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The Shinden Village in the Early Modern Period: A Case Study of
Shiojima Shinden, Nagano Prefecture, Japan

Tadanori KUWABARA

A large number of shinden buraku, or villages established on newly reclaimed
farm land, came into existence during the Early Modern period in Japan. While such
shinden buraku may be found concentrated in certain regions, still others are widely
interspersed throughout the country. In the case of a village of the latter kind, it is
especially difficult to reconstruct the original village landscape due to a lack of documentation,
particularly of records indicating schemes of land division systems. However, it has been
found that extant terriers and cadastral maps are valuable supplementary aids in the recons-
truction of the ancient landscape.

This paper consists of a study of Shiojima Shinden, in Azumi-gun, Shinshu (the
present Nagano Prefecture), one of those villages which are interspersed throughout the
country. Some extant historical records as well as current data concerning field division
systems have been examined and the findings are as follows :

1. The reclamation of Shiojima Shinden was initiated in 1651(4 th year of the Keian era)
and, according to a land survey carried out in 1679 (7 th year of the Enpo era), the village
had grown until it came to contain thirty households. It was also found that many other
shinden villages had their beginnings in the early part of the Early Modern period in
Shinshu.

2. As for the morphology of field division, individual fields are generally rectangular,
although some irregularities resulting from the mountainous landform are observable. The
settlement itself may be classified as Strassendorf.

3. An individual division is owned by a single household. Generally, each house faces the
street, and behind it are either rice fields or dry fields, while at the furthermost end are
found a cemetery and/or gemya (forest and grassland).

4. A multi-purpose waterway, serving as a source of drinking water, irrigation, fire-
fighting, or as water-power for mills was laid out running along the centre of the major
streets. The canal also served as a transportation route for firewood as well as a drainage
channe! for ground snow in winter.

5. At the early stage of the settlement’ physical conditions such as landform and poor soil
severely limited the type of crop grown, and the land was used mainly for dry field
cultivation. Gradually, however, rice became the major crop.

6. Although farming was the dominant occupation, a cold, high altitude climate restrained.
productivity. Since the village was located along the Chikuni highway, transportation
service by means of draft horse was very important source of livelihood. The cultivation
of hemp and the weaving of hemp cloth were also widely practised as a supplementary

source of income.





