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Before explaining the history of war flags of Japan, I would like to describe the main
differences between a Western coat of arms and a Japanese family crest (mon), and their relationship to
flags.  Both were developed in the 12th century—the coat of arms in Western Europe and the family
crest in Japan; both have a close relationship to flags.  In Western Europe, the figures and colors
depicted on a shield became a coat of arms and then a flag.  In Japan, on the contrary, flags were
created first then progressed to family crests—the main element of the flag was always the family crest.

Although coats of arms and family crests evolved independently, they share many features.  A
Western coat of arms represents just one person while a Japanese family crest represents an entire
family or clan (but when a family crest is used by a samurai on the battlefield, it served the same role as
a coat of arms).  Initially, both symbols could be used only by the noble class, but over time, the
Japanese family crest became available to everyone.

There are two types of family crests in Japan, the noble’s crest and the samurai’s crest.  Nobles
first placed their favorite designs on ox-drawn carriages and kimonos.  These designs gradually became
established as crest patterns.  Around the end of the 12th century, the samurai began to adorn their
houses with screens containing their crests.  At the same time they started to war with each other, so
colored flags were used in battle to distinguish friend from foe.  For example, the Genji used white
banners while the Heike used red banners, although crests had not yet appeared on those flags.

Crests were widely used in the city of Kyoto, the capital of ancient Japan.  At that time, the
crests were refined and became an aristocratic hobby.  The new designs not only used flowers and trees
but also interior designs.  The samurai were quite impressed with the patterns produced by the nobles.
However, the samurai used rough designs for their crests which were less detailed than their noble
counterparts.

Flags with crests began to appear in 1185 at the start of the Kamakura Bakufu (tent
government).  The Bakufu’s leader, Minomoto Yoritomo, adopted a plain white banner and forbade any
of his subordinates to use the same design.  Instead, they could use a flag of any color with a crest
painted on it.  The first depiction of such a flag was in 1274-1281 on a scroll showing the defeat of the
Mongols by the samurai.  Then, at the end of the Muromachi Era, the power of the government
declined.  Even a person of a lower class, if competent, was able to advance in feudal Japan.  During
this time, the Sengoku era (civil war) changed the nature of combat and saw an increase of the different
forms of war flags.

During the Azuchi Momoyama Period (1568-1600), many battles were fought among the
samurai to gain control of Japan, and the flags of major lords—such as Tokugawa, Takeda, and Oda—
appeared on the battlefield.  Tokugawa used a golden crest on a long white flag, the character 五 (go,
five) on a square white flag, and the rising sun on a golden fan.  Takeda used the character 大 (dai, big)
on a square white flag, a long all-white flag, a long black-and-white flag, and a white flag bearing three
black circles.  Like Tokugawa, Takeda also used the rising sun motif on a banner (this design is the
current national flag of Japan).  Oda used a crest derived from a coin on a white banner; topping it was



a small white flag with quotes from the Buddha.  Many war flags were created between 1450 and 1650.

In the Edo Period (1603-1867), the country was united under the leadership of Tokugawa
Ieyasu.  In the course of the Tokugawa Bakufu, he consolidated power over all realms as Emperor of all
Japan.  The former war flags were used as offerings to Buddhist temples or for ceremonial purposes.
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