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Field of View in Japanese History:

Findings from a GIS Viewshed Analysis
Uno Takao

International Research Center For Japanese Studies

The value of a piece of real estate is determined by a variety of factors including availability
of natural resources and ease of access. When choosing a house or property, the quality of
the view can also be an important consideration. History shows that elevated locations were
often favored by people in power, who built their castles and military bases on hilltops to
gain extensive views as well as to display their power and authority.

Among the various spatial analysis functions offered by a Geographic Information
System (GIS), three-dimensional viewshed mapping (viewshed analysis) is perhaps one of
the easiest to use and most accurate. I took advantage of this feature when analyzing several
archaeological sites dating back to the Jomon period and up to the early modern period, and
made the following observations.

During the Jomon period (about 12,000 years ago to the 10™ century BC), coastal
settlements, where remains of dolphins have been unearthed, tended to occupy locations
with broad views of the sea. Whether the site provided a view of other settlements does not
seem to have been a major consideration. Views from hilltop settlements, on the other hand,
tended to encompass surrounding mountains and hills rather than lower areas and seas.

During the Yayoi period (the 10" century BC to the 2™ century AD), large-scale
settlements, those that served as regional hubs, had great views of both the sea and other,
smaller settlements, but tended to lie outside the field of view of settlements of an equal
size. Hilltop settlements, meanwhile, had excellent views of lower areas and seas. Some of
them appear to have served as fortresses and stations for monitoring land and sea traffic.

During the Kofun period (the 3" to the 6" century AD), most of the large-scale
settlements with extensive views built during the Yayoi-period disappeared, and in their
place appeared large kofun tombs. A comparison of the shapes and sizes of these tombs
suggests that the quality of the view from a kofun was directly proportional to the social
rank of its occupant.

During the period of the ancient state (centralized government, the 7 to the 11* century
AD), locations with panoramic views served as bases for land and resource development rather
than as sites for tombs and settlements. In another trend, state-run administrative and military

facilities began to occupy sites with a clear view of land and sea traffic.
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During the period of the medieval state (decentralized government, the 12" to the 16®
century AD), locations with expansive views, both inland and coastal, were again used by local
strongmen as sites for their political and military bases as well as for their tombs. Structures
related to sangaku shukyo (mountain religions) and ports were also built in places with broad
views. Among them, sangaku shukyo facilities usually had the most panoramic vistas.

In modern times (beginning of central rule, from the end of the 16™ to the middle of the
19" century AD), many of the existing political and military bases merged and consolidated,
while castle towns began to occupy locations with broader views than before.

Analysis of additional samples will be required to verify the universality of these
observations. Meanwhile, I have come to suspect that the quality of views may have played
a greater role in Japanese history than previously assumed, given the considerable variations

in the field of view among locations caused by the undulating topography of the archipelago.
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