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Introduction

From the shadow of more famous cities rises Nagoya—a metropolis of quiet power,
enduring creativity, and deep-rooted tradition. As Japan’s fourth-largest city and the
capital of Aichi Prefecture, Nagoya stands at an historic crossroads in the heart of the
country, both geographically and culturally bridging east and west, past and future.
More than just an industrial powerhouse, Nagoya is a city that hums with the legacy of
samurai, the ingenuity of engineers, the aroma of distinct local cuisine, and the
vibrancy of modern urban life.

Nagoya’s significance in Japanese history cannot be overstated. This city is the
birthplace of three of the most influential figures in the country’s samurai era—0Oda
Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and Tokugawa leyasu—whose ambitions reshaped the
face of Japan. Nagoya Castle, with its iconic golden shachihoko, and the venerable
Atsuta Shrine stand as enduring testaments to this heritage. But Nagoya is not just a
museum of the past: it is also a laboratory of innovation and ambition, where tradition
and fresh ideas coexist and fuel one another.

Today, many visitors overlook Nagoya in favor of Tokyo’s neon glitz, Kyoto’s historical
vistas, or Osaka’s spirited energy. Yet those who journey here discover a city
distinguished by its unique culture—one whose rhythms are found in the labyrinthine
shopping streets of Osu, the sophisticated symmetry of Tokugawa Garden, and the
comforting sizzle of miso katsu frying in local kitchens. The region’s culinary
inventions, collectively known as “Nagoya Meshi,” form a fascinating culinary
landscape distinct from any other in Japan, celebrated for robust flavors, inventive
techniques, and a hospitality that flourishes in its morning cafés and bustling food
markets.

This book invites you to traverse Nagoya’s multifaceted worlds: tracing its beginnings
as a frontier settlement, its rise as a seat of samurai power, its phoenix-like rebirth
following wartime devastation, and its perennial re-invention as a capital of design,
technology, and pop culture. Each chapter probes a different layer of Nagoya—its
neighborhoods, its kitchens, its festivals, its factories, and the stories of its residents:
the makers, artists, chefs, and innovators who shape the city’s pulse today.

Drawing on historical anecdotes, interviews, urban explorations, and travel tips,
“Nagoya Unveiled” strives to serve multiple audiences: seasoned Japan travelers,
armchair explorers, foodies, students, and anyone curious about the ways a seemingly
“overlooked” city can challenge our assumptions about what makes a city great.
Above all, this book argues that Nagoya should not merely be a waystation or footnote
in travels across Japan, but a destination in its own right—an essential stop for those
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seeking authenticity, creativity, and a richer understanding of Japanese life.

Nagoya is an invitation—to discovery, to fascination, and to a narrative that is still
being written. Join us as we unveil a city where the past is ever-present, the present
vibrates with creative possibility, and the future beckons with open arms. This is
Nagoya: revealed, celebrated, and ready to be explored.
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CHAPTER ONE: Dawn on the Nobi Plain: Nagoya’s
Ancient Roots

Long before the gleaming skyscrapers and the whir of Toyota engines defined its
skyline, Nagoya’s story began on the fertile expanse of the Nobi Plain. This vast
alluvial plain, cradled by the Ise Bay to the south and ringed by mountains, has for
millennia been a cradle of civilization in central Japan, its rich soil and abundant water
sources attracting early settlers. Understanding Nagoya's present requires a journey
deep into this primeval past, back to the very dawn of Japanese settlement and the
first whisperings of a distinct regional identity.

The NoObi Plain’s strategic location, serving as a natural corridor connecting the eastern
and western halves of Japan, predestined it for significance. Evidence of human
habitation stretches back to the Jomon period (c. 10,000-300 BCE), when hunter-
gatherer communities thrived amidst the lush forests and abundant wildlife.
Archaeological digs across Aichi Prefecture, the modern-day home of Nagoya, have
unearthed pottery shards, tools, and dwelling sites that paint a picture of sophisticated
prehistoric cultures adapting to their environment. These early inhabitants laid the
foundational layers for what would eventually become a bustling hub.

As Japan transitioned into the Yayoi period (c. 300 BCE-300 CE), a revolutionary shift
occurred: the introduction of wet-rice cultivation from the Asian mainland. This
agricultural innovation transformed the Nobi Plain. The flat, well-watered lands were
ideal for paddy fields, leading to settled communities, increased population density,
and the emergence of more complex social structures. Village life began to flourish,
with early forms of communal organization and resource management becoming
essential for the successful cultivation of rice. It was during this era that the seeds of
permanent settlement were truly sown.

The Kofun period (c. 300-538 CE) saw the rise of powerful regional clans, often
marked by the construction of massive burial mounds, or kofun. While perhaps less
numerous than in some other parts of Japan, kofun dot the landscape around Nagoya,
indicating the presence of influential leaders and emerging political entities. These
burial sites, often shaped like keyholes, speak to a hierarchical society and a
burgeoning state system, where local chieftains held sway over their respective
territories. The Nobi Plain, with its growing population and strategic importance, would
undoubtedly have been a contested and vital region for these early power brokers.

One of the most enduring symbols of Nagoya’s ancient heritage, and indeed one of
Japan’s most revered spiritual sites, is the Atsuta Shrine. While its current grand
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structures are relatively modern, the shrine's origins are deeply rooted in antiquity,
dating back an astonishing 1,900 years. Its establishment marked a significant
moment in the spiritual and cultural development of the region. More than just a place
of worship, Atsuta Shrine played a crucial role in legitimizing ruling powers and
unifying disparate communities under a shared spiritual framework.

The shrine’s paramount significance stems from its role as the traditional repository of
the Kusanagi-no-Tsurugi, or "Grass-Cutting Sword," one of Japan’s Three Sacred
Treasures. These treasures—the sword, the Yasakani no Magatama jewel, and the Yata
no Kagami mirror—are legendary artifacts symbolizing the legitimacy of the Imperial
family. The very presence of such a sacred object imbued Atsuta with immense
prestige and drew pilgrims and devotees from across the burgeoning Japanese state.
While the Kusanagi Sword itself is never displayed to the public, its presence within
the shrine’s hallowed grounds speaks volumes about Nagoya’s foundational
importance in the spiritual cosmology of ancient Japan.

The early development of the region was not without its challenges. The Nobi Plain,
while fertile, was also susceptible to the whims of nature—flooding from the numerous
rivers that crisscross it and the occasional earthquake. Overcoming these natural
obstacles required ingenuity and communal effort, fostering a spirit of resilience and
cooperation among the early inhabitants. These experiences undoubtedly shaped the
practical and industrious character that would come to define Nagoya in later
centuries.

As the Yamato Court in Nara and later Heian-kyo (Kyoto) solidified its power, the Nobi
Plain became an increasingly vital intermediary between the established imperial
centers and the more distant eastern provinces. Roads and trade routes began to
crisscross the plain, facilitating the movement of goods, people, and ideas. This
constant flow of exchange contributed to the region’s economic growth and cultural
diversification. Early settlements, including the nascent communities that would
eventually evolve into Nagoya, benefited greatly from this increasing connectivity,
acting as stopover points and market towns.

The name “Nagoya” itself is thought to have derived from “Nagoya-go,” referring to a
former village located within the present-day city. The character for "Naga" ([J) implies
length or expanse, perhaps referring to the broad plain, while "Ya" ([J) can mean house
or roof. However, the precise etymology remains debated, with various theories linking
it to ancient place names or topographical features. Regardless of its exact linguistic
origin, the name points to a distinct, established community that had begun to form a
unique identity on the plain.

During these formative centuries, the social fabric of the region became increasingly

complex. While agriculture remained the backbone of the economy, specialized crafts
began to emerge. Early forms of pottery, weaving, and metalwork would have been
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practiced, laying the groundwork for the highly skilled artisan traditions that would
later flourish in the area. The strategic importance of the plain also meant that it was a
desirable territory, leading to the development of fortified settlements and the earliest
forms of military organization to protect resources and trade routes.

The establishment of provincial capitals and administrative centers in the vicinity
further solidified the Nobi Plain’s role as a regional power base. Though not yet a
singular, unified "city" in the modern sense, the agglomeration of villages, shrines, and
administrative outposts slowly began to form a nascent urban landscape. These early
communities, interconnected by footpaths and nascent waterways, were the very first
iteration of what would one day become a major Japanese metropolis. They represent
the initial stirrings of Nagoya’s urban consciousness, a foundational chapter in its long
and storied journey.
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