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Daigokuden Ceremonies and the Classification of Periods
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This paper examines the classification of periods in ancient Japanese history based on ceremonies performed at the
Daigokuden with the aim of clarifying the periods that existed between 749 and 770 when four-character period names
were adopted in accordance with the Chinese system.

The first section reinvestigates the seven decorative banners (hodo) that stood in a row in front of the Daigokuden
when accession rituals and the Choga ceremony on New Year's Day were held. The author previously argued that 1)
the foundations of the banners were beautiful permanent structures; and 2) although there were two Daigokuden-in in
Heijo Palace -- one in the central precinct and one in the eastern precinct -- it is accepted that banners stood in both ar-
eas. Hiroyuki Kaneko has attacked this argument saying that it commits a serious error with regard to the interpreta-
tion of the ancient remains. He rejects that banners were erected at the Daigokuden-in in the central precinct of Heijo
Palace and also rejects that the foundations of the banners at the Daigokuden-in in the eastern precinct were permanent
structures. Masahiro Nishimoto had advanced a new interpretation that suggests that the remains of the banners at the
Daigokuden-in in the central precinct are associated with the Nishinomiya during the reign of Empress Shotoku. Fol-
lowing a detailed examination of these criticisms, the author has reached the conclusion that there his no need to amend
his opinion because they take insufficient account of the specific properties of the banners that would have been re-
erected time and time again on the same site. Thus, the argument rests on the interpretation of the ancient remains.
Furthermore, with respect to the banners and the imperial guard units, it is believed that their design was revamped in
the second year of the Tempyo Hoji era and that they can be understood in the context of their association with the Fu-
jiwara no Nakamaro administration's policies for Chinese acculturation. Consequently, not much credibility can be giv-
en to the importance of the Kammu era attached by Kaneko.

The second section examines Buddhist ceremonies held at the Daigokuden, a subject that has received scant atten-
tion to date. During the Heian period, Gosai-e ceremonies were the main Buddhist services held at Daigokuden. It is
believed that it was during the reign of Empress Shotoku that they were first held at the start of the year for reading the
Saisho Okyo sutra. The significance of the Gosai-e must be understood in terms of its spatial structure. The author was
able to confirm the following features by looking at several plans for its restoration: 1) The imperial throne was used as
the throne for the Vairocana Buddha; 2) the square platform on which the imperial throne was placed was regarded as
a shumidan -- a platform on which a Buddha was seated; 3) the entire Daigokuden became a Buddhist hall called a “ko-

do’; and 4) the Chodo-in was used as living quarters for Buddhist monks and for memorial services. That is to say, for
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one week every New Year a temporary temple containing the important facilities of a hall, dining hall and living quarters
appeared in the central area of imperial palaces during the ancient period. Viewed from the perspective of Buddhist ser-
vices, we may regard this temporary temple as serving as the main Kokubun-ji temple for the Kokubun-ji temples lo-
cated in each province. Although one would like to call this an innovative method of using the Daigokuden, it was not
out of the usual within the“Buddhist politics’of the reign of Empress Shotoku. Viewed from the perspective of these
same services becoming established as a yearly event during the Heian period, it represented an end point of “civiliza-
tion"for which Buddhism was one of the driving forces.

Even though the main materials and points of contention in the examination of Daigokuden ceremonies in sections
one and two are completely different, they point in the same direction in terms of the debate on the classification of pe-
riods. They dispute the excessive emphasis placed on the epochal qualities of the Konin and Kammu eras, and, more-
over, re-evaluate the period of four-character period names that comes immediately before. The author contends that
this period, especially its zenith at the time of the reign of Empress Shotoku, was not the"cul-de-sac of the Nara period,”
but instead was a radical, active and creative period. It was during this period that along with the concentration of au-
thority in the imperial throne, the wealth of state finances and the preoccupation with Chinese civilization that brought
together the process of “civilization up until that time created an immediate foundation for the politics, culture and re-
ligions of the Heian period. The Konin and Kammu eras should also be acknowledged as eras of some importance, but
if we stress only these eras we run the risk of becoming caught up in the“Tale of the Changing Imperial Dynasties"pro-

moted by Emperor Kammu.
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