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This document based lesson will use Medieval depictions of 
the Samurai to answer the question of what it means to be a 
warrior in Japan and the place of the warrior in society. 

This lesson, is aimed for students to think about how warriors 
were romanticized in Japan, and how the social structure of 
Japan reinforces these depictions. in addition, students will 
then use these understandings see how Medieval Japanese 
society was ordered.

1. What does being a warrior entail? 
2. How are warriors identified? 
3. Are the depictions of warriors truthful or are they fabri-
cated?
 
These are the questions that this lesson will allow students to 
engage with the documents while building students knowl-
edge of Japan

Washington, D.C. Washington Navy Yard, First Japanese treaty commis-
sion to the U.S., 1860
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Ukiyo-E prints are one of the ways that we 
are going to explore depictions of the Samu-
rai

Wood block prints are the main means of im-
age reproduction within Japan during the 
Edo period (1603 – 1868). Any Japanese 
person could be expected to own at least 
one.

Famous images like Katsushika Hokusai’s 
Red Fuji and The Great Wave have reverber-
ated across the world and are some of the 
most famous images in the world.

Using these popular images we will source
the foundations of Samurai identity in Ja-
pan.
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Looking at the following 
images here are some 
questions to consider.

Yoshitsune on Horseback

GALLERY 1.1 Woodblock Prints

What do you see in the picture?

What do these men have in com-
mon?

According to these prints what 
should a warrior have?

Is their any reason why these 
pictures need to exist?

Is there a hierarchy depicted in 
the pictures?

Click on the picture to go 
Fullscreen



Horseback Warrior

Banner Men!

Carriage

INTERACTIVE 1.1 Yoshitsune Goes to War

1 2 3

The questions that go along 
with the following woodblock 
prints pop up when you click 
on the boxes or the arrows 
below.

First up is Yoshitsune Goes 
To War



Second up is the group print 
of Taira Kiyomori surrounded 
by guards.

Skeletal  Force

Bamboo Leaves

The Audience
Women

INTERACTIVE 1.2 Kiyomori Surrounded by Guards

1 2 3 4



Excerpt from Tale of the Hōgen Years Translated by Royall Tyler:
	 Retired Emperor Go-Shirakawa indicated his approval and soon 
issued the decree. It authorized Mochimitsu to attack Tametomo with 
forces raised from the entire province of Izu or, if they did not suffice, 
from the eight provinces of the east. For an initial attack Mochimistu as-
sembled five hundred Izu warriors under Itō, Hōjō, Usami no Heida, 
Katōda, and Katōji. These sailed to Ōshima in one hundred boats.
	 No one rallied to Tametomo’s support. Children were crying be-
cause their fathers had had their fingers cut off or their arms broken. 
All longed to be rid of Tametomo. The islanders he had taken knew 
nothing of bow or sword, and besides, he too, had parents and chil-
dren on the island and longed for home. Tamemoto would never have 
his allegiance. Moreover, rites performed to quell him left him bedrid-
den for thirteen days.
	 Mochimitsu’s fleet attacked on the third day after he began feel-
ing better. Tametomo was not a man to linger at the last over old 
memories. He shot his usual, slender-tipped arrows nine inches below 
the waterline of an enemy boat. Being capable of piercing two or even 
three layers of armor, they went straight through the cryptomeria 
planks from one side to the other, and on into the sea. Water poured 
in through the holes, and down the boat went. The more heavily ar-
mored men on the boat sank to the bottom, while the lighter ones 
swam about, to be saved by a grappling hook or a bow tip held out 
from another boat. Of old, one of Tametomo’s arrows could go 
straight through two men in armor. Now he dispatched men by shoot-
ing boats.
	 Before this spectacle the other boats turned around, rowed out of 
bowshot, and dropped anchor together. They would clearly get no-
where unless they protected themselves better. So they gathered all the 
armor layers they could and discussed whether to hang them over the 
sides of the boats or to cover plank shields with them.
	 Tametomo watched. “The enemy are swarming like clouds and 
mists,” he said, “and I am alone. My arrows might finish them all, and 
all of Japan would still come after me. They would wear me down, and 
then these miserable islanders would do me in. I cannot have that.”
	 He beckoned to his eldest son, then in his ninth year. The boy 

While reading the excerpt answer these questions: 

Who is the main character in this part of the Tale?

What family does he belong to?

What family do his attackers belong to?

What do Tametomo’s actions tell us of the Samurai’s duty?

Why would Kagetaka need the Tametomo’s head?

Based off of what you already know about Japanese society 
why would the events at the end of this excerpt be the, 
“Strangest events ever known in Japan.”
What is the role of the Samurai as defined by this excerpt?

Does this agree with the depictions and conclusions reached 
when looking at the pictures?



Ending Activity

This string of lessons ends with one of two options.
Option one is for students writing a three paragraph essay that an-
swers the following question; The woodblock prints and the excerpt 
from tale of the Hōgen years, each show a depiction of what a 
Samurai should be. In your opinion are these depictions justified or 
are they used to hide their villainy behind a façade of justice and 
honor?

Option two is for students to create a movie poster similar to the 
Rashomon movie poster. When creating the poster the students are 
going to be tasked with the same question, but they will depict their 
thinking in a different manner.

http://www.doctormacro.com/Movie%20Summaries/R/Rashomon.htm
http://www.doctormacro.com/Movie%20Summaries/R/Rashomon.htm
http://www.doctormacro.com/Movie%20Summaries/R/Rashomon.htm


Reflection
	 The topic of my document-based lesson project is 
Japanese warrior identity as shown by Medieval era 
(1185-1868) depictions of warriors. In the lesson students 
are asked scaffolding questions that help them look at the 
underlying biases that go into the varied depictions that 
we are looking at. By doing this students will be interacting 
with the sourcing of documents, while forming a contextu-
alization of the time period and society that had its top 
class  dominated by warriors. Using the sources that I 
chose, students will be able to engage in the question of 
how groups of people are depicted and why these depic-
tions and the truth may not actually match up. I intentional 
choose semi-historical depictions of the Samurai to show-
case how depictions reflect the identity of the time period 
that they were created in.
	 From the first step in creating this document based les-
son I knew that I wanted to do something with Medieval 
Japan. My mind instantly thought about the many wood-
block prints (Ukiyo-E) that became massively popular dur-
ing the Edo Period of Japanese History (1615-1868). By 
paring these more recent images of warriors and events, 
that were popularized by the war tale genre, with the war 
tales and their definition of valor and bravery, I felt that 
students would become engaged with this material readily. 
I knew that I would have to include a source from the war 
tales themselves to be able to tie all the images together 
so I picked the ending scene from the Hogen Monogatari. 
While the inclusion of more documents would help, I think 
that the  depictions that I chose give students the chance to 
question why these documents were made and why these 
documents became so well known within Japanese society.
	 Medieval Japan is a secondary topic of study for 
most World History classes. The time devoted to Japan is 
either at the very end of the year, when teachers are look-
ing to fill time, or as an aside to exploration of China. As 
this document based lesson shows, Japan’s Medieval pe-

Sources:
Title Page:
During the Visit of Kiyomori to the Nunboiki Wa-
terfall, the Ghost of Akugenda Yoshihira Strikes 
Down Nanba Jirô

Page 3: 
Red Fuji

The Great Wave

Page 4: (In Order)

Yoshitsune on Horseback

Taira Kiyomori

Yoshitsune Goes to War

Taira Kiyomori with Guards
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Available free at iTunes

FROM EXPLORING 
HISTORY: VOL III

https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/exploring-history-vol-iii/id1067609807?ls=1&mt=11
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