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Kyoto, the ancient former capital of Japan, breathes history and mystery. Its temples, gardens

and palaces are testimony to many centuries of aristocratic and religious grandeur. Under the

veneer of modernity, the city remains filled with countless reminders of a proud past. John

Dougill explores this most venerable of Japanese cities, revealing the spirit of place and the

individuals that have shaped its often dramatic history. Courtiers and courtesans, poets and

priests, samurai and geisha people the pages of his account. Covering twelve centuries in all,

the book not only provides a historical overview but brings to life the cultural magnificence of

the city of "Purple Hills and Crystal Streams". City of Power: The seat of aristocrats and

warriors; military might and spiritual authority; unification and the transition to modernity. City of

Ritual: Buddhist sects and Shinto festivals; tea ceremony; the role of the geisha; the influence

of Zen. City of Arts: Poetry and fiction; architecture and garden design; Heian verse and Noh

theatre; art and handicrafts; the Japanese Hollywood.
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www.phototravels.net; Kyoto UniversityForewordBenjamin Disraeli once wrote: “London—a

nation, not a city.” If this is true of England’s major metropolis, it is equally true of Japan’s old

capital—Kyoto. A dominant municipality in its own right, this city at the same time reflects all of

Japan, its history, its politics, its art. To understand Kyoto is to understand the land itself.But

how best to present this complicated, history-layered, intricate and complex place? John

Dougill’s way is both lucid and intelligible. Rather than creating a straightforward history, he has

(following the idea of “imagination” suggested in the series title) provided a thematic approach,

with chapters ordered chronologically about such topics as “City of Genji”, “City of Zen” etc.

The varied aspects of the city are explored within a sequential narrative that avoids both the

topographically orientated guide-book approach, and the political narration of the

straightforward history. I know of only one other volume that has similarly preserved the varied

narrative of Kyoto. This is Gouveneur Mosher’s estimable Kyoto: A Contemplative Guide, now

long out of print.The approaches of the two authors are otherwise quite different. Dougill is the

more inclusive; he incorporates everything that the reader might expect and then goes on to

include more. Thus we learn that the great period for court ladies writing their journals lasted

for just three hundred years and that the last (Lady Nijo’s) was completed “long before Geoffrey

Chaucer had even got started.” We also learn that haiku is abetted in its certain elusiveness

“by the tendency of Japanese sentences to dispense with subjects.” Indeed, “according to

linguists, some seventy percent of spoken Japanese and fifty percent of the written language

does without subjects.” Japanese decorative dragons, we read, are distinguished by having

three claws, while those of Chinese origin have five. We even learn which Kyoto temple served

as set for the derring-do of Tom Cruise in The Last Samurai—it was the Chion-in.It is through

such information that not merely the fact itself but also its context is revealed. All of the famous

places (Golden Pavilion, Silver Pavilion, Rock Garden) are there as well as many others less-

know, such as Enryaku-ji on Mount Hiei. Here, the place and its history are discussed and

illustrated by extracts from various early chronicles before Dougill goes on to give the fullest

account I know of the ajari. This term is usually translated as “living saint” and refers to those

adepts who endure the extreme of Tendai’s asceticism. Ninety days of chanting with just two

hours of sleep a night (only in lotus position), with only two toilet breaks a day. At the same

time, continual chanting of the names of the three thousand Buddhas with a full prostration for

each. And that’s the easy part—it is all uphill from there.By mixing past and present, Dougill

gives us Kyoto’s historical particularities and at the same time can suggest their resonances.

The result is a true cultural history—and one which is unusually well balanced.The Edo period

is frankly described as “the world’s most successful example of totalitarianism.” The tea-culture



of medieval Japan is found to be unusually important; in fact, a whole chapter is devoted to it

because “a study of Kyoto without it would be like leaving jazz out of New Orleans.”Supporting

this mass of information are quotations from ancient texts, from the Genji, from Kawabata and

Tanizaki, and from the movies. At the same time, insight is given into certain Kyoto attitudes.

One is the assumed exclusivity of the place (the Boston of Japan?). The author writes “Go for

the weekend to Osaka, or worse Tokyo, and you feel like a country bumpkin out among the

bright lights.” Behind the diffident pose stands the assumed elitist, the exclusive and insular

inhabitant, a social role which, when exercised, afflicts both the native and the temporary

Kyotoite. I know some foreign residents who profess to loathe Tokyo and, in fact, never visit.Of

course, counter to such traditional assumptions, is the fact that—like everywhere else—Kyoto

is rapidly changing. It is true that much has been lost. Alan Booth wrote that “when you view

Kyoto from any point of vantage… its ugliness can make you weep.” Alex Kerr called the

callous Kyoto Tower “a stake through the heart,” and proclaimed that “Kyoto hates Kyoto.”True

as this may be, Kyoto culture is still centuries deep and is only slowly being eroded. Besides

(and this is Dougill’s perspective) such change is not only inevitable, but also “good.” The

spectacle of change supports the Buddhist notion that life is in eternal flux and, in any event

(as Edward Seidensticker has sagely observed): “The relationship between tradition and

change in Japan has always been complicated by the fact that change is in itself a tradition.”In

this book John Dougill gives us a living city that is, at the same time, an exemplar for its

country, a gorgeous historical chronicle, and a container for culture as utilitarian and form-

follows-function as any of the arts described.Donald RichieTokyo, Summer 2005Preface and

Acknowledgements“Kyoto’s elusiveness might be its very essence.”Sen Souoku, head of

Mushanokoji tea schoolI first came to Kyoto when travelling round the world in 1975. I was

entranced by white-faced elevator girls and the bird-sounds broadcast in underground

shopping malls. The highlight of my stay was the Daimonji festival, at which spirits of the dead

returned by firelight to otherworldly abodes. Shortly afterwards I had an epiphany while walking

uphill to a temple, and realized that what I was seeking on my travels lay not without but within.

Cherishing this insight, I journeyed on to complete the circle and return to the beginning from

which I had set out. “The end is where we start from,” noted T.S. Eliot:We shall not cease from

explorationAnd the end of our exploringWill be to arrive where we startedAnd know the place

for the first time.The next time I came to Kyoto was twelve years later. In the meantime I had

set up home in Oxford, a city I had grown to love, but a combination of teacher burn-out and a

Sagittarian lust for adventure took me off to a university job in Kanazawa on the Japan Sea. At

weekends I would visit Kyoto and revel in the cultural opportunities it afforded. I walked the

length of its hills, went to gaijin talent shows, and visited some of the famous sights. During the

week I would lie on the floor of my Kanazawa flat, where I felt cut off from the mainstream, and

dreamed of getting a job there.In 1994, the 1200th anniversary of Kyoto, my dream came true.

Now I feel as if I am living a charmed life. My apartment looks over the length of the eastern

hills, and the rays of the rising sun come seeking me out each morning. On the other side there

are views over the ancient woods of Shimogamo Shrine, here before the city was ever

conceived, and beyond that to the sunsets over the Western Hills.Few cities can compare with

the wealth of Kyoto’s treasures. The city’s tourist office lists 17 World Heritage Sites, 90

gardens, 140 museums and galleries, 177 festivals, 471 notable temples and shrines, as well

as 263 other tourist sights—and let us not forget the 82 special trees and the rolling schedule

of seasonal flowers, for nature-viewing is also part of Kyoto’s rich heritage.It is not the quantity,

however, but the stunning quality that puts the city up there with the greatest in the world. In

preparation for writing this book, I have been going out every weekend and ticking off one



breath-taking item after another. There seems little danger of exhausting the list. Take the large

temples, for example, each of whose many sub-temples may contain a treasured object or an

exquisite garden. It seems that there are always special showings—once a year, once every

three years, or even, as with a garden I visited only the other day, once in a hundred years.It

has been said that if Japan were a human being, then Tokyo would be its brain, Osaka its

stomach, and Kyoto the heart. Where better to live than in the “heart” of the culture? It has

been my good fortune to spend my working life in such a city, while continuing to return in the

summer vacations to Oxford. To divide one’s time in this way between these two great cradles

of creativity is a pleasure. To write of one while being published in the other is nothing less than

a privilege.This book could not have been completed without the input of several people to

whom I would like to express gratitude, particularly those who were kind enough to read

through parts or all of my manuscript. Risa Kotera gave me the benefit of her shrewd insights,

and Katsura Miyahara provided expertise in art matters. For the chapter on Buddhism I was

helped by Martin Repp of the NCC Centre for the Study of Religions, for that on Zen by

Norman Waddell of Otani University, and for the section on Amidism by Galen Amstutz of

Ryukoku University. In tea matters I had valuable feedback from the “chajin” Brad Croft and the

tea master, Jack Convery. For the chapter on geisha the Gion connoisseur Peter Macintosh

was of great help: www.kyotosightsandnights.com. Christopher Herron accompanied me on

several outings, and taught me much about Japanese gardens. Ian Roepke generously allowed

me to look through back copies of the monthly Kyoto Visitors Guide, an excellent publication by

a true lover of Kyoto. I should also like to thank my colleagues at Ryukoku University,

acknowledged experts in their fields, whom I have bombarded with annoying questions. They

include Professors Itoi, Takeda, Higashinaka, Kojima, Kusaka, Kida, Tusuzuki, Asada, and

Miyama, as well as Michael Lazarin, Stephen Wolfe, and Tom Wright. Last but certainly not

least, I would like to thank those with whom I have spent many happy hours exploring Kyoto’s

backways and discussing cultural oddities. These include Masayo Repp, Kazuko Ogura, the

Kyoto tourguide Paul Satoh, and Yuki Hamamura. Finally, a special word of appreciation to my

“personal assistant” Yuriko Suzuki. To all of the above, and to the many other Kyoto citizens

who have helped in various ways, my very best thanks.Like others who have written on Japan,

I owe an enormous debt to the writings of Donald Keene, in particular the magisterial series

published by Columbia University Press, which includes Seeds in the Heart, World Within

Walls, and Dawn to the West. Quotations I have drawn from these include the passage by Ki

no Tsurayuki; poems by Komachi; the passage by Norinaga, the extract from Hojoki by Kamo

no Chomei, the translation from Asai Ryoi about the floating world, and extracts from Basho’s

essay on The Unreal Hut. The passage from Kukai is taken from Kosei Publishing’s Shapers of

Japanese Buddhism, ed. Yusen Kashiwahara and Koyu Sonoda. Michinaga’s poem is from a

translation by H. Paul Varley in Japanese Culture, University of Hawaii Press. Quotations from

Shonagon’s Pillow Book are from the Ivan Morris translation published by Penguin. The Izumi

Shikibu poems about hair and dying are translated by Thomas Fitzsimmons; the poem about

the dewdrop not staying long is taken from Jane Hirschfield and Mariko Artani in The Ink Dark

Moon. Saigyo’s poem about remaining in the capital too long is translated by Burton Watson,

and that about learning to manage loneliness is by W. R. LaFleur. The quotations from Kamo

no Chomei’s Hojoki are taken from A. L. Sadler’s translation, Ten Foot Square Hut, published

by Tuttle, as is the passage from The Tale of Heike. Lines from the Noh play Sotoba Komachi

are translated by Sam Huston Brock, while the lines from Inaba-do are from Don Kenny’s The

Kyogen Book published by The Japan Times. The quotations from Gossamer Years are from a

translation by Edward Seidensticker. Passages from Saikaku are taken from the translation by



Kenji Hamada in Tuttle’s The Life of an Amorous Man. The haiku by Buson is taken from Haiku

Master Buson by Yuki Sawa and Edith Shiffert, published by Heian International. Passages

from Tanizaki’s The Key are from the Tuttle translation by Howard Hibbet, and that from In

Praise of Shadows is translated by Thomas J. Harper and Edward Seidensticker in Leete’s

Island Books. Quotatons from Mishima’s The Temple of the Golden Pavilion are translated by

Ivan Morris in the Tuttle edition; and those from Kawabata’s The Old Capital are from J. Martin

Holman’s translation in a North Point Press publication. The Pico Iyer passage comes from The

Lady and the Monk, published by Bodley Head in London.NotesNames are written in the

Japanese way, with the family name first followed by the given name. A glossary of Japanese

terms can be found as an appendix.The word “shrine” is used for Shinto, and “temple” for

Buddhist places of worship. Temple names are written with a hyphen to help identify them: To-

ji, Nanzen-ji, Myoshin-ji, etc. (-ji means “temple”).The book covers the following historical

periods:Heian (794-1186) An aristocratic age with rule by the emperor from Heian-kyo, the

original name for Kyoto.Kamakura (1186-1333) Rule by military rulers, or shogun, from

Kamakura (near present-day Tokyo). It marks the coming to power of the samurai.Muromachi

(1333-1573) Rule from Kyoto by the Ashikaga dynasty. For the final hundred years, central

power collapsed in a Period of Warring States, or Sengoku (1467-1568).Azuchi-Momoyama

(1573-1603) Unification of the country by the warlords Nobunaga Oda and Hideyoshi Toyotomi.

Foreigners arrive in Japan, and Hideyoshi attacks Korea.Edo (1603-1867) An age of

isolationism with rule by the Tokugawa dynasty from Edo (now Tokyo). Perry’s “Black ships”

arrive from the US in 1853 to demand the opening of the country.Meiji (1868-1912) Restoration

of the emperor and end of samurai rule. Removal of the capital to Tokyo, and a period of rapid

modernization with many Western influences.Taisho (1912-1926) Industrial growth,

reinforcement of imperialism, and the Great Tokyo Earthquake of 1923.Showa (1926-1989)

Expansionism in China and Korea; militarism at home; American occupation following the

Second World War; and a post-war “economic miracle”.Chapter One: City of KammuA New

BeginningGreat cities are often endowed with creation myths. Kyoto has no need of such

glorifying fiction, for the facts of its founding are extraordinary enough. It was born of a desire

to escape the curse of a former capital, and the site was chosen on a hunting expedition. The

positioning was aligned by geomancy, and the layout modelled after the fabled capital of China.

Along the central axis ran a massive boulevard thought to have been the widest in the world.

The new capital was named Heian-kyo in a poetry contest and the meaning, City of Peace and

Tranquillity, proved apt. For three centuries there was virtually no violence, not even capital

punishment. It remained the capital for over a thousand years.In earlier times, the custom had

been of the periodic moving of the capital. Disasters were ascribed to the presence of evil, the

remedy for which was removal. Floods, disease, earthquakes, failed harvests, and the death of

an emperor could all initiate relocation. It not only provided escape from defilement, but

enabled a fresh start by a new administration.By the eighth century the expenses involved in

such mobility had become prohibitive, and in 710 Japan’s first permanent capital was set up in

Nara, some thirty miles south of Kyoto. Such was the situation when Emperor Kammu

(737-806) came to the throne in 781. According to tradition, he was the fiftieth emperor in direct

succession from the sun-goddess. He had not expected to come to power, for he had Korean

ancestry on his mother’s side, thereby polluting the “purity” of the imperial line.Kammu proved

himself a vigorous leader and is numbered among “the three greatest emperors” of Japanese

history. His reign of twenty-six years was one of the longest of the age, and among his

achievements were reform of the administrative system, auditing of the tax registers and

control of the north. A pamphlet issued by Heian Shrine sums up his achievements this



way:During the 25 years of his reign, Emperor Kammu reformed the legal system, provided

help for the needy, encouraged culture and learning, reorganized the provincial administrative

system and promoted trade with other countries. He thus contributed immeasurably to the

development of the nation. Thereafter, Kyoto flourished for more than 1000 years.One of

Kammu’s preoccupations was the straitjacket of Nara Buddhism. Like the cardinals of medieval

Europe, the monks were steeped in political intrigue, and one of them, named Dokyo (d. 772),

had even attempted a coup. In an attempt to free himself, Kammu set up a new capital at

Nagaoka, to the south-west of modern Kyoto. However, a series of deaths there convinced the

court that there was an avenging spirit at large. So, after just ten years, the emperor decided to

move again. It cannot have been an easy decision, for work on the new capital had not been

completed. On the other hand, it was relatively easy to dismantle and move the wooden

buildings.This time the emperor determined to find a place that would be secure once and for

all. Royal diviners were set to work, and under the guise of hunting expeditions Kammu set off

in search of suitable land. He soon found just the place, in a nearby river basin. “The mountains

and rivers are the collar and belt of this area and make it a natural fortress,” he declared

contentedly. The local landowners were the powerful Hata family, who were allies and also of

immigrant stock. Their offer to make the land available clinched the matter.The influential clan

had arrived from the Korean kingdom of Paekche in the fifth century and settled in the Kyoto

basin. They brought with them new techniques, such as silkworm culture and weaving. They

were also skilled at land management, having carried out flood control of the Katsura river, and

their abilities proved an asset for Kammu. Already by the early seventh century they had set up

Koryu-ji to house a beautiful statue of Miroku, and at the start of the eighth century they had

built the shrines of Matsuo Taisha and Fushimi Inari.The Hata dominated the west of the river

basin, living in what is nowUzumasa, while over on the east lived another powerful clan, the

Kamo. They had migrated from the Yamato area near Nara and were based around the large

Kamigamo and Shimogamo shrines, originally one complex. It was in the land between the two

large clans that Kammu chose to build his new capital, adopting the ancient shrines as spiritual

guardians for his city.The location fitted all the geomantic requirements (derived from feng-

shui). It was shielded on three sides by mountains to the north, west and east. There were

south-flowing rivers to the east and west, as well as a large body of water to the south (Lake

Ogura, near Uji, has since been reclaimed). In the vulnerable north-eastern corner, thought to

be a weak spot through which demons could enter, stood the formidable Mount Hiei. The site

also had important strategic benefits. Rivers provided passage to the Inland Sea, while to the

north nearby Lake Biwa enabled water transport to reach within thirteen miles of the Japan

Sea. At the same time, land routes facilitated access to the eastern provinces.An ambitious

building scheme was set up, which took fifty years to complete. The layout was based on the

grid system of Chang-an (modern day Xian), capital of Tang China and the most magnificent

city of the age. In a curious parallel, on the other side of the world Charlemagne was at this

time building his capital at Aachen in imitation of Ravenna. In both cases the intention was to

dignify a city through the prism of reflected glory.As a Confucian, Kammu believed in a rational

and hierarchical society, presided over by an enlightened leadership. The new capital was

intended to embody this belief in physical form. The parallel streets ran three miles from east to

west, and three and a half miles from north to south. The symmetrical layout provided order at

the centre of the realm. In the straight and orderly lines lay the framework of a visionary city.

The central boulevard, Suzaku-oji, was a massive ninety-two yards wide and meant to act as a

fire break. Even the narrowest streets of this grand capital were seventy-eight feet wide.To

protect the city, a network of protective shrines was set up at key geomantic points, and the



whole site circumscribed by the directional animals of Chinese mythology. To the north, the

black serpent-turtle haunted the mountains; in the east, the blue-green dragon sipped on the

waters at Kiyomizu; the red sparrow-phoenix soared in the southern sunshine; and the white

tiger lurked in the mists of the Western Hills.The imperial compound was sited in the north,

from where Suzaku-oji led directly south to the city’s main entrance, the mighty Rashomon

(made famous in the film of the same name by Kurosawa). This eight-pillared, two-storey gate

was built to impress. Boarded by a short moat, it was painted in white and red with green

roofing. Steep steps led up to it, meaning that those who entered the city had to dismount and

struggle up in humble manner. Only two temples were allowed in the city, and these were

placed down in the south away from the court. To the east of Rashomon stood To-ji (East

Temple), and to the west Sai-ji (West Temple, no longer in existence). In a further move to

undermine the Nara priesthood, the emperor encouraged new forms of Buddhism (see

Chapter Three).Heian-kyo was built for an aristocracy enjoying the height of its power, and the

imperial compound took up fifteen per cent of the total area. It was a city-within-a-city into

which ordinary mortals were forbidden to enter. The nobility was split into eighteen categories,

the top three ranks of which were reserved for the immediate family of the emperor. Because of

the reverence in which aristocrats were held, they were never referred to by name but by rank

or place of residence. For ordinary citizens, they were “cloud-dwellers”. By contrast, common

folk were herded into small city blocks, surrounded by walls. The rectangular grid meant that

there were 1,200 such blocks, all of uniform size and carefully monitored. “The inhabitants of

the capital were not citizens, but simply encaged subjects,” writes urban historian Gunter

Nitschke. Many were brought to work in the city as forced labour, as compulsory service in lieu

of tax payment was written into the law of the land.If you climb one of Kyoto’s surrounding hills,

you can still make out something of the original layout in the grid-like streets. Kammu’s city lay

somewhat to the west of the modern city centre, a shift that took place in the Middle Ages. Of

Heian-kyo, sadly, not a thing now remains—except for a small patch of garden called Shinsen-

en that formed part of the imperial park. The reason is simple: fire. The wooden buildings were

vulnerable, and the imperial enclosure itself burned down fourteen times in 400 years.

Earthquakes added to the destruction, and floods too: by mid-Heian times, the western half of

the capital had partly become water-meadows. As a result, the city shifted eastwards, and in so

doing it metamorphosed into Kyoto.Spirit of PlaceKammu’s choice of location had historic

ramifications. River basins have their own microclimate, and mention of Kyoto inevitably

provokes comments about the weather. “You poor thing,” I was told by Japanese friends when

first moving here. There is a special expression—sokobie—for the bitter-cold at the bottom of

the basin in winter. But it is summer which attracts most of the adverse comments, being

uncomfortably hot and humid. There is a noticeable difference even from neighbouring cities

like Osaka and Kobe, and fifteen minutes by car suffice to take one out of the muggy river

basin to wooded inclines where the air feels fresher. The writer Tanizaki Junichiro, who loved

everything about Kyoto, chose to live elsewhere for just this reason:The trouble is the climate.

Kyoto is a Pygmalion creature. She grew to her present glory from a vast, ancient marshland in

a basin surrounded by mountains far from the sea. Like a model still troubled by schoolgirl

acne, Kyoto suffers from her topography which produces extreme humidity, savagely cold

winters, and blisteringly hot summers. The locals—being used to it—don’t seem to mind at

all.The drawbacks in terms of climate are outweighed in the minds of most by the benefits. The

nineteenth-century historian and poet, Sanyo Rai, named his riverside study “Purple Hills and

Crystal Streams”, and the phrase has been taken up as an epithet for the city, for it aptly

describes the blessings of nature. Considering its position, the city is wonderfully green. Rome



and San Francisco lie close to the same latitude, yet despite the similarity of temperature there

is a striking difference in rainfall. It helps account for the lush vegetation in this “Flowering

Capital” and how Kyoto was able to give birth to ikebana, the Japanese style of flower

arranging.Throughout the year successive waves of colour break upon the city. Plum and

peach blossom heralds the more famous cherry, after which follow azalea and iris. In summer

come hydrangea, water lily and lotus, while in autumn there are the “seven famous grasses”

followed by the changing maple leaves. Winter sees the camellia as well as the rich red berries

of the nandin. The annual round has won much admiration, for each season has endearing

traits: the white-and-pink blossoms of spring; the glistening moss in the summer rains; the

brilliant colours of the autumn leaves; and the sprinkling of snow on the winter mountains. The

changes have inspired many a lyrical passage, none more famous than the opening of

Shonagon’s The Pillow Book (c. 1000):In spring, it is the dawn that is most beautiful. As the

light creeps over the hills, their outlines are dyed a faint red and wisps of purplish cloud trail

over them.In summer the nights. Not only when the moon shines, but on dark nights too, as the

fireflies flit to and fro, and even when it rains, how beautiful it is.In autumn the evenings, when

the flittering sun sinks close to the edge of the hills and the crows fly back to their nests in

threes and fours…In winter the early mornings. It is beautiful indeed when snow has fallen

during the night, but splendid too when the ground is white with frost; or even when there is no

snow or frost, but it is simply very cold and the attendants hurry from room to room stirring up

the fires and bringing charcoal, how well this fits the season’s mood.For a landlocked city,

Kyoto is notable for the abundance of its water. As well as being surrounded by rivers, Heian-

kyo had six canalized streams passing through the city, which were channelled to gardens.

Aristocratic villas had streams passing under their walkways and feeding into a pond. Even

today the sound of running water is never far away. When Truman Capote came to visit in

1955, he described Kyoto as “a water city, crisscrossed with shallow rivers and cascading

canals, dotted with pools as still as coiled snakes and mirthful little waterfalls that sound like

Japanese girls giggling.”The flow of water is supplemented by some 3,000 wells. No garden

worthy of respect is without one, and many a temple houses an ancient shaft. They draw on an

underground supply thought by experts to be equal in quantity to Lake Biwa, Japan’s massive

inland sea. In ancient times the wells had a mystic aura, and nowadays many are still known

for their special qualities. The Turtle Well at Matsuo Taisha is said to prolong life, while at

Kiyomizu Temple a sacred spring gushes out of the side of the hill. Making trips to collect

spring water has long been a Kyoto custom, and tea masters journey many miles to obtain just

the right taste for their guests.The city’s “purple mountains” have been no less crucial to

Kyoto’s sense of identity. The enfolding hills, which ring three-quarters of the city, leave only the

southern plain exposed. For the writer Yasunari Kawabata (1899-1972), they were “small

gentle mountains” which give the city a cosy feel. The “twin peaks” are Mount Atago in the west

at 3,030 feet, just outreaching its eastern counterpart of Mount Hiei at 2,779 feet. But it is not

these solitary giants that characterize the setting so much as the long encircling ranges. Locals

like to talk of the “thirty-six peaks of the eastern hills”, for example, though I know of no one

who can distinguish them.The mountain slopes, undeveloped and thickly-forested, are

constantly changing in appearance. Sometimes they stand close and intimate, as if one could

reach out and touch them; sometimes they appear dark and distant with mist swirling round

their tops, as in an ink-painting. From verdant green, they can suddenly turn dark and

menacing when storm clouds threaten. They can even seem purple, in keeping with the

imperial colour used to denote the city.Vantage spots are not hard to find. The most popular is

that of Daimonji, where a large Chinese character (“Dai”) has been scoured into the hill to



represent the “Great” Wheel of Buddhism. From its midpoint, one can gaze over the city below.

To the south, the plain stretches away towards Osaka and the Pacific Sea. Sunsets viewed

from here can be spectacular, and the crimson bands across the far horizon douse the city in a

mellow glow. It was from here that the hero of The Tale of Genji (c. 1005) took his farewell

when he went into exile:Genji climbed the hill behind the temple and looked off towards the city.

The forests receded into a spring haze. “Like a painting,” he said. “People who live in such a

place can hardly want to be anywhere else.”Reluctance to build on inclines in a land of

earthquakes means that Kyoto lies like a lake at the bottom of the basin, lapping at the edge of

the foothills. Despite the concrete sprawl of modern times, there remains plenty of green. Not

only are the surrounding hills free of development, but there are large pockets of nature dotted

around the city. The biggest is that of the former imperial palace, packed with 50,000 trees. The

hilly confines have restricted Kyoto’s growth, and it is this that makes living here such a delight.

Despite being a big bustling city, it is surprisingly intimate and convenient to cycle around.

Locals like to refer to it as “the biggest village in Japan” because of the close-knit feeling. Walk

downtown, and you are sure to meet someone you know. Go for the weekend to Osaka, or

worse Tokyo, and you feel like a country bumpkin out among the bright lights.The existence of

a genus loci, or spirit of place, has been recognized since ancient times, and one of those most

attuned to it was the much-travelled D. H. Lawrence: “Different places on the face of the earth

have different vital effluence, different vibration, different chemical exhalation, different polarity

with different stars: call it what you like. But the spirit of place is a great reality.” One wonders

what Lawrence would have made of Kyoto, for all kinds of theories have been put forward

about the city’s inclinations. The encircling mountains are said to account for the insularity of

the people, though the aristocratic heritage may be more to the point. It has been said, too, that

the gentle contours of the hills shape the gentle manner of the citizens, though it is well to

remember that the city has been often wracked by civil strife.On that tenth day of that tenth

month of 794, when Kammu moved to his new capital, did he have any sense of the spirit of

place? Could he have ever imagined where it would lead? A portrait of him, done in Meiji times,

shows an intelligent man dressed in formal Chinese fashion with drooping moustache and

goatee beard. He looks every inch the good Confucian. He was also a conspicuously virile

man, who not only fathered a city but six princes and nineteen princesses.In 1895, in

celebration of the city’s 1100th anniversary Kammu was deified in a ceremony at the specially-

built Heian Shrine. The city founder now acts as guardian spirit, not just of the ancient capital

but by extension of the country as a whole. “Home for the Ancestral Deity of Kyoto and

Japanese Heritage”, proclaims the shrine proudly. From its palatial confines the patriarch

continues to keep watch over the lush river basin where he was once inspired to build the

country’s capital. What, one wonders, does he think of it now?Spirit of the AgeThe Heian era

(794-1185) is usually divided into two parts. The first was dominated by Chinese borrowings,

while the second saw the development of native arts and customs. The dividing line comes in

894, when missions to China were abandoned. This signalled the move from adoption to

adaptation, which is often seen as the salient trait of Japan. Even now, over a millennium later,

the pattern of importing and reshaping foreign practices remains plainly evident.The imported

fashions of early Heian times were reflected in the architecture of the Great Hall of State, which

dominated the imperial compound of Heian-kyo. Though it no longer exists, you can see a five-

eighths replica at Heian Shrine which was put up for the city’s 1100th anniversary. The huge

central structure is fronted by eight vermilion columns beneath a blue roof and flanked by long

connecting corridors leading to small halls. The bright colours, symmetry of layout, and sloping

roof make it strikingly Chinese in atmosphere.The statesman Sugawara no Micihzane



(845-903) lived right at the end of the “Chinese period” of the Heian Era. In fact it was he who

proposed abandoning the missions to China, which was plagued by instability. Michizane was a

gifted scholar who had found favour with the emperor and had become the second most

powerful figure at court. It was the first time that anyone from outside a narrow circle of

aristocrats had ever risen so high, and it upset the Fujiwara family who dominated court affairs.

They spread rumours that he was plotting against the new emperor, the young Emperor Daigo,

and as a result Michizane was sent into exile at Dazaifu in Kyushu. It proved a miserable

experience. He lived in relative poverty with two of his eighteen children, while the rest of his

nearest and dearest remained in the capital. In his most famous poem, written in Chinese, he

focused his feelings of longing onto his favourite plum tree:When the east wind blows this

wayOh, blossoms in the plum treeSend your fragrance to me!Be ever mindful of the

spring,Though your master is no longer with you.The plum, a relative of the apricot, had been

introduced from China around the eighth century. It was a favourite of the Heian court, and its

pink and reddish blossoms were much celebrated. It was only later at the end of Heian times

that the cherry blossom usurped its role, because of its shorter time-span. The beauty lay in

the poignancy of the ephemeral blossom.After just two years of exile Michizane died, a broken

man. Soon afterwards, a series of disasters struck the capital. There was drought, an

earthquake, and lightning hit the imperial palace. His chief enemy died of a mysterious illness.

Not long after these events Emperor Daigo himself died. Rumours spread that this was all due

to the spirit of the wronged statesman. Then, in 942 a woman had a dream in which Michizane

asked to be enshrined at Kitano Tenmangu, where the god of thunder was honoured.Placating

wrathful spirits was already established practice, and steps were put in motion. The process

culminated with Michizane’s deification as Tenjin (Spirit of the Sky) in recognition of his ability

to direct lightning. According to the shrine brochure: “the process of divinization of Michizane

was greatly assisted by sympathy with his misfortune of having died in exile, by admiration for

his unchanging spirit of loyal service, by the mute judgement of the masses against their rulers,

and by the social unrest caused by the ever-continuing disasters.”The enshrinement proved a

popular success, and worship of Tenjin spread across the country. The deity took the attributes

of the scholar and became a god of learning, literature and calligraphy. Today there are

Tenmangu shrines throughout Japan, and at exam times they are packed with students praying

for success. “Please help me pass my coming exams,” beg the thousands of votive tablets. The

shrines are busy, too, in early spring, for one thing they invariably have are plum trees. Kitano

Tenmangu boasts two thousand.A thirteenth-century scroll relates the life of Michizane in lively

fashion, like a medieval manga in pastel colours. One scene shows a red-faced Thunder God

hurling lightning at courtiers dashing desperately for cover. There is a touch of Zeus and

thunderbolts about it that highlights the similarities between Japanese kami (spirits) and Greek

gods. Like overgrown children, the deities toy with human life and are in constant need of

placation.The period after Michizane’s time, when contacts with the continent ceased, was

dominated by the influential Fujiwara family. They remained the “power behind the throne” for

virtually three hundred years, and they managed this by the simple expedient of marriage. For

generations on end, Fujiwara daughters were married off to prospective emperors. By

encouraging early abdication, the fathers were then able to rule as regents or Grand

Chancellors to their imperial nephews and grandsons. In effect, it was a peaceful coup d’état

by which the emperor was reduced to a figurehead. Family politics were never managed so

well for so long.The height of Fujiwara power came in the figure of Michinaga, who “reigned”

from 995 to 1028. By this time, so skilful had the family become that he managed to marry off

four of his five daughters to future emperors (he was only thwarted from a “clean sweep”



because, in the great lottery of life, one of the daughters married a crown prince who went

insane). Given the power of his position, Michinaga could permit himself a touch of satisfaction

in one of his poems:The full moon makes me feelThat the world is mine indeedLike the moon I

shineUnveiled by clouds.Such was the turnover of emperors in this age that Michinaga was

father-in-law to four of them, grandfather of two others, great-grandfather of another, and,

astonishingly, great-great-grandfather of yet another. Such, too, was the inter-marrying that

Emperor Go-ichigo was not only his son-in-law, but his grandson too. Ruling dynasties are

known to be close-knit, but short of incest this must surely be one of history’s prime examples

of “keeping it in the family”.Court VerseFor Heian aristocrats, accomplishment in poetry was

taken for granted. Rather than a decorative art, it was a vital means of expressing strong

emotions. Of the many collections, the most celebrated is the tenth-century Kokinshu

(Collection of Ancient and Modern). It was the first of twenty-one imperially sanctioned

anthologies, and for over a thousand years it served as poetic model. The collection contains

1,111 poems, arranged according to season and other topics. The chief characteristic is the

articulation of delicate feelings in a way that is atmospheric, rather than explicit. For the poet

and critic Oono Makoto, it exemplifies the “refined animism” that runs throughout Japanese

culture. This comprises a sensitivity to nature, awareness of transience, and the promotion of

harmony. The notion was first expressed by the poet Ki no Tsurayuki (c.872-945) in a preface

to the collection.Japanese poetry has the human heart as seed and myriads of words as

leaves. It comes into being when we use the seen and the heard to give voice to feeling

aroused by the innumerable events in their lives… It is song that moves heaven and earth

without effort, stirs emotions in the invisible sprits and gods, brings harmony to the relations

between men and women, and calms the heart of fierce warriors.The passage built on the

political creed of Prince Shotoku (573-621), who had begun the country’s first constitution with

the following words: “Respect above all harmony. Your first duty is to avoid discord.” Indeed, the

two Chinese characters for “Japan” and “harmony”, both pronounced wa, had been collided

into one and the same ideograph: Japan literally was harmony. Tsurayuki’s genius lay in the

articulation of an aesthetic to underlie this.Since humans resonate in tune with nature, runs his

thesis, the poet can promote unity by capturing “good vibrations” and communicating them to

others. This was done through sound, for the poems of the age were not lifeless lines, but

meant to be chanted out loud (which is why they are called uta, or songs). These waka or

“Japanese songs” were thus a form of harmony, in more ways than one.The Kokinshu consists

for the most part of short poems that are based on a syllable pattern of 5, 7, 5, 7, 7 (haiku was

formed later by dropping the last two lines.) The brevity of the form leads to an elusiveness,

which is abetted by the tendency of Japanese sentences to dispense with subjects. (According

to linguists, some seventy per cent of spoken Japanese and fifty per cent of the written

language does without subjects.) This gives scope for the fusion of outer and inner worlds, as

in this poem by Tsurayuki where poet, cuckoo and nature combine in fellow feeling:In this

endless rainThe very sky resounds toThe plaintive “cuckoo”:What regrets could give rise toThis

crying the whole night long?The melancholic note sounded here is characteristic of the poetry

as a whole. Sleeves are soaked in tears, love’s illusions bewailed, life’s joys bemoaned as

fleeting. The sadness of impermanency is ever-present, for to the Heian mind transience was

the dominating fact of existence. Life was fragile, and life expectancy short. This meant that

nothing could be enjoyed on its own terms, for nothing could last. Scattered blossoms, the

falling of leaves, lost love: the themes reflected an aesthetic known as mujokan, which

stemmed from Buddhism. All is change. All is flux. The only permanent thing in this world is

non-permanence. Like writers in modern times who turn neuroses into novels, Heian versifiers



found release in the ritualistic expression of life’s sad beauty. In the poetic conventions,

transience could be tamed—if only temporarily.The Poet BeautyTwo contributors to the

Kokinshu hold a special place in Kyoto’s heart. The first is Ono no Komachi (fl. 850), famous for

her beauty; the other is Ariwara no Narihira (825-80), a grandson of Emperor Kammu. They

belong to the Six Great Poets of the Heian Era, and though little is known of their real lives,

they are celebrated figures in folklore.So little is known of Komachi’s life that all that can be

said with certainty is that she was a lady-in-waiting who is remembered in Japan as one of the

ancient world’s three most beautiful women (together with Cleopatra and the Chinese Youkihi).

It seems she retired early to become a nun, possibly after an unhappy love affair, and she left

behind some eighty poems. Most speak of longing and frustration:This night of no moonThere

is no way to meet him.I rise in longing—My breast pounds, a leaping flame,My heart

consumed in passion.The best-known story about Komachi concerns a suitor named

Fukakusa no Shosho. Before she would give herself to him, she asked that he prove his

sincerity by visiting from his distant home for a hundred successive nights. The prince

completed the journey ninety-nine times, only to be caught in a snowstorm on the very last

night when he died. Haunted by his memory, Komachi turned into a crazy old woman, and this

is how she appears in the Noh play, Sotoba Komachi:It was his unsatisfied spirit possessed me

soHis anger that turned my wits.In the face of this I will prayFor life in the worlds to come…The

poet appears in a handful of other plays, among which Komachi at Sekidera is the most

celebrated. Written five hundred years after her death, it portrays her as an old woman of

nearly a hundred living on a hill between Kyoto and Otsu. For the first hour of the play she

barely moves, but towards the end, despite her great age, she performs a dance. “How deeply

moving, how deeply moving the flowering branch of an old tree,” comments the Chorus.Many

places claim association with Komachi, though none so strongly as the temple of Zuishin-in to

the east of Kyoto. It was supposedly built on the site of her last residence, and houses a statue

of the poet as a wrinkled old woman. This was carved at her own request, as a reminder of

life’s transience. It was a subject close to her heart, and forms the theme of her most famous

poem:The flowers witheredTheir colour faded awayWhile meaninglesslyI spent my days in the

worldAnd the long rains were falling.The scent of Komachi still lingers in the air of Kyoto, for

hers was a story that tells of the Heian heart. Love and loss; the transience of beauty; human

vanity—here were the great themes of the age. She was said by later generations to be cold-

hearted, but what great beauty does not learn to be wary of her suitors? Certainly, there is little

of coldness in her poetry, which speaks of yearning and passion. Her life has a tragic quality,

as she plummets Greta Garbo-like from pin-up to recluse. A figure of beauty in life, she left

posterity with the beauty of her poems. Ars longa vita brevis.The Courtly LoverAs with

Komachi, almost nothing is known of the real Ariwara no Narihira. His reputation derives

almost entirely from stories told about him in the tenth-century The Tales of Ise. This is a

collection of 125 episodes framed around the verse of “a certain man”. The authorship is a

mystery, and there are at least ten credible theories as to how it was compiled. One of the

episodes concerns the poet’s love for Nijo no Kisaki, a favourite of the emperor. The affair was

illicit, but the courtly lover was prepared to risk all:Now Narihira was allowed free access to the

palace where the ladies of the court dwelt, and he would visit the chamber of this girl and sit

directly beside her. But she entreated him, “If you come to see me thus, His Majesty will hear of

it, and we shall perish. Please do not come this way again.” Narihira answered her:In love with

youI have lost all senseOf hiding from men’s eyes.In exchange for meeting you,Is death so

great a price to pay?When the affair was discovered, Narihira was exiled and Nijo no Kisaki

locked up in a windowless tower. Later, full of longing, the poet went to revisit the western wing



of the palace where Kisaki used to live. The occasion inspired a poem, which later generations

considered to be one of the best ever tanka (short poems).Is this not that moon?And is this not

the same springAs it was before?My body is still the same—Yet everything is different.Narihira

was made the subject of several Noh plays, most notably the fifteenth-century Izutsu by Zeami.

It took its theme from a pair of poems in The Tales of Ise exchanged by childhood sweethearts.

Though the couple had not met for some time, they confirmed their affection for each other

through verse (his is on the left, hers on the right).Since I last saw you The mid-parted hairI

seem to have grown so that I once measured against yoursI am taller than Hangs down past

my waist.The top of the wooden well For whom should it be put upAgainst which you measured

me. Unless it should be for you?The temple of Jurin-ji, in the south-west of Kyoto, stands on the

site of Narihira’s last residence. It is a pleasant place, nestling close to the Western Hills, and

on a small rise at the back of the temple is a grave marked as that of the poet. Temples often

make claims of association with famous figures in order to boost their prestige, and the stories

have to be taken with a pinch of salt. Conveniently there is a lot of this around, for the hill on

which the temple stands is known as “salt mountain”, and the resident priest—an eccentric

figure—is keen to explain why. One of the pastimes of Heian aristocrats, he says, was the

making of salt by boiling sea water. This was used to make a “beach” around a small pond, in

which were set beautiful sea-shells. Once when Nijo no Kisaki came to stay in a nearby shrine,

the poet sent word to her to watch the sky and added purple dye to the boiling water as a token

of his affection. Whether the story is true or not I have no idea, but it is nice to think of the

solitary princess viewing the skies and seeing the steam rise emblazoned with the colour of his

love.In later years Narihira’s legend became linked with that of Komachi. Who could resist

matching the courtly Casanova with the famed beauty? A medieval tale tells of how he was

riding one evening over the heath of Ichiharano to the north of Kyoto when he heard a

disembodied voice reciting the first lines of a poem. Looking around, he could only see a skull.

When he was told that it was the place where Komachi had died, he spent the night there and

completed the verse. Poetry had united the two—in spirit, if not in flesh.The Grand WizardMore

than most cities, Heian-kyo lay close to the spirit world. It is as if its low-lying mists fostered a

hidden world of unseen forces. Exorcisms were common practice, and a potent mix of folk-

beliefs and superstitions governed everyday life. Almanacs held sway over major decisions,

dreams were analysed, and elaborate rituals were used to counteract misfortune. People

sought advice before embarking on journeys, for directional taboos could affect the route of the

shortest trip. A six-day calendar of auspicious and inauspicious days determined even the most

mundane activities, such as nail-cutting and hair-washing.It was in the mastery of such matters

that Abe no Seimei (c.921-1005) made his name. He was a court advisor who practised

Ommyodo, the Way of Yin-Yang. This had been introduced from China and affected all areas of

life, including decisions of state. The divination that lay at its heart derived from complex

calculations involving astronomy, geomancy and numerology. Its protective mark, said to

destroy evil spirits, was a five-pointed star representing the five elements.In Western terms,

Seimei was a Merlin with the gift of second sight. He served six different emperors, and was

acclaimed for the accuracy of his predictions. He had an excellent eye, and was able to see

star constellations that others could not. Medieval folk collections later puffed up his reputation

by giving him supernatural attributes. One story told how he had first come to prominence

through identifying devils that were invisible to his seniors. It was said that he could raise the

dead, conjure up human look-alikes, and that his mother had been a white fox (intermediary

with the spirit world).One of the folk tales about Seimei involved him in a mysterious case of

bird droppings. These had landed directly onto the head of a nobleman, and in his examination



of them the Grand Wizard determined that the man was about to be murdered. The courtier

was advised to spend the night in prayer, and the next morning, to his amazement, a man

appeared at his door begging forgiveness for having wanted to kill him. Another incident

concerned a swordsman named Watanabe no Tsuna, who was one day walking across a

bridge called Ichijo Modoribashi. Coming towards him was a beautiful woman, who suddenly

turned into a demon and attacked him—a true “devil in disguise”. In the ensuing struggle,

Tsuna cut off the demon’s arm and took it to Seimei, who sealed it with a spell. Later the

wicked creature tried to reclaim its lost limb in the form of Tsuna’s wife, but was thwarted by the

strength of the spell. The frequency of she-devils in the Japanese tradition makes for a modern-

day feminist’s field-day, and the Noh play, Kanawa, provides another instance. It tells of a man

plagued by nightmares which Seimei ascribes to a rejected wife. He prepares himself to meet

her in combat, and when she appears he is able to overcome the wrathful spirit. Clearly it takes

a special type of man to overcome the fury of a jealous woman.
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