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Types of Shrine Honden and their Origin

MIURA Masayuki

Shrine honden (main sanctuaries) are smaller than the butsudo (Buddha halls) of temples and the inside of a
honden is not used very much. However, one feature of zonden is that they vary in style and external appearance.
Architectural history divides these diverse styles into different categories and explains their origins. Descriptions
of the size and styles of honden that are designated cultural properties are mainly classified mechanically
according to differences in the style of roof, as is done for temple buildings, and the mixing in of some honden
styles unique to shrines is both inconsistent and inappropriate.

This paper re-examines current classification of styles, and proposes to correct some, especially the ryonagare-
style. According to Eizo Inagaki, there are three main styles of honden, those with a ground sill, those with a
central pillar, and those consisting of two rooms. Inagaki's classifications enjoy broad support across different
academic fields. However, the author is critical of Inagaki’s contentions and does not accept that kasuga-style
and nagare-style honden with a ground sill changed from being temporary structures like a mikoshi, which were
portable, to being permanent structures, or that shinmei-style and taisha-style shrines have the same origin
because they have central pillars. A ground sill is a structural member that is necessary to stabilize a small
structure, and does not date from the period of temporary honden, but originated in permanent Zonden that were
of similar origin to those of the shinmei-style. Furthermore, with regard to Inagaki's opinion that both the shinmei-
style and taisha-style were influenced by Buddhist architecture and were created to counter the Buddhist style,
the author believes that the shinmei-style was created by the imperial court in the latter part of the 7th century
and that the taisha-style was created by local chiefs. Given the definition of a honden as a “building with exclusive
space for the permanently present kami,” and also that the entire interior of a shinmei-style honden is exclusive
space for the kami and that in a honden of the taisha-style only the inner sanctuary inside constitutes this
exclusive space, the author shows that both are completely different in origin and that it is possible that the latter
was derived from saiden (an early religious building).

The author also criticizes Hirotaro Ohta’ s theory that honden in the irimoya-style evolved from haiden
(worship halls) for shintaisan (mountains which are believed to be kami’s body). In the author’s opinion, irimoya-
style honden came into being in the late Heian period when ichinomiya and other important shrines were built in
each province. As honden that were much bigger than other shrines, they had a storehouse for the many sacred
treasures given to the shrine in addition to the exclusive space for the kami.

In conclusion, when discussing the categories and origins of styles of honden, it is necessary to pay attention

to the relationship between space that is exclusive to the kami and space that is used by people.
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