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The Forces that Shape the Land

 Wild Japan in Context

1  The diversity of life forms living in a particular region or ecosystem.
2  The diversity of geological features in a particular region.
3  Declining from a peak of 127·09 million in 2015.

On a global scale, the Japanese archipelago may seem a small and inconsequential group of islands 
situated in the northwest Pacific when compared with the immense scale of the Eurasian continent 
to its west. Islands, however, are invariably fascinating. The Japanese archipelago spans 3,000 km from 
northeast to southwest, encompasses more than 6,000 islands, and contains such a wide range of 
habitats, from subarctic and alpine to subtropical as well as from high mountain tops to great ocean 
depths, that its biodiversity1 is astonishing, as is its underlying geodiversity2. The long isolation of many 
of the islands in the archipelago has resulted in the evolution of local forms and species of plants and 
animals. This, combined with the extraordinary contrasts in climate, fauna and flora found between 
the almost subarctic north and the subtropical south, results in the fascinating natural diversity of the 
Japanese archipelago. 

Images of Japan as a tiny, crowded island nation, although largely promulgated by the Japanese 
themselves, are clichéd and misleading. In fact, Japan is larger than either Britain or New Zealand and is 
larger than most countries in Europe except Spain, and almost exactly equal in size to Germany.

To grasp the scope of Japan’s wildlife diversity requires an understanding of the scale of the country 
itself, of the fabric of the land, its underlying geology, its geography, and its location and climate. The 
early sections of this book deal with these topics, while the main chapters focus on each region and the 
special wildlife to be found there.

Common images of Japan involve shiny cars, the latest electronic goods, and regimented ranks 
of commuters in business suits. Japan is, after all, an intensely developed country with a population 
of 126·71 million (2017)3. The Japanese people’s belief in their racial and social homogeneity is an 
interesting one, not supported by observation. Furthermore, their self-image as ‘loving nature’ is a 
surprising one when one travels around an archipelago showing few clear signs of that ‘love’. Yet, behind 
the façade of development, outside the bounds of the metropolitan areas, and beyond the supposed 
homogeneity, there is another, wilder Japan. 

Japan’s numerous cities are densely developed and 
house more than half of the population [UNSP]. 

Japan consists of thousands of islands, such as tiny 
Higashi-jima, in the Pacific Ogasawara Islands [MOEN].
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Wild Japan is astonishingly diverse, and the reasons, although apparent, are little known among those 
who travel the standard tourist circuit of the country. Perhaps Japan’s most significant feature is that it 
is not just an island country, but a country of islands. Furthermore, it is situated where the Oriental and 
the Temperate regions meet, meaning that Japan is situated at a significant natural-history crossroads.

The northern island of Hokkaidō1 has a subarctic feel, while in the far south the Nansei Shotō, the 
islands that stretch between Kyūshū and Taiwan, lie within the subtropical zone. In between, there exists 
just about every habitat imaginable, including brackish coastal wetlands and high alpine meadows, 
dune forests and peat swamps, sea-ice-battered northern coasts and subtropical coral reefs. In the sand 
dunes of Tottori Prefecture there is even a hint of a desert landscape. 

Following the geological process known as ‘back-arc spreading’ that separated what are now the 
Japanese islands from the edge of the Asian continent about 20–15 Mya, there have been numerous 
glacial episodes during which sea levels have fallen, as water was locked away in ice during glacial 
maxima, and risen, as that ice melted during interglacial periods. During past periods of lower sea levels 
the Japanese islands were connected to the Asian continent in three areas, via Sakhalin to the north, the 
Korean Peninsula to the west, and Taiwan to the south. These land bridges allowed land mammals to 
colonize what later became far more restricted islands as the sea levels rose once more. As a result, some 
of Japan’s 170 or so mammal species, the Asiatic Black Bear and Eurasian Red Squirrel for example, are 
widespread across Asia, while others, including the Japanese Dormouse and Japanese Serow, are specific 
to these islands. Similar patterns are to be found here among most terrestrial groups of organisms.

Islands isolated for long periods are crucibles for the evolution of new species, and Japan’s thousands 
of islands therefore support a fascinating mix of widespread Eurasian species and many more Asian 
species, along with numerous local endemic plants and animals. Many species, such as the evergreen 
tree Itaji Chinkapin, survived the last major glacial period (the Last Glacial Maximum, or ‘LGM’, was 
21,000–18,000 years ago) in various refugia here, leaving Japan today with a fauna and flora that has 
both an ancient history and a modern diversity, reflecting a series of colonizations between ice ages.

Ancient Japanese people referred to their homeland as Akitsu Shima, a name that means ‘Islands 
of the Dragonflies’. Quite rightly so, because not only is Japan recognized as an important centre of 
diversification of Odonata but, moreover, dragonflies and their cousins, the damselflies, are so common 
all summer and autumn long as to be among the most familiar and popular insects in the country; they 
are even commemorated in popular song and are regarded as deeply symbolic of autumn.

1  Previously Ezo (a word that appears in many Japanese species names), but named Hokkaidō, meaning the North Sea 
Road, in 1869 and formally adopted in 1910. 

The range of habitats includes subtropical forest, such as in northern Okinawa [both KuM].
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NANSEI SHOTŌ 

NANSEI SHOTŌ 

Iwō and Ogasawara Islands
(Subtropical)

Blakiston’s Line

Watase’s Line

Hachisuka’s Line

Dragonflies, such as this Foot-tipped Darter, are abundant in Japan in autumn [TaM].
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Alpine

Subarctic

Cool Temperate

Temperate

Warm Temperate

Subtropical

 Major biomes and biogeographical divisions of Japan
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Kämpfer, Thunberg, Siebold and Blakiston – Famous Names in Japanese Natural 
History
Wander through the pages of any Japanese natural-history volume and you will notice that the majority 
of names, whether English, Japanese or scientific, refer to the unique distinguishing characteristics of a 
species, perhaps its colour, voice, morphology, habitat or behaviour, or something else that is striking. 
This is the fascinating (to naturalists, at least) realm of taxonomic etymology.

In some cases the names of people appear in species’ names. Some such names are given to honour 
individuals, perhaps referencing a sponsor, a mentor or a famous figure. Such is the case with the 
gecko Homonota darwinii, named after the great British naturalist Charles Darwin; the rare butterfly 
Euptychia attenboroughi, named in 2017 after Sir David Attenborough; and the particularly golden-
haired horsefly Scaptia beyonceae, recently named after the singer and dancer Beyoncé. Bob Marley, J. 
R. R. Tolkien, President Barack Obama, Frank Zappa and many, many other public figures have been 
recognized in this way by taxonomic biologists. Being commemorated in such naming conveys a kind 
of inescapable immortality. Taxonomists are human, and some of the names they have chosen are not so 
much in honour as in contempt of someone with whom they have crossed scientific swords. The father 
of modern taxonomy, the Swede Carolus Linnaeus, even stooped to damning unfortunate colleagues 
with negative names. For example, Linnaeus named a small, unattractive and unpleasantly sticky plant 
with tiny flowers Siegesbeckia orientalis, because Prussian botanist Johann Siegesbeck had criticized 
Linnaeus’s revolutionary binomial naming system. Much more recently, a Canadian entomologist 
named a new species of North American moth Neopalpa donaldtrumpi, because its yellowish-white 
head scales were reminiscent of Donald Trump’s golden pompadour, although whether in honour or as 
insult is not clear.  

While our human lives are brief, the echoes of some resonate through the centuries as cultural memes 
that pass from generation to generation, perhaps never to be forgotten. The natural history of Japan 
is replete with examples, but four names are outstanding: Kämpfer, Thunberg, Siebold and Blakiston. 
These four names and their histories span four centuries, but in natural history they are immortal.

During the Tokugawa Shogunate, Japan passed through centuries of Sakoku, from the early 1600s 
to the mid-1850s. The country was essentially closed to the outside world as the shogunate controlled 
and regulated trade and other relationships between Japan and the outside world. Foreign nationals 
were barred from entering Japan, and opportunities for the exchange of knowledge between Japan and 
the wider world were extremely limited. Like a chink in a solid door, the tiny island of Dejima, in the 
bay of Nagasaki, acted as the narrowest of conduits through which knowledge and trade with the West 
could pass. This permitted, but highly restricted, Dutch trading enclave was confined on a tiny fan-
shaped island of just 1·9 ha. Those who worked there, and their overseers, nevertheless required their 
own physicians. The physicians of Dejima proved to be enterprising men who imparted a vast store of 

The tiny island of Dejima, Nagasaki, was a crucial trading enclave [CNMW].
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knowledge about Japan to the Western world and, conversely, introduced many aspects of Western life 
to Japan, not least among these being elements of Western medicine.

The first who garnered international attention was Engelbert Kämpfer (1651–1716), a German who 
had trained as a physician. Like so many physicians and clergymen of centuries past, he was also an 
ardent naturalist. His travels as a physician allowed him to collect specimens of previously undescribed 
species from then poorly known parts of the world, including Japan.

In September 1690, when Kämpfer arrived at Dejima, it was the only Japanese trading port open to 
westerners. Kämpfer was to remain in Japan for a little over two years (1690–1692) but was permitted 
on occasions to leave the tiny island of Dejima. It was during one of those brief excursions, to a temple 
in Nagasaki, that he noted and described the then poorly known and now widely planted living fossil 
the Ginkgo or Maidenhair Tree. At the time it was known in Europe only from fossils and was presumed 
long extinct. Among the many species named after him, one in particular – the Japanese Larch Larix 
kaempferi – will be familiar to anyone travelling in central or northern Honshū or in Hokkaidō. This 
colourful and deciduous conifer is native to subalpine slopes of Honshū, but it is a successful pioneer 
species thriving in open areas with dry soil and plentiful sunlight. It has been widely planted in Japan 
and, because of its rapid growth, it is an important forestry species. It can be seen especially in east 
Hokkaidō, where it is a common windbreak tree. It was named in honour of Kämpfer.

A half-century later, Dejima was once more home to a foreign 
naturalist who has left a significant mark. Swedish naturalist Carl 
Peter Thunberg (1743–1828) has been honoured as the ‘Japanese 
Linnaeus’, so great was his contribution to Japan. A student under 
Linnaeus at Uppsala University, Thunberg studied medicine and 
natural philosophy, and was therefore invited to collect botanical 
specimens from Dutch colonies, including the tiny Dutch enclave 
in Dejima. 

First, as a ship’s surgeon, Thunberg devoted himself to learning 
the Dutch language so that he could pass as a Dutch merchant (as 
they were the only Westerners allowed into Japan at that time). He 
arrived at Dejima in August 1775 and became its chief surgeon, 
remaining there, as had Kämpfer, for just two years. Trading his 
knowledge of Western medicine for permission to visit Nagasaki 
itself and even to travel outside the city to collect local botanical 
specimens, he began his exploration of Japan’s flora. 

The German physician Engelbert Kämpfer [left CCo] and the Japanese Larch named after him [right MAB]. 

Swedish naturalist Carl Peter 
Thunberg [GUUM]
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Thunberg was extraordinarily fortunate to have been allowed to travel from Nagasaki to Edo (Tōkyō) 
in 1776 as part of the Dutch representative’s annual visit to the Shogun’s court, and that overland journey 
enabled him to collect and preserve numerous plant specimens. His studies and his collections allowed 
him to undertake the first description of the Japanese flora, which was ultimately published as Flora 
Japonica in 1784, after his return to Sweden. His meandering return journey from Japan, from where he 
set out in November 1776, took him three years. On his way back to Sweden he visited London, where he 
met the great British botanist Sir Joseph Banks. Banks is himself commemorated in innumerable plant 
names, in particular the generic name Banksia for the many species commonly known as Australian 
honeysuckles. In London, Thunberg was able to examine the collection of Engelbert Kämpfer, his 
predecessor at Dejima, and we can imagine how thrilling an experience that must have been for him. 

In the measured footsteps of Kämpfer and Thunberg came Philipp Franz Balthasar von Siebold 
(1796–1866), another German physician, who was destined to leave behind an astonishing legacy. 
Building on the works of his predecessors, Siebold’s contributions to our knowledge of the Japanese 
flora and fauna were enormous. As with Thunberg, Siebold became a ship’s doctor, learned Dutch and, 
like both Kämpfer and Thunberg before him, was posted to Dejima, arriving there in June 1823.

Trading his scientific and medical knowledge for information on Japan’s customs, culture and natural 
history, at a time when, it seems, Japanese people were increasingly hungry for such knowledge, Siebold 
was eventually granted more extended access beyond the close confines of Dejima, even ‘marrying’ a 
local woman and fathering a daughter. He honoured his wife by naming a hydrangea, Taki’s Hydrangea, 
after his pet name for her, and honoured his daughter with sufficient training and skills for her to become 
a highly regarded physician in her own right. Siebold’s own collections rapidly expanded as his grateful 
patients ‘paid’ him in kind with objects ranging from ethnographic artefacts and artworks to natural-
history specimens. He also sent Japanese specimen-collectors into the countryside. As was typical in 
that period, the specimens which he collected, including the first specimen of the huge Japanese Giant 
Salamander (now [NT]), were sent in shipments to various European museums. 

Siebold’s enquiring mind and acquisitive collecting eventually landed him in trouble, as during a 
journey to Edo he was caught with several maps in his possession (a treasonous act at that time). He was 
seized and placed under house arrest. Then, ultimately in October 1829, his six-year sojourn in Japan 

Taki’s Hydrangea, named for Siebold’s wife [SABB].Philipp Franz Balthasar von Siebold [CNMW] 
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came to an end when he was expelled, having been accused of spying on behalf of Russia. Settling in the 
Dutch city of Leiden, he established a small private museum and wrote a number of books on Japanese 
ethnography, geography and natural history, as well as collections of literature and a dictionary. 

I first came across Siebold’s illustrious name in the context of the multi-volume Fauna Japonica, 
published from 1833 to 1850, which relied heavily on his specimen collection. It is renowned as having 
made the Japanese fauna the best-described non-European fauna of those times. Further serving to 
establish Siebold’s name as one to live for ever was his work Flora Japonica (1835–1847), co-authored 
with German botanist Joseph Gerhard Zuccarini, much of which was published posthumously. Siebold’s 
legacy lives on not only in his published works and the species named after him, but also in the species 
that he introduced to Europe and which have subsequently spread around the world. These include a 
range of species from azaleas and butterburs to the larch tree, named after his predecessor, Kämpfer. His 
knowledge of Japan, then closed and isolated, made him an invaluable expert and adviser, and even the 
American Commodore Matthew Perry, renowned for ‘opening’ Japan, is said to have consulted Siebold. 

Little known in Europe or North America today outside the limited spheres of botany and horticulture, 
Siebold remains well known in Japan (as Shiborudo) and among naturalists, both as an important 
historical figure and as someone amply and eponymously commemorated in species’ scientific names. 
These include a bird, White-bellied Green Pigeon, along with various trees and shrubs, among them 
Siebold’s Magnolia, Siebold’s Viburnum and Southern Japanese Hemlock, and a fern, Siebold’s Wood 
Fern.

Whereas in earlier centuries the fragment of Nagasaki known as Dejima was the only conduit for 
knowledge exchange between Japan and the West, the second half of the 19th century, especially 
following the Meiji Restoration in 1868, brought the relaxation of certain restrictions. A number of 
other ports were opened to overseas trade, including Kōbe, Yokohama and especially Hakodate. It was 
to Hakodate, which had opened fully as a treaty port in 1859, that the British merchant and naturalist 
Thomas Wright Blakiston1 (1832–1891) moved, initially to run his trading enterprise the West Pacific 
Company. 

With far fewer restrictions placed on the movements of foreigners in Japan at that time, Blakiston was 
able, during his long, although not entirely continuous, residence in Hakodate from 1861 to 1884, to 
collect natural-history specimens himself, exchange specimens with others and buy specimens on offer. 
In collaboration with the entomologist Henry Pryer (1850–1888), who lived in Yokohama, Blakiston 
published a Catalogue of the Birds of Japan, the first work of its kind for Japan. This groundbreaking 
ornithological work provided the basis for a later compendious volume, Birds of the Japanese Empire, by 
Henry Seebohm, and stimulated, a century later, my own Birds of Japan. 

1	  Previously Captain Blakiston, but he resigned his army commission in 1862.

Japanese Giant Salamander was one of many 
significant specimens collected by Siebold [NBCL].

Southern Japanese Hemlock is one of many plant 
species named after Siebold [NZUE].
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Blakiston was the first to recognize the 
fundamental difference between the fauna of 
Hokkaidō, which was more closely related to 
that of northern Asia, and that of Honshū, 
which was more closely related to the southern 
Asian fauna. In recognition of this insight, he is 
commemorated not just in the names of species, 
but also in the name of a globally significant 
biogeographical boundary.

The fragmented crescent of islands that form 
the Japanese archipelago is divided by seawater 
channels, some deep, some with strong currents 
(see p. 18–31 for a geological history of the 
formation of Japan). Some of those channels 
are so ancient as to dictate very strongly the 
distribution of wildlife in Japan today. One of 
the most important of these channels is Tsugaru 
Kaikyo, the strait that separates the Japanese main 
island of Honshū from Hokkaidō to the north. 

So significant are the depth and age of the 
Tsugaru Kaikyo that whole suites of species are 
divided by it, and major distinctions between 
the fauna and flora north and south of it 
are recognized. Such biogeographical borders are given special names. Perhaps the most famous is 
Wallace’s Line in Indonesia, named after one of the two original proponents of evolution by natural 
selection, Alfred Russel Wallace. In Japan, too, we have such lines. The one running through the 
Tsugaru Strait that separates Hokkaidō from Honshū has, since Blakiston’s time, been recognized as a 
significant zoogeographical boundary and is now known as Blakiston’s Line1; identified by Blakiston, it 
was immediately named after him. Blakiston’s Line continues to be recognized today.

North of the biogeographical divide of Blakiston’s Line occur such notable species as Blakiston’s 
Fish Owl [CR] and Brown Bear. South of Blakiston’s Line we find Japanese Serow, Japanese Giant 
Salamander, Asiatic Black Bear and Japanese Macaque. Some species, such as Red Fox, occur naturally 
on both sides of the ‘line’, indicating either their much more ancient distributions or that they have been 
able to colonize the northern and central parts of Japan successfully and separately more than once 
from the continent of Asia. A small selection of species occurs both north and south of Blakiston’s Line, 
but not through natural causes. The Japanese Marten, a predatory denizen of the main islands south 
of the Tsugaru Strait, has been introduced into Hokkaidō and currently thrives there, mainly in the 
southwest. Conversely, the vegetarian rodent Siberian Chipmunk, considered appealing by tourists to 
Hokkaidō, has been introduced into various parts of Honshū, Shikoku and Kyūshū.

One of the specimens collected by Blakiston and shipped to Britain was of the enormous owl that 
now bears his name – Blakiston’s Fish Owl. In 2021 it is both rare and endangered. I have had the good 
fortune of watching it frequently in the wild in Hokkaidō and observing it in the collection of specimens 
housed in Tring, in the English countryside, including the original specimen taken by Blakiston.  
Today, the Tring-based collection, which began as the private collection of Lord Lionel Walter, Baron 
Rothschild (1868–1937), houses almost 750,000 specimens of more than 95 percent of the world’s bird 

1	  Named after the businessman and naturalist Thomas Wright Blakiston (TWB), who lived in Hakodate. The term was 
first used by John Milne in the questions session after TWB’s presentation of the evidence to the Asiatic Society of 
Japan in Tōkyō.

The monument in Hakodate to British merchant and 
naturalist Thomas Wright Blakiston [MAB]. 
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species. Among them are 8,000 type specimens (the representative specimens from which species are 
first described), including Blakiston’s eponymous owl. The enormous diversity of priceless material 
there was certainly overwhelming, but, in the company of fish-owl researcher Mr Yamamoto Sumio, 
only one specimen captured and held our attention – the very specimen of the owl sent by Blakiston. 
Having stood together on cold winter nights beside frozen rivers in east Hokkaidō while watching for 
and listening to this owl, on seeing that rare specimen in Tring we felt as if we had been transported 
back in time. We could imagine what a thrill it must have been to be an ornithologist in Japan in the 
late 1800s. 

Numerous Japanese naturalists have each left their mark on the natural history of the country, but few 
have achieved the great significance and international fame accrued by Kämpfer, Thunberg, Siebold and 
Blakiston, whose pioneering work allowed the West to learn so much about this fascinating country.

Blakiston’s Fish Owl occurs only north of Blakiston’s Line, which separates Hokkaidō from Honshū [MAB]. 
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