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Ladies and gentlemen, it is my great pleasure to have 

this  opportunity  of  speaking  to  you  about  the  Flags  of 

Higher Schools in Imperial Japan. 

 I  have two purposes:  first,  to introduce old Japanese 

higher schools (which exist no more) and their flags, and 

second, to explain some  characteristics of Japanese flags 

through these school flags. 

　Before starting, let me ask you just one thing.

　The lights are slightly dimmed so that you may see 

both the screen and the papers distributed.

　 You  have  two  types  of  papers:   a  stapled  9  page 

illustration booklet and 3 larger appendixes like these. 

  I  should  be  grateful  if  you  could  refer  to  the 

corresponding pages when I ask.  
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  I apologize for any inconvenience caused.

The Old Higher Schools in Imperial Japan
  General                              (Slides 3, 4)

     Before the end of WWII in 1945, when the Empire of Japan 
collapsed,  Japan  had  excellent  educational  institutions  for 
distinguished  boys  from  18  to  21  years  old, called  Koto 
Gakko, now called old Higher Schools.       

     The students were highly valued as an intellectual elite, and as 
future leaders of Imperial Japan.  They successfully passed 
the barriers of most difficult examinations, and then enjoyed 
a most pleasant and fruitful school life for three years. 

                               (Appendices I, II & III)
There were only  38 higher schools, and the graduates were 
admitted  to  Imperial  Universities virtually  with  no 

examination.                               (Slide 5)
     Most  of  them were  boading schools.   Students  cultivated 

enduring friendship through community life at dormitories. 
They passionately loved their  schools and, naturally, school 
flags to praise the schools.                

     All of them were closed by 1950, nearly sixty years ago. 
Now, even in Japan, people  know very little about these 

old schools.                             (Slide 6)

 The old boys, the youngest ones of whom are now nearly 
eighty, still love their schools very much, and come together 
with  their  school  flags  to  sing  their  Dormitory  Songs 
(Ryoka) . 
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  Location                       (Slide 7) (Page 1)
      Most Higher Schools enjoyed splendid location, and were 

warmly  received  by  local  people.  Four  of  them  were  in 
former overseas territories.  

  Their Flags and Emblems     (Appendices I, II, & III)
      Please refer to Appendix I (flags) , II (emblems) and III.
      All flags have the emblems on the centre.  The emblem is 

most  important,  and  their  meanings  are  explained  in 
Appendix III. 

Characteristics  of  Japanese  Flags  and  Higher 
School Ones

1. Plain Fields                     (Slide 8) (Page 2)
   Most  Japanese  flags  have  no  basic  divisions,  horizontal, 
vertical, etc.
   The  overall  design  of  the  field is  regarded  as  relatively 

unimportant.  Instead, the emblem, badge or “symbol mark” is 
of utmost importance.  Usually, the emblem is placed on the 
centre of the field. 

 

2. Meaningful Emblems      (Slides 8, 9) (Pages 2 & 3)    

      
   The Higher School Emblems were the  symbol of the pride of 

schoolboys.　They were extremely  meaningful,  symbolizing 
ideals,  praising  splendid  locations,  telling  philosophical 
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lessons, and so on.  Sometimes they were enigmatic!     (Slide 

10)
For example,

  Fourth H.S. ―　The polestar.  It  does not move and means 
steadfastness,  and the  school  motto  “Rise  above 
the world”.

  Sixth H.S. ―　A firefly (central disc) and  snow (surrounding 
circle)  imply  diligence.   A legend  says  that  a  poor  boy 
gathered  fireflies in  the  summer,  and  made  use  of  snow 
reflection in the winter to get light for study.

3. The Shape -   Nobori                (Slide 11) (Page 4)

       “Nobori” is a big, vertically long banner.  There are two types 
of Nobori, Schwenkel loops type (Chi-tsuki) and Streamer type 
(Nagare). 

 
   Only the streamer type banners were used by schoolboys at 

interschool  matches  to  cheer  the  team.   The streamers  were 
preferred, as they looked more dynamic and stirring.

4. White Bands (  Hakusen  )   - Stripes on the Flag 

(Slide 12) (Page 5)
    You will notice horizontal stripes on many higher school flags. 

Such stripes may rarely be seen on other flags.
 
    These white bands were a prestigious symbol for higher school 
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boys.  They were attached to the cap badge around the cap. 
The numbers of bands were two or three.  
 As ornament of Nobori they were extremely suitable. 
With  stripes,  the  banners  bore  a  strong  resemblance  to  the 
Nobori used by Samurai warriors at battles.

 

5. The colour - Monochrome

    Strangely, no school had regulations about flag colours.
Any colour could be used.  However, some old schools had 

definite colours by tradition, white for the First Higher, red for 

the Third, and so on.            (Page 4,  Lower Right)
   Most of them were monochrome, usually a black emblem
 on a white field, or a white emblem on a red field.  

 This indifference toward colours has probably arisen from 
the Japanese heraldic family crest, the mon.

Every Japanese family has its own mon.
  A  mon is  monochrome, just  black and white.  Japanese 
ancestors  probably  preferred  simplicity  and  identity to 
charm of colours. 

6. Influence of   Mon   

 (1) Various Ways of Drawing   Mon  

(Slide 13)(Page 6)
  Ironically it can be said that a  mon has no colour but is 
colourful.   With  just  black  and  white,  a  mon creates  a 
wonderful  world  of  beauty  and  simplicity.   One  of  the 
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reasons why this is possible is the variety of mon drawing 
methods.
  There are five ways of drawing mon: plain (line drawing), 
white on black, black on white,  black on white disc and 
shaded.  

For  school  flags,  just  two  ways,  black  on  white  and 
white on colour were enough.  But, if one wishes, one can 
draw the emblem in more different ways.

 (2) Similarities Between   Mon   and School Emblems  

(Slide 14) (Page 7)
The Designers  of  school  emblems did  not  explain  the 

reason why they drew them in that way.  One may fairly 
guess that they were influenced by mon.   
 
  Let  me  show  you  some  examples  which  show  the 
similarities between mon and emblems. 

 To  some  extent,  this  will  explain  the  characteristics  of 
Japanese emblems, badges, symbol marks, etc. which are 
simple, both in design and in colour.

 (3) Subject Items

 If one classifies subject items of school emblems in 
categories, plants are the most in number (57%). 
Among  others,  cherry  blossoms,  oaks,  chrysanthemums, 
pines were favoured. 

There were no fierce beasts or birds like lions or eagles. 
This plant-favouritism can also be noticed in mon.

　　　Out of the ten most popular mons, nine are plant mons.   

Assumedly,  Japanese  people  love  delicate  and  gentle 
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things rather than heroic and strong ones. 

(7) Ceremonial Flags (  Koki  )                 (Page 8, 9)

Every school had a flag of another type.  It was called 
Koki, a more formal and ceremonial indoor flag.
 Koki represented the glory of the school, and was held in 
high respect.
 Usually, Koki were  gorgeous, beautifully embroidered in 
gold  thread on  colourful  silk  cloth,  both  obverse  and 
reverse, and fringed.

(1) Design and Colour             (Slides 15, 17)

 Both the colours and emblems were not always similar to 
those of ordinary flags.  
 For  example,  Koki  of  the  First  Higher  had  the  letter 

“Country(國 )” surrounded by oak and olive leaves and 
was  called  “Gokokuki”  (the  flag  which  protects  the 
country). Its ground colour was not white but bright red.

(2) Flag Fastenings

   Koki had some special features rarely seen in the flags of 
other countries, flag fastenings and finials, for example. 

 To  fasten  the  flag  to  a  staff,  some  koki used  chi 
(Schwenkel loops), such as the First Higher, some used 
three chain-rings, such as the Second and Fourth Higher, 
and some used two or three leather triangles with eyelets 
(Fifth  H.S.,  Matsumoto  H.S.,  Himeji  H.S.).   None  of 
these  fastening  methods  are  very  popular  in  other 
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countries.

(3) Finials               (Slides 16, 18) (Page 9)
Koki usually employed the “three-face” (or three side)
finials by which emblems can be seen from three
directions.  (Third, Fifth, Matsumoto H.S., for example).
See the finial from above, and you find a curved triangle.
Each side shows the emblem.
  The Regimental Colours of the Imperial Japanese Army 
(Rentaiki) also had three-side chrysanthemum finials which
symbolized the Emperor.  The chrysanthemum is the 
Emperor’s Mon.
 This type of three-side finial may be extremely rare in 
other countries.

(Lights up, please.)
 At the end of my lecture, I would like to show you some
real articles.

1. Handflags
  (1) These are the flags of the First and the Fourth Highers.
   It was really a spectacular sight, you may imagine, that scores 

and hundreds of boys waved and swung such flags with all 
their might! 

  (2) Second Higher
   A smaller type flag more convenient to wave vigourously.

2. Nobori   (Streamer type)  
This is a miniature Nobori.  The name of the school is

  written  with  the  emblem and  stripes.   As  I  told  you,  the 
Japanese flags usually have plain fields and space.  On the 

  space (or blank), sometimes, names are witten.  You will see a 
Sun  Disk  Flag  (Hinomaru)  with  many  signatures  on  the 
white blank around the Sun at Yasukuni Shrine tomorrow.

3. School cap with white bands (Hakusen) 
   Fifth Higher
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4. Kumagai’s   Mon   
   I said each Japanese family has its  mon.  This is mine, the 

Kumagai’s.
 

 Well, let me close my presentation about the the flags of 
higher  schools  in  Imperial  Japan  and  some  characteristics  of 
Japanese flags in general. 
 

Thank you very much for your kind attention.

Now, I have the pleasure of introducing the next speaker, Mr. 
Peter Orenski of the United States.  He is speaking to you about 
“Controversial Indian Symbols on U.S. State Flags.”
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