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Historical Disaster Studies Now in Japan; Natural Disasters

in the 18t and 19t Centuries of Japanese History

Itoko KITAHARA

Preface

*Land location, frequency of quakes and accumulation
of records before modern times

We Japanese are accustomed to earthquakes, because
they happen so often. Moreover, we experience tsunamis or
volcanic activities, though not so frequent than earthquakes.
It is not to need saying that these phenomena are due to the
location of the Japanese islands near at the boundaries of
four plates; Eurasian, North American, Philippine Sea, and
Pacific Plates.

In Japan there have been plenty of earthquake documents
written since the old times. They cover the period from the
6th century. In the cities of Nara and Kyoto, two capitals of
Japan in ancient and medieval times, in addition to the for-
mal chronologies by the governmental officers, many kinds
of diaries were written by noblemen and priests. Therefore,
we recognize through those records that earthquakes
occurred in the vicinity of the capitals before the Edo
period.

However, in the Edo period, as various kinds of docu-
ments increased rapidly, we recognize the apparent fre-
quency of earthquakes or volcanic eruptions here and there
all over the Japanese Islands. In my opinion, there phenom-
ena should partly depend upon the social background behind
increasing records, rather than upon the actual increase of
the natural disasters themselves. We make ourselves to
ascertain the high growth of literacy among commoners
especially in the 18t and 19™ centuries.

*Compilation, scientific system and analyses in mod-
ern times

In Japan, systematic compilation has been done by the
Earthquake Research Institute three times. For example,
M. Tayama (1899) compiled 1896 earthquakes under the
auspice of the Imperial Earthquake Investigation Commit-
tee, established after the 1891 Nobi Earthquake. Next, K.
Musha (1942-51) did 8400 earthquakes under the auspice of
the Earthquake Research Institute established after the
1923 Kanto Earthquake. The third time 45000 earthquakes

Historical Disaster Studies in Kyoto No.5

were compiled by T. Usami (1977-) under the auspice of the
Earthquake Institution of Tokyo University. There are not
any seismologists and tsunamists without using these three
works to analyze the historical earthquakes and tsunamis.
Almost all of them owe their researches to these three
works.

1. What is the historical disaster?

1-1. Word”historical” in the disaster studies of Japan

Now then, our discussion goes ahead to the historical
disaster documents. Firstly, I must explain what the word
“historical” imply in such case as historical earthquakes.

According to T. Usami’s definition, “historical earth-
quakes” are those happened before the 5% year of Meiji Ear
(1872), when the lunar calendar was changed into the solar
one, for young Japan to catch up to European system. In
those days, Japan was in the midst of transit time from the
feudal system to the modern. Here, we use “historical
disasters”, according to his definition. There have been
numerous disaster studies done by scientists, or civil-
engineers already. However, only few works have been
done by historians by now.

Recently, people think it will be coming day by day that a
big earthquake and tsunami should strike the coastal line
along the Pacific of Japanese Islands. They have been begin-
ning to feel strong fear when the coming disaster will strike
them, and whether their living area will be damaged, and
how dangerous it will be. Scientists’ response are quickly
made to these social concern, on the contrary, historians are
indifferent.

1-2. Why is the disaster study of the Social History
necessary?

Having experienced Hanshin-Awaji Great Earthquake, we
recognize the importance of study covering not only scien-
tific fields but human sides. Therefore, sociology of disaster
has been growing up rapidly among the Japanese sociolo-
gists since the quake. I, as a historian, insist there will be
many useful instructions drawn from historical disasters, if
we could research tightly how people in the past could man-

age to mitigate their disaster-shock, or to recover from the
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damage and so on. I must say my own way as a social histo-
rian to analyze the historical records, and why it its neces-
sary now. [ will give the outline of the social history of
disasters.

Purpose; to make the most of our knowledge about the
past disasters for the future disaster prevention measures,
we should focus on how people managed to recover from
the damages and how successful they were.

Field; the field is mainly in the past. Researches of human
relations among the sufferers from the present disasters are
left to sociologists. Of course, it is necessary for cooperative
researches among sociologists and historians, to share the
problems in common.

Method; most previous studies on the history of disas-
ters have been concentrated just on making sure of the pre-
cise numbers of fatalities and casualties, or of the
deformation rate of houses and so on. These researches are
necessary in general, and useful for many seismologists to
make distribution-map of seismic intensity. However, in the
field of social history of the disasters, the focus should be
more put on the historical and social environment. For
example, official and private helps, maintenance for the life-
lines, information system, care for peoples’ recovering sys-
tem and so on. Of course, it is necessary to us historians to
make clear the amount of the damages and loss of lives.
However, our historical method is able to go further
researches to make clear the historical and social conditions
restricted by ages, by political systems, by cultural sense
and so on, behind those numbers.

Materials; unfortunately, natural disasters have been and
still are abundant in Japan. As a consequence, we have had
various materials to study about, such as written records
both of public and private, the stories handed down among
people or the anecdotes and so on. Though those materials
typically belong to the domain of the social and human sci-
ences, geophysicists also have developed their scientific
analysis of the earthquakes, tsunamis, or volcanic eruptions
in old times based on the data from these old written
records among the people. If we could make use of these
results both of the old records and the scientific analysis, we
will be able to achieve persuasive for the disaster preven-
tion measures.

1-3. What do we social historians aim at?

Disaster studies are not only for the scholars of the gen-

eral knowledge, but also for the people themselves suffered

from the disasters, looking for the ways to recover and for
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Fig. 1

the people concerned. I would like to stress that this is the
most important and ultimate usage of the studies in this
field. This field of study is not just for the academia. In the
process of collecting old materials in the rural communities,
we researchers often find the opportunities that the people
are stimulated by our researches and have chances to recog-
nize their own family histories whose forefathers had sent
their hard times to survive. Or, in the urban areas the people
recognize how the communal system actually worked in the
hard times. Then, are the forefathers’ experiences directly
applicable to our yet-to-come disasters? Not in a straight-
forward way. It is necessary to study the history of social
attitudes toward disasters.

I think this is the very role of the social history of the
disasters.

2. Example; exhibits from the disaster exhibition

Here, I share you the examples from the exhibits from the
Exhibition “Documenting Disasters: Natural Disasters in
Japanese History 1703-2003” held in the National Museum
of Japanese History at July 8 to September 21, 2003.

I, general director of this project, aimed at searching for a
new approach through the exhibition in historical disaster
research in collaboration with scientists and historians. Also
we have attempted to gather these exhibiting materials all
over the Japanese Islands, and to exhibit selected ones to
audiences to deepen their knowledge of various types of the
historical disasters of Japan.

2003 was the 80t anniversary of the Great Kanto Earth-
quake, and the 300t anniversary of the Genroku Earthquake
which struck the Kanto area by the earthquake and tsunami.
Our consciousness for disaster prevention measures has
waned day by day, even after the Great Kobe Earthquake in
1995. Therefore, it is natural that people forget or do not

A S EHIIE S5
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Number of Earthquakes
recorded by T.Usami (1977-)

a 1. The former two
periods in green.

® The quakes happened
near each capital.

® 2. |n Edo period, so
many earthquakes in blue,
happened all over the
Japanese Islands.

m Quakes in red, happened
near the Edo-city.

Fig. 2

know the historical disasters which occurred one or two
hundred years ago. One of the purposes of exhibiting the
natural disaster is to make them aware of the prevention
measures against disasters. However, people do not have
much concern for the prevention measures systematically,
however such strong emphasis is put on with fearfulness
against the natural disasters. It will be necessary to add the
information how people had handled the crises individually
in each case.

The following disasters are represented through various
media including disaster maps, historical documents, paint-
ings, and computer graphics.

2-1. Exhibits of Tsunamis

Located at the subduction zone of oceanic plates, Japan
frequently experiences earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and
tsunamis, the earliest recorded disaster being that of the
684 Hakuho Quake. The number of tsunamis in Japan totals
195 over a 1,313 year period, averaging one event every 6.7
years, the highest rate of occurrence in the world. This fig-
ure is small by comparison with floods and earthquakes,
however, a fact that accounts for the low level of tsunami
awareness among Japanese. Fortunately, Japanese historical
records, combined with scientific insights and technological
advances such as computer simulation, provides a rich body
of information and perspectives on their hazards.

The exhibition, comprising four sections, emphasizes the
collaboration between history, social studies, the natural
sciences, and technology in its presentation of a history of
tsunamis in Japan.

2-2. Exhibits of Earthquakes

Earthquakes have been recorded in Japanese historical

documents for over 1,300 years. In addition to the official

chronicles written by officers of the imperial court in the
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The Lava Flow from Mt.Unzen

% The Unzen Volcano
locates in Kyushu
District. The 1792
eruption and the

secondary tunami
killed 15,000 people.
This was one of
the biggest
disasters in the Edo
period.
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ancient capitals of Nara and Kyoto, diaries of noble men and
priests make frequent mention of past earthquakes and
tsunamis.

For the current exhibition, we selected five historical
earthquakes to present. The 1847 Zenkouji Quake and the
1858 Hietsu Quake represent typical inland earthquakes.
The exhibition also presents detailed distributions of seis-
mic intensity in the Edo-Tokyo area for the 1703 Genroku
quake, the 1855 Ansei-Edo quake, and the 1923 Great Kanto
Quake.

2-3. Volcanic Eruptions

There are many volcanoes in the Japanese archipelago. Of
the roughly 1,500 active volcanoes in the world, 108 are in
Japan. This exhibition seeks to illustrate important features
of volcanic disasters by focusing on the representative cases
of Mounts Fuji, Unzen, and Asama.

Mt. Fuji is the largest volcano in Japan. During a very large
eruption that occurred about 300 years ago (1707) abundant
ash and scoria were ejected over an area reaching as far as
Edo. Mt. Unzen in Kyushu is another active volcano. It had
been quiet for 192 years before it erupted again in 1990. Mt.

Asama is yet another example of very active and dangerous
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volcanoes. Its eruption in 1783 caused enormous disaster.

As this exhibition aims to show the more people are
aware of the nature of volcanic eruptions, the less they will
suffer from them. Volcanic landscapes and hot springs are a
pleasure to enjoy, but we must also have wisdom to foretell
dangers and to mitigate their damage as much as possible.
2-4. Recovery from Disaster

Relief to natural disaster victims is a recurring subject of
administrative records throughout Japanese history. But
such records do not often provide detailed descriptions of
recovery from the perspective of ordinary people. This
exhibition seeks to demonstrate the ways that ordinary peo-
ple have recovered from natural disaster. It focuses on three
major disasters from the Edo period—the Kisakata Quake of
1804, the Zenkoji Quake of 1847, and the Ansei —-Edo Quake
of 1855—and the recent Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake.

Here, I pick up the cases of the Zenkoji Quake and the
Ansei-Edo Quake, where we managed to illustrate the
recovering processes those sufferers took in.

The Zenkoji Quake (1847); it struck the northern part
of Nagano Prefecture at the night of May 8, 1847, and
caused the large scale break-up of mountains, landslides,
and the big fires burnt down towns and temples, accompa-
nied with river-flood twenty days later. The victims were
estimated more than 8000. At the time of the disaster, the
huge amount of commoners came up from all over the local
places to Zenkoji-temple to worship the statue of Buddha. It
was the high season of the open temple of Zenkoji. There-
fore, the victims became unexpected huge amount, with
their names unknown.

The lord of the domain ordered his men to present a col-
ored illustration for him to understand what happened by
the quake in his domain, and to plan the way to relieve his
people. This illustration made by professional painters is so
fine and precised that we can trace the damages still now in
the fields. We investigated that these kinds of disaster illus-
trations were often sent around among the lord-groups in
Edo, or useful to borrow funds for reconstruction from the
shogunate Bakufu. Another type of disaster prints were also
published in Edo city, or in Osaka, far from the damaged
area, Zenkoji-town. The prints were published and sold
through the circulation system at that time. The disaster
information spread out like these. Another type of recovery
was to raise funds for reconstruction by lottery. This seems
to have been one of the traditional ways to gather money

generally. We exhibited the actual set of lottery box.

Namazu-e in the 1855 Edo quake

1 These caricatured sheets
were published in huge
number, and popular
among the common
people.

1 The catfish were thought
to have caused the
earthquake.

1 The catfish should be
punished.

Fig. 5

Namazu-e 2

1 Usually, the god could
enclose the catfish at the
bottom of the earth.

1 But, in the absence of the
god, the catfish could
behave freely and caused

the quake.

1 The god hurriedly
returned to press him
down with the sacred
stone in the Kazima
shrine.

The Ansei Edo earthquake (1855); it occurred at the
night of November 11, 1855, and brought damages to Capital
Edo a great deal. The precise number of the victim has not
been able to grasp, because how many member of the samu-
rai class both daimyos and hatamotos were staying in Edo
city at the very time of the quake. However, the victims of
commoners were about 4000, and the total number of the
killed by the quake was estimated double that of commoners
in Edo city.

Though the center of Edo city was almost destroyed, the
recovery was rather rapid. Each daimyo ordered his own
domain to bring money, necessities of daily lives, materials
for reconstruction of his residence in Edo, and so on. There-
fore, carpenters, roofers, or craftsmen of Edo were very
busy in earning money just after the quake. The govern-
mental officers did everything according to their well-
organized relief system. Momentarily economic condition
seemed to be more flourishing than usual in Edo city.
Namazu-e, wooden prints of catfish, were very popular, with
humorous expression toward these social conditions. These
cartoons would give the energy for recovery from the mis-

erable conditions of the sufferers in Edo city.
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3. Conclusion

The collaborative exhibition between scientists and histo-
rians was the first time done in this National Museum of
Japanese History. The audience could gain knowledge about
disasters both sides of science and history. This was consid-
ered to be one of reasons that the exhibition was successful.

Moreover, the historical materials reflect deep wisdom hav-
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ing been cherished since old times, and the audiences feel
directly those wisoms through the materials. Even if there
is no indication of definite ways to prevent disasters, they
know the individual efforts to reconstruct their own lives
against disasters. This seems to be one of the effective and
persuasive elements in exhibiting the historical materials or

documents.



