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INTRODUCTION [image: Image] The Samurai

MOST PEOPLE have a general impression of the samurai as heroic warriors, governed by a stern code of conduct and self-discipline, who embodied both fighting power and social virtue. This is a reasonable generalization, but like all social groups the samurai evolved over time. They were shaped by the same forces that created other societies worldwide – conflict, economics and a need to govern.

[image: Image]

A depiction of the samurai warriors Ichijō Jirō Tadanori and Notonokami Noritsune locked in battle, showing the distinctive costume and weaponry associated with the samurai class.




The word ‘samurai’ can be translated as ‘those who serve’, which is not exactly the same thing as bushi, or warrior. The samurai class were a social group who served in a military capacity and were therefore definitely warriors, but for much of Japan’s history there were a great many warriors who were not samurai. To a large extent it was service, and therefore being a part of the stable social order, that defined the samurai as more than wielders of weapons.

Disgraced samurai, such as those who had failed to protect their master or who had actively betrayed him, were expected to commit suicide in a particularly unpleasant manner. Ritual self-disembowelment, known as seppuku, was the honourable alternative to defeat and the punishment for failure. It may seem incredible that anyone would actually do this, but the ideal pervaded society to the degree that a samurai who did not do the honourable thing would find his life was not worth living. Seppuku absolved the samurai of blame and ensured he would not bring disgrace upon his family. With such a harsh self-punishment hanging over them, the loyalty of samurai warriors was greatly enhanced.


BUSHIDŌ–CODE OF THE SAMURAI

The code of conduct followed by the samurai, which became known as bushidō, made them reliable servants and loyal warriors. It was not referred to in this manner until the 16th century and the details varied over time, but what did not change was that a warrior had to be loyal and honourable. Treachery and stealthy murder were as much a part of ancient Japanese politics as anywhere else, making reliable guards and vassals essential.



[image: Image]

Royal envoys deliver instructions to Ako daimyo Asano Naganori that he is to commit seppuku as punishment for assaulting a fellow court official named Kira Yoshhinaka.




The class system in Japan

The rise of the samurai class to the top of Japanese society was natural. It is common in most cultures for a ruling elite to emerge and for this group to have both military duties and martial prerogatives. It is not unusual that those who risk their lives and engage in hard training to protect a society will want a hand in governing it, and of course those who can fight can take control if they want to. Once in control, limiting the ability of the lower echelons of society to mount a significant challenge greatly assists in maintaining the status quo.


Access to military training is one tool in preserving the social order. A nervous rabble, no matter how well equipped, is unlikely to be able to stand against a seasoned military force. If the rabble also have inferior weaponry and protection, then their fate is sealed. Thus the military elite have tended to rise to the highest social ranks throughout history. There have always been exceptions, but Japanese society was not one of them.

Social stratification had existed for centuries by the beginning of the Edo period (1603–1868) but it was at this time that the rigid class system was implemented in an attempt to stabilize society after decades of civil war. The status of the samurai was confirmed as a governing and military class. The greatest of them, the daimyo, were feudal warlords who maintained a body of samurai warriors to enforce their rule.

[image: Image]

The Heiji Rebellion of 1160 was caused by rivalries among powerful samurai clans. It resulted in the destruction of the Sanjo Palace and the imprisonment of the Emperor.
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Konishi Yukinaga (1555–1600) is notable for having refused to commit seppuku after defeat. This was due to his religious beliefs as a convert to Christianity.




The economy of Japan was based on rice farming, making farmers the main generators of wealth and naturally the highest of the non-noble classes. Unlike most European societies, farmers ranked above craftsmen, and below craftsmen were the merchants. This concept was based on what each social group produced. Farmers produced rice and were taxed by the samurai class, while craftsmen undertook essential work and made beautiful items that the upper echelons of society desired or even considered necessary to their standard of living. Merchants, who produced nothing, ranked lowest of those within the social order. Some people, such as beggars and religious figures, lay outside the formal hierarchy.

This system was formalized and enforced during the Edo period, but it was based on what had gone before. The earliest samurai were warriors who served feudal lords and were supported by those further down the social order. They became part of the noble or ruling class over time, and their arms and equipment evolved as the nature of warfare and society changed.
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Japanese blade weapons of the 14th century: katana, wakizashi and tanto.
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Warriors under the command of Kusunoki Masashige defend the castle at Akasaka during the Genko War of 1331 to 1333.






Samurai weapons and their symbolism

Popular culture tends to associate the samurai with their swords, notably the long katana and shorter wakizashi. Worn together, this pair of weapons was known as daishō, and the samurai were the only social class permitted to possess them. The katana became the symbol of the samurai warrior to the point where it was said his soul rested within it. However, swords are weapons for personal combat rather than the battlefield.

While the daishō was a symbol of authority and also a means of enforcing it, it might well be thought of as belonging to the role of the samurai class as governors – a social tool as much as a weapon. Swords were used on the battlefield of course, but most warriors went into action armed with the bow or the spear – weapons much better suited to large-scale combat.



THE BOW (YUMI)

The bow of the samurai was known as the yumi and was of asymmetric construction to enable it to be used on horseback. Making such a weapon required a high standard of craftsmanship, and one could only be used effectively after extensive practice. Only a professional military class could afford the time to become proficient and physically capable of wielding such a weapon, to the point that the lifestyle of the samurai warrior became known as ‘the way of the bow and the horse’.



The quintessential Japanese spear, or naginata, differed from the typical European equivalent in that it had what amounts to a sword blade at its tip. Capable of making slashing attacks as well as thrusting, the naginata was a versatile weapon akin to many European pole weapons. Like other characteristically Japanese weapons the naginata relied on a slashing cut rather than the powerful impact of a heavy blade. A straight-bladed spear known as a yari was also widely used.

Few swords, or weapons with sword-like blades, are heavy enough to chop in the manner of an axe. Instead, they rely on a slicing action. So long as a sharp edge meets the target firmly enough to bite, and remains in contact, the act of drawing the blade through the wound enlarges the hole. In this manner even a relatively light blade can inflict horrific wounds.


The curve on a blade assists the slashing action, but correct edge alignment is essential, as are the body mechanics of the wielder. A tired or poorly trained warrior – or one who has just slightly misjudged the blow – can make what looks like an effective stroke only to find it has failed to put the opponent out of action. Against an unarmoured opponent, almost any contact with the edge of a katana or naginata is likely to be serious, whereas striking that effective blow against an opponent who is moving and is protected by some form of armour is much more difficult.

[image: Image]

Satsuma no Kami Tadanori was a key figure in the struggles between the Minamoto and Taira clans known as the Genpei War (1180–85).






Samurai armour and its symbolism

The armour of a samurai warrior was a powerful social symbol as well as a means of personal protection. Its design was intended to intimidate enemies and to remind those of lower rank that they were in the presence of someone important. Practically, it was a force-multiplier and a means of protecting the investment of time and training required to produce an effective warrior.

It takes years to develop the skills required to fight effectively, and to gain the experience necessary for good governance as well as warfare. A young samurai lost in his first battle was a waste of potential, and a seasoned warrior killed by a stray arrow meant that his accumulated wisdom could not be passed on to the next generation. Keeping samurai alive represented more than just self-interest: it was critical to the long-term success of society.

[image: Image]

A samurai warrior armed with his primary weapon, the bow. His daisho (swords) are primarily personal rather than battlefield weapons.
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‘Minamoto no Yoriyoshi Striking a Rock with His Bow to Provide Water for His Troops’ (by Yamagiwa Toshimitsu, late 19th century).



Thus the armour used by the samurai was a symbol of their importance in Japanese society but also a means of perpetuating that society. Armour designs and construction methods changed over time as the samurai mode of warfare developed and new threats emerged. Technology and the availability of materials also played a part in determining the form taken by armour, along with aesthetic preferences and fashions.


[image: Image]

It is usual for the colouring of skirt segments to proceed from light at the top to dark at the bottom, with the pattern repeated on each segment. However, on this 18th century example the skirt segments each have different colour patterns.
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Late 16th century samurai armour displayed in the traditional manner seated atop its carrying box. This example belonged to Ishida Mitsunari (1559–1600).




Armour had to balance protection against weight and bulk, but there were other factors too. Cost might not matter much to the uppermost echelons of society, but some members of the samurai class were little better off than the common folk. The time taken to don armour could be critical during a sudden emergency, and of course a warrior’s armour had to permit him to carry out whatever motions were required for his chosen mode of fighting and to ride a horse comfortably.

The nature of the threat must also be considered. On the battlefield, arrows and, later, bullets fired from matchlock muskets could nullify many years of training without the samurai even being the intended target. Spears and pole weapons were another battlefield threat, and there was always the chance of an assassination attempt made with a knife or improvised weapon. A duel against a trained warrior armed with a katana or other sword was a real possibility.

[image: Image]

‘Fighting men’, print by Utagawa Kunitsuna (1865).



Different weapons presented different threats. Protection against a slicing blade could be enhanced by the wearer’s movement away from the blow, or the threat of his own weapon causing the opponent to rush the stroke or make a suboptimal attempt to land it. Arrows and bullets, on the other hand, concentrated their force at a precise point in a manner that could not realistically be mitigated by evasive footwork or a defensive sword action. There were also times when battlefield armour could not be worn but there was still a threat of attack. Alternative, concealable, protection was required.

[image: Image]

Samurai armour took a variety of forms, all of them complex and imbued with social significance. Merely donning armour was a skill that required training and practice if it were to be worn in a comfortable and effective manner.




[image: Image]

Three Japanese warriors depicted some time in the 19th century.



A warrior’s armour thus had to be effective against the threats he was likely to face, but it also had to allow freedom of movement and be affordable. It was critical that it was not so complex it took too long to put on, and ideally it needed to be possible to repair and modify the armour. On top of all these factors, the armour had to play a social role. It needed to project authority and status both as a deterrent and a means of intimidating enemies, or be subtle enough to avoid notice and perhaps causing offence.

As warfare in Japan evolved and social change took place, so did the armour of the samurai develop to counter new threats, to meet new requirements and to embrace new construction techniques. Even after modern firearms made traditional armour more or less obsolete it remained a symbol of the ruling class.







CHAPTER 1 [image: Image]Historical Context

JAPAN IS AN ARCHIPELAGO of over 6,800 islands separated from the continent of Asia by the Sea of Japan. The shortest sea crossing from Asia is the Korea Strait, which is divided into eastern and western channels by the island of Tsushima. It is likely that the first humans entered Japan by this route, around 35,000 years ago. This was around the time of the Last Glacial Maximum, when sea levels were lower and many areas were uninhabitable due to ice sheets or harsh conditions.

[image: Image]

Samurai during the Mito rebellion of 1864. By this time firearms made traditional armour obsolete for combat purposes but it remained a powerful social symbol.




The end of the Ice Age brought with it a rapid retreat of the ice and a rising of sea levels along with climate change in most parts of the world. It was during this period, around 10,000 years ago, that the Jōmon culture emerged. These were a Neolithic people who supported themselves by semi-nomadic hunting and gathering.


Ancient Japan (10,000 BCE–794 CE)

The Jōmon period lasted around 10,000 years, during which rising sea levels separated the islands of Shikoku and Kyushu by creating what is now known as the Bungo Channel. Climate change also made food more abundant, allowing greater population growth and enabling communities to remain in one place for longer before seeking new food resources.

After a warm period that saw many communities migrate to higher ground, average temperatures fell until around 1000 BCE, when most Jōmon communities moved back to the coasts and were incorporating a large amount of seafood in their diet. Mobility between the Japanese islands was certainly possible, and there is evidence of regular trade with what is now Korea.
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