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The young Ikoma scribe grunted as he struggled to place an armload of scrolls on the low table in the library. He wiped 
the dust from his hands and admired his handiwork for a brief moment before the barking sound of his master’s voice 
interrupted his reverie. “Have you located the scrolls I require?”

“I have, master,” the young man replied. “I do not wish to seem improper, master, but are you certain these are the 
scrolls you need?”

“Quite certain,” the old man said.

“Is our purpose not to attempt to decipher the intent behind the recent hostilities with the Phoenix in court, my lord?”

“It is.”

“But master,” the boy said, gesturing to the scrolls, “these are unimportant. Historical accounts of court exchanges, 
minor details of a century’s worth of border patrol observations, some items of personal correspondence over the course 
of decades… there is nothing here!”

“Don’t be a fool, boy,” the old man said harshly, gesturing at the table. “Everything is here. Everything. We simply 
have to understand how to look at it properly.”

Welcome to Imperial Histories, the fourth major source-
book release for the Legend of the Five Rings Role-Playing 
Game, 4th Edition! This is a book that has the potential to 
shape your entire L5R RPG experience, helping you real-
ize the full potential of this latest edition of the game to 
explore and change the world of Rokugan.

What Is This Book?

The purpose of Imperial Histories is to provide GMs and 
players with the information necessary to create cam-
paigns and play characters in a variety of different eras 
of Rokugan’s history, some of which have never been de-
tailed before. The information contained here gives GMs a 
host of background and detail for planning and running 
a new campaign in these eras. Perhaps more importantly, 
it also gives players the tools they need to make charac-
ters which are intimately tied to the eras in question, both 
thematically and mechanically. The information in this 
book isn’t just about letting you run games in certain time 
periods, however. Each chapter is also a blueprint on how 
to create your own era, and is rife with material that can 
be mined for your own gaming group’s unique creations.

The eras detailed in this sourcebook include the following:

The Dawn of The empire

This chapter describes the first days of Rokugan, when 
the Kami Hantei forms the Empire and his divine siblings 
gather followers to create the Great Clans. The first war 
with Fu Leng threatens the survival of the new civiliza-
tion, and while the dangers are great, the opportunities for 
heroism are even greater.

The reign of The gozoku

The first Gozoku conspiracy was conceived as a means 
of bringing progress and sophistication to the Empire. By 
subverting the authority of the Emperor, however, the con-
spirators began a downward spiral that eventually led to 
near-ruin, and left the Empire vulnerable to…

The era of whiTe STag

In the wake of the Gozoku conspiracy, the Empire sought 
to restore Imperial authority and faced a new challenge 
from strange foreigners. This chapter describes the disas-
trous effects of allowing gaijin into the court at the Impe-
rial City, culminating in the Battle of White Stag. 

The greaT famine

This era is one of the most unique features of this book. 
The author of this chapter, Jason Bianchi, was selected from 
almost one hundred entries to find the most innovative and 
interesting new eras for L5R role-play. The Great Famine 
examines the breakdown of society due to a persistent and 

The young Ikoma scribe grunted as he struggled to place an armload of scrolls on the low table in the library. He wiped 
the dust from his hands and admired his handiwork for a brief moment before the barking sound of his master’s voice 
interrupted his reverie. “Have you located the scrolls I require?”

“I have, master,” the young man replied. “I do not wish to seem improper, master, but are you certain these are the 
scrolls you need?”

“Quite certain,” the old man said.

“Is our purpose not to attempt to decipher the intent behind the recent hostilities with the Phoenix in court, my lord?”

“It is.”

“But master,” the boy said, gesturing to the scrolls, “these are unimportant. Historical accounts of court exchanges, 
minor details of a century’s worth of border patrol observations, some items of personal correspondence over the course 
of decades… there is nothing here!”
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dire famine in the seventh century, leading to wide-spread 
unrest and rebellion.

The pre-Coup era

This chapter describes Rokugan at the end of the so-called 
Thousand Years of Peace, the oldest and perhaps the most 
popular setting for the L5R RPG. It also details the events 
leading up to the Scorpion Clan Coup that changed the 
shape of the Empire forever.

The Clan war

The quintessential epic conflict of L5R, depicted in the 
original L5R card game in 1995-97. This chapter describes 
the great war that led to the second Day of Thunder, with 
the insidious influence of the Shadowlands causing de-
struction and evil throughout the Empire.

The hiDDen emperor

This chapter describes the Empire in the aftermath of the 
Clan Wars, when the clans are still settling into their new 
roles under the reign of the Toturi Dynasty. The Empire’s 
hope for peace and stability is torn asunder when the 
machinations of the primal entity known as the Lying 
Darkness come to the fore.

The war of SpiriTS

This chapter depicts a disastrous internal conflict born 
from Rokugan’s past. In the aftermath of the Battle at 
Oblivion’s Gate, thousands of ancestral spirits returned to 
Rokugan and proceeded to swear their loyalty to the in-
sane tyrant Hantei XVI, the Steel Chrysanthemum. 

The heroeS of rokugan

This chapter describes an alternate future of Rokugan, one 
in which the Toturi Dynasty survives and the Empire faces 
strange new challenges. The setting is based on the Heroes 
of Rokugan “living-type” role-playing campaign that ran 
from 2005 to 2010, with thousands of players all over the 
world shaping its storyline.  

The ThouSanD YearS of DarkneSS

This chapter describes another alternate setting, one of the 
most frequently requested eras in the history of the L5R 
RPG: the dark and corrupted Empire that results from Fu 
Leng’s victory on the second Day of Thunder. The Great 
Clans are broken or subverted and men of honor are rare 
indeed, while those corrupted by the Taint rule over a dy-
ing Rokugan.
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Using Campaign 
Settings

Much of the enjoyment of a role-playing game comes 
from interacting with a world completely different from 
everyday life. At its heart, the L5R Role-Playing Game is 
focused on the interactions between the player characters 
and the world and culture of the Emerald Empire. When 
a GM develops and uses a specific setting within Roku-
gan, he is establishing the basis of those interactions. This 
means a wise GM will tailor the setting to promote the 
sort of interactions the players will enjoy the most. If your 
group prefers classic samurai tragedy, you might decide 
to build a setting around themes of hopeless struggle and 
moral conflict—expressed in this book by eras like the 
Great Famine or the Gozoku. If your players prefer a more 
epic game in which they play pivotal roles in Rokugani 
history, your setting should accommodate this with large-
scale conflicts or supernatural threats—the sort of thing 
offered by eras like the Clan War or the Hidden Emperor. 

Once the GM decides what sort of setting will best fit 
the players, there are essentially three choices: Original 
Setting, Canon Setting, and Hybrid Setting.

Canon Settings are what this book offers—established 
eras in the history of Rokugan. These are easily used be-
cause most L5R players are at least somewhat familiar 
with them, making it easier for them to enjoy the sto-
ryline. Many of these eras have been described in detail 
in earlier publications, creating a large pool of resources 
for GMs who are developing adventures and storylines in 
these settings. However, Canon Settings do have a few po-
tential pitfalls for GMs and players. The foremost concern 
is that well-informed players will “know” the story’s in-
evitable outcome. There is little suspense in sending your 
players on a quest to find and stop Iuchiban’s resurrection 
in the Four Winds era if the players are already aware 
that he will indeed escape his Tomb and rampage across 
the Empire. 

There are two ways to resolve this sort of problem. The 
simplest is to “turn off the safeties” and allow the players 
to change the canon history. In the example above, the 
players should have an honest chance to stop Iuchiban’s 
escape and thereby avert the subsequent Rain of Blood. To 
drive this point home, other changes to the canon story-
line can be made along the way, signaling the players that 
while the canon may be the starting point it is not neces-
sarily the ending. A less obvious and more challenging 
solution, one that will not work with every group, is to let 
the players know they are on a quixotic quest and cannot 
change fate. They are samurai and have a role to play 
regardless of outcome. In this case, the interaction with 

the setting is not the ability to change history but learning 
their own place within that history. 

Original Settings take a good deal more prep work than 
Canon Settings, since the GM must construct the entire 
history that is taking place and all the NPCs within it. 
However, this also means they are free to develop in what-
ever direction the GM and players might desire. The GM is 
not left entirely adrift in developing an original L5R set-
ting, of course; there is still the established background of 
Rokugan to use as a starting point. Primal events such as 
the Fall of the Kami and the First War against Fu Leng are 
going to be part of the world regardless. Building an Origi-
nal Setting within the official Rokugani histories can be 
a challenge, but there are plenty of “holes” in the history 
where the GM can insert major events—the Great Famine 
chapter in this book is an example of this approach. Al-
ternatively, the GM can move an Original Setting into the 
future of the canon history, perhaps even into a “modern” 
technological era of the sort sometimes depicted in various 
L5R fan-fictions. The Heroes of Rokugan setting presented 
in Chapter Nine of this book is another example of an 
Original Setting located in Rokugan’s future, and a good 
example of the kind of stories an ambitious GM can create.

GMs who do not have the energy to construct an en-
tirely original vision of Rokugan can instead develop a 
Hybrid Setting that mixes elements of the established 
canon with alternative histories or personal inspirations. 
For example, imagine a Rokugan if Akodo had bested 
Hantei in the ancient Tournament of the Kami, or if Hida 
Kisada had fallen to the Taint. Most of the chapters in this 
book contain sidebars marked “Alternate Paths” which of-
fer starting points for creating these sorts of Hybrid Set-
tings. In general, the further along the established story-
line that changes are made, the smaller the ‘footprint’ of 
those changes will be—Fu Leng subduing his siblings at 
the Dawn of the Empire creates a world bearing almost no 
resemblance to the canon storyline, but Hida Kuon surviv-
ing his charge against the Destroyers during the Kali-Ma 
Invasion has a significantly smaller impact. 

Ultimately, it is up to the GM and the players how many 
changes to make and how close—or how far—to stick to 
Rokugan’s canon.    

Villains and Antagonists

Enemies are a key part of any good role-playing setting. 
The antagonist is usually the reason behind the adventure, 
after all. Presenting compelling antagonists is an impor-
tant part of a GM’s job. A poorly-played villain typically 
leads to an uninteresting adventure and disappointing 
game sessions. Conversely, a compelling and memorable 
villain will enhance the game experience—and hence play-
er enjoyment. 

A common problem with introducing and playing vil-
lains is that the GM can sometimes “fall in love” with the 
villain and make him or her into the center of the game. 
The GM should always remember that the purpose of a 
good villain is to create effective and memorable inter-
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actions with the player characters. A good GM 
uses a villain as a story device, not a favored 
character to be protected and loved in the same 
way that players identify with their characters.  

In any story, but especially a large-scale or 
epic-style campaign, there is usually a per-
ceived need for a few villains, or maybe just one 
villain, to take on the role of the “Big Bad”—the 
primary source of danger in the story, the ul-
timate antagonist who must be defeated if the 
PCs are going to prevail. Many of the settings 
presented in this book contains such “Big Bad” 
antagonists—Fu Leng in the Dawn of the Empire 
and the Clan War, the Lying Darkness during 
the era of the Hidden Emperor, Hantei XVI dur-
ing the War of the Spirits, or Akodo Gintaku 
in the Heroes of Rokugan setting. This sort of 
major villain is usually the focus of a long story 
arc or even an entire campaign, and defeating 
such a foe is traditionally the climax of the 
whole story. Of course, such mighty villains can 
usually only be confronted be equally powerful 
PCs, making them best suited to the ending of a 
long campaign.

Smaller-scale villains, however, can still be the “Big 
Bad” of a more limited story or side-plot. A single-villain 
game session can be an enjoyable and fulfilling diversion 
from longer and more convoluted storylines, and makes 
fewer demands on the GM as well. The leader of a po-
litical conspiracy, an enemy general, a bandit chief… any 
of these can be the source of the PCs’ troubles and the 
elimination of such a person serves as the focus of their 
adventure. Of course, this is not something solely limited 
to combat scenarios—in a game of courtly intrigue, the 
villain could be an evil Scorpion Instigator attempting to 
ignite a war between two otherwise friendly clans. The 
party would then maneuver in the courts to discredit the 
Scorpion. 

An alternative approach to using antagonists is to set 
the characters in opposition to something less tangible, 
such as a moral quandary or a natural disaster. These 
types of stories may require more effort from both the 
players and the GM, especially since they are often depen-
dent on an in-depth understanding of Rokugani culture. 
Getting the players to stay true to Rokugan’s alien culture 
can be difficult, but the pay-off can be very rewarding by 
presenting them with truly memorable challenges that do 
not fall into the standard structure of fighting a villainous 
NPC. For example, a group of veteran PCs might be sent 
by a magistrate to aid in subduing a town that is rebel-
ling because the peasants believe their role in the Celestial 
Order is unjust. (The Great Famine setting presents this 
sort of challenge.) The Code of Bushido leaves the PCs no 
choice but to harshly suppress such a rebellion, but their 
human empathy may rebel at such an act. As another ex-
ample, the party might be sent to rescue the brother of a 
powerful nobleman from an angry mob, only to find they 

are angry because he recently killed another samurai in 
cold blood. In these sorts of scenarios, although the PCs 
are encountering tangible threats, the real antagonist is 
their own conflict between the demands of society and 
the demands of human empathy. Morally complex inter-
actions can stress the PCs to their limit without any need 
for a Big Bad villain. 

In addition to tangible and intangible antagonists, there 
is a third way of introducing antagonists to a role-playing 
game: the players themselves. Traditionally, RPGs pres-
ent the PCs as a united group sent off to some dramatic 
adventure against an unknown enemy. However, some 
scenarios can create a situation in which the real threat to 
the PCs is an inter-party conflict. The GM need not worry 
about external threats if the PCs supply conflict for him! 
For example, in a game set in the era of the First Yasuki 
War, Crab and Crane PCs in a court setting will be cast into 
the role of antagonists. Of course, this sort of play can be 
risky with less experienced or more emotionally intense 
players—the conflict between their characters can poten-
tially spill over into real life, leading to hurt feelings and 
a failed gaming experience. But with experienced players 
who are able to maintain a firm separation between them-
selves and their characters, inter-party tension can add 
considerable enjoyment to a campaign. Instead of oppos-
ing some nameless bandits or anonymous evil daimyo, the 
PCs are facing their fellow players, who are just as deter-
mined to win as they are, and just as ingenious in finding 
ways to do so. At that point, the GM is truly nothing more 
than an arbitrator of the players’ actions. 
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Akagi, chieftain of the Seppun people, master of the 
spear, slayer of Oniku the Merciless, fell to his knees and 
wept. Before him lay the bodies of eight of his tribe, killed 
in the most recent skirmish with the tribe of Noriaki. 
Among them were two of his sons, including Hiro, his 
eldest. 

Akagi let the grief seize and shake him until it passed, 
then rose to his feet and wiped the tears from his face. 
He turned to the other tribesmen assembled in the village 
square. “The Noriaki have dealt us a sore blow today. This 
is true. But even they would not attack us here at the home 
of the Seppun, she who is the holiest of the servants of the 
gods. It will be as it has always been, they will discover 
who it is they attack and leave off, go back to raiding other 
tribes. That is how it has always been and that is how it 
shall be this time. Return to your homes and patrols and 
let your minds be eased. The tribe of the Seppun shall 
stand undiminished and undefeated as we always have.”

The tribesmen and women nodded to each other, and 
looks of hope and resolve crossed their features. They be-
gan to leave the square, returning to their duties and their 
lives. Akagi smiled at each one, a look of unfelt hope on 
his own face. 

Lying to his own people made him feel hollow and use-
less. But what else could he offer them? Without hope 
their doom was certain. 

When the square was clear, Akagi climbed to the top of 
the hill which stood above his village. He crossed the ver-
dant green field that covered the top of the hill and knelt 
before the simple stone shrine. There his wife waited, her 
face serene, her eyes closed in the depths of prayer. 

After a short time, the woman called the Seppun opened 
her eyes and looked up. “You are troubled, husband.”

“I am, wife. We will not survive a concentrated attack 
by the Noriaki. I fear we live in the final days of the tribe 
of Seppun.”

She looked at Akagi searchingly. “Do you truly believe 
that? The gods cannot allow us to fall. We are the holist 
of their servants, they cannot stand idly by and allow us 
to be destroyed.”

“The Noriaki have already killed two of our sons!” Ak-
agi cried, feeling his suppressed anger swell up like a vast 
bubble, choking him. 

A shadow covered the ground. Akagi froze. The Seppun 
rose to her feet, her eyes wide.

The shadow filled the sky, plunging the hill and the sur-
rounding land into darkness. The two tribe members looked 
up to see that the Sun itself seemed to have turned black. 

“What does it mean?” Akagi whispered. His wife would 
know, she was the tribal priestess, the voice for the gods’ 
will. But she only shook her head, silent. 

Chapter One
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A light appeared, golden and pure, where the Sun had 
been. Then another, and another, each dropping toward the 
ground like glowing snowflakes. Seven lights fell in quick 
succession, and then the shadow began to move off of the 
Sun. An eighth light appeared out of the sky as the sun-
light burst forth once more. For a moment Akagi thought 
there had been a ninth light in the south, just before the 
Sun reached her full light again, but it was impossible to 
be sure. 

The eight lights descended toward them, swelling into 
blazing stars as large as a man. Akagi fell back in terror, 
shielding his face with one hand, clutching his stumbling 
wife with the other. 

The lights settled on the top of the hill, their glow slow-
ly fading. Figures emerged from them, men and women 
clad in robes and armor of shining gold. Two women and 
six men, tall and beautiful beyond any mortal form, their 
eyes blazing with the light of Heaven itself. Their clothing 
shifted and changed, assuming bright colors and patterns 
of such depth and complexity that Akagi felt dizzy just 
looking at them. 

The light faded, and the eight strangers looked at each 
other as though confused. One of the women tilted her head 
back, looking into the sky, and whispered, “Is that what the 
mortals see when they look to the heavens? It is beautiful.” 

One of the men began to speak. “What happened to...” 
He was cut off by another man, the only one whose gar-
ments still held the gold of the Heavens. He bore a long 
curved sword, a blade so perfect it looked like a piece of 
starlight. “They are gone.”

All eight bowed their heads for a moment. Then one 
of the men said, “Brothers and sisters, I believe there are 
mortals here.”

The celestial creatures turned toward the Seppun and 
Akagi. The man with the sword stepped forward and spoke, 
his voice echoing like a great bell. “I am Hantei. These are 
my brothers and sisters. Name yourselves, mortals.”

Akagi flinched, his limbs shaking so badly he could not 
even stand. But next to him his wife stepped forward and 
knelt, touching her forehead to the grass. “I am called Sep-
pun, priestess of the gods, and he is Akagi my husband. 
We are your servants, my Lord. All that we have and all 
that we are is yours. We are your servants.”
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The Dawn of the Empire is the earliest time known to 
Rokugan, when the eight Kami came to earth and forged 
the peoples they found into a single unified kingdom. It 
was a time of chaos and opportunity, of birth and transfor-
mation. All the traditions and structures of Rokugan were 
born in those earliest days, and the Empire faced the ter-
rible evil of Fu Leng and the First War which he unleashed. 
The Kami walked the earth alongside mortals, and great 
heroes arose to confront the Dark Kami and his armies.

An L5R campaign set in this era will allow players 
to interact with the primal myths and founding heroes 
of the Empire, or even to become such heroes them-
selves. They can witness and participate in the creation 
of Rokugan’s most famous institutions and be part of the 
original birth of the clans and their families. Truly cre-
ative GMs can experiment with letting the PCs take the 
place of historical figures and change the Empire in pro-
found ways, but even without such extreme variations 
the PCs will nonetheless influence the shape of Rokugan 
in all manner of ways. On the other hand, the mechani-
cal options for the PCs will be more limited in this era 
than in almost any later one, since only the most basic 
schools and spells exist and most other mechanical sys-
tems (kata, kiho, Paths, Advanced Schools, etc) will not 
start to be invented until the second and third centuries. 
GMs whose players enjoy a wide variety of mechanical 
options should probably think carefully before using the 
Dawn of the Empire as a setting for play.    

Pre-History:  
The Fall of the Kami

The people who inhabited the lands of Rokugan perceived 
the great battle of Hantei and Onnotangu as a solar eclipse, 
a great darkness that lay across the land. In its wake, the 
eight Kami fell to earth. The tribe of Seppun, the people 
who lived around the hill where the Kami fell, immediately 
swore fealty to these divine beings. Some legends claim 
the Seppun were immediately attacked by a rival tribe and 
the Kami, relying on the skills of Akodo and the strength 
of Hida, drove them off. Other legends claim the power 
and majesty of the Kami was so potent that the rival tribe 
submitted instantly.  

Regardless, all accounts agree that the Kami soon set off 
from Seppun Hill in order to explore and understand this 
mortal world they had fallen into. Some of them took the 
tribemates of the lady called Seppun with them as guides 
or escorts, while others traveled alone. Many legends speak 
of what they saw and did during the five years they trav-
eled the lands which would become the Empire. While the 
individual events that occurred were often important to 
those who experienced them, the true significance of those 
individual journeys was that they convinced the Kami hu-
manity was worthy of their protection and leadership.

After five years, the Kami returned to Seppun Hill to 
find it changed. The formerly small village had grown 
into a large town with many surrounding farms; thou-
sands had flocked to the settlement, assembling together 
to worship the Kami as gods. The Kami had brought civi-
lization to the world even when they were not physically 
present. 

The eight Kami gathered alone atop Seppun Hill, the 
very place they had fallen to earth five years earlier, and 
discussed the world they were now part of. Many of them 
spoke of the barbarism and atrocities they had seen in 
their travels, but they also recalled moments of beauty 
and the intrinsic nobility of the human soul. Legend 
claims it was the beautiful Lady Doji who proposed the 
solution to the chaos the Kami saw everywhere in their 
travels. “As the Sun and Moon gave shape to the form-
less, so must we create order out of this chaos. These 
mortals are not without worth, merely without direction. 
We must offer them that direction.” After her eloquent 
words the others agreed: the Kami would create order 
where there was none, an Empire where there were only 
tribes and villages. To do so, however, they would need 
a leader to take charge of this effort. They would need 
an Emperor. 

Ikoma’s “Comprehensive  
History of the Empire”

According to the writings of Ikoma Karaku, a daimyo 
of the Ikoma from the sixth century, the founder of 
the Ikoma family began writing something he called 
“The Comprehensive History of the Empire of Roku-
gan” shortly before his death. The rather grandiosely 
(and perhaps satirically) titled document was never 
finished, and Karaku discovered the ancient scrolls 
centuries later. He compiled the “Comprehensive His-
tory” and added notes and annotations to fill some of 
its gaps before presenting it to the Imperial Court in 
the year 512. 

The document proved to be controversial, since it 
expressed Ikoma’s rather mischievous and iconoclas-
tic character in the fullest. Ultimately it was con-
signed to the back shelves of the Ikoma Libraries, 
where it remains largely unread. Karaku insisted to 
his dying day that the document was absolutely au-
thentic, and a handful of Lion scholars have studied 
it for insight into the Empire’s earliest days. Excerpts 
from Ikoma’s account are scattered throughout this 
chapter, showing the views of Akodo’s follower on the 
epic events of his time. 
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