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In the Western historical lexicon, the terms “middle ages” and “medieval” often conjure up 
images of backwards and stagnation.  During its chūsei epoch (中世時代) from the end of the 
twelfth century to the middle of the sixteenth, however, Japan pulsated with political, economic, 
and cultural creativity.  This course will explore the following topics central to Japan’s medieval 
revolution: (•) the construction of new forms of political authority, namely the samurai-led 
shogunate that shared power with the Emperor and aristocracy, (•) the emergence of fresh 
cultural norms, including warrior values and the ethos of the detached hermit, (•) the appearance 
of Zen and popular Buddhist religious sects, (•) the intersection of innovative “Zen arts” 
(especially noh drama, landscape gardening, flower arranging, and the tea ceremony) with 
samurai governance in an attempt to form a kind of rule through “soft-power,” (•) a new 
visibility of commoners and women in written and visual records, and (•) the destruction of 
Kyoto and its subsequent resurgence in the sixteenth century as a city shared by aristocrats, 
warriors, merchants, and artisans.  Finally, we also will be concerned with the various ways in 
which Japanese men and women in the modern era have remembered and interpreted the 
medieval past in order to define “Japaneseness” and to construct guidelines and justifications for 
their own beliefs and behaviors. 
 
 
  TOPICS AND READINGS   

You are expected to read and to think about the assignments according to the following schedule.  
To this end, I have requested the Rockefeller Library to make available as many readings as 
possible and all films through the Course Reserve (OCRA) system (the course password is 
Kyoto7).  The Canvas website includes the course syllabus, chronologies, discussion handouts, 
the few readings not available on OCRA, and other materials.  For each discussion session, I will 
distribute in advance a list of readings and topics for thought and possible discussion. 
 
The medieval period has a complicated set of chronological subdivisions.  The scholars you will 
read tend to pick and choose among the following: 

Kamakura period, 1185-1333 
Kenmu Restoration, 1333-1336 
Nanbokuchō  (Northern and Southern Courts) epoch, 1334-1392 
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Muromachi (Ashikaga) period, 1336-1573 
Kitayama epoch, late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries 
Higashiyama epoch, latter half of fifteenth century 
Sengoku, 1478-1568 
Reunification (Azuchi-Momoyama epoch), 1568-1600 

 
 
  The Kamakura Epoch  
 
In this introductory segment of the course (September 16 ~ September 30), we will cover the 
period from the middle of the twelfth century to the 1330s.  In particular, we will examine (a) 
conceptions of the medieval period, (b) the appearance of the samurai on the stage of Japanese 
history, (c) a reconstruction of governance in order to grant the samurai a share of authority with 
the Emperor and aristocrats, (d) the emergence of new warrior values, and (e) the flourishing of 
popular Buddhist religions and Zen. 
 
 
  September 9: Welcome: To a time and place 

Course content and expectations 
Is the medieval period still alive in contemporary Japan? 

 
  September 16: The new medieval political order 

Discussion topics: 
General historical themes, 1180-1333 
Pondering “medievalness” 
The rise of the samurai 
The Genpei Wars (1180-1185) 
Establishing the Minamoto (Kamakura) shogunate (1192-1333) 

Readings: 
John W. Hall, Japan: From Prehistory to Modern Times, pp. 75-102 only of ch. 7 (“The 

Feudal Age”); recommended for those wishing an overview of the era. 
Joan R. Piggott, “Defining ‘Ancient’ and ‘Classical’,” in Karl F. Friday, ed., Japan 

Emerging, pp. 21-31. 
Andrew Edmund Goble, “Defining ‘Medieval’,” in Karl F. Friday, ed., Japan Emerging, pp. 

32-41. 
John W. Hall, “Kyoto as Historical Background,” in Hall and Jeffery P. Mass, eds., 

Medieval Japan: Essays in Institutional History, pp. 3-38. 
Martin Collcutt, “The ‘Emergence of the Samurai’ and the Military History of Early Japan,” 

Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 56:1 (June 1996), pp. 151-64. 
Andrew Edmund Goble, “The Kamakura Shogunate and the Beginnings of Warrior Power,” 

in Karl F. Friday, ed., Japan Emerging, pp. 189-99. 
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The Tale of the Heike, Helen Craig McCullough, tr., “Introduction” (pp. 1-11); “Principal 
Characters” (pp. 17-19); pp. 23-30 only of chapter 1 and ch. 6 (pp. 197-223).  [Note: This 
reading is available both on OCRA and Canvas.] 

 

  September 23: The new samurai cultural ethos 
Discussion topics: 

Samurai men 
Samurai women 

Readings: 
Helen Craig McCullough, “A Tale of Mutsu,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, v. 25 

(1964-1965), pp. 178-211. 
The Tale of the Heike, chapter 11 (pp. 358-400).  [Note: This reading is available both on 

OCRA and Canvas.] 
Karl Friday, Samurai, Warfare and the State in Early Medieval Japan, ch. 5 (“The Culture 

of War”), pp. 135-63. 
The Tale of the Heike, the “Giō” section of chapter 1 (pp. 30-37) and “The Initiates Chapter” 

(pp. 426-38).  [Note: This reading is available both on OCRA and Canvas.] 
Royal Tyler, “Tomoe: The Woman Warrior,” in Chieko Irie Mulhern, ed., Heroic with 

Grace: Legendary Women of Japan, pp. 129-61. 
Martin Collcutt, “‘Nun Shogun’: Politics and Religion in the Life of Hōjō Masako (1157-

1225),” in Barbara Ruch, ed., Engendering Faith: Women and Buddhism in Premodern 
Japan, pp. 165-87. 

 
  September 30: Medieval Religions: Zen and the popular sects  

Discussion topics: 
Zen comes to Japan 
Core beliefs, kōan, and enlightenment 
The monastic life 
Jōdo Shinshū, The True Pure Land Sect 

Readings: 
Martin Collcutt, “The Zen Monastery in Kamakura Society,” in Jeffrey P. Mass, ed., Court 

and Bakufu in Japan: Essays in Kamakura History, pp. 191-220. 
“Kōan,” Wikipedia, pp. 1-8. 
Ekai (also known as Mumon; fl early thirteenth century), “The Gateless Gate” (transcribed 

by Nyōgen Senzaki and Paul Reps), in Reps, comp., Zen Flesh, Zen Bones,  pp. 110-61; 
browse the section and bring in your personal favorite for discussion. 

Eiheiji (NHK TV documentary). 
Pierre François Souyri, The World Turned Upside Down, ch. 6 (“Kamakura: A Society in 

Transformation”), pp. 84-100. 
James C, Dobbins, “Envisioning Kamakura Buddhism,” in Richard K. Payne, ed., Re-

Visioning “Kamakura” Buddhism, pp. 24-42. 
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James C. Dobbins, Jōdo Shinshū: Shin Buddhism in Medieval Japan, ch. 3 (“Shinran and 
His Teachings”), pp. 21-46. 

 
 
  The Muromachi Epoch  
 
The second segment of the course (October 7 ~ November 11) will span the period from the 
1330s until the late fifteenth century.  We will examine (a) the Mongol invasions and the fall of 
the Kamakura shogunate, (b) the rise of the Ashikaga family and the political and economic 
underpinnings of the new Ashikaga shogunate, and (c) the flamboyant Kitayama cultural epoch 
that flourished during the administration of Yoshimitsu (1368-1394).  We then will turn our 
attention to (d) the administration of Yoshimasa (1449-1473) and the more restrained 
Higashiyama cultural epoch, and (e) the experiences of women in the medieval period. 
 
  October 7: Establishing the Ashikaga shogunate 

Discussion topics: 
General historical themes, c.1336~1500 
The Mongol invasions 
The early Ashikaga shoguns 
Regional warrior families 

Readings: 
“Mongol Invasions of Japan,” Wikipedia, pp. 1-6. 
Thomas D. Conlan, In Little Need of Divine Intervention, Part Three (“In Little Need of 

Divine Intervention”), pp. 254-75. 
Pierre François Souyri, The World Turned Upside Down, ch. 7 (“The Second Middle Ages: 

The Turning Point of the Fourteenth Century”), pp. 101-20. 
Prescott B. Wintersteen, Jr., “The Early Muromachi Bakufu in Kyoto,” in John W. Hall and 

Jeffrey P. Mass, eds., Medieval Japan: Essays in Institutional History, pp. 201-209. 
Kenneth A. Grossberg, Japan’s Renaissance: The Politics of the Muromachi Bakufu, pp. 12-

27 only of ch. 2 (“The Ashikaga Shogun in Muromachi Japan”). 
Thomas D. Conlan, State of War: The Violent Order of Fourteenth-Century Japan, 

“Introduction,” pp. 1-11; ch. 3 (“The Sinews of War: Military Supply and the 
Consolidation of Regional Authority”), pp. 83-106; and ch. 5 (“Largesse and the Limits 
of Loyalty: Lordly Obligations in the Age of Two Courts”), pp. 141-64. 

Ethan Segal, “The Medieval Economy,” in Karl F. Friday, ed., Japan Emerging, pp. 289-98. 
 
  October 14: The Kitayama cultural epoch: Grandiose architecture, reserved noh 

Discussion topics: 
What was the nature of the shogunate forged by Ashikaga Yoshimitsu? 
What innovations did Yoshimitsu make, and how did he change the conception of the office 

of shogun? 



Medieval Japan, p. 5 

How did Yoshimitsu use monumental architecture and the performing arts to enhance his 
prestige and authority? 

Noh as history 
Noh as drama 

Readings: 
H. Paul Varley, “Ashikaga Yoshimitsu and the World of Kitayama: Social Change and 

Shogunal Patronage in Early Muromachi Japan,” in John W. Hall and Toyoda Takeshi, 
eds., Japan in the Muromachi Age, pp. 183-204. 

Kenneth A. Grossberg, Japan’s Renaissance, pp. 27-39 of ch. 2 (“The Ashikaga Shogun in 
Muromachi Japan”). 

H. Paul Varley, “Cultural Life of the Warrior Elite in the Fourteenth Century,” in Jeffrey P. 
Mass, ed., The Origins of Japan’s Medieval World, pp. 192-208. 

Donald Keene, Some Japanese Portraits, “Zeami, 1333/4-1443,” pp. 35-42. 
Thomas B. Hare, Zeami’s Style: The Noh Plays of Zeami Motokiyo, ch. 1 (“A Documentary 

Biography”), pp. 11-38. 
Zeami Motokiyo, “Seami on the Art of the Nō,” tr. Ryusaku Tsunoda and Donald Keene, in 

Donald Keene, comp. and ed., Anthology of Japanese Literature: From the Earliest Era 
to the Mid-nineteenth Century, pp. 258-63. 

The Tale of the Heike, Helen Craig McCullough, tr., “The Death of Atsumori,” pp. 315-17.  
[Note: This reading is available both on OCRA and Canvas.] 

Zeami Motokiyo, “Atsumori” in Royall Tyler, ed. and tr., Japanese Nō Dramas, pp. 277-92. 
The noh portion only of The Traditional Performing Arts of Japan: Kabuki, Noh, and 

Bunraku (documentary film). 
 

  October 21: The Higashiyama cultural epoch and the recluse tradition 
Discussion topics: 

Architectural Contrasts: The Golden Pavilion and the Silver Pavilion 
The hoarfrost of the late fifteenth century 
Famous curmudgeons 

Readings: 
Pierre François Souyri, The World Turned Upside Down: Medieval Japanese Society, ch. 10 

(“The Splendor and Misery of the Muromachi Century: New Uprisings, New Cultures”), 
pp. 161-80. 

Kenneth A. Grossberg, Japan’s Renaissance, pp. 43-52 (the sub-chapter “The Shogun as 
Autocrat: Ashikaga Yoshinori”) and pp. 52-63 (the sub-chapter “The Decline of 
Shogunal Autocracy: Ashikaga Yoshimasa”). 

Hayashiya Tatsusaburō with George Elison, “Kyoto in the Muromachi Age,” in John W. 
Hall and Toyoda Takeshi, eds., Japan in the Muromachi Age, pp. 15-25 only. 

A. L. Sadler, “Introduction,” in Sadler, tr., The Ten Foot Square Hut and Tales of the Heike, 
pp. i-xii. 

Kamo no Chōmei, Hōjōki (The Ten-Foot Square Hut), in A. L. Sadler, tr., The Ten Foot 
Square Hut and Tales of the Heike, pp. 1-21. 
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Kenkō (aka Yoshida Kenkō and Urabe no Kaneyoshi), Essays in Idleness (Tsurezuregusa), 
tr. Donald Keene, “Introduction,” pp. xiii-xxi and selections of your choice.  [Note: This 
reading is available only on Canvas.] 

Japanese History and Literature (documentary film). 
 
  October 28: The flourishing of the “Zen Arts” 

Discussion topics: 
From beverage to ritual: From staying awake to being “elite” 
Zen gardens (Daisen’in and Ryōanji) 
Ikebana: From flower arranging to “The Way of Flowers” 
Zen arts and “soft power” 

Readings: 
Review pp. 178-80 of Pierre François Souyri, The World Turned Upside Down: Medieval 

Japanese Society. 
H. Paul Varley and George Elison, “The Culture of Tea: From Its Origins to Sen no Rikyū,” 

in Elison and Bardwell L. Smith, eds., Warlords, Artists, & Commoners: Japan in the 
Sixteenth Century, pp. 187-206 only. 

Murai Yasuhiko, “The Development of Chanoyu: Before Rikyū” (tr. H. Paul Varley), in 
Varley and Kumakura Isao, eds., Tea in Japan: Essays on the History of Chanoyu, pp. 3-
32. 

Sadler, A. L., Cha-no-yu: The Japanese Tea Ceremony, “Murai Shoko: The Founder of the 
Tea Ceremony,” pp. 93-97. 

Donald Keene, Some Japanese Portraits, “Ikkyū, 1394-1481,” pp. 15-25. 
Itō Teiji with Paul Novograd, “The Development of Shoin-Style Architecture,” in John W. 

Hall and Toyoda Takeshi, eds., Japan in the Muromachi Age, pp. 227-39. 
Keene, Donald, Appreciations of Japanese Culture, ch. 1 (“Japanese Aesthetics”), pp. 11-

25. 
Tanaka Ichimatsu, Japanese Ink Painting: Shubun to Sesshu, ch. 4 (“Sesshu, a Painter 

Outside the Academy”), pp.105-29. 
Shuichi Kato, “Notes on the Tea Ceremony” in his Form, Style, Tradition (tr. John Bester), 

pp. 151-63. 
Samurai Japan (documentary film). 

 
  November 4: Women and the medieval experience 

Discussion topic: 
The worlds of women 

Readings: 
Hitomi Tonomura, “Re-envisioning Women in the Post-Kamakura Age,” in Jeffrey P. Mass, 

ed., The Origins of Japan’s Medieval World, pp. 138-69. 
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Wakita Haruko, Women in Medieval Japan: Motherhood, Household Management and 
Sexuality (tr. Alison Tokita), ch. 4 (“The Life Cycle of Housewife, townswoman, nun, 
and itinerant”), pp. 125-62. 

Hitomi Tonomura, “Sexual Violence against Women,” in Women and Class in Japanese 
History (ed. by Tonomura et al.), pp. 135-52. 

Janet R. Goodwin, Selling Songs and Smiles, ch. 3 (“Sacred Sex or Sexual Pollution?”), pp. 
84-119. 

James C. Dobbins, Letters of the Nun Eshinni: Images of Pure Land Buddhism in Medieval 
Japan, Introduction, pp. xiii-xvi, ch. 2 (“The Letters of Eshinni: A Translation”), pp. 23-
42, and ch. 4 (“Women, Sexuality, and Pure Land Buddhism”), pp. 74-106. 

 
 
  The Sengoku and Momoyama Epochs  
 
The final segment (November 11 ~ December 2) will concentrate on the late fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries.  Here, our focus will shift to the experiences of common people, especially in 
Kyoto but also in nearby Osaka and Sakai, and to Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the last towering 
medieval figure. 
 
  November 11: Kyoto under siege 

Discussion topics: 
Historical themes, 1460s-1600 
The Ōnin Wars (1467-1477) 
Urban violence 
Coping, prospering 

Readings: 
John W. Hall, Japan: From Prehistory to Modern Times, pp. 126-34. 
Hayashiya Tatsusaburō with George Elison, “Kyoto in the Muromachi Age,” in John W. 

Hall and Toyoda Takeshi, eds., Japan in the Muromachi Age, pp. 25-34 only. 
Suzanne Gay, The Moneylenders of Late Medieval Japan, “Introduction,” pp. 2-8; Part 1 

(“The Setting: Kyoto’s Early Years and Medieval Residents”), pp. 9-33; and Chapter 5 
(“Urban Affairs”), pp. 172-200. 

Mary Elizabeth Berry, The Culture of Civil War in Kyoto, ch. 1 (“The Culture of 
Lawlessness: The Politics of Demonstration”), pp.11-54, and ch. 2 (“Dancing is 
Forbidden: The Structures of Urban Conflict”), pp. 55-105. 

 
  November 18: Hideyoshi’s World  

Domestic reunification 
An urban florescence: Sakai and Osaka 

Readings: 
John W. Hall, Japan: From Prehistory to Modern Times, ch. 9 (“Nobunaga, Hideyoshi, and 

the Pacification of the Daimyo”), pp. 142-59. 
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V. Dixon Morris, “Sakai: From Shōen to Port City,” in John W. Hall and Toyoda Takeshi, 
eds., Japan in the Muromachi Age, pp. 145-58. 

V. Dixon Morris, “The City of Sakai and Urban Autonomy,” in George Elison and Bardwell 
L. Smith, eds., Warlords, Artists, & Commoners: Japan in the Sixteenth Century, pp. 23-
54. 

Kumakura Isao, “Sen no Rikyū: Inquiries into His Life and Tea” (tr. H. Paul Varley), in 
Varley and Kumakura Isao, eds., Tea in Japan: Essays on the History of Chanoyu, pp. 
33-69. 

Sadler, A. L., Cha-no-yu: The Japanese Tea Ceremony, “Sen no Rikyu,” pp. 101-20. 
James L. McClain and Wakita Osamu, “Osaka across the Ages,” in McClain and Wakita, 

eds., Osaka: The Merchants’ Capital of Early Modern Japan, pp. 1-21. 
The Japanese Tea Ceremony (documentary film). 

 
  November 25: No class; instead, enjoy a day at the movies  

Rikyū (利休), feature film directed by Teshigahara Hiroshi (勅使河原宏), 1989, and Ran (乱), 
feature film directed by Kurosawa Akira (黒澤明), 1985. 

 
  December 2: Hideyoshi’s Kyoto 

Discussion topics: 
Film as historical interpretation 
Hideyoshi in Kyoto 
The “complete” Kyoto 

Readings: 
Review pp. 34-36 in Hayashiya Tatsusaburō with George Elison, “Kyoto in the Muromachi 

Age,” in John W. Hall and Toyoda Takeshi, eds., Japan in the Muromachi Age. 
Mary Elizabeth Berry, Hideyoshi, ch. 7 (“The Pursuit of Legitimacy”), pp. 168-205, and pp. 

228-36 only of ch. 8 (“The Last Years”). 
Lee Butler, Emperor and Aristocracy in Japan, 1467-1680, ch. 1 (“The Struggle to 

Survive”), pp. 21-68. 
 

  December 9: Reflections 

さよなら	 
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  ASSIGNMENTS AND EVALUATION   
The following are the assignments for the course.  Additional details will be provided in the form 
of class handouts distributed at an appropriate time for each assignment. 
 
Discussion sections: 
Medieval Japan is a discussion-centered course.  The weekly meetings are designed to provide 
you with an opportunity to articulate your understanding of the reading assignments in a public 
forum, to listen to the perceptions and insights of other students, and to use the intellectual 
exchange to refine and expand your knowledge of Japanese history.  Thus, you are expected to 
attend class faithfully and to contribute meaningfully to the conversations. 
In all, discussion participation will count for approximately 55 percent of the course grade.  
Following each class meeting, I will record my assessments of participation, scaled from 4-0 in 
accordance with the following: 
4 = Prepared exceptionally well; contributed insightful ideas that engaged the opinions of others 

and advanced the discussion in new and helpful directions.  
3 = Prepared thoroughly; contributed thoughtful ideas and engaged the views of others. 
2 = Attended the discussion but participated little. 
1 = Attended the discussion but did not participate or offered ideas that were off the mark; the 

score of 1 reflects the hope that the student learned something by listening. 
0 = Absent from the discussion 

Although regular attendance and enthusiastic participation is the expected norm, there may be an 
occasion when a student is legitimately absent (documented illness or alien abduction, for 
instance).  In those cases, one can receive partial credit by submitting a brief (2-4 page) written 
summary of the main ideas contained in the assigned readings. 
 
Discussion facilitator/summarizer: 
In order to enhance our ability to understand historical arguments, articulate them clearly and 
concisely to others, and respond to critical questions and observations, each of you will have two 
opportunities to serve as a discussion facilitator.  That is, at the appropriate point in the flow of 
the discussion, you will outline to your classmates the main argument presented in a particular 
reading (a journal article or book chapter), comment on the evidence the author used to support 
the argument, and then lead a brief class discussion. 

In addition, on two other occasions, you will provide written comments about what, in your 
estimation, was the most significant point to emerge from that day’s discussion and why you 
consider it to be important.  Following class, you will write a short (2-3 paragraph) summary of 
your thoughts.  We will post these on Canvas and invite responses. 

You will be asked to make your selections of the dates to be a discussion facilitator and to submit 
summaries when we meet on September 23.  In all, the facilitator/summarizer efforts will count 
for approximately 15 percent of the course grade. 
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Research essay/alternative project/examination: 
Each student will complete an essay of approximately 12-15 pages.  This exercise may take one 
of three forms. 
 
1.  Students may chose to submit a standard research essay that explores in depth a topic covered 
in or closely related to the course (e.g., the evolution of warrior values; renga poetry).  However, 
since we also will be concerned in this course with understanding how modern Japanese have 
interpreted and/or manipulated the past in order to legitimate the construction of contemporary 
values and behaviors, students are encouraged to a pursue a topic that dissects that process.  
Possibilities are endless, but examples might include the support that the Zen establishment in 
Kyoto gave to Japan’s war efforts in the 1930s and 1940s; warrior values and kamikaze pilots; 
the gendered role of contemporary middle-class housewives; and the prominence accorded the 
tea ceremony (and flower-arranging) as timeless and quintessential expressions of fundamental 
Japanese values.  Students may work together in two- or three-person teams to research a 
particular topic.  Each person, however, will submit an individually-crafted essay. 
 
In consultation with the course instructor, each student will meet individually with the instructor 
during the week bracketed by October 21-October 28 decide upon a topic.  An initial written 
proposal (2 two paragraphs or so) is due on November 4 and a full outline and bibliography by 
November 11.  Final papers are due on December 15. 
 
2.  Alternatively, some of you may wish to propose an alternative project that serves to advance 
your own particular interest in medieval Japan.  I welcome your suggestions in this regard.  
Reporting and submission dates align with option #1.  Similarly, students may work 
cooperatively, but each person must submit an individually-crafted essay. 
 
3.  Finally, some may wish to undertake a final take-home essay (12-15 pages) responding to a 
question(s) to be distributed on December 2.  This essay will require a comprehensive review of 
all course material and will be due on December 15. 
 

Course grade: 
The final course grade will be calculated as follows: 

Quality of contributions to weekly discussions: 55 percent 
facilitator/summarizer contributions 15 percent 
Research essay 30 percent 


