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Oyama Kyohei, Distinguished Professor Emeritus, University of Kyoto: “Another Ideology of
Land Reclamation: Chdgen, Obe Estate, and Sayama Pond”

(A copy of the Powerpoint for this presentation in .ppt format can be viewed here.)
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This conference focuses on Obe estate in Harima province (present Hydgo prefecture), a Todaiji
holding. Together with some friends, I have explored on foot the site where the estate was once
located, and have investigated its current conditions, enabling an in-depth understanding of the
society of the estate system in medieval Japan. Then I turned my attention to the restoration of
Sayama irrigation pond in Tachii district, Kawachi province (present Osaka prefecture). The
actual history of Obe estate begins with Chdgen, and his footprints are also imprinted on the
shore of Sayama pond. Study of the latter reveals changes in medieval villages (gb or mura) that
cannot be adequately understood by looking at Obe estate. Through an examination of the
restoration of Sayama pond, my research on estates recognizes the significance of medieval
villages as well as religious life, the veneration of various deities. In order to understand estates,
we need to focus on the villages within their borders.

Chogen restored Sayama pond in 1202, in answer to requests from residents of some 50 villages
(mura, g0) near its basin—not only in Kawachi province but also in Settsu and Izumi. Evidence
comes from a stone stele that was unearthed in recent years and that dates from the time when
Chogen restored the pond. The stele refers only to villages, not to estates. Of course that doesn’t
mean there were no estates in the area, but this evidence indicates that the village, not the estate,



was considered the setting for people’s daily lives. This is hard to explain, but the structure and
mechanisms of village and estate differed. My personal assessment is that the estate was a unit
of government while the village was a unit of daily life. Chdgen took part in activities closely
tied to people’s daily lives.

We can trace Sayama pond’s long history to the beginning of the seventh century —an aqueduct
made of Mt. Kdya cedar and logged in 616 (Suiko 24) has been discovered there. Restored by
Chogen at the beginning of the thirteenth century, and again in 1608 by Hideyoshi’s retainer
Katagiri Katsumoto, it is extant today. The seventeenth-century aqueducts are located right above
those from the seventh century, indicating that the water flowed in the same direction. Around
1608, 70 to 80 villages shared the water from the pond— villages in Kawachi, Settsu, and [zumi,
just as in Chogen’s day.

Jodoji on Obe estate is one of seven autonomous temples established by Chogen. In medieval
times the terrain of Obe estate was divided between Kanohara, a broad terrace located behind
Jodoji to the west (the Harakata sector), and the lowlands further west (the Satokata sector) that
had long been cultivated using water from the Kako river. Kanohara was the territory of the
autonomous temple Jodoji, while the lowlands belonged to Todaiji. Chdgen undertook the
reclamation of Kanohara land, but we don’t know if he worked on the lower terrace. Today there
is a canal called Terayu (“Temple Canal”) that runs through the lower terrace. It is possible that
the temple in this name is connected to Chdgen’s development efforts, but a final determination
depends on archaeological evidence.

In any case, Chdgen was a major driver of construction projects at the dawn of the medieval age.
Those who labored to restore Sayama pond included “clergy and laypersons, men and women,
novices and children, beggars and outcastes.” In other words, people from the lowest rungs of
society —beggars and outcastes —participated in the effort. In repairing the facilities of the pond,
Chogen had stone coffins hauled from nearby burial mounds and put them together to form
aqueducts—among Chogen’s associates was a band of stonemasons from China. Chdgen left his
mark not only on the reconstruction of Tddaiji, but also—in part through his seven autonomous
temples—on the archipelago from the capital of Heian (Ky6to) to Iga province (present Mie
prefecture), and along the Inland Sea from Watanabe in Settsu to Harima to Sud (Yamaguchi).
His influence even extended more broadly to East Asia. His “good works” were meant to
advance the goal of peace and tranquility in the realm.

Sanskrit characters representing the five elements and the mantra of light (komy6 shingon) are
inscribed on Chdgen’s plaque at Sayama pond. The basis of his thought was Shingon
esotericism based on Kakuban’s ideas, which contained a practical spirit. Faced with the
illuminating truth of Shingon, those buried in seventh-century mounded tombs had no choice but
to render service! Chogen’s activities reveal both practicality backed by Shingon magic and an
effort to expand human knowledge. His large-scale land reclamation projects, his construction of
port facilities, his working on the transportation network of bridges and roads and his
maintaining of provincial highways all indicate the characteristics of an enlightened ideology at
the dawn of the medieval age.



Chogen himself, using the name “Namu Amida Butsu,” is listed as the chief alms collector
(daikanjin) on the plaque, and the name of Ban Amida Butsu appears as assistant alms collector
(shokanjin). This is Ban’a, a blind monk who was active on Ota estate in Bingo province
(Hiroshima prefecture), a holding of Mt. KOya. There were many similar religious figures,
beginning with Mongaku, who was active on Kaseda estate in Kii province (Wakayama
prefecture). In parallel with the Heian-period local magnates who opened new fields and
organized themselves into military bands, such religious figures embody yet another ideology of
land reclamation.



