Feudal Japanese Castles


Introduction

Japan's earliest defense against invasion was a series of castles built along mountain crags and cliffs. The first castles began as very simple structures, with fortifications consisting of little more than wooden or stone fences, earth mounds, or moats, around a central keep (tenshu) where warlords and their soldiers took refuge. During the Nara Period (545-794 AD) warlords began to engage in more battles and their castles became stronger structures, as forts surrounded by a wall with turrets.

The first shoguns in 1185 oversaw construction of larger and more splendid castles. The new castles were used by the daimyo (feudal lords), not only for defense but as a display of wealth. The castles were designed to comfortably house the daimyo's family and to accommodate soldiers, servants and officials. More castles were built along mountainsides, coasts, and in lowland valleys, where they could guard roads and rivers that connected daimyo territories with enemy lands. By the end of the feudal period, around 144 castles had been built. Only twelve of such castles survive today.
Castle types

Hundreds of castles, called yamajiro, were built as mountain watchtowers, in the Warring States Period (1467-1573). The castles were small, lacking moats or turrets. The yamajiro were replaced by flatland-mountain castles called hirayamajiro, built on small hills, which still had good views of the areas being defended. From these castles, battles were conducted, government was administered and large armies were managed. The first hirayamajiro was Azuchi Castle, built by Oda Nobunga in 1579.

Samurai power

The period often called the Japanese 'Golden Age' of castle building lasted from 1570-1690, when castles were built to be bigger and more innovative than traditional Japanese buildings. Prior to this, castles were built mainly for use in times of war. The more elaborate castles, with their display of samurai power, threatened the shoguns. In 1615, shogun Ieyasu passed a law known as ikkoku ichijo, banning samurai from building more than one castle, and requiring that the shogun have a castle in each province to maintain a balance of power. The result was the building of unnecessary castles in some areas and the tearing down of historic structures in others. Daimyo were also required to seek permission in rebuilding or renovating their castles.

Castle design

Before the first stone of a castle was laid, the daimyo and his advisors planned its layout so that it would take advantage of the landscape surrounding it. In a process called nawabari ('territory' or 'stretched rope') the designers laid out ropes to mark where the walls, moats and gates would be built. Castles included clusters of towers, courtyards, and reception halls. Different rooms were built according to ancient seating arrangements, and paintings and murals were displayed on walls and sliding doors, which made the castles suitable for receiving visits from superior lords. The castle grounds also included gardens. 
Defense


The outer defenses of castles on mountainous areas, or steep riverbanks, used loose rocks and slopes as natural barriers against attack. Wherever a castle lacked strong natural defenses, artificial barriers were built. Lowland castles mostly used deep moats, strong outer walls, and gatehouses and watchtowers from which samurai soldiers kept guard. 
Inner stone walls within castles offered extra protection from invaders. The walls themselves consisted of small stones packed tightly together, leaving no cracks for attackers to use as footholds, and the corner-stones of walls were wedged together in an interlocking pattern for extra strength. A castle's combination of soldier guards and a solid network of buildings meant that it was sturdy enough to resist even the fiercest enemy sieges. Battles between daimyo, however, were mostly fought in the countryside, and the castle was the last place of retreat, with the donjon, or tower, of the castle containing supplies of food and weaponry. 

