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Reclamation and Irrigation Systems on the Alluvial Plain in Medieval Japan:
A Case Study of the Yasu River Basin

Shizuyo SANO

The purpose of this paper is to analyse two epochs of reclamation in medieval Japan,
focusing on the development of irrigation systems. The author considers irrigation systems
from a spatial point of view, and demonstrates the relation between the change of irrigation
systems and manorial area. The case study of the Yasu River Basin made it clear that two
epochs of reclamation were concerned with the formation and the collapse of the manorial
system in medieval Japan.

In the 12th century, alluvial plains which had not been cultivated before were divided into
manors and the lords of these manors needed to obtain enough water to cultivate the fields. In
the Yasu River Basin, for example, the search for irrigation water led to the excavation of
Gid-yu River as well as to the changing of the route of the Yanamune River. The development
of these large-scale irrigation systems coincided with the first epoch of reclamation in medieval
Japan. During this period, the /7 land assignment system came into operation in the Yasu
province, and this region was divided into manors in accordance with the Jori system.

In the 14th century, the local landlord in the Yanamune River Basin constructed a new
irrigation system. Though the development of village community, called So-sox, has been
generally considered to be responsible for the new irrigation system, the author believes that
the role of the local landlord was much more important. The landlord divided the village area
into the residential district and cultivated land. The separation of the consolidated settlement
and the fields resulted in the intensification of the cultivation and the increase of the production.
These changes in the 14th century brought the second epoch-making reclamation in medieval
Japan.

The purpose of studying the landscape of medieval manors is not only to restore the
different components of their original state, but also to clarify the driving force behind the
formation of the manors. Therefore, the author considers it of great importance to study the
formation process of each manor separately.






