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The picture above describes an Ainu dwelling unit that was depicted in a work written between the end
of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century. A series of excavations of ruins has
contributed to the gradual understanding of the Ainu people's earlier dwelling systems. The building
style used for dwellings similar to the one shown in the picture presumably was adopted from 200 to
300 years before the period when the literature was written.
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The History of Ainu Dwellings
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Dwelling units exhibited today in museums are reconstructed models of those that were built until the
beginning of the 20th century. There seem to be no major differences in style and design when
comparing those units and the one in the picture contained in the aforementioned work.

The dwelling systems of the Ainu have changed dramatically as well as other aspects of Ainu life and
units like the one in the picture on the page 2 are no longer resided in today. The Ainu lives either in a
house or apartment built according to modern construction methods and design.
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However, traditional customs and teachings regarding good luck have been transmitted over the
generations and on some occasions were taken into consideration when the decisions had to be made
about such things as the facing direction of a house or room design. At times, rituals held prior to the
building of a house and celebrations for the construction of a new house are conducted in Ainu
traditional manner. Some choose the place for utensils and implements for ceremonial use in
accordance with traditional room arrangement. Many Ainu seem to follow tradition when they arrange
room space and decide seating order for traditional ceremonies, if not in everyday life.
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Reconstruction of old dwelling units has long been carried out for the purpose of tourism promotion
and for the introduction and study of Ainu culture. In recent years, in response to a growing
seriousness regarding aspirations for the restoration, preservation and transmission of Ainu traditional
culture, consideration has been given to housing design so that units specifically designed for meetings
and ceremonies often contain a hearth and other features for rituals.

This handbook focuses on the systems built during the period from the time of the literature that
contains the picture on the page 2 until some 100 years ago. This is part of an effort to introduce the
history of Ainu dwellings up to the present time.
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1. Outline of Dwelling Systems

The design of Ainu housing systems differs depending upon the region of residence and individual
household.

A unit with a single large rectangular room with a hearth around the center appears quite common. It
often has a small building outside the doorway which was used as an entrance and for storage. The
Ainu built units in a variety of sizes from the smallest at 33 square meters to a large 100 square meter
unit used for meetings, according to the sources in the record.
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Styles of Dwelling Systems
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Materials for the posts, roof, walls and floor included trunks, branches and bark of various sorts and
grass of some kinds. Large amounts of materials required to thatch the walls and roofs usually were
procured from resources available locally.
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The roofing styles are drawn above. The hip roof shown on the left was most commonly employed
while the gable roof on the right has been found in Sakhalin.

A semi-terrestrial unit was built as well for the winter climate in Sakhalin and the Kurils.
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A dwelling unit was normally occupied by the members of one household.

A new unit was built for a newly wedded couple or when their house became old. A small unit was
built for a single elderly parent in the proximity of his or her children.

The houses were built by the members of a family in collaboration with neighbors.

They are estimated to have endured for 20 to 30 years, or occasionally even longer depending upon the
building materials used and the level of activity of a family.
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"Cise"

In Ainu language, "Cise" means "House", and this has often been used even in the Japanese
vernacular specifically referring to a thatched house which used to be built. However, the
word "Cise" still exists in Ainu language to refer to the modern housing units. Despite the
changes in the selection of materials and construction methods, "Cise" remains unchanged and
still means a house in Ainu language.
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2. Site and Facing Direction

Various considerations were given in the course of selecting a site for a house: accessibility to clean
drinkable water, food procurement, the presence of dry and well drained soil and a lower risk of a
landslide or a flood.

The directions facing toward a high mountain, the upstream area of a river and the sunrise were
considered sacred in respective regions and houses were built accordingly.
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3. Structure and Finishing

Ainu's traditional dwelling systems often seen in Hokkaido are described as follows.

®Main Unit
Hardwood trees were chosen for posts and other structural materials in a unit, and roofs and walls were

thatched with grass including reed or bamboo grass, and with the bark of the Japanese spruce.
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Grape vines and a skin of Japanese linden were used to bind the materials for structure and thatching.
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Posts are placed in holes dug into the ground.
Two different methods were applied for the building of a structure: either a roof truss was made

already on the ground and lifted to the top ends of the posts or constructed above the posts in the case
of building a big unit.
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In the well-known method of roof truss construction, two tripods were attached to the frame which
supports the roof.

15



v, BAR L BE L AR UM Een s £ 9 T

BH13 AV CTEREZE
WTWBES5T



BEHI5 YYTEZEVTWVWELSY

Roofs and walls may have been thatched often with the same materials.
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A unit has a small opening on the edge of the rooftop to allow smoke to escape.
Some units have a skylight above the hearth to allow light to enter as well.
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Religious rites are conducted for general safety and prevention of accidents during the
construction, and the festivities were held together with relatives and neighbors when the
house was built.
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®Room Arrangement and Interior Finishing

One of the windows faces in a sacred direction according to well-known teachings.

Between this sacred window and the hearth around the center of a room is deemed the sacred space in
the room.
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A type of room arrangement in Shizunai(above) and Obihiro(below):
@ sacred window,@ hearth, @) sacred space, @ unfloored part of a house,@ gateway,
© window, @ storage area for valuables, ® sleeping area, (@ a space for heads of a family
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A unit often had a small building outside the doorway as an entrance and for storage.

In some cases, a room was divided by hanging a mat as a partition or a small room was added for more
space.

Floor is covered with layers of grass, reed screens and matting.

A low platform was sometimes placed by the wall for a bed.
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In one method of making a hearth, a hole is dug and then layers of leaves, gravel and volcanic ash are
placed in that order, and finally a thick wooden frame is placed at the rim.
A rack is placed above the hearth.
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The walls inside the room are occasionally finished with matting while the window or the doorway is
sometimes finished with hanging reed screens or matting.
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©Light and Water

Fish oil was used in some cases as a fuel to provide light inside the room.

Dwellers cooked over the hearth. Water was brought from an adjacent stream, spring or well and
stored in a cask or an earthenware pot inside the house.
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O Surroundings of A Main Unit

An altar, a cage for a bear and a storage area are in some cases located around the main unit. The altar
for Ainu traditional rituals is placed facing the sacred window.
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The storage area has an elevated floor and a ladder was used.
Toilet is separated by sex if not otherwise shared.
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In the proximity of the house, the waste disposal area was designated by some households, and rice
bran and ash from the hearth were sometimes separated from the rest of the waste.
Some dwellers used racks and rods for the drying of fish and meat and used rods for laundry.
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