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Introduction
Kyoto, nestled in a fertile basin surrounded by gentle mountains, stands as one of the
world's most historically rich and culturally vibrant cities. For over a thousand years,
Kyoto was the imperial capital of Japan—a city meticulously planned and imbued with
spiritual, political, and artistic significance. Its stone-paved streets, tranquil temples,
and lush gardens have borne witness to a sweeping epic: the shaping of a nation and
the evolution of its soul.

The history of Kyoto is, in many ways, the history of Japan itself. From its earliest
beginnings as a settlement cradled by riverbanks, through eras of grandiose courtly
elegance and devastating civil conflict, the city has been both a center of power and a
crucible of creativity. Over centuries, Kyoto endured political upheaval, wars, fires, and
even the loss of its capital status. Each challenge, however, was met with remarkable
resilience, resulting in a city where the past is cherished and seamlessly woven into
the present.

Kyoto’s story is as much about its people as its palaces and gardens. Emperors,
shoguns, poets, monks, artisans, merchants, and ordinary townsfolk alike have left
their mark on the city's unfolding narrative. The interplay between political authority
and religious power, the evolution of artistic expression, and the adaptation to foreign
influences and modernity all played pivotal roles in shaping Kyoto's unique identity.
The emergence of iconic festivals, crafts, and the dazzling court culture of the Heian
era set standards that would influence Japanese society for generations.

Beneath the tranquil beauty for which Kyoto is so often celebrated, there are layers of
complexity. The city witnessed the rise and fall of powerful families and the enduring
push and pull between tradition and reform. Wars like the Ōnin conflict left deep scars,
while eras of peace allowed for unprecedented artistic and architectural achievement.
Throughout periods of uncertainty and transformation, Kyoto’s temples and shrines
became symbols of spiritual continuity and cultural pride.

As Japan entered the modern era, Kyoto was faced with profound challenges: the loss
of its ancient role as the nation’s capital, the pressures of Westernization, and the
need to modernize without sacrificing its character. Yet even as the bustle of trains
and neon lights joined the quiet of old machiya townhouses and mossy gardens, Kyoto
found ways to preserve its heritage while engaging with the wider world. Its festivals,
culinary arts, and preserved neighborhoods now draw millions, while traditional
craftsmanship and performance arts are passed lovingly from generation to
generation.
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This book traces the remarkable journey of Kyoto through the centuries—from its
ancient origins through golden ages and trials by fire, to its ongoing reinvention as a
global center of culture. By delving into the histories, legends, and lived realities of
those who shaped Kyoto, we gain not only a portrait of an extraordinary city, but also
a window onto the evolving heart of Japan.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Roots: Kyoto Before the
Capital
Long before Kyoto assumed its mantle as the glorious imperial capital, the land
nestled in its protective basin was already a place of human activity and burgeoning
settlement. While the city's fame is intrinsically tied to the year 794, when Emperor
Kanmu officially established Heian-kyō, the story of this region stretches back across
millennia, a testament to its enduring appeal as a place to live and thrive.
Archaeological whispers hint at a human presence in this fertile valley as far back as
the Paleolithic period, suggesting that the natural bounty of the land drew inhabitants
even in the most distant past.

Imagine small bands of early peoples navigating the lush landscape, hunting and
gathering amidst the rivers and foothills. While tangible evidence from these deepest
layers of time is sparse, the very geography of the Kyoto basin—sheltered by
mountains on three sides and watered by the Kamo and Katsura rivers—would have
offered a compelling environment for survival. This natural setting provided resources,
protection, and the fundamental elements needed for early communities to take root,
laying the groundwork for the more complex societies that would eventually emerge.

By the Kofun period, roughly from the 3rd to 6th centuries CE, evidence of more
established communities becomes clearer. Large burial mounds, or kofun, dotting the
surrounding landscape indicate the presence of powerful local chieftains and
organized social structures. These tombs, often containing valuable artifacts, speak to
a level of societal sophistication and the development of distinct regional power bases
well before the arrival of the imperial court's direct influence. The Kofun period
represents a significant step in the transition from scattered settlements to more
complex political entities.

As the 6th and 7th centuries unfolded, the area that would become Kyoto saw a
notable increase in permanent settlement and economic activity. One of the most
significant developments during this time was the arrival and establishment of the
Hata clan. Believed to have immigrated from the Korean peninsula, possibly the
kingdom of Silla, the Hata were a highly skilled and industrious group who brought
with them advanced technologies and practices that profoundly impacted the region's
development. Their arrival marked a turning point for the economic potential of the
basin.

The Hata clan were particularly renowned for their expertise in sericulture, the
cultivation of silkworms and the production of silk. The mild climate and fertile land of
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the Kyoto basin proved ideal for mulberry cultivation, the primary food source for
silkworms. The Hata's mastery of silk farming and weaving led to a significant increase
in the production of high-quality silk, a valuable commodity that contributed
substantially to the wealth and importance of the region. Their skills helped transform
the area into an economic powerhouse.

Beyond sericulture, the Hata clan were also credited with introducing advanced
irrigation techniques and land management practices. Their engineering skills helped
to control the rivers, allowing for more reliable agriculture and enabling larger
populations to be sustained. These improvements in infrastructure and agricultural
productivity further enhanced the region's prosperity and attractiveness, making it a
focal point for settlement and development in central Japan. The Hata's contributions
were fundamental to the basin's growth.

The growing prominence of the area was also reflected in the establishment of early
religious sites. Long before the grand temples of Heian-kyō were conceived, spiritual
centers were being founded, indicating the developing religious landscape of the
region. Among the most significant of these early sites is the Shimogamo Shrine, one
of the oldest Shinto shrines in Japan. Its origins are thought to predate the
establishment of the capital, suggesting a long-standing veneration of the kami
(deities) associated with the Kamo River and the surrounding natural world.

The presence of Shimogamo Shrine points to the deep roots of Shinto, Japan's
indigenous religion, in the Kyoto basin. The veneration of nature, ancestral spirits, and
local deities was an integral part of life for the early inhabitants. The shrine's location
at the confluence of the Kamo and Takano rivers was symbolically significant, linking
the spiritual realm with the vital forces of nature that sustained the community. Its
continued existence speaks to the enduring power of these ancient beliefs.

Another important religious institution with roots in this pre-capital era is Koryu-ji
Temple. While its current structures date from later periods, the temple's founding is
traditionally attributed to Hata no Kawakatsu, a leading figure of the Hata clan, in the
early 7th century. This makes Koryu-ji one of the oldest Buddhist temples in Kyoto,
indicating that Buddhism, which had been introduced to Japan in the mid-6th century,
was also beginning to take hold in the region before the imperial court's arrival.

The establishment of Koryu-ji Temple signifies the gradual introduction and spread of
Buddhism beyond the established centers like Nara. The Hata clan, with their
international connections, were likely early adopters and patrons of the new faith. The
temple served not only as a place of worship but also as a center of learning and
artistic expression, housing valuable Buddhist sculptures and artifacts that reflect the
artistic styles of the Asuka and early Nara periods.

The region's strategic location within the Kinai plain, the historical heartland of Japan,
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also contributed to its growing importance. Situated at a crossroads of potential
transportation routes along rivers and nascent pathways, the Kyoto basin was
naturally positioned to become a center of activity. Its geography offered both
defensibility and access to surrounding areas, making it an increasingly attractive
location for both settlement and, eventually, a potential political center.

While the area was clearly developing and gaining significance, the imperial capital at
this time was located elsewhere. From 710 to 784, the capital was in Heijō-kyō,
modern-day Nara. Nara was modeled after the Chinese capital and was a period of
significant cultural and political development, heavily influenced by continental Asia.
However, the powerful Buddhist monasteries in Nara began to exert undue influence
on court affairs, becoming a source of concern for the imperial government.

Emperor Kanmu, who ascended the throne in 781, became increasingly dissatisfied
with the situation in Nara. The growing power and political interference of the Buddhist
clergy were seen as a threat to the authority of the emperor and the centralized
government. This dissatisfaction was a primary motivation for seeking a new location
for the capital, one that would allow the imperial court to distance itself from the
entrenched influence of the Nara monasteries. A fresh start was desired.

In 784, Emperor Kanmu made the momentous decision to move the capital from Nara
to Nagaoka-kyō, a site located to the west of the present-day Kyoto basin. The move
to Nagaoka-kyō was intended to escape the influence of the Nara temples and
establish a new, strong administrative center. However, the project was plagued by a
series of misfortunes, including political intrigue, illness, and the assassination of a key
official involved in the capital's construction.

The ten years spent attempting to establish Nagaoka-kyō were difficult ones for
Emperor Kanmu and his court. The series of calamities that befell the new site led to a
belief that the location was perhaps inauspicious or even cursed. Despite the
significant investment of resources and effort, Nagaoka-kyō failed to become the
stable and prosperous capital the emperor had envisioned. This period of difficulty
further fueled the desire for a new and more fortunate location.

Against this backdrop of challenges in Nagaoka-kyō, the fertile and seemingly tranquil
basin to the east, where the Hata clan had long prospered and early shrines and
temples were established, began to look increasingly appealing. The region had a
proven track record of supporting settlement and development, free from the political
baggage and perceived ill fortune associated with the previous capital site. The
natural landscape itself held promise.

The basin's geography was particularly attractive. Surrounded by mountains—Mount
Hiei to the northeast, the Arashiyama hills to the west, and the Fushimi hills to the
south—it offered a sense of natural protection and clear boundaries. The presence of
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the Kamo and Katsura rivers provided essential water resources for agriculture,
transportation, and daily life. This combination of protective mountains and life-giving
rivers was considered highly auspicious according to the principles of Chinese
geomancy, or feng shui.

Feng shui played a significant role in the selection and planning of Japanese capitals
during this period, influenced by Chinese models. The ideal location was often one that
was sheltered on three sides, open to the south, and had water flowing through it. The
Kyoto basin fit these criteria remarkably well, suggesting it was a location blessed by
nature and aligned with cosmological principles believed to ensure peace and
prosperity for the capital and the nation.

The decision-making process that led to the final move to the Kyoto basin in 794 is
detailed in historical records. While Nagaoka-kyō was still under construction, Emperor
Kanmu dispatched officials to survey potential alternative sites. According to tradition,
one of these officials, Wake no Kiyomaro, played a crucial role in recommending the
Kyoto basin, recognizing its favorable geography and potential as a capital location,
perhaps even influenced by the existing prosperity brought by the Hata clan.

The selection of the site was not solely based on practical considerations or
geomancy; it also likely involved negotiation and consultation with the powerful local
clans who already inhabited the area, such as the Hata. Their established presence,
economic power, and knowledge of the land would have made their cooperation
valuable, if not essential, for the successful establishment of a new capital. The history
of the basin before the capital was intertwined with the story of these early settlers.

Thus, the stage was set. The ancient roots of the Kyoto basin, nourished by early
settlements, agricultural innovation, the establishment of religious sites, and a
naturally auspicious geography, provided the foundation upon which a grand new
capital would be built. The challenges faced in previous capital locations highlighted
the need for a stable and favorable site, and the Kyoto basin emerged as the
promising answer. This land, already rich with history and human endeavor, awaited
its transformation into Heian-kyō, the capital of peace.
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