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THE LEGENDARY AND EARLY HISTORICAL EMPERORS OF JAPAN
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The earliest emperors of Japan are largely legendary, their stories preserved in chronicles like the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki rather than verifiable historical records. Emperor Jimmu, traditionally regarded as the first sovereign, is said to have ascended the throne in 660 BC, tracing his ancestry to the sun goddess Amaterasu. From southern Kyūshū, he led a campaign eastward, uniting rival clans in Yamato and establishing the foundation of imperial rule. His narrative blends myth, divine symbolism, and early clan traditions, and his tomb near Mount Unebi in Kashihara remains a site of ritual veneration.

Following Jimmu, a succession of rulers such as Suizei, Annei, Itoku, Kōshō, Kōan, Korei, Kōgen, and Kaika maintained the imperial line. Their lives and reigns are largely recorded through genealogical accounts, with only minimal details of their courts, palaces, or family. Stories attribute extraordinary longevity and moral virtues to these emperors, yet no contemporary evidence verifies their existence. Memorial shrines in locations such as Kashihara, Gose, and Nara preserve their commemoration, reflecting the early development of imperial cults and ancestral veneration.

Emperor Sujin, considered the first possibly historical ruler, is credited with organizing provincial governance, taxation, and shrine construction around the first century BC. His successors, including Suinin and Keikō, further established ceremonial practices, cultural observances, and military campaigns, though the details of their reigns remain interwoven with legend. The narrative grows more concrete with the Kofun-period rulers, such as Chūai, Empress Jingū, Ōjin, and Nintoku, who oversaw political consolidation, territorial expansion, and infrastructural development. Monuments like the Daisen Kofun, Japan’s largest burial mound, attest to the growing political and ritual authority of the imperial house.

From the fourth century onward, emperors like Richū, Hanzei, Ingyō, Ankō, Yūryaku, and Seinei navigated succession disputes, domestic challenges, and administrative reforms. The early sixth century saw the reigns of Keitai, Ankan, and Senka, during which infrastructure, granaries, and formal court administration became more established. These developments illustrate a gradual transition from mythic and legendary rulers to historically plausible sovereigns, reflecting the consolidation of power and state formation in the Yamato polity, blending inherited traditions with emerging political and cultural structures.
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THE ASUKA PERIOD OF JAPAN
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The Asuka period, spanning from 538 to 710, represents a crucial epoch in Japanese history, though its commencement may be said to overlap with the preceding Kofun period. During this era, the Yamato polity underwent profound development. The period takes its name from the Asuka region, situated some sixteen miles south of the modern city of Nara. It is remembered for significant artistic, social, and political transformations, many of which had their origins in the late Kofun period. The introduction of Buddhism brought a momentous change to Japanese society, and it was during this time that the nation’s name was altered from Wa to Nippon, marking a symbolic assertion of identity.

The term "Asuka period" was initially applied to describe a phase in Japanese fine arts and architecture, proposed by the scholars Sekino Tadasu and Okakura Kakuzō around the year 1900. Sekino placed the conclusion of the period with the Taika Reform of 646, whereas Okakura considered it to end with the relocation of the capital to the Heijō Palace in Nara. While historians generally follow Okakura’s chronology, many art historians favour Sekino’s dating, referring to the succeeding era as the Hakuhō period.

It was during the Asuka period, beginning in the sixth century, that the emperor first ruled with relative authority from what is now Nara Prefecture, then known as Yamato Province. In the latter half of the Kofun period, the Yamato rulers exercised influence over clans in Kyūshū and Honshū, granting titles, some hereditary, to chieftains. As the Yamato rulers consolidated power, their name became synonymous with Japan itself. They acquired agricultural lands and established a central administration inspired by Chinese models, including the adoption of the written Chinese language. A formal imperial court emerged, attended by subordinate chieftains, though no permanent capital existed. By the mid-seventh century, agricultural lands had become a substantial public domain under central policy. The Gokishichidō system divided the land into counties, while society was organised according to occupation, encompassing farmers, fishers, weavers, potters, artisans, armourers, and ritual specialists.

The Soga clan, intermarried with the imperial family, rose to prominence under the chieftain Soga no Umako, who wielded sufficient influence to install and later remove emperors, placing Empress Suiko upon the throne. She exercised independent authority, though the role of Shōtoku Taishi, the prince regent, is often exaggerated. Shōtoku, a devout Buddhist and learned scholar, was deeply versed in Chinese literature and Confucian principles, including the Mandate of Heaven, which held that the sovereign ruled by divine will. Under his guidance, Confucian models of rank and etiquette were adopted, and his Seventeen-Article Constitution sought to harmonise society according to these ideals. He introduced the Chinese calendar, developed a system of trade roads, built numerous Buddhist temples, compiled court chronicles, and sent students and emissaries to study in China. In a bold move, Shōtoku addressed the Chinese emperor as an equal, establishing a precedent whereby Japan never again accepted a subordinate status in relations with China, while fostering unique cultural and intellectual exchanges.

About twenty years after the deaths of Shōtoku, Soga no Umako, and Empress Suiko, a palace coup in 645 overthrew the Soga monopoly over government. Led by Prince Naka no Ōe and Nakatomi no Kamatari, this event initiated the Taika Reform, signifying “great change.” The reforms introduced the ritsuryō system, combining penal codes and administrative regulations. Land redistribution transformed private holdings into public land under central control, with taxes imposed on harvests and goods, and corvée labour required for military service and public works. The hereditary titles of clan chieftains were abolished, and three principal ministers were appointed: the Minister of the Left, the Minister of the Right, and the Chancellor of the Realm. Provinces were divided into districts and villages, all under governors appointed by the court. Naka no Ōe became Crown Prince and later Emperor Tenji, while Kamatari was granted the name Fujiwara, founding a lineage of court aristocrats. The use of the name Nihon, or Great Japan, became standard in official documents, reflecting the divine origins and elevated status of the imperial family.

The ritsuryō system was codified progressively through the Ōmi Code, the Asuka Kiyomihara Code, and the Taihō Code, which largely remained in force until the nineteenth century. It established Confucian-style administration and penal provisions, centralised governance through eight ministries, and provided for education in Confucian classics, although aristocratic birth continued to dominate high office.

Chinese culture had been introduced to Japan through the Korean kingdoms prior to the establishment of direct embassies to China. Diplomatic and cultural exchanges continued, though the intensity of Chinese influence waned over time. Japan often supported Baekje against its rivals, while skilled artisans and priests migrated from Korea, including tutors who advised Prince Shōtoku. Seven missions were sent to Tang China between 600 and 659, after which none were dispatched for over three decades, although relations with Silla remained active. Japan’s defeat at the Battle of Baekgang in 663 prompted internal consensus on centralisation, accelerating the development of a national system.

Buddhism was introduced to Japan by the Baekje king Seong in 538, gaining the support of the Soga clan, who advocated its adoption and the use of Chinese-influenced governance. Opposition from the Nakatomi and Mononobe clans, guardians of native ritual and military authority, created prolonged conflict. The Taika Reform curtailed the construction of large tumuli, reflecting the new Buddhist emphasis on the transience of life. By 675, Emperor Tenmu enacted bans on consuming certain animals in accordance with Buddhist precepts.

Taoist cosmology also shaped the period, evident in the octagonal tombs of monarchs and celestial maps in prominent tumuli. Taoism merged with Shintō and Buddhism to form new ritual practices, including Onmyōdō, a system of geomancy and cosmology. The Asuka period witnessed the construction of enduring wooden temples, such as Hōryū-ji, whose pillars bear resemblance to classical architecture abroad. The five-storied pagoda evolved from the Indian stupa, while Buddhist sculpture, in the Tori style, displays almond-shaped eyes, symmetrical drapery, and the characteristic archaic smile, exemplified by the Kudara Kannon.

Following the Taika Reform, the Hakuhō culture flourished from 646 until the capital’s relocation to Nara. Poetry and song became prominent, culminating in the Man’yōshū, the earliest anthology of Japanese verse. Waka poetry, a native form distinct from Chinese models, emerged, with tanka as its most recognised form, composed of thirty-one syllables across five lines in a five-seven-five-seven-seven pattern.
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EMPERORS OF EARLY JAPAN: KINMEI TO MONMU
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Emperor Kinmei, who reigned from 539 to 571, is recorded as the twenty-ninth sovereign of Japan according to the traditional order of succession. His rule is often considered the first verifiable period of Japanese imperial history, though some historians hold that Emperor Yuryaku may hold that distinction. During his lifetime, Kinmei would not have been known as tennō, a title thought to have emerged later, but rather as Sumeramikoto or Amenoshita Shiroshimesu Ōkimi, meaning the great king who rules all under heaven, or simply as the Great King of Yamato.

Kinmei assumed the throne following the death of his elder brother, Emperor Senka, in the year 539. He established his court at Shikishima no Kanazashi Palace in Yamato, guided by the principal ministers Soga no Iname, Mononobe no Okoshi, and Ōtomo no Kanamura. His reign is often associated with the beginning of the Asuka period, particularly for the introduction of Buddhism, which arrived in Japan in 552 from Baekje along with a bronze statue of the Buddha and a retinue of artisans and monks. This introduction created tensions between the Mononobe clan, defenders of native deities, and the Soga clan, proponents of Buddhism. Kinmei died in 571 and is thought to have been interred at the Misemaruyama Tumulus in Kashihara City, with a memorial shrine dedicated to him in Nara. He fathered twenty-five children with six consorts, including Emperor Bidatsu, his successor.

Emperor Bidatsu, the second son of Kinmei, ascended the throne in 572. His reign was marked by disputes over Buddhism and diplomatic relations with
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