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Hiraizumi as a world heritage and the present archaeological situation

LIU Haiyu and ANDERS Carlqvist

Introduction

“Hiraizumi — Temples, Gardens and Archaeological Sites Representing the Buddhist Pure
Land” was appointed UNESCO World Heritage at the 35th UNESCO World Heritage Committee
meeting in June 2011. The criteria fulfilled was (ii) “to exhibit an important interchange of
human values, over a span of time or within a cultural area of the world, on developments
in architecture or technology, monumental arts, town-planning or landscape design” and (iv)
“to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological ensemble
or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history” . Five sites at the
property were appointed: Chuson-ji, Motsu-ji, Kanjizaio-in Site, Mury0ko-in and Mount Kinkei.
Initially six sites were nominated, but Yanagi no Gosho Site was unfortunately removed
by ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites) since it was judged that it did
not have any direct connection to gardens expressing the Buddhist Pure Land. At present,
the Agency for Cultural Affairs and Iwate Prefecture are conducting excavations and other
projects in order to add Yanagi no Gosho Site and other related sites to the world heritage.
Below, the present archaeological situation related to this process aiming at expanding the

world heritage is explained.

1. Chason-ji

Chason-ji, built in the former half of the 12th century by the first Osh@i Fujiwara lord,
Kiyohira, is the oldest temple of the property. It is situated on Mount Kan in the northern
part of central Hiraizumi. According to Azuma Kagami, Chuson-ji consisted of more than
40 halls, and over 300 monks were active here. At present the temple site includes Konjiki-
do (national treasure), Konjiki-do fukudo (Important Cultural Property), Ky0z6 (Important
Cultural Property), Oike Garan (Spe-cial Historic Site) and other buildings and parks with
ponds possessing outstanding universal value.

Konjiki-do is a square wooden building with sides 5.48 m long furnished with a single roof.
Except for the roof, the four walls and supporting materials are all covered with gold foil, and
the whole Amitabha hall symbolizes the Buddhist Pure Land. According to inscriptions on the
ridge poles, the hall was erected in 1124. In the hall there are three platforms for Buddhist
statues (shumi-dan) decorated with mother of pearl works and golden lacquer works (maki-e).
Since coffins containing the bodies of three Fujiwara leaders, and the head of the forth,

are placed in these platforms, the hall should be regarded a mausoleum. On each platform,
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representing the Western Paradise, stand three Amitabha statues, two deva-statues and six
K [X itigarbha statues. Konjiki-do fukudo, a wooden hall built in 1288, is a protective building
originally covering Konjiki-d0. The present one was probably rebuilt in the 15th century and
has now been moved standing in the northwest part of the Chuson-ji enclosure.

Ky0z0, a two-storey wooden building erected in 1122, has sides 7.72 m long and was used
to store sutras like the Kiyohara Sutra (a complete sutra written with golden and silver ink on
purple-died paper) and a complete Song Sutra. On the inside, seven shelves for the sutras are
placed along three of the walls (Iwate-ken Kyoiku Iinkai 2013).

Oike Site is an oval-shaped pond situated in the northwestern part of the Chison-ji
enclosure. The pond was excavated in 1958 and 1959 by Hiraizumi Iseki Chosa-kai, but from
1998 Hiraizumi Cho Kyoiku Iinkai is responsible for the excavations. Results obtained from
the excavations indi-cates that the pond was both constructed and later rebuilt in the 12th
century. At the time of the first leader, Kiyohira, the pond was made 120 m long from south
to north and 70 m wide, indicating that this was the first garden at Hiraizumi that symbolized
the Buddhist Pure Land. In the second half of the century, the pond was rebuilt now becoming
90 m long (from south to north), but still 70 m wide. (Fig. 1) However, it is remarkable that
the remains disclosed at the excavations do not cor-respond to the contents of Chuson-ji kuyo

ganmon (Shimabara 2018).

[Fig. 1 Assumed Position of Chuson-ji Oike Garan (Illustration adopted from Fujishima 1995:68)]

2. Motsu-ji

Motsu-ji which was built in the mid 12th century by the second Fujiwara Osha leader,
Motohira, is situated in the southwestern part of central Hiraizumi. According to Azuma
kagami, besides Enryu-ji (also built by Motohira) and Kasho-ji (built by the third Fujiwara
Oshii leader, Hidehira), both from the second half of the century, there were more than 40
Buddhist halls, and over 500 monks worked in the area. It is believed that Motsu-ji was
constructed with Hossho-ji, built by Emperor Shirakawa in Kyoto, as a model. At the present

Motsu-ji, besides the temple complex of Enryu-ji and Kasho-ji, there is a garden with a pond



called Oizumi ga Ike (Special Scenic Spot) and a meditation hall called Jégy6-do, the latter
reconstructed in the 18th century.

Oizumi ga Ike was excavated between 1980 and 1990. It could be established that the pond
was 190 m long from east to west and 60 m wide, and that it was constructed using several
different techniques including pebbled beach (suhama), jutted islands (dejima), standing
stones (tateishi) and miniature hills (tsuki yama). The island Nakashima is situated on the
axis between the southern gate and Enryi-ji. On one side of the island there is a curved
bridge (sori hashi) with ten pillars, and a flat bridge with six pillars on the other. In general,
the shores are covered with bead-shaped pebbles, but in the southeast there are jutted islands
symbolizing a rocky coastline, and at the southwestern side miniature hills are made up by
rough rocks, four meters high. At the southeastern side, a group of stones, 2.5 m high, are
placed in the pond, and in the northeast there is a small island, 9 m long (east to west) and
4 m wide. In the pond, there is a total of three islands of varied size. In the northeast traces
of an artificial river, 80 m long and 1.5 m wide flowing out into the pond, could also be
verified. The main hall (hon-do) at Enryii-ji is connected to the elevated buildings hosting the
bell (shoro) and the drum (kord) by galleries on both sides. The I -shaped buildings and the
pond at the forth side is a typical Shinden-zukuri architectural layout often found in gardens.
(Fig. 2) From above, Oizumi ga Ike looks like a turtle. It is possible the constructors of the
pond has followed the instructions in Sakuteiki: “A pond should be shaped like a turtle or a
crane’ . Also the pebbled beach, rocky coastline, and the river in the northeast are designs
that resembles the instructions of Sakuteiki (Yaegashi 2007).

Due to the strong aftershocks of the Tohoku earthquake the standing stones inclined with
seven degrees and while their position was restored in 2011 and 2012 examinations were
conducted. The foundations stones that were replenished at the restoration were marked with
a cross using a grinder to enable future researchers to distinguish the new stones from the old

ones (Shimabara 2018).
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[Fig 2. Positions of Motsu-ji and Kanjizai Oin Sites (Illustration from Fujishima 1995:117)]
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3. Kanjizaio-in

Kanjizaio-in that is believed to have been built for the wife of Motohira, the second Fujiwara
Oshi leader, is separated from the western side of Motsu-ji by a 30 m wide road. According
to the excava-tion-results, a large and a small Amitabha temple together with other buildings
were situated on the northern shore of Maizuru ga Ike, a pond with an island 30 m long from
east to west and 12 m wide. The pond itself is about as long as it is wide, approximately 100 m,
and from above it looks like a crane, following the instructions of Sakuteiki. (Fig. 2) Compared
to Oizumi ga Ike at Motsu-ji, the design of Maizuru ga Ike is simple. Design elements like the
rocky coastline and stone-groups at the bottom of the waterfall on the western side, and the
jutted island of the pebbled beach follow Sakuteki in general.

Gaijir0 Fujishima that found traces of houses on the axis between the large and the small
Amitabha temple assumes these to be the Motohira residence (Fujishima 1995). Since the
general layout with Amitabha temples on the northern side of the pond indicates that the
garden is a Shinden-zukuri garden, this view ought to be correct. Makoto Motonaka affirms
that the reason for the Amitabha temples not to be situated on the western side of the pond
ought to be because they were built as a continuation of the garden at the residence (Motonaka

1994).

4. Muryoko-in

With Mount Kinkei in the background, Mury0ko-in was built in the latter half of the 12th
century by Hidehira, the third Fujiwara Osha leader. It is assumed the temple was built
following the ar-rangement of Byo0do-in in Uji. Mount Kinkei rises in the west and Garan
Gosho Site, that is as-sumed to be Hidehira s residence, stands to the east. According to
the excavation-results, the pre-cincts (surrounded by earthworks to the west, north and east)
are 320 m from south to north and 230 m from east to west. Bonji ga Ike is a large pond,
160 m long from east to west, 150 m wide, and 30 cm deep. In the pond, there are three
islands of varied size. This Amitabha temple has symmetrical wings on both sides, and it is
erected on the large western island. On
the eastern island, foundation stones of
three buildings thought to have been
prayer halls and storage rooms have been
excavated (Shimabara 2018, Fig. 3).

Furthermore, a small island connected
by a bridge to the northern side of the
eastern Island was confirmed. Ac-cording
to Seikan Sugano, in April or August,

standing on the line connecting Mount

Kinkei (600 meters away) and the main

[Fig. 3 Muryoko-in Site (Illustration from Shimabara 2018)] temple buildings erected on the islands,

it appears like the sun sets on the summit



(Sugano 1991). This observation is an important piece of evidence to prove that Mount Kinkei

forms part of the Buddhist Pure Land of Muryoko-in.

5. Mount Kinkei

Rising 60 m from the ground, Mount Kinkei (98.6 m above sea level) is a small mountain in
the western part of central Hiraizumi. Since it was used as the basepoint for the city planning
of Hiraizumi, it is the most important mountain. A sutra mound (kyozuka) was erected on the
moun-taintop, and in 1930 a bronze container for sutras (ky0zutsu), a porcelain jar (tsubo) and
other items were excavated from the mound. South of Mount Kinkei, Motsu-ji and Kanjizaio-
in are situated, and to the east is the garden of Mury0ko-in and Yanagi no Gosho Site.

Lately it has been understood that handwritten sutras were buried in what was considered
favorable ground on mountainsides or hilltops and memorial services were held for them all
over the Japanese archipelago, from Kyusha to Hokkaidd. The sutra mound erected in the
12th century on Mount Kinkei forms part of this Buddhist Pure Land faith based on Mappd
(degenerated time) philosophy. This said, to clarify the circumstances of the sutra mound on

Mount Kinkei, further ar-chaeological investigations are needed.

6. Yanagi no Gosho

Excavations of Yanagi no Gosho Site, situated on the terrace of the western banks of
the Kitakami River, were initiated in 1988 and are continuing to this date. Archaeological
investigation has rev-eled a large double moat and remains of governmental buildings. These
have been rebuilt several times and they feature eaves on four sides. Remains of several other
buildings and of a garden with pond have also been confirmed. (The pond has been rebuilt
once). Various items featuring script, including unglazed earthenware, stands for tableware
(oshiki) and Chinese made ceramics, have also been found together with numerous other
artifacts contributing greatly to our knowledge about Hiraizumi. (Fig. 4) Considering the
character and the number of the remains and artifacts unearthed, the area inside the moat
ought to correspond to what in Azuma kagami is called Hiraizumi no Tachi (Sakurai 2018).

Excavations show that the area inside the moat was used for administrative purposes, and
that it was in use during the hundred years the Oshi Fujiwara regime lasted. It is above all
the artifacts featuring script and pictures that confirm this assumption. It is assumed that
script written with ink on objects such as stands for tableware, rollers for scrolls (daisenjiku)
and administrative copper-stamps — together with pictures of frogs with human traits drawn of
the remains of stands for tableware — demonstrate that this was a place for both administrative
activities and banquets. Considering the age of the pottery, such as unglazed earthenware, it
is clear that the occupation of the site can be divided in three periods, the former, middle, and
latter parts of the 12th century. However, to establish the distribution of buildings and other
structures during the respective periods would need further investigation.

Much Chinese-made ceramics have been unearthed at the various sites in Hiraizumi,

but among these the largest amount, over 60 % , comes from Yanagi no Gosho Site. The
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distribution of Chinese-made ceramics at Hiraizumo started in the former half of the 12th
century, and was widely spread in the latter half of the century, during the reign of the third
and fourth Oshii Fujiwara lords, Hidehira and Yasuhira. The Chinese character * # ~ found
on the shred of a handle excavated at Yanagi no Gosho Site shows great resemblance to how
that character appears on numerous jars and jugs of Dehua porcelain produced at the Huanxi
Kiln in Fuzhou (China), making it highly probable that the object was produced there (Liu

2019). Several routes for the distribution of this ware has been suggested, for example that it

was first gathered at Fuzhou and sent

Ly N
%

% to Hakata via Ningbo where a shiboshi
] N (governmental office taking care of

5 N
J'~ = oW J b oversea trade) was situated. Another

{ o R LR e

g éf) i route could have been from Fuzhou via

Taiwan and Ryukyu before arriving
at Hakata. From Hakata the ware was
transported to Hiraizumi (Mori 2015).
Among the different containers
excavated at Yanagi no Gosho Site,
Dehua porcelain is well repre-sented,
and among these, an expensive-
looking jar with four handles has been
interpreted to function as a symbol

of authority. However, since this

receptacle has traces of black lacquer

on the neck and bottom (indicating

that it has been sealed), the possibility

that it was used for storage cannot be

denied (Liu 2018).

[Fig. 4 Yanagi no Gosho Site (Illustration from Sakurai 2018)]

Final remarks

Above, a summary of the sites at Hiraizumi world heritage and of Yanagi no Gosho Site,
as well as the results of archaeological examinations have been given. In Hiraizumi exists a
large number of gardens with ponds. Among these, Oike at Chison-ji, Oizumi ga Ike at Motsu-
ji, Maizuru ga Ike at Kanjizaio-in, and Bonji ga Ike at Muryoko-in are representative. At
present, based on ideas and techniques of archaeological restoration, Oizumi ga Ike at Motsu-
ji and Maizuru ga Ike at Kanjizaio-in have been restored. While archaeological investigation
continues at Oike at Chiison-ji and at Mury6k6-in Site, it is expected that faithful restorations
can be made here. From these ef-forts it will hopefully be possible to deeper explore the
transition of the philosophy and techniques connected to these gardens during the time of the

three Osht Fujiwara lords.
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