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Hiroba and Rural Public Space in Japan
FukuUTA Azio

Is the hiroba (public square or space) a feature only of the urban environment?
Studies of hiroba generally focus on cities and point to the particular need the urban
population has for them. In considering such public spaces, however, we cannot
overlook the rural village, the precursor and historical prerequisite of the city. The
city did not evolve totally separately from the village. Through an examination of the
hiroba in Japan’s early modern village communities, this study seeks to clarify the
premises for urban public space in Japan.

The term hiroba has been around since early modern times, but did not come into
common usage until much later. Niwa and fsuji were comparable vernacular words
widely used, the latter more so in the sense of a gathering place. It should also be
noted that Zsuji was more commonly used in western than in eastern Japan. This may
be related to the great difference between east and west in the rural landscape and
internal order, closely linked to which was the space where people gathered. In eastern
Japan, where private houses were rather dominant in the village, communal gathering
often took place in someone’s house. In the villages of western Japan, however, a
building was usually erected expressly for public meetings, and even spaces for
outdoor gatherings were created.

Differences in the physical layout of the village communities in the respective
regions were also a determining factor in the formation of the hiroba : whereas in
eastern villages the houses were separated by fields which were used as temporary
gathering places, houses in western villages were built close together, making it
necessary to build special public spaces within the village.
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