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The Archetype of Urban Space :
A Mountain Temple Complex and the Nature of Square (Hiroba)

KoOBAYASHI Tadao

A work of the joint research project dealing with the hiroba (square) of urban
space, this paper focuses on mountain temple towns to extract the archetype of the
Japanese metropolis. The monastic complex at Mt. Koya (Koyasan), Wakayama
Prefecture, is the archetypal mountain temple town. An examination of its curious
spatial composition shows it to be divided into three different spaces (zones) : the
main temple zone where several important temple structures are clustered ; the
everyday-life, “town” (machi) zone with living quarters for priests and for the
common people working to sustain the priest’s livelihood ; and the cemetery zone for
which Koyasan is famous as one of the most sacred mountains in Japan.

This esoteric Buddhist temple complex, populated by some 20,000 at its peak,
displayed several factors that made it a city in the contemporary sense of the term.
First, the number of those living or staying there was—and still is—very large,
including priests, merchants and artisans who provided for their daily needs, and
many pilgrims. Second, Koyasan had a rich stock of know-how developed through
esoteric Buddhism, or rather the Shugendd (mountain religion) culture, thus promot-
ing the advanced technology of ancient and medieval times, as reflected in social
services such as those for water supply and drainage. Koyasan also had many noted
places and historic site ruins, as well as entertainment facilities and other attractions,
providing excitement, local color, and a sense of the extraordinary. In addition, with
many people (priests, merchants, and pilgrims) coming and going from all over the
country, Koyasan was a place where information was pooled and accumulated,
another feature of a city.

Other mountain cities with a spatial composition similar to that of Koyasan are
Sekidozan in Noto (now part of Ishikawa Prefecture) and Hikosan in northern
Kyushu and Heisenji in the Echizen province (now Fukui Prefecture). The mountain
city composition provided a model of zoning for castle towns at the beginning of the
early-modern period. In his “Tamashii no yukue” [The Whereabouts of Souls],
folklorist Yanagita Kunio, referring to Edoite’s practice during the Bon festival of
erecting tall lanterns to welcome the souls of ancestors, talks of the mental makeup of
the urban citizens, who originally hailed from mountainous areas, and their belief
that the human soul goes to the mountains after death. The present paper argues that
the mountain city therefore can be seen as the origin of the urban structure of cities
since the early modern period.

136



