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A Comparative Study of Japanese Ancient Roads and the Roman Roads

Ryo Kinoshita

In general throughout the world, ancient centralistic empires had networks of well-

equipped roads which were constructed for their military, commercial and administrative

needs.

The Roman roads of the proverb ‘‘all roads lead to Rome” were well-known in

the Occident and the ancient Chinese roads were typical of roads in the Orient.

In China, the first network of roads was built in the Chin dynasty in the third

century B.C., and was rebuilt or succeeded by a revised network in following dynasties.

In the north-western part of China only ruins of the straight ancient roads, several

hundreds of kilometers in length, remain at present.

The Japanese ancient empire was founded in the eighth century about one

thousand years later than that of China and Rome, and ended in the twelfth century.

There was a network of the postal roads in ancient Japan too, similar to the system

introduced from Tang China.

There were seven trunk roads in Tang China, radiating from Changan, the capital

city. And there were seven trunks in Japan.

Six of them radiated from the Capital or

Miyako through the main island and on to Shikoku island, and one went around kyushu

island.

We can see tne names of all post stations in the tenth century mentioned in the

subsidiary requlations of the Engi-shiki and in the old descriptions of the Wamyo-sho,

and some older ones in the topographical descriptions of Fudoki edited in the eighth

century.

To this day, some of these names remain as place-names.

Reconstructive study



of the ancient roads began by assuming the location of each station as indicated by these
place-names.

For the past ten years or so, we have found signs of the ruins of ancient roads
in the form of a straight line on large scale maps and aerial photographs, similarto the
Roman roads.

It seems that there are some strong resemblances between the ground evidence of
the Japanese ancient post roads and the Roman roads, in spite of the great distance
between them and the long time that has passed since their construction. I will show
some of these resemblances as follows.

(1) The best-known characteristic of Japanese ancient roads, like Roman roads, is
their straightness. They are straight when natural obstacles allow them to be, and are a
clear contrast to other roads that curve naturally or turn at right angles.

(2) We can see the ground evidences of the ancient roads on topographical maps
and air photographs as straight lines stretching through fields, bushes and hills, though
nowadays most of them are not real roads but ruins.

(3) An ancient road served as the boundary between provinces kuni, districts (k0ri
or gun) and administrative villages (safo or g6). It thus survives sometimes as a straight
boundary of modern communities.

(4) An ancient road often served as a baseline of the jéri, a square field division
system in ancient Japan, like the main road or decumanus maximus of the centuriae
system. We can see the traces of this system in some places where the field boundaries
still correspond to the ancient land divisions, from an examination of maps and aerial
photographs.

(5) Some ancient roads were excavated recently and found to be generally 6—9
meters in width of the roadbed and up to 18 or 26 meters in particular cases, flanked by
side-ditches and sometimes gravelled.

(6) The location of the provincial capital (kokufu) had something to do with the
route of postal roads, and was usually located at a juncture of these roads.

(7) No ancient milestones or inscribed guideposts have been found yet in Japan,
but there are a great number of places named Tateishi (which means a standing stone along
the route of the ancient roads). The tateishi may have been a milestone or guidepost.

(8) All the ancient roads lead to the Capital on the main island of Japan, and to
Dazaifu, the capital of the Saikai-do region, in Kyushu island. The Sanyo-do connecting

these two cities was the most important road in ancient Japan.





