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Origin of the Bear Festival in Japan
Harunar: Hideji

The bear festival had spread among the hunting peoples in the forest zones of the
extreme north and sub-extreme north in Europe, Asia and North America by the 20th
century. The motif of the festival is that the beauty of nature would be recompensed
by killing bears, which were “the masters of the forest” or “the kings of the forest”,
and, after they had feasted their spirits, they would go back to the world of the Gods.
Although it spread over a wide area, the styles of the festivals in different places show
a surprising resemblance. Ethnologists have hypothesized that the bear festival might
have originated in one place in the world and then spread widely from there.
However, the origin of the bear festival can be traced only by evaluating the evidences
of ritualistic treatment of bears in each district.

The archaeological evidence for the ritualistic treatment of bears consist of artifacts
shaped like bear and bear bones given special treatment. The artifacts shaped like bears
made of stones and clay along with bones occur in the Neolithic period. The well-
known historical remaining objects were excavated mainly in three places; the central
basins of the Ob, the Jenisei rivers in Western Siberia; the lower basin of the Amur
river in the Maritime Province of Siberia; as well as the Hokkaidé and Tohoku
districts in Japan. The production dates of these products in each area, in Western
Siberia and the Maritime Province of Siberia, can be traced to 4000 or 5000 years
ago, and in Northern Japan, amazingly, to 7000 to 8000 years ago. The differences
in the form or shapes of the products in these three areas are more recognizable than
the resemblances. This suggests that the worship and rituals of the bears may have
started in many places.

The Okhotsuk culture (the 4th-9th century), developed along the coast of the sea of
Okhotsuk in Hokkaido. It was their custom to pile skulls, mainly of bears but also of
deer, raccoon dogs, seals and fur seals, at the back of the house, as fetishes. For the
bears among these animals, we know for certain that they fostered baby bears, killed
them after ritualistic treatment and preserved their bones. This is determined from
their custom of keeping pigs, preserving their skulls and mandibles in and out of their
houses. This started in the Liaoning district and the middle basin of the Huang river
in China and spread to the basin of the Amur river and Sakhalin as the northern limit
and to Middle East Asia and to Oceania as the southern limit. This custom was
changed in the Okhotsuk culture, there they used the skulls of bears instead of pigs.
According to the old historical materials from China, the purpose of preserving the
skulls and the mandibles of pigs was to protect the people from evil spirits.

In Okhotsuk culture, they also produced small statues shaped like bears made of
shark bones and horns of deer. Fostering bears, preserving the bones of bears and

producing the small statues of bears are common features of the “Iyomante” event
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(sending-off the bears) known as “Iyomante” by the Ainu people. In the Epi-Jomon
culture (the 2nd century B.C. to the 7th century A.D.) proceeding the Okhotsuk
culture in Hokkaido, bear-shaped artifacts were plentiful. The direct ancestor of the
Ainu ethnic group precede Satsumon culture (the 7th to 11th century) which follows
the EpiJomon culture. They introduced the style characteristic of the “Iyomante”.
They send off the bears to the world of Gods after they killed the bears. This custom
spread to Sakhalin and the lower basin of the Amur river during the expansion of
their occupation in that area.

In Western Siberia, a different style of the bear festival developed. They killed the
bears after they had hunted thsm. During the cultural exchange between various
people over a long period, there was a gradual increase of resemblance between

practices, during which the bear festival spread widely.
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