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INTRODUCTION

Japan is a country with very rich cultural heritage including kabuki, arts, literature, samurai, and religion and so on. Their culture is very unique and different from the Western countries. The Japanese literature is one of the most widespread in the world since the Heian period, and it still is even in modern times.
The Heian period was a time when many of these ancestral cultures played out, such as in the literature when they created the new letters “hiragana”. At the time, the people had a very strong sense of art because they communicated in the form of poems and prose to transmit their thoughts. Moreover, it is in this period Murasaki Shikibu wrote “The tales of Genji” and Sei Shonagon “The Pillow Book” that are about the daily lives and observations of the imperial court and aristocrats.  Those books are studied around the entire world as an example of literature 

Heian period is marked also for the rise of the samurai class in Japan. The word “samurai” roughly translates into “those who serve” and not as the warrior that most people think of. They are hired by “daimyos”, and during that period, the two powerful were Minamoto and Taira clans. They had taken the political power over Japan and challenged the central government. They battled (Genpei war) for the supremacy over the entire country, when Taira was defeated and Minamoto established a new government in Kamakura (shogunate). The samurai were the top of the hierarchical society, dominated Japanese society and government, and had many privileges until the Meiji restoration led to the abolition of the feudal system. 
The religions in Japan have a big influence on the tradition and the culture’s structure. They play a big role in the Japanese daily lives even though they usually claim to have no religion. In Japan there are many religion such as Buddhism, Shinto, Confucian, Christianity, and others, however, the two main religions are Buddhism and Shintoism and it can be easily confused until it is studied. Most of the Japanese have incorporated “butsudan” in their homes, and pray daily. In addition, they visit their ancestor’s gravesites and have a custom of honoring their dead.  The structural building of Shintoism is the shrine while in Buddhism it is temple. Moreover, Shintoism is for the life we are now living and Buddhism is more for the life to come. These religions have shaped their culture even though they are different in many ways. Therefore, in this paper I will talk about the Japanese literature, samurai and religion.
JAPANESE LITERATURE
Japanese literature is considered one of the largest literatures in the world, including novels, poetry, dramas, personal diaries, and collections of thoughts and impressions, and other genres such as manga, anime and so on.

Heian and Kamakura Period

The creation of “kana” gave the origin to the Japanese literature in the Heian period. Before the creation of “kana”, they had just the Chinese characters that were used just by men. This showed the difference of language between men and women, and I think it explained why women were more famous in Japanese literature. It is because women used kana (Japanese language) and men were still using the Chinese characters. The Japanese literature during that time was usually narrative stories (monogatari), diaries (nikki), waka and tanka (genres and poetry), and picture scrolls. 


In the Heian period, written poems and prose were an important part of social relationships and courtship among the aristocracy, so the handwriting played a big role in the period when the use of kana became widespread, which helped develope the Japanese literature style that is still widely used even today. I think that literary diaries and memoirs were a common form of writing among women, who are very good observers and they notice every little details.
It is very interesting that the literature of the Heian period and Kamakura period have many similarities. In each period, they talked about the political power of people or the surrounding of aristocratic lifestyle in Japan. It is also the connection of their religion (Buddhism) that was introduced to them from China, and it became very important in their lives. The Kamakura period was marked with the creation of tanka, the poetry with 31 syllables in 5 lines, 

The Heian period literature was marked by the women writers such as Sei Shonagon and Murasaki Shikibu. In their writing, a sort of diary which later became novels, they talk about the daily life surrounding them, and what was happening in the imperial court and aristocratic lives, and the commonality of polygamy during that time period. Each one had a different kind of view, and they described their observations, thoughts, and feelings, in detail, so that we can imagine how the Japanese life was then.  Even though I believe they came from a different perspective than the court realities, both served the court as a “lady-in-waiting”.

In the ‘The tale of Genji’, written by Murasaki Shikibu, she wrote about the lives of the court’s aristocrats and the lifestyle of the Heian period, which also included the monks and priests relations within the court house. We can imagine the importance of the religion on their daily lives. For her book, I can understand that the Heian period was a time of dictatorship, where the powerful people could have whatever they wanted, mostly men. On the other hand, women had the same rights such as inheritance or to own properties. Although polygamy was a natural part of their lives, women also engaged in affair, but more sevretly, such as Fujitsubo with Genji. It indicates that in the Heian period, women had considerable freedom in comparison to current times.  I did not read the entire book, but perhaps the main character of her book is Genji. She talks about his personality and his lovers, affairs and his troubles in detail. It is a very confusing story because while Genji is the son of his father’s concubine, Genji had an affair with Fujitsubo (his father’s mistress), and later, Genji wanted to have a relationship with Murasaki, a girl that was only ten years old. 
“The Pillow Book” by Sei Shonagon is also about the aristocrat’s lives. She talked about the royal and religious lives, her insights, vigorous observations (very detailed), inside the daily occurrence in the life of the court (Keene, 1994). I think Shonagon wrote more about her opinions and views of the world surrounding her, and also about many of the events that she had experienced in her daily life. She is consumed with curiosity and describes every situation that came into her head, in detail, even if it was strange or unpleasant. She was a women with remarkable talent and wit, and her book is the closest to approach comedy in Japanese literature (Keene, 1994, p.137). The difference between Murasaki and Shinagon books is that Shonagon focuses more on her life (lady-in-waiting), observations in the general life of the court, such as the excerpts she wrote, whereas Murasaki’s work had a main male character (Prince Genji) and talked about his amorous adventures, which is considered a masterpiece of Heian era. However, they wrote about the incredible work of the court’s system during that time period, which is still part of  the literature worldwide even today.
The “Tale of the Heiki”, which I focus in just one chapter, “the Death of Tsugunobu”. It also talked about the powerful people, as in this episode, details of the shogunate’s life. Because of that, I could understand that the power moved from the nobility to the military.  This period showed the rise of the samurai class to a position of national prominence, and contains valuable descriptions of cultural details, and lists of the names of participants in various battles and events. Moreover, the family name was important because everyone identified themselves and their rank with it. It also illustrates the conflict between the two most powerful clans in the period fighting for supremacy. In this we can picture even the powerful cannot be maintained and it showed the fragility and imperfection.  The death of the Tsuginobu episode showed that during that period, people were very dedicated and loyal to their leaders, as the Tsuginobu sacrificed his life for his master’s.
The interesting part of Japanese literature in Heian and Kamakura periods is that they talk about the lives of the powerful people in detail, including the intimate parts of the aristocrats’ lives. Moreover, the rank was very important as well as status, where the father (usually) decided the marriage of the daughter. In both periods, they expressed themselves in the form of poems and prose, showing their appreciation of beauty and nature. During the old times is that they were very connected with religion, and they also had a spirit of loyalty to their superiors.
SAMURAI

The samurai were members of the unique military class called warriosr in Japan. They emerged and rose more in the Heian period when the powerful daimyos hired them for personal safety and protection of their properties. Samurai was a derivation from the term 'sabu-rau', which meant, at the time, someone in service.
The samurai values have changed over time due to the change of the political system, and the weakness of the nobility in the old Japanese society, shifting the power from the nobles to the samurai. Samurai at the beginning were people to serve the court nobles and did not always represent warriors, as is mentioned above. They were a kind of security police, who protected the nobles with armed forces from invasion. Later, when they made up the military, samurai became one of the highest ranking members of the social hierarchical class, just below the emperor and daimyos. 
Bushido/samurai

Samurai were supposed to lead their lives according to the ethics of the Bushido/samurai code: the way of the warrior. Bushido has a strong influence from Confucianism in nature, where they stressed the concepts such as loyalty to the master, self-discipline, respect, and ethical behavior. If you lost your honor, the only way to preserve it was to commit “hara-kiri” Samurai were not only warriors as many people think, but they were also very proud of their position or status.


The spirit of samurai was justice, courage, benevolence, sincerity, honor, and loyalty with their lord. The spirit of justice is connected with strict sincerity, plus the courage of fighting for the right things.

During that time, the upper level samurai’s weapons were bows and arrows, and they rode horses, while the lower samurais, were on foot and used swords. It was important for the upper samurais to die in perfect appearance, so they always had make up and carried perfume to always be prepared in case they were killed. Although in later times, the sword was the “soul of the samurai”, which represented an extension of the samurai himself. In addition, the samurai were very respected by the town people and had to be a good example to them.


The Tokugawa period was a time with oppressive rules, where they had a social hierarchical caste. The division between samurai, peasant, artisan and merchant were maintained very strictly, however Tokugawa did have a very organized control system. After Tokugawa shogun pacified Japan, the samurai as a profession disappeared since they no longer had war, so samurai no longer had meaning. In spite of this fact, they started to open martial art schools with samurai etiquette associated with the samurai value system. The samurai would dominate Japanese government and society until the Meiji Restoration, under the Tokugawa shogunate. During that time, the literacy in Japan was one hundred percent, unique in Japan because all of the samurais were required to know how to read and write. Most of the samurai’s job was governmental and not any dishonorable ones. For samurai, the name of the family was more important than the bloodline. 

Popularity in the World

The spread of the samurai as a Japanese cultural icon developed with the movie “The Seven Samurais” by Akira Kurosawa in the 1960’s and that it influenced many other Western directors with his work. 


Japan is a country very rich in pop culture that has started to gain recognition and popularity throughout the world. There are many anime, films and manga/cartoons about samurai, like Ninja Scroll, which was released worldwide. The Japanese pop culture is very unique and it focuses not only with the younger age people, but is very popular with the Japanese adults. They entertain people interested in the samurai culture by making stories based on samurai’s lives, but emphasizing the unique way in how they are loyal to the master or lord, and how they are fighting for justice. I think that has been so popular all over the world because of its unique cultural aspects and the people were more interested in something different than their own culture. The anime/cartoons show the stereotype that samurai is just a warrior and traveler with their swords, and they usually don’t emphasize the ethical beliefs of the samurai.


In addition, the armor of the samurai, which has changed over time, is one of the most attractive things for the people. The elegance, not just the helmet, but with all the aspects of samurai‘s life, like protection of arms, heart, and so on, is made with so much work and its fascination catches the eye of the people. It makes them more interested in knowing the Japanese culture. I think that people everywhere in the world want to go to Japan because of the influence of this pop culture.

JAPANESE RELIGION
Japanese have been living for centuries with two religions, Shinto and Buddhism. Although many religions are practiced in Japan nowadays, most of the Japanese follow the fusion of Shinto and Buddhism, living side by side, without any conflict (Hendry, 2003, p.119). Japanese do not discuss religion in their everyday life and most of the Japanese claim that they have no religion and do not believe in God, but religion plays a big role in their lives. Many of the Japanese pray daily in front of “butsudan
”, or go to temples and shrines when they want to succeed in some issue. In addition, they practice the customs and rituals on special occasions such as birthdays, weddings, funerals and other events. 

Structure


There are various religions or mythology and pilgrimage that are part of the Japanese culture that today is known worldwide and they are part of the attraction for tourists. One example is the pilgrimage in Shikoku, where there are 88 sites associated with Buddhism and it was the Japanese religious practice in the Heian period, where people would wear white clothes to all be equal in front of Buddha, walking on the trail to purify the spirit, and they believed that it was their path to nirvana.

Buddhism in Japanese society plays more in terms of funeral and memorial services. Almost all funerals are carried out in Buddhism although the Showa emperor was embodied with Shinto rites to follow his ancestor’s custom. Japanese pay a fee to maintain the graveyards of ancestors for Buddhism, and the “danka
” system in which the household financially supports the temple. On the other hand, Shinto is represented by the life we are living now, and it is connected with the community. What is different from Buddhism it that Shinto has no single creator, no specific ranking. Moreover, Buddhist edifices are usually called temples, as opposed to Shinto shrines (Hendry, 2003, p.119) In addition, Japanese don’t have a little family shrine and they don’t have to pay a mandatory fee. For Shinto, everything from nature such as trees, rocks or animals have a “kami” (deities or soul) inside, or become a kami after they die. Consequently, Shinto principles can be seen throughout the Japanese culture. Actually, today, Shinto is more of a tradition than a religion, where they keep the traditional rituals. Japanese are very superstitious and even though they claim no religion, all attitudes they take are related to some kind of religion. Shinto is associated with community as a whole, while Buddhism is more concerned with continuing family, associated with the household. Although they have different principles in both religions, they have some events that are combined, such as “Obon Festival” and New Year.


 Onmyodo, which is connected with Shinto, plays a big part in the Japanese culture, such as in anime, manga and others. The priests rely on the concept of “shikigami”. It can be anything, such as paper dolls, animals, human figures and so on, and are servant spirits used by onmyōji in rituals for various purposes. It can be powerful and dangerous. It explains the principle of Shinto that everything has a soul. There are no clear boundaries between kami, human and yokai.

In essence, Shintoism is the spirituality of this world associated with the celebration of life, while Buddhism is concerned with the soul and the afterlife (Hendry, 2003, p.145). This explains why for the Japanese, the two religions exist so successfully together, without contradiction (Hendry, 2003 p.119). 
The Way of “do”

There are many connections between aikido and religion. When O-sensei was rejected to serve in the Japanese-Russian war, he went to the mountains to practice for himself (Carter, 2008, p.23) as the mountains are considered sacred places, usually in forests where the deities are invited, and their environment is protect by the communities (Satoyama). “Aikido is a method of merging with the spirit of the universe, and this idea can be traced back to Shinto, Buddhism and Zen Buddhism” (Carter, 2008, p. 25). The “ki” that means energy, is acquired from the Zen terms breath or breathing (Carter, 2008, p. 32).There are various other connections with Shinto such as “Kami no michi” or “makoto”, which is the Shinto’s key of the importance of sincerity and integrity (Carter, 2008, p.34).

The Way of Tea has many influences combined, such as purity and preference for natural materials from Shinto, the balance in the view of yin and yang elements from Daoist, sense of propriety and social stations from Confucianism (Carter, 2008, p. 76), the mood of the room with calligraphy scroll hanging, ikebana from Zen (Carter, 2008, p. 77) and spiritual and religious practice from Buddhism (Carter, 2008, p. 78). The principle of the Way of Tea is not just to take place in the tearoom, but lies in meeting each occurrence of each day with a clear mind (Carter, 2008, p. 93), which is one of the principles of Zen Buddhism. In addition, purity is very important to tea, as it is for both Shinto and Buddhism, not only including the preparation, but also the after cleanup (Carter, 2008, p.93).
Views of Life and Death
As I mentioned above, Shinto is for this life and the Buddhism is for the life to come. According to the video “Tabibito”, it represented all the rituals of death are very clearly in Buddhism. In preparation for the funeral, they call a professional funeral agent who washes the body, and blocks the nose with gaze or cotton, changes to nice clothes and make up to look as they are alive. In addition, they usually cross the deceased hands and place a Buddhist rosary in them. Along all this preparation, they also use a personal item which the person used to wear daily. All this ritual is to prepare the deceased for a peaceful departure for a new life to come, which is the concept of the Buddhism system, usually used for funeral and memorials. Although Japanese say that they have no religious belief, they still practice it. This is an example of the concepts of religion, that Shinto is for the current life that we are living, and the death, represented by Buddhism is the departure for another life. The preparation for the departure, is performed in front of the family members and neighbors, which looks similar to a Japanese tea ceremony. I thought that both the funeral and tea ceremony have the same style, the slow movement to prepare everything, which I believe is part of the Japanese aesthetic of art. In this video, we could see some of the Japanese values such as the religious rituals, the respect and affection they have at the time of departure, the dedication of professionals, taboo and prejudice. Also, this film takes us on a journey to understand with different eyes the transition from life to death.




CONCLUSION
In writing this paper, I revealed that although Japan has a long, long history, many traditional Japanese cultural practices can be traced back to a specific period, The Heian period provides a background in which most of the Japanese culture is maintained today, not only domestically, but also with globalization it has expanded all over the world.  Some examples of that are: art, literature, samurai and religion, as the major part of the period. During the Heian period, they had a big change such as a transition of power from the nobles to military, which caused the emersion of the samurai. Moreover, the period was characterized by the flourishing of culture of the court aristocracy, which connected with the sophisticated aesthetics, leading the new development in art and literature, such as calligraphy and painting. 
In the Heian period, the hiragana writing system was created and it is used to express the feelings and thoughts in the form of poems and prose.  Using the hiragana, Murasaki Shikibu wrote the most famous literature written of that time, “Tale of Genji”, which is about the life among the nobility and it is considered the first novel and great work in world literature. In addition, her contemporary rival, Sei Shonagon wrote “The Pillow Book”, where she wrote about her thoughts and impressions also surrounding the court’s lives. These books have been used in literature of the entire world. Moreover, the poetry and literature in the Heian period is considered the peak of Japanese culture.
The history of the religions is the main factor in the roles of Japanese history and culture and it is still influenced in their lives today. Although there are two main religions playing roles in their culture, they are different in many ways, it is true that they still play the roles in the modern Japan, and it influences every practice they do in their lives day to day. 
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