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(A pdf of the Powerpoint slides for this presentation can be viewed here.)

Over the past three years I have been studying and translating documents from Obe Estate in
Harima province as a member of the Obe Estate Research Group. On two occasions I have
taught a semester-long research seminar on the history of the estate system, with Obe Estate as a
case study, and utilizing both Japanese and English historiography.

Over those two semesters, the graduate students and I have read most of the first volume (the
historical overview, tsiishi) of Ono Shishi. This year we also read Nagahara Keiji’s Shoenshi, as
a history of the estate system. It was a special experience for me, given that I was once a student
in Prof. Nagahara’s seminar. We found it to be full of useful examples and sources. From these
materials, together with the documents of Obe no shé in Ono shishi, we have learned much about
studying of local history, shoen, and Obe Estate.

As I have done this work, I have wanted to return to research that I started long ago, concerning
another earlier Todaiji property, Kuroda Estate in Iga province. I began reading Kuroda
documents and historiography about 1975 —it was actually my introduction to historical sources
and historiography written in Japanese, so going back to those materials and my notes on them
feels like returning to a former life. I have always planned to write something substantial about
Heian-period Kuroda Estate, so digging back into the record of Kuroda no sho inevitably
reawakens that urge. But it is also hard to go back to the world of Itabae Soma and Kuroda, since
I haven’t thought of those places for many, many years.

Essentially what I want to do today is to draw a few broad strokes outlining the history of
Kuroda no sho as one case study of a mid-Heian-period shden and as an early chapter in
Todaiji’s history as a shoen proprietor (rydshu). My expectation is that the exercise will provide
historical context and comparison for studying the development of Obe no shé in the late Heian
and early Kamakura periods. I speak today knowing full well how much more there is to learn
before I am able to write a richer account of Heian-period Kuroda Estate. But this a first step in
telling the story of how the shoen emerged, while outlining some important themes and issues in
that gradual process.

I begin with some background on the early history of Nabari District during the eighth and ninth
centuries, when relationships between Nabari district and Nara’s T6daiji established the ground

on which the later estate was based. Interests of the Temple of the Daibutsu’s in the logging area
of Itabae Soma, which sent timber and other materials to the temple, were particularly important.

Another chapter opens in the later tenth century, which saw increasing competition between
Todaiji and other influential patrons that were eager to establish claims on land in Nabari for
fields and pasturing stock, especially on the mountain side of the Nabari River. Elite Todaiji
monks seem to have been among those patrons that succeeded in establishing new properties,
estates and ranches (shden, maki), in Iga at this time. This was an era when the temple of the



Daibutsu needed more resources for its monastic community, buildings, and rituals. They looked
to Iga as a close-in and familiar place for such resources.

Meanwhile provincial officials in Iga were interested in recultivating the old grid (jorisei) fields
located east of the river. From the late ninth century onward, they recruited field bosses (rikiden
no tomogara, tato) to organize and oversee the reopening of alluvial fields, after which they were
to pay the land tax on them. Increasingly cultivators from west of the river opened and cultivated
new fields east of the river. As a result, conflict with the provincial authorities began in 1053
concerning the taxable circumstances of these new fields and their cultivators. Notably, it was in
the midst of this contestation and resulting violence that Kuroda no shé was born.

An issue in which I have particular interest is how the new settlements in Heian-period Nabari
were organized, what they produced, and what sorts of communal bonds between residents can
be seen in the documents. I am interested in the large myo units that emerge in the eleventh-
century record, and the production, ritual, and marital bonds between residents of the estate who
lived in several different villages. It is my hypotheses that Todaiji's role as protector-sponsor for
the cultivators was fundamental for a sense of community among Nabari cultivators. For
instance, it is clear from residents’ petitions (ge, moshijo) to the temple and provincial officials
that Kuroda cultivators vaunted their status as temple woodsmen (somaudo) and regarded the
temple as a protective patron during the eleventh century. The estate office in Kuroda village,
which first appears in the historical record in the mid-eleventh century, functioned as an
important center for communal meetings.

The twelfth century, however, saw dynamically changing political and economic conditions at
Kuroda Estate. Against the background of court leadership by retired monarchs (in) and their
client provincial governors, Kuroda Estate saw a campaign by provincial officials to register all
dwellers and to map all cultivated land east of the river. The Temple responded with a parallel
initiative. A key reason was the need to prepare documentation for hearings at the retired
monarch’s court (In-no-chd) in Kyoto, where provincial agents challenged the temple's claims to
land and cultivators in Nabari District. The stakes—a significant share in the produce of the
Nabari alluvial plain—were deemed worth the effort. One Todaiji monk stated at the time that
the outcome of the hearings would spell life or death for the temple of the Daibutsu.

Another change was going on in Nabari at this time. In contrast to earlier times when Tddaiji was
seen as the protector-patron of the cultivators, some estate dwellers now became restive over
temple surveys of their fields, and temple efforts to manage the estate more directly, using
monastic administrators. But Nabari cultivators could either accept the authority of the temple, or
they could submit to the aggressive Nabari district chieftain, Hasetsukabe Chikakuni, whose
armed followers became active in the battles between provincial authorities and the estate in the
twelfth century.

Many Nabari dwellers preferred to accept the temple’s authority. But as I read the record, it also
seems to me that in the process by which the temple secured Kuroda Estate judicially, Todaiji’s
relations with Nabari residents changed. As estate dwellers became more dependent on the
temple to protect their land and residences, the earlier mutuality of interest between temple and
local cultivators was replaced by a greater sense of dominance, of lordship, on Tddaiji’s part.



Also as estate organization became more organized and complex, monk-administrators assumed
more administrative functions in the estate office. The new estate organization and its processes
increased hierarchy between the shoen and the temple of the Daibutsu, and within the estate as
well. These are themes I want to pursue in future research concerning the development of both
Kuroda and Obe estates.
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