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The Origin of Ear-Ornaments in Japan’s Jomon Culture Period

Jun TAKAYAMA

In some parts of the world people still observe the custom of wearing ear-
ornaments in an artificially created perforation in the ear lobe. In Asia, such
a custom is primarily confined to areas of Burma, Malay, Indonesia, New Guinea,
Philippines, Formosa and in some regions of Eastern Asia. Although this custom
is not practiced today in China, Korea or Japan, evidences of the fact that this
custom did exist in these countries in early times have been proved by archaeo-
logists through numerous examples of ear-ornament artifacts excavated in these
countries in recent years. Japan, in particular, has divulged a wide variety of
Jomon period ear-ornaments in varied sizes and shapes.

In reference to the specific types of Japanese ear-ornaments under discussion
in this paper, Dr. R. Torii, in 1924, first surmised that ear-ornaments originated
with the use of fish vertebrae. In 1941, Dr. K. Higuchi, based on typological
anaysis of a wealth of research material on this subject, supported Dr. Torii’s
thesis and dated the appearance of this type of ear-ornament to the Middle
Jomon culture period.

Since the end of World War II, many studies have been made in determining
the origin and chronological position of these ear-ornaments in Japan. Recent
findings indicate that there is little evidence to support the assumption that
ear-ornaments made of fish vertebrae originated in the Middle Jomon culture
period as advanced by Dr. Higuchi. It is more reasonable to assume that they
are the products of the Later or Latest Jomon culture periods.

From what prototype was the ear-ornament derived? In order to give a
reasonable explanation to this subject, it is necessary first to seek out the
earliest ear-ornaments known to us: the ear-ornaments of the Middle Jomon
culture period (4513 B. P. £300). From these examples it may be possible to
obtain knowledge of common elements which points up traits inherited from the
prototype.

Examples cited in this paper are based on seventy-six (76) ear-ornaments
excavated from thirty six(36)sites located in various parts of Japan. General
dimensions of these objects range from 2 cm to 4 cm in diameter and 1cm to 2 cm in
thickness. These ear-ornaments are divided into nine (9) types irregardless
of variations in their forms, based upon features of the surface of both sides.
Chronological and typological analysis places stress on the importance of Type
I A, one among the nine (9) types mentioned above. The characteristic of
Type I A is the overall smoothness of the surface of both sides of the individual
ear-ornament. Although this trait is not essential to either manufacture or
function of the ear-ornaments, 55% of all ear-ornaments excavated from Middle
Jomon culture sites are of this type. Sites from which these ear-ornaments were
excavated are widespread throughout twelve (12) prefectures, from Miyagi
Prefecture on the north to Kagoshima Prefecture on the south and including
the central Kanto and Chubu regions.

From study of numerous Type I A examples we may assume that the smooth
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surface of Type I A was not made by accident but were intentional. We may
also consider that Type I A undoubtedly suggests features of the prototype
which were disc-shaped with a small perforation in the center. Many of these
prototypes were also coated with red pigment.

It is also evident that the overall smoothness of the surface of both sides of
Type I A ear-ornaments is distinguishably different from the concave surface of
fish vertebrae. The traits of Type I A show close resemblance to the so-called
“gplit ear-rings” made of clay, which were common in the period preceding
the emergence of ear-ornaments of the type under discussion. Since the surface
texture of both, the ear-ornaments of Type I A and the ear-rings of the
preceding period, resemble each other very closely, we cannot ignore their close
relationship.

Ear-ornaments of the preiod preceding the Middle Jomon culture era were,
generally, thin and made in the from of a circular, split, ear-ring attached to
and hung from a perforation in the ear lobe. The earliest examples of this
type, from the beginning phases of the Early Jomon culture period, were usually
made of stone (though later replaced with clay frequently coated with red
pigment), polished on both sides. Seven (7) types of clay “split ear-rings” are
recognized chiefly based on their slit or cutout portion. It is believed that
transition from the “split ear-ring” to the type of ear-ornament in question
followed the evolution pattern indicated in Figure 7, since clay can be readily
shaped to any desired form. The interior edge of the clay ear-rings was probably
sharp at first similar to their stone prototypes. These were subsequently rounded
out and eventually made thick in form ; thick enough to fit inside the perforation in
the ear lobe. Though probably ill-fitting at first, the sides of the ear-ornaments
were eventually made concave in form, making them more stable when fitted
in the ear lobe. In this manner, the ear-ornaments finally replaced the “split
ear-rings ”. The slit in these disc-shaped ear-rings also disappeared in the process
of transformation, although the practice of smoothing and polishing the surface
continued as before.

In order to further strengthen the assumption and hypothesis regarding
the origin and evolution of these ear-ornaments, artifacts representing the
intermediary form of the ear-ornament were required as supporting evidence.
Fortunately, during the excavation of the Kinoshita site in Tochigi Prefecture
such an example was found. Although this specimen possesses elements of both
the early and later forms, it differs greatly from specimens of Type I A in that
both sides are hollowed out. It is, of course, dangerous to regard this artifact
alone as conclusive evidence of the intermediary stage; and it is also impossible
to conclusively prove the hypothesis presented here until “split ear-rings” are
discovered which more closely resemble specimens of Type I A.

Although opinions vary among archaeologist in Japan regarding the origin
and evolution of the ear-ornaments of the Jomon culture period, it is this writer’s
opinion that these clay objects evolved from the “split ear-rings” with some
local divergence, and further, that the Jomon culture period ear-ornaments were
originated as indigenous innovations of the inhabitants of Japan, and not
introduced from the outside.
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