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The Paleolithic Age of Northeastern Japan
in Asian Perspectives

Summary of Exhibition

1. Introduction

This exhibition mainly displays archaeological materials excavated and curated by Tohoku

University, Graduate School of Arts and Letters. They belong to the Upper Paleolithic and the
Incipient Jomon period up to the emergence of pottery. The Upper Paleolithic period is the latter
part of the Old Stone Age and the age of fully modern man that is Homo sapiens. Modern humans
emerged in Africa at around 200,000 years ago and spread rapidly throughout Eurasia and Australia
by 40,000 to 50,000 years ago.
In the Japanese Archipelago as well, thousands of archaeological sites were formed after the
advent of the Upper Paleolithic. There are similarities and differences between regions within the
Archipelago, the former representing vast movements of human groups and their cultural exchanges,
while the latter reflecting regional adaptation processes to the environment. The exhibition explains
variabilities of stone tools of Japan in relation to those in Mainland Asia.

The organizers: The Tomizawa Site Museum

Tohoku University, Graduate School of Arts and Letters
The Tohoku University Museum

October, 2016

2. The beginning of the Upper Paleolithic Period

In the Japanese Archipelago, the Upper Paleolithic sites began to appear at around 36,000 years ago.
During the Initial Upper Paleolithic period, some cultural characteristics are rather unique to Japan in
relation to continental Asia, such as “circular arrangements of lithic concentrations”, “edge-ground
axes/adzes”, and “pit-fall trap features”. There were two groups of flake tool types in the Archipelago
before 30,000 years ago. Namely, they were “trapezoidal flake tools” which were secondary
retouched to the shape of trapeze, and “knife-shaped tools” which were made on blanks of elongated
blades with parallel sides.

Sites with large ring-shaped arrangements of concentration of stone tools (called circular block

group sites) are found especially in and around the Kanto plain area. These sites are considered to

have been the location of gathering of large numbers of hunters and settlement people. The edge-



ground axes/adzes were probably tools used to work wood and animal hides. The circular block
group sites or partially ground stone tools are not found in continental Asian countries.

Pit-fall traps were used for hunting game animals since the early half of the Upper Paleolithic in
central to southern parts of the Archipelago. The panel shows lined pit features discovered under the
AT (Aira-Tanzawa tephra) at the Fujiishi site, Shizuoka Prefecture. Paleolithic pit-fall traps are found

in warmer areas such as Kyushu, but they are not excavated in the Mainland Asia.

3. Development of blade techniques and regional differences

The blade technique which is a method of producing long elongated thin blanks consecutively from
prepared blade cores is considered as hallmark of the spread of modern humans. In East Asia, the
production of blades began around 40,000 to 50,000 years ago. Products of blade industries (blade
based stone tools) such as “knife-shaped tools”, “stemmed flake knife-points”, and “end-scrapers”
are also found in continental Asia, while abundant variabilities of “knife-shaped tools” are rather
distinctive characteristics of the Japanese Archipelago.

Regional variabilities within the Archipelago were predominant during the period between 30,000
and 20,000 years ago. The wide spread volcanic ash of AT is a chronological key marker tephra
throughout Japan, which was erupted from the Aira volcano, in southern Kyushu at around 30,000
years ago. After the event, more local differences are observed nationwide, such as blade based
knives in Tohoku, various knives in Kanto, side-blow wide blank knives which are called “Kou-type”
(some on display here) especially in western Japan using andesite lithic materials, and stemmed flake
knife- points in Kyushu Island. The last type has common characteristics with stemmed point tools
in Korean peninsula. It is suggested that environmental changes caused by the big volcanic eruption

brought wider waves of human migration and cultural exchanges.

4. Composite tools: microblade industry in Asia and Japan

A distinctive type of “microlith” (minute stone tool) is “microblade” in East Asia. Microlith was a
pan-Eurasian phenomenon including European countries toward the end of the Paleolithic era. The
Asian “microblade” cultures spread in such areas as Siberia, China, Korean peninsula around 30,000
to 20,000 years ago. The tiny elongated artifacts were parts of a composite tool which was used as
hunting weapon. The small tools were inserted into the shaft part of organic materials, as displayed
here for Mesolithic microblades found in Denmark.

In Hokkaido, microblade assemblages were found in sites about 24,000 years ago. The Hokkaido

Island then was a part of the Asian continent due to the lowered sea level during the Last Glacial

SR
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Maximum period. A number of microblade sites are discovered in Hokkaido, but sites in Honshu to
Kyushu are less frequent for the period, the oldest one was 19,000 years of age. Characteristics of
stone tools indicate that there were human migration waves from Siberia to Tohoku Japan, by way of
the Hokkaido “peninsula”.

There are great variabilities in microblade production technique within Hokkaido during the period
from 18,000 to 15,000 years ago. The end products of microblade were fabricated by different
methods of preparing microblade cores and detaching techniques which are also experimentally
reproduced. Production techniques similar to Hokkaido gradually spread to eastern parts of Japan.
The microblade industry was a common cultural trait throughout Asia. However, regional variabilities
in actual production techniques may reflect adaptive strategy and population difference.

A particular kind of stone tool is the “Araya type burin”. The type of burin is widely found in
northeast Asia, In eastern Japan, broad distribution patterns of this type of tool often on river

confluence points indicate fishing activities for subsistence along inland streams.

S. Emergence of pottery and the end of the Paleolithic world

The oldest pottery in the world is found in Japan and China mainland which are dated to 16,000
years ago with calibration. From Honshu to Kyushu, the frequency and amount of pottery increased
during the period between 14,000 and 12,000 years ago when the climate was relatively mild. In
Hokkaido, pottery increased after 10,000 years ago. The lithic industry includes such new elements as
bifacial projectile points, adzes or axes, and tanged points, while in Hokkaido traditional Paleolithic
types of tools remained, including blades and microblades.

Transition to the Jomon Age took a long time throughout the Archipelago. After the first emergence
of ceramic technology at around 16,000 years ago to the overall development of sedentary settlements
with pit dwellings, storage facilities, outside hearths with cobbles, and coastal shell middens at
around 10,000 years ago, the era is named as “the Incipient Jomon period”. The Incipient Jomon
was a time of gradual cultural transformation toward the Japanese version of the “Post Pleistocene
adaptations” which formed the basis of contemporary island cultures along the eastern periphery of

the East Asian world.

6. Epilogue

We all belong to one species, Homo sapiens, and our ability to understand abstract concepts and
think the future with planning depth dates back to the Upper Paleolithic period. The ability brought

us artistic drawings, music, personal ornaments, and writing systems with civilizations. In Japan, not



so much evidence is found to testify the ability for symbolic behavior. Some artifacts on display here,
such as clay and stone discs from the Fukui cave site, Kokeshi doll shaped figurines from the Iwato
site, and an arrow-shaft smoother from the Nogawa site express symbolic and carefully planned
behavior patterns of our ancestors.

The global warming at the end of the Ice Age was a natural phenomenon which demarcates the end
of the Paleolithic. We at the present world are facing another global warming. The scientific name of
us is the human with wisdom, and we need to learn something from the long history of mankind.

Thank you for your visit to our museum.

Tachikarushunai

®
Jingeuneul

Gganyﬁndong

Map of associated sites
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