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Wooden Walls at the Northern Periphery of “Wa”

Atsushi FUIISAWA*

The beginning of the Kofun period in Japan, around the third century AD, was characterized by
the emergence of a political system that governed a wide area in the Japanese archipelago. This po-
litical system is regarded as the origin of the subsequent ancient (Ritsuryo) centralized state model,
whose territory was known as “Wa”. The Tohoku area was located at its northern periphery.

As the formation of the Ritsuryo state developed, the political center regarded inhabitants in the
Tohoku area as barbarians, known as named “Emishi”, and attempted to govern these inhabitants
under a different political system. To this end, sites with defensive military functions, called
“Josaku”, were built, which had the distinctive characteristic of being surrounded by wooden walls.
The early form of the Josaku sites were built in Miyagi prefecture in the latter half of the seventh
century. At that time, a number of enclosed settlements with wooden walls were built.

In the preceding Kofun period, a wide variety of defensive structures were used for diverse pur-
poses. The wooden wall was just one of these structures and its purpose was not limited to any par-
ticular use. In the latter half of the seventh century, the Josaku sites and enclosed settlements used
wooden walls. The wooden walls gradually became specialized for defense functions in combina-
tion with turrets.

These changes in the role of the wooden walls are consistent with the process in which the politi-
cal center attempted to build the boundary between the “self” and the “others” based on defining

the “others” rather than the “self” to display its legitimacy of governance.

Keywords

Wooden walls, official defense sites, enclosed settlement, turrets

* The Tohoku University Museum
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