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Oketo Obsidian and Human Activities in Hokkaido

OTSUKA Yoshiaki

Abstract

This article discusses the transition of the Oketo obsidian use in Hokkaido by
integrating and chronologically examining the results of obsidian provenance analysis
in order to understand its historical significance on local inhabitants.

A series of analyses made the following discoveries; 1) Although the use of the
Oketo obsidian is traceable from the Paleolithic to Ainu culture period (in parallel
with Medieval times), its form varies through time. The obsidian is initially used in
limited areas during the Paleolithic but begins to spread extensively in the entire
Hokkaido during Jomon period. It then diminishes its usage area again during Epi-
Jomon period and eventually becomes existent remotely in scattered spots after
Okhotsk and Satsumon culture periods. 2) The obsidian is used as hunting and
working tools throughout the Paleolithic, Jomon, and Epi-Jomon periods but begins
to narrow its role as an instrument during Okhotsk and Satsumon culture period.
It loses its practicality and turns into a ritual object during the transitional period
between Satsumon period and Ainu culture period.

These landmark events correspond with the introduction of iron into Hokkaido
and popularization of iron products in the region. The presence of obsidian gravels
characteristic of Ainu culture period symbolizes the changes of human communities
that surround the Oketo obsidian, exhibiting the process of the material being
substituted by iron as an instrument and gaining status as a ritual icon instead.

Keywords: Hokkaido, Oketo obsidian, Obsidian provenance analysis, Human activity
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