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Japanese architecture has often been discussed in terms of its decorative appeal,
inspired by its beauty of form, its technically proficient construction, and its agreeable
materials. While the focus on the aesthetic qualities of buildings reflects our own
contemporary enthusiasms, it unfortunately obscures some of the very different original
purposes of Japanese architecture. In pre-modern Japan, architecture was the privilege
of the elite and power-seekers and was generally undertaken for reasons other than
aesthetics; building signified power and authority. As in Europe and elsewhere, the
building of grand structures signaled control over architects and craftsmen, sufficient
wealth, and the ability to command others to provide material and labor. Building was
also about establishing control and legitimacy. Indeed, the first act new rulers generally
undertook was to construct buildings to represent the ideals of their rule. For example,
regional leaders founded important shrines like Ise and Izumo as visual symbols of the
efficacy of their clan deities, the Japanese emperor sponsored monumental temples,
exemplified by Tōdaiji, to show the vigorous support of continental Buddhas for the royal
family and the nation, and the warrior elite constructed immense castles, such as
Azuchi Castle, in support of its own quest for legitimacy. These varied purposes were
expressed in many ways—through elevation, sheer size, by limiting access, through
innovative technology, and through beauty in the form of fine materials and intricate
decorations. I will discuss here a number of buildings in pre-modern Japan that were
designed to exemplify the power and authority of their makers.

Ise and Izumo Shrines and Clan Authority

In pre-historic Japan, rival clans fought for physical control of the country and its
resources. By the early fourth century, two powerful clans had arisen, one based on the
land bordering the Sea of Japan and the other located in the Yamato (present day Nara
prefecture) area. Each allied itself with a kami or deity-the Yamato clan with Amaterasu,
the Sun Goddess, and the Izumo clan with her brother Susanoo and his descendant
Ōkuninushi. Both clans built shrines to house their respective deities, although we
cannot be sure when the earliest structures were made. By the eighth century, we know
through written histories, such as Nihon shoki and Kojiki, that the Yamato clan proved
the more capable in making alliances, developing military power, and in constructing an
ideology around their clan deity, Amaterasu. Records show, for example, that during the
time the Yamato clan consolidated its power between 659 and 822, Izumo shrine was
not rebuilt. By the eleventh century, however, as its central power waned, and regional
clans regained some of their previous energy, Izumo shrine was rebuilt more frequently
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and on a progressively larger scale. Throughout the two hundred or so years from the
beginning of the eleventh century through the early thirteenth century, the main hall of
Izumo was rebuilt six times, each time larger than the last until the structure reached 48
meters in height and required a giant staircase 109 meters long.

Today, Ise, as the shrine of Amaterasu, progenitor of Japan's imperial family, dominates
all others in importance. Two of the three imperial regalia, the mirror and the jewel, are
kept at Ise, with Izumo holding the remaining symbol of the imperial house, the sword.
We can see even more clearly how the current power arrangement expresses itself at
Ise and Izumo by examining certain characteristics of both shrines. Elevation, for
example, is one indicator of importance in buildings. The Inner shrine at Ise is raised
above the approach path and can be reached only by a series of steps, while the shrine
at Izumo is located on the same level as the humans approaching it. Thus, by physically
positioning itself above both mortals and its competitor Izumo, Ise declares itself the
more sacred and important site.

Separation is another telling factor. At both shrines, a number of fences and gateways
divide the mortal plane from the sacred. Today four fences and four gateways surround
the inner buildings of Ise, while Izumo has but two fences and two gateways. In the
ninth century, at the peak of Yamato power, Ise had five fences. But at other times in
history when the imperial house struggled, such as during the succession disputes of
the fourteenth century, the shrine had only two. Before the Yamato clan came to power,
Izumo may have had many more than its current two fences, perhaps as many as eight.
There is, then, an indisputable correlation between efforts made to separate and
distinguish a site and that site's importance.

Related to physical separation, is the issue of access. Ise's many fences and gates
make it impossible for the average person to approach or even see the main hall
(shōden). Ordinary people pass beneath a large Shinto gate (torii), climb the stone
steps to the level of the shrine, and pass through the outer fence (itagaki), but are not
permitted beyond this point.

A strict hierarchical order consisting of eight distinct levels controls the passage of
individuals through the remaining three gates and fences) local elected officials may
pass through the second fence and worship just inside the second gate; 2) prefectural
representatives may progress up to the torii half-way between the second (outer
tamagaki) and third fence (inner tamagaki); 3) the prime minister and other senior
officials worship directly in front of the third gate (inner tamagakimon); 4) members of
the imperial family stand under the outer eaves of the third gate; 5) the crown prince
and princess, as heirs to the throne, proceed up to the fourth gate (mizugakimon); 6) the
crown prince and princess on the occasion of their marriage stand under the veranda in
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front of the main hall; 7) the reigning emperor and empress stand directly in front of the
steps to main hall; and 8) following the enthronement ceremony, the reigning emperor
and empress climb the steps to worship on the veranda of the main hall in front of the
door. Thus, access to Ise is very restricted; only the emperor and the heir to the throne
are permitted to actually see the main worship hall, where they stand before it as
intermediaries between gods and man. But even the emperor himself does not enter the
shrine; this is a space exclusively for the deity.

Little is known historically about access at Izumo, but the shrine was most likely
restricted to the clan. Today, tourists cannot enter its precinct, but unlike Ise, the main
shrine is visible to all from beyond the outermost fence. Izumo's fences are set closer to
the building, making the distance between the sacred shrine and the supplicant closer,
and the building itself is larger, causing it to tower over its fences. Although many
architectural structures are large in size to reflect the secular power of their builders, the
goal at Ise and other sacred sites is more often to enclose and protect by creating a
womb-like setting for the divinity. At Ise, the divine is so sacred it cannot be approached
or even viewed by mere mortals, whereas the architecture of Izumo suggests it is less
so because one can see it and get closer to it.

Another feature that may express power or authority in architecture is rebuilding.
Buildings are generally reconstructed because they become dilapidated or are
destroyed by natural or human disasters, but religious buildings, and particularly Shinto
shrines, are often rebuilt for purposes of ritual purification. This seems to be the case at
Ise, which is renewed every twenty years on an alternate site. In the seventh century,
Emperor Tenmu made the renewal of Ise a state responsibility and regularized the
twenty-year interval. Since there is no practical reason to rebuild that frequently,
because the wooden pillars could stand for at least forty years, it is clear that the regular
reconstructions were for the kami, who abhor uncleanliness and decay as signs of
impurity. The use of an alternate site, equal in size and adjacent to the current shrine,
further highlights the need for purity; even the same physical location would not suffice.

The practice of rebuilding on a different site also relates to one practiced earlier in
Japan. In pre-Buddhist times, the various palaces were abandoned upon the death of
the ruler so as to avoid defilement. Finally, the regular reconstruction of Ise is
immensely labor-intensive, taking eight years to complete the new fences, gates, and
buildings and thirty-two rituals to purify the materials and laborers. The dedication of
such vast amounts of time and resources to Ise's regular renewal are clear indicators of
the shrine's continuing significance to the nation today.

Rebuilding at Izumo, however, was never regularized, suggesting that there is less
emphasis on ritual purity at this site. Furthermore, Izumo has always been rebuilt on the
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same site, another indication that absolute purification is less urgent. Wide fluctuations
in the power of its supporting clan have also directly reflected on the rebuilding of
Izumo. When the region was weak, as during the Nara period (8th c.), the shrine was
seldom rebuilt. But when regional forces flourished during the late tenth through
eighteenth centuries, Izumo was rebuilt frequently-six times in the eleventh and twelfth
centuries, six times in the fifteenth to early seventeenth centuries, at intervals from 19 to
33 years. The Inner Shrine of Ise was last rebuilt in 1993. Izumo, on the other hand, is
260 years old (dates to 1744), which suggests it continues to stand second to Ise in
importance to the nation today.

The Great Buddha of Tōdaiji and Imperial Authority

As stated above, Izumo was not rebuilt during the Nara period (710-784) because at
this time a powerful central government asserted its control over the regional clans. In
710, a new capital was established in Nara and impressive state and imperial halls were
erected. Around the middle of the century, Emperor Shōmu, who favored Buddhism,
envisioned a nation-wide system of regional monasteries emanating from one major
temple located in the capital. The idea behind his vision was that by sponsoring the
construction of Buddhist temples throughout the country, the nation and the ruling family
would receive the combined protection of these powerful deities. The temple at the
center of the system was Tōdaiji.

The most obvious expression of power at Tōdaiji is its massive size. Built by the labor of
thousands of workers and with tons of raw materials, the Great Buddha Hall
(daibutsuden) of the temple was even larger than the emperor's own Audience Hall
(daigokuden). Tōdaiji's Great Hall was about 86 meters across, while the Audience Hall
was approximately 50 meters, and its first story comprised twelve bays, three more than
the imperial Audience Hall. Statistics on its construction are staggering.

The temple employed 227 site supervisors, 917 master builders, and 1,483 labors, with
1,000 cooks to feed them. Although the emperor sponsored the building of Tōdaiji,
public subscriptions were sought nationally to help with construction costs, but also to
facilitate others in receiving the Buddhist merit that would be accrued by their
participation. Consequently, 50,000 people were moved to contribute timber, 370,000
donated gold coins, copper and other valuable objects, and 1.6 million volunteered their
labor for the project.

A colossal bronze Universal Buddha or Vairocana was cast as the main image (honzon)
for Tōdaiji's Great Buddha Hall. In seventh-century China, another ruler, Empress Wu,
had created a similar image at Longmen, albeit in stone, to represent her centralized
authority, and it is believed that Emperor Shōmu was consciously emulating her



example. Even the size of the two images is comparable-Tōdaiji's original Vairocana
was approximately 14 meters tall compared to Longmen's at about 13 meters. The
casting of Tōdaiji's icon was begun in 747. It took over two years to complete and was
so large that the casting had to be done in eight stages. The removal of the molds and
correction of various casting imperfections took another five years, from 750 to 755, and
during that time 966 snail-shaped curls for the Buddha's head were also cast, one by
one.

The entire image and its base were finally gilded in 757-ten years after work had begun.
Tōdaiji yōroku, a history of the temple compiled in 1106, relates that 444 metric tons of
refined copper, 7 metric tons of refined tin, 391 kg of gold leaf, 2.2 metric tons of
mercury, and 4.66 cu. km of charcoal were used for this image. The labor statistics are
equally astounding. Skilled carpenters spent 51,590 man-days building the wooden
frame for the clay core and outer mold, assisted by unskilled laborers who contributed
1,665,071 man-days of their time, while master casters spent 372,075 man-days mixing
the metals and casting the image, with unskilled workers laboring 514,902 man-days
under their guidance. The sheer numbers of laborers and resources commanded for
this project reflect the magnitude of the emperor's authority in the eighth century.

Elevation and access are other visible expressions of power applicable at Tōdaiji. The
Great Buddha Hall, like other Buddhist temples, is enclosed by walls and elevated on a
stone base above the approach path taken by the supplicant. Each side of the Hall has
an entryway reached by a set of centrally located stone steps. The stone base raises
the temple above the surrounding world, and the thick plaster walls separate the site
from the mundane. Furthermore, although it is possible to enter the Hall and view the
Great Buddha from any of the four entryways, the interior was not originally intended for
worshipers or religious services. Rather, like the interiors of Ise and Izumo shrines, the
interior of the Great Buddha Hall was the exclusive realm of the divine. The architecture
provided a space for man to approach the divine, but also carefully maintained the
distinction between the two.

The Great Buddha Hall was designed for its image and, indeed, the image was nearly
completed before the hall was built over it. The massive Universal Buddha dominates
the space, sitting, as it does, in the very center on a lotus throne built directly onto the
floor. Originally, attendant figures stood on separate octagonal pedestals flanking the
main image, and Four Guardians (shitennō) stood in the four corners of the hall.

Thus, there is no altar in the hall; the floor serves as the altar and worship takes place
outside. Even the emperor did not enter the hall except on very special occasions. For
example, when Emperor En'yū (r. 969-984) retired and entered the priesthood at Tōdaiji,



he worshiped outside the doors of the Great Buddha Hall, entering only after the service
to marvel at the image. Although by the medieval period some services were held inside
the main hall, at the time of its construction access to the image was very limited,
indeed. For a temple constructed largely through public contributions, most individuals
could glimpse only Tōdaiji's rooftops towering over its walls; even priests and emperors
had limited access to the sacred image. As at Ise, the elevation of the building and its
limited visual and physical access serve to underscore the importance and sacred
nature of this very important Buddhist temple.

Azuchi Castle and Military Authority

The latter decades of the sixteenth century through the first half of the seventeenth
century saw the construction of magnificent castles by military rulers bent on unifying
the country and stabilizing their governments. Often called the "period of unification,"
this era was dominated by three great military generals-Oda Nobunaga (1534-1582),
Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536-1598), and Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542-1616)-who each
struggled to bring a group of powerful feudal lords (daimyō) under central control. All
built castles to fortify their positions and symbolize their authority. The earliest and
perhaps most impressive of these was Azuchi Castle, built between 1576 and 1579 by
Nobunaga, both as a symbol of his personal religious beliefs and a reflection of his
substantial military strength.

Because the path to unification in sixteenth-century Japan was fraught with battles and
intrigues, Nobunaga's castle was built as a true fortification that served both as the seat
of his military and civil governments. Unlike earlier fortresses built by the Ashikaga
shoguns, Nobunaga situated his castle on a low hill jutting out from the eastern shore of
Lake Biwa, well removed from Kyoto and the center of court life. The castle was
elevated well above the surrounding countryside by its position on the hill and separated
from the residual power of the court and the former military government (bakufu) in
Kyoto.

From this hilltop vantage point, Nobunaga was able to monitor all activity along three
major roadways-the main highway that brought goods from the Japan Sea, the Tōkaidō
from Edo in the east, and the Nakasendō that passed through the Japan Alps. At a time
when all regions of the country were not peaceful, this view of the crucial roads gave
Nobunaga a valuable early warning system. Nobunaga also created a thriving urban
center to support his castle, offering merchants and artisans financial incentives to settle
around the castle. He even invited the Jesuits to found a church and a seminary in his
castle town. In 1582, Nobunaga was assassinated, and just days later opposing forces
completely razed Azuchi. The fact that the castle was never rebuilt reflects upon the
issue of power-or its absence. When its source, Nobunaga was killed, the authority that
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might have rebuilt Auzuchi was utterly destroyed. However, the castle can still be
discussed through reconstructions made possible by extant records. Along with
archaeological evidence from the site itself, records compiled and edited by Ōta Gyūichi
in the Edo period and Tenshu sashizu, a 1766 copy of a 1670 document giving
specifications about the keep, have been used to reconstruct the castle.

Sheer size is one attribute of power made manifest at Azuchi. The scale of the project
was huge. Nobunaga co-opted nearly all the resources of central Japan, as well as
those of far-off provinces on the Japan Sea and in the area of present-day Nagoya. In
order to complete the castle quickly, he mandated that work continue both day and
night. Some of the stones used for the castle walls were so large that it took as many as
five thousand laborers to haul them up the slopes of the hill. The height of the stately
castle keep was nearly 50 meters tall, about the same as the Great Buddha Hall at
Tōdaiji.

Technical skill and innovation were other hallmarks of power in evidence at Azuchi, both
inside the castle and out. For example, the stones for the exterior towering walls were
carefully cut and fitted together without mortar by master stonemasons who had
previous experience at other mountain top projects, like Enryakuji on Mt. Hiei. At twenty
two meters high, the stone base was substantial, representing Nobunaga's formidable
force as well as the highest technical standards available at the time. Master builders of
the Okabe family then completed the timber-framed buildings that stood on top of the
walls, and tile-makers from Nara, under the supervision of a master from Ming China,
gilded and glazed tiles using a new technique. The tiles were brilliant blue, with multiple
glazes of deep reds and yellows added, and the end tiles of the eaves had gold leaf
pressed into the clay. Thus, they were not only technically advanced, but indicative of
Nobunaga's high standards of quality and taste.

While five sloping rooftops were visible from the outside of the castle, its interior was
divided into six levels, plus a basement. As the castle was intended both as a residence
for Nobunaga and a fortification, interior spaces were designed to fulfill a multiplicity of
purposes. An array of waiting rooms and audience halls were constructed on the first
and second floors, and suites of rooms for Nobunaga, his family, and those who served
them on the third and fourth levels. Thus, access to Azuchi was carefully controlled, with
public spaces, such as waiting rooms, located on the first floor nearest the entryway and
private living spaces further away. At Azuchi, the spatial arrangement was vertical as
well as horizontal, with the higher floors having more limited access than those on the
lower level.

One amazing technological innovation at Azuchi was that the center of the castle keep
was open from the basement to the ceiling of its fourth level. Naitō Akira, a Japanese
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architectural historian, has suggested that the creation of this unusual open space may
have been influenced by Nobunaga's contact with the Jesuit missionaries and their
descriptions of European Cathedrals. Naitō also postulated that a reliquary stupa (hōtō)
was located in the basement of the atrium, where it could be looked down upon from the
railings of the floors above. According to Naitō, this stupa was dedicated to Tahō Nyōrai,
representing Creation in Buddhist cosmology. The reliquary, Naitō believed, was part of
a larger campaign that Nobunaga launched to position Azuchi Castle as a
quasi-religious center.

Another unique feature was the unusual construction and function of the two upper
floors of the castle. These, it seems, lend support to Naitō's suggestion that Nobunaga
hoped to establish his own religion or perhaps install himself as a divine force.

The fifth floor of Azuchi Castle was designed as a Buddhist hall, comprised of an
octagonal chamber about 21-feet in diameter surrounded by a gallery about seven feet
wide. The walls, ceilings, columns, and even the floors were completely covered in
brilliant red lacquer and gold leaf, over which various Buddhist images were painted.
The uppermost level was designed for yet a different religious purpose. On this sixth
level was a three-bay square room, its pillars, beams, windows, and floors of suffused
with lustrous black lacquer.

Confucian didactic stories were painted on brilliant gold-leafed walls and polychrome
floral motifs covered the entire ceiling. Nothing even remotely similar to these two floors
has been found in castle architecture of any period in Japan. Nobunaga's interest in and
inclusion of Buddhist and Confucian imagery, as well as the architectural innovation
attributed to Christian churches, suggest that he willingly embraced various types of
divine aid in his quest to solidify his hegemony. Based on their position within the castle,
these two upper floors must have been designed as private spaces for use by the
shogun and perhaps those close to him. It appears that Nobunaga intended to set up a
personal religious center at Azuchi. Although his precipitous death precludes our
knowing his real intentions, these architectural anomalies seem to suggest that
Nobunaga may have been in the process of developing a new type of authority based
on religion.

Finally, the sheer beauty of the sumptuous pigments used for the wall- and
sliding-door-paintings inside the castle was yet another unmistakable expression of
Nobunaga's supreme authority. Every manner of subject-delicate flowers and boisterous
birds, real and mythical animals, Confucian didactic tales represented by Chinese
scholars, and a myriad of exemplary Buddhist themes-were painted by the premier
artists of the day in a variety of styles, including dynamic ink brushwork and polychrome
pigments on gold leaf. The large, bold images, the bright colors and use of gold paint



and leaf, and the dynamic contrasts created by all of this, served as overt indications of
Nobunaga's wealth and his power to command artisans.

In summary, regardless of whether the ruler was a local clan leader, an emperor, or a
military warrior, all looked to create built environments that expressed control over
others through physical, religious, economic, and/or intellectual means. The way rulers
from disparate class backgrounds approached building in different time periods varied
enormously, but the way they expressed their power and authority through building was
remarkably similar. From Shinto shrines to Buddhist temples and castles, simple steps
were taken to create illusions (and realities) of power in the eyes of the beholder.
Buildings of personal and national important were generally elevated above and
separated from the mundane because elevation makes those below look up. Access
was restricted because limitation and separation create a desire for the denied. Size
overwhelms and belittles the observer, and sumptuous materials and intricate
decoration amaze the viewer creating awe, delight, and perhaps a little envy. Through
these and other means, buildings could enhance the power of their owners and
emphasize the owners' distinction from the viewers by signifying their uniqueness as a
privileged class.
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