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Introduction
Although scholarly trends today underscore the necessity of a global perspective in historical
research, few cooperative projects on royal women have been undertaken by European and Asian
specialists. To exchange questions and comparative perspectives to help understand each other’s long
history of royal women, it is useful to examine primary sources that shed light on royal born ladies of
different societies. Despite a relative absence in today’s Japanese history textbooks, royal women have
played crucial roles in establishing the political power of new rulers, developing court culture, and
maintaining the prestige of the royal family. In this regard, The Protocols of the Engi Era (Engi shiki ,
implemented in 967) is signiﬁcant because it offers rare information from the Heian Period (794-1185)
about heretofore overlooked royal members—princesses two to four generations removed from the
heavenly sovereign (tenno ). By translating and discussing the parts of Engi shiki accessible through
English translation, we can stimulate useful comparative research questions about royal women across
culture and time.
In this paper, I focus on a set of articles concerning the Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce
（1）

(Seishinshi 正親司 ). This section is particularly interesting because it helps us address the changing
socio-economic standing of princesses while illuminating how male and female royal offspring were
treated differently. By discussing the ﬁnancial and political situations of these female relatives whose
records have been less likely to survive than those of ﬁrst-generation royal women, articles included
in this section allow us to investigate differences among royal women as well as complex power relations between men and women at court.
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Before discussing how one can use this section for research, it is important to understand the basic
function and organization of the Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce. The main role of the Ofﬁce
was to oversee the roster of royal offspring and distribute economic support in the form of cloth,
clothing, metals, and farming tools. These resources could be used by the recipient or exchanged in
the marketplace. For royal offspring who were too high in status to serve non-royals, yet not ﬁnancially well-connected, such payments were a vital part of their livelihood. The Royal Family Roster and
Payroll Ofﬁce functioned under the Ministry of the Royal Household to oversee such offspring’s allowances. Starting in the early eighth century, the Ofﬁce functioned with four administrative staff — one
director, one manager, one senior second-level manager, and one junior second-level manager — and
eleven lower-grade staff comprised of ten functionaries and one laborer. In 796 it expanded to include
an additional two clerks. This reﬂected the increasing number of royal offspring and consequentially,
a proportional increase in paperwork.
The section on the Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce is located at the beginning of Chapter 39
（2）

of the Engi shiki and consists of only fourteen articles. Despite its relatively small number of articles,
the regulations for the Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce were nonetheless crucial for the court
because it not only affected state budget planning but also signiﬁcantly inﬂuenced royal members’ economic and social standing. Most of the articles in this section discussed processes for regularly updating information about the royal offspring, such as their age, name, court rank, and religious devotion,
so ofﬁcials could effectively manage the roster. By mandating actual procedures for dispersing royal
offspring’s remunerations and seasonal clothing, these articles enhanced communication among different bureaus and ofﬁces. For example, the ﬁrst four articles dealt with regulations for obtaining a
full list of royal offspring who were supposed to receive remunerations and seasonal clothing.
The remaining articles concern various topics. As the number of people in the royal lineages
increased, managing their numbers—and the corresponding remunerations—became important for
the government’s ﬁnances. Articles 6, 10, 11, and 12 state the requisite credentials for royal offspring
to receive economic support from the court, while Articles 5, 7, and 13 provide concrete descriptions
of such economic support, including speciﬁc material items, amounts to be disbursed, and ritualistic
procedures to be followed when royal offspring receive them. In this vein, articles 8 through 10 contain regulations for royal offspring who attended seasonal events, such as royal banquets and Buddhist
ceremonies. Articles 11 and 12 cover regulations for terminating economic support, such as death or
undergoing a Buddhist tonsure. Here, it is important to note that certain articles (Articles 5, 6, 8, and
13) focus on female offspring only. Article 13, for instance, details regulations for land distributions to
female royal offspring. The section ends with Article 14, which speciﬁes how the Ofﬁce should use
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surplus allocations.

2. How Can We Use This Section to Pose Research Questions in Women’s and Gender History?
Previous scholarship has made limited use of “Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce Protocols”
despite its potential for raising research questions to advance women’s and gender history. For example, how did the sex of royal offspring affect the economic support they received from the court? What
was the nature of power relations between male and female offspring of the royal family?
Children descended from the sovereign had different kinds of economic support from the government. Here, I would like to focus on certain kinds of economic support that was closely tied to gender
disparity. One of them was a remuneration called oroku ( 女 王 禄 ) that was granted only to female
offspring two through four generations removed from the sovereign. The name of this remuneration
is interesting in the way that its preﬁx signifying female (“nyo ”or “jo ” 女 ), is not pronounced. This
reﬂects a pre-Heian situation that “o ” ( 王 ) had been a gender-neutral term. In the course of the Heian
Period, however, “o ” seems to have increasingly been regarded as male, so it became more common
（3）

to add the preﬁx denoting female to specify princesses. The “Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce
Protocols” includes two articles that specifically deal this remuneration. Article 5 delineates ritual
procedures during which princesses received remunerations, and Article 6 addresses the number of
female royals who received such remunerations. Interestingly, remunerations designated for princes
are not mentioned at all in this section. Why, we wonder.
At a glance, Articles 5 and 6 seem to imply that the court privileged female offspring more than
their male counterparts. Ironically, however, the remuneration system for princesses was established
because these royal daughters faced difficulties in sustaining their economic and political circumstances in court society. Prior to the late eighth century, many princesses were able to serve as top
court ofﬁcials and led lower-ranking female ofﬁcials in the Back Palace. Then, in the late eighth century, the number of such royal female ofﬁcials declined, while more aristocratic women—powerful
courtiers’ wives and daughters from other families—began taking high ofﬁcial posts. This change
disadvantaged princesses economically and politically because they lost opportunities to hold ofﬁcial
court posts, which would have allowed them to earn regular income and widen their human networks.
Another important issue related to a princess’s economic standing was her grants of seasonal
clothing (koshin jifuku ). When the ritsuryo codes were ﬁrst implemented at the turn of the eighth
century, all royal offspring of thirteen years or older received seasonal clothing twice a year, regardless of their gender. The “Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce Protocols” contained several regu（5）

lations regarding this clothing. Article 1, for instance, stated that “every year if a prince or princess
（6）

reaches the age of twelve, the Capital Ofﬁce should report that information.”
This procedure would allow ofﬁcials to prepare in advance for those who would begin receiving
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seasonal clothing in the subsequent year. And according to Article 7, an individual would receive certain items based on their blood ties to the sovereign:

The seasonal clothing provided in spring and autumn to a prince or princess two generations
removed should be the following: six rolls of silk ( 絹 ), 43.2 kilograms of silk yard ( 糸 ), eighteen
rolls of hemp cloth ( 調布 ), and thirty hoes ( 鍬 ). In the case of a prince or princess four or more
generations removed, follow the Laws on Remuneration (Rokuryo ). On the first month of the
twentieth day, create a record [of those who receive seasonal clothing that year] and send it to the
Ministry of the Royal House. Do the same for autumn and winter <However, provide silk wadding
( 綿 ) instead of silk yard; and ﬁve hoes instead of two bars of iron.> Everybody [who is entitled to
receive seasonal clothing] should go to the Ministry of the Treasury to receive it; sending an agent
to receive it is not allowed.

It is important to note, however, that prior to the Engi shiki compilation, a signiﬁcant modiﬁcation was made to limit royal offspring who could receive this seasonal clothing. We know that from
the Commentary on the Administrative Code (834), which prohibited royal offspring from receiving
seasonal clothing if they had attained the ﬁfth rank or higher. The same rule was applied to a royal
offspring holding an ofﬁcial post equivalent to the sixth rank. The latter regulation had more negative
effects on male offspring because if they held court posts, they could not receive the clothing. They
had more opportunities to be appointed to ofﬁcial court posts than princesses in both the capital and
（8）

provinces after the turn of the ninth century.

This change in the Commentary , however, did not indicate growing economic power of princesses
because holding ofﬁcial court positions brought more wealth. A royal offspring’s seasonal clothing
was of lesser value than the remunerations granted to the holders of the ﬁfth rank or posts equivalent
to the sixth rank. Based on this trend, we must wonder why female royals began receiving the aforementioned for-females-only compensation during the late eighth century.
To answer this question, it is important to remember that this was a time when the court began
limiting the number of royal offspring who received seasonal clothing in order to curb budget deﬁcits
due to the ever increasing numbers of royals. The change also coincided with changes in the laws
regarding marriage of princesses. According to the ritsuryo codes, only male royals were allowed to
marry princesses, but the royal command issued in 793 permitted scions of the Fujiwara family who
“successively helped the sovereign to govern” to marry princesses two generations removed from the
（10）

sovereign. Likewise, non-royal males with ministerial posts were allowed to marry princesses more
（11）

than three generations removed from the throne. Since children of a princess had no royal status if
her husband was a non-royal, such a change weakened the role of princesses in transferring royal
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blood to the next generation.
Here, Yamashita Shin’ichiro suggests an ironic development of this era. He points out that the
court strategically created the remuneration system for female offspring to strengthen the unity of
princesses and their ties with the sovereign. Article 5, which describes the ritual procedures for remunerations to princesses, shows that during the ceremony princesses attended the ceremony together:

On the eighth day of the ﬁrst month, provide princesses with remunerations. Have the ofﬁce in
（12）

charge set up seats in the southern courtyard of the Shishinden (the reception hall in the royal palace), erect two ceremonial tents in front of the Anpukuden (Physicians’ Hall), stack the remunerations at the south of a marker plate [for princesses to stand when they receive the remunerations
in the southern courtyard], and arrange the facilities inside the Shishinden. When the sovereign
arrives at the Shishinden, female chamberlains should lead in female ofﬁcials and then all should
take their seats. The ofﬁcials of the [Royal Family Roster and Payroll] Ofﬁce should escort the
princesses and enter from the Gekka Gate. The princesses should take their seats under the ceremonial tents ﬁrst <the seating order should be determined by their generations removed from
the sovereign rather than their actual ages.> Then, the ofﬁcials should move to the courtyard and
（13）

take their seats as well. The manager [of the Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce] should take
up the roster, saying “the offspring of Titled Prince such and such.” Then princesses concerned
should leave their seats [under the ceremonial tents] by responding in the afﬁrmative and take
（14）

their seats in the southern courtyard. When everyone is seated, the manager takes up the roster
and does a roll call. When a princess is called, she should respond in the affirmative, proceed
to receive her remuneration, and then withdraw. The rest should follow suit. The amount of the
remuneration given to each princess is two rolls of silk and 2.7 kilograms (six ton ) of silk wadding
<The remuneration amounts provided at the Feast of the First Fruits should be the same.>

We see here that the sovereign granted the princesses the same amount of remunerations regardless of how many generations they were removed or which court ranks they held. Nonetheless, each
princess received “two rolls of silk and 2.7 kilograms of silk wadding,” which was of much less value
than the aforementioned seasonal clothing. This suggests that the ceremony for distributing female
offspring’s remunerations had both economic and political signiﬁcance. For the sovereign, the assembly of his female relatives mattered. It enhanced his visibility as a leader of the royal family and the
esteem of his relatives. At the same time, the court deﬁned the lesser standing of princesses within
the royal family by decreasing their support in comparison to princes.
Indeed, princesses were losing opportunities to advance in court rank and post during mid Heian
（15）

times, and some of them certainly faced economic difﬁculties. It would be misleading to argue, how-
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ever, that the decline of the economic and political situation of princesses was a linear process. There
were moments of ups and downs. Even though leading positions in the Back Palace became unavailable, other career paths for princesses still existed, and some princesses managed to ﬁnd them. As

The Tale of Genji suggests, women of royal birth worked as female attendants for noble households
（16）

in the later Heian Period. Some also served as Ise or Kamo Priestesses. Women of the Shirakawa
royal branch, whose men held the director of the Council on Shrine Affairs as hereditary rank, also
successively performed the important role of “curtain raising” or kencho at the Royal Succession Rite.
As Kuriyama Keiko argues, this shows that the Shirakawa royal women joined their men in developing hereditary positions at court. From these examples, we see that families needed their women’s
participation to remain competitive and navigate through power struggles at court. The Engi shiki
concerning the Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce indicates how the royal family structured and
maintained itself by elaborating regulations that protected their female members’ socio-economic and
political standing.
The important thing to remember, however, is that if we compare women and men of the same
social, economic, and political standing at court in the Engi era, men tended to have more oppor（18）

tunities. At the same time, studying these women’s history gives interesting perspectives on how
less privileged individuals participated and gained livelihood in various ways. The section on the
Royal Family Roster and Payroll Ofﬁce offers a piece of evidence that should be further explored to
understand strategies used by royal daughters who lived amidst ongoing disparity between men and
women.

Conclusion
Engi shiki , a ritual manual and de facto encyclopedia in mid-Heian courtier society, provides a wide
range of topics including gender history, technology, material culture, and the applied sciences. It can
serve as a catalyst to generate new questions that can incorporate other sources and transdisciplinary
approaches, including topics like gender history. By using the section on the Royal Family Roster and
Payroll Ofﬁce as an example, I have argued that the Engi shiki is useful for investigating previously
overlooked historical players and issues, such as gender relations at the Heian court. This section
suggests the importance for the royal family to sustain the roles and socio-economic status of their
women. Without royal women’s participation, the royal family and its highest authority, the tenno ,
could lose a competitive edge at court. This explains why princesses began receiving extra ﬁnancial
support when their economic and political prospects became increasingly bleak in mid-Heian times.
But even in such a disadvantageous circumstance, some princesses were still able to find ways to
survive and exert inﬂuence. We have much to learn from histories of under-represented groups, especially from their strategies for coping with adversary.
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As discussed above, however, remuneration for princesses did not mean economic superiority;
rather it was rooted in the disparity of opportunities for male and female offspring of the royal family.
Financial circumstances and career opportunities available to men and women is a research topic relevant to different societies in history. By developing an English translation of this short section of the

Engi shiki , I would like to encourage researchers working in different ﬁelds to embark upon innovative collaborative projects that will respond to issues we still deal with today.
This article is part of JSPS KAKENHI 16H03485 and 20H01318, and of the National Institutes for
the Humanities Principle Research “Multidisciplinary Collaborative Project on the Engi-shiki: Japan’s
Ancient Encyclopedia.”
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