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The Production and Distribution of Attus in Early Modern Hokkaido

HONDA Yuko

Summary :
The term attus refers to fabrics and clothing made by the Ainu from the fibers of the inner
bark of plants. Hitherto, studies of Ainu history and culture have treated attus as the nucleus
of the Ainu’ s traditional clothing. However, most of these studies rely on descriptions taken
from ethnographic research done in the modern period, or are based on philological studies that
take as their starting point the notion of the centrality of attus in Ainu clothing as described in
that ethnographic work,

In contrast with these earlier approaches, the author examines the production and distribution of

attus in the period from the 18th century to the latter half of the 19th century. The 18th and

19th centuries were an epoch-making period in Ainu history, and so understanding the situation
of Ainu culture at that time is a central problem in Ainu history. The author’ s broader aim in

this essay is thus to contribute to the development of an Ainu history that does not rely on im-

ages of traditional culture that are in fact products of the modern period.

The three major conclusions of the work are as follows:

1. To begin with, the author undertakes a general survey of depictions and descriptions of at-
tus and their uses, as well as of clothing culture in general, in historical materials from the
period under examination. The purpose of this survey is to develop a working definition of
attus, which is necessary because many earlier studies are ambiguous in their precise defini-
tions. Generally, earlier studies assumed that attus were made from the inner bark of the
ohyo (Manchurian elm, Ulmus laciniata), but the author finds that in addition to ohyo, at-
tus were also made from a variety of plants, and were worn both as ceremonial dress and
as everyday clothing throughout the early modern period.

2. The author finds that it was only after the mid-18th century that attus came to be produced
in specific districts and exported elsewhere. This development was intimately tied to the
development of the fishing industry in Hokkaido, and particularly to the expansion of sub-
contracted trading and fishing stations (the so-called basho ukeoi system). The prices of
attus showed regional variation.

3. Attus were distributed throughout Hokkaido, where they were supplied to both Japanese and
Ainu fishing labor. The author describes the specific pricing practices and distribution pat-
terns of attus using the examples of Etorofu Island in the southern Kurils and the Monbetsu

district on the Okhotsk Sea coast.
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