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Rice Paddy Development on the Zenkoji Plain in
the Yayoi and Kofun Periods
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Rice Paddy Development on the Zenkoji Plain in the Yayoi and Kofun
Periods

Usut Naoyuki

Many artifacts from villages and rice paddies dating from the Yayoi Period to modern times
have been discovered in the alluvial lowlands of the Chikuma River basin. Rice paddy divisions
by paddy ridges and drain ditches from each period have been discovered from sites covered in
layers of flood sediment. A large number of wooden agricultural implements have also been ex-
cavated. The rice paddy divisions and agricultural implements have unique characteristics
according to each time period and it is possible to determine the periods that they are from. The
author has hypothesized the technological, political, and social factors that conquered natural
conditions that led to those changes.

The changes in divisions of rice paddies on the Zenkoji Plain can be traced to four major
time periods. Small-scale paddies that began from lowland development and disappeared in a
short time dating from the late Jomon Period to the beginning of the middle of the Yayoi Period
are considered Stage 0. From the mid-Yayoi Period to the early Kofun Period, the small division
rice paddies that made effective use of the natural terrain for small and large paddy ridges are
Stage L Stage II dates from the mid- to late Kofun Period (Nara Period) in which there were
large paddies divided by ridges that appear to have been deliberately planned. Within those
large divisions were very small divisions. Jori system land division after the Heian Period is
Stage III. Changes in agricultural implements also accompany these changes. Stage I is typified
by straight hoes and curved hoes of various shapes. Hoes with square, plank shaped steel blades
have also been found from this period. Within this stage, the curved hoes transformed to an egg-
plant shape in the early Kofun Period and this subdivision can be considered Stage I-2. In Stage
II U-shaped steel blades were attached to curved hoes and the straight striking hoe dis-
appeared. In Stage III the curved hoe disappeared and there were only straight hoes topped
with U-shaped steel blades.

The primary factors in the transition from Stage I to Stage II and from Stage II to Stage III
can be considered to be due to the dissolution of regional society and land ownership, changes in
the leadership effecting development, a revolution in agricultural technology that employed the
power of livestock, a change toward colder weather, and other factors. A comprehensive study

is necessary in the future.
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