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The Nara Capital and Palace
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Frequent relocations of the eight century capital

&# The Nara Capital

uilt at the northern edge of the Nara basin, Nara was designated the
B seat of government in the year 710 A.D. Empress Gemmei chose it as
the center from which to rule in accordance with the Ritsuryo legal
code, moving the capital from the old site of Fujiwara, near Asuka. The
construction of a capital modeled after cities like the Tang Chinese capital
Chang-an was also a significant expression of national prestige within the
contemporary East Asian context. Emperor Shomu later moved the capital
repeatedly beginning in 740, but again made Nara the capital in 745. From
then until the move to Nagaoka in 784, the Nara region flourished as the
capital site. The span covered by these events is called the Nara period.

The main street of the Nara Capital was Suzaku Boulevard, approximately 75
meters wide and extending north in a straight line from the Rajd Gate, the
capital’ s southern entrance. Divided by Suzaku Boulevard, the western part of
the city was called the Right Capital, and the eastern part the Left Capital. The
Left Capital had an extension toward the east on its northern half. The capital
was divided in regular fashion into residential blocks by large and small streets
intersecting at right angles in the form of a checkerboard. The residents of the
Nara Capital are numbered from between forty or fifty thousand fo one hundred
thousand, with the Emperor and members of the imperial and other aristocratic
families being a small minority on the order of one hundred plus several tens of
persons, and the vast majority made up of lower officials and commoners.
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& The Nara Palace
t the northern end of Suzaku (Scarlet Phoenix)
Boulevard rose the Suzaku Gate. Through it lay
the Nara Palace, measuring approximately one
by one kilometer. Encircling the palace grounds was a
great earthen wall with twelve gates, including the
Suzaku Gate.

The interior of the Nara Palace divided into a number
of precincts. These include the Imperial Audience Hall
and the State Halls Compounds that served as locus for
politics and national ceremonies, the Imperial Domicile
where the Emperor resided, the quarters where the daily
business of government was conducted, gardens where
banquets were held, and so forth. Among these, the
settings for politics and ceremonies underwent a great
change from the earlier to the latter parts of the Nara
period, divided by a brief span in which the capital
moved elsewhere. The Imperial Audience Hall, which
stood directly north from Suzaku Gate in the earlier part
of the Nara period (generally referred to as the Former
Imperial Audience Hall), was built anew in the precinct
to the east in the latter part of the period (the Latter
Imperial Audience Hall). By contrast, the Imperial
Domicile was located at the same place throughout the
Nara period.

These matters have been learned through more than
fifty years of archaeological excavations. Among the
results, the understanding that the palace precinct,
formerly thought to have been nearly a perfect square,
in fact had an extension along its eastern side, and the
further discovery of a Nara period garden in one comer
of this extension, can be counted as significant findings
of archaeological investigation.
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Latter Imperial Audience Hall remains ist a Audiencé Hall and Imperial Domicile =+ Well of the Qﬁaa?ﬂﬁiéeWmes and Vinegars s
This location was thought from the Meiji period to be the remains of é'ﬁ. tter Audience:fﬂﬂ}'i}n}! surtounding buildings, podiums have been This well, |0¢aﬁi%«"a!! égﬁﬁ@r_ﬁméﬂt‘ofﬁce that made rice wines for

the Imperial Audience Hall on the basis of it name, “Daikoku ¥
{change phonologically from Daigoku) no shiba” (Great Audience © 0 building ith pillars embetl sih .s‘,;h?"lﬁt'm of the posts are indicated by
grounds), Excavations were conduct ;
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A look inside the Nara Palace

Remains of the East Tower, Former Imperial Audience Hall Compound
~| These remains are of an unusual building in which pillars embedded in postholes and
those standing atop foundation stones were used in mixed fashion, thought 1o be have
been a multi-storied structure from the large size of the post holes. The largest posts
{approximately 75 cm in diameter) at the Nara Palace site were found here.

Reconstruction of the Ministry of Military Affairs

This was the office in charge of military personnel, Although a
modern road culs through the centerof the compound,
representations of the pillars and walls of the buildings have
been built to.a height of ahout one meter, thereby using a
method of partial reconstruction for displaying the site,
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4k Te A Ay : * Ly } f J Reconstruction of the East Palace Garden

I : = A i ey TR, This replicates the setting used for banquets by Emperors
EQST Palace Garden B?ﬁﬁa\mtlﬁ.ﬂ i and arizwt‘rat's. The huiﬁ]ings have hgtan r:’.csunstll:’:ciud

The remains of | "Fam period .ﬂur‘.!en WETE excavate based upon studies of the remains, while the actual stone

£ ut_;heast corn_g_t-of_.tl_lt_; AR work and other garden features that were {ound are
nd bridges around the incorporated into the display,
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the Emperor an'd:_éﬂigr icials; was covered with a hexagonal roof,
The stump of oné post : ) for five others to support the
roof may be discernee otograph.
i : 1 A

for those sn:’uctu;qg‘wlﬁ posts supported by foundation stones, and for

ed here in 1978,

Brief chronological table of the Nara Palace

694 Capital moved to Fujiwara

701 Taiho Ritsurya legal code put into effect

707 Empress Gemmei enthroned

708 Wada-Kaichin copper coins minted:

710  Capital moved to Nara

715 Empress Gensho enthroned

724 Emperor Shomu enthroned S — .

729 Prince Nagaya incideﬁt.(qucgé_*\%%él Ry Sy

740 Capital moved to Kuni emoutbreak of Fujiwara no Hirotsugu's

] rebellion : : : W%HL\*& =

742 ' Construction of Shigaraki Palace

744  Capital moved to Naniwa ! i

745 Capital moved to Shigaraki, then back to Nara '_"_'f; il

;;g Ei::"i;‘f;i(ﬁ]o:_{fli:‘l:::ll:c:fiic Great Buddha at Todaiji - 122 ' Al1/100 scale model of the Former Imperial

758 Emperor Junnin cnth':'oned o o g . i | . /y:,%f{f///////l//’ 777 i, ERIRNICE Hall Campound_{made {IF11993)
‘: i L - | — ] G ’ /{?’//5‘;%//////// % / 7 ff g, ; The mpe_:_ria] Au__di,_ tf_Hle is where a seal was placed

764 Fujiwara no Nakamaro's rebellion B ’-'ﬁ/— ﬁ/-% ////// // / /////,//%? / - " : ; - for'the Emperor at éerbmbﬁieéﬁ»&taw such as the
Empress Koken enthroned again as Empress Shotoku m ii TT 5 / /Z[;ﬁ/// A&////é}//’ '- z ; eI . imperial ascension :al.'ld the annual gree;irlgs.held on

770  Emperor Konin (descendant of Emperor Tenchi) enthroned 5 | - ! ﬁ W iﬁ feit .; # . j o ; ¥ o Yeal;’s Hag! '"I"-h-é-r'n;lin. gate of the cloister

784 Capital moved to Nagaoka - ﬁ ' I * surrounding it opened through multiple doors, and on

810 Retired Emperor Heizei plots a return of the capital to Nara but : . both sides guf it l:hg'i'e we'fe"'&:trncturgs thought to be
fails (Kusuko incident) B _r'nu!-tlizs.tpi' ed, ‘called the East and Wesl Towers.

864 By the time, the old streets of the Nara Capital have convertled to e ‘Retainers stood in line in the plaza before the Hall to

paddy : _p_ayﬂbéisahce to the Emperor.

mark in the text is a 1/4 scale motif based on a belt ornament recovered from the remains of the Sairyuji temple in the Nara Capital



&3 Construction of the Nara Palace

here were many buildings at the Nara palace, and its
construction required vast amounts of materials. Many items
used for construction such as roof tiles, lumber, and stones, have
been found through excavation. These unearthed itemns not only provide
clues for inferring the shapes of the buildings, but also serve as data for
examining the way in which such materials were obtained.
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5\ — Demon tiles

o= These tiles, which covered the

_/@ Daily lives Of the people ends of ridge beams (main

and sloping), were meant to
or the Emperor, aristocrats, and lower officials to live at the ~ ward off evil. In addition to
s i B those with the faces of beasts,
5 = capital, provisions needed for daily life had to be brought from  there are examples having a
ST R the provinces in the form of taxes and so on. Among the ~ Procrpattent.
= unearthed artifacts are items like pottery, which can be recognized as
originating from locations throughout the country. Mokkan (wooden
tablets for writing) used as shipping tags are well suited as clues for

learning what items were brought from which provinces to the capital.

Eating and kitchen utensils

In addition to chopsticks and spoons,
eating vessels such as bowls and plates,
storage vessels such as jars and vases,
and cooking equipment such as ladles are
recovered.,

@a Officials’ duties

any government offices from the

Grand Council of Administration on

down were established under the
Ritsury® legal code. Daily business was
conducted at these offices much as in the
present time, through processing documents.
In addition to paper, wooden tablets (mokkan)
were frequently used for making documents
and keeping accounts, and many of these
Various mokkan (#)Summons to a worker issued by the Office of Rice Wines and Vinegars mokkan are recovered during excavations.

# Iustrated by Hayakawa Kazuko

An official’s work desk
In addition to ink, brush, grinding ware, and
water holder, a knife (for shaving the surface
of a mokkan to make corrections) and other
items were used.



Explanations of the Nara

Imperia

Imperia

The Nara Palace Site Museum

made readily understandable through
displays of various artifacts recovered
from the excavations, along with models
of reconstructed palace buildings,

Excavation Site Exhibition Hall
In additi
of the site being visible just as they
were found through excavation, !
models of reconstructions of the Latter

Palace are

ion to the structural features

| Audience Hall's roof and the
| Domicile are on display.
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Areas indicating archaeological features

Nara Palace Site

Nara Palace Site Ten minutes walk from Yamato Saidaiji station of Kintetsu
Museum Railway.

Excavation Site Take a bus to Kintetsu Yamato Saidaiji station from Nara station
Exhibition Hall

of JR or Kintetsu, or a bus to JR Nara station from Kintetsu
Yamato Saidaii station, and get off at Heija-kyaseki bus stop.
East Palace Garden  Ten minutes walk from Heijo-kynseki bus stop

Suzaku Gate Twenty minutes walk from Yamato Saidaiji station of Kintetsu
Railway.

Or, twenly minutes walk from Heijo-kynseki bus stop.

Or, take a bus from JR Nara station and Kintetsu Nara station and
get off at Nijo-Oji Minami-Nichome bus stop, and walk for three
minutes,

Admissions/Hours (all facilities above)

Free Admission

Open daily 9:00-16:30 ({last admission 16:00)

Closed on Monday (except for National Holidays on Monday, in which case the
museum is open on the holiday and closed the following Tuesday instead) and year-
end holidays.

To Kyoto
Imparial MWHCO HB"
To Kyoto antral compound)

A

] fe
The Nara /
Palaca Site Saki-chd)
o, Mus

=il %9, ?Huuo« el

To Namba 2 ) e : J indicate a bus stop
2 incicate a b
Yamato Saldalji ‘Ii . Ewmcmwl.:
Sta, 2
Mara Mationa! — fehipd st

Resgarch Instituts
for Cultural Properties

Shin Omiya Gta. irstartaa R
Sta.

L o Nuw]- :
JA Naro Sta.

Access

To Kashihara Jingi

World Cultural Heritage Nara Palace Site
2-9-1 Nijocho, Nara City 630-8577, Japan
Nara National Research Institute for Cultural Properties
TEL +81 742 306753 FAX +81 742 30 6750
Webhsite http://www.nabunken.jp
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