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Capital Cities and Imperial Excursions in Ancient Japan:
The Transition from “a Monarch Who Moves” to “a Monarch Who Does Not Move”

NITO Atsushi

National Museum of Japanese History

In this presentation I will examine the connections between capital cities and imperial excursions in ancient
Japan, giving consideration to changes in the nature of the elements that entered into emperors’ (powerful
kings’) relocations of their capitals and their movements outside their own places of residence. The turning
point in ancient history was the era of Emperor Saga, including the time after he relinquished the throne.
We can point to the Konin era (810-824) as the temporal boundary after which the capital was not relocated
and the emperor did not travel outside the capital, that is, the time when the image of the emperor changed
from “a monarch who moves” to “a monarch who does not move.”

In functional terms, there were two important elements of an ancient capital city: it was the emperor’
s town and it was the government officials’ town. With respect to the former, it was not a space in which
the emperor was moved by the presence of figures such as the retired emperor, the empress, and the crown
prince, but rather it was a space in which the emperor alone had transcendent power. As for the latter, it was
organized as the city in which administrators—the bureaucrats who governed the powerful families who
have their roots in the countryside —dwelled. The reign of Saga was the historical moment when these two
functions reached a fully developed state, although that would prove to be temporary.

If we think of the relationship between capital cities and imperial excursions as an aspect of the
negotiations between the rulers and the ordinary people, the capital cities of China were spaces where,
in palaces or at court, the common people and the emperor came into contact with each other; they were
places where pardons were granted and rites were conducted. In Japan, by contrast, the emphasis was all on
the capital city being the space that revealed the transcendence of the emperor; the capital was not a place
where the emperor made contact with the common people. Consequently, after the reign of Saga, large-
scale excursions outside the capital ceased, and all the stress was put on the transcendence of the emperor,
whose role was played within that city.

Conceptually, a sense of separation emerged and grew strong through this kind of transformation, a
divide between the Kinai district centered on the “unmoving capital” in which the urban aristocrats and
common folk lived and the “invisible emperor” was confined within the inner quarters of the palace, on
the one hand, and everything outside the Kinai district, on the other. After Saga’s reign, Heiankyd became
“the capital for all the ages” that would never be relocated. Because of this, the sense of space that equated
“capital” with Heiankyd and conceived it as being at the center of concentric rings grew stronger, and the
separation widened between the capital (equated with the city) and the country (equated with agricultural

villages).
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