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Fire Place in Premodern Japan

Asaoxa, Koji

This paper is an introduction to domestic heating facilities in premodern Japan. The two ma-
jor types are a hearth or irori and a furnace or kamado. Since very few surviving examples of
premodern heating facilities exist now, it is useful to rely on ethnographies, most notably the Hi
no Minzoku [Folklore of Fire in Japan] (six vols.) and the Sumai Shizoku [Living Style in Houses
in Japan] (six vols.).

The heating facilities basically carry two functions, either to heat up and cook foods or to
warm a residential space. Although these two are not mutually exclusive, either one of the two
is more emphasized. While a single fire place carry out both of the functions in some areas,
multiple-number of fire places may be adopted to carry out different functions. The primary
function of kamado and kama [in the Ryukyu Island] is cooking. Irori and jiru [in-house fire place
in the Ryukyu Island] are used for both warming a residential space and cooking.

In the Japanese archipelago, some correlation exists between climate and the type of heating
facilities adopted. While fire places primarily used for cooking are distributed in the warm
Ryukyu Island, those for warming residential spaces are in the cooler eastern Japan. Kamado are
distributed in regions between the Ryukyu Island and eastern Japan. In these intermediate re-
gions, both kamado and iveri are adopted, and the former is used primarily for cooking, and the
latter for warming. Outside the Japanese archipelago, however, selection of heating facilities and

cooking vessels are influenced not only by natural environments but also mode of living.
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