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Survey of Prehistoric and Ancient Period 
Architectural Reconstructions in Japan
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ABSTRACT
This article introduces a database of prehistoric and ancient period architectural reconstructions in 
Japan. The results show there have been 984 buildings erected at 340 different locations since 1932. 
This article compares these results with the only previous nationwide survey conducted in 1978. 
Discussion analyzes the data collection methods between these surveys and examines the problem of 
data preservation surrounding architectural reconstructions at archaeological sites. In conclusion, 
this article suggests that the lack of proper recording of reconstructed buildings may impact the 
public perception of archaeology such that sites with reconstructions may be regarded as more 
significant to the history of Japan than those without.

KEYWORDS: architectural reconstructions, site development, experimental archaeology, data 
digitalization, archaeological education, Japan

1. Introduction

This article introduces a database of prehistoric and ancient period architectural 
reconstructions in Japan that has identified 984 buildings at 340 locations (see Appendix). 
Most of these are pit dwellings and post-in-hole structures that represent archaeological 
remains from the Paleolithic through Heian periods (c. 18000BC–AD1185) (Figures 1 
and 2). The only previous nationwide survey was conducted in 1978 by the Nara National 
Research Institute for Cultural Properties (Nabunken), which found 159 buildings at 96 
sites. As the Nabunken survey provides a baseline for understanding reconstruction trends 
in Japan, this article provides an expansion and comparison of its results. Discussion 
centers on data collection methods and examines the problem of data preservation 
surrounding reconstructions at archaeological sites. In conclusion, this article suggests that 
lack of proper recording of reconstructed buildings may impact the public perception of 
archaeology such that sites with reconstructions may be regarded as more significant to the 
history of Japan than sites without.
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Figure 1. Jomon Period pit dwellings at Togariishi-Yosukeone Site designed by Horiguchi Sutemi 
(21 October 2017)

Figure 2. Kofun Period storehouse at Hoenzaka Site, located in front of Osaka Museum of History 
(3 June 2017)
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2. Archaeological Reconstruction in Japanese Archaeology

In the context of site development in Japan, the terms reconstruction (fukugen) and 
reconstructed buildings (fukugen tatemono) refer to present-day structures that are meant to 
replicate buildings from in the past. Most of these buildings are located at archaeological 
sites, erected directly above architectural features discovered during excavation, and 
separated by a layer of new soil (vertical displacement). Others are located at history 
museums, schools, residential developments, campgrounds, and athletic parks. For site 
administrators, reconstructions assist in fulfilling different mandates including heritage 
preservation and utilization, historical education, municipal development, and local identity 
construction (Sakazume, ed. 2012), and depending upon which aims are emphasized, the 
choice of design, materials, and other characteristics of the buildings may vary broadly 
(Figures 3 and 4) (Ertl 2013, 2017a, 2017b).

Prehistoric and ancient period buildings in Japan were, for the most part, originally made 
with organic materials. As such, the present-day remains are limited to pits and postholes, 
hearths and stoves, and exceptional cases of charred wood (Takada 1998) or waterlogged 
remains (Sakuramachi-iseki hakkutsu-chōsadan 2005). Ancient depictions of architecture 
exist in stylized inscriptions on pottery and bronze mirrors from the Yayoi period 
(300BCE–250AD) and as terracotta sculptures from the Kofun period (250–538AD) (Fujita 
and Koga, ed. 1999, 15), but these representations do not translate directly into architectural 
designs. Scientific analysis of remains may be used to determine what materials were used 
(Obayashi Co., ed. 1998) and experiments with reconstructions have provided information 
on the processes of manufacture, usage, and deposition (Harada 1984; Takada 1998; 
Yamada 2017). Yet despite this broad research on ancient dwellings, the lack of remains 
means that building reconstructions is inevitably an imaginative activity, one that reflects 
the times and people who built them in the present (Stanley-Price 2009, 37; Aoyagi 2010, 
2080).

For site developers, the option to rebuild often depends upon the location, extent of the 
excavation area, and whether it is a designated historic site (shitei-shiseki). Reconstructed 
buildings are thought to aid in site preservation and management, as they create new 
historical landscapes that draw the interest of residents and outsiders (Maekawa 2017). One 
problem with site development in Japan is that there are few prehistoric remains that can 
be seen above ground, with exceptions such as Jomon Period stone circles or Kofun Period 
burial mounds. When archaeological sites are preserved, new soil is usually deposited 
above remains, which unless developed will become an empty field that may quickly 
overgrow. To avoid such a fate, management authorities often consider architectural 
reconstructions as part of the comprehensive plan for site preservation and management.

Development decisions are often made though a lengthy process of negotiation that is 
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Figure 3. Bark and sod roof pit dwellings at Umenoki Site (Jomon Period), Yamanashi Prefecture 
(19 November 2020)

Figure 4. Concrete pit house based on remains from Isarago Shell Midden (Jomon Period) and 
located at Mitadai Park, Tokyo (29 April 2017)
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likely to include politicians and local chambers of commerce alongside archaeologists and 
boards of education (Fawcett 1996). With multiple stakeholders involved, the historical 
accuracy of these buildings is only one of what might be several competing considerations. 
For instance, according to Inoue (2007), two designs for a large pillar building at 
Ikegami-Sone Site in Osaka Prefecture were debated among the designers, academics, 
administrators, and politicians involved. One design drew from Shinto shrine architecture 
and the other was inspired by Southeast Asian longhouses. The eventual selection of the 
longhouse was justified in that it was thought to more-accurately reflect the excavated 
remains and, as an additional bonus, its idiosyncratic shape was hoped to garner attention 
from potential tourists.

This study recognizes that reconstructed buildings are essential features of development, 
preservation, and utilization activities at Japanese archaeological sites. Documenting 
where these building are located, how many there are, who designed them, how they are 
maintained, and if they have been removed are important aspects of the post-war history 
of archaeological site development in Japan. As building reconstructions will continue to 
be a fundamental part of site preservation, this comprehensive list of prehistoric dwellings 
provides a starting point for comparative research that can underlie better approaches to 
reconstruction.

3. Background Research: Nabunken Survey of Reconstructed 
Ancient Dwellings

The widespread presence of reconstructions in Japanese archaeology is downplayed by 
the lack of comprehensive research on them. Documentation is vast, but it is located 
over a variety of sources of differing quality. One may find information in polished site 
development reports, academic articles on specific projects (Sekino 1951; Otabi, Imajo, and 
Asakawa 2010; Aoyagi 2010), newspaper reports on new buildings (Taniguchi 2018), blogs 
of site volunteers and avid travelers, online images, and in the storage files of museums and 
boards of education.

The only previous national database of reconstructions was made by Nabunken in March 
1978 in a report titled “survey of reconstructed ancient dwellings.” It was prepared by 
unnamed authors of the Conservation Technique Section at the Center of Archaeological 
Operations, and the report was one of its first accomplishments after being established 
in October 1977. The publication contains a one-page overview of the topic, one-page 
discussion of results, a six-page list of sites with reconstructions, and architectural drawings 
from several sites.

The Nabunken article begins by laying out two principles of site development: first to 
ensure the preservation of the site and second to explain the site to the public (ippan no 
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hito) in a form that is easy to understand. This, they explain, underlies the dilemma of 
reconstructions. Building above-ground structures involves conjecture and thus produces 
inaccuracies, yet to display architectural features simply as they reappear during excavation 
does little to help the average visitor understand what they reflect (Nabunken 1978, 2).

The authors continue to outline two complications. First is the issue of accuracy, where 
the uncertainty in the design of reconstructed buildings is primarily due to the lack of 
remains. Of equal concern is that there was (at the time of writing in 1978) no established 
academic tradition (as with research on ancient temples) that could be drawn from and 
expanded upon. The second problem, they explain, is that reconstructions tend to fix the 
image of the site into a form that represents only one of many diverse transformations that 
have taken place over time (1978, 2). Due of these problems, the authors do not recommend 
reconstructions as a method of site preservation. Rather, they are more useful as a type of 
experimental archaeology, which may contribute to a better academic understanding of the 
lives and activities of people in the past and, at the same time, provide clues as to what is 
meant by the act of preservation in the present (1978, 2).

In the “investigation results” section, the authors explain that information was solicited 
from prefectural boards of education, although there is no discussion on how the survey 
was conducted. The list of sites and buildings is divided into nine categories: (1) site name; 
(2) address; (3) building type; (4) archaeological period; (5) number of buildings; (6) 
year completed; (7) designer; (8) management authority; and (9) reference materials and 
remarks. The Nabunken list includes 159 buildings at 96 sites in 34 different prefectures.

In conclusion, the authors raise a concern about the availability of information:

The most noteworthy point is that there are almost no reports on reconstructions, and 
even when they are made it is rare for one to include design specifications or details 
regarding expenses. Incidentally, when expenses were outlined, the costs averaged 
around one million yen and, moreover, these reports have pointed to the difficulty in 
obtaining thatch or the craftsmen to make roofs. This appears to be a bottleneck when 
it comes time for maintenance. (1978, 3)

Nabunken’s concern about the lack of records is a problem that continues today. There 
are some expectations for recording site developments, as national historic sites (kuni-shitei 
shiseki) are expected to publish “environmental improvement project reports” (kankyō 
seibi-jigyō hōkokusho) following completion. The earliest of these appears in the 1980s 
(Kuguno Town Board of Education 1983), but they only started to become commonplace 
from the late 1990s. Among these publications there is no continuity of information and 
some contain no information on reconstructed buildings at all. Furthermore, there are only 
a few cases where follow-up information has been provided to help understand the issues 



163

SURVEY OF PREHISTORIC AND ANCIENT PERIOD ARCHITECTURAL RECONSTRUCTIONS IN JAPAN

© Japanese Archaeological Association

surrounding maintenance and upkeep (Ichinohe Town Board of Education 2007, 2017).
To share information and strategies on site management, the Japanese Association for 

Preservation of Cultural Properties (bunkazai-hozon zenkoku kyōgikai) and the National 
Archaeological Site Improvement Council (zenkoku iseki kankyō seibi kaigi) have hosted 
conferences and published reports from the 1970s (Japanese Association for Preservation 
of Cultural Properties 2006). Established in 2003, the Japanese Society for Cultural 
Heritage (Nihon iseki-gakkai) has been working to turn archaeological site management 
into an academic research field and reconstructed buildings are introduced at conferences 
and in publications. Even with these organizations in place, the vast data on reconstructed 
prehistoric dwellings remains inconsistently and sporadically recorded.

As with the Nabunken survey, this present study agrees that proper recording 
of reconstruction practices is vital for sharing knowledge on the challenges of site 
management and preservation. It is a basic step in building an academic tradition that 
can advance our knowledge of this past and help alleviate concerns over the accuracy 
of reconstructed buildings. It is, moreover, necessary for developing a clear view of the 
benefits and limitations of reconstructions in advancing the broader aims of archaeological 
education and site preservation.

4. Database of Reconstructed Prehistoric Dwellings: Overview 
and Methodology

The data presented in this article were collected for the author’s research project titled, 
“database of reconstructed archaeological sites in Japan.” The aim has been to produce a 
comprehensive list of sites with reconstructed buildings and details on their locations, the 
people who designed them, and what materials were used. The hope is this database may 
be used to understanding trends in archaeological site development and changes in the 
perception of prehistoric architecture in twentieth century Japan. The information collected 
to date has been made available online (https://tateana.org). This section explains what 
information was sought after, the different resources utilized, how data were classified, and 
the selection criteria for the information presented in the Appendix.

4.1 Collection criteria
Deciding what kinds of buildings to include is not entirely straightforward. In principle, 
the buildings in this list are structures based upon archaeological evidence from on-site 
features, features from nearby sites, and “model reconstructions” that are based on existing 
reconstructions from other sites. The list includes buildings made with the structural frame 
(honegumi) but no roofing materials. It also includes buildings made out of inauthentic 
materials such as reinforced concrete or metal. Reconstructions that no longer exist due to 
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decay, fire, or lack of maintenance have been recorded, as they provide clues as to why and 
how reconstructions fall into disuse.

The types of buildings not included are palaces, temples, castles, and other structures 
where there are existing structures or documents to reference in designs. Information was 
not collected for reconstructed archaeological features (pits and postholes as they appear 
during excavation), reconstructions that are limited to posts or rows of pillars (wood 
circles are included), buildings built as indoor museum displays (Figure 5), or digital 
reconstructions that use virtual or augmented reality technology (e.g., Kameta 2018).

There are many sites recorded for the database project, but which are excluded from 
the list in this publication. These include buildings that draw design inspiration from 
prehistoric dwellings but are built for vastly different purposes: such as camping lodges (Ono 
Town Furusaro Activities Village, Oita) or public toilets designed as pit houses (Kizukuri 
Station, Aomori). In general, it excludes reconstructions identified as temporary displays 
(festivals or educational activities) and those built by individuals for personal use. Further 
exclusions are structures that have been identified by the author, but whose existence was 
reported as unknown by management authorities (Ise Site, Shiga). Finally, there are several 
sites that likely had reconstructed buildings in the past, but no reliable resources have yet 
been found to confirm them (Jiyu Gakuen Site, Tokyo).

Figure 5. Example of indoor reconstructions (Jomon Period), located at Niigata Prefectural 
History Museum (9 June 2017). These and other indoor displays are not included in this publication.
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4.2 Locating sites and information on buildings
The primary challenge was identifying sites with reconstructed buildings. In contrast to the 
Nabunken survey where information was solicited from prefectural archaeologists, the data 
collection for this project initially relied on internet-based resources. Research began in 
July 2016 using image search engines to visually confirm the presence of reconstructions 
at national and prefectural historical sites. Further keyword searches of terms such as 
reconstruction (fukugen), pit dwelling (tateana jūkyo), or raised floor (takayuka-shiki) were 
made alongside the names of prefectures and archaeological periods. Just over two hundred 
sites were discovered in this way over one month of periodic searching.

Several additional resources assisted in identifying sites. The first was the above-
mentioned survey by Nabunken, which provided information on many sites that remained 
undiscovered after the initial search. A second source was “travel guide” websites, which 
revealed many new locations, notably several campgrounds and amusement parks. Third, 
several site-development reports and museum publications introduced new sites with 
reconstructions (Oku Town Board of Education 1988, 69; Mizukokaizuka Museum 2017). 
A final resource was a self-published book by Yamamoto Toshihiro (2018) that includes a 
list of 252 locations with pit dwellings. This book was first viewed while this manuscript 
was being prepared for publication and it provided approximately 30 new entries.

Finding information on the site location and the managing authority was straightforward. 
What proved more challenging was compiling data on the buildings such as the date of 
construction, the name of designer, and materials used in construction. The difficulty stems 
from this information being distributed over a variety of sources and formats. In practice, 
no single resource for any site provided information for every category sought out. The 
author searched through various print and digital resources and additional data were 
collected during visits to sites and in discussions with museum staff and volunteers.

Site management authorities were contacted to complete the data collection for this 
publication. Requests for information attempted to confirm: (1) the date of construction, 
(2) the designer (sekkei-sha or kanshū-sha), (3) whether the building was based upon and 
located directly above an archaeological feature, and (4) a list of publications. Authorities 
for 213 different sites were contacted with 180 responding to written and telephone 
requests. Among the responses, there were many cases where no records remained, and the 
information was unknown to the current staff. More than once, the lack of information was 
attributed to documents lost during the process of municipal restructuring in the 2000s.

4.3 Categories included in list
The results presented in the Appendix are divided into the following categories: (1) site 
name and municipality; (2) designation; (3) year built; (4) total number of buildings; (5) 
archaeological period; (6) number of each building type; (7) building type; (8) designer; 
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(9) location; and (10) notes. The differences between the Nabunken list are the addition 
of the site designation and the omission of address, managing authority, and references. 
In most cases, the managing authority is the municipal board of education or associated 
museum and information on them can be easily accessed online. A list of references was 
not compiled for this publication.

This list provides the name of the municipality and the GPS location for sites rather 
than a postal address. Addresses often do not help in locating a site as they may demark 
an area too wide to be useful or contain address numbers that are unrecognized by online 
maps. The locations recorded in this publication are GPS coordinates displayed in decimal 
degrees and denote the location of one of the reconstructed buildings at a site or museum 
ground. Coordinates were obtained using Google Earth and Google Maps satellite images 
and follow the World Geodeitc System (WGS 84).

Year built refers to when a reconstruction was first erected. For cases where buildings are 
no longer standing or the numbers of buildings has decreased, this information is recorded 
in the notes section. In cases where the duration of construction covers a span over one 
year, a range was recorded. Archaeological period denotes the age that a reconstructed 
building represents, not that of the site as a whole. When identified, the specified phase 
(incipient, initial, early, middle, late, final) of the archaeological period was recorded.

The category “designer” denotes the name of the individuals or architectural firms most 
directly involved in the decisions about the shape of the structure and materials used. Many 
management authorities did not identify a specific individual, but rather attributed credit 

Figure 6. Wood circle and raised floor building at Sakuramachi Site (Jomon Period), Toyama (16 
May 2012)
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to the board of education, residents or volunteer groups, or the firm that produced the 
blueprints for construction.

Building types are divided into five main categories: pit (tateana-shiki), flat-land (heichi-
shiki), stone-paved (shiki-ishi jūkyo), raised floor (takayuka-shiki), and pillar (hottatebashira 
tatemono). The list also includes a few examples of wood circles (kanjō mokuchū-retsu) 
(Figure 6) and one iron furnace (seitetsuro). The five main categories are shared with the 
1978 Nabunken list with the addition of “pillar” buildings which only began to be built at 
sites since the 1990s. These terms reflect the basic structure of the building and the location 
of the floor (below ground, ground level, or above ground). Stone-paved buildings are 
unique to the Jomon Period and have ground-level or subterranean floors that are paved 
with flat stones (Figure 7). Pillar buildings are formed with pillars and roofs but have no 
above-ground floor. In principle, the building types recorded in the database reflect those 
used by managing authorities.

5. Results and Comparisons

The Appendix identifies 984 reconstructed buildings at 340 different sites. Among these, 820 
buildings are currently standing at 263 sites. They are located in every prefecture except 
for Kochi. The prefectures with the most sites are Nagano (32), Tokyo (17), Hokkaido 
(15), Saitama (15), Niigata (14), and Fukushima (13). The prefectures with the fewest 

Figure 7. Stone-paved dwellings at Kinsei Site (Jomon Period), Yamanashi (2 December 2017)
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are Nagasaki (1), Okinawa (1), Tokushima (2), Ehime (2), and Miyazaki (2). The sites 
are distributed between 283 different municipalities (16.2% of the 1741 municipalities in 
Japan), with 36 municipalities having 2 sites and 11 with 3 sites. Nationally, approximately 
70% of all these sites are located in eastern Japan (Chubu, Kanto, Tohoku, and Hokkaido) 
(Table 1).

Divided by prefecture, the largest number of reconstructions are found in Saga (106), 
followed by Nagano (76), Hyogo (45), Hokkaido (39), Niigata (39), and Fukuoka (38). 
The sites with the most buildings are Yoshinogari (98), Sannai Maruyama (19), Mukibanda 
(19), Haranotsuji (17), Goshono (16), Hiraide (16), and Hitachi Fudoki no Oka (16). When 
looking at the average number of buildings per site, the national average is 2.9 (Table 
2). Looking at prefectures with at least 5 sites, the highest average is found in Saga, with 
an average of 21.2 over 5 sites (reflecting the 98 buildings at Yoshinogari), followed by 
Fukuoka (4.75), Kagoshima (4.4), Hyogo (4.0), and Gifu (3.75). In contrast, Tokyo has the 
second most sites but only 23 buildings (1.35 per site), placing it among the lowest average 

Table 1. Distribution of reconstructed sites and buildings by geographical region

Geographical Region Sites Buildings

Hokkaido and Tohoku｜北海道・東北 62 186
Kanto｜関東 76 159
Chubu｜中部 95 234
Kansai｜関西 40 98
Chugoku and Shikoku｜中国・四国 35 82
Kyushu and Okinawa｜九州・沖縄 32 225

Total｜総計 340 984

Table 2. Number of sites and buildings based on designation status

Designation Sites Buildings Average

None｜なし 138 283 2.1
Municipal｜市町村 60 90 1.5
Prefectural｜県 36 72 2.0
National｜国 98 370 3.8
Special National｜特別 8 169 21.1

Total｜総計 340 984 2.9
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in the nation.
The 984 buildings are divided into the following archaeological periods: paleolithic 

(4), Jomon (395), Yayoi (380), Kofun (111), Asuka (5), Nara (32), Heian (33), Epi-Jomon 
(3), Satsumon culture (17), Okhotsk culture (3), and unknown (1) (Figure 8). Nearly 80% 
are from Jomon and Yayoi periods and most fall into the Middle Jomon and Late Yayoi 
phases. Even though the actual number of Jomon and Yayoi buildings is similar, there are 
substantially more Jomon (175) than Yayoi sites (113). This apparent bias in the average 
numbers of buildings at Jomon sites (2.25) versus Yayoi sites (3.36) is greatly reduced 
when removing Yoshinogari from consideration (lowering to 2.49 for the Yayoi Period). 
The substantially lower number of reconstructions at Kofun Period and the Ancient Period 
(Asuka to Nara) sites may reflect a shift in the types of structures built at outdoor parks: 
including burial mounds, temples, castles, and other types of buildings that are not included 
in this dataset.

Examining the relationship between the site designation and numbers of reconstructions 
(Table 2), there is a substantially higher average number of buildings at national and special 
national historical sites. Regardless of designation, the overall average is 2.9 buildings 
per site (or 2.6 if removing the 98 buildings at Yoshinogari site from the average). The 98 
national historical sites have a total of 370 buildings (average 3.8). The 8 special national 
historical sites contain 169 buildings (average 21). Even removing Yoshinogari from these 
figures, the average is still 10 per site. Notably, the 4 Jomon and 3 Yayoi sites in this list 
represent all the special national historical sites from these periods, suggesting that there 
is a strong correlation between a site’s perceived importance and the presence of multiple 
reconstructed buildings. This correlation does not extend into the Kofun Period special 
historical sites, however, as only 1 of 9 of them have reconstructed buildings.

Figure 8. Division of reconstructed buildings based on identified archaeological period
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5.1 Comparison with Nabunken List
Where Nabunken identified Togariishi-Yosukeone as the first site to construct a 
reconstructed building in 1949, this list contains two earlier sites. First is Indate Stone 
Age Dwelling Site in Nagano built in 1932 and designed by archaeologist Yawata Ichiro 
and anthropologist Torii Ryuzo. The second is Musashino Folklore Museum in Kogane, 
Tokyo (currently Inokashira Park Zoo) built in 1948. The 2 pit dwellings and 2 raised 
floor buildings were designed by archaeologist Goto Shuichi and represent Jomon, Yayoi, 
Kofun, and Nara period structures.

Today, 58 of the 95 sites (60%) listed by Nabunken in 1978 still have buildings standing. 
33 of the 37 sites (90%) that no longer have reconstructions only had 1 building, suggesting 
that small-scale projects have been less sustainable. Considering that the buildings in the 
Nabunken list were built over forty years ago, it is certain that all have been repaired and 
rebuilt more than once. Several of the earliest sites have since been redeveloped with more 
buildings (Hiraide, Kasori, Togariishi-Yosukeone, and Toro sites). The increase may be 
attributed to the perceived importance of these sites and the availability of national funding 
for development.

Two trends identified in the Nabunken report have changed over the past forty years. 
First, the report noted that 88% of the buildings were pit dwellings, with only 11 flat-land 
and 8 raised-floor buildings. Looking at the distribution of building types today (Table 3), 
one can see a decrease in prevalence of pit dwellings (71%) and an increase in raised floor 
and pillar buildings (combined to 21.5%). Second, the report also noted that reconstructions 
were overwhelmingly from the Jomon period (Nabunken 1978, 2). Figure 8 shows that 
there is now little difference in the numbers of Jomon and Yayoi periods buildings.

Overall, these changes reflect shifts in site development strategies in the 1990s and 

Table 3. Number and proportion of reconstructed building types

Building Type Number Percent

Pit｜竪穴式 711 72.3%
Raised Floor｜高床式 156 15.9%
Pillar｜掘立柱 55 5.6%
Flat-land｜平地式 50 5.1%
Stone Paved｜敷石住居 8 0.8%
Wood Circle｜環状木柱列 3 0.3%
Iron Furnace｜製鉄炉 1 0.1%

Total｜総計 984 100%
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early 2000s, which emphasized large-scale settlement projects and increasing the diversity 
of types of buildings. This tendency appears when looking at the number of sites with 
multiple reconstructions. Where Nabunken listed only 6 sites with 5 or more buildings (6%) 
in 1978, today this has risen to 46 sites (13.5%) with most dating to the 1990s and early 
2000s.

Another notable difference from the Nabunken survey is the type of people attributed 
as designer (Table 4). Up to 1978, most reconstructions were designed by one or two 
individuals. Most were professional archaeologists or architectural historians, some of 
whom have contributed designs to multiple sites. Three changes are apparent. First, a large 
number of buildings designed since 1978 have been attributed to boards of education, 
museum staff, or volunteer groups rather than specific individuals. Second, there is 
an increase in contracts to construction firms and architectural offices, some of which 
specialize in historical redevelopment. Third, there has been a great reliance upon the 
architecture specialists at the Nara National Research Institute for Cultural Properties. 
In particular, Miyamoto Nagajiro (23 sites) and Asakawa Shigeo (10 sites) have been 
associated with many large-scale projects from the early 1990s. As a whole, these changes 
show that the design process today often involves input and negotiation between a diverse 
group of stakeholders (Ertl 2017a).

6. Discussion

This project was initiated in response to the absence of historical overviews on architectural 
reconstructions in Japan. The research that exists are extensive reports on prehistoric 
architecture (Asakawa, ed. 1999) and detailed reviews of reconstruction principles and 

Table 4. List of the most prolific designers of reconstructed buildings

Designer Sites Buildings

Miyamoto Nagajiro ｜宮本 長二郎 23 224
Fujishima Gaijiro｜藤島 亥治郎 11 17
Asakawa Shigeo｜浅川 滋男 10 67
Japan Cultural Heritage Consultancy｜文化財保存計画協会 9 33
Institute For Development Of Environment And Culture｜空間文化
開発機構

6 28

Rekishi Kankyo Sekkei Kenkyusho｜歴史環境計画研究所 5 37
Goto Shuichi｜後藤 守一 5 12
Higuchi Kiyoyuki ｜樋口 清之 5 5
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techniques from various sites (Umeno, ed. 2019). There are also several studies that 
directly compare development and management approaches between two or more sites 
(Okamura and Condon 1999; Tatara 2015; Wang 2018) or compare different architects’ 
visions for building designs (Inoue 2007; Ertl 2013).

The results of this database project show that reconstructions are pervasive throughout 
Japan and reach across all archaeological periods. It may be argued that they have become 
integral to the social imagination of Japan’s ancient past. Yet, this research shows that an 
impartial history of these reconstructions remains elusive due to the wide variations in 
quality of records available. The skewed distribution of information on reconstructions, 
it is suggested here, results in a biased understanding of the past: one in which sites that 
receive national attention or become tourist destinations are understood as more important 
for understanding Japanese history than those without them.

6.1 Evaluation of data collection
The value of this survey of prehistoric reconstructions is dependent upon its completeness. 
To evaluate this, it is useful to compare the data collection methods and results between 
this project and the 1978 Nabunken survey. The key difference is the use of surveys of 
prefectural heritage specialists by Nabunken and the initial reliance on the internet for this 
project.

This project identified twelve sites with reconstructions built before 1978 that were 
not reported in the Nabunken list. While there are several possible reasons why these 
sites were not reported to Nabunken, the most likely reason is that the prefecture-based 
cultural properties specialists surveyed were not aware of all of them. This observation 
is supported by the author’s conversations with cultural properties specialists during 
data collection. For example, the author was able to interview a specialist at the Niigata 
Prefectural History Museum to confirm the results of his database and ask for assistance 
in acquiring information. Despite his great knowledge of reconstructions in Niigata, the 
author later discovered Wakayama site in Sekikawa Village, Niigata (built 1968) through a 
random online image search. When questioned about this site at a later date, the specialist 
confirmed that he had never heard of it before.

Despite its strengths in locating reconstructed buildings, the reliance upon internet 
resources revealed serious limitations. In fact, the Nabunken survey contained many sites 
for which little or no additional information could be located online. The lack of online 
presence for these sites suggests that information accessible via the internet is strongly 
biased toward newer sites with buildings that are still standing. The unfortunate result 
is that many sites are likely to have fallen through the cracks. This suspicion became 
alarmingly apparent after coming across the above-mentioned book by Yamamoto 
Toshihiro (2018), which introduced some 30 sites that were new to the database and, 
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moreover, had little or no available information online.
Additionally, there were a couple of reconstructed buildings that the author has 

personally visited but could not be found online. One was at Amenomiya Kofun in 
Nakanoto Town, Ishikawa, which was built in 1993 and taken down sometime after the 
Noto earthquake of 2007. Lastly, there were several sites that were initially identified 
through internet searches, but the initial site, blog, or newspaper article used to find them 
was later taken down or had an expired link.

6.2 Data durability and accessibility
These experiences highlight the impermanence of online resources and leads into 
the problems of long-term management and of information on archaeological site 
developments. These issues are common in the field of digital humanities and can be 
seen the efforts to create repositories of museum collections and other non-bibliographic 
resources (National Museum of Japanese History, ed. 2018; Takata et al. 2017). The 
struggles with accessing data for this project extends to the wider problems of data 
standardization and preservation of digital information (Agency for Cultural Affairs 2017) 
that makes survey research on Japanese archaeology challenging.

One commonly recognized culprit for the lack of recording standards is the decentralized 
(municipal-based) cultural properties system in Japan. For instance, Akatsuka Jiro, who 
worked for the Aichi Prefecture Archaeology Center for three decades, has outlined his 
failed attempts to push forward any standards for the digital recording of even the most 
“core” archaeological data (2017, 211–213). Even when standards are generally accepted, 
such as the use of GIS to record locations of sites and features, there are continued 
problems in its application (due to unequal access to equipment and staff) and in the 
distribution of information (as there is no centralized online system).

The most successful project to make archaeological information available in an open 
online format is the Comprehensive Database of Archaeological Site Reports in Japan 
(zenkoku iseki hōkoku sōran) (http://sitereports.nabunken.go.jp/en). This project, now 
centered at the Nara National Research Institute for Cultural Properties, has made 23,435 
reports available in pdf format that were downloaded 1.41 million times in 2018 (Takata, 
Kaneda, and Veltcheva 2019). It responded to the widespread desire to acquire, compare, 
and digitally search through archaeological reports. Printed copies of site reports are 
typically set at 300 and only a handful of these are registered in library stacks. The 
Nabunken database has been very successful in making these texts available, but they 
continue to struggle obtaining high-quality of pdfs and the permission to make publications 
openly accessible.

For architectural reconstructions, the issues surrounding data preservation and 
standardization are compounded because of the way such buildings are categorized. They 
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are not “buried cultural properties” (maizō bunkazai) recovered through excavation, 
which means they are not subject to the same expectations of recording and preservation 
that applies to archaeological remains. Reconstructions are generally not mentioned in 
excavation reports, although there are several examples of their documentation in the 1950s 
(Rikkyo University College of Arts 1957; Waseda University Archaeology Laboratory 
1955). Information is most often found in one section of site development reports (kankyō-
seibi jigyō hōkokusho) and is set alongside descriptions of the construction of on-site 
museums, displays, walking paths, and outdoor toilets. There are even fewer records when 
it comes time to rebuild reconstructions (Ichinohe Town Board of Education 2007; 2017) 
and almost no records of their destruction or removal (Townnews-sha 2016).

Considered as part of museum displays, the responsibility for authorities to record 
and transmit information about reconstructed buildings is unset. For buildings intended 
as temporary displays, one may argue there is no pressing need to document them. 
Alternately, buildings that are intended to restore historical landscapes at designated 
historic sites, arguably, should contain clear records of the archaeological evidence used 
and interpretative decisions made during the design process (Hayashi and Okamura, ed. 
2000; Umeno, ed. 2019). As it is today, there is a sharp imbalance in publications on 
reconstructions. The impacts of which are not inconsequential for the public understanding 
of Japanese archaeology.

6.3 Data disparity and bias in the understanding of prehistoric architecture
In reflecting upon the disparity of information between sites, there is an apparent 
correlation between the amount of information available on reconstructed sites and the 
overall quality and longevity of site developments. Alternately, the sites that proved the 
most difficult to obtain information about were those with buildings that were in a state 
of neglect or no longer remained (Figure 9). Simply put, the sites that have prospered 
and grown over time are also those where new information on the sites are produced in a 
variety of formats. The sites that become part of the collective social memory are those 
which have received the most media coverage, became recognized as tourist destinations, 
or have been featured in educational or academic publications.

This disparity of information has arguably skewed the public image of prehistoric 
reconstructions toward the earliest examples, the most monumental buildings, and to the 
unique or controversial cases. The reconstructed buildings at Togariishi-Yosukeone (built 
1949), Toro (1951), and Hiraide (1951) have become idiomatic of Jomon, Yayoi, and Kofun 
period architecture respectively. While not reflected directly in the data in the Appendix, 
municipal authorities at several sites mentioned that designs were directly inspired by the 
early pit dwelling designs by Horiguchi Sutemi (Togariishi-Yosukeone), Sekino Masaru 
(Toro Site), Fujishima Gaijiro (Hiraide Site), and other early specialists. This tendency to 
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replicate such examples arguably makes it that much more difficult for newer designs to be 
accepted as probable alternatives, even when they are based upon newly discovered data 
(Takada 1998, 2017; Ertl 2017a).

Today, the two most recognizable sites in Japan are the Jomon period Sannai-Maruyama 
Site (1994) and the Yayoi period Yoshinogari Site (2001). The initial interest in these sites 
was due to the vast scale of excavation and wealth of discoveries, but today they are touted 
more for the numbers and scale of their reconstructed buildings then they are for anything 
else. Both are among the most visited year-round tourist destinations in their respected 
prefectures and promotional materials inevitably showcase the architecture over any other 
remains. The effect is to link their perceived importance as designated special national 
historic sites with the quality and quantity of their reconstructed buildings (Figure 10).

This effect was described to me by a volunteer guide at Itokoku History Museum in 
Itoshima, Fukuoka Prefecture (personal communication, 21 July 2019). He said that most 
visitors come after visiting Yoshinogari Site, and they commonly ask how the remains 
featured at Itokoku Museum relate to Yoshinogari. In their questions, the implicit view is 
that Yoshinogari is central in the region during this period of Japanese history. This image 
persists despite the museum exhibitions that show Itokoku was one the kingdoms described 

Figure 9. Largely decayed pit dwelling based on Minaminakano Site (Jomon Period), located at 
Nihon University College of Law, Omiya Campus in Saitama Prefecture (20 August 2019). Similarly 
decayed or recently removed reconstructions are common and most of these have few if any records 
of their construction or removal.
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Figure 10. Reconstructed landscape at Yoshinogari Site (Yayoi Period), Saga Prefecture (3 
January 2013)

Figure 11. A view of the surrounding farmland from the Itokoku History Museum in Itoshima, 
Fukuoka (17 November 2019). The lack of reconstructions and other site developments work to 
minimize the importance of the site, especially in comparison to Yoshinogari.
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in the Wei Zhi and also contain Japan’s largest bronze mirrors that are designated national 
treasures. The challenge in guiding visitors, he explained, is to emphasize that Itokoku was 
not peripheral to Yoshinogari but that their histories are complementary to one another. 
During our conversation, he stressed that Yoshinogari is certainly unique, but its uniqueness 
is due to the extraordinary circumstances in the present-day that made it possible to 
excavate and rebuild it in such a monumental fashion. By contrast, the affluent agricultural 
community surrounding Itokoku Museum has restricted archaeological excavation and site 
development, as the city cannot afford to purchase the farmland (Figure 11). The result is 
that much of the history of Itokoku continues to remain out of sight, and thus out of the 
consciousness of visitors.

7. Conclusion

One of the common critiques of reconstructions is that they may distort the image of the 
past (Nabunken 1978; Stanley-Price 2009). Factors such as the cleanliness of the site or the 
use of modern materials or construction techniques produce obviously inauthentic historical 
landscapes and buildings. More deceptively, however, their power to misrepresent is in the 
way they grant an unbalanced sense of importance to one site over other sites without them. 
The list of reconstructions in this article shows that they are built at many different kinds of 
locations and their presence is not necessarily tied to their relevance in documenting past 
lifeways. Nevertheless, their potential for distorting the past is great and compounded by 
the lack of openly accessible documentation, which makes it impossible for site visitors 
to understand the data and decision-making processes that went into their construction. 
Without providing a clear understanding of how and why reconstructions are made, one 
can certainly raise concerns that the public’s understanding of Japan’s architectural past is 
partial at best.

This article on prehistoric and ancient architectural reconstructions is an update to a 
survey conducted by Nabunken over 40 years ago. Over that time the number of sites 
has tripled, and the number of buildings has increased six-fold. This increase mirrors 
the growth of archaeological investigation and site development activities over this 
time (Agency for Cultural Affairs, Monuments and Sites Division 2017, 3). Despite the 
expansion of archaeological knowledge about ancient architecture, the concerns raised 
by Nabunken (1978, 2–3) about the need to build an academic tradition and to use 
reconstructions as “experiments” to learn more about these structures still persists. Also 
mirroring Nabunken, this survey of reconstructions understands that many sites that have 
been left out of this list, necessitating additional research. With that understanding, it is 
hoped that this article can provide insights into the problems and potentials surrounding 
architectural reconstructions in the context of site preservation and development activities 
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in Japan.
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