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ENVIRONMENT, LANDSCAPE AND SPATIAL PERCEPTION IN
ANCIENT JAPANESE CLASSICS AND HISTORICAL GEOGRAPHY

Kiyonori KANASAKA

The organizer of this symposium imposed me to study about the environment in ancient
Japan(6~8C) from the classics or documents. But this subject is very difficult to study for some
reasons. At least, if we use the classics only, we can’t make clear the environment, especially
the physical environment in ancient times, and in ancient Japan, there were no idea of environ-
ment. But the spatial perception of ancient Japanese is able to study by the classics.

So, I reviewed three kinds of new approaches in historical geography concerning the
environment, place, space and spatial perception. And I pointed out that unexpectedly the
subject and scope of historical geography have been limited, and in most cases the interest of
such studies have been focusing on the spatial extent of landscapes or human activities. This
is one problem despite the spatial extent is an important point to make clear for the historical
geography. Furthermore I pointed out that many studies have been accumulated on this theme
by the scholars of Japanese literature, historians, folklorists, anthropologists and mythologists.
It may safely be said that historical geography has a double problem.

So, I made a basic investigation about the ancient Japanese language and place name.
First, I extracted about 1,050 nouns and “pillow words”(makura kotoba)concerning the space,
land, place and landscape by means of the best dictionary. These words are classified into
twenty one categories(Table 1). Each category is arranged systematically from the nouns on the
mythological world view to the nouns on various kinds of actual land in Japan e. g. rice field,
field, mountain, settlement, road, river, lake, sea etc. and nouns on atmospheric phenomena.
Sensitive perception toward the space, place and spatial phenomena are conspicuous.

Secondly, the study of ancient place names makes clear that they are divided broadly
into two categories ; i. e. the place names of administrative unit and the other. The latter are
composed of names of mountain, river, field, rice field and noted place etc.. The former
consisted of the names of little less than 70 provinces(kuni), about600 counties(gun)and about
4000administrative villages(gox). This administrative system was produced by the classical
statute system, and the importance of province and county, especially that of province, lasted
thereafter. So the names of provinces have been the most basic compornent of place names. The
name of noted places which were regarded as important in various kinds of classics and
pictures of mediaeval and modern age, were also often percepted at every province. Moreover
we can know from the large scale maps of manor <1/1800, 1/2400, 1/3600> that within the land
of rice field the smallest place name already existed in ancient times. Thus as regards the
spatial system of place name, the origin of today’s system was already formed in ancient age.
And the general map of provinces might be made from the latter half of 7C to the first half of
8C. This period is very important to make the classical spatial organization and to form the
classical spatial perception. The comprehensive approach is needed.
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