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Historic infrastructures oft en shape modern citi es in unseen 
ways, forming surprising palimpsests where traces of a 
nearly erased past erupt into contemporary developments. 
Japanese kura present just such an infrastructure. They are 
the hardy residue of a pre-modern system of trade, tracing 
its network of routes through Edo period Japan (1603-
1868) and off ering some of the few remaining connecti ons 
between older organizing principles of the pre-industrial city 
and modern development. These points of connecti ons (or 
disrupti on) highlight the ways an obsolete infrastructure 
conti nues to shape urban transiti ons, and are oft en arti cu-
lated through unique block geometries, block densiti es, 
property divisions and street grids. This paper proposes 
to bring to light the dissident narrati ves that the anecdotal 
and anti quated kura emphasize about our society’s cultural, 
ethical and urban biases. At a ti me when social unrest, 
rapid technological advances, and climate change’s earliest 
consequences are foreshadowing both gradual and abrupt 
changes, this on-going research project aims to refl ect on 
the pre-modern infrastructure’s legacy today, and to ask 
what trade infrastructure should be, and which values and 
ideologies it should refl ect. 

The typology of the kura goes back to the Jomon period 
(14,000–300 BC). For the purpose of this paper, we will focus 
our att enti on on the dozo-kura only, which was built during 
the Edo period. Dozo-kura are a typology of small storehouses 
unique to Japan. As the repository for household goods, they 
facilitated the minimalist appearance and ritualized traditi ons 
oft en associated with traditi onal Japanese dwellings. Aside 
from storing domesti c and commercial wares, their robust 
constructi on and stable internal climate made them easily 
adaptable to many industrial programs, such as sake and 
shoyu brewing and lacquerware producti on. (1) As domes-
ti c trade expanded during the Edo period, kura became a 
defi ning element of a growing trade infrastructure and an 
increasingly potent force in the development of an expanding 
urban fabric. Their heavy wooden structure and thick, rein-
forced plaster walls were calibrated to resist earthquakes and 
fi res. This explains why they are some of the oldest standing 
structures in Japan.. 

INTRODUCTION
This paper proposes to look at three urban conditi ons in which 
kura prevailed within the infrastructural trade network. We 
will study Hakodate, Fushimi, and Kyoto as case studies. Each 
city provides evidence of the contemporary disrupti ons with 

former nati onal trade infrastructures, but also presents a dif-
ferent type of Edo period infrastructure which is challenged 
by more modern constructi on:

1. Hakodate off ers the striking example of a now sleepy 
peripheral provincial city which once off ered a unique 
strategic economic advantage, being one of the fi rst 
three ports to open to foreigners in 1859, as well as being 
a node on the kitamae-bune route. The kitamae-bune 
route (or the “North-bound Ships”) is a nati onal mari-
ti me trade route on the Western Sea of Japan, which fi rst 
appeared during the Edo period.

2. Fushimi, an intermediate sized city conveniently posi-
ti oned between the port of Osaka and the inland former 
capital city of Kyoto, is located on the edge of the Katsura 
river, and epitomizes the infrastructural canal construc-
ti on projects of the Edo period.

3. Kyoto’s longevity as a seat of politi cal power has cap-
tured growth, but has also relapsed from it. The city 
refl ects an ambivalence between protecti ng and out-
growing the Edo period small scale network of merchant 
storehouses. Kura—thanks to their robustness—oft en 
provide interesti ng evidence of disrupti ons for the mod-
ern Japanese city, challenged by high density, the need 
for growth, and preservati onist demands.

HAKODATE: THE EDO MARITIME TRADE CITY
Hakodate is a harbor town located on the kitamae-bune. 
The kitamae-bune is a mariti me route which was established 
during the Edo period for collecti ng taxes as well as agricul-
tural and sea goods. This trade route, which consists of over 
two dozen citi es on the Western Sea of Japan, was meant 
to link Osaka (Kyoto’s port city) to the most remote regions 
of the Shogunate’s kingdom. (2) This mariti me route origi-
nally served as an alternati ve to the road, as a way to deter 
Japanese explorati ons abroad, and intrusions into the capital 
from the land. The Shogunate had produced some constrain-
ing regulati ons on the sizes of boats, which consequently had 
to ‘hug’ the coastline and make many stops along it. The mari-
ti me route soon led every region to specialize and generate a 
unique good within the larger nati onal commercial network. 
Every port on the kitamae-bune route was also incenti vized 
to strengthen its commercial ti es with its nearby rural area. 
During the ti me between the harvest and the tax collector or 
sea merchant’s visits (3), kura were thus used to store rice, (4) 
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(a tribute cash crop then) and other locally produced goods. 

Between 1800 and 1843, the Shogunate government com-
missioned a new map: The “Proporti onal Linear Maps of the 
Major Turnpike.” This map reveals the Shogunate’s curiosity 
for a territory that sought expansion and unifi cati on under 
one leadership and one mercanti le system. The map was the 
fi rst graphic record which showed the relati onship between 
Japan’s coastline and the following programmati c overlays: 
bridges, mileage markers, post stati ons, inns, topography, 
shrines, and temples. (5) Kura were not recorded on the docu-
ment. Such omission reveals how litt le interest the kura raised 
at the ti me, although they were the underlying buildings at 
the cornerstone of the commercial mariti me trade infrastruc-
ture. This practi ce of erasure on old offi  cial city documents 
displays the dichotomy between the invisible infrastructure 
and the government perceived city. By judging and character-
izing the reality on the ground in this manner, one wonders 
what would stop the city offi  cials at the ti me from treati ng 
their infrastructure as just another temporary investment.

Kura not only reveal how one perceives infrastructure’s rela-
ti onship to ti me, but the kura help us explore how resilience 
has evolved as a concept since the Edo period. As a striking 
example of uti litarian architecture, the kura were originally 
designed to adequately respond to an urban logic which 
favored and magnifi ed redundancy. In that sense, the kura’s 
urban granularity refl ected some of the historical legacies 
of the Edo period ti me: Pax Tokugawa off ered the Samurai 
class the opportunity to live in citi es and do business rather 
than war. (6) The pre-modern Japanese city epitomized the 
paradigm of parametric design: kura in some sense behaved 
like a replicable yet customizable model disseminated around 
every city. Resilience could then be defi ned as a spoke and 
hub system, woven together by the unifi ed kura typology. 
Redundancy, proximity, dispersion, split ownership, adapt-
ability and the small-scale character of the kura were some of 
the featured characteristi cs which have maintained the kura 
at the heart of the Hakodate city fabric.

Despite their invisibility on the Shogunate’s commissioned 
maps, and their lack of use since the beginning of the twen-
ti eth century, kura sti ll dominate the landscape. Their sheer 
number heightens society’s cultural ambivalence towards the 
structure. The kura has long acted as a display of wealth by 
the local merchant class and a as symbol for the established 
power structure. As a relic of the cultural and economic hege-
mony of an older ti me, the kura are hard to erase completely, 
parti cularly in regions where no other economic order has 
replaced them.

FUSHIMI: THE EDO CANAL INFRASTRUCTURE CITY
Fushimi’s relevance and growth as a city originate from its 
ideal locati on as one of the intermediary ports on the Uji river 
between Osaka and Kyoto. Kyoto’s disti nguished status as a 
capital relied on its geographical aloofness. By being an inland 
city, Kyoto was less vulnerable to foreign water invasions dur-
ing the Edo period. 

Mercanti le transacti ons were generally established through 
mariti me routes then and Kyoto’s positi on at the confl uence 
of three rivers allowed the fi ltering and delaying of undesired 
fl ows of people and goods alike, while sti ll securing economic 
prosperity. Transportati on upstream from Osaka (at the ti me 
a fi shing village) to Kyoto provided the city with goods such as 
rice, sake, lumber, and coal. All these goods were transported 
to Osaka via the kitamae-bune Western Sea route. 

Today, Fushimi’s individual identi ty has been largely erased 
and swallowed by the Kyoto – Osaka metropolis. Future tran-
sit routes (high speed rail and road) would later be added in 
parallel to the Katsura river. 

The city of Fushimi not only refl ects the Edo government’s 
infrastructural canal constructi ons, but also the incenti ves 
made to extend irrigati on networks during “Pax Tokugawa”. 
The constructi on of waterways consequently increased 
agricultural land which allowed farmers to use the excess 
producti on for proto-industry. These industries in turn relied 

Figure 1: Proporti onal Linear Maps of the Major Turnpike’ , ca. 1800-1843.
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heavily on natural clean sources of energy which were more 
abundant in villages than in the congested citi es. In the case 
of the sake industry, clean water was necessary. (7) 

Fushimi provides us with an interesti ng example, as it sug-
gests that the dozo-kura’s original use and form were soon 
re-interpreted by the sake brewing industry. The capitalist 
forces at play produced some remarkable changes in the 
landscape, the city block, and the way one ritualizes memory 
and narrates history.

The re-interpretation and development of landscape 
was manifest through the man-made canals, which were 
constructed to accommodate the transportati on and embark-
ment of goods for the manufacturing industry of the ti me. 
The canals “Eight meters wide and eleven kilometers long” 
were defi ned by the width of the boats and were designed 
to be long uninterrupted stretches of water. (8) Relying on 
orthogonal geometry and on the North – South axis, the 

canals in Kyoto established and reinforced the urban grid, 
presumably by disregarding topography or natural species. 

The proto-industry not only changed the landscape and 
waterscape of citi es, but also the typology of the traditi onal 
dozo-kura and the city block. The temperature and humidity 
performances accomplished by the wood frame and plaster 
constructi on of the kura were ideal to some manufacturing 
industries, such as the sake breweries in the case of Fushimi 
(6). These industries soon adopted and modifi ed the dozo-
kura. The kura was elongated, which thus disregarded the 
original square footprint which guaranteed stability during an 
earthquake. These formal mutati ons established a program-
mati c shift  from a strictly storage use to a fabricati on one. 
The formal mutati on of the proto-industry kura also carried 
unsuspected consequences at the scale of the block, as the 
mutati on of the kura established a new block morphology. 
Rather than relying on a classic relati onship with the store 
at the front of the lot, the proto-industry kura formed com-
pound formati ons where transportati on, producti on, and 
retail were all part of the same complex. For the fi rst ti me in 
Japan, multi ple chains of producti on were integrated.

Cultural re-interpretati on of the Fushimi district has “manu-
factured” tasti ng promenades and canal tours which att est 
to the eff ort made to give legiti macy to the remnant Edo 
period architecture’s charm. Fushimi demonstrates a proto-
typical case whereby conservati on interests and the tourism 
industry have aligned, and play off  nostalgia to leverage the 
shortcomings of the kura. 

In hindsight, one can questi on the advances procured by 

these re-interpretati ons. Today, though industries have 
declined and some of the old canals have been abandoned 
(from lack of use and maintenance), the associated ecologi-
cal and fi nancial costs of this short-termed infrastructure sti ll 
prevail. Secondly, as economies of scale have dictated larger 
complexes on lands further away from the city centers, the 
opti mized Edo model of producti on, retail and distributi on, 
and its associated block morphology, seems to have been 
largely outdated.

KYOTO: THE EDO GRANULAR MERCHANT CITY FABRIC 
Kyoto off ers a striking disti nguishable urban typology of kura. 
A litt le bit of context on the city’s early densifi cati on and its 
urban tax system off er explanati on for the city’s disti nguish-
able urban layout, and how these in turn have contributed to 
a unique typology of kura. During the Edo period, Kyoto had 
a populati on of 400,000, which contributed to its early den-
sifi cati on (9). The tax code also played a predominant role in 
shaping the city. Properti es were taxed based on the width of 
the street front, thus lots tended to be narrow and deep. The 
width was rarely wider than three ken (5.4 m) while the lot 
could be four or fi ve ti mes as deep. The lot’s dimensional con-
strains consequently produced a hierarchy of programs: the 
prime real estate along the street was used for retail while 
the kura occupied the rear of the lot. The space in between 
the kura and the machiya were ‘fi lled with gardens of oft en 
minuscule size that nonetheless contribute light and venti la-
ti on’. (6) The typology of the domesti c kura in Kyoto (which 
oft en belonged to a merchant) was thus primarily an infi ll in 
the city block. Ornamentati on was kept to a minimum, and 
was only visible on the facade of the kura directly opposite 
the house. 

In the Edo period, the linear relati onship between kura, 
machiya, and street were well established. Since the 1980’s, 
a land use provision has allowed many residents to keep own-
ership of their lot by splitti  ng and reselling a porti on of it. 
Today, there lies a whole series of interconnected buildings 
and retail spaces in the center of the block, some of which 
have no evident physical or visual relati on to the street front. 
In this city within the city, one fi nds an unintenti onal labyrinth 
of alleys, chaoti c programmati c adjacencies, and uninten-
ti onal provocati ons which off er a rich re-interpretati on of the 
spati al nesti ng that is a paradigm of Japanese urban space 
making. The kura, because of its traditi onal locati on in the 
center of the city block, is at the core of this urban system. 
The 1980’s land use law, and its eff ects on the urban fabric, 
calls our att enti on on the legacy of “splitti  ng” as an urban 
strategy. The cho (or city block) has undergone much par-
celing and splitti  ng over several centuries, leading up to the 
radical splintered urbanism that we know today: a myriad of 
small, disconnected, disenfranchised lots.

The economic and politi cal forces at play in the Edo period 
had criti cal consequences on the kura, which in turn had vast 

Figure 2: Google map image of Hakodate, Japan, ca 2018. Each yellow dot 
represents a kura
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infl uences on the urban fabric and development of Japanese 
citi es. The case studies of Hakodate, Fushimi, and Kyoto bring 
to light three diff erent ways the Edo period infrastructural 
projects impacted the urbanism of citi es in Japan. They also 
give us a window into how these old infrastructural projects 
bisected more recent developments. These intersecti ons 
of old and new go beyond the urban grids, urban fabrics 
and block dimensions which the kura helped to establish. 
Instead, these intersecti ons produce a rich map which allows 
to establish how we speak about issues like resilience, invis-
ibility, erasure, power structures, re-appropriati on, and 
redundancy. Ulti mately, they help us make sense of under-
lying ideologies and producti ve and un-producti ve ways of 
imagining and living in a city.
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Figure 3: Proto-industry kura on the canals in Fushimi, Japan, c.2015. 
Photography credit: Zachary Tyler Newton 

Figure 4: Dozo-kura separated from the machiya by a garden at the back 
of lot in Kyoto, Japan, c.2015. Photography credit: Zachary Tyler Newton 
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Figure 5: Infi ll conditi on in Kyoto, Japan. Photography credit: Zachary Tyler 
Newton


