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and most of these names in Hokkaido derive from the Ainu language.
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Transmission of Place Names Derived from the Ainu Language

Place names originally pronounced according to the Ainu language's pronunciation came to
be written and documented using Japanese katakana, hiragana and kanji characters. (see page 8)

During the course of transmission, these names have often become detached from the
original pronunciation and meaning.

Among areas in Hokkaido, different kanji characters were chosen for the same Ainu word
used for describing a geographical feature as long as the characters were phonetically
applicable.
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In some cases, a place name that originally described a specific area had evolved to be used to
indicate either a different or a broader area.
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Current place names have mostly undergone various changes and developed into those that
are different from the original Ainu language designations. Due to changes in the geographic
features and landscape as well as people's lifestyles, it is difficult to specify the place that the
name formerly indicated and some place names have been lost as well. Today, it is increasingly
difficult to actually confirm the original meaning of a place name people used in past times.

Along with the changes in society and lifestyles over time, place names have changed as well
in some areas. Characteristic of changes in Hokkaido place names derived from the Ainu
language is the enormous effect upon them caused by the drastic increase in the number of
immigrants from the main island of Honshu beginning in the Meiji era.

On the other hand, amid the increased interest in Ainu culture and local history in recent
years, there has been a variety of activities where the public can learn about the origin of place
names related to the Ainu language and take field trips.
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Distribution of Place Names Derived from the Ainu Language

It is a well-known fact that place names related to the Ainu language exist in various parts
of Hokkaido, and place names similar to these also have been confirmed in Sakhalin and the
Kuriles. Place names whose Ainu origin has been confirmed through academic research
are distributed in the area of Honshu Island beyond the Tsugaru Strait. More of these place
names are found in areas of Japan extending from Hokkaido down to the northern part of
Miyagi Prefecture, near the border between Yamagata and Akita Prefectures, compared
with areas of Japan to the south of that northern Miyagi border region.
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“A Varlety of Place Names Derived from the A|nu Language

As has been stated place names of Amu or1g1n mdlcate various things 1nclud1ng geographlc
landscape or the way the place had related tQ the lives of Amu people.
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Many names primarily show the geographic features of a river, lake, cliff, cape or sea coast,
and they are combined with a word that describes details. These place names thus indicate
actual geography and specific characteristics as viewed by local people related to the respective
places.
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The place name, "Honbetsu" as in Honbetsu and Shikabe Towns, appears to be derived from
the two Ainu words pon (small) and pet (river) linked together.
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"Otamoi" in Otaru is deemed to have originated from the combination of the two Ainu words
ota (a sandy beach) and moy (a small bay).
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Many place names are related to the animals and plants in the area, in which case those
animals and plants were important sources of food and other basic needs of living. "Isobun'nai"
in Shibecha Town, is likely derived from the three Ainu words isopo (rabbit), un (being) and nay
(stream) combined with one another.
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Some place names are related to the various activities people had carried out in leading their
lives, representing transportation roads, hunting and gathering activities and religion and
rituals.

The place name "Rubeshibe" appears to be based on the combination of three Ainu words;
ru(road), pes (descend along with) and pe (unspecified object). In this context, the name
seems to indicate a road that people take to cross a mountain pass and which runs alongside a
small river.
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