friendship) and then suggested a fencing bout; imagine the surprise of the other upon finding that his sword, which he had just received from Yamato Takeru, was wooden. He was even more surprised when his head landed on the ground a few feet away a moment later. After many other great adventures Yamato Takeru finally died a lingering death after his heel touched a venomous dragon. Yamato Takeru, the solitary wandering hero who conquered all enemies except the supernatural, is the ultimate hero from the ancient period.

As evidenced by his tale, the Yamato and a people called Kumaso were incessantly at war. It has been suggested that the Kumaso were a South Sea people, or perhaps of the same stock as the Yamato, but not blessed with the proximity to Korea that the Yamato had enjoyed. There is no record of incompatibility of language with the Kumaso, unlike the Emishi, so the latter is the more likely.
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The Yayoi city at Yoshinogari has been reconstructed. Is it the remains of Himiko’s capital, or that of one of her vassals?

The government of this proto-Japan, the Yamato court, was so well structured by the later mid-4th century that it had both extended its hegemony into Honshu, establishing its seat there, and was in Korea trying to fill the political vacuum brought about by the fall of China’s Wei dynasty a century earlier. In 366 Japan launched a full-scale invasion of the Korean Peninsula, possibly led by the militant regent-Empress Jingû Kôgô, who is supposed to have led a Korean invasion in AD 200, according to domestic histories. No such invasion appears in Korean or Chinese chronicles, though one mentioned in 366 fits the account laid out in the Nihon Shoki. They forced the king of Paekche to submit, and extracted an oath from him that he would send tributes each year to the Yamato court. They also managed to occupy and establish a base of operations—though whether actually a functioning colony or only a military base is uncertain—in Mimana (Kaya in Japanese), near what is now Pusan. By 391 they were successfully engaged against Koguryŏ and Silla—the other two Korean kingdoms—on behalf of the king of Paekche, penetrating as far as modern Pyong-yang. In 404 Japan again launched an attack, this
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