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Local political bases before Hiraizumi:
fiom ancient fortified government offices to the residences of powerful people

Furukawa Kazuaki (Former Director of Miyagi Prefectural Research Institute of the Taga-jo Ruins)

Introduction

Before Hiraizumi began its political history, the local political bases of Mutsu and Dewa were the
remains of the ancient fortified government offices established in the 8th and 9th centuries. The Mutsu
side consisted of five bases: the Mutsu Kokufu (Taga-jo, provincial government office) in the southern
half and the Chinjufu (Isawa-jo, fortified government office) in the northern half, while the Dewa side
consisted of the Dewa Kokufu (Kinowa no Saku ruins) in the southern half and Akita-jc in the northern
half, and Ogachi-jo (Hotta no Saku ruins) inland. The nature and transition of these bases differed
greatly between the Mutsu Kokufu (Taga-jo) and the others. While the Mutsu Kokufu (Taga-jo)
continued to exist as a political base from the 8th to the 12th centuries, the other fortified government
offices (such as Isawa-jo, Kinowa no Saku, Akita-jo and Hotta no Saku) ceased to function in the latter
half of the 10th century, and their base functions are thought to have been relocated.

The base function of Isawa-jo, the Chinjufu in the northern half of Mutsu, is believed to have been
transferred to the Tonomi no Saku ruins in Kanegasaki Town, Iwate Prefecture, which is believed to
be the site of the Abe clan's residence, in the 11th century (Asari 2022). Regarding the base functions
of Akita-jo, Hotta no Saku ruins, etc. in the northern half of Dewa, there are various theories about the
complex relocation process of the Dewa Kokufu from the 8th to 10th centuries, but it is believed that in
the 11th century, their base functions were consolidated at the Ootoriiyama site in Yokote City, Akita
Prefecture, which is believed to be the site of the residence of the head family of the Kiyohara clan
(Shimada 2022).

As mentioned above, when we take an overview of the state of local political bases in the northern half
of Mutsu and Dewa during ancient times, it is believed that the ancient fortified government offices
declined in the late 10th century, and in the 11th century, their base functions were transferred to the
residences of local powerful clans (Table 1). In the second half of the 12th century, Hiraizumi no Tachi,
the residence of the Fujiwara clan of Hiraizumi, which consolidated the base functions of the northern
half of Mutsu and Dewa also took over the base functions of Taga-jo, the Mutsu provincial capital,
emerged as a new local political center with unified control over the base functions of Oshi (Table 1
Duration of each base site in the Tohoku region during the ancient age). Below, we will provide an
overview of the process of change according to the given indicators.

Table 1 Duration of each base site in the Tohoku region during the ancient age
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1. Changes in the Taga-jo ruins
Taga-jo, the Mutsu Kokufu, was founded in 724 by Ono Azumando, the Mutsu Dewa Azechi. It was
created not just as a base for a single province in the Ritsuryo state system, but as a political base with
broader and more diverse (military and administrative) authority granted by the state. From the 9th
century to the first half of the 10th century, it reached its peak as an ancient regional center city,
including the surrounding district (Sanno site, Ichikawabashi site, etc.), under the centralized Ritsuryo
state system. In the second half of the 10th century, like other fortified government offices, the practical
use of the government office based on the Ritsuryo system and the residential function of the
surrounding district declined, but the government office continued to be used symbolically as a political
base under the imperial state system, and the provincial government function, which was the economic
base of the Zuryo (chief administrative officer), was maintained within Taga-jo, albeit in a changed
form, and it is believed to have continued as a political base after the 11th century. Below, we will
confirm the actual situation and changes in Taga-jo's role as a political base.
(1) Rulers of Taga-jo
In ancient times, Kokushi, rulers of the province, were central government officials who acted on behalf
of the Emperor, who reigned at the top of the Ritsuryo state, and the person who oversaw the Kokushi
at Taga-jo, the Mutsu Kokufu, was the "Mutsu no Kami". As the Mutsu no Kami also had wide-ranging
duties such as border policies, they sometimes held administrative and military positions throughout
the Oshu region, such as Azechi, Seito Shogun, and Chinjufu Shogun. Mutsu Kokushi were term-
limited (4 to 6 years) officials, but during their term of office they formed marriage ties with local
influential people, i.e. the Gunji class, and from the second half of the 10th century onwards their
descendants formed the local ruling class, and conflicts of interest between the Zuryo (Mutsu no Kami)
and local influential people became apparent. Examples of this are the people who are thought to be
overnment officials of the Mutsu Kokufu, who took the surnames of central aristocrats, such as Yogo
% Taira no Tomomori), Sawamata (Fu]lwara no Morotd), and Okimi (Tachibana no Yoshlnorl) who
appear in the fifth chapter of the “Konjaku Monogatari,” "The Tale of Tomomori's Punishment of
Fujiwara no Moroto," and Fujiwara no Tsunekiyo and Taira no Nagahira, who appear in the Zenkunen
War. Their descendants grew to become the ruling class in Mutsu and Dewa in the 11th and 12th
centuries.
(2) The area under the control of Taga-jo
The area under the control of Mutsu no Kami was the entire Mutsu province, which occupies the Pacific
coast of the Tohoku region. As a symbol of this, in the Taga-jo government office, in front of Gunji, the
district governors, who had gathered from these regions, Mutsu no Kami held a morning worship
service as the Emperor's representative (Furuse 1998). It is also thought that a subjugation ceremony
of the Emishi was held, in which the chiefs of the Emishi and Fushu (Emishi forced to surrender and
emigrate) were gathered. The former were local influential people in the southern half of Mutsu
(present-day Fukushima and Miyagi prefectures), and the latter were local influential people in the
northern half of Mutsu (present-day Iwate and Aomori prefectures), and the regional rule methods
within the territory were different in the southern and northern halves. Such different rule structures
are characteristic of the regional rule of the ancient Mutsu and Dewa provinces, which were located on
the border. From the 9th century onwards, direct control of the northern half was held by the Chinjufu
Shogun (in Isawa-jo), and the authority of the Mutsu no Kami over the northern half of Mutsu became
indirect, but the Mutsu no Kami continued to hold basic control.
(3) The scope of the political base of Taga-jo
The central government office, or Zoshi, responsible for the political and administrative affairs of the
Mutsu Kokufu, was allocated on a low hill of 1 km square, surrounded by outer facilities with the
government office at the center. In all areas, such as Jomae, Sakkan, Ohata, Kanabori, Gomanzaki,
and Rokugatsuzaka, the ancient government office, or Zoshi, which was in charge of the practical affairs
of the 8th to 12th centuries, and the provincial government organization, or Sho, which inherited its
functions, are believed to have continued to exist (Taga-jo Inst. 2019), so it is believed that Taga-jo
maintained its status as a political base (Furukawa 2020). The area surrounded by these outer facilities
was the scope of the core political base of the Mutsu Kokufu. Furthermore, within a radius of
approximately 6 km around Taga-jo, there are ruins that were formed between the 8th and 12th
centuries and supported Taga-jo. Particularly, at the Sanno and Ichikawabashi sites in the southern
part of the castle town, square blocks were formed between the late 8th century and the mid-10th
century, and the residence of Kokushi and exterior government offices were located, creating an urban
landscape suitable for a major political base in the eastern provinces (Figure 1 Grid city plan of the
vicinity of Taga-jo). These archaeological sites believed to be the residences of local government officials,
such as the Nishizawa site, Nitta site, Ozawabara site, Yawataoki site, and Nakano Takayanagi site,
were also concentrated within this area. As a result, this area was recognized as an ideal political center
even after the Middle Ages, and was called Mutsu Province Fuchq, and a great struggle was waged
over it.
As mentioned above, the area of the political base of Mutsu Kokufu was limited to a 1 km square area
within Taga-jo in the core, but the area within a 6 km radius of Taga-jo was considered to be the
provincial government area, and it can be said that the recognition of it as a wide-area political center
different from other fortified government offices and influential people's residences was inherited until
the Middle Ages.
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(4) Structures that symbolize the power of Taga-jo

From the perspective of the Ritsuryo state, the sense of subordination of the residents of the area was
essential for the existence of the fortified government offices as political bases. Many studies have
pointed out that the buildings and ceremonies of ancient fortified government offices and provincial
government offices were designed to inspire a sense of awe and reverence for the Ritsuryo state (Tanaka
2008, p. 119, etc.). In Taga-jo, the facilities that could be seen from anywhere in the Sendai Plain can
be said to be a symbol of this. The method of visually overwhelming the residents to win their sense of
subordination was thought to be an excellent strategy that did not rely on military force.

Specific examples include structures such as the government office, the south main street of the
government office, the outer facilities, the practical government offices, the attached temples, and the
main shrine. The most symbolic of these is the south main street of the government office. This main
road was an internal road about 300m long and 14m (Nara period) to 22m (Heian period) wide,
connecting the south gate of the government office and the south gate of the outer wall, and was a
symbolic sight in front of Taga-jo. This main road was abandoned in the mid-12th century when it was
destroyed by the construction of the flat area where the so-called Hiraizumi set of pottery (Yaegashi
2019 p. 294) was excavated (Taga-jo Inst. 2021). The outer wall facility is a shielding facility that
surrounds the government office on a hill for 1km square, and consists of a 4m-high earthen wall and
timber wall, with gates and turrets at key points. It is a facility that was not found in any other
provincial capital except Mutsu and Dewa, and its exterior, which is located on a hill and can be seen
from afar, and is made up of a tiled gate, turret, and earthen wall, is thought to have had the effect of
leaving a strong impression on people of its majesty. However, after the first half of the 10th century,
the recruitment of legionnaires to maintain these facilities lazed, and the facilities fell into disrepair
(Taga-jo Inst. 2017).

(5) Objects symbolizing the legitimacy of Taga-jo's rule

Among the artifacts unearthed during excavations around Taga-jo, there are objects that can be
considered symbols as a political base, such as artifacts showing the rule of the time (water clocks and
calendars), writing-related materials (wooden tablets, lacquered paper documents, seals, earthenware
with ink writing and engravings, inkstones), and artifacts representing social status and wealth (belt

equipment, ceramics, and repurposed inkstones with gold paint).
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The water clock and the Guchu calendar symbolized one of the powers of the Emperor, "The Control of
Time" (Kinoshita 2020). Specifically, the distribution of the Guchu calendar and the installation of the
water clock were entrusted to the Mutsu Kokufu as part of the authority of the Onmyo-ryo department
to control time.

Materials related to writing include seals, wooden tablets, lacquered paper documents, and ink-written
and engraved pottery. Written administration was essential for the smooth operation of the Ritsuryo
system, and the existence of a huge number of materials related to writing can be said to be a symbol
of a political and military base. Among them, the provincial seal was an essential item that symbolized
a political base, indispensable for issuing documents and changing Kokushi (provincial governors). The
entry for March 16, 869, in the “Nihon Sandai Jitsuroku” (Chronicles of Three Generations of the
Emperor), states that a new provincial seal was cast and issued because the provincial seal of Mutsu
had worn out, so it is known that the provincial seal was not simply symbolic but was treated as a
practical seal.

Artifacts that represent status and wealth include belts, ceramics, horse-related materials, and
repurposed inkstones with gold paint. Various ceremonies and banquets were held under Taga-jo, and
the clothing worn and tableware used by participants at these events were differentiated according to
rank and position, clearly indicating the social hierarchy (Tanaka 2008, p. 109). For example, in the
Gomanzaki area, where the Kokushi's residence is thought to have existed, green-glazed pottery and
white earthenware equivalent to those used at court events have been excavated (Figure 2 Green glazed
bowl with engraved flower and small white pot excavated from Taga-jo ruins 84th survey). By displaying
such high-quality ceramics directly connected to the court at ceremonies and banquets, the Kokushi,
who were dispatched officials, are thought to have clearly indicated their economic superiority and
social hierarchical relationship with local powerful clans (Gunryo and Gocho).

(6) Residences, tombs and mausoleums of the rulers of Taga-jo

As a rule, the dispatched Kokushi returned to Kyoto after the end of their term of office, so it is believed
that their residence in Mutsu province, where they were assigned, was not on land or residential land
that they owned, but on temporary residences in official buildings on land in the political center that
they were assigned to during their term of office. This is probably why the Sengarita area (Kita 1 West
7) and Tatemae areas of the Sanno site, which have been excavated to be residence of Kokushi from the
9th and 10th centuries, are thought to have been used for only a short time despite being magnificent
facilities.

As for tombs and mausoleums, since the Kokushi's main residence was Kyoto, they generally did not
have tombs in the provinces they were assigned to. As an exception, the remains of the Mutsu Kokushi
"Fujiwara no Sanekata," who died unexpectedly in his post, located in Kasashima, Natori City, far from
the provincial capital, but these are also largely legendary, and no graves of people equivalent to
Kokushi have been confirmed. Additionally, an ancient burial site (a group of pit graves) was discovered
on the banks of the Nakosogawa River in the southwest corner of Taga-jo, but there are few burial items,
and many unknowns remain about the construction period, the nature of the deceased, and the
relationship with the provincial government.

Facilities related to the prayers and faith of rulers include the Taga-jo, a temple attached to the
provincial government, and Mutsu Soja (integrated shrine), which enshrines 100 shrines named in Engi
Shiki from within Mutsu province. Excavated remains have confirmed that Taga-jo Haiji held a
ceremony to protect the nation, attended by monks from across the country, and events such as the
Manto-e and Deito-kuyo were also held there (Hori 2022).
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2. From Isawa-jo to Tonomi no Saku

Isawa-jo, the Chinjufu, a political base in the northern half of ancient Mutsu province, was founded in
802 by Sakanoue no Tamuramaro, the Seii Tai Shogun. The Chinjufu, which is located in Taga-jo, was
moved to Isawa-jo, about 100 km north, and the functions of Shiwa-jo and Tokutan-jo, which were
located 50 km north in the first half of the 9th century, were integrated to develop it as a base in the
northern part of Mutsu province.

However, from the second half of the 10th century onwards, the Abe clan, who are believed to have been
the resident officials of the Chinjufu, seized control of the Chinjufu, and in the 11th century, the
function of the political base is believed to have been transferred to the residence of the Abe clan. In
particular, the remains of Tonomi no Saku in Kanegasaki Town (Figure 3 Positions of Isawa-jo and
Tonomi no Saku), located about 2 km northwest of Isawa-jo, are said to have been the base residence
of the Abe clan (Asari 2022). The remains of Kurosawajiri no Saku in Kitakami City and the remains
of Kuriyagawa no Saku in Morioka City are also said to be important bases for the Abe clan, but neither
have been investigated and their actual status is unknown.

(1) The rulers of Isawa-jo and Tonomi no Saku

The Chinjufu Shogun, who commanded at Isawa-jo, the Chinjufu (government military administration
office), was a term-limited central dispatched official, just like the Kokushi. After the first year of the
Jowa era (834), the Chinjufu seal was allowed to be used instead of the Mutsu Kokufu seal, and the

Chinjufu Shogun took control of the actual control of the northern half of Mutsu province.
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After that, from the late 10th century to the mid-11th century, on the eve of the Zenkunen War, the
Abe clan 1s said to have gained effective control of the Chinjufu as local government officials, but the
specific movements of the Abe clan during that time are unclear. Regarding the origins of the Abe clan,
Abe no Koretaka, who became Chinjufu Shogun in 876, and Abe no Mitora, who also became Chinjufu
Shogun in 864, are notable as central aristocrats with the Abe surname who were involved with the
Chinjufu. There is also a theory that Abe no Tadayoshi, who became Mutsu Gon no Kami (tentative
head of the governors) in 1036, was the father of Abe no Yoritoki, but this is not conclusive. As with the
Kiyohara clan of Dewa, which we will see later, it is believed that local powerful clans who were related
by marriage to these central aristocrats who came down from Kyoto expanded the scope of their
activities as local government officials and gained control of the Chinjufu (Higuchi 2011).

(2) The area controlled by Isawa-jo and Tonomi no Saku

From the 9th century to the first half of the 10th century, the area controlled by the Isawa-jo, Chinjufu,
covered the northern half of Mutsu province (present-day Iwate and Aomori prefectures). Among them,
the Okurokugun (inner six districts) was established in the inland basin along the Kitakamigawa River,
and the district system was implemented, but in other areas, it is believed that loose territorial control
was exercised based on the villages of Emishi and Fushu.

From the second half of the 10th century onwards, the area controlled by the Abe clan, who had taken
control of the Chinjufu territory, was also estimated to have been limited to the area where the district
system was implemented in the Okurokugun districts, judging from the establishment of the forts (the
Twelve Abe Clan Forts) at the time of the Zenkunen War. The other areas were in the same condition
as the previous era, and it is believed that the area controlled by the Chinjufu and the system of control
were inherited as they were. The Twelve Abe Clan Forts, which appear in the “Mutsu Waki”, tend to
be emphasized primarily as residential and military facilities, but since these forts are located close to
ancient base ruins and river confluences in Iwai district and Okurokugun (Isawa, Esashi, Waga, Shiwa,
Hienuki, and Iwate) from the end of ancient times (Asakari 2022), it is possible that they were placed
with consideration for their functions as district offices as the administrative cores, and as post offices
and river ports as transportation and logistics hubs.

(3) The scope of the political base of Isawa-jo and Tonomi no Saku

The central part of Isawa-jo is within a 668m square area surrounded by an outer facility consisting of
a moat and a levee, and government offices were located to the north, east, and west of the government
office. The area surrounded by this outer facility is considered as the core political base of the Chinjufu.
In addition, the Hakusaiji site, located about 40m south of Isawa-jo, has been developed as a facility
believed to be the remains of a residence of a high-ranking official from the late 10th century onwards,
and it has been confirmed that the scope of the base has expanded beyond the outer facility (Takahashi
2024).

The scope of Tonomi no Saku is clearly demarcated on the south and east sides by terrace cliffs, but the
scope on the west and north sides is unclear. Looking at the east side, it is about 550m from the
Ninomiyaushiro area at the southeast end to the SD III moat on the north side of the Tatekaidominami
(possible Sannomaru) area at the northern end, but it is possible that the ruins extend further north.
Looking to the south, it is about 250 m from the Ninomiyaushiro area to the western part of the Tonomi
(presumably Honmaru) area (Figure 4). However, it is also assumed that this area extends further
westward, forming a square section stretching 600 m from east to west (Figure 3) (Asari 2022 p. 116),
the area of which is roughly comparable to the ruins of Isawa-jo.

(4) Structures that represent the power of Isawa-jo and Tonomi no Saku

Structures that symbolize the power of Isawa-jo include the main hall of the government office, which
was tiled in the middle to late 9th century, and the outer bailey south gate. Furthermore, the central
bailey south gate (main gate), installed between the outer bailey south gate and the government office
south gate, enhances the sense of solidity and intimidation of the front of the government office. The
sight of three gates of different styles lined up in a row would have had a tremendous visual effect on
the Emishi chiefs who participated in the banquet held in the neighboring eastern government office
south area.

At the Hakusaiji site, located about 40m south of Isawa-jo, facilities thought to be the remains of the
residences of high-ranking officials, centered around a five bays, four-sided eaves building, were
developed in the latter half of the 10th century, and these are also thought to have functioned as
structures symbolizing power.

In the 11th century, no significant remains were found at Isawa-jo or the Hakusaiji site, but instead,
four-sided eaves buildings from different periods were found at more than two locations in Tonomi no
Saku, which is thought to be the residence of the Abe clan. These include SB01 in the Tatekaidominami
area from the first half of the 11th century, SBO1 and 02 in the Harasoeshita area from the mid-11th
century, and SBO1 and 02 four-sided eaves buildings in the Tonomi area from the 11th century (Figure
4 Map of remains at Tonomi no Saku). The remains of these buildings are thought to have functioned
as the central buildings of the Abe clan's political base (Asari 2022).
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(5) Items symbolizing the legitimacy of the rule of Isawa-jo and Tonomi no Saku

Relics symbolizing the political base of Isawa-jo, like those of Taga-jo, include calendars, wooden tablets,

lacquered paper documents, ink-written pottery, inkstones, belts, and ceramics. In particular, many
glazed pottery and Chinese ceramics have been excavated in the eastern government office south area
of Isawa-jo, suggesting that banquets, including ceremonies for the placation of the Emishi, were held
here (Takahashi 2024). At the Hakusaiji site, which is also believed to be the residence of a high-ranking
official, glazed pottery has been excavated since the late 9th century, suggesting that banquets were
held continuously at political bases. In addition, artifacts thought to be related to officials and provincial
governors who participated in banquets, such as stone belts and ink-written pottery with the character
for Kami (governor), have been excavated in the eastern area of the Hakusaiji site (Oshi City 2013).
In the Tonomi area, southwest of the Tonomi no Saku ruins, a green-glazed pottery spit jar, Esshu
celadon, and ink-written pottery with the character for Suke (associate governor) excavated from a pit
building from the late 9th century, before it was developed as the Abe clan's residence, and it is assumed
that a local influential person who had access to Isawa-jo lived here before the Abe clan's residence was
established (Asari 2022). It is highly likely that this person was the one who established the foundation
for the prosperity of the Abe clan, who became related by marriage to the Chinjufu Shogun (Abe no
Koretaka?) in the late 9th century and eventually gained control of the Okurokugun as a local
government official.

A large number of pottery vessels used in banquet ceremonies have been excavated around the remains
of a four-sided eaves building at Tonomi no Saku ruins, which is thought to have been a political base
in the 11th century. These are attracting attention as traces of grand banquet ceremonies held at the
political base (Inoue 2011).

(6) Residences, tombs and mausoleums of rulers of Isawa-jo and Tonomi no Saku

The Chinjufu Shogun, who was a dispatched official, was expected to return to Kyoto after the end of
his term, just like the Mutsu no Kami. For this reason, no traces of his tomb or mausoleum remain in
the area around Isawa-jo, where he was stationed.

The remains of the four-sided eaves building in the west area of the Hakusaiji site, SB019 and 020,
from the second half of the 9th century, are one possible candidate for the residence of the Chinjufu
Shogun.

If we look at the remains of the four-sided eaves building discovered at the remains of the Tonomi no
Saku residence of the Abe clan in chronological parallel relationship with the rulers, SB01 in the south
area of Tatekaidominami district in the first half of the 11th century corresponds to Abe no Tadayoshi,
the Mutsu Gon no Kami, and SB0O1 and 02 in the Harasoeshita area in the mid-11th century correspond
to Abe no Yoritoki. The tombs of the Abe clan are unknown, but the Goizuka burial mounds, believed
to be the tombs of the Fujiwara no Tsunekiyo family, ancestors of the Hiraizumi Fujiwara clan who
fought alongside the Abe clan in the Zenkunen War, are located about 500 meters east of the Toyoda
no Tachi ruins, believed to be the residence of Tsunekiyo and Kiyohira.

Regarding the relationship between Isawa-jo and Buddhism, there is an article in the “Sandai Jitsuroku”

that in 876, the Saisho-6 Sutra and Kissho-Keiga were performed at the Chinjufu (the Chinjufu Shogun
at the time was Abe no Koretaka). In the Kitakamigawa River basin in Okurokugun, which is the core
of the Chinjufu's territory, there are ancient temples (Dojinosawa site, Kunimiyama abandoned temple,
Hakusan abandoned temple, Yokomachi abandoned temple, Otake abandoned temple, and Dorota
abandoned temple). Although much is unknown about the relationship between these temples and the
Chinjufu, it has been pointed out that the Abe clan, who were based at the Chinjufu, may have been
involved in the construction of these temples (Sugimoto 2020). In addition, the remains of buildings
SB01 and 02 in the southeast part of the Harasoeshita area at the site of the Tonomi no Saku ruins
from the mid-11th century (Figure 5 SBO1 and 02 buildings in the south-east part of Harasoeshita area
of Tonomi no Saku) are believed to be a twin-hall Buddhist temple (Hakozaki 2018), and it has been
pointed out that an emphasis on Buddhist culture had been cultivated since the time of the Abe clan
(Kanno 2015).
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3. From Akita-jo and the Hotta no Saku to the Ootoriiyama site

The political base of the northern half of ancient Dewa province was Akita-jo and the remains of Hotta
no Saku. Akita-jo was founded in 733 as "Dewa no Saku" but was renamed "Akita-jo" around the
Tenpyohoji era (Ito 2024). There are two theories about the remains of Hotta no Saku: one is that
Ogachi-jo was founded somewhere in the Yokote Basin in 759 and moved to the site in 801 (Second
Ogachi-jo theory), and the other is that it is the location where the provincial government was relocated
when Akita-jo was abolished in 804 (Kawabe provincial government theory) (Yachi 2024). Regardless
of the various theories about the name, there is no disagreement from archaeological findings that
Akita-jo and the remains of Hotta no Saku were the political base of the northern half of ancient Dewa
province.

It is believed that after the late 10th century, the base function of Akita-jo and the remains of Hotta no
Saku were transferred to the residence of the Kiyohara clan. The Ootoriiyama Site in Yokote City,
located about 15 km south of the remains of Hotta no Saku (Fig. 6 Location of Hotta no Saku,
Ootoriiyama Site and Kanesawa no Saku), is estimated to have become a new political base in northern
Dewa as the residence of the head family of the Kiyohara clan (Shimada 2022). Yoroigasakijo Site in
Misato Town, Kanezawa no Saku ruins in Yokote City (Shinoda 2011), Numa no Saku ruins in Yokote
City (Shinoda 2011), and the Kokuzd Odaitaki Site in Akita City (Shinoda 2011) are also thought to
have been important bases for the residence of the Kiyohara clan or families related by marriage, but
these have only been partially investigated and are still in the process of being clarified, so we will not

discuss them here.
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(1) The rulers of Akita-jo, the Hotta no Saku, and the Ootoriiyama Site

The Kokushi who were tasked with the exclusive management of Akita-jo and the Hotta no Saku were
term-limited central dispatched officials selected from among the Kokushi of the Dewa Kokufu. Akita-
jo was commanded by the Chin Akita-jo Kokushi, and Dewa no Suke or lower rank Dewa Kokushi were
tasked with the exclusive management of Akita-jo. After the Gangyo Rebellion (878), they were given
the role of "Dewa-jo no Suke" as a non-regulation official rank and as a Zuryo (senior governor) with
the task of defending the north on a par with the Chinjufu Shogun. The specific rank and title of the
ruler of Hotta no Saku, whose name does not appear in the documents, cannot be determined, but it is
thought that a Kokushi with exclusive management, like that of Akita-jo, was appointed and managed
it.

After the Gangyo Rebellion, the Kiyohara clan is thought to have strengthened its actual control over
Akita-jo and the Hotta no Saku as a resident official, but the actions of the Kiyohara clan during that
time are unclear. The origins of the Kiyohara clan are also unclear, but the prevailing theory is that
they were descended from Kiyohara no Yoshimochi, who was dispatched as a "Dewa Gon no Jo" during
the Gangyo Rebellion and became the governor of Akita-jo after the rebellion. He also served as a
substitute for the government office (Ota 1963, Higuchi 2011). In any case, it is believed that a local
powerful clan that acquired a marriage relationship with the Kiyohara clan who had come down from
Kyoto grew up as a local government official who called himself the Kiyohara clan, established a
residence at the Ootoriiyama site, and transferred the base functions of Akita-jo and Hotta no Saku to
their own residences.

(2) The area under the control of Akita-jo, Hotta no Saku, and Ootoriiyama site

From the 9th century to the first half of the 10th century, the area under the control of Akita-jo and
Hotta no Saku was the northern half of Dewa province (present-day Akita Prefecture and Aomori
Prefecture). Under the district system, Akita-jo controlled the two districts of Akita and Kawabe, while
the remains of the Hotta no Saku controlled Senbokusangun (Ogachi, Hiraka, and Yamamoto).
Furthermore, Akita-jo is believed to have included areas from Ogashima to the area around Lake
Hachirogata, subjected Emishi villages in the Yoneshirogawa River basin, and Emishi villages in
Tsugaru as either its territory or trading partners (Shimada 2022). From the second half of the 10th
century onwards, the Kiyohara clan, who inherited control of Akita-jo and Hotta no Saku, assumed that
in the mid-11th century, the Kiyohara clan's territories were dominated by local influential people
related by marriage, such as the Tachibana clan in Akita district under Akita-jo, the Kimiko clan in
Kawabe district, and the Otomo and Fukae clans under the same clan in Senbokusangun, with the
head of the Kiyohara clan (Kiyohara no Yoritou) at the top of the regional rule of the counties that had
existed since ancient times (Shimada 2022).

(3) The scope of the political base of Akita-jo, Hotta no Saku ruins, and the Ootoriiyama site

The central facilities of Akita-jo were located within a 550m area from east to west and north to south,
surrounded by an outer facility consisting of a tiled tsuiji wall, and the facilities were arranged around
the government office. A distinctive feature is that production facilities were located in the Ohata area
of the castle in the 9th century, which is considered to be a characteristic of fortified governmental office
in northern Dewa, along with Hotta no Saku, which have similar facilities within the site (Ito 2024).
After the end of the 9th century, the government office area in the center of the Ohata area was
developed, and it is thought that the practical functions as a political base after the Gangyo Rebellion
were enhanced.

The inside of the remains of Hotta no Saku is divided into the hills of the Nagamori area on the east
side, where the government office was located, and the hills of the Mayama area on the west side, where
the burial grounds were formed. The outer perimeter facilities consist of an outer fence that encloses
the entire area of 1,370 m east to west and 780 m north to south, including both the Nagamori and
Mayama districts, and an outer enclosure that encloses the foot of the hills in the eastern Nagamori
district with an area of 765 m east to west and 320 m north to south, using earthen walls, timber walls,
and stone ramparts. The outer fence was lost after the second half of the 9th century, leaving only the
outer fence with its timber walls, and this area can be considered the central facility of the Hotta no
Saku. It is estimated that production facilities were located in the western area of Nagamori, and a
supply area consisting of large buildings and a plaza was set up in the area in front of the southern
gate of the outer fence (Yachi 2024). In the early to mid-10th century, government facilities were also
developed in the eastern area of Nagamori.

The Ootoriiyama site is the residence of the Kiyohara clan, which is thought to have inherited the base
function of the remains of Akita-jo and Hotta no Saku. The Ootoriiyama site is located on top of two
independent hills, Ootoriiyama to the south and Kokichiyama to the north, and cover an area of 160m
east to west and 570m north to south. However, if it is to be considered as the base of the Kiyohara clan,
it is necessary to include the remains of the Daidokorodate site, located on the east side across the Ushu
Kaido road (Togashi 2011). The site including the Daidokorodate site, extends to an area of
approximately 500m east to west and 600m north to south, which is roughly equivalent in area to the
size of Akita-jo surrounded by its outer facilities (Figure 7 Ootoriiyama site and Daidokorodate).
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(4) Structures that represent power at Akita-jo ruins, Hotta no Saku ruins, and Ootoriiyama site
During the Nara period, the outer facilities of Akita-jo were tiled tsuiji walls that were nearly 4 meters
high. It was the northernmost tiled building in ancient Japan, and its appearance must have made a
great impression on the leaders of the Emishi and Fushu villages who would have visited Akita-jo. In
addition, a large group of warehouses was discovered in the Yakeyama area in the northwest of Akita-
jo, and it is thought to have been a place for Emishi tribute and feasting, and a key facility for northern
trade. In the Unoki area to the east of the site, a guesthouse-like facility for visitors from the continent,
such as Bokkai, was installed during the Nara period, and was equipped with flush toilets. These
distinctive facilities indicate that Akita-jo played a major role as a political base of control, as well as a
base for exchange and trade with the continent and northern regions, and show a different side as a
base from other fortified governmental offices (Ito 2024).

The only tiled building at Hotta no Saku ruins is what appears to be the tile-roofed ridgepole of the
outer south gate at the time of construction, and it is presumed that the exterior was the focus of
attention (Takahashi 2011). Furthermore, the original outer perimeter facilities at the remains of Hotta
no Saku were a two-tiered structure consisting of an outer timber wall and an inner perimeter facility
consisting of a tsuiji wall, timber wall, and stone ramparts. The government office in the Nagamori
area surrounded by these outer perimeter facilities would have been seen as a structure that symbolized
the power of the Ritsuryo state. In addition, from the beginning of the 10th century to the early 11th
century after the Gangyo Rebellion, the government office was expanded to strengthen its ceremonial
and ritual functions, and the square in front of the outer south gate was expanded to improve its food
supply functions, and it appears that the development of the structures was used to realize the function

of a base for regional control.
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At the Ootoriiyama site, it has been pointed out that the SB32 four-sided eaves building from the late
11th century in the northern part of Kokichiyama is similar in size and structure to SBO1 in
Tatekaidominami area of the Tonomi no Saku of the Abe clan. It is noteworthy that it was the political
base of the Abe clan and Kiyohara clan in northern Oshi in the 11th century, and the main hall is a
similarly sized 2 x 3 bays four-sided eaves building (Yaegashi 2011). In contrast, the SBO1 four-sided
eaves building in the western area of Ootoriiyama is the remains of a building that is thought to be a
five bays, four-sided eaves Buddhist hall, and similarities have also been pointed out with SBO1 in the
Harasoeshita area of Tonomi no Saku, and the existence of a Buddhist hall attached to the residence is
noteworthy in common (Shimada 2022 p. 241).

(5) Items symbolizing the legitimacy of rule at Akita-jo, Hotta no Saku ruins, and the Ootoriiyama site
Among the artifacts excavated at Akita-jo, there are a lot of items considered to symbolize a political
base, such as hand-written calendars, wooden tablets, lacquered paper documents, ink inscriptions,
inkstones, belts, and ceramics, similar to those from Taga-jo and Isawa-jo,

At the southern part of Hotta no Saku ruins, a group of ritual remains from the late 9th century to the
early 10th century was discovered at the Kuriyagawa Yachi site adjacent to the site, where ink-written
earthenware, lantern plates, katashiro, skewered figurines, and wooden tablets of talismans were
excavated, indicating that Ritsuryo rituals were held (Igarashi 2005). The excavated artifacts suggest
the involvement of Onmyoji, and since the period is immediately after the Gangyo Rebellion, it is
believed that rituals were held with the involvement of the state.

As a symbolic relic from the residence of the Kiyohara clan as a political base, there is pottery used in
banquet ceremonies, just like at Tonomi no Saku (Inoue 2011). In addition, a Heian mirror (image
carved on a mirror) is cited as an object symbolizing the Kiyohara clan's sovereignty. In the territory
controlled by the Kiyohara clan, there are few temples and Buddhist statues from the Heian period,
which are common in the territory of the Abe clan in the Okurokugun region, but an image carved on
a mirror (Figure 8 A bronze mirror with eight petals engraved flower, butterfly, bird and sky; stored at
the Sui shrine in Daisen) has been discovered, showing a major difference. It is important to point out
that this gives a glimpse of the "Kiyohara clan's unique way of dealing with Buddhism," which is
different from the Buddhism that protects the nation (Shimada 2022 p. 197).

(6) Residences, tombs, and mausoleums of rulers at Akita-jo, Hotta no Saku and the Ootoriiyama site
No residence of Kokushi or tombs have been confirmed at the remains of Akita-jo and Hotta no Saku.
In the Mayama area west of the Hotta no Saku ruins, the remains of a pit dwelling and cremation
tombs from the 10th century were discovered, and it is known that this area was used as a burial site.
However, since the outer fence was abolished in the second half of the 9th century, the Mayama area
is outside the outer wall of the Nagamori area, which is surrounded by a timber wall, so the relationship
between the group that operated the burial site and Hotta no Saku ruins is not necessarily clear.

At Ootoriiyama site, the remains of several eaves-covered buildings have been discovered in the
northern part of Kokichiyama, and these are assumed to be a series of main halls of the Kiyohara clan
residence. In the western part of Kokichiyama, stone chests, piled-stone mounds, cremation tombs, etc.
have been discovered, but their ages are unknown, and their relationship to the Kiyohara clan residence
is also unknown. Regarding the Buddhist halls discovered at the Ootoriiyama site 9SB0O1 and the
Kanesawa no Saku Jindate site 5SB01, which are the residences of the Kiyohara clan, there is an
opinion that points out the similarity in location to the Konjikido of Chuison-ji Temple in Hiraizumi
(Shimada 2022 p. 262). These may have been buildings of an ancestral shrine nature, and are issues

that should be examined in the future.
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4. Changes in political bases

(1) Changes in rulers

Political bases in ancient northern Ou, such as Isawa-jo, Akita-jo, and Hotta no Saku, were led by
term-determined central dispatched officials, such as the Kokushi (provincial governor) and the
Chinjufu Shogun (commander of the military). Locally powerful clans, such as the district governors,
Emishi and Fushu chiefs who served under them, formed marriage ties with the dispatched nobles
(such as Abe no Koretaka, the Chinjufu Shogun of Isawa-jo, and Kiyohara no Yoshimochi, Kokushi of
Akita-jo), and increased their authority in the provinces by taking the surnames of the central
aristocrats (the Abe clan, the Kiyohara clan). Then, after the second half of the 10th century, as the
appointment of dispatched officials became unclear, local powerful clans took control of local politics as
hereditary local government officials, and are thought to have eventually become the rulers of the late
ancient period. In Taga-jo, from the second half of the 10th century onwards, local powerful clans
promoted hereditary succession of provincial government positions and built their power as local
government officials. However, the basic administration of the provincial government was in the hands
of the Mutsu Kokushi, who was the dispatched official, and even after the end of the Gosannen War,
administration remained in the hands of the Mutsu no Kami. This situation changed in 1143 when
Mutsu no Kami and Chinjufu Shogun Fujiwara no Motonari established his residence in Hiraizumi.
This event, which is equivalent to a capital relocation in a nation, shifted the political base of Mutsu
province in both name and reality from Taga-jo to Hiraizumi. This was the opportunity for Fujiwara no
Motohira to seize power in a regent-like position as Mutsu no Kami, regardless of rank or official
position under the Ritsuryo system.
(2) Changes in the controlled area
Even in the 11th century Tonomi no Saku and Ootoriiyama site, which took over the controlled areas
of Isawa-jo, Akita-j6, and Hotta no Saku ruins in ancient northern Ou, the actual controlled area was
limited to the areas where the district system was implemented, such as the Okurokugun districts, the
two districts in Akita, and the Senbokusangun, and the control of the areas to the north where the
district system was not implemented (Kazuno, Tsugaru, Nitoroshi, Kanaya, Ezo no wakeshima, etc.)
was unstable through the chiefs of the Emishi and Fushu villages. The trends of defensive settlements
that rose and fell in these areas from the late 9th century to the mid-11th century tell us the reality
(Sakai 2011). Based on the excavation status of earthenware and imported and domestic ceramics, it is
believed that the control of these areas, which aimed to secure northern trade and horse breeding,
became stable in the mid-12th century during the time of Fujiwara no Motohira (Saito 2014).
(8) Scope of the political bases
Comparing the plan shapes and scales of ancient fortified government offices (Figure 9, Comparative
figures on ancient fortified offices and Tonomi no Saku and Ootoriiyama site), Taga-jo is an irregular
rectangle with sides of about 1 km surrounded by outer facilities, Isawa-jo is a square with sides of 668
m surrounded by outer facilities, and the remains of Hotta no Saku are an oval with an outer wall of
765 m east to west and 320 m north to south, surrounding the foot of the hills in the Nagamori area.
Comparing simply the areas, the remains of Taga-jo are about 100 ha, the remains of Isawa-jo are about

45 ha, the remains of Akita-jo are 30 ha, and the remains of Hotta no Saku are 25 ha.
In contrast, the remains of Tonomi no Saku and Ootoriiyama site do not have any outer walls that
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completely enclose the area, and instead make use of natural topography such as terrace cliffs and hill
slopes. For this reason, the planar shape is irregular and it is difficult to grasp the extent, but Tonomi
no Saku is assumed to be a rectangular area of about 600 m north-south and east-west using the terrace
cliffs and the decomposed valley (Asari 2022), and Ootoriiyama site is assumed to be an area of 500 m
east-west and 600 m north-south using the low hills including Daidokorodate ruins on the east side
(Shimada 2022). Comparing the areas, Tonomi no Saku is about 36 hectares and Ootoriiyama site is
about 30 hectares, which are comparable to ancient fortified government offices (Figure 9).

(4) Structures that represent power

The main hall of the government office, which is the central building of ancient fortified government
offices such as Taga-jo, [sawa-jo, Akita-jo, and Hotta no Saku ruins, is a 2 x 5 bays building with eaves,
and these buildings, including the tiled gate that decorates the south side of the main hall and the tsuiji
wall that surrounds it, were structures that represented power. However, the production of ancient roof
tiles ended around the end of the 9th century, and tiled buildings disappeared from the Tohoku region.
Instead, from the 10th century onwards, 2x5 bays, four-sided eaves buildings were built as residences
or government offices for Kokushi-class officials, such as the residence of Kokushi below Taga-jo and
the Hakusaiji site south of Isawa-jo.

From the 11th century onwards, 2x3 bays, four-sided eaves buildings were built as residences or
government offices, such as the Tonomi no Saku and Ootoriiyama site. Some have suggested that the
fact that these are 2x3 bays in size, lower than the 2x5 bays of the previous Kokushi-class residences,
indicates that the lords of Tonomi no Saku and Ootoriiyama site were of lower rank than Kokushi
(Yaegashi 2011). On the other hand, five bays, four-sided eaves buildings were also built at the same
Tonomi no Saku and Ootoriiyama site. These are SB0O1 and 02 in the Tonomi no Saku Haraoeshita area,
which are thought to be twin-hall style Buddhist temples, and 9SB01 in the Ootoriiyama West area,
which is also thought to be a Buddhist temple, with five bays, four-sided eaves structure. The fact that
these are prestigious 2 x 5 bays, four-sided eaves buildings suggests that they may have been
constructed as symbolic buildings such as ancestral shrines for the residence.

At Tonomi no Saku and Ootoriiyama site, some also consider the large-scale moats, earthworks, wooden
fence rows, and turrets to be symbolic structures. However, these are merely temporary facilities that
were added or expanded during times of war, and cannot be seen as structures that represent power
bases. Similar facilities can be seen in ancient fortified government sites from the 9th century onwards
and in "defensive settlements" in northern Ou (Sakai 2011, Oka 2011).

(5) Objects symbolizing the legitimacy of rule

Among the artifacts excavated from ancient fortified governmental sites, items that could be considered
symbols of a political base include calendars, wooden tablets, lacquered paper documents, ink writings,
inkstones, waist accessories, and ceramics. In addition, at the remains of Hotta no Saku, ritual artifacts
based on the Ritsuryo system (ink-written earthenware, lamp plates, katashiro, skewered figurines,
and wooden talisman tablets, etc.) were identified as ritual artifacts related to the state.

In the residences of the Abe and Kiyohara clans from the 11th century onwards, such Ritsuryo -related
artifacts were no longer found, but the disposal of a large amount of earthenware used at banquets has
been confirmed. The act of disposing of earthenware has also been confirmed in ceremonies at the
fortified government office and Buddhist events such as the Manto-e ceremony, but from the 11th
century onwards, it was positioned as ritual implements for confirming the status and order of
participants in banquet ceremonies, and is considered to be artifacts symbolizing a political base
(Iimura 1998). Other notable relics symbolizing authority include the Abe clan's Heian Buddha and the
Kiyohara clan's Heian mirror (image carved on a mirror), but there are many unknowns about their
background.

(6) Residences, tombs, and mausoleums of rulers

The Kokushi and Chinjufu Shogun, who ruled the fortified government offices, were term-limited
dispatched officials, so they did not need permanent residences, tombs, or mausoleums. In contrast, the
owners of Tonomi no Saku and Ootoriiyama site placed importance on their marriage ties with the
nobles who were central dispatched officials active in ancient provincial government rule as the source
of their own rule, and it is thought that they needed to establish tombs and mausoleums (Buddhist
temples) for ancestor worship near their political bases. Ootoriiyama site 95B01 and Kanesawa no Saku
and Jindate site 5SB01, the residences of the Kiyohara clan, are also noteworthy, as there is an opinion
(Shimada 2022 p. 262) that points out the similarity in location to the Konjikido of Chiison-ji Temple
in Hiraizumi. Furthermore, it has been pointed out that the remains of buildings SB01 and 02 in the
southeastern part of the Tonomi no Saku Harasoeshita area, which was the residence of the Abe clan,
may also have been of the twin hall type building (Hakozaki 2018), and it is possible that the
construction of a Buddhist temple as an ancestral shrine back to the time of the Abe clan residence in
the 11th century.
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5. Summary

As outlined above, the Abe, Kiyohara and Osh@ Fujiwara clans gained power in northern Oshi through
the Zenkunen War (1051-62), Enkyuninen Hokuo War (1070) and Gosannen War (1083-87), and were
achieved when Hidehira became the Chinjufu Shogun in 1170 and Mutsu no Kami in 1181 (Higuchi
2011). During this time, the political base in the Tohoku region was largely in the provincial capital of
Taga-jo, the residence of the Mutsu no Kami, but the base in northern Mutsu shifted from Isawa-jo to
Tonomi no Saku, and the base in northern Dewa shifted from Akita-jo and Hotta no Saku to
Ootoriiyama site, and finally the base of the Taga-jo provincial capital was also relocated to Hiraizumi
no Tachi (Yanaginogosho site). These changes can be seen as a series of events that took place from
government offices (fortified government offices), which were established as bases for controlling the
border regions of the ancient Ritsuryo state, to the residences of powerful clans, which could be said to
be the beginnings of medieval feudal society (Figure 10, Transition diagram of the political base in
Tohoku region from ancient to medieval age). Furthermore, if we take a broader view, we can see them
as a precursor to the shift in the political base of the Japanese archipelago itself, from Heian Palace to
the Okura Palace in Kamakura, and we can see that the shift in political bases from government offices
to residences of powerful people that took place from the end of ancient times to the beginning of the
Middle Ages began early in the Tohoku region and northern Ou, and then spread like ripples

throughout the Japanese archipelago.

Northern Mutsu Northern Dewa
8 ~early 10c. | Taga-jo Isawa-jo; Chinjufu Akita-jo and Hotta no saku
Tonomi no saku Ootoriiyama site

Latel0c.~ Taga government Abe residence Kiyohara's residence
early 11c.

v 7
1062 Tonomi no saku? (Chinjufu = Kiyohara’s)
end of 9 years war

7  /
1087 Toyoda no Tachi; residence of Kiyohira

end of 3 years war

- Yanaginogosho; residential government
1099~1103 of Oshu Fujiwara

1170 \ 4 Hiraizumi no Tachi; ; residential
Hidehira became the government of Oshu Fujiwara

general of Chinjufu

1189 Mutsu government Hiraizumi camp government (Kasai)
Oshu war (Izawa)

Figure 10, Transition diagram of the political base in Tohoku region from ancient to medieval age
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Figure 1 Block layout diagram of the Taga Castle Lower Land Division

Tagajo City: 2023 "Tagajo City Buried Cultural Property Survey Report No. 157 Volume 3" Reprinted with additions
on p. 318

Figure 2 Green-glazed pottery and white pottery excavated from the 84th survey area of the Taga Castle ruins
Miyagi Prefecture Taga Castle Sub-Remains Research Institute: 2019 Excerpted and reprinted from "Miyagi
Prefecture Taga Castle Ruins Research Institute Annual Report 2018 - 92nd Survey -" p. 21

Figure 3 Positional relationship between Isawa Castle and Chokai Fortress

Asari, Hidekatsu: 2022 "I Abe Clan" Excerpted and reprinted from Figure 1-58 in "The Huge Fortress of the Abe
and Kiyohara Clan"

Figure 4 Location of the remains of the Chokai Fortress

Asari, Hidekatsu: 2022 "I Abe Clan" "The Huge Fortress of the Abe and Kiyohara Clan" Reprinted from Figure 1-47
Figure 5 Remains of SBO1 and 02 buildings in the southeastern part of the Chokai Fortress Harasoeshita area
Asari, Hidekatsu: 2022 "I Abe Clan" "The Huge Fortress of the Abe and Kiyohara Clan" Excerpted and reproduced
from Figure 1-64

Figure 6 Location of the remains of the Hotta Fortress, Otoriyama Fortress, and Kanazawa Fortress

Yokote City Board of Education: Excerpted and reprinted from "List of Archaeological Sites in the Eastern Yokote
Basin"

Figure 7 Otoriyama Fortress and the remains of the Daisho Castle

Shimada, Yuetsu: 2022 "II Kiyohara Clan" "The Huge Fortress of the Abe and Kiyohara Clan" Excerpted and
reproduced from Figure 2-19

Figure 8 Sky Flower, Butterfly, Bird, and Eight-Ryo Mirror, National Treasure, Owned by Suijin Shrine in Daisen
City

Yokote City Board of Education: 2015 "The Kiyohara Clan and the Mirror of the Heian Period" Excerpted and
reprinted from the 2015 public lecture materials
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