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Origins of the Japanese System of Capital Cities,

Seen in Chinese Capital City Plans
WANG Weikun
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Ancient Chinese characters are called hieroglyphs, or pictographs. Among the characters associated
with the notion of cities, koku (the character [ , pronounced guo in Chinese) is particularly notable. Ways
of writing this character have varied considerably over the ages. Four different forms that have appeared
are—to give first their Japanese, then their Chinese readings— waku 5% (Ch. huo), koku & (Ch. guo), koku
(Ch. guo), and koku [E| (Ch. guo). The meaning of the hieroglyph for the first of these, waku B, , can be
educed by breaking the hieroglyph into its elements: it shows one man A with a halberd %, who is defending
a defined territory [ . Another way of explaining this is to refer to the city plan described by Mencius
in his Gong Sun Chou chapter, Part Two; Mencius says, “There is a city, with an inner wall of three li in
circumference, and an outer wall of seven” (translation from Mengzi & - [The Works of Mencius], online

at http://chinese.dsturgeon.net/text.pl?node=1638&if=en). This is exactly the form of a koku [& (country or

defined territory) that is depicted by the character kai [A] (Ch. Aui). The smaller enclosure in the center of this
character represents the palace, and the larger enclosure represents the exterior walls of the walled city. We
can say that the city had its origins in the form suggested by the plan depicted in the Chinese character waku
8% . Comparative research on the cities of East Asia enables us to conclude that Heijokyo, the ancient capital
city of Japan, was built on the model of Chang’an, the capital of the Sui and Tang dynasties, and these ancient

cities both expressed and reinforced the notions of kingly power that prevailed at the time.
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