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Study on Chimata (Crossroads of Ancient Japan)
SHIRAISHI Taichird

A feature of the transportation system of the Nara Basin in the seventh and eighth
centuries were the chimata, places located at major crossroads where markets were
held and people gathered. Among these crossroads were the Karu-no-chimata at the
intersection of the Shimotsu-michi and Abe-Yamada-michi routes ; the Tsubaichi-no-
chimata at the intersection of the Yoko-0ji and Yamanobe-no-michi roads and near
the convergence of rivers such as the Hasegawa, a major water route to Naniwa ; the
Taima-no-chimata where the western end of the Yoko-6ji road branched into the
Otsu-no-michi and the Tajihi-michi, both leading to Kawachi via Osaka and Ta-
kenouchi, respectively ; and the Isonokami-no-chimata where the Kamitsu-michi and
Tatsuta-michi routes met.

According to Nihon shoki, Nihon ryoiki and other ancient texts, as major cruxes in
the road network the chimata often had permanent stable facilities. In addition to
markets and fairs, they were also used as venues for funerals and other rites ; for sports
and amusements such as sumo wrestling ; for utagaki parties and other social
gatherings for young men and women ; for the execution of criminal punishments ;
and for the dissemination of public information. They thus fulfilled a truly vital
function : public spaces where large groups of people could gather and interact for a
diverse range of purposes.

Their development being closely associated with the establishment of the major
traffic routes of the ancient era—the Kamitsu-michi, Nakatsu-michi, Shimotsu-michi
and Yoko-oji, for instance— chimata are thought to have first appeared no later than
the early-seventh century, and definitely existed before the establishment of the
Fujiwarakyd capital in 694. With the creation of the court bureaucracy in the sixth
century, many officials came to reside in the vicinity of the imperial palace. One result
of this assemblage of large numbers of court-related people was that, in contrast to the
frequency with which the court had until then been moved from place to place, in the
seventh century the emperor’s palaces were built in Asuka or its vicinity. Many people
thus lived in the Asuka area. But as the nobility, the bureaucracy and their various
functionaries—detached from existing local communities—grew in number, this
inevitably required places to conduct markets and other kinds of activities that sustain
a distinctively urban lifestyle. The chimata fulfilled this role.

This account casts new light on the accepted view that major ancient cities such as
the Fujiwarakyo and Heijyokyo capitals were “political cities” purposely built in the
style of China’s castle capitals in order to consolidate the ritsuryd state whose
authority centered around the Emperor. In order for the politically inspired, artificial
construction of such a city to take place, there must be markets and traders that
sustained the economic function of the city, as well as the distribution systems and
networks of roads that supported those systems. In this sense, chimata provide an
invaluable point of reference in any consideration of the historical preconditions of
the rise of cities in Japan.
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