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WHO WERE THE SAMURAI?

— ¢ JAPAN’S WARRIOR CLASS ¢——
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Samurai were members of Japan’s
warrior class. They emerged from
provincial fighting men who protected
land and served powerful families
during the late Heian period. By the
late 1100s, warrior leaders had created
a new military government.

Samurai were not only swordsmen.
They fought, managed estates, guarded
castles, studied literature, and served
as officials. Their lives changed greatly
across the centuries.

THE NAME

c‘;a

Samurai comes from the verb saburau,
meaning “to serve.” Bushi, meaning
“warrior,” was also widely used.

WHY THEY MATTER

The samurai helped shape Japan’s
government, warfare, law, arts, and
cultural memory.
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LATE 900s — 1185 — 1868 —
Provincial warriors rise Warrior government begins Shogunate ends
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BEFORE THE SAMURAI

¢ COURT, ESTATES & PROVINCIAL WARRIORS ¢ ™
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During the Heian period, Japan’s emperor
and court lived at Heian-kyd, now Kyoto.
Aristocratic families directed government,
while the provinces were governed through
officials, temples, and great landed estates.

As the court’s military system weakened,
local leaders needed trained fighters to
protect land, settle disputes, collect revenue,
and suppress unrest. These provincial
warriors formed armed family networks
and served powerful patrons.

THE FIRST BUSHI

&
By the 10th and 11th centuries, mounted
archers had become an important military
elite. Warrior families such as the Taira
and Minamoto gained wealth, followers,
and influence.

A GRADUAL RISE

&
The samurai did not appear overnight.
They developed over generations as
provincial service, family loyalty,
landholding, and military skill became
closely connected.

@

794 — 900s — 1100s —
Capital established at Heian-kyo Provincial warrior bands expand Warrior clans enter national politics
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¢ FROM PROVINCIAL SERVICE TO POLITICAL POWER ¢
—cf—— a

BUILDING WARRIOR FAMILIES WARRIORS AT THE CAPITAL

<

During the 10th and 11th centuries, warrior During the 1100s, rival court factions increasingly
families expanded their influence by protecting relied on armed supporters. The Hogen conflict
estates, policing roads, suppressing unrest, and of 1156 and the Heiji conflict of 11591160
serving provincial officials. Kinship, marriage, brought warrior rivalry into Kyoto. Taira no
land, and loyal followers bound these groups Kiyomori emerged as the most powerful
together. military leader at court.
REWARD AND INFLUENCE TURNING POINT

o %
Military success could bring court titles, Warriors still served in the emperor’s name,
provincial appointments, land, and wealth. but control of military force made their leaders
Powerful houses established branches across increasingly difficult to ignore.

Japan. Among them, the Taira and Minamoto
became especially important.
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10th century — 1156 — 1160 —
Warrior networks grow Hagen conflict Taira power rises
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MINAMOT

O VS. TAIRA

¢ THE GENPEI WAR ¢ 1180-1185 ¢

RIVAL WARRIOR HOUSES
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The Minamoto and Taira were extended
warrior lineages with imperial ancestry. Both
served the court, built alliances in the provinces,
and competed for appointments, land, and
influence.

FIVE YEARS OF WAR

Minamoto no Yoritomo built a powerful base
in eastern Japan, while other Minamoto
commanders fought across the country.
Victories at Kurikara, Ichi-no-Tani, and
Yashima steadily forced the Taira westward.

_%_

TAIRA DOMINANCE
After victory in the Heiji conflict, Taira no
Kiyomori became the leading power at court.
In 1180, his young grandson Antoku became
emperor, Opposition to Taira rule helped ignite
a wider civil war.

DAN-NO-URA

In 1185, the Minamoto defeated the Taira fleet
in the Shimonoseki Strait. The Taira cause
collapsed, and the young Emperor Antoku died
during the defeat. Minamoto victory opened
the way for warrior government at Kamakura.

THE TALE OF THE HEIKE

Japan’s famous war tale preserved the conflict in literature,
blending history, memory, Buddhist ideas, and later storytelling.

@ @ @ ®
1180 — 1183 — 1184 — 1185 —
War begins Taira leave Kyoto Ichi-no-Tani Dan-no-ura
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THE KAMAKU

A GOVERNMENT IN THE EAST

&
After defeating the Taira, Minamoto no Yoritomo
governed from Kamakura, far east of Kyoto. He
created a military administration later known
as the bakufu, or “tent government.” In 1192,
the imperial court named him shogun.

HOW THE SYSTEM WORKED
@

Shugo helped oversee military order in the
provinces, Jito managed estates and collected
dues. Direct warrior vassals, known as gokenin,
received recognition and protection in return
for loyalty and military service.

.

KYOTO COURT
ritual and legitimacy

—)

KAMAKURA BAKUFU
military administration

RA SHOGUNATE
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TWO CENTERS OF AUTHORITY

'

The emperor and court remained in Kyoto.
Kamakura did not abolish them. Instead, the
warrior government gained growing control
over military affairs, policing, appointments,
and land disputes while older court institutions
continued.

THE HOJO REGENTS

After Yoritomo died in 1199, the Hojo family
came to exercise power as shikken, or regents
for the shogun. Their victory over Emperor
Go-Toba’s forces in the Jokya War of 1221
strengthened Kamakura’s authority.

WHY IT g[ATTERS

The Kamakura system established a durable model of warrior rule
that later shogunates would reshape and continue.

@
1185— 1192 — 1221 — 1333 —
Warrior government Yoritomo named Jokya War Kamakura shogunate
takes shape shogun falls
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SAMURAI ARMOR ##%,

¢ PROTECTION, CRAFT & IDENTITY ¢
‘ ®
{(\N

ARMOR FOR A MOUNTED ARCHER
po———— KABUTO — helmet ¥ ®

O-yoroi means “great armor.” Its heavy,
box-shaped form was designed for elite
mounted archers. Broad shoulder guards
protected the upper body while leaving

SODE — shoulder guards room to draw a long bow.

s Sl N CRAFTED IN LAYERS

RCIALAN. il =

farinn DO — cuirass Many small iron and hardened-leather
scales, called kozane, were lacquered
and laced together in overlapping rows.
The construction combined protection

KOTE — armored sleeve with flexibility, but rain-soaked lacing
could add weight.

MORE THAN PROTECTION

b
Color, fine metal fittings, and patterned
lacing could display rank, wealth, and
personal taste. Armor required the work
of highly skilled specialists and regular
care.

KUSAZURI — skirt plates

ARMOR CHANGED
WITH WARFARE

O-yoroi suited mounted elites. Closer-
fitting do-maru armor allowed greater
movement on foot. By the 1500s, tosei
gusoku used larger iron plates suited

THE EVOLUTION OF SAMURAI ARMOR !0 mass warfare and firearms.
&

Sy = o
DO-MARU — TOSEI GUSOKU —
mounted warfare greater movement plate armor
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SAMURAI

¢ FROM HORSEBACK

YUMI — asymmetrical longbow

THE YUMI

The long, asymmetricaTJapanese bow was central
to early samurai warfare. Mounted archers trained
to control their horses while shooting, and bows

remained important even after armies increasingly
fought on foot.
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NAGINATA — curved polearm

POLEéRMS

The naginata placed a curved blade on a long shaft.
The yari used a straight spearhead. Polearms gained
importance as foot soldiers and tightly organized
formations became more common.

YARI — straight spear

%

'WEAPONS

ARCHERY TO FIREARMS <
—— g

TACHI — worn edge down

KATANA — worn edge up

TACHI & KATANA

Early mounted warriors c:mmonly carried the tachi,
suspended from the belt with its cutting edge down.
The later katana was worn thrust through the sash
with its cutting edge up. Both were weapons, crafted
objects, and signs of status.

ﬁoﬂ

TANEGASHIMA — matchlock gun

MATCHLOC§ FIREARMS

Portuguese traders introduced matchlock guns to
Japan in 1543. Japanese smiths soon reproduced
them, and Sengoku armies used firearms alongside
bows, spears, and swords.

— +MYTH & HISTORY

MYTH: Samurai always fought mainly with katana.

HISTORY: Their weapons changed with the century, battlefield, rank, and military role.
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TRAINING

MARTIAL TRAINING

-

oo
Male heirs of warrior families were commonly
taught riding, archery, swordsmanship, and later
spear or firearm skills. Training varied greatly
by century, rank, region, and military role.

SERVICE & WORK
%

A samurai might guard a residence, accompany
a lord, inspect land, collect dues, settle disputes,
maintain equipment, or perform administrative
work. During the peaceful Edo period, many
samurai served mainly as officials.
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DAILY LIFE

\ ¢ MORE THAN A LIFE OF BATTLE ¢

Af" ;

LITERACY & LEARNING

Warrior governments needed people who could
read orders, write letters, interpret law, and keep
accounts. Elite samurai might also study calligraphy,
poetry, Chinese classics, religion, painting, or

the tea arts.

HOUS EHO%D & STATUS

Daily life included family duties, marriage alliances,
ceremonies, religious observance, and responsibility
for dependents. Wealth differed sharply: powerful
lords lived grandly, while many lower-ranking
samurai had modest incomes.

C
NO SINGLE SAMURAI LIFE

Samurai lived across many centuries. A mounted warrior of the 1200s, a castle
retainer of the 1500s, and an Edo official of the 1700s followed very different routines.
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WOMEN OF THE SAMURAI CLASS

© HOUSEHOLD POG:;VER & DEFENSE 3/

WARRIOR HOUSEHOLDS

ofe
Women’s responsibilities could be political,
economic, domestic, or military. Their experiences
differed greatly according to century, region,
family rank, wealth, and circumstance.

DEFENDING THE HOUSE

&
Women could help organize the defense of
residences and castles. Some trained with bows or
polearms such as the naginata. Women who fought
on open battlefields were much less common.

HOUSEHOLD DEFENSE bow and naginata

PROPERTY & FAMILY

£
Some medieval women inherited or managed
estates and could serve as jitd, or estate stewards.
Women directed households, supervised dependents,

arranged family alliances, and helped educate the next
generation.

HOJO MASAaléo * 1156-1225

Masako married Minamoto no Yoritomo, founder of
the Kamakura shogunate. After his death, she became
a Buddhist nun but remained at the center of politics.
In 1221, she rallied Kamakura’s warrior vassals during
a major crisis.

TOMOE GOZEN — literary warrior tradition

&P
REMEMBER

Women belonged to the samurai class, but most did not spend their lives fighting.
Household authority, property, diplomacy, education, and political influence were often more important.

Atlas Adventures TX
o



