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Evolution of the Kamo Riverside Summer Terraces in Kyoto

A study based on Guides to Famous Places (Meisho Annaiki), Travel Notes

(Kikoubun), and contemporary paintings

Michihisa SUZUKI
Abstract

The Kamo Riverside Summer Terraces comprise a long row of around 100 restaurants
on the west side of the Kamo River, in the middle of the City of Kyoto. They are very
popular during the summer months, when they are visited by many people. Their origin
dates back to the early Edo period (about 350 years ago). For our research, we have drawn
primarily upon documents from that period, from specialized fields, although unfortunately
the dates they refer to are not always precise.

How and why the Terraces were established along the river is not completely clear. In
order to examine the origins and transformations of the Summer Terraces over the years,
taking into account the social context, we have relied heavily upon Guides to Famous Places
(Meisho Annaiki), Travel Notes (Kikoubun), and contemporary paintings. Our findings indicate
that the terraces at Shijo were originally built for the nearby Gion Tea Houses, for holding
religious events, and that they gradually expanded, both up and down the river, and into the
spring and autumn months.

There are other indications of evolution, as well. For example, in the beginning there was
rivalry between the Terraces and the popular entertainments of Kabuki Theaters. Over time.
interest in the shows on the Terraces, in the tea house-style, increased. Another important
development was the role played by the construction of a new embankment during the
Kanbun Era (1661-1673), because it established a clear distinction between the inhabited
areas and the river itself.

Only a few documents deal directly with the origins of the Kamo Riverside Summer
Terraces. Fortunately, we have been able to increase our understanding by also examining a
variety of official documents (property deeds from the tea houses concerning the Terraces,
accounts of the removal of the structures during floods, and records relating to the removal
of dead bodies following quarrels).

Keywords: Kamo Riverside Summer Terraces, the Gion Festival, Kamo River, Shijo- kawara,
Famous Places Guides
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