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Clay Figurines as Burial Goods
SHITARA Hiromi

Clay figurines, which are typical ritual objects of the Jomon Period, were abstract
representations of the mature female, kept as symbols of her fecundity in child
bearing. Many of these figurines are found in a broken state, and not associated with
any particular structure or facility. Some researchers believe that the figurines were
broken deliberately, but others do not agree with this interpretation. In the late and
Latest Jomon Periods, stone cylinders, clay tablets, stone tablets and stone figurines
appeared afresh. There is clear evidence that many of these were deliberately broken
or burned. This indicates that there is a high probability that the clay figurines were
also deliberately broken as part of some type of ceremony. Ritual objects deliberately
broken in ceremonies were sometimes repaired and used again.

Another important characteristic of clay figurines is that they were not associated
with burials. In Hokkaido, however, burial goods become common as concepts of the
afterlife developed, and clay figurines began to show up as burial goods from the later
stages of the Late Jomon Period. In the final stages of the Latest Jomon, these burial
practices spread from southern Tohoku to the Tokai Region. From the end of the
Jomon Period through the beginning of the Yayoi Period, the practice of reburial
arose in the Chubu Region. Clay figurines were used as burial goods in the reburial
gvave, and later evolved into the receptacle used to hold the bones when reburying.

The reburial practices that developed in the Chubu Region in the Yayoi Peried
were based on concepts that started in the Latest Jomon. The bones of several
individuals were cremated and reburied together. This type of group burial, in which
the bones of the deceased were broken and burned, is structurally similar to the
breaking of clay figurines and both can be thought of as symbolizing the wish for
rebirth and renewal. Behind these beliefs are feelings towards the natural world,
which is responsible for creation of human beings.

Throughout most of the Jomon, clay figurines were not found in association with
burials. In contrast, stone cylinders, which were the representation of male sexuality,
were associated with burials. This difference is rooted in sexual principles based on
the division of labor in Jomon society. The use of clay figurines as burial goods,
which began in late Jomon, reflects the social changes associated with the transition
from the Jomon to Yayoi Period.
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