Heian Period

I. The Beginning

a. The Heian period (A.D. 794-1185) corresponds closely to the rise of the Fujiwara family who used marriage to gain power over the royal family

i. After the capital was moved to Heian-kyo, a Fugiwara became the regent (sessho) in A.D. 858.  This was the first time a person of non royal blood had held this position.

ii. In A.D. 884, a Fujiwara was named to the powerful position of chancellor, or kampaku.  

iii. The Fujiwara used both of these positions to marry their daughters to the crown princes, therefore, insuring that those who rose to the throne were their grandsons.

iv. The Fugiwara used their control over the emperor to become dominant in Japanese economics and politics

1. The Fugiwara leaders advised the emperor to give tax-free estates, called shoen as gifts or rewards to various nobles and clans

2. By the end of the Heian period, Japan was divided into 5,000 shoen and the government had almost no land

II. Japanese Nobles Create Great Art

a. The Heian period is considered the peak of the Japanese imperial court and is noted for its art, poetry, and literature

i. Visual and performing arts

1. The most popular art forms were painting, calligraphy (decorative writing), and architecture

2. People often gathered to watch performances by musicians, jugglers, and acrobats

ii. Poetry

1. Haiku Poetry- poems about nature that contain five lines and follow a specific structure that outlines how many syllables each line can include.

iii. Literature

1. Many of the greatest works of early Japanese literature were written by women.

a. Lady Murasaki Shikibu- wrote The Tale of Genji, one of Japan’s greatest novels

b. The focus during the Heian period was to find as much beauty as possible.  

i. Miyabi- intense courtly code that stressed appearance, self-control, and dignity

ii. Fashion

1. The nobles had wardrobes full of silk robes, and gold jewelry

2. Women wore elaborate outfits such as long gowns made of 12 layers of colored silk which were cleverly cut and folded to show off many layers at once

3. However, rules of clothing were so closely followed that a woman would be shamed and ostracized if one of the 12 layers of thin silk gowns she wore had a sleeve 1 inch longer than the customary length.

4. To complete their outfits, nobles often carried delicate decorative fans

iii. Appearance

1. The perfect face was round and white with a tiny mouth

2. Both men and women applied large amounts of white powder to their faces

3. All women and many men blackened their teeth with an iron substance

4. Women shaved their eyebrows and painted two small black artificial eyebrows high on their foreheads

5. Women grew their hair as long as possible, with the hopes that the hair would be longer than the person was tall

6. People were advised to sleep only at night so no one would see them sleeping since they were believed to be uglier when lying down.

III. Buddhism Changes

a. During the Heian period, religion became an art form

i. Most of the common people in Japan did not have the time or the money for elaborate rituals, therefore, different forms of Buddhism developed

1. Pure Land Buddhism- involved chanting the Buddha’s name over and over to achieve an enlightened state

2. Zen Buddhism- belief that people seeking wisdom should practice self-discipline and meditation, or quiet thinking

