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PERFORMING URBAN MEMORY
THE SUMIDA RIVER AS MNEMONIC SITE IN

KIMURA SHÔHACHI'S TÔKYÔ HANJÖKI (REPORT
ABOUT THE PROSPERITY OF TOKYO, 1958)

Evelyn Schulz, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München

Abstract

In contrast to the West, where cities are given a specific identity and memory by establishing

monuments, fixed landmarks and large scale city planning projects, in Japan cities are mainly held

together by social practices that are embodied in meisho (famous places), topographically or

historically important landmarks, and sakariba, thriving places of gathering, relaxation and

informality such as market streets, theatres, entertainment districts etc. The Sumida River and its

bridges in particular were the nodes of the water communication network of Edo and constituted

its main sakariba. The river's banks and bridges became favourite meisho ofthe city. However, in

the course of Japan's modernization, this cultural landscape changed enormously. With the Meiji
Restoration in 1868 Edo was renamed Tokyo and became Japan's capital. In the following
decades Tokyo was subjected to ambitious modernization and became a testing ground for new

forms of city planning. The Sumida River and its banks experienced profound changes in function

and appearance. In the space of a century, they were transformed from a pastoral landscape to a

highly industrialized area. A large number of industrial facilities were located along the river, and

the river itself became heavily polluted. Due to the importance of Tokyo's transformation in the

process of Japan's becoming a nation, and stimulated by the ongoing cycle of destruction and

rebuilding in the course of a single century, a large and diverse body of texts about Tokyo have

come into being. The depiction of the city mainly centres on the matrix of meisho and sakariba.

All these texts are involved in the struggle to record Tokyo's history. An important example of
such literature is Tôkyô hanjöki (Report about the Prosperity of Tokyo, 1958) by Kimura Shôhachi

(1893-1958). In this paper I intend to show how Kimura uses the role ofthe Sumida River as

mnemonic site to report on its state in 1958, while providing access to the different layers of
Tokyo's history.

1. Performing urban memory: Skylines, meisho, sakariba

The starting point of this paper is the general question of how images of cities

are shaped and how these images relate to memory. In other words, how can

urban memory be performed? In general, we are familiar with the idea that cities
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are given a specific identity and memory by establishing monuments, fixed
landmarks and large scale city planning projects. Famous examples in the "Western
world" are the skyline of New York and central Paris with its boulevards and

monuments; in East Asia, Hong Kong and the new Shanghai both have world-
famous skylines. Building a skyline implies a long-term attempt to construct the

image of a city, and with it a nation, as being successful, modern and, of course,
unique. Skylines are continuously changing stages for performing power, identity

and memory. They are an important tool for narrating a particular version of
history and therefore are part ofthe "imaginary totalization"1 produced by those

who seek to render the city readable and therefore ultimately controllable. In
contrast to the examples mentioned above, in Japan we hardly find any similar,
magnificent skylines. However, in recent years, attempts have been made to
construct a new skyline for Tokyo. The new image of Tokyo includes a new
approach to the city. On picture postcards Tokyo is depicted from the seashore,
focus being on the island of Odaiba and the Rainbow Bridge, both located in the

bay of Tokyo.
Urban memory, however, is not embodied only in skylines and

monumental buildings. Just as important as the so-called "hard city" is the "soft city,"
the city that is made up of images, illusions and memories.2 Cities can also be

thought of in terms of a relationship between people and spaces. Beyond

processes of physical appropriation, there is an interiorization of space in the

collective memory and imagination. The following remark by the Italian
architect Aldo Rossi throws light on this issue:

One can say that the city itself is the collective memory of its people, and like memory it is

associated with objects and places. The city is the locus of the collective memory. This

relationship between the locus and the citizenry then becomes the city's predominant image,
both of architecture and of landscape.3

Apart from symbolic urban spaces such as skylines, the everyday place has a

representational and imaginary structure.4 Japanese cities are mainly held together
by social practices that are given concrete form in places such as meisho,

topographically or historically important landmarks, and sakariba, thriving
places of gathering, relaxation and informality such as market streets, theatres,

1 For this term cf. Rossiter and Gibson 2003, p. 439.

2 The expressions of "soft city" and "hard city" were originally used by Raban, 1988, p. 10.

3 Cf. Rossi, 2000, pp. 172-3.
4 Cf. Fiévé, 2003, p. 153.
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entertainment districts etc. Meisho and sakariba together not only form the basic

matrix of urban everyday life but also are predominant mnemonic sites. This can
be seen from the fact that, for example, in numerous texts about Tokyo
depictions ofthe city center on the matrix oi meisho and sakariba. The Japanese

reading for meisho is nadokoro which literally means 'places with a name,'

although the word for "name" also implies "reputation," and so the word meisho
is translated as 'famous place,' 'celebrated location' or 'place of interest.'
Meisho include shrines and temples, waterfronts such as the spaces created at the

foot of a bridge, slopes, street corners, and open spaces. Though most urban
meisho were originally related to religious institutions, they were also known to
local people as amusement areas thus combining faith with fun. Each meisho had

its own special food (meibutsu, literally, 'famous things'), and sideshows and

brothels were common features. Because meisho refer to places as toponyms for
particular spaces and historical periods, in time they function as a structure for
history. Very often, a sakariba is centred on a meisho and vice versa.

Meisho thus constitute a system for the representation of landscapes and

cities that changes along with their transformation. With W. J. T. Mitchell, one
could say that meisho are "both a represented and presented space, both a

signifier and a signified, both a frame and what a frame contains, both a real

place and its simulacrum, both a package and the commodity inside the

package."5 This means that behind each representation of meisho lies a different
set of assumptions about Tokyo's functions as a city and as Japan's capital.
Representations of meisho depend on the intentions of the interest groups that

create them and the historical junctures at which they come into being. The

meisho not only contribute to the creation of particular memories but also to the

construction of a territorial identity.
This is obvious when analysing representations of meisho in present-day

Tokyo. For example, Meiji period representations of famous places in Tokyo
often support the interpretation that this period marks a break with the past. In
fact, due to the transformation of Tokyo into a modern capital, the matrix of
Edo's meisho, which mainly consisted of natural landmarks such as hills and

rivers where seasonal events and shrine festivals took place, was overlaid with a

system of 'new famous places' (shin meisho) such as European-style

monuments, government institutions, museums and parks.6 Roughly speaking,

5 Mitchell, 1994, p. 5.

6 For a study of the formation of shin meisho during the Meiji period cf. Higuchi and

Sugiyama, 1982, pp. 511-6.
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670 Evelyn Schulz

two different categories of meisho exist, the one representing the past, especially
Edo, the other representing 'the new' or 'the modern', i.e., those monuments and

symbolic spaces that came into being since the Mejii Restoration in 1868.

ï
v

i

'» A

A

„
¦««« ¦

Picture 1: Marunouchi, the so-called "Little London,'
famous places" of Meiji Tokyo.

was one of the most well-known "new

The existence of two kinds of meisho in Tokyo is linked to two different patterns
of city planning: According to Jinnai Hidenobu, the history of Tokyo since the

Meiji Restoration has been a history of its transformation from a city on water to

a city on land. Edo had previously been called a "city on water." Its
infrastructure and transport system were based on an extensive network of moats,
canals and rivers. Under the shögunate most of the produce required by the city
was brought in by water.
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Picture 2: The city on water in the late Meiji period.

With the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Edo was renamed Tokyo and became

Japan's capital. Tokyo became the national centre of manufacturing, finance and

consumption, of communication, and of cultural production and representation.

Beginning in the 1880s, the network of waterways was gradually replaced by

railways and later by highways. Many old waterways were filled in and

converted into wide roads to accommodate the growing numbers of motorized

vehicles. The amusement areas for which Edo was famous changed also

completely. Some of them were designated as 'public parks'. The low skyline of
Edo, created by uniform structures such as commoners' houses, warehouses and

shops and stalls, was replaced by monumental buildings towering over their

surroundings. Due to the growth of Tokyo the matrix of sakariba shifted several

times. Whereas Asakusa and Ginza were Tokyo's most famous sakariba ofthe
1920s and 1930s, Shinjuku and Shibuya, both in the west of Tokyo, have

become the sakariba ofthe 1980s and 1990s.

Apart from the Meiji Restoration a number of events pushed ahead the

transformation of Tokyo from a "city on water" to a "city on land." The most

important ones are:
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- the Great Kantô Earthquake of 1923,

- the destruction ofthe city during the war years of 1944 and 1945,

- the modernization projects in the run-up to the Olympic games of 1964,

- the building boom in the course ofthe "Bubble economy" in the 1980s.

Each of these events contributed to changes of the matrix of meisho and initiated
a new stage of the rewriting of Tokyo's history. A particular reminder of this
transformation is the Sumida River, the river that constituted the centre of the

"city on water." From earliest times onward until the present, the Sumida River
has been a prominent subject in literature and the visual arts.

2. The Sumida River as sakariba and meisho - performing the "city
on water"

The Sumida River flows from north to south through Tokyo into the Tokyo Bay.
It is an important topographical element in the Kantô plain. Even today, the river
connects with a network of canals providing access to the innermost parts of the

city. During the Edo period the Sumida River and its bridges developed into the

nodes of the water transport network and the river itself began to be used as an

area for relaxation and recreation. A variety of pleasure boats floated along the

river, linking the most famous amusement areas, Edobashi and Nihonbashi, with
Ryôgoku, Asakusa, and the pleasure quarter of Yoshiwara, while the riversides
became favourite locations for restaurants, teahouses, and all kinds of entertainment.

The bridges in particular were the nodes of the water transport network
and became favourite sakariba: amusement areas combining market places and

red-light districts, with temporary structures for theatrical performances and

seasonal events. Travelling on the Sumida River as well as crossing it marked a

transition from a space dominated by the restrictions of feudal society to one
located outside its sphere of control. A number of places along both sides ofthe
river became famous meisho of the city, evoking the most poetic memories in its

residents. The flourishing popular culture of Edo that centered around these

areas has been endlessly depicted in the arts and literature.
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Picture 3: A map of the meisho as depicted in Hiroshige's Owe Hundred Famous Views ofEdo,

produced 1856-58.
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In the course of Japan's modernization, however, this cultural landscape

changed tremendously. Within a hundred years, the Sumida River and its banks

were transformed from a pastoral landscape to a highly industrialized area. A
large number of industrial facilities were located along the river and the river
itself became heavily polluted. Since the late nineteenth century, the
transformation of the "city on water" to a city on land has given rise to a critical
attitude towards modernization on the one hand, and to a nostalgic rediscovery
of Edo-period elements remaining in the midst of Tokyo on the other. In

particular the Sumida River and its banks came to serve as a counter world to
modern Tokyo. The more this landscape was industrialized, the more it became

an evocative symbol of the past. Due to the importance of Tokyo's
transformation in the process of Japan's becoming a modern nation, and stimulated

by the ongoing cycle of destruction and rebuilding in the course of a single

century, a large and diverse body of texts about Tokyo have come into being. A
sense of loss of the essence of the "city on water" has been continuously
articulated by a variety of Japanese writers. Apart from rather literary, novel-like
texts, which mainly appeal to the aesthetic sensitivities of the elite, attempts at

capturing Tokyo that are much closer to ordinary views both in their production
and their reception can also be found. For instance, a large body of
topographical literature (chishi) and travelogues on Tokyo also exists. Such texts
document the topographical and cultural characteristics of a certain place in an

essayistic manner, while providing various kinds of information useful for
understanding the city, i.e., its transformation in terms of appearance, structure
and function, the rapidly changing realities of its everyday world, and the

emergence of new urban phenomena. In Japan their origins can be traced back to
the eighth century. Like fictional texts, topographical descriptions do not simply
depict reality. They are highly self-conscious constructs that reflect the

contradictory and constantly changing images of a particular place. In short,

despite the genre, texts about Tokyo are involved in the struggle of writing down
the city's history and rethinking Tokyo's and Japan's path to modernity.

3. The Sumida River in Kimura Shôhachi's Tôkyô hanjöki

An important modern example of such literature is Kimura Shôhachi's Tôkyô

hanjöki (Report on the prosperity of Tokyo), published in 1958. It belongs to the

genre ofthe so-called Tôkyô hanjöki (Reports on the prosperity of Tokyo). Their
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origins are rooted in the popular culture ofthe Edo period (1600-1868). They

were very popular from the Meiji Restoration until the 1930s, and some of them

enjoy a large readership to this day, but since they are generally not included in
the literary category of "novel" (shösetsu), they have so far received only scant

attention in Japanese literary criticism and Western studies of Japan. As their

name suggests, the Tôkyô hanjöki are centered on the word hanjô (prosperity),
an expression that is used to measure urban success. Hanjô relates to the urban

sphere of life in material, social, and cultural terms. It is associated with the

notion of people gathering consuming and enjoying commodities and
entertainment. Very often in these texts the word hanjô is used ironically, thus

referring to the negative consequences of Japan's policy of modernization. In
such cases, the depiction of Tokyo implies criticism of society, culture, and

politics. All these hanjöki are far from being mere "guidebooks" (annai),
publications that help the reader solve practical problems of orientation in the

city and explain its important landmarks. The very first hanjöki, the Edo hanjöki
(Report on the Prosperity of Edo, 1832-36), was written by Terakado Seiken

(1796-1868). The prototype ofthe modern hanjöki is Tôkyô shin hanjöki (New
Report on the Prosperity of Tokyo, 1874) by Hattori Bushô. The latest hanjöki
about Tokyo at the time of this writing, is the Shisetsu Tôkyô hanjöki (My
Interpretation of the Prosperity of Tokyo, 1984) by the writer Kobayashi

Nobuhiko(b. 1932).7

Most authors of hanjöki lived in Tokyo and witnessed its transformation
from a city on water to a city on land. This is also the case with Kimura
Shôhachi. He was born in 1893 in Ryôgoku, a central part of Edo's Shitamachi

(low city) located by the Sumida River. When he died in 1958 this area had been

completely rebuilt several times. Kimura's writings focus on the history of
Tokyo since the Meiji Restoration, and especially on the changes of lifestyle and

customs in the course of modernization. Some of his works contain illustrations
he painted himself. Kimura's best known text is Tôkyô hanjöki. Totalling 163

pages, it is a rather short hanjöki. It was first published in 77 instalments in the

newspaper Yomiuri shinbun in 1955, and thus enjoyed a wide circulation. Three

years later, the instalments were published as a book. Because it is a highly
personal account of a tour around Tokyo in the 1950's and appeared soon after
his death, it is regarded as his legacy.8

For a study ofthe hanjöki cf. Schulz, 2003 and 2004.

Kimura's hanjöki has been published several times. Two different versions ofthe text exist.

The first edition consists often chapters and an introduction by the author (cf. Kimura 1958
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