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Did the Top of the Five-Storied Pagoda in the Horyuji Temple Really Burn
due to the 1361 Ko-an Nankai Earthquake?

Katsuhiko ISHIBASHI
2-28-26 Yokowo, Suma-ku, Kobe, 654-0131 Japan

Several popular and academic books on Japanese historical earthquakes written by earthquake specialists say that
the top of the five-storied pagoda in the Horyuji Temple caught fire due to the 1361 great Ko-an Nankai
earthquake. This interpretation probably comes from the description of Kagen-ki, a valuable historical material
on the Horyuji Temple in the 14th century, contained in the first volume of Zotei Dai-nihon Jishin Shiryo (collection
of faithful type reproductions of historical documents on earthquakes in Japan; Musha Shiryo for short) published in 1941.
It is strange, however, that the fireless top of the pagoda got burned by the earthquake shaking. In general, an existing
historical document has various versions, from the original handwriting to later transcriptions of multiple times.
Concerning Kagen-ki, a book compiled in the 14th century and now preserved in the Tokyo National Museum (TNM),
which is different from the source book of Musha Shiryo, is considered to be the most reliable version.  According to the
TNM book of Kagen-ki, whose facsimile edition is available, two Chinese characters “ka sai”” in Musha Shiryo’s Kagen-ki,
which means fire, are “ka en,” in truth, meaning a flame-shaped ornament on the top of the pagoda. Thus, it has been
ascertained that the top of the five-storied pagoda in the Horyuji Temple did not catch fire due to the strong shaking of the
1361 Ko-an Nankai earthquake, but was just broken. This result is a good lesson that the best available versions of
historical documents should be utilized in historical seismology.
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Fig. 1. Vertical cross section of the five-storied pagoda
in the Horyuji Temple. Parts names are added to Fig.
4a in Kawaguchi and Abe (1996).
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Fig. 2. lllustration of the Sorin, the finial, of the
five-storied pagoda in the Horyuji Temple (after
Nishioka et al. (1980)).
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Fig. 3. Kagen-ki’s description of the 1361 July 26 earthquake damage of the five-storied pagoda in the Horyuji
Temple. Left, The 14th century’s edition after Ogino (1936); Right, Edo-period transcription preserved in the
Tokyo National Museum.
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