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Two Forms of Ancient Walled City : Nagaoka-kyo Viewed from the Perspective of its Form
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Two Forms of Ancient Walled City : Nagaoka-kyo Viewed from the Perspective of its
Form

Ami Nobuya

The adoption of a block street pattern for the space of the “capital” (“kyo”) in ancient walled cities began during the
Temmu era when Fujiwara-kyo (Aramashi-kyo) was built following a planned grid pattern. The existence of a grid pat-
tern as a fait accompli for capitals with palaces from the time of Heijo-kyo onwards has been the subject of debate. How-
ever, as the location of imperial power, the capital was a space that was visually and conceptually separated from the
surrounding area so that in essence the presence of a grid pattern for the streets was not an absolute requirement to
make it a capital. In fact, little consideration was taken of the existence of a grid pattern for streets within the concept
of a capital during the Nara period. We know that a special political sector that expanded outward from a palace at the
center was viewed as constituting a capital. We may also assume that even when streets were built in a capital with an
enclosed palace there were instances when a planned grid pattern was adopted and others in which streets were built
as the need arose.

This paper considers Fujiwara-kyo which was built at a time when walled cities were first established in Japan. It
discusses the process by which ancient walled cities were built and investigates the capitals of the Nara period, of which
Heijo-kyo was the first. The findings reveal that either one of two structures was adopted for these ancient walled cit-
ies. One entailed a planned grid pattern for the entire capital with a palace incorporated in the plan (planned closed
type), while in the other type the palace was built first and a grid pattern implemented for the area of the capital as the
need arose (central axis, open type). Strictly speaking, the first type with its grid pattern covering the entire area ap-
plies to only the Fujiwara and Heijo capitals. However, following a change to its underlying principle, this structure was
also most likely adopted for the Heian capital. In other walled cities the construction of the palace occurred first, where-
upon the streets were created based on the palace located along a central axis, or on a line projecting east to west. In the
case of Nagaoka-kyo too, the palace was built first, and because an attempt had been made to build a unique walled city
following a planned grid pattern wherever possible, the result included some structural contradictions. It is possible
that Emperor Kammu shifted the capital to Heian for a second time with the aim of completing the planned walled city

that he was unable to achieve when building Nagaoka-kyo.
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