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The History of Shrine Groves Viewed from Old Photographs and Pictures

OGURA Jun'ichi

Today, broad-leafed evergreen forests are typical of shrine groves in southern Japan, including the low-lying
parts of the Kanto region. It is commonly believed that these shrine groves have continued since ancient times
with little human intervention. However, a study based on documents, topographical maps and photographs from
the Meiji period onward has revealed that this common assumption is very likely mistaken. However, since not
many examples have been studied so far, it has been necessary to examine many more examples in order to
describe the general type of vegetation that grew in shrine groves of days gone by. In the study presented here,
the author examined the vegetation of shrine groves in earlier times using old photographs and pictures as main
sources.

Old photographs of shrines found in “Books about Kyoto Prefecture” and “Photo Album of Japan,” published
in 1915 and 1912 respectively, were examined and compared to today’ s woods. Although the vegetation shown
in these photographs was largely unchanged in the case of some shrine groves, in most cases the differences
between then and now are considerable. That is to say, whereas today it is common for broad-leafed evergreen
woods to consist of Cinnamomum, Castanopsis and Quercus species, in the early Taisho period it was common
for conifers such as Japanese cedar and pine to be the main trees. What is more, there were fewer trees than
there are today around a shrine, and those that grew there were smaller than their contemporaries.

Pictures from varying periods were studied to determine the vegetation that once existed at shrines and
different pictures of the same shrines from the same periods were checked in order to verify the realism of the
source pictures. These include a collection of drawings published in 1864 known as the “Saisen karaku meisho
zue” (“Reselected Pictures of Famous Places in Kyoto”) and four early folding screens of Rakuchu and Rakugai
(Kyoto) painted from the early to the middle of the 16th century. This study revealed that the vegetation in shrine
groves in those days was not necessarily uniform and varied greatly depending on the shrine. In general, pine
trees were visible to a certain extent in many places and there were also many instances where Japanese cedar
was the main type of tree. There were also some shrines where broad-leafed evergreen trees comprised a large

proportion of the trees.

412



