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Landscape Changes in the Woods around Shinto Shrines since the Early Modern Era
Kunitada Narumi and Shigeru Kobayashi (Osaka University)

Shinto shrines are usually surrounded with woods. These woods have been attracting the attention
of the public, because some researchers have been asserting that they are persistent elements in the
rapidly changing landscape in modern Japan. According to them, these woods have been protected for
long time by the inhabitants concerned and are valuable remnants of natural vegetation. However by
consulting old maps, which described their landscape, the authors obtained another view on the for-
mation of the present landscape in shrine woods, which is mainly composed of evergreen broadleaf
trees. This paper intends to trace the landscape of the sample shrines in Shiga and Osaka Prefecture
described in old maps and examine the contemporary popular view on the shrine woods.

One kind of the maps analyzed is the modern topographical map drawn from the end of the 19
century and the beginning of the 20 century. The symbol observed around most of the sample
shrines was that of the needle leaved tree. On some of the samples, the authors consulted the maps
drawn in the Tokugawa Era and examined documents which mentioned on the woods and identified
the needle leaved tree as Japanese red pine, a typical tree in the secondary forest. Concerning the
woods around one of the sample shrines, the authors confirmed that resources like firewood had
been extracted up to the heginning of the high growth economy. In the woods, the Japanese red pines
widely observed were gradually replaced by evergreen broadleaf trees after the termination of this
kind of resource use. With the removal of disturbances, the present landscape developed in relatively
short span of time as a process of natural succession of vegetation. This kind of landscape change
seems to have had taken place in most of the sample shrines. It is noteworthy that this result is con-
sistent with the comment of Prof. Tatsuo Kira, who is eminent specialist in plant ecology and studied
the vegetation of the large part of the sample woods in 1972. He assessed that the conservation of
shrine woods might have not been long, even in those which were in advanced stage of succession in
appearance.

The result obtained has some importance in the planning of conservation of the shrine woods, be-
cause the past history of their formation may still reflect the present landscape. In addition, this kind
of landscape change will be an important teaching theme in environmental education, as shrine
woods are common element in the landscape of Japan. The popular image of shrine woods as rem-
nant of natural vegetation was propagated since 1970s. However the authors presume the policies
concerning the Shinto shrines since the Meiji Restoration have played an important role in its forma-
tion.
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