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Fish Traps and Rice Paddy Fishing

YASUMURO, Satoru

The fish trap is one fishing implement used in rice paddy fishing. Ichiro Yawata stands out
for his pioneering research in this area, and it was he who was quick to suggest a corre-
spondence between the distribution of fish traps and the sphere of rice cultivation culture.
This paper continues his research, and using a mainly folkloristic approach examines the
relationship between fish traps and wet rice cultivation with the aim of illuminating the
significance in folklore terms that the fish trap has as an implement for catching fish in

rice paddies.

In Japan there are four environments in which fish traps have been used. 1) Marshlands
adjoining rivers and lakes; 2) low-lying fields that are easily flooded during the annual
flooding season; 3) holding ponds or irrigation channels drained at the onset of the agricul-

tural off-season; and 4) shallow inter-tidal zones.

Of these, the first three are the most important as areas where fish traps are used, with all
three related to a rice paddy environment. Local inhabitants used their own techniques to
turn the first environment into rice fields, effectively making them reserve rice fields. While
the second environment is a rice paddy that lies adjacent to the first, both are easily trans-
formed into rice fields with the onset of the flooding season brought on by either snowmelt
or the rainy season. It is at such times that fish, now in their spawning season, arrive en
masse in these fields. These fish are then caught using fish traps. In contrast, the third
environment consists of man-made low-lying marshland that has been created as a result
of rice cultivation activities. These low-lying environments that appear at the beginning of
the agricultural off-season when water that is no longer needed is discharged from holding
ponds and irrigational channels are fishing spots that are perfect for fish traps. A special
feature of this fishing is that it is contingent on work undertaken to manage and maintain
water facilities, such as holding ponds and irrigation channels, that takes place as part of
the rice cultivation calendar. Consequently, this fishing is significant in the context of
communal work undertaken in villages and water facilities, and is linked to village festivals

such as the autumn festival. Hence, it may be said that in a rice cultivating society that uses
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water, opportunities for this kind of fishing have, in effect, been used as a practice that has

links to the spiritual life of the villagers.
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