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Kiryu is located on the eastern border of Gunma 

Prefecture. The city is situated on a fan-shaped expanse 

of land, formed by the Kiryu and Watarese Rivers. Kiryu 

Shin Machi, constructed in the Early Modern Era, was 

established on a fan-shaped tract next to the Kiryu River, 

which was at the time part of Arato and Hisakata villages. 

This area included both mountains and flat terrain. It is believed that one of the major purpose for the 

development of Kiryu Shin Machi was the provision of a common marketplace for the products of 

mountains areas as well as those of the plains. 

According to the History of Kiryu City, between the years 1591 and 1606, Ono Hachiemon, a 

representative of the Shogunate’s Administrator, Okubo Nagayasu, developed Kiryu Shin Machi as a 

settlement on the site of Arato Village, consolidating the 54 villages that comprised the former Kiryu 

district. In 1591, Tenmangu Shrine was designated the upper boundary of the town, and 13 districts (cho) 

extending from north to south were appropriated for the townspeople. An administrator’s major house 

(jinya) was constructed on a leveled hill north of Enmanji temple, and between the districts designated 

for the townspeople, lanes or alleys 32 ken* in width were constructed. Around the perimeter of the town 

an earthen wall was constructed approximately 5 shaku** high. A main street about 5 ken* wide was 

constructed running north and south, and on both sides of this street the property was divided into 

narrow plots. Villagers were recruited from nearby settlements move into town. 

When Kiryu Shin Machi was first established, only the 1 chome to 4 chome districts were designated. 

Roads leading to other villages cut through the town. Running east, Imaizumi Bridge led to Imaizumi 

Village; running west, Kosone Bridge led to Muramatsu Village. Later, the main street was extended to 

Shimotoro-bori (a moat), allowing for 5 chome and 6 

chome districts, Jounji Temple was relocated to the town 

and in 1613, Inari Shrine was relocated from 

Saikachibara. Thus, over a period of years, the 

foundations were laid for the establishment of Kiryu 

Shin Machi. 

After its establishment, a Tori-no-ichi (fair) was held 

once a year at Tenmangu Shrine. Products for daily life, 

vegetables, fish, cloth and other sundries were bartered 

at the fair. From the outlying districts, cocoons, raw silk, 

and silk textiles were bought and exchange. 

 

*1 ken=5.965 ft. 

**1 shaku=0.994 ft. 
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One of the outstanding characteristics of Kiryu Shin 

Machi is the division of property into large-scale 

manors along its main street, a straight run from north 

to south. Thease residences measured 7 ken* wide and 

40 ken* long. First, let us examine how these 

measurements were determined. 

1. According to a land survey taken during the 

Kanbun Era (1660-1673), the measurement of lamd 

(frontage, depth, area); place name and type; and 

owner names are recorded one by one. 

2. Maps of each district (cho) were drawn separately. 

Maps of 3 chome, 5 chome and 6 chome are still in 

existence. These maps indicate the division of 

property into manors, the types of buildings on each 

property and their position, along with the names of 

property owners. The size of the frontage of each 

property and their position, along with the names of 

properties. The depth of the properties shown on 

the map is shorter than in actuality. It is presumed 

that the maps were drawn during the Tempo Era (1830-1843). 

3. 1876 Land Register Map shows the house numbers and division of property for the 6 chome district. 

The map is considered accurate. 

4. Present Conditions Land Register. 217 items are registered in the Kangun Land Survey Register. 

Cultivated fields and residences are listed separately. Altogether, the frontage of the sites measures in 

total some 3,691.8 meters. At present, the 1 chome to 6 chome district frontages measure 3,572 meters 

in total, a close approximation to the former measurements. The sites recorded in the Land Register 

nearly all face the main street; and furthermore, it is believed that the Kiryu Shin Machi manors 

were all recorded in the register without omission. 
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The area around Kiryu has been recognized as a textile 

producing region from long ago, evidenced by the local legend 

of Yamada and Princess Shirataki (a textile tale based on 

historical fact); Sonoda and Sunaga Mikuriya (a “mikuriya” 
was a district whose products were intended for the use of the 

Imperial Court). Both the Sonoda and Sunaga Mikuriya 

presented textiles to Court.  

Because a large part of Kiryu is occupied by mountains, and 

the amount of arable land is very limited, peasants soon found 

they had to turn commercial activities for their living. In the 

mountain areas, an people engaged in sericulture, bringing 

raw silk to the periodic markets in Kiryu and Omama for 

trade, an activities that eventually formed the foundation for 

textile manufacturing in the area. In addition, the quality of the water flowing in the Kiryu River was 

suitable for dying yarns. The region was variously administered by the shogunate, by daimyo (powerful 
lords) or hatamoto (retainers of the shogun); thus, there was no single source of control over a long period 

of time. Furthermore, because Kiryu was administered as an agricultural settlement, textile production 

was considered part of agriculture under the wholesale system, and was thus free to develop unhindered 

on its own. 



In 1685, as a result of the shogunate’s import restrictions on white yarn, the demand for raw silk from 

Kyoto increased. In the fever of raw silk acquisition, the relationship between Kiryu and Nishijin weavers 

of Kyoto was strengthened. The main article of trade at Kiryu Shin Machi market was silk, and in 1722, 

Etchigoya established a branch store in Kiryu. (Etchigoya is the forerunner of Mitsukoshi Department 

Store.) 

Kiryu became s center for textile manufacturing and commerce 

from around the middle of the Edo Era. After the introduction of 

the takahata loom by Nishijin weavers in 1738, textile 
manufacturing took off dramatically with the ability to weave silk 

crepe, silk gauze, and various kinds of high-quality fabrics. These 

textiles were in widespread demand from Edo to as far as Osaka, 

so much so that, in 1744, Nishijin weavers petitioned the 

shogunate to protect them from the increasingly productive Kiryu 

weavers. In1783, Iwase Kichibei completed construction of his 

water wheel-powered silk throwing machine and silk manufacturing became increasingly specialized into 

separate fields. Guilds were formed for various specialties within the industry. In the following era, 

wealthy silk weavers possessed their own weaving mills and employed 

skilled weavers. They were able to dye, weave and embellish yarn in all 

manner of techniques, standing shoulder to shoulder with their Nishijin 

counterparts. 

There were 141 households in Kiryu Shin Machi in 1657. By 1667, this 

number had grown to 210, in 1757 there were 319; in 1815 there were 753; 

in 1825, there were 844; and in 1836 there were 785. The period from the 

latter half of the 18th century and the early part of the 19th century saw 

dramatic developments in the industrialization of Kiryu. 

The development of Kiryu as a textile manufacturing center had a direct 

influence on the type of structures built and their location in town. 
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Toward the end of the Tokugawa Shogunate, textile 

manufacturing in Kiryu fell into a slump, however, after the 

Meiji Restoration (1868), it flourished once again. Through 

government efforts to stimulate productivity, support was 

given in 1882 to the Silk Crepe Enterprise Co.; in 1902 to 

the “model” factory of the Kiryu Silk Throwing Co., Ltd. 

(later becoming the Nippon Silk Throwing Corp.), leading to 

the establishment in 1907 of the Ryomo Silk Manufacturing 

Co., Ltd.  

In 1891, as a result of the importation of western 

machinery, manufacturing underwent modernization. Established in 1880, the Nippon Orimono 

Corporation had 150 power looms and throwing machines with 600 spindles in operation. Powerful 

trading companies based in Tokyo and Yokohama expanded their markets to Shanghai, China and 

Incheon, Korea, while keeping a close watch on the steady growth of Kiryu textile manufacturing. 

In 1878, Yamada-gun Town Hall was established in the Honcho District, and a post office, police station, 

office of legal affairs, and tax office were all centrally located near there, making Kiryu the center for 

district administration. In the following year, the 44th Bank opened a branch office in Kiryu. In 1889, 

Ryomo Railways opened service, and in 1896, Kiryu Textile School was instituted. In 1908, Watarase 

Hydroelectric Company was established, becoming a major force in the modernization of Kiryu textile 

manufacturing.  

Outstanding among those powerful men of commerce, who have engraved their names in the history of 

Kiryu Shin Machi, are Kakiage Bunzaemon (Honcho 2 chome), a dry goods trading merchant; Yano 

Kyuzaemon (Honcho 2 chome), a soy sauce and sake manufacturer; Maehara Denjiro (Honcho 2 chome), a 



textile manufacturer; Onozato Kizaemon (Honcho 5 chome), 

a dry goods wholesaler; Osawa Eihachi (Honcho 6 chome), a 

textile manufacturer; and Yamaneya’s (shop name) 

Kamiyama Yoshijiro, a dry goods trading merchant. Each 

one of these leaders was the proprietor of a large plot of 

land on which was found a mix of factory, residences, and 

storehouse(s) along with a planting of trees. This 

arrangement gives us a glimpse of the prosperity of these 

powerful Kiryu merchants. 

The modernization of Kiryu occurred not only in textile 

manufacturing, but also in the expansion of the size of the cityof Kiryu as well. Many new city institutions 

were established in Kiryu Shin Machi, and, in addition, new 

factories were also being constructed. Modernized factories were 

built near the railroad station in order to take advantage of the new 

transport system. What had once been agricultural areas, gave way 

little to the expansion of industries and residential areas. From the 

end of the Meiji Period (1868-1912) and into the Taisho Period 

(1912-1926), many saw-toothed roof factories housing power looms 

were constructed in every district, creating a new look for the city of 

Kiryu.  

 

The traditional cityscape in this area seems to have been well-preserved. The style and size of the 

buildings in this area vary, depending on the type of business and the period in which the buildings were 

constructed. For this reason, the cityscape does not appear to be unified stylistically, however, the design 

of each structure is representative of its respective period. The district has received recognition for its rich 

range of architectural styles from the end of the Tokugawa Shogunate through to the Modern Era. 

 

Looking behind the buildings facing the street, there are long, narrow plots about 240 feet deep. From 

about the middle of each plot to the rear portion is a proprietor’s residence, a storehouse, a saw-toothed 

roof factory, a back tenement (ura nagaya), and many other structures of historical significance. Of these 

structures, the peasant style of the proprietor’s residence reflects the style typical of the early settlement 

period, while the saw-toothed roof factories reflect the later period of modernization. Furthermore, in 

addition to these buildings, the streets, canals, wells, small shrines, and trees are all evidence of the 

historical environment preserved in the present, contributing to the unique environment of Kiryu city. 

Thus, for a manufacturing city with a long history such as Kiryu, it is important to evaluate the buildings 

facing the street within the context of the many other structures found their vicinity. 

 

 


