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Kujirajima as Seen in Imagawa Ryoshun’s Travelogue, Michiyukiburi

—Whale Migration in the Seto Inland Sea—

by

Haruto Murakami

Travelogues are diaries written by the travellers themselves, which include accounts on the journey
and scenery, and classical Japanese poetry or ‘waka’, among other writings, and until now, have often been
considered literary works. This study analyses the Michiyukiburi, the travelogue—of the journey and the
scenery, and of poetry—of Imagawa Ryoshun of the Muromachi Shogunate during his travel on the land
route from Kyoto to Akamano Seki. Within it, he writes about stories that he heard from the fisherfolk of the
Onomichi area in eastern Hiroshima, ‘Whales arrive at Kujirajima every December, and return in the following
January. They do this because of a vow made to the god enshrined on the island’. Kujirajima means ‘Whale
island’ in Japanese. In addition to similar details, Bingo no Kuni Mihara Meguri, a travel guide from the mid-
Edo period, also describes a shrine on Kujirajima called the ‘Whale Shrine’. One can thus guess its connection
to the ‘god enshrined on Kujirajima’ referenced in the Michiyukiburi.

From an ecological perspective, Shindo (1968) and Omura (1974) suggest that grey whales migrate to the
Seto Inland Sea in winter for reproduction. The accounts from Michiyukiburi and Bingo no Kuni Mihara Meguri
both say that winter is when the whales come. From the proposed route and season of grey whale migration,
one can theorize that grey whales were migrating to Kujirajima.

The seabed maps of the Japan Coast Guard show that Kujirajima is surrounded by shallow waters less
than 20 m deep, and has gentle waves owing to the islands around it—a suitable environment for grey whale
reproduction. Grey whales are said to have disappeared because of the deterioration of the environment due to

the motorization of boats and development of the coastal areas since the Meiji Era.

Keywords: Imagawa Ryoshun, Michiyukiburi, Seto Inland Sea, Whale migration, Kujirajima
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