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​Introduction
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In the grand theater of world history, few nations command the stage with the same blend of mystique and intrigue as the archipelago of Japan. Nestled in the heart of the Pacific Ocean, Japan's story is a tapestry woven with threads of tradition, innovation, and resilience. From the misty origins of ancient mythology to the dazzling lights of modernity, Japan's journey through time is a captivating saga of triumphs and tribulations, of conquests and contemplation.

From the imperial glory of the Heian period to the feudal tumult of the Warring States, Japan's past is a mosaic of conflict and concord, of tradition and transformation. Through the rise and fall of dynasties, the emergence of shogunates, and the enduring legacy of Zen Buddhism, Japan's identity is forged in the crucible of history, tempered by the fires of adversity.

Yet, as we gaze upon the storied shores of Japan, we are reminded that history is not merely a chronicle of events, but a reflection of the human condition itself. In the rise and fall of empires, the clash of cultures, and the pursuit of enlightenment, we find echoes of our own struggles and aspirations, mirrored in the timeless narrative of Japan's past.
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​Chapter 1: The Founding of Japan
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Prior to the reign of Emperor Jimmu (660–585 BC), Japan was immersed in what is known as the Age of the Deities, a mythical era populated by divine beings and characterized by extraordinary tales. Among these stories, the creation myth stands prominent, wherein the deities Izanagi and Izanami were ordained by the celestial God of Heaven to forge a nation from the islets adrift in the cosmic sea. Descending to the island of Onokoro, the divine couple united as husband and wife, crafting the Eight Great Islands of Japan. The creation saga extended further as they brought forth deities to oversee the sea, mountains, winds, fire, flora, and fauna. Among their progeny were the deities Amaterasu-Ōmikami, Tsukiyomi, and Susanoö, with Amaterasu being endowed with a preeminent grace that garnered her father's particular favor.

Amaterasu was appointed to govern the heavenly realm, Tsukiyomi was assigned the land of night, and Susanoö took dominion over the seas. However, Susanoö's failure to adhere to his father’s commands led to his banishment. Upon ascending to the heavenly domain to explain his misfortune to Amaterasu, his tumultuous demeanor mistakenly suggested hostile intentions, causing Amaterasu to retreat into a cave. This withdrawal plunged her realm into darkness, precipitating various calamities. The ensuing divine council orchestrated a series of pacifications that coaxed Amaterasu out, thereby restoring light and order to the realm.

Susanoö's subsequent fate was exile, during which he ventured to Izumo. There, he famously slew an eight-headed dragon and retrieved a precious sword from its body, which he presented to Amaterasu as a reconciliatory gift. He later settled in Izumo, marrying a terrestrial deity’s daughter and leaving governance to his son, Ōkuni-nushi.

As the heavenly and earthly narratives intertwined, Amaterasu, observing that the land of Midzuho-no-kuni (now mainland Japan) required direct divine oversight, initially designated her son Amano-oshihohomimi to descend and rule. Yet, given reports of turmoil, a series of divine envoys were dispatched, only to be met with resistance or failure until Takemikazuchi succeeded in convincing Ōkuni-nushi to cede his throne to Amaterasu’s lineage. This transition was solidified when Ninigi, Amaterasu’s grandson, was sent to establish enduring peace, carrying the Yasaka Jewel, Mirror, and Kusanagi Sword—sacred relics symbolizing the celestial mandate.

Under the guidance of the terrestrial deity Sarudahiko, Ninigi descended to Kiushu, taking residence at Kasasa Promontory and marrying a local deity's daughter. Their lineage, marked by divine favor and strife among their offspring, ultimately culminated in the emergence of Emperor Jimmu, establishing a divine dynasty that would lead Japan through the merging of celestial lore and human history, forever linking the mythical past with the temporal realm.

In 660 B.C, a pivotal moment marked the beginning of the Japanese Empire, as recounted in the nation's mythology. The tale unfolds with Itsuse and Iwarehiko, deliberating in Hyūga about the future seat of their administration, deciding to venture eastward. Their journey, under the guidance of a terrestrial deity, saw them warmly received and supported by local communities as they moved from Kiushū to Shikoku and onward across the main island.

Their aspirations, however, were soon challenged by a formidable local chieftain, Nagasunehiko, who ruled under the influence of Prince Nigihayahi, a descendant of the heavenly deity. Viewing the advancing deities and their entourage as threats, Nagasunehiko rallied his forces in opposition. The conflict that ensued led to Itsuse being fatally wounded, prompting a strategic withdrawal to Kii, where he ultimately succumbed to his injuries.

Undeterred, Iwarehiko, guided by regional princes and welcomed by the local populace, continued the campaign. His legitimacy, derived from divine descent, was initially contested by Nagasunehiko, who demanded proof of celestial lineage. After verifying each other’s artifacts as authentic, the conflict escalated until Nagasunehiko’s obstinance led to his demise at the hands of Prince Nigihayahi, who then aligned with Iwarehiko.

With new allies, Iwarehiko consolidated control over Yamato, establishing his capital at Kashiwabara and setting the foundations of imperial governance that would characterize the burgeoning Japanese state. This era, later defined by historians as beginning in 660 B.C., saw Iwarehiko revered as Emperor Jimmu, the first sovereign of Japan.

The subsequent narrative of succession encapsulates the early imperial drama. After Jimmu’s death, his younger son, Prince Takishimimi, attempted to usurp the throne, leading to internal strife resolved by the valor of Kannuna-gawamimi, who was subsequently enthroned as Emperor Suisei. This inaugurated a lineage of rulers marked by relatively uneventful reigns but underscored by gradual cultural and technological advancement.

Life in these nascent times was characterized by simplicity. The sparse population, separated by challenging terrain and limited by rudimentary transportation, lived in a mix of rudimentary wooden structures and subterranean dwellings. Despite these conditions, there were significant advances in agriculture, fishing, and hunting, supplemented by emerging practices in food preparation, including the brewing of saké. Cultural expressions through clothing and ornaments made from natural and crafted materials highlighted an evolving aesthetic sensibility.

Moreover, the era witnessed early developments in metallurgy, evidenced by the use of copper and iron for tools and weapons. This period laid the groundwork for the sophisticated empire that Japan would eventually become, driven by a blend of divine myth and the pragmatic needs of its people, navigating through centuries of isolation and interaction.

In the formative years of Japan's history, marriage customs were notably different from those of later times; notably, it was the bridegroom who would journey to the bride's home. The societal norms allowed men to take multiple wives, though women were restricted to just one husband. Divination played a critical role in resolving uncertainties, while music and dance were already entrenched cultural practices, with instruments such as the koto and the flute used to express a range of emotions from joy to sorrow. Songs, believed to be divine in origin with the oldest known attributed to the deity Susanoö, were an integral part of the cultural expression. Emperor Jimmu himself used song to commemorate and inspire valorous deeds amongst his warriors.

A deep-rooted reverence for the national deities permeated all strata of society, mingled with a pervasive superstitious fear of countless spirits. This spiritual and divine respect contributed significantly to the Emperor Jimmu's authority, as he was seen as a direct descendant of the gods, a perception that facilitated his rule. The emperor, convinced of the divine orchestration of fate, diligently performed sacrificial rites, integrating religious practice deeply into the fabric of governance. This conflation of the sacred and the civic was evident in the societal norms where purity was paramount—manifested in practices such as constructing separate dwellings for the deceased or for childbirth, and rituals of purification involving bathing in rivers upon contact with anything deemed unclean.

The intertwining of religion and government was also evident in the architectural legacy of Emperor Jimmu, who established a dual-purpose building in Kashiwabara that served both as his residence and as a sanctuary for the sacred insignia of leadership: the Mirror, Jewel, and Sword. This tradition continued until the tenth emperor, Sujin, initiated a separation of the sacred from the secular by creating duplicates of the Mirror and Sword, entrusting the originals to a shrine managed by imperial princesses. This marked a significant evolution in the separation of spiritual and temporal powers, with the original sacred objects eventually housed in the Ise Shrine, and the Sword in the Atsuta Shrine in Owari.

Under the reigns of Emperors Sujin and his successor Suinin, there was a concerted effort to enhance agriculture and improve communication networks, alongside efforts to pacify and extend the imperial dominion. These expansions often led to conflicts with the indigenous tribes of the northern and southern regions. From the era of Emperor Keikō, tales of these conflicts proliferate, illustrating the tumultuous and martial nature of these times. For instance, when the Kumaso of Tsukushi in Kyushu rebelled, the emperor himself led military campaigns against the insurrections. In a notable episode, Prince Yamato-dake resorted to subterfuge to quell a rebellion, disguising himself as a woman to gain access and ultimately assassinate the Kumaso chief and his warriors. 

Following his triumphant return from Kiushū, the emperor received reports from a special commissioner about a unique region in the northeast called Hidakami. The inhabitants, known as the Emishi, distinguished themselves through their distinct appearance, wearing their hair tied up and bodies tattooed, and were noted for their valorous deeds. The commissioner suggested that this fertile and expansive territory would make a valuable addition to the imperial domain. Not long after, the Emishi rebelled, prompting Prince Yamato-dake, freshly victorious over the Kumaso, to volunteer for the campaign against this new threat.

Prince Yamato-dake quelled local uprisings en route and sailed to the northern rebellious region. Upon nearing the shores, he strategically displayed a large mirror at the prow of his ship. The reflection, perceived as a demonstration of imperial power and majesty, struck fear into the hearts of the Emishi chieftains and their warriors. Overawed by this display, they discarded their weapons and pledged allegiance to the prince. With the support of these newly subdued groups, the prince extended the imperial conquest further, subjugating other resisting factions, possibly reaching what is now known as the province of Iwaki.

However, the campaign took a toll on the prince. On his return journey, beset by further local skirmishes, he fell gravely ill and succumbed to his ailment, much to the emperor's profound sorrow. The story of Prince Yamato-dake’s bravery and tragic demise continues to resonate deeply in the Japanese cultural memory.

The territorial expansions realized during the reigns of three successive emperors necessitated a comprehensive reorganization of the local administration under Emperor Shōmu, the son of Keikō. Though the specifics of Shōmu's reforms are scant, it is known that the number of local administrative regions, initially only nine provinces established by Emperor Jimmu, had expanded significantly. By the time of Emperor Shōmu, the empire encompassed 63 provinces, extending north to Shinobu, east to Tsukuba, west to Amakusa, and south to Kii. These provinces were governed by local officials, continuing a process of administrative division that would eventually increase the number of provinces to 144 by the reign of Emperor Suikō in 645 A.D., during the Taika Reformation.

This period, marking the reigns from Jimmu to Shōmu, is regarded as the foundational era of the Japanese Empire, primarily focused on the internal organization, expansion, and stabilization of the realm. Foreign relations were minimal at this stage, with external influences barely beginning to permeate the insular nation. The distinctions between provinces, known as kuni, and districts, or agata, reflected geographical and administrative variations that were a direct response to the natural landscape, underscoring the complex evolution of Japan's early governmental structure.

During the period from 192 A.D. to 645 A.D., Japan's foreign relations primarily centered around the Korean Peninsula, home to several small, often conflicting kingdoms. While the historical record on these early interactions remains scant and somewhat unreliable, it is believed that some Korean chieftains may have acknowledged Japan's suzerainty at various times. The relationship between Japan and Korea began to intensify, particularly with the kingdom of Shiragi, which was noted for its martial prowess. It is thought that Shiragi may have instigated or at least supported rebellions in Kiushū against the Japanese emperor, setting the stage for what would become one of Japan's most legendary military expeditions.

This period is famously marked by the expedition led by Empress Jingū around 200 A.D., as per enduring legends. As unrest once again surged in Tsukushi, Kiushū, Emperor Chūai personally responded, seeking divine guidance for his campaign. The gods, through the Empress Jingū, advised that subduing Shiragi would quell the Kumaso without further conflict. However, the Emperor's hesitation to accept this divine strategy led to his untimely death, viewed as a celestial punishment for his doubt. Empress Jingū, masking the emperor's demise, commanded the situation with resolute leadership, engaging in sacrificial rites that reaffirmed the gods' counsel. After subduing several rebellious tribes and securing an omen through a fishing venture, Jingū resolved to directly confront Shiragi. Her meticulously planned invasion, empowered by the element of divine legitimacy and strategic prowess, resulted in the peaceful submission of Shiragi's king, who vowed eternal allegiance to Japan. This legend was later used by Japanese Imperialists in the 20th century to justify expansion into Korea.

This period also marked a significant moment in Japan's cultural and political evolution, including the introduction of Chinese writing through Korea. This cultural import began during the reign of Emperor Ojin, son of Empress Jingū, and significantly influenced Japan's bureaucratic and scholarly practices. The arrival of Achiki, a renowned Korean scholar, marked the beginning of formal Chinese learning in Japan. This was further enhanced by subsequent arrivals of other scholars who brought with them not just knowledge in classical Chinese texts but also various crafts and skills that propelled Japanese cultural and technological advancements.

The continued importation of Chinese culture and the eventual introduction of Buddhism, which arrived via Korean intermediaries, deeply affected the Japanese societal structure and religious landscape. Buddhism's introduction during Emperor Kimmei's reign through gifts from the Korean kingdom of Kudara catalyzed significant religious and cultural shifts. While initial resistance to Buddhism was strong, citing allegiance to native deities, the eventual acceptance and integration of Buddhism signified a profound transformation in Japanese spiritual and cultural life.

This era, shrouded in mystery, nonetheless laid foundational changes that would shape Japan's imperial and cultural trajectory. The interplay between native traditions and imported influences set the stage for future shifts towards more centralized and bureaucratically sophisticated governance.

The Taikwa Reformation, which began in 645 A.D. under the auspices of Prince Naka-no-ōye and Nakatomi-no-Kamatari, represents a pivotal moment in Japanese history. This era, aptly named "Great Change," saw the adoption of the Chinese system of year-periods and the introduction of sweeping reforms that fundamentally altered the administrative landscape of Japan. These changes were modeled on the sophisticated centralized governance and refined civilization of the T'ang dynasty in China, which the Japanese reformers sought to emulate.

By the year 701, with the enactment of the Taihō code, this extensive reformation was completed. It transformed both the central and local government institutions across the reigns of six sovereigns and fundamentally restructured nearly every aspect of national life.

One of the core elements of these reforms was the land tenure system. Previously, powerful noble families could extend their landholdings vastly, often at the expense of commoners who faced perpetual eviction. The reformers, inspired by their Chinese counterparts, radically altered this by confiscating all private land holdings and redistributing them equally among the populace, establishing a system where land ownership was, in theory, vested in the state. Although the actual practices of periodic redistribution and equal allotment eventually fell by the wayside, the principle that land was ultimately state-owned persisted much longer.

This economic restructuring was complemented by administrative reforms at both the local and central levels. Locally, traditional divisions such as provinces (kuni) and districts (kōri) were maintained, but towns were systematically organized, and robust measures were introduced to ensure public order and facilitate state control, including the establishment of relay stations for post horses and guard-houses at strategic locations.

At the central government level, the power was vested in three principal officials — the ministers of the left, of the right, and of the interior. The administration was further organized into eight departments, each responsible for various aspects of governance, from records and ceremonies to military and financial affairs.

The implementation of these reforms also included a new meritocratic approach to selecting officials, moving away from the hereditary system that had favored the nobility. This change aimed to create a bureaucracy that was both efficient and capable, though in practice, the influence of noble families continued due to entrenched customs.

The reforms extended beyond mere administrative restructuring. They also sought to foster a more direct connection between the government and its citizens. Grievance boxes were set up where citizens could leave complaints, and the state took active steps to improve the agricultural sector by issuing proclamations encouraging good practices and virtues among farmers.

The introduction of these reforms coincided with and facilitated a period of greater international engagement, particularly with Korea and China, which had profound cultural and political influences on Japan. This era saw the introduction of Buddhism and Chinese writing systems, which played significant roles in shaping Japanese culture and governance.

However, the reforms also faced challenges, particularly from the entrenched interests of powerful families like the Soga, and from external military entanglements in the Korean peninsula. The military campaigns in Korea, while initially driven by attempts to subdue rebellious tributary states, eventually required Japan to rethink its strategies regarding international relations and defense.
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The Nara period (710 to 794 A.D) begins notably with the ascension of Empress Genmei to the throne. Two years into her reign, the imperial capital was established at Nara in the province of Yamato, marking a significant shift as the seat of government, previously nomadic, found a permanent home. This new capital, known as Heijō ("castle of tranquillity"), was constructed with grandeur, reflecting the era's prosperity and cultural refinement. Over these seventy-five years, encompassing the rule of seven sovereigns, the Nara epoch unfolded, characterized by a robust centralization of power initiated by earlier emperors such as Tenchi and Temmu, and further advanced by the likes of Mommu and his descendants.

This period is also distinguished by the escalating influence of the Fujiwara family, descendants of Kamatari, whose power would later overshadow even that of the sovereign. However, during the early Nara period, this phenomenon was yet to fully manifest, and the emperor remained the central figure in the highly centralized government system established by the Taikwa reforms.

Buddhism saw significant expansion during this time, driven by the devoutness of the imperial court and the efforts of eminent priests. The religious influence began in the days of Emperor Kimmei and reached new heights under Emperor Shōmu, who commanded that an altar be placed in every home and provincial temples be constructed across the realm. The construction of the colossal copper and gold Buddha statue at Tōdai-ji, which stands to this day, exemplifies the era's dedication to the religion.

The social policies of the period were equally transformative. Empress Kōmyō, alongside Emperor Shōmu, founded institutions for the destitute and sick, reflecting a governance deeply influenced by Buddhist compassion. This era also saw the prolific priest Gyōgi rise to prominence, advocating for the integration of Buddhist beliefs with native Shintō practices by suggesting that Shintō deities were manifestations of Buddha, thus easing the religious transition for many Japanese.

The Nara epoch was not only a time of religious and cultural growth but also significant material and intellectual development. Priests and scholars, often traveling to China, returned with knowledge that propelled agricultural and industrial advancements. The era witnessed substantial progress in architecture, sculpture, and other crafts, largely driven by the construction of temples and religious artifacts. The enduring artifacts in Nara, untouched by war or disaster, continue to testify to this period's artistic and technical achievements.

Education also received attention, with the establishment of a university in Kyōto and local schools across the provinces, promoting the study of Chinese classics and history, which were central to the period's scholarly pursuits. The compilation of the "Kojiki" and the "Nihongi," as well as other historical records, marked significant literary achievements that provided a wealth of information on Japan's ancient traditions.

Despite the artistic and governmental successes, the period was not without its challenges. The latter part of the Nara epoch saw the rise of partisanship and favoritism, culminating in the troubling ascendancy of the priest Dōkyō, who wielded enormous power under the empress dowager. His influence, however, was curtailed following his overreach towards the throne, showcasing the complex interplay of religion and politics during this transformative period.

The Heian epoch, inaugurated in 794 AD when Emperor Kammu decisively relocated the imperial capital to what is now known as Kyoto, delineated a new era in Japanese history which extended to the precipice of the feudal era in 1186 AD. This period, marked by a relative peace and stability, provided fertile ground for the flowering of Japanese arts and culture, but also set the stage for the rise of the military class which would eventually dominate the nation.

In the newly established capital of Heian-kyō—literally "the citadel of peace"—the court luxuriated in an environment of artistic and bureaucratic sophistication modeled in part on the Chinese Tang dynasty's capital at Chang’an. This meticulously planned city was laid out in a grid pattern, a symbolic reflection of the celestial order and imperial authority on earth, with the emperor’s palace strategically positioned at its northern center.

During this epoch, Heian-kyō became a cultural wellspring, epitomized by the flourishing of literature, such as the seminal "Tale of Genji" by Murasaki Shikibu, and a refined court culture that prioritized aesthetic achievement and aristocratic poise. Buddhism, having taken root in earlier periods, now blossomed with new fervor, supported by the state and interwoven with the native Shinto practices to form a complex religious foundation that deeply influenced the arts, governance, and daily life.

Despite the refined cultural achievements of the period, the Heian era also saw the ascendancy of powerful aristocratic families such as the Fujiwara, who through strategic marriages to the imperial family, and manipulation of courtly politics, effectively controlled the emperor, turning him into little more than a figurehead. This manipulation of power was echoed in the rise of regional military leaders, or daimyō, who, amassing private armies, carved out their own autonomous regions, laying the groundwork for the eventual shift to feudal governance.
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