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From Tattooed Clay Figurines to Pictorial Representations of Tattooing
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From Tattooed Clay Figurines to Pictorial Representations of Tattooing

SHITARA Hiromi

Based on analyses of pictorial representations of tattooing, the author intends to approach the
social structure during the Yayoi Period. To this end, the author clarifies the spatial and temporal
distributions of different types of the pictorial representations.

The Yayoi Period pictorial representations of tattooing are classified into three types : type
A where eyes are surrounded by lines; type B where lines originating from the bottom line of
the eyes extend diagonally to the lower cheeks; and type C where curved lines extend from the
forehead to cheeks. They are commonly found in the middle Yayoi Period, middle to late Yayoi
Period, and late Yayoi to early Kofun Period respectively. It is also typologically possible to trace
a change from type A to type B and finally to type C. Type A is also found in clay figurines of
the early Yayoi Period, which originated from clay figurines of the Jomon Period in eastern
Japan.

A subject of some Yayoi Period pictorial representations of tattooing features a soldier in
bird costume. Based on general comparative analogy, tattooing was a part of 7ite de passage, and
it symbolized the status of a soldier and also his identification with a tribe. It is thus possible to
speculate that tattooing during the Yayol Period was an indication that a young man had joined
his ancestor’s lineage. A soldier in a bird costume would represent his transformation in order to
communicate with his ancestor.

In the Kinai region of west-central Japan, a practice of tattooing was abandoned toward the
end of the middle Yayoi Period and in the late Yayoi Period. This was probably under the influ-
ence of Han Chinese culture. After that, the practice of tattooing was restricted to those who did
not maintain agriculture for subsistence. Further analyses of tattooing will help us to a better
understanding about the dual social structure of the Yayoi society where agriculturalists and

hunter-gatherers coexisted.
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