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Landscape Characteristics of Upland Settlements:

A Study on the Location of Upland Settlements in the Yayoi Period Using Viewshed Analysis

by

Tomoyuki Usami

It was in the Yayoi period that rice paddy field farming was introduced and widely adopted in the Japanese
archipelago, and the use of lowland areas suitable for rice cultivation became widespread. However, many
settlement sites in high-altitude mountainous and hilly areas have been so far confirmed despite these social
changes. Such settlements are called upland settlements and have often been understood as military, defensive
settlements that were the product of social and political tensions. Recent studies have, however, raised serious
doubts about the conventional understanding. In order to develop an understanding of the function of upland
settlements, this article attempts to interpret landscape characteristics of major typical upland settlements
located mainly in Western Japan by examining the views from those sites and site location patterns with the
use of Viewshed Analysis in GIS (Geographical Information Systems). As a result, it is revealed that the views
from these upland settlements varied, with some preferring a wide view and others a narrow one, and that
there were differences between time periods. Generally, however, such settlements were located in such as way
to ensure a clear view of the plains below and major targets such as roads and riverways. Also, it is confirmed
that in the late Yayoi period, while the number of typical upland settlements located at altitudes of 200 to 300
meters or higher declined significantly, settlements located at lower altitudes carefully selected their location in
order to maintain a commanding view over the surrounding area that could compare with that from higher
locations. The article finally indicates the significance of understanding the changes in locational preferences

rather than focusing on the decline of upland settlements in the late Yayoi period.

Keywords

Upland settlement, Yayoi period, viewshed analysis, settlement patterns, GIS

197






