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The Appropriation of Vernacular Architecture
by Early Ruling Authority

The Grand Shrine of Ise (Ise Jingu) and the Great Shrine of lzumo (Izumo
Taisha) are the two most venerable shrines of Shinto in Japan. Located in
remote, awe-inspiring natural settings, the architecture of both Ise¢ and [zumo
is an expression of Shinto, the animistically based indigenous beliet of Japan,
and the symbiotic relationship enjoyed with ruling authority since time
immemorial.

The Ise shrine complex is located on the castern side of the Kii peninsula
to the southeast of the ancient centres of government in the Yamato basin.
It basks on a coastal plain warmed by the Pacific occan currents and bathed
in bright sunshine even in mid-winter. It is an ideal setting for the worship
of Amaterasu, the Sun Goddess and legendary ancestress of the imperial family,
and Toyouke, a local agricultural deity of grains and the harvest. The Izumo
shrine complex, by contrast, is situated in Shimane prefecture, an inhospitable
region of frequent storms and fierce clemental forces on the rugged Sea of
Japan coast facing towards the mainland of Asia. Appropriately the name
‘Izumo’ means the place ‘from whence the clouds come’. It was originally
known as ‘Yakumo tatsu’ (‘where the eight clouds rise’).} The shrine is dedi-
cated to Okuninushi, the deity of fishing, sericulture, good fortune and fertility.
In Japan’s creation myths Okuninushi is the son of the tempestuous Storm
God Susano-o, the clder brother of Amaterasu. Thus from the time of the
age of myths, Ise and Izumo have been locked in the uneasy embrace of
supernatural familial rivalry. This reflects their portentous role in the consum-
mation of governing authority in Japanesc history, for whatever the religious
significance of the shrines as the expression of Shinto belief, their meaning 18
ultimately as much political as sacred. Historically they served as the centres
of worship for two powerful clans which were engaged in a fierce political
and ideological struggle for national hegemony in the late bronze and early
iron ages, a process which culminated in the supremacy of the Yamato clan
associated with Ise.

Erom the sixth century the shrines at Ise were to play a critical role in
transforming local power into national governmental authority based on the
institution of the imperial family. Their architecture, appropriated from the
form of vernacular storehouses and granaries long the focus of village festi-
vals and animistic worship in praise of the gods of creation and the harvest,
was to become an enduring tradition in Japanese civilization, as pervasive
in physical form and decp in cultural meaning as Classical architecture in the




Mediterranean world.?2 Like the columns and architraves of the temples of
ancient Greek temples, the raised-floor imbered structure with thatched roof
and rafters crossing over the ridge-pole became synonymous with both worship
and authority in Japanese tradition.

Izumo Shrine as an institution shared the same political, religious and archi-
tectural strategies as Isc, employing an architectural idiom based on early clite
residences and differing from the granary prototype of Ise in detail only.
‘However the defeat of its patrons in the struggle for national hegemony rele-
gated its architecture to a less illustrious fate as a regional shrine, its myths
and legends to a place of derision in the official mythology of the nation,
and its clan leaders to disgruntled provincial obscurity. This fate was sealed,
‘a5 we shall see, by a series of spectacular structural failures of the main shrine
‘building in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

The architectural forms of Ise and Izumo thus manifested and, in turn,
Jinfluenced the respective success and failure of their local patrons in the
struggle for national hegemony. They attest to the power of authority in
'uljticising architectural form, particularly by the appropriation of vernacular
‘building types into the high culture, and their consequent evolution from the
‘functional into the abstract and the secular into the religious. At the same
time these shrines bear testimony to the indispensable role of architecture in
the definition and enforcement of ruling authority, fundamental to its power
and prestige, dignity and legitimacy, its status and hierarchy, and its tradition
anc continuity. One of the most ancient and jealously guarded prerogatives
of ruling authority was sponsorship of the periodic rebuilding of these shrines,
'r;:;'pmcess at first required by the ephemeral nature of the materials used, but
as time passed, dictated more by power and prestige.

The two shrine complexes thereby reveal the way in which certain build-
ings do more than act as mere symbols: how they become part of the very
fi abric of authority and its institutional processes, in turn exerting their own
|: owerful influence on the way that authority is defined, enacted and enforced.
In so doing they facilitate exploration of onc of the most pervasive and
poignant of all themes in the study of Japanese authority, namely the struggle
between the impermanence of materials used in creating buildings on the one
ha cl and the ambition to establish an enduring expression of authority on
e other. Monumentality, or the power of buildings ‘to impress and endure’, 3
‘customarily expressed in large and visually imposing structures of solid and
seer ingl}f immutable character. Such is the timeless quality of the great cathe-
s of BEurope, their massive masonry forms an affirmation of belict in the
mr v::u'tahty,r of God. Ise and Izumo, we shall establish, shed light on the
weaning of monumentality to Japanese authority and its relationship to the
| ive counter-concept of the impermanence of all things.

g Authority and Religious Practice at Ise and Izumo

‘r with the architecture of authority in the ancient and medieval
Mediterranean world, in which the pillar and capital, arch and vault were held
1 common by the sacred and secular dominions, % the architecture of Ise and
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[zumo transcended the realms of religious conviction and political certitude.
Their buildings represented an authority which drew no necessary distinction
between the rites of worship and the right to rule. Along with the other provin-
cial centres of carly Japan, the leadership of Isc and Izumo sought to broaden
the basis of their respective ruling authority by architectonic methods. Authority
stemmed from ritual, in which the ruler served as intermediary between the
world of gods and the world of human beings. Effective power derived from
association with the supernatural, control over craft industries and the organi-
sation of wet-rice agriculture, and from some military force. The contempo-
rary term used for ‘government’, matsurigoto, meant performing rites in honour
of the gods, but was used interchangeably to describe procedural matters of
religion and everyday administration.® The clite of each clan built a hicrarchy
of status and title, and wove from fact and fiction elaborate mythologics estab-
lishing their own divine ancestries. They also used shrines as a setting for
demonstrating their power prerogatives. It was the direct patronage of an elite
preoccupicd by such ambitions which elevated the vernacular forms of the sec-
ular storchouse and raised-floor residence to the level of sacred architecture,
creating buildings which became the most pervasive icons of Shinto and the
most compelling demonstration of their right to rule. For them, as for the kings
of ancient Mesopotamia, to rule was to build and to build was to rule.

Ise and Izumo in History

As a result of their profound importance to the process of consolidation of
national governing authority, an enormous body of written documents and
interpretation has accumulated over the centuries pertaining to every aspect
of religious practice, political role and architectural forms of Ise and Izumo.
This in itself indicates the importance which has been placed on the eleva-
tion of the authority of Ise and the relegation of Izumo to inferior status
throughout recorded history. Inevitably the written record has been decisively
shaped by the victors in any confrontation so that much that claims to be
historical record is intrinsically polemical and can be used only within the
limitations so imposed.

Study of Ise Shrine in particular is further complicated by the transitory
naturc of the architecture of the building complex itself. The Ise shrine build-
ings have been completely rebuilt at intervals of 20 years since the late seventh
century, with one major interruption only, lasting 123 years, caused by the
protracted civil war of the later fiftecenth and sixtcenth centurics. The last
rebuilding process of the twentieth century was completed in 1993, replacing
the structures which had been finished in 1973. At Izumo reconstruction has
been carried out far less systematically, but the main buildings are still compar-
ative newcomers in historical terms, dating only to the mid-eighteenth century.

It 1s conventional to begin the study of Japanese architecture with the Ise
and Izumo shrines because of their close association with the formation of
carly elite architecture in Japan. Strictly speaking, the buildings which occupy
the sacred sites at Ise and Izumo today are of far less consequence as histor-
ical artefacts than the architectural and religious traditions they represent,




dating as they do to rebuildings completed in 1993 and 1744 respectively.
Many of their technical and stylistic characteristics are a fascinating indication
of building and ritual practices under constant refinement since antiquity, and
reflect the changing circumstances of authority over the entire span of Japanese
history, not simply those of the carly state. However, it is valid to begin this

architecture and aurthority, and we need to identify the nexus between early
rule and early shrine buildings as the point of origin for their associated tradi-
tions. Immediately we begin this exercise we discover that the Ise shrine
buildings were originally far less impressive architecturally and less important
politically than were those of Izumo. The Ise shrine buildings were modest
in scale and unassuming in architectural form until at least the ninth century.®
The architectural priority for the chieftains of the carly clans had been the
construction of monumental, stone-faced key-hole-shaped tombs or kofun in
which they themselves were to be buried. The largest tomb, that of the fourth-
century emperor Nintoku, has the same base dimensions as the largest of the
Egyptian pyramids and was surrounded by two water-filled moats crossed by
a great causeway. These tombs were the most dramatic statements of authority
in the period from about 190 AD, when the semi-legendary priestess and ruler
Himiko is said to have held sway over much of western Japan, until well into
the sixth century when the arrival of new architectural forms and the prac-
tice of cremation from the kingdoms of the Korcan peninsula and China
ended tomb construction.

In the seventh and eighth centuries the consolidation of institutions of a
- centralised, bureaucratic and imperial state on the Chinese model prompted
the formal redefinition of the rituals of the Ise shrines in terms of the impe-
rial institution, as well as stimulating efforts to give it a more substantial
- architectural presence. Chinese concepts of monumental construction and
planning, order and hierarchy, were superimposed on the Ise and Izumo sites
“and formally differentiated compounds were adopted to signify the inner sanc-

the Ise sites was shifted from cast—west, the trajectory of the sun and an axis
appropriate 1n direction to worship of the Sun-Goddess, to a north-south
orientation, in conformity with Chinese practice.” The official histories
compiled at the Nara imperial court, the Kojiki completed in 712, and the
Nihon shok: in 720, consolidated into written form the imperial m}rthnlug},
oncerning the origins of the imperial family with Amaterasu as Sun-Goddess.
At the same time, in a sustained campaign to discredit mythologically based
claims to authority emanating from [zumo, they poured scorn on Susano-o,
father of Okuninushi enshrined at Izumo.

[zumo was able to stake a counter-claim for greater political and religious
prominence through energetic rebuilding of the Grand Shrine in the later
‘Heian period and again in the later sixtcenth and early seventeenth centuries,
periods characterised by weakened central authority. Ise, for its part, was to
enjoy rencwed importance at the expense of lzumo during the Edo period
with the growth of a popular cult associated with the Outer Shrine dedicated
to Toyouke, while the revival of *National Learning’ later in the period, i
the cighteenth and ninctcenth centuries, laid the intellectual basis for a

study with these two institutions because they form enduring traditions of

tuaries instead of simple straw ropes and white pebbles. The orientation of
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dramatic increase in the role of the Inner Shrine as part of the philosophy of
the Imperial Restoration movement. The scholar and physician -Motoori
Norinaga (1730-1801) wrote exhaustive commentarics on the Kojiki which
profoundly influenced the interpretation of Shinto as ‘the Way of the Gods™
as part of this revival of nationalist sentiment. Motoori, in stressing the status
of the successive generations of the imperial family as kamz or gods, conferred
additional authority on Ise as their ancestral shrine. With the re-cstablishment
of imperial government in 1868 and the creation of State Shinto came enthu-
siastic state sponsorship for rebuilding and enlargement of the imperial shrine.

During the Pacific War Japan’s military expansion was justified as a holy
cause centred on the emperor. His association with the Shinto gods became
the basis of militarist ideology to sustain the war effort and justify death as
noble sacrifice.? After the Allied victory over Japan in 1945 this manipula-
tion of the authority of Ise as a means of justifying military expansion drew
upon it the wrath of the conquering powcrs. The Occupation-imposed con-
stitution officially separated church and state based on the American model,
relegating Ise, at least in Occupation thinking, to the status of a private
religious foundation with no statc support. The separation of the religious
from the secular has been encouraged by the general political and intellec-
tual climate of postwar Japan although it is stll a source of considerable
controversy. However, at the funeral of the Emperor Showa in 1989, a care-
fully drawn official distinction was made between the private Shinto rites of
the imperial family, for which a forzz gateway was erected, and the public
ceremonies conducted by the constitutionally separate state, for which the
torii was removed. The separation of church and state has swept away the
official support for Ise as an institution and for the funding of the cssential
periodic rebuilding. This disestablishment is, n effect, the same fatc which
Izumo suffered early in its history. Ise Shrine must now function in the same
manner as any private religious institution and the funding for its regular
renewal is raised by public subscription. Ise does not have access even to the
national and local government subsidics allocated for the repair of impor-
tant cultural properties and national treasures, with which, ironically, periodic
maintenance of Izumo is undertaken.

[t is important to bear this complex historical background in mind when
analysing the architecture of the two shrines. The fact that they have been
so consistently a source of inspiration as well as controversy in Japanese history
is evidence of their special importance. In this study, however, the emphasis
i« directed to an examination of extant buildings, their stylistic origins and
siting, style, materials and mcaning, rather than to a detailed discussion of
cach historical phase.

Ise Jingu

Character of the Site and Buildings

The generic term ‘Ise’ or ‘Ise Shrine’ refers to a large institution consisting
of numerous shrines and lesser sanctuaries distributed around a narrow,




verdant, coastal plain on the east coast of the Kii peninsula in Mie prefec-
ture. The area is blessed by warm sunshine even in mid-winter, and crossed
by the fast-flowing Isuzu River. A visitor gazing over the landscape shrouded
in the mists of carly morning could well be persuaded to believe in the pres-
ence of benign deities. The shrine dedicated to Amaterasu is known officially
as the Ko daijingn or ‘Imperial Shrine’ but from the Heian period has been
referred to gencerally as the Naika (‘Inner Shrine’). The other principal shrine,
dedicated to loyouke, is officially called the Toyouke daijingin or the Gekia
(‘Outer Shrine’). The Inner Shrine is situated well inland from the coast,
while the Outer Shrine is some five kilometres to the northwest and closer
to the sca. Originally the two shrines were unrelated, the Toyouke shrine
being of more ancient foundation than that dedicated to Amaterasu, but,
together with a number of other local shrines, they were incorporated into a
unified institution in the ninth century.!? In addition to the two main shrine
complexes, Ise now encompasses close to 120 separate shrines including a
number of tiny sanctuaries dedicated to the spirit of a single rock or the deity
of some clear bubbling spring.

Only after a reasonable acquaintance with the buildings and the layout of
the shrine sites is it possible to appreciate the role of the Inner Shrine at Ise
in the history of authority. It is especially important to understand the way
in which the Inner Shrine communicates with the visitor and worshipper as
an integrated built and natural environment. It is laid out on a site which
slopes gently upwards from the rapidly running water of the Isuzu River
towards the low hills which in turn ascend abruptly out of the edge of the
coastal plain (Figure 2.1). It is approached across a great bridge constructed
from fragrantly scented cypress wood (hinoki). At each end of the bridge is
a large toriz, the open gateway which is the universal symbol of a Shinto sanc-
tuary in Japan, with principal pillars measuring almost one metre in diameter.
The visitor proceeds from the bridge to the right or southwards along a broad
avenuc strewn with gravel and flanked by carefully tended gardens. Some 200
metres further on another great toris is encountered, and beyond it there is
the large stone basin for ritual purification of mouth and hands, a feature
common to all Shinto shrines. From this point cedars (su#g7) some 80 metres
in height, and an occasional zelkova clm (keyaks), close in around the visitor,
creating a sensc of primal force and majesty. The approach path, now surfaced
with small grey pebbles, swings around in an easterly direction through another
toriz. Thick moss covers the aged rocks beside the path. In these rocks and
trees the native kams or spirits are traditionally thought to dwell. This is a
living sanctuary of animistic belief.

One hundred metres from the last to7ii the path snakes around to the south
and then back to the north, bringing the visitor to an enclosed compound
100 metres north-south and 60 metres cast—west. This is the inner sanc-
tuary itself. 'The most immediately notable feature of the compound is the
way in which it is elevated some 4 to 5 metres above the level of the approach
path. This 1s accomplished by assembling two layers of large rocks into a
retaining wall, much in the manner of medicval castle foundations, so that
the final approach is made by mounting 21 stone steps to an outer fence of
horizontal boards (Figure 2.2). Beyond lies another small fence guarded by a
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timber-frame gatehouse with a thatched roof of moss-encrusted river reed
(kaya). A fine silk curtain hangs across the entrance to the gate, marking the
point of intersection between the profane and the sacred, beyond which tradi-
tionally only members of the imperial family and priests of the shrinc may
proceed. Here the visitor may make obeisances and offer prayers, and glimpse
something of the sacred precinct beyond as it rises gently away to disappear
from sight behind a second gateway which atfords access to the inner sanctum.
Grey pebbles cover the surface of the compound, with white rocks forming the
path leading the way to the sanctuary buildings. The ridge of the main sanctu-
ary building, or Shoden, may be glimpsed from this vantage point, rising above
the protecting gateway and surmounted by towering forked finials known as
chigi. Some 4 to 5 metres in length and sheathed in gilded bronze, these chyp
gleam in the sunlight like a portent of the presence of the Sun Goddess herself.

The inner sanctum, which is hidden from view, contains three separate
structures organised axially north-south (Figure 2.3). At the centre is the
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Shoden, and behind it, to cither side of the axis, are two smaller sanctuary
uildings. The pillars and walls are made of Japanese cypress and the straight
vable roofs are thatched with kaya. The ridge-poles are lined with cylindrical

| billets known as katsuogi (‘bonito fish timbers’), a name which refers

heir distinctive bonito-like shape, and are surmounted by the projecting
jals. At each end of the buildings are external pillars which rise from the
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Fig 2.3

Sanctuary of Inner Shrine, Ise, showing sacred fences,

Shaden and smaller sanctuary building (1985-93 rebuilding)
(Courtesy of Ise Jinga)
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carth. The Shoden is 15 metres long, 10 metres wide and 9.7 metres 1n
height measured to the top of the ridge course (Figure 2.4). A wooden stair-
case at the front is covered by a simple gabled roof in the same style as the
main roof itself.

Set beside the inner compound and covered with white pebbles is the
Alternate Site where the main buildings will be erected during the next peri-
odic renewal of the shrine (Figure 2.5). At the centre is a small wooden hut
erected to protect the heart pillar (shin no mihashiva) over which the Shoden
of the new shrine will be raised in the next rebuilding.

The rebuilding process, known as shikinen sengit (‘the transfer of the god-
body to a new shrine in a special festival year”), spans eight years and consumes
approximately 13,600 cypress trees vielding some 10,000 cubic metres of
timber. Originally these trees werc available in plentiful supply in the
surrounding region but since the thirteenth century forests have become seri-
ously depleted and the requisite supplies of timber have had to been procured
trom the more distant mountains of the Japan Alps in the province of Kiso.
The Kiso River, flowing into Ise Bay, provided a ready means of transport
for the logs which skilled loggers floated down the river through its hazardous
gorges and rapids.

The rebuilding of Ise involves a protracted succession of 32 major cere-
monies. It commences with the Yamaguchi-sat, Or €XpIatory prayers offered




to the kami of the mountain where the sacred trees selected for the recon-
struction are to be felled, and culminates with the ritual transferral ot the
sacred mirror from the old to the new precinct, after which the superseded
buildings are dismantled.

The Outer Shrine is located five kilometres to the northwest of the Inner
Shrine. The layout of the site and architecture of the buildings are similar in
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Fig 2.4
Shoden of
Inner Shring,
Isc (1985-93
rebuilding)
(Courtesy of
Ise Jingi)

Eipgd:-5
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{Courtesy of
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Fig 2.6
Shoden of
Quter Shrine,
Ise (1985-93
rebuilding)
(Courtesy of
Ise Jingi)

Fig 2.7
Approach to
sanctuary of
QOuter Shrine,
Ise (1965-73
rebuilding)
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most respects to those of the Inner Shrine, as is the importance of the inner
compound and the provision of an Alternate Site for periodic rebuilding
(Figure 2.6). There arc, however, certain subtle variations in the siting and
characteristics of the buildings arising from deliberate distinctions in authority
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drawn architecturally between the Inner and Outer Shrines. For example, the
Outer Shrine 1s approached across a sacred bridge but the sentinel zorii are
little more than half the height of those marking the entry to the Inner
Shrine. Torzz arc also sct at strategic points along the approaches to the main
compound, but the approach itselt is different in character to that of the
Inner Shrine: the way 1s flat and more direct, the trees less imposing and
physically encroaching, the atmosphere not so awc-inspiring as at the Inner
Shrine. The compound itselt is approximartely the same size as the Inner Shrine
and also aligned axially north-south. However, it is set on the same level as
the approach path, not elevated by stone-faced embankments (Figure 2.7).
The buildings contained therein are thus more readily visible to the casual
observer.

Architectonics of Imperial Authority at Ise

How, then, i1s authority expressed and defined in this complicated shrine
precinct with its distinctive buildings and elaborate process of periodic renewal?

The impression created by the Inner Shrine is powerful and clemental, the
unpainted timbers and the thatched roofs affirming closc affinity with the
natural world. There 1s no apparent distinction between authority imperial
and authority spiritual, between the powers of the natural world and the
powers of imperial governance. All are organically interrelated, each aspect
reinforcing the other in a relationship which has been refined to a high degree
of visual expression and stylistic abstraction over the centuries.

The Ntihon shoki records that it was at this place that Amaterasu first came
to earth, having proclaimed that ‘the province of Ise, of the divine wind, is
the land whither repair the waves from the cternal world, the successive waves.
It is a secluded and pleasant land. In this land I wish to dwell.” The account
then continucs by stating explicitly that ‘in compliance with the instruction
of the Great Goddess, a shrine was erected to her in the province of Ise. .

It was here that Amaterasu first descended from Heaven’.!!

It 1s a deeply seated Japanese belief that the kami sclect certain places where
they will descend to earth, thereby rendering them holy. People come to these
sacred sites, gencration after generation, to commune with the gods, to make
offerings of the harvest of mountain and sea to them, and to give thanks. In
early Shinto practice the places where the particular gods had their abode
were not necessarily marked by buildings or special structures; the kam: could
establish their dwelling places in trees, rocks or waterfalls. Sometimes a simple
building was constructed as the gods’ temporary home as a sign of gratitude
for their presence. At Ise the role of the Inner Shrine buildings has been to
house Amaterasu in the form of the sacred bronze mirror, which, together
with the curved jewel and sacred sword, comprise the three imperial regalia.
Throughout the countries of ancient Asia the mirror was regarded as one of
the most important symbols of authority, closcly associated with the worship
of the sun whose light its burnished bronze surface reflected so brightly. At
Ise we hind the persistence of this association, with the enshrined mirror
serving as the physical manifestation of Amaterasu.!?2 Accordingly, the Inner
Shrine has scrved as the locus for the multitude of ceremonies of oblation,
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Fig 2.8 Emperor Showa arrives for formal visit to Ise Shrne following the completion of his Enthronement

Ceremonies in Kyoto {November 10-15, 1928) i
(Source: Official publication, Shawa tairei shashincha, Tokyo, Otsuka kogeisha, 1930)
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thanksgiving, purification and offering necessary for her propitiation. It was
not until the late seventh century that the association of the Ise site with
Amaterasu and the imperial family was formalised. Thereafter it was to serve
as the focus for the religious rites of the imperial institution. To the present
day, important cvents, such as coming of age and weddings of members of
the imperial family, and above all the death of an emperor and the enthrone-
ment of his successor, are reported to the ancestral spirit at the shrine with
due solemnity and ceremony (Figure 2.8).

Pragmatic methods have been employed to achieve inspired effects to express
the religious and ruling authority of Ise. Once explained they lose something
of that mystery essential to their purpose. Authority is established by recourse
to a dual strategy of spatial segregation and partal revelation. The inner
compound is separated from the plane of mortal beings in a hierarchy of
spatial transitions. The first of these is accomplished by means of the elevation
of the compound high above the level of the approach path. It is no accident
that the final approach is up a serics of steeply rising steps. Here the mortal
plane is permitted to rise to meet the gods, In studied contra-distinction to
the use of a completely flat site for the inner compound of the Outer Shrine.

A series of wooden fences and gateways removes the inner sanctum, in
which Amaterasu resides, into the unapproachable distance, with the Shoden
hidden from view apart from the merest glimpse of the top of its finials. The




singular significance of what lies within is emphasiscd by the arbitrary denial
of entry; the partial revelation of the roofs of the buildings grants the beholder
a glimpse of the world beyond while making clear that the ultimate truths
are reserved for thosc privileged to enter the inner sanctum. The privilege to
enter this sanctum and act as intermediary between this world and the world
of the gods of creation and nature was traditionally confined to the members
of the imperial institution. Access to the inner sanctum has thereby become
one of the most important rights and acts of authority in Japanese civilization.

Hierarchy in authority is enacted through a finely calibrated hierarchy of

access through gateways of obeisance. At first the series of open forzz along
the approach path signify the accessibility of that which lies immediatcly
beyond to all who procced along the way, while making it clear that a place
of great authority is drawing closer. Folk-belief also confers on these gate-
ways the role of perches for the large sacred towls who arrive as messengers
of the gods at daybreak.

At the inner sanctuary there are four separate ritual spaces reserved for
obeisances (sampai) performed by worshippers. These spaces are ranked hier-
archically by status and defined physically by the four fences and gateways
surrounding the main sanctuary building (Figure 2.9). An imposing forii
allows all visitors to pass through the outer fence or Itagaki to make obei-
sances at the eaves of the roofed gateway which guards entry through the
second fence or Quter Tamagaki (see Figure 2.2, p. 23). Passage through
this gateway is reserved for members of the imperial family and, in modern
practice, for the Prime Minister and elected represcntatives of the pecople at
national, prefectural and local level. Local mayors and members of assemblies
‘worship at the inner caves of the Outer Tamagaki, while the representatives
of prefectural government, as well as ‘living national treasures’ stand at the
torii half-way towards the Inner Tamagaki. The Prime Minister worships
directly in front of this gateway while the imperial family progresses further
‘up the gentle slope of the compound to make obeisances under the outer
eaves of the gateway through the Inner Tamagaki. The crown prince and
crown princess, as heirs to the throne, customarily proceed through the Inner
Tamagaki to pray at the eaves of the Mizugakimon, the gateway set into the
innermost fence surrounding the Shoden. A special dispensation to proceed
through the innermost gateway in order to worship directly in front of the
steps of the Shoden is given on the occasion of the marriage of the crown
prince and crown princess. Under normal circumstances, however, the privi-
lege of entering the innermost space of the shrines is reserved for the reigning
emperor and empress and the Chief Priestess (Sazhu) of the shrine. The
emperor and empress make their obeisances separately and successively at the
foot of the steps of the Shoden. Immediately after the enthronement cere-
monies, however, they are each permitted to climb the steps to worship on
the verandah of the Shoden in front of the main door. In this way passage
through a hicrarchically ordered sequence of gateways becomes a carcfully
calibrated enactment of ritual order within the hierarchy of authority.!?

The usc of a series of fences to protect the inner compound reflects the
carly Japanese practice of constructing a succession of fences around centres
of local power. A typical example is the use of multiple palisades around the
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eighth-century fortification of Tagajo, located to the immediate northeast of
the modern city of Sendai. The Inner Shrine of Ise today employs a total of
four fences but historically the number of fences changed in response to the
circumstances of authority. According to the Ko daijingn gishiki-cho of 804
AD, which records details of the rebuilding of the shrines following arson
which destroyed much of the complex in 791, there was a total of five fences
around the compound in the ninth century. In the fourteenth century, during
the imperial succession struggles known as the Nambokucho (1318-92), the
three outer fences were lost, and despite subsequent attempts to reinstate the
missing fences, there were only two fences around the compound for much
of the cighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Obeisances were made standing
under the eaves of the gateway of what is now known as the Inner Tamagaki.
In the periodic rebuilding completed in 1869, a year after the restoration of
imperial government, the Itagaki and Outer Tamagaki, the two outer fences,
were rebuilt to restore the site to its pre-1318 contiguration. This had the
effect of enhancing the dignity of the emperor by further distancing the inner
sanctum of Ise from the outside world, at the same time as creating a special
place for obeisances by the Prime Minister as official representative of the
new government at the Inner Tamagaki. This can only be described as an
interesting excrcise in political fence-mending. 14

Gateway architecture at Ise may owe much to Chinese precedent, with the
gatehouses guarding the inner sanctum being structurally identical to those
protecting temple and palace compounds in Nara, but the Shoden, with its
two flanking treasuries and the smaller halls used for daily offerings of food
and drink, developed directly from Japanese vernacular architecture of the
pre-Buddhist age. The special character of these buildings is explicable only
in terms of the origins of this architectural style in vernacular building forms,
and by the process by which these were transtormed under the patronage of
state authonty over many generations of renewal at the same site.

The form of the principal Ise buildings is derived trom the unadorned
raised-floor structures in use from proto-historical times for storing rice
throughout the wet-rice agricultural regions of Asia (Figure 2.10).1% Archaco-
logical excavations in Japan, along with unsophisticated depictions of buildings
incised into cast bronze bells, prove that buildings of this type, with sunken
pillars, raised floors, plank walls interlocked in the manner of a log cabin, and
thatched roofs with rafters projecting at cach end and lashed together for
strength, were accorded special significance. The main buildings ot both shrines

Reigning Empcror and Empress tfollowing the Enthronement Ceremonies

Reigning Emperor and Empress on all other occasions

Crown Prince and Crown Princess on the occasion of their marnage

Crown Prince and Crown Princess on all other occasions

Other members of the Impenal Family

Prime Minister, members of both Houses of the Dier and other senior clected officials

such as prefectural governors

7. Elected members ot prefecrural governments and mavors of cities, Living National
Treasures and Ofhaals of Ise Shrne

8. Elected officials of local governments, including mayors of towns and villages

9. General public
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are based on this vernacular form, with their raised floors protecting their
important spiritual contents in the way that village granaries protected the
harvested rice from moisture and rodents. The covered wooden steps at
the centre front of the Shoden were originally necessary as a way of carrying
the harvested rice into and out of the granary (sce Figures 2.4 and 2.12).
In early agrarian Japanese society it was inevitable that the importance of

the granary should be deeply embedded in community consciousness. It was




the focal point for festivals, particularly the autumn harvest celebrations. It
was then only a short step to transferring belief in the beneficence of the
gods to the specific buildings which housed the grain of life. Grain repre-
sented the product of the forces of nature — rain and water, and above all
the miracle of growth and regeneration. Moreover, in any traditional village
community the raised-floor storchouse was the sturdiest, most impressive and
carefully constructed building.

For all these reasons it was natural and logical that the Yamato court should
make the raised-floor storchouse the abode for Amaterasu. It is not surprising,
therefore, that recent archaeological cxcavations have established that the use
of the raised-floor building type at Isc for religious purposes was the rule
rather than the exception in carly Japan. Such buildings were geographically
widespread throughout the populated regions and an intrinsic part of the
festivals of local ruling authority. They were typically erected inside ceremo-
nial enclosures within the palisaded headquarters of the most powertful
chieftains. There are other significant indications of widespread observance in
proto-historical times of ritual practices similar to those followed at Ise. For
example, stone pebbles like those employed at Ise to signify a sacred area were
used to cover the ceremonial enclosure containing a raised-tloor building at
the fifth-century Mitsudera [ site, ncar Takasaki, Gumma prefecture, on the
western periphery of the Kanto Plain.1® Similarly, the Makimuku II and III
phase sites, at the foot of Mount Miwa in Nara prefecture, near present-day
Sakurai city, included a raised-floor building 4.4 by 5.3 metres in plan with
pillars approximatcly 20 centimetres in diameter. It was orientated cast—west,
in keeping with the thcory that this was the principal axis employed in the
site planning of carly Shinto sanctuaries, and not north-south. Morcover it
included the same structurally fossilised ridge-pole pillar and central pillar as
are used at Ise. The building was enclosed by a fence and was almost certainly
flanked by two smaller raised-floor structures.!” With the single exception of
orientation it is difficult to envisage a more precise correlation in structure,
style and site layout with the inner compounds of the Ise Shrine.

One of the most intriguing features of the Shoden of both the Inner and
Quter Shrines is their ridge decoration (Figure 2.11). Much of the visual
impact of the buildings is derived from the forked finials and cylindrical billets
sct on the ridges because of their visibility from beyond the compound fences.
The finials are abstracted representations of the projecting tips of the gable-
end rafters used in early thatched roofs. The ridge billets are a similar reference
to pre-Buddhist architecture. The clay haniwa model houses, which were
placed on the outer surfaces of the burial mounds of clan chieftains of the
Tumulus period, show how hcavy wooden cylinders were placed along the
ridges of larger buildings to weigh down the peak of the gable and seal it
against rain or prevent strong winds blowing the roof apart. By the sixth
century, written records establish that these billets had become symbols of
status, and government regulations restricted their use to homes of high-
ranking members of the ruling class. 18

The ten billets on the ridge of the Shoden of the Inner Shrine and the
nine used on the same structure of the QOuter Shrine were thus indications
of high status, with the former clearly ranked more highly than the latter
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(Figures 2.12 and 2.13). They may also represent elemental folk belief
concerning gender, so important in early Shinto and reinforced by Chinese
yin-yang principles introduced at a later date. There could be some correla-
tion between even numbers and female gender and odd numbers and male
gender. In the final analysis Ise does consist of two main shrines, one dedi-
cated to a female god and the other to a male deity. In the amalgamation of
the two institutions mythological gender may have played a more important
34 role in their symbolism than has heretofore been acknowledged.
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Despite every cffort to maintain the physical form of the Ise Shrine through
ch rebuilding process, there was a slow mutation of the architectural style
m the functional to the abstract. Nishina Shimmeign, in Omachi, Nagano
rL e, the oldest extant shrine built in this style, reflects the simpler func-
H of the carlier Ise building style. It was last rebuilt in 1636, as part of
nationwide observance of the cult of Amaterasu, under the patronage of the
il daimyo of Matsumoto. With its single, large ridge-pole, finials made up of
projecting ends of the principal rafters and absence of gilded bronze orna-
t, this exquisite small shrine hints at the elemental quality of earlier Ise.19 35
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Another example of the increasing abstraction of architectural form at Ise 1s
to be found in the small Halls of Daily Offering ( Mikeiden). The joinery which
links the timbers of the walls in these two buildings consists of interlock-
ing tenons which recall the robust ‘log-cabin’ construction (azekura-zukuri)
used for the walls of carly Japanese storchouses and the buildings of Ise prob-
ably untl medieval times.20 These tenons are now no longer structural but




are retained in fossilised form as part of the official iconography of the Ise The Grand

style. Shrines of Ise
The architectural form of the Quter Shrine, being less important politically, and Izumo

has consequently been subject to less attention and less rigorous renewal prac-

tices. Its Shoden has a more elementary arrangement of pillars and beams

supporting the rafters of the roof than has the Inner Shrine, and longitudinal

head-ties are placed directly on top of the principal cross beams (Figures 2.14

and 2.15). This is a simpler method of construction than that employed for

the Inner Shrine, where the longitudinal tie-beams are set beneath the cross

beams, requiring complex joinery and calculation of dimensions. The inten:

tion may have been to make the slope of the roof of the Inner Shrine steeper

and more impressive,

Periodic Renewal and Authority

Whatever the status symbolism of different parts of the Ise buildings and the
role of the integrated architectural strategy in representing authority through
hierarchical distinctions, periodic rebuilding of the entire shrine complex
has added a special dimension to the relationship between architecrure and
authority at Ise (Figure 2.16). Periodic renewal sustained through most of
recorded history has not only ¢nsured the survival of its physical form but
does much to explain its religious and political significance.

There are three reasons for this seemingly extraordinary commitment of
energy and resources to the periodic rebuilding of a religious edifice. The
first is architectural, the second religious and the third political. In the eighth
century, during the period of consolidation of state authority, the original
architectural and rcligious reasons were to be overwhelmed by a powertul
political imperative.

Fig 2.16
Aerial view of
Inner Shrine,
Ise, showing
old and new
shrines side by
side in 1992
prior to the
dismanthng of
the structures
built in
1965-73
(Courtesy of
Ise Jingu)




Architecture
and
Authority

in fapan

Fig 2.17
Decaying
thatched reed
on the roof of
the Outer
Tamagaki
Gateway, Inner
Shrine, Ise
(1991 photo-
graph of
1965-73
building)

38

The first, architectural reason is, quite simply, the ephemeral nature of
many of the materials used for the construction of the shrine buildings. These
buildings have been subject to the same inexorable process of deterioration
as is experienced by any farmhouse made from similar exposed timbers and
thatch. The reed thatch of the roofs, although carefully shaped and mani-
cured to the dictates of its elite patrons, still rots in the same manncr as any
ordinary roof composed of reed, straw, or wooden shingles (Figure 2.17).
Similarly, the practice of inserting the pillars directly into the ground renders
them ready victims to rotting and white ants. In the tightly-knit communi-
ties of the Bronze and early-Iron Age where these construction practices
originated, cooperative rebuilding of individual structures including commu-
nity storehouses took place in the course of each generation.

The second reason for the periodic renewal of Ise flows logically from the
first: the process of decay and rencwal inherent in its architectural forms was
scen as an affirmation of the cycles of nature which are central to Shinto
belief. The rebuilding process became a metaphor for the cycle of growth,
decay, death and rebirth to be found in cvery aspect of the physical universe,
ranging from agriculture to life itself. The rebuilding of Ise, together with
carly Shinto buildings generally, became a form of existential affirmation. It
also constituted ritual purification: cleanliness was indeed next to godliness n
Shinto, for uncleanliness and decay represented defilement. This belief was
reflected in the carly Japanese practice of abandoning the palace headquar-
ters upon the death of the ruler in order to avoid defilement, and the
subsequent creation of a new, specially purified palace as the seat of authority.
[ikewise, the pure, clean image of the buildings in Shinto architecture 1s
essential to the preservation of the sanctity of the site for the gods. Purity
was to be achicved through ritual, and it transformed the practical need to




replace decaying building materials into a high spiritual obligation to renew
shrine architecture as a place suitable for the habitation of the gods.

The periodic rebuilding of the Grand Shrine of Isc is the supreme example
of architectural process transformed into religious ritual, the sanctification of
‘an architectural rationale of replacement. Correct ritual ensures the protec-
tion of the kami. This character is evident in cach of the 32 principal rituals
and ceremonies which are performed during the eight years of the rebuilding
operation. These ceremonics are faithfully re-enacted at cach rebuilding in
the form standardised by the carly tenth century. Many arc described in detail
in the Engi-shiki, one of the carliest extant written records of imperial court
ttqllf:ttl‘: compiled in the Engi era (901-922) and itself based on the earlier
Ko daijingn gishiki-cho (‘record of ceremonial procedures for exchanging
shrines’) of AD 804.2]

However the religious meaning of renewal goes far beyond the formal cere-
monies and rituals. At Ise the actual practices of rebuilding take on the essence
of sacred ritual. The pragmatic acts of the reconstructon process become an
offering or oblation to the gods. Each stroke of an adze and every cut of a
saw is presided over by master carpenters who have been specially purified
m their sacred task, while many of the rituals of rencwal are ceremonial
enactments of carpentry practices (Figure 2.18). In other words, building
practice at Ise is more than a mere extended metaphor for religious belief; it
has become a religious act in its own right. The cutting of the wood and the
planing of its surfaces are performed with something of the sacramental nature
0 of the breaking of bread and the drinking of wine in Christian practice. The
practical and the common in each instance is clevated by commitment and
f‘ to the level of the highest spiritual ritual. The building process is seen
as a perfect oblation for the imperfection and impurities of the physical world
_virtually a ‘rite by which supernatural grace is imparted” — the definition of
a ‘sacrament’ in Christian belief. The power of any building made by such
transcendental means to influence the conduct and actions of others, central
to the definition of authority, is all the mightier as a consequence. Indeed,
it is absolute in the religious sense.

"" is brings us to the third or political reason for periodic renewal of Ise.
is here at Ise that we find the point of departure from other sites sacred
';;: Shmtcr belief and practice. The association of the state with the periodic
renewal of Ise, a process initially necessitated by the impermanence of the
build ing materials and sanctioned by Shinto theology, was indispensable to
he consolidation and ultimately the character of imperial authority. It was
s political imperative which was to subsume the architectural and religious
rationale.

‘That familiar mixture of politics and picty is apparent even in the circum-
stances of the official recognition of Ise as the shrine to Amaterasu. An imperial
succession struggle broke out in 672, and the eventual victor in the armed
onflict, who subscquently became the Emperor Temmu in the next year,
s reported to have worshipped and made obeisance in the direction of the
se site as he rode out to the decisive battle.2?2 Regular rebuilding of Ise
yas formalised as a state responsibility during Temmu’s reign (673-686).
from 685 onwards this emperor began the systematic centralisation of state
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Fig 2.18 Ceremonial cnactment of carpentry practice. The ‘Pillar Erection Ceremony’ (Ritchit-sai) for the
Shoden of the Inner Shrine, March 31, 1992
(Courtesy of Ise Jingi)

authority, a process in which architecture played an important role. Under
Temmu the government took over responsibility for sponsoring and supervis-
40 ing the periodic rebuilding of Ise, the first state-sponsored rebuilding being




completed in 690, four years after his death. A century later it was to be the
authority of the Emperor Kammu (r. 781-806) which completed the first
comprehensive formalisation of Shinto rites, including the rites of renewal of
Ise, as part of state administration. It was also Kammu’s vision of a systemat-
ically ordered ruling authority, with officially prescribed ceremonies and close
associations with both Buddhism and Shinto, which was responsible for the
burcaucratic consolidation of Ise and its rites within the practices of the impe-
rial state. In 792, a fire caused, it is thought, by robbers, destroyed much of
the Inner Shrine and offered a convenient opportunity for the government
to regulate its rcbuilding practices. The Ko daijingn gishiki-cho was the result,
to be followed a century later by further formulation as part of the Engi-shiki.?3
In every detail of construction and consecration recorded in these official
manuals a sensc of order is apparent. The attention to detail, down to the last
beam and mectal stud, was more than the familiar manifestation of religious
zeal for strict compliance with intricate liturgy. It is evidence of a powerful
political determination to reinstate the Shinto kami alongside Buddhist deities
by the provision of copious ritual. With these formal codifications the prac-
tice of Shinto rites, including the ritual renewal of the Ise buildings, became
part of the official practices of government. Morcover, as a result of the ritual
rebuilding, Isc became part of the definition and revelation of imperial
authority, and by its Shinto character, evidence of a determination to confer
a stronger indigenous character on government after a period of powerful
Chinese influence.

It was from this carefully formulated and officially imposed position at the
heart of eighth- and ninth-century government that the architectural forms and
‘building practices of Ise were to be transformed into a representation of the
sacerdotal authority which sanctioned the imperial order and to become the
intermediaries between this order and the natural and supernatural world. By
reason of this insistent pressure maintained by ruling authority, the periodic
rebuilding of Ise was performed more frequently and comprehensively than
‘architectural necessity alone dictated. Only the rethatching of roofs is essential
‘every 20 to 25 years in this region of Japan. The timbers are quite another
matter. The cypress wood used for all the structures is onc of the most durable
of all building materials. The surfaces are polished to a dull gleam by the action
of the planing knives used in traditional carpentry so that water actually beads
on the surface of the wood instead of being absorbed by the timber. A struc-
ure made of such superlative material and with such dedicated technique would
easily last twice the officially designated span of 20 years. Moreover, in the
eleventh century the principal pillars of the Shaden were 80 centimetres in
diameter and a contemporary account boasts that these would normally be
expected to last ‘one hundred years without rotting’.2*

The sustained and regular re-creation of Ise over the course of many gener-
ations attests to the authority of two particular traditions: the multiple-stranded
graft tradition, which has effected the physical task of rebuilding, and the
patronage of the imperial institution. Physically the periodic renewal has been
made possible by the hereditary infrastructure of carpenters, thatchers, metal-
workers, weavers and dyers, ceremonial saddle-makers, sculptors, lacquer

L

experts and tool smiths. The continuity of the many and varied craft traditions

The Grand
Shrines of Ise
and Izumo

4]



Awchitecture
and
Authority

i Japan

42

necessary to maintain and renew the myriad buildings of Ise has been vital
o the survival of the shrine as an architectural entity. However the key
reason for this architectural survival has been the special financial, political and
ideological support of the imperial institution. The 20-year renewal observed
at Ise was certainly not the exception in Shinto institutions. As already noted,
physical decay of materials and the need for religious purity werc univer-
sal facts. Regular 20-year rebuilding programmes werce observed in a large
number of institutions. Sumiyoshi Taisha in Osaka carried out systematic
rebuilding over a period of more than 500 years from 928 untl 1434, and
subsequently at less regular intervals until 1810. At Kasuga Taisha in Nara,
rebuilding at intervals of from 5 to 33 years has occurred 46 times between
1099 and the present day. The Kamo shrines in Kyoto also observed periodic
renewal until 1864, although the intervals were more irregular, a variation
of a mere 3 years to 144 years being recorded by local documents.2>

It is not the observance of the rebuilding process per se, but the authority
of the imperial institution, which has maintained the tradition of periodic
rebuilding far more consistently than that of any other shrine complex in
Japan, which scts Ise apart from other shrines. There was a switch from
completing the rebuilding in the 20th year, as laid down in the Engi-shiki,
to completing the rebuilding after 20 years from 1343 onwards, but the only
protracted break in that long contnuity occurred as a result of the complete
breakdown of authority during the period of civil war following the outbreak
of the Onin Rebellion in 1467. The buildings completed in 1462 were to
stand, slowly rotting to point.of collapse for 123 years. The rebuilding cycle
was revived to suit the political ends of Toyotomi Hideyoshi and then the
Tokugawa, reaffirming the indispensability of Ise to ruling authority in Japan.26

Izumo Taisha

Turning our attention to a study of Izumo Taisha may scem somcthing of
an anti-climax after the high drama of architecture and authority at Ise, but
that is precisely what the Nara court and its heirs and successors would have
had us believe. While Emperor Kammu and his officials were working assid-
uously to incorporate the rituals of Ise into the very fabric of the centralised
bureaucratic state, Kammu was attacking the residual regional authonty of
[zumo by attempting to isolate the members of the local aristocracy of Izumo
from their Great Shrine. They were chastised for performing their religious
functions at the shrine to the neglect of their administrative duties, and prohib-
ited from holding the civil office of provincial governor as a consequence.2’
This was nothing short of an attempt to separate church from state at Izumo,
the same tactic which was more recently employed by the Allied Occupation
authorities in post-Second World War Japan. For Kammu it was the natural
corollary to increasing the status and authority of Ise in national government.
It mattered not at all that the same accusations of neglecting administration
for the sake of religion could have been laid against Kammu and his court
had the positions been reversed. Such is the arbitrary nature of authority, and
in this case it was decidedly at the expense of the Izumo establishment.




Despite the Nara court’s obfuscation of the written record, historical

evidence makes it abundantly clear that the Great Shrine of Izumo was as
venerable a centre of Shinto worship as was Ise, and probably at times equally
important as a centre of power.28 It is accorded respect in legend as the
oldest shrine in Japan and was long thought to be the place where not one
god came to earth, as in the case of Ise, but where the eight million gods
of the entire universe assembled on one special occasion cach year, a belief
still celebrated in the grand festival at Tzumo every October. Despite the
appeal of the legends of Amaterasu, the presiding deity of Izumo, Okuninushi,
has enjoycd abiding prestige as the kams: in Shinto belief responsible for
fishing, sericulture and good fortunc. He has wider appeal in folk beliet in
which he is enshrined and revered as Daikoku, the god of wealth, fortune
and the five cercals. In folk custom the Daikoku-bashira is the central pillar
upon which the structure of a traditional building rests, affording the occu-
pants protection against collapse or other calamity. There is, accordingly, a
large and imposing pillar representing this deity placed at the centre of
the Honden of Izumo Taisha. Ironically, such a pillar also rests beneath the
Shoden of Ise. Given more favourable historical circumstances it is conceiv-
able that the chieftains of Izumo would have exploited the political potential
of architectural metonymy to interpret their role as the central pillar of the
state.
Izumo was the religious centre of a major regional power-base tacing Korea
across the Sea of Japan. This proximity to the Korcan peninsula made it a
long-established point of cultural and technological intercourse with the Asian
‘mainland. This contact enhanced its prestige and power. At the turn of the
fourth century the consolidation of power by the Yamato around their home
province in the centre of the Kii peninsula was a result of a combination
of cunning political manoeuvring and expedient alliance-forming, especially
ough intermarriage and some degree of military power. The claim to
national hegemony by both regional powers was also promoted through
Gl{:g}f, in which the divine associations of the clan leaders and sponsorship
of the local shrines played an important part. As we have scen, Izumo’s polit-
ical status was greatly diminished by the successful strategies of the leadership
of the Yamato region which culminated in the consolidation of their authority
at the imperial court at Nara in the eighth century. As part of this process
e myths and legends of Izumo were relegated to secondary status within
e official histories of the Nara court. Susano-o, father of Okuninushi, is
reviled in the Nihon shoki:

T

Amaterasu [the Heaven-Shining Deity| had made august rice ficlds of Heavenly
narrow rice fields and Heavenly long rice fields. Then Susano-o, when the seed was
sown in spring, broke down the divisions between the plots of rice and in autumn
et loose the Heavenly piebald colts, and made them lic down in the midst of the
rice fields. Again, when he saw that Amaterasu was about to celebrate the feast of
first-fruits, he secretly voided excrement in the New Palace. Moreover, when he
saw that Amaterasu was in her sacred weaving hall, engaged in weaving garments
of the Gods, he tlayed a picbald colt of Heaven, and breaking a hole in the roof-
tiles of the hall, flung it in.2
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Such activities as breaking down the dykes in paddy fields and defiling the
palace where an important Shinto ritual was to be performed were a heinous
attack on the very fabric of good social order and a desecration of sacred and
political authority. This is a case of myth and legend coming together using
all the principal characters of Izumo legends but with changed emphasis and
interpretation to suit the ends of the Nara court. According to the Kojtki,
Susano-o was cxpelled from heaven for his misbehaviour and thereupon
descended to carth to settle in the land of Izumo.3Y

As in the case of Ise, there is a close correlation at Izumo between the
vicissitudes of political and religious fortune and changes in the architectrure
and organisation of the shrine site. A visit to the Izumo shrine site is like
entering a world of architectural authority complementary and alternate to
that of Ise, a world in which there is an underlying tension between great
ambitions and muted achicvements. The declining national authority of Tzumo
is clearly reflected in the diminished splendour of its architecture, and in
the absence today of ritual renewal, the dynamic of which was central to the
continuity of authority at Ise.

[zumo Taisha occupies an area of approximately 80,000 square metres, on
1 flar site to the southwest of a low hill just inland from the coast of the
stormy Sea of Japan — a locality very different in ambience from the benign
physical environment of Ise. The heart of the complex is a rectangular
compound 80 metres north-south and 70 mctres east=west, only slightly
smaller than the compounds of the Ise Inner and Outer Shrines (Figure 2.19).
Set within this compound is the inner precinct, containing the main building
or Honden dedicated to Okuninushi (Figure 2.20). The enclosure is guarded
by a two-storey gatchousc and a simple paling fence covered by a bark
shingle roof. The outer compound, its perimeter defined by another paling
fence and a single-storey gateway, is the sctting for three smaller shrine
buildings dedicated to Okuninushi’s mythological consort and two princesses.

The compound rests at the same modest level as the approach path, in
the subdued manner of the Outer Shrine at Ise and, like the Outer Shrine,
very different in dramatic effect from the Inner Shrine with its elevated
sanctum. Most significantly there are only two fences surrounding the Izumo
compound, the buildings within being readily visible from outside through
the spaces between the fence palings. The deity of Izumo 1s therefore more
proximate to the mortal plane and access, while restricted historically to the
clan leadership, is not imbued with the spatial and symbolic intensity as 1S
found at Ise.

It is curious to note, given the inordinate emphasis upon layers of sep-
aration used at Ise, that so important a shrine as Izumo has two fences
only. The great political and religious authority of Izumo before the Yamato
ascendancy suggests that there were more fences surrounding the inner
sanctum than are found today. No archaeological excavations have been carried
out at the site to test this hypothesis, but an important clue is provided in
the Kojiki. In the description of the role of Susano-o in killing a serpent
which had devoured all but one of the eight daughters of the Earth Deity,
particular emphasis is placed on the number eight. Quite apart from the fact
of eight daughters, Susano-o kills the serpent with ‘cight-fold refined sake




placed in eight vats upon eight platforms built at cight gates.”3l The Kojiki
records that Susano-o then ‘sought in the land of Izumo for a place where
he might build a palace’, and eventually found an appropriate site at Suga,
in the vicinity of the present shrine. When he first built the palace of Suga,
clouds rose up thence, and then he made an august song. That song said:

‘Eight Clouds arise. The eight-fold fence of Izumo makes an cight-fold fence tor
he spouses to retire [within] Oh! that eight-fold fence.32

Complete with eight fences and cight gateways, Susano-o’s palace must have
been spectacular indeed. We can but speculate about the actual number of
fences and gatcways around the shrine at Izumo dedicated to his son, but
the two fences which enclose it today appear a little too modest by any stan-
dards for the symbolism for which they are required.

‘The Honden of Izumo Taisha is similar in general form to the main sanc-
maries of the Isc shrines — with the same distinctive raised-floor structure,
and a roof covered in the same cypress-bark shingles (hiwada-buki) as were
ssed for the roofs of Ise until medieval times.33 However there is no dearth
::j:}-—. chitectural detail which sets Izumo apart from Ise. Both feature a covered
rance with ample wooden steps leading up to the main structure, but at
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[zumo the entrance leads to the narrow end of the building in the style of
the early residences of the clite as depicted in haniwa models (see Figure
2.20). Such side entrances were designed to ensure greater privacy and
protection against the clements than was possible with entrances situated at
the centre of the main wall. As has been noted in the case of Ise, central
doors were the preferred arrangement for granaries because they allowed
casier access to the interior for the purposes of storage and removal of rice.
The reason why a residence rather than a granary was chosen as the vernac-
ular prototype for Izumo Taisha is shrouded in the mists of antiquity, but
undoubtedly it was related to a commendable desire to honour the gods
worthily with an august temporal abode. After all, this structure was
nothing less than a palace intended to accommodate the coming to earth of
Okuninushi himself, so a building similar to the palaces of the local elite was
highly appropriate.

There are other, more subtle differences between the architecture of the
two great shrines which may readily be explained by referring once more to
the differing circumstances of authority. The ornamentation of the ridge of
the Izumo Honden is striking evidence of the shrine’s reduced status in reli-
gious and political terms: unlike the ten-ridge billets of the Inner Shrine at
Isc and the nine billets of the Quter Shrine, the Izumo building has three
billets only. Even more illuminating is the absence of any Alternate Site beside
the main compound, though periodic renewal was carried out at Izumo until
the middle of the Edo period. It was last performed in 1744 during the reign




of the eighth Tokugawa shogun Yoshimune (1648-1751) when the present
‘Honden was completed. It is interesting to note that a rebuilding was carried
out as early as 659 AD, some decades before the earliest state-sponsored
rebuilding at Tse.34

Although the interval between the periodic renewals varies considerably,
the existence of a systematic rebuilding process at Izumo is unquestionable.
‘Examination of the reasons for the differences in timing opens up another
Ifascinating chapter in the dynamics of architecture and authority. The rebuild-
ings werce lcast frequent during the Nara period, with no rebuilding recorded
for the period between 659 and 822, Even allowing for some deficiency
in records this clearly indicates that some disruption to ritual authority, as
enacted through periodic shrine renewal, occurred as a result of the waning
of the political fortunes of lzumo during the Nara centralisation of state
power.

In contrast to the situation during the Nara period, there were system-
atic attempts at periodical renewal from the late tenth century until 1744.
Rebuilding at Izumo was maintained even throughout the period of civil
wars in the later fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a record that not even Ise
could match. There were some six rebuildings between 1467 and 1609, at
intervals ranging from 19 to 33 years. A strong political imperative may be
identified behind these rebuildings, namely an exercise in the promotion of
local authority by the Mori, the daimyo family controlling much of western
Honshu at the end of the sixteenth century. Mori Terumoto, who succeeded
his grandfather as domainal lord in 1571, and whose estimated wealth of
1,205,000 koku3> was second only to that of the Tokugawa, was responsible
for a major reconstruction completed about 1580.36 -

Atter vanquishing the Mori at the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600 the Tokugawa
commissioned an extensive rebuilding of the Izumo Shrine. This was carried
out between 1605 and 1609, with Tokugawa Ieyasu, now othcially desig-
nated shogun, himsclf donating some of the timbers used in the rebuilding.37
The Mori rebuildings had been an active assertion of one of the ancient
prerogatives of rule, the tradition of patronage by regional lords of their
Jocal tutelary shrine. The Tokugawa rebuilding appropriated that preroga-
tive as part of its national strategy of using architecture to extend central
authority. For this rcason it comes as no surprise to learn that the Tokugawa
shogunal government sponsored the rebuilding of Ise at the same time as it
was supporting the renewal at Izumo.3% By the later seventeenth century,
however, the Tokugawa no longer felt compelled to sponsor the periodic
rebuilding of cither shrine complex because their own ideology was by then
firmly focused on the Toshogi at Nikko. There was to be one final rebuilding
of Izumo under Tokugawa patronage, namely the eighteenth-century
construction of the Honden which still graces the site. It was part of a mid-
Edo period programme which also included the rebuilding of the main halls
of Todaiji in Nara and Zenkoj in Nagano.

The Heian-period rebuilding projects, five centuries before these events
occurred, arce cqually fascinating for what they disclose about the preoccu-
pation of local authority with monumental building. The later Heian period
was an era marked by gradual decline in the central power of the court, and
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the rise of regional warrior power. At Izumo from 1067 until 1115 the
Honden was to be rebuilt with ever-increasing frequency and on a progres-
sively larger scale, coinciding with the beginning of the decline of central
authority. Research by Fukuyama Toshio has established that, during the 200
years from the middle of the Heian period until the beginning of the Kamakura
period, the Honden was rebuilt no fewer than six times. By the time of the
rebuilding which was completed in 1115, it was a massive structure, 48 metres
(16 jo) in height (Figure 2.21). It was approached by a giant staircase 109
metres long, rising to the level of the floor of the Honden in a latter-day
Japanese version of Jacob’s Ladder.3¥ This ramp provided the means of raising
the timbers for the walls and roof. This Honden, therefore, was some two
and a half times the height of the extant, mid-Edo period building. In fact
it was comparable in that respect to the Great Buddha Hall of Todaiji, one
of the tallest buildings in preindustrial Japan. Shrine tradition maintains that,
during the Heian period, an even taller structure may have been erected,
rising to a height of nearly 100 metres (32 o). There is evidence to confirm
the construction of a 48-metre Honden but a building twice that height
seems unlikely.40 Archaeological excavations confirm that as carly as the fourth
century, in the Tottori region close to Izumo, a number of raised-floor build-
ings of considerable height were constructed. One such building had what
appears to be a staircase at the front and post holes as large as 2 to 3 metres
in diameter, suggesting a building of considerable height.#! This archacolog-
ical evidence is corroborated by an account of early large-scale construction

Fig 2.21 Honden, Izumo Shrine. Reconstruction by
Nishi Kazuo of the appearance of the Honden at
the time of the rebuilding completed in 1115
(Courtesy of Nishi Kizuo)




in the vicinity of [zumo contained in the eighth-century Izumo fudok:. The
entry for the Community of Takagishi states that:

Ajisuki Takahiko, a son of the Lord of the Great Land, cried loudly day and night.
His father constructed a high building for Ajisuki to live in. The Lord of the Great
Land attached a long ladder to the building so that his son could climb up and
down as he wished. Thus he reared and consoled Ajisuki. (This building was likened

to a high cliff.) This is how the community came to be known as Takagishi, meaning
‘high cliff”.42

Further evidence of the grand scale of the Heian-period Izumo Honden is
furnished by a plan preserved in the collection of the hereditary chiet priests
of the shrine. The Kanawa no zocizu, an Edo-period copy of an carlier Heian-
period document, suggests that the principal pillars of the Honden were bound
together with large iron hoops in clusters of three in order to form massive
piers with a diameter of approximately 3.6 metres. Another Edo-period docu-
ment states that no fewer than 100 great trunks of cypress trees were brought
to Izumo by sea for usc in the 1115 Honden reconstruction.*3 It is claimed
that the largest of these had been brought from Tottori and was supposedly
45 metres in length and over 4.5 metres in diameter. We can see from the
Kanawa no zoeizr how such mighty timbers might have been strapped
together to support the Honden. A similar technique was to be used in the
eightecenth-century Tokugawa-sponsored rebuilding of the Great Buddha Hall
of Todaiji.

Although the Edo-period sources purporting to represent carlier records
must be treated with caution, a fascinating picture of large-scale construction
at Izumo emerges from them which is consistent with the archacological and
early written records. Such construction demanded considerable resources.
The modern construction company, Obayashi-gumi, using advanced computer-
aided design technology which it employs as part of its building practice, has
estimated that the 1115 reconstruction of Izumo would have required 8,533
cubic metres, of timber and 50 tonnes of iron for the metal hoops holding
together the pillar clusters, and a total budget expressed in 1989 terms would
have been 12.1 billion yen or approximately the same cost as the construc-
tion of a high-rise office building in Tokyo.#4

In the search for architectural form appropriate to the authority of Izumo
the master carpenters of the great shrine were pushing at the very fronuers
of building technology. In the course of this quest they created a structure
which was unstable, with disastrous consequences. The Nibon kiryakn states
that in 1031 the Honden ‘collapsed without reason’.4> Neither earthquake,
typhoon wind nor other natural disaster was responsible. The shrine was quickly
rebuilt, a project completed in 1036, only to collapse again 25 years later in
1061. Once again the contemporary records establish that the reason for the
collapse was a great mystery. The pattern repeated itself yet again in 1108
when the rebuilt shrine collapsed the third time, to be reconstructed using
the giant pillars from Tottori that we have discussed above. Such disasters
were to occur again in 1141, 1172 and 63 years later in 1235, making a
total of six occasions when the main building was reduced to a pile of jumbled
timbers by inexplicable forces. Given that each rebuilding took between four
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and six years to complete, Izumo was under reconstruction almost as long
as it was standing during the later Heian period, particularly as periodic
renewal was also carried out on two occasions (completed in 1096 and 1190
respectively) in the brief respite between structural failures. Recent research
by structural cngineers indicates that the reason for the recurrent collapses
was a lack of understanding of elementary structural dynamics: the great
pillars were not bedded into the earth sufficiently deeply to support the
superstructure. It is also possible that the region’s high snowfall may have
contributed a ‘live load” which further destabilised the building.6

The 1744 Honden now standing on the site, although half the size of the
Heian-period building, is still the largest shrine building in Japan. It rises an
impressive 19.7 metres from ground level to the ridge-pole, and nearly 24
metres to the tip of the forked finials. Even at this reduced height it is twice
that of the main buildings at Ise.

There is scope for further research into the motivation for this prodigious
building effort at Heian-period Izumo, but unquestionably the construction
work was driven by a combination of religious picty and political pragma-
tism. Rebuilding took place during a period of declining influence of the
central government, thereby providing an excellent opportunity for renewed
expression of local identity and authority which had been eclipsed by Ise 1n
the Nara period. It was perhaps incvitable that, with a building perceived as
the expression of their very polity, local ambition should have exceeded the
limits of material technology.

Monumentality and the Meaning of Ise and Izumo

The shrines at Ise and Izumo, as they stand today and as revealed in the
historical and archaeological record, provide dramatic evidence of the special
role of architecture in the projection of religious and ruling authority in Japan.
They both appropriated vernacular building forms for higher religious and
political purposes, and subsequently used these building types to project,
define and reinforce the authority of their respective sponsors. At Isc archi-
tectonic strategics were more fully elaborated than at Izumo, particularly 1n
the inner compound of the Inner Shrine, by virtue of the sustained patronage
of statc and the imperial institution. However, the most telling difference
between Ise and Izumo is to be found not in details of siting and architec-
tural form, nor even in the different fortunes of their patrons. What sets them
apart is a different approach to monumentality. At Izumo the quest for monu-
mentality was pursued in terms of the monolithic, that is, imposing size and
permancnce, a quest which reached its most ambitious expression in the
Heian period. The massive pillars, bound together in clusters to create a
structure as large as any built in the course of Japanese civilization, tell of an
ageless ambition to reach for the heavens and dety the forces of gravity, even
time itself. Although at Izumo the roofing matcrials required periodic main-
tenance, given the remarkable durability of Japanese cypress the structural
timbers could certainly have lasted a millennium had other structural prob-
lems been resolved. At Izumo, therefore, the role of renewal was subordinated




to an inordinate ambition to create an architectural testimonial to cternity,
which incvitably brought about its own destruction. This search for monu-
mentality through physical size and permanence parallels the ambitions of
the cathedral builders of medicval Europe, who pursued a similar quest for
architectural form transcending temporal constraints and whose buildings on
occasion met a similar fate.

Isc represents a very difterent approach to monumentality from that of Izumo.
Its buildings were ultimately to prove more enduring by virtuc of a fundamental
paradox: despite the rustic, self-effacing nature of the buildings, Ise has achieved
permanence as an abiding presence in the national ethos of Japan. This has been
‘accomplished by virtue of the continuing patronage of the imperial institution
and by the hereditary infrastructurc of craft and beliet associated with the shrine.
‘Buildings which have self-consciously glorified in the transience of the material
have found in this sublimation of physical frailty a tradition which has both
‘impressed and endured. Izumo, by virtue of its faltering political sponsorship
‘and its structurally unsustainable architectural ambitions, concedes greater
power to the monumentality of Ise, and the ultimate efficacy of the principle of
“dynamic renewal over the monolithic.
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