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ART WATCHING

Ivory female figurines made of the tooth of a
large sea mammal are regarded as representative
artifacts of the Okhotsk Culture. The first speci-
men, excavated at the Matawakka Shell Midden on
Rishiri Island, was reported in 1901 by Shogoro
Tsuboi, one of the founders of Japanese archaeolo-
gy and anthropology. Not many have been discov-
ered since, however, and only about ten examples
have been found to date.

This specimen, found on Rebun Island, is the
largest specimen ever found. While most of the
similar figurines lack their head, this is a rare
example in nearly complete form. It bends slightly
to the right, reflecting the curve of the raw
material, a sperm whale tooth. The center of its
diamond-shaped face is missing, but two al-
mond-shaped eyes remain. Perhaps because of
the missing center, it gives a grotesque impression.
At the back of the head, nesting motifs are curved
on both sides of an incised band. This head
decoration may be an expression of hairstyle or
head gear.

The representation of the body is realistic. The
right arm is slightly bent, with the right hand
placed on the lower body, while the left hand is
placed on the right elbow. The slight swelling of
the breasts show that this is a female figurine.
The rear side of the lower body is pleated, possibly
representing a skirt-like clothing.

The model of this ivory female figurine is un-
known; some theories posit it as a shaman, an
ordinary Okhotsk woman, or a transformation of
Buddhist statues. In any case, since sophisticated
technology was needed to carve a hard tooth,
these ivory female figurines must have been
important objects for the Okhotsk people.

dbimE ALXERHL

FHR—Y It (5 ~ 9tHfd) = 13.8cm
AXHHABEEERR UBEEERRXILH
VEREAEEZ IR

From Rebun island, Hokkaido.

Okhotsk culture (5th-9th century) H.13.8cm
Owned by Rebun town board of education.
Designated cultural property of Hokkaido.
Photograph by Masahiko Sato.
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Antler Bear Sculpture
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This bear sculpture carved on an antler was found
from a bone mound, or aritual space at the corner of
the house, of No.8 Pit Dwelling, Tokoro-chashi site in
Kitami city, Hokkaido. It is a very small piece, 3.3cm
inlength, which has beenburntand turned white, but
the face and body well represent the characteristics
of the brown bear.

A large number of artifacts with animal motifs
are found from the sites of Okhotsk culture. The
animals represented include sea mammals, land
mammals, birds, fishes, and so on, with the brown
bear being the most prominent motif among the
land mammals. While the bear is sometimes made
as an independent sculpture (p.11), it is also often
carved at the end or on the surface of some other
artifacts. This bear sculpture was probably a part of
a decorative artifact. The relief on the back of the
bearisworth noticing; thelinearound the neckand

the two lines along the spine on the right look like

a collar and a lead rope.

The Okhotsk culture is known for its unique rituals
related to bears, such as stacking bear skulls at the
cornerofthehhouse.Thisbone mound perhapsserved
as an altar. It is also said that when they hunted the
mother bears in their lairs in the spring, they possibly
brought back the bear cubs to their village and raised
them until they killed the cubs in a bear ceremony in
the autumn. This type of bear ceremony, represented

by the iomante of the Ainu people, is observed only
among the peoples of the middle and lower Amur
River, Sakhalin,and Hokkaido. This makes the origin
and developmental process of this type of bear

ceremony a subject long considered by archaeolo-
gists.

The collar and lead rope-like reliefs of this bear
sculpture strongly suggest that the Late Okhotsk

people of the 8th and 9th century raised bears.
This is a very important specimen, therefore,
when discussing the bear ritual of the Okhotsk
culture and the formation of the “bear cub
raising type” bear ceremony in northeast Asia.
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Pit Dwelling No.8 Tokoro-chashi site, Hokkaido

Late Okhotsk culture (8th-9th century)

L.3.3cm

Owned and picture provided by

the Tokoro Research Laboratory, University of Tokyo
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Excavation Photographs of the Moyoro Shell Midden:

Digital Archive of the Glass Photographic Plates

HEAIBEA BREA®) KumaAKki Toshiaki (University of Tokyo)
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Excavating the hearth of Pit

* Dwelling No.10.

1948.

| Picture provided by the Tokoro
Research Laboratory, University
of Tokyo.
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Moyoro Shell Midden, a national historic site in
Abashiri-city, eastern Hokkaido, is one of the most
well-known archaeological sites of the Okhotsk
culture. It consists of shell middens, pit dwellings,
and numerous graves. With more than 200 skeletons
of the Okhotsk people and numerous metal objects
brought over from Honshu, the main island of the
Japanese archipelago, and the Asian Continent, the
Moyoro Shell Midden overwhelms other sites in
both scale and content.

Since its discovery in 1913, the site has been
excavated many times. The most famous excavation
was conducted in 1947, 1948 and 1951, just after
WWII; the University of Tokyo, Hokkaido University,
and the Abashiri City Folk Museum participated in
this excavation, led by the Far Eastern Archaeology
Society. The excavation of the Moyoro Shell Midden
is remembered as the starting point of the post-war
Japanese archaeology, alongside the Toro site in
Shizuoka prefecture.

This investigation achieved epoch-making
results, shedding light on many aspects of the
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Picture provided by the Tokoro

Research Laboratory, University

of Tokyo.

Okhotsk culture, such
as cultural genealogy,
settlement structure,
livelihood, rituals, trade,
and so on. The report of
this investigation was
not sufficient, however,
when viewed from the
academic level of today’'s archaeology. Therefore,
in the context of recent studies, these first-class
resources have not been given the attention they
deserve.

In view of this situation, the University of
Tokyo conducted a careful reexamination of this
archaeological investigation, recorded on the glass
photographic plates; in 2019, we digitized 142
photographic plates and made them public on
our website. Reexamination of these photographs
and high-quality digital images, most of which
were disclosed for the first time, is bringing new
discoveries enabling the determination of the date
and structure of the excavated features, which had
been unclear until now.

The cabinet-sized (120 X 165 mm) dry plates,
when scanned as 2.4 mega-pixel images, contained
detailed information far beyond our expectations.
On the website below, you can enlarge and see any
part of it, which will surely change your impression
of the photographs from 70 years ago.

BHEIORBHSAEREET IV 2IV7—hH41 7 © https://www.l.u-tokyo.ac.jp/moyoro/index.html
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Digital archive of the Moyoro Shell Midden. https://www.l.u-tokyo.ac.jp/moyoro/index.html

Some of these photographs will be exhibited in the photo exhibition, “Moyoro in the east: the archaeological
excavation at the Moyoro Shell Midden soon after WWII,” which will be held in relation with the special exhibi-
tion, “Okhotsk Culture: Ancient History You Didn’t Know.” Many hitherto unreported artifacts from this excava-

tion will also be exhibited in this special exhibition.
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