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Unmarried Empresses and Imperial Succession in Ancient Japan:
With Special Reference to Empress Gensho (r. 715-724) and
Empress Koken (r. 749-758)

SAKURADA Marie

In eighth century Japan, only descendants of Prince Kusakabe (662-689) were meant to
occupy the throne. The problem was that Kusakabe himself and his sons died before they rose
to power. This resulted in the phenomenon that four empresses occupied the throne from the
end of the seventh to eighth centuries. These empresses were Prince Kusakabe’s mother,
Empress Jitd's (r. 690-697), his wife Empress Gem'mei (r. 707-715), his daughter Empress
Gensho (r. 715-724), and Empress Koken (r. 749-758), princess of Emperor Shomu. Among
these four, Empress Gensho and Empress K6ken remained unmarried throughout their lives.

In ancient Japan, princesses were expected to remain unmarried to serve at the Ise Shinto
Shrine where imperial ancestor Queeen Amaterasu was enshrined or to be married. This was
the case for princesses of Prince Kusakabe. For example, Princess Inoue was first sent to the
Ise Shrine. Princess Kibi, Princess Fuwa, and Princess Inoue after she returned from the Ise
Shrine were all married to influential members of the imperial family. These princesses were
expected to give a birth to princes if the emperor would die without heir so that descendants of
Princess Kusakabe would continue to occupy the throne.

These were distinguished from the cases of Princess Hidaka and Princess Abe who
remained unmarried and were expected to temporarily occupy the throne. Princess Hidaka
became Empress Gensho in 715. At that time, Crown Prince Obito was too young. To start
with, she was expected to retire when the Crown Prince would become Emperor Shomu in 724.
She was not allowed to be married because she must not give a birth to a prince who might
jeopardize the position of Emperor Shomu. Princess Abe became Empress Koken in 749
because her father Emperor Shomu did not have male heir. As in the case of Princess Hidaka,
she must not be married and not give a birth to a prince.

Both Empress Gensho and Empress Koken rose to power as a transition to the next
emperor. It was necessary not only to maintain the blood of Prince Kusakabe, but also for the
maintenance of decision making processes in the eighth century.

Keywords: Eighth century A.D. Japan, imperial succession, unmarried empresses.
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