
A Very Brief History of Japan 
 
To better understand and enjoy your tour of Japan we feel that it is important to have a basic 
understanding of ƛǘΩǎ history. This is just an outline and there are many great books and websites that 
can give you a more details history but this will give you a start. For more information please visit your 
local book store as I am sure they will have a good selection of books.  
 
Japanese history can be broken down into periods which 
are: 
 
Early Japan  until 710 AD 
Nara and Heian Periods  710-1192   
Kamakura Period  1192-1333   
Muromachi Period  1338-1573   
Azuchi-Momoyama Period  1573-1603   
Edo Period  1603-1868   
Meiji Period  1868-1912   
Taisho and Early Showa Period  1912-1945 
Taisho and Early Showa Periods 1912-1945 
Showa and Early Heisei Periods 1945-present 
 

Early Japan (13000 BC 710 AD) 
Jomon Period (13000 BC to 300 BC) 
The people of the Jomon Period were generally gatherers, 
fishers and hunters. Clothing was generally made of bark as weaving technology had not been 
discovered. A great deal of pottery has been unearthed dating back to this age.  Weapons were made of 
shell, bone and wood.  
 
Yayoi Period (300 BC to 250 AD) 
Rice was first cultivated during the Yayoi Period after being imported from China. Metallurgy was also 
introduced and developed. Basic kind of regional governmentΣ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άkuniέ or άkokuέΣ ǿŜǊŜ established 
along with a class system, and landownership. One of the most well known figure of this time was a 
queen named Himiko who collected mirrors among other treasures from Korea and China. Pieces of her 
treasure are still being unearthed today.  
 
Kofun Period (300 AD to 538 AD) 
A more centralized power emerged as Japan entered into the 
Kofun Period. This period was named after the large keyhole 
shaped tombs found near Nara in the Kansai area. This new 
country was called Yamato after the Yamato Province near 
modern Nara Prefecture. Yamato extended from Kyushu to 
the Kinai plain of Honshu. The emperor was the ruler during 
this period though the Soga clan held all of the political 
power and the emperor only acted as a symbol of the state 
to perform Shinto (religious) rituals. The capital was also 
moved from city to city. 
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Asuka period (538 to 710) 
Buddhism was introduced to Japan from the Korean peninsula in either 538 or 552 and was promoted 
by the ruling class. Prince Shotoku was said to support Chinese ideas and authored the Seventeen Article 
Constitution about morality and political principles. It is also thought that writing was brought in from 
Japan at this time as well as Confucian and Tao principals. Lƴ слт ŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ά9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘ 
²ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ {ǳƴ wƛǎŜǎέ όWŀǇŀƴύ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ά9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘ ²ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ {ǳƴ {Ŝǘǎέ ό/ƘƛƴŀύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 
show of equality between Japan and China did not sit will with the Chinese emperor. It was the first time 

that the word Nihon ( ), which means land of the raising, sun was used.   
 

Nara and Heian Periods (710 - 1185) 
Nara was established as Japan first permanent capital in 710 and modeled after the Chinese capital. 
Buddhist monasteries quickly established themselves and gained political influence. In order to protect 
and keep the emperor in control the capital was moved to Nagaoka-kyo (southern part of Kyoto 
prefecture) in 784 and then to Heian (modern Kyoto) in 794. 
 
During this time Japan was able to take Chinese ideas and adapt them to better fit the Japanese people 

and lifestyle. Kana characters (Ῥ΅ῲῴῷ) were developed and made the creation of Japanese 
literature possible. Up until this time they used Chinese characters to represent Japanese sounds. Today 

a mixture of Kanji (  ς Heianjidai ς Heian Period), Hiragana (  - sushi) and Katakana (₰←₩

№℅ ς supagetti - spaghetti) are used. Hiragana is a phonetic alphabet  used for Japanese derived 
words and Katakana is also phonetic but is used for foreign derived words. Often Kanji and Hiragana are 

used in the same word like ΦέǘŀŜ ƻǘά ǎƴŀŜƳ ƘŎƛƘǿ ǳǎŀƳŜōŀǘ ς  ‴‮ 
 
Land and tax reforms named Taika Reforms were also developed. These reforms taxed farmers to the 
point of poverty and many of them had to sell their land and become tenant farmers of wealthy land 
owners. Aristocrats and Buddhist monasteries were granted tax immunity. As a result tax revue 
decreased and power shifted from the central government over to large land owners.  

 
The Fujiwara Clan was able to gain control and intermarried with the 
imperial family cemented their power for centuries. Many smaller land 
owners had to hire samurai to protect them which was the birth of the 
military class.  
 
The Fujiwara Clan was able to maintain power until 1068 when 
emperor Go-Sanjo decided that he would not allow himself to be 
controlled like a puppet. Emperors ruled Japan from 1068 to 1156 
when Kiyomori Taira came into power.  
 
After Kiyomori Taira death 2 family struggled for power; Taira and 
Minamoto. This struggle was called the Gempei war and lasted from 
1180 to 1185. Yoritomo Minamoto took power after eliminating all 
potential rivals including family members. Once gaining control he 
moved the capital to Kamakura (in modern day Kanagawa prefecture), 

his home city, in 1192 and the Kamakura Bakufu was born. 
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Kamakura Period (1192 - 1333) 
Yoritomo ruled until he died in 1199. Upon his death quarrels for power began between the Kamakura 
Bakufu and the Imperial court of Kyoto. They ended with the Jokyu disturbance in 1221 when 
YŀƳŀƪǳǊŀΩǎ IƻƧƻ ǊŜƎŜƴǘǎ ǘƻƻƪ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ Generous gifts of land to powerful people created a large and 
loyal support base and the Imperial court lost almost all control. Samurai now became the leading social 
class with Confucian and Buddhist ideas setting the moral code and rebellions were quickly brought 
under control. 
 
During this time the Mongols wanted to expand their control over Japan and attempted an invasion in 
1274. The Mongols were strong enough to defeat Japan if it was not for bad weather during the attach 
which caused them to retreat and give up. After the first invasion attempt the Japanese decided to 
prepare for the next invasion. The Mongols staged a second attempted in 1281 which also failed thanks 
to the weather. It was said that Japan was protected from invasion by the gods who sent the kamikaze 
(divine winds) to protect them. Because the Mongols retreated and were not defeated there were no 
spoils of war. So all the loyal men of Kamakura where never repaid for their efforts which helped to 
bring down the Hojo regents in 1333 when emperor Go-Daigo was able to re-establish imperial power. 
 

Muromachi Period (1338 ï 1573) 
The rule of the emperor did not last long due to the impractical and outdated administration system 
which did not gain the loyalty of the large land owners.  Takauji Ashikaga, originally a loyal servant of the 
emperor, now challenged and took over the capital of Kyoto and appointed himself shogun. Because of 
this Go-Daigo fled south and established a new court in Yoshino. In Kyoto a new emperor was appointed 
which was possible because of a succession dispute between two lines of the imperial family. The two 
imperial courts fought until 1392 when the southern court finally gave in.  

 
While Yoshimitsu Ashikaga (the builder of Kinkaku-ji 
in Kyoto) was shogun the Muromachi Bakufu were 
slowly losing control over the outlaying provinces. 
Though during his reign better trade with Ming 
China, improved agriculture techniques and a new 
inheritance system made it possible for markets to 
develop and new social classes to be born.  
 
During the 15th and 16th centuries members of the 
land owning military families known as the ji-
samurai were able to gain control over provincial 
constables and establish control. These new feudal 
lords were called daimyo and ended up breaking 

Japan up into many different autonomous governments. Daimyo often fought each other to increase 
their influence and power. These were the years of civil war called Sengoku jidai.  
 
In 1542 the first Portuguese traders and Jesuit missionaries arrived bring with them both firearms and 
Christianity. Buddhists were not happy about this but the feudal lords tolerated the Portuguese because 
of the new war technology the brought.  
 
¢ƘŜ ŦŜǳŘŀƭ ƭƻǊŘǎ ƪŜǇǘ ƻƴ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘ мрллΩǎ when Nobunaga Oda made the first big steps 
toward unifying Japan. In 1568 he was able to capture Kyoto and finally overthrew the Muromachi 
Bakufu in 1573. 
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