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Mapping the Great Kanto Quake: Interview with Watanave
Hidenori, Professor at The University of Tokyo Interfaculty
Initiative in Information Studies

Hidenori Watanave

Abstract: Watanave Hidenori and his team at
the University of Tokyo use social media,
satellite images and other digital resources to
research and map wars and natural disasters,
partly as a way of rebooting and preserving
their memory. In addition to the 1923 quake,
the team has produced digital archives of the
Hiroshima and Nagasaki nuclear bombings,
and the 2011 Tohoku (Great East Japan)
tsunami, and they currently track war damage
in Ukraine, following Russia’s invasion in 2022.
Questions by Tristan Grunow, Laura Hein, and
David McNeill. Questions were posed in
English, to which Watanave responded in
Japanese. Answers have been translated from
Japanese, and can be found after the English
interview.
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Your most recent digital mapping project
is The Tokyo 1923-2023: 100 Years digital
mapping project, which introduces some
incredible visuals of the aftermath of the
1923 Great Kanto Earthquake and damage
throughout the Tokyo and larger Kanto
areas. Can you tell us more about the

origins and goals of the project?

We collaborated with the National Museum of
Nature and Science as editorial supervisors of
the "History of the Great Kanto Earthquake:
Science and Technology for the Future"
exhibition, which commemorates the 100th
anniversary of the earthquake. The idea was to
create content using the valuable materials in
the museum’s collection, so we applied our
digital archive methods to create the aerial
images. The objective is to provide visitors and
Internet users with an opportunity to view the
disaster of 100 years ago as a continuation of
our own time. In addition to mapping aerial
photographs, we are also working on colorizing
the photographs of the time.

Browsing the images, we were struck not
only by the tremendous destruction from
the fires caused by the earthquake, but
also by the very nature of the photographs
themselves, apparently taken from a
biplane investigating the damage from the
air. Where did these images come from,
when were they taken, and what was their
original intended purpose?

They were taken by the Imperial Japanese
Army and Navy. The photographs we used were
all taken from the day after the disaster over a
couple of days (exhibition captions were
created by Tomoko Murotani of the National



Museum of Nature and Science). According to
the earliest records, the initial purpose of the
photos was to confirm the safety of the royal
family, etc. Later, the photos were probably
taken to assess the situation in the affected
areas in various parts of Tokyo and Kanagawa
Prefecture.

Naturally, we would expect to see images
of damaged areas taken to assess the
extent of destruction, but there were also
other images depicting significant Tokyo
urban structures - such as Tokyo Imperial
University, the Zojoji Temple, the Ryogoku
Kokugikan, etc. - that seemed to have
escaped extensive damage. Just based on
which parts of the city were photographed,
we almost get a sense of which areas were
deemed the most important at the time. Do
you have any idea why certain areas of the
city were photographed while others were
not?

Aside from places like Honjo Ward, which
was almost completely destroyed, the
Koishikawa Arsenal, Imperial University,
and the Imperial Palace area were also
"key locations," so it is assumed that they
were taken at the discretion of the
military. There were also military facilities
in the coastal area, such as the
Nagareyama Arsenal (in Chiba Prefecture -
used to store and supply military
provisions for the Japanese Army).

There are many contemporary depictions
of the Great Kanto Earthquake and its
aftermath - including postcards, photos,
woodblock prints, and maps (see Gennifer
Weisenfeld’s Imaging Kanto digital archive
and article in this special issue for more).
Why did you choose this specific set of
photographs to include, and were there
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other available images that didn’t make it
into the Tokyo 100 Years digital mapping
project? How did you select which photos
to include?

Only the aerial photographs provided by the
National Museum of Nature and Science in
which the location could be identified are
shown here. This also overlaps with the answer
to the next question. It is difficult to identify
the location of the photo unless it shows a wide
area. We continue trying to identify locations.
In addition, since it is a struggle to map photos
taken from the ground, we have colorized about
25 photos from the National Museum of Nature
and Science and the Tokyo Metropolitan
Memorial & Reconstruction Museum.

In addition to the visual record of the
tremendous destruction caused by the
earthquake, another really striking aspect
of the Tokyo 100 Years digital mapping
project was the juxtaposition between
Tokyo today and the damaged areas 100
Years ago. Not only can we see just how
different Tokyo and the Kanto Area as a
whole looked in 1923 compared to today,
but we also get a very real, much more
visceral idea of the scope of the damage
when comparing it to places today we are
so familiar with. How do you envision this
project helping the general public,
students, and scholars better understand
and research past events like the Great
Kanto Earthquake?

First, you will be surprised to see the many
inherited landforms in Tokyo 100 years later.
There is considerable overlap in coastlines,
roads, and rivers that are now elevated (which
is why we were able to superimpose them).
Although the topography has been inherited,
we can also see that the city has become much
taller and more built up over the 100 years.
There are few people still around to pass on the


https://imagingkanto.trinity.duke.edu/
https://apjjf.org/2023/8/Weisenfeld.html
https://www.tokyoireikyoukai.or.jp/museum/history.html
https://www.tokyoireikyoukai.or.jp/museum/history.html

memories of 100 years ago. These contents
convey the memories of Tokyo in the past on
behalf of the people who lived in those days.

In addition, as the viewer moves back and forth
between Tokyo today and a century ago, the
sense is sure to arise that this is not the past,
but the Tokyo of the future. In fact, Tokyo,
which had recovered from the Great Kanto
Earthquake, was burned to the ground again
just 22 years later in 1945, during the Tokyo
Air Raid (of March 1945). Tokyo has a history
of being repeatedly hit by large fires, even
during the Edo period. Through these contents,
we hope you will realize that earthquakes and
fires are not only a record of the past, but also
something that could happen again.

Many of your lab’s previous digital
mapping projects have included oral
histories and recollections, focusing on
two types of major events, war - such the
Hiroshima Archive, Nagasaki Archive,
Pearl Harbor archive, Okinawa Archive,
along with the more recent war in Ukraine
- and natural disasters, such as the Tohoku
Triple Disaster, the earthquake in
Turkey/Syria, and now the 1923 Great
Kanto Earthquake. In this video about the
earthquakes in Japan and Turkey/Syria, in
particular, you lament that once media
attention moved on large areas of the
region received no coverage. Is this where
your mapping projects can help prevent
our memories of disaster and war from
fading over time as each new event
“overwrites our memories”? Some might
say this is an inevitable part of the
recovery process, or is that, too, selective
and political?

It is a remarkable human trait to be able to
forget the tragic memories of the past and
carve out new lives. However, there are some
things that are better for our species not to
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forget. For example, what happens when a
catastrophe strikes? How do we save our lives?
What actions should each of us take to prevent
the spread of a disaster? These are some of the
points that should be considered. Also, war is
man-made. It is important to remember what
the consequences are. We believe that a digital
archive will be useful to preserve these points
as a memory of our species for future
generations.

Likewise, in another interview about the
Turkey-Syria earthquake project, you
mentioned that one of the problems you
found is that no one else processed
publicly available data after the disaster to
make it easily accessible. Why not? Is this
only something that trained academics
with ample funding in the top universities
in the richest countries can do? How can
your research help alleviate future
disasters?

The Turkey-Syria earthquake satellite imagery
map uses Cesium ION / Cesium Stories, a no-
code (no programming required) platform. In
other words, anyone can do it. The same
platform is used for this map. The "Digital
Archives of Soldiers' Footprints" project by
graduate students in the Watanave Lab is also
using NoCode's ArcGIS Online. By publishing a
method that can be practiced by anyone, not
just specialists and engineers, we hope to
encourage the spread of such initiatives
throughout society. Our role is to provide a
flagship model for such activities.

You approach map damage from war,
specifically the Ukraine War, in a way that
is very reminiscent of Bellingcat. This
would seem to be highly political work that
sets out to expose war crimes and
government lying by comparing official
propaganda with images on the ground.


https://hiroshima.mapping.jp/index_en.html
https://nagasaki.mapping.jp/p/nagasaki-archive.html
https://1941.mapping.jp/
https://okinawa.mapping.jp/
https://uavictory.mapping.jp/
https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/ondemand/video/2058959/
https://www.u-tokyo.ac.jp/focus/en/features/z0405_00003.html
https://www.bellingcat.com/

What do you think these types of digital
projects, including your own, show about
the democratic potential of online
technology to critique officialdom and
media agenda setting?

In the war in Ukraine, demagoguery and fake
news are being disseminated by the authorities.
The Russian side is particularly guilty of this,
but I don't think we can trust all the
information from the Ukrainian side either. By
combining the latest technology with other
information, such as satellite imagery that
provides immediate damage assessment, and
photogrammetry that provides 3D data that
cannot be faked, it is possible to verify facts
and simultaneously disseminate interactive
content to a large audience. OSINT can be
done by anyone. And it is easy to share
information with each other and check for
mistakes. It is a powerful tool to counter the
deception of power.

What’s next for the Tokyo 100 Years
project and the Watanave lab as a whole?

Currently, we are developing a system that
allows people to experience disasters through
virtual reality, and to travel through past
photos using avatars. The system was actually
exhibited in Hiroshima and received a
favorable response. (News Article 1, Article 2,
Article 3) We plan to hold a hands-on event
during the exhibition at the National Museum
of Nature and Science for this as well. We are
also promoting practices using "Minecraft," a
popular game among children. These advanced
activities are led by the young graduate
students of the Watanave Lab. We will continue
to utilize the sensibilities and technology of
these young people, who will be at the forefront
of future society.
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