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Modern Japan is skyscrapers

of iron, glass and concrete
stretching to the heavens

from the densely built-up

areas of flat-roofed houses

with square corners and rows

of solar cells; tiled roofs

of numerous temples and small
green parks, playgrounds

and municipal cemeteries

hiding among the houses.
Going by high-speed and not
very high-speed railway,

it is hard to see where one
locality ends and another
begins - so smoothly they

flow into each other, divided
only by small square fields,
mountain ranges and tunnels
bored through the mountains...
You'd think what kind

of archaeology and ancient
history can you expect in a place
like this? But here they are,
right under your feet.

Each of the Japanese Islands
abounds in history, both specific
for the locality and common

for the country, which few nations
in the world can boast

fttps:/scth:ru/en/papers/japan-on-faraway-islands-and-the-land-of-yamato/  SCIENCE FIRST HAND

ny part of the cultural oecumene,
each piece of its territory has
its own, profound and original
history. However, even just seeing
it often requires great efforts asit is buried
under the veil of the past and especially
under the canopy of the present. Only
in Japan antiquity rooted in the past
millennia is built into everyday life and
foreseeable future.

Life-giving tree

History is everywhere, even in the roots
and trunks of gigantic trees, contem-
poraries of the First and Second Turkic
Khagnates. These arboreal wonders,
well beyond a thousand years, are well
preserved behind the walls of just as old
monasteries or in the depths of parks.
Some of them are nothing but trunks
and gigantic stumps covered with young
shoots. In Russia or in any European coun-
try they would have disappeared long ago
thanks to some sort of vegetation recovery
program. In Japan, they are a constant and
mMajor concern.

SCIENCE FIRST-HAND
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Hundred-year-old lichen and the
so-called "tan" of stones also shel-
ter history. Like the trees, they are
homes to kami, the spirits worshipped
for centuries by the inhabitants
of the Japanese Islands.

Time-darkened walls of the wooden
temples timber for which was hewn by
the craftsmen of the early Middle Ages
(7th — 8th centuries) also bespeak
history. The tools used were virtually
identical to modern; the only differ-
ence is the composition and quality
of the metal from which the blades
were made. The building techniques
used in today's wooden architecture
are just as old, honed by centuries.

The city of Nara, ancient capital
of the empire, which gave name
to an early medieval period of national
history (710—794) associated with the
strengthening of Buddhism, is home
to Todai-ji, or Eastern Great Temple,
overwhelming with its grandeur and
size. Erected in the middle of the 8th
century, it remains the world's largest
wooden structure.

The temple is approached through
a couple of high and powerful entry
gates including Namdaemun (South
Great Door) with a double-pitched
roof and five spans supported by col-
umns made of monolithic tree trunks
and guarded by the huge wooden
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sculptures of the monstrous Nyo guards. From the stairs
of the gates, the temple does not look that big until your eye
goes to the tiny figures of the people climbing its staircase,
alone or in groups.

The enormous inner hall of the temple houses a bronze
statue of sitting giant Buddha. They say that the statue was
cast following seven failed attempts. If it is true or not, this
special number confirms that the process sacred.

The true size of the sculpture — the biggest in Japan and
one of the biggest in the world — is not appreciated at once.
We grasped it during a spiritual ceremony.

On that cold winter evening, all the ancient bronze lan-
terns along the temple alley were lit. Pilgrims and a legion
of tourists warmed themselves by the fire made in huge
bronze receptacles at the gates.

Dark figures were streaming towards the temple's open
gate lit from the inside by shimmering light. Through
the blue-grey smoke the pedestal of the central statue
showed.

At some moment, when the "chorus" sounded stronger,
the barely visible folds of the enormous window-hatch
under the roof ledge blew open — light beams burst in and _ X bl
plumes of fragrant smoke wafted through it. When they PR Like almost all ancient wooden
evanesced, in the upper window of the temple's immense : structures, Todai-ji burnt down several
dark interior, golden light flashed from the partly visible o ' ut every time was restored
face of Buddha Vairocana. At this point, the majestic size g g metifolm (the IagPting
of the sculpture came to light — its casting took almost all Jf vias 01031 9-1 o Today
of the country's bronze and about a hundred and fifty kilo-
grams of gold, not to mention thousands of tons of charcoal.

In the temple's interior, behind Buddha's back, there
is a wooden column with a small oval hole at the foot,
which goes into the foundation stone. The column supports
the timber of the roof, which in traditional beliefs symbol-
izes the Sky, or Upper World. The sight of this colossal
column and string of people queueing for it makes you
think of the Tree of Life tying all the levels of the universe
together.

8t -'_.'Woodworkmg mthe I.and of the Rismg Sun is at a fantastlcallv :
-_hlgh Ievel When vou look at the tapestry of beams and thel
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On festive days, the open folds Connected with this component Todai-ji is a Buddhist temple.
of this window-hatch (top left) of the temple's architecture is one However, you feel the presence
half-open a part of Buddha'’s face of the most curious ancient practices. of archaic Shino beliefs — another

Its origin can be traced back to the be- form of the Japanese religious
Daibutsu (Giant Buddha) (top). liefs of the traditional communities awareness that ¢an be identified
The Buddha from Todai-ji is sitting, of Eurasia, with some slight variations. as a_community-based religion

cross-legged, on a flower-shaped N . Lo T : o
throne. _Ig_ge nght hand is stretghed A((Ordlng to thlb bt‘hef, to ensure preserved in the tradltlonal menta-

forward in blessing. The statue the. success of an important new lity of North Asian population.
is 16 meters high; the face pr(r)‘]ect. ;V(,)u have to squeeze Vthro.ugh The myths, rituals and beliefs
is 3 meters wide. The eye pits thlg hole 1111 tllle column, h?f‘dﬁfSt' in Shinto and, say, the Ob-Ugric
are 1 m.eter in d|ameter, —aman T 1S eql.ld 5 tle act Ot pur lh(dtl()n population Of “orther“ West
can easily go through them and leaving behind the accumulated Siberia are so similar that - they

burden ofsin. . look like the same story told
In a wide variety of archaic human 2 0. -
. in different languages. Beliefs and

communities, the tree symbolizes AR S st Bufie BoteSbik Dt
Wooden column (leff). As recently eternal life and renewal and is closely Ju3s8 p'
of day-to-day life, and sacrality

as in the early 1990s, it was allowed connected with human life. The in- )
to touch it. Now it is covered digenous peoples of Siberia worship permeates the nature and man’s
with planking to resist destruction. environment. Every stone and every
Every day thousands of tourists tree are as alive as the falling

try to crawl through this hole, . ) " . snow or-rain...
and some of them get stuck. dead babies were buried the hollow

Then their friends pull the moaning (?f trees or in holes carved especially
victims on the hands and sometimes for this purpose in tree trunks, which
push them from the back, were then carefully sealed to restore
helping to undergo the desired their original appearance. The babies
purification were thereby returned to the womb

the tree as the progenitor. For in-
stance, in the forest areas of North Asia

SCIENCE FIRST HAND  https://scfh.ru/en/papers/japan-on-faraway-islands-and-the-land-of-yam il December »2020°« N-3,(56)




50

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF EXPEDITIONS « Archaeology

they had come from. There were also the so-called "air burials” of adults in tree
branches, having the same meaning. After all, the well-known log coffin is the im-
age of a tree trunk. They used to take the sick to the tree roots in the belief that
their powerful magic would renovate them and bring back to life. The aborigines
of Siberia and inhabitants of medieval Europe would lean a woman having a hard
delivery to a tree trunk — the source of the life-giving and renovating primeval
strength of plants, which fade and resurrect every year (Eliade, 1998).

According to the beliefs of many peoples, to purify yourself, you had to crawl
through a forked crown of a tree or, which is equivalent, between the legs
of an adult woman. In some ethnic groups, an outsider who wished to be ac-
cepted by the community had to put his head between the knees of an elderly
woman, who symbolized the foremother. All these sacred actions were a magic
representation of the act of birth, the emergence in the world of a new being pure
as a baby. The location and shape of the wooden column of Tédai-ji and the hole
at its footing indicate to this very meaning.

December « 2020 « N 3 (56)

Heavyweight duel

When one speaks of Japan, every-
one recognizes a combination of ad-
vanced technologies and old traditions
of everyday life. Traditional women's
clothes, unique Japanese cuisine,
martial arts originating from severe
samurai training, black with age Bud-
dhist and Shinto temples and their
modern-day equivalents painted red
(their color scheme was influenced
by Chinese culture), small joss hous-
es and street processions resembling
both carnivals and theatrical perfor-
mances — all these phenomena have
along history, not always obvious and

https://scfh.ru/en/papers/japan-on-faraway-islands-and-the-land-of-yamato/  SCIENCE FIRST HAND

sometimes deeply buried. For instance, let us take traditional Sumo wrestling.
To us it looks like a confrontation of two strapping fat guys who attempt to force
each other out of a small circular earthenware ring delimited by rice-straw
bales. Surprisingly, the chubby wrestlers move easily and rapidly; their physical
strength is colossal. They force of their pushes and strikes must have flattened
an ordinary man. In a moment, the opponent pops out of the circle or even rolls
to the feet of cheering spectators.

Fascinating and exciting...but what special meaning might this heavyweight
duel have? Wait till we look at this whirlwind match from the point of ethnog-
raphy and you will see that we are dealing with an essential component of a most
ancient civilization.

The first reliable written account of Sumo dates back to 642. However,
judging by the Haniwa figures found in all large mounds of the Kofun period
(3rd to 7th centuries AD), regular matches between powerful heavyweights
started much earlier. In order to see the practical benefit of this show —

SCIENCE FIRST HAND  https://scfh.ru/en/papers/japan-on-faraway-islands-and-the-land-of-yam il

Reconstructed Haniwa

in the historical park

of Imashirozuka burial mound.
Osaka

The figures depicting people
and animals have been put up
in dwellings, settlements and
cemeteries since the Neolithic.
Some of them were so big that
served as burial vessels

December =2020 « N 3/(56)
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hardly applicable to the extreme situations
of nowadays — we should travel even fur-
ther back in time, to a remarkable epoch
in the history of the Japanese Islands referred
to as the Jomon period (13,000—9,250 BC, ap-
proximately corresponding to the Neolithic),
when they started making pottery, applied
new stone working techniques and began
to develop agriculture.

That was the height of the maritime,
appropriating economy, and the primary
task of the Neolithic population (as well
as of the humans living in much later peri-
ods) was sustaining life, above all, searching
food. The density of the population was low
and the communities were small. The cost
of life of every able-bodied member of a com-
munity was incredibly high; any human loss
threatened the well-being and probably even
the existence of a community.

At the time, the areas that could provide
easy life were relatively few. Besides, they
had long been densely populated. All these
areas were the subject of the aspirations and
encroachments of the communities who hap-
pened to be "left behind," which inevitably
resulted in conflict, including armed clashes.
The consequence was losses at both sides,
sometimes fatal for everyone involved.

This situation was typical not only for the
inhabitants of the ancient Japanese Islands
but virtually for all archaic human populations
with various kinds of appropriating economy.
In some regions — for instance, in the North
Asian hunting and fishing communities
of the vast forest and partially tundra forest
belt — this lay of land preserved till the late
Middle Ages.

In these archaic communities, including
the ones thousands of kilometers apart, rules
and regulations were being established with
a view to restricting or avoiding massacres.
According to a well-known word of wisdom
ascribed to the Chinese military strategist Sun
Tsu, the greatest victory is that which requires
no battle. If the sides failed to achieve peace
and a violent confrontation was inevitable,
they agreed to combat to first blood, precon-
ditioning maximum casualties, compensation
for losses, etc.

-islands-and-the-land-of-yamato/  SCIENCE FIRST HAND

The most common way to resolve a conflict became a fight
between the leaders or specially chosen fighters conducted
under certain rules, somewhat resembling a duel. For example,
having thrown a spear, the warrior had to stand proudly and,
cheered by his kinsmen, wait for the retaliation. Ethnogra-
phers describe another scenario, when the enemies were seated
cross-legged against each other and took turns to stab each
other. The one-on-one lasted till one of the opponents gave
up or lost consciousness.

Needless to say, these "duels" required a significant degree
of courage and cultivation. Equally often, disputes were
resolved without weapons but within time constraints and
need for certain skills. For example, the fighters had to wrestle
on a slippery raw walrus pelt or up to chest in the water.

The society made special efforts to prepare such fighters.
Thus, in the aboriginal communities of North Siberia, a “panel”
of elders selected, basing on specific traits, boys fit for future
combat. As the boys were growing up, they were to see these

SCIENCE FIRST HAND  https://scfh.ru/en/papers/japan-on-faraway-islands-a e R s Rl e
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Haniwa in Imashirozuka burial mound museum. Osaka
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peared completely. The mystic side, however, has preserved.
. The square arena symbolizes

the Earth, and the circle surrounded by the shimenawa rope
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ording to the expert of Japanese culture A.A. Nako-

allow a realistic assessment of the usually exaggerated
rchevsky (Nakorchevsky, 2000), sumo contests conducted

achievements of medieval mounted archers
The chosen ones were excluded from working life and only

had to undergo specific training. Of special importance
is a symbol of the sky. Man represents the Middle World.

According to the present beliefs, the earthenware sumo

Yabusame contests and reference to historical sources

tlers had been growing le
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during matsuri (festival honoring kami spirits) are used
for fortune telling. The wrestlers themselves are believed
to have sacral power able to ward off wicked creatures.
Another bright celebration with fairly transparent histor-
ical background is Yabusame, a mounted archery contest,
where an archer on a running horse successively shoots
arrows at a number of targets. The evident practical mean-
ing of this event is impregnated with sacrality: the arrows
target the evil. An arrow has long been considered effective
in fighting evil spirits — its hard pike was able to defeat even

the most wicked of them. Moreover, according to the beliefs
of the ancient population of North Asia, the arrows were
thought of as “alive,” capable of making their own decisions
and reaching the target they have chosen (Plotnikov, 2001).
Remember the Russian fairy-tale about the Frog Princess,
where the arrows shot by the princes found a suitable life
partner for each of them.

Walking along the lanes
of historical parks

Everything said about history applies fully to archaeol-
ogy — it is right under your feet. Archaeological materials
enjoy a high profile in Japan’s numerous capital and provin-
cial museums and in the modern culture of the population
of the Japanese Islands.

Japan has many cultural and historical sites which are
well preserved for the future generations: Neolithic sites,

Paleometal settlements, medieval palace complexes ...
All of them are carefully studied, conserved and, maybe
unexpectedly for us, restored in the form as close as possible
to the original. Despite the very dense urban development
and land issues, the government seeks to allocate and con-
serve large areas of ancient sites, sometimes measuring
many hectares.

December « 2020 « N 3 (56) https://scfh.ru/en/pa apan-on-faraway-islands-and-the-land-of-yamato/  SCIENCE FIRST HAND

As these sites are studied, dwellings and fortifications are
set up using ancient technologies and basing on the materi-
als from digs. In this way, highly interesting and illustrative
historical parks are built. Parklands are made around large
mounds that have been built into urban architecture.

We should also mention a special phenomenon found
in Japan. True research centers are established next

2
faf yjislands-and-the-land-of-yamato/ December « 2020 « N 3 (56)
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building of steel, glass and concrete that has become home
to the formerly scattered laboratories. On the patches that
have already been excavated, the entrance gate to the me-
dieval Japanese capital has been restored.

In the 1980s, in Saga Prefecture, the diggings of an an-
cient settlement dating to the Yayoy period (3rd ¢. BC —
3rd c. AD) started. Located on a hill at about 12 kilometers
from the coast, Yoshinagari proved to be the largest Yayoy
archaeological site: it included a few settlements or residen-
tial areas and was surrounded by a fertile plain. The results

v
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Of special.importance.in.the Yoshinogari
historical park is the cult:ritualistic.area

with a tall‘main-“temple”;-at its upper:tier

the visitors.can observe ‘a ritual'scene presented
with-the help of appropriately attired mannequins.
Everyday life,; weapons, armor-and:equipment
are displayed-in-the dwellingsof regular
community members

to interesting, complex and large archaeological sites.
For instance, the world-famous Nara National Research
Institute for Cultural Properties is located along the bor-
der of the ancient capital, presently marked by narrow
motorway instead of the former walls. As recently asin the
1990s, it was a low building with a small garage and modest
premises for renovation works. Today, it is a four-storied

ban-on-faraway-islands-and-the-land-of-yamato/ SCIENCE FIRST HAND
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At the mound slope

Among the antiquities of the Jap-
anese Islands the most famous and
impressive, both in size and architec-
ture, are the burial structures dating
to the Kofun period (in Japanese,
kofun stands for a burial mound). This
is the time important for all the Japa-
nese: it was then that the real ancient
state of Japan emerged, as evidenced
by the historical chronicles.

The colossal tumuli (mounds) are
connected with the representatives
of specific clans and dynasties, whose
names are mentioned in documents.
The historical parks set up around ) _
large mounds provide specific details. . b 8 i, _ / L h

o
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i 2 Ditch around the Daisen butial
mound, Osaka

Hasihaka burial’mound (left).
From‘above,this,type of ‘structure
resembles a huge keyhole:

As itiis‘prohibited to approach
the-slopes.of.the mound,-animals;
fishes:and-birds abound'in the
midwood and in the ditches: Nara

They inform the visitors in whose
honor the mound was erected, what
made this person famous and from
what enemies he defended the land
of their ancestors. Large mounds are
considered not only a cultural heritage
but rather as private burials having
historical heirs including the rep-
resentatives of the imperial house.
It is one of the major reasons why
research works, except for periodic
restoration, are not carried out here.

The tumuli are highly varied — from
plain round dome-shaped structures
of modest size to behemoth build-
ings fit for an emperor, from afar
resembling mountains. The latter
must be the largest burial structures
in Asia. They can be 400 meters long,
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300 meters wide and over 30 meters high. The area of their basement exceeds
that of the main Giza pyramids but their height is lower. When you are standing
near these structures covered with a dense canopy of trees and bushes, you can
hardly believe they are man-made.

As a rule, you cannot go inside a tumulus. On some of them there are foot-
paths that will take you to the top. On the slopes of stepped tumuli there used
to be Haniwa, terracotta clay figures. Along the perimeter of the tumulus and
around it the Haniwa are shaped as hollow cylinders with big through holes
in the sides. Their purpose is not entirely clear. There is a theory that they
were designed to transport massive products with the help of a round perch
put through the holes.

The anthropozoomorphic figures and artifacts depicting utility objects were

grouped on special fields in strictly ranked lines. Though the meaning of these
statues is ambiguous, it has been speculated that they might depict the so-called
“road of spirits,” found in the Chinese and Korean burial structures of the dig-
nitaries of high rank, including the Emperor’s.
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Reconstructed Haniwa
inthe historical park of Imashirozuka
burial mound. The originals

and all'information about-the site

are keptin:the museum constructed
nearby. Fromvits showroom;

you 'have a view of an.immense
mound; which:is:being excavated.
In‘the.meanwhile;.children-play

and, adults walk.around the exact
copies of museum exhibits,

engaging in national history: Osaka ﬁ
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The number of circular steps running alongside the tu-
mulus depended on the status of the kofun’s “owner”: one
or two for local aristocracy and three or more for the rep-
resentatives of the imperial house. Geophysical methods,
however, enabled the archaeologists to discover that not
all of the burial mountains were handmade. Sometimes,
aresidual outcrop was shaped as needed and then a passage
was made from a special patch close to the top to a burial
chamber.

In West Japan, which did not have a strong state center,
the burial mounds stood alone or in small groups on the hills
or in the mountains.

In the regions where the state of Yamato that subjugated
a huge territory was being formed, the tumuli are more
impressive, over 200 meters long. As a rule, these mounds
are located at the foot of mountains, which seem to protect
them from one side. Most mounds are situated in the Nara
valley (Nara prefecture) and in the Kawachi valley (Osa-
ka prefecture), separated by a mountain range. All these
mounds are connected with the names of historically
authentic rulers, mostly emperors.

* Song by Kakinomoto no Hitomaro, Japanese poet
of the 8th c., Manyashii collection of poetry, p.183

People and cats in Ikebukuro
district,“Tokyo

Lotuses, grown.from the seeds
found in the excavations

of an‘ancient settlement,
Matsuyama Archaeological
Museum

Today’s' Tokyo. Tokyo 'SKytree
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n the Japanese language, in contrast to Russian, the con-

cept of time is less categorical. There is the past tense

and the non-past tense, plus a multitude of grammar

constructions specifying the details of doing an action.
This may reflect the perception of time by the Japanese.
Quite natural for them is the constant presence of events,
phenomena and characters of the past in everyday life
in the form of traditions, things and memorial places...
Coming home from work which completely absorbs them
today and by which they make the future, they change
into a kimono and put on geta, paying tribute to the past.
The past and the present co-exist in a unique way, hardly
imaginable in the European world. All the parades, pageants
and all sort of ethnographic villages that we come across
in Europe are just a reconstruction of the past destroyed
by a chain of wars and revolutions. In Japan, this is a con-
tinuous flow of being, intact despite all the cataclysms.
The thousand-year-old living world is carefully protected
from prying eyes and current concerns. Man and nature
are one, and divine Amaterasu guards the country: “A huge
wave rose up at the coast and stood up in thousands of rows,
hiding the Yamato islands behind it!”*
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