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Aynu animism and zoomorphic representations

Hiroshi UTAGAWA

1

This paper focuses on figurines and other zoomorphic representations discovered in
Hokkaido and their possible relationship with the animal creed or animism of the Aynu
[also romanized as Ainu]. The artifacts discussed here can be said to represent their makers’
feelings towards the animals concerned and to be a part of a wider spiritual form. This
creed or spiritual form appears to have links with the animistic concept of the kamuy

amongst the Hokkaido Aynu.

2

39 examples of zoomorphic representation are so far known from Jomon Hokkaido
(Figs. 2 and 3). Most common are stone figurines, consisting of 43.6% of the total.
These figurines become more common in the Middle and Late Jomen periods. From the
Final Jomon zoomorphic designs also occur as part of pottery handles. Bone artifacts with

animal representations are completely lacking in the Jomon period in Hokkaido.

3

51 examples are known from the Epi-Jomon period (Figs. 4-6), mostly (74.5%)
belonging to the Esan culture. Bear designs are particularly characteristic of this period.

The most common category, accounting for 31.4% of the total, consists of animal designs
placed at the top of bone or antler arifacts. Next most numerous are representations on
the projecting parts of pottery rims (21.6%). Other items include stone figurines (17.6
%) and pottery handles (13.7%). Compared with the Jomon period there are considerable

changes in the types of artifact which bear zoomorphic representaions.

4

In the Okhotsk culture mounds of animal bone are often found in pit houses. This

would seem to suggest a distinct ritual relationship with the animals concerned. This may
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also be reflected in the large number of animal designs from this culture - 142 examples (Figs.
7-14). Most common are bone figurines, occupying 40.6% of the total. Applique and in-
cised representations on pottery account for 14.5% and clay figurines make up 10.1%.
Other items include antler antler artifacts (8.7%), tusk figurines (8.0%), bone composite
fish-hooks (5.1%) and several other kinds of bone and wooden implements.

In the early stage of the Okhotsk culture the only animal representation is a whale
incised on a bone needle case. From the middle stage, however, various bone, antler and
clay examples are known. Designs include the bear, sea mammals, water fowl and other

indeterminate animals. In the late stage a ray and possible frog are added to this repotoire.

5

Very few zoomorphic representations are known from the Satsumon and Aynu cultures.
Fig. 15 (1) is the only Satsumon example, a bird and an animal incised on a pottery sherd.
From the Aynu cultural stage a deer carved on bone (Fig. 15.2) and a bird figurine made
from a marine mammal tusk (Fig. 15.3) are the only discoveries. Items 4 to 7 in Figure 15

are rare examples of Okhotsk anthropomorphic figurines.

6

In this section I want to examine the types of animals represented a little more closely.
In the Jomon period bear designs make up 41.0% of the total (16 out of 39). Other
common animals are deer, wild boar, turtle, longeared owl, killer whale, fish and shells. In
the Epi-Jomon period bears continue to be common, accounting for 29 out of 51 examples
(56.9%). Others include the frog, turtle, marine mammals and indeterminate animals. The
percentage of marine mammals (7.8%) increases as compared with the previous period.
Bears are also the most numerous in the Okhotsk culture (54.2% of the total). Other land
mammals are the fox, dog and otter. Marine mammals account for 23.2% (n=33) and
include the whale, dolphin, Steller sea lion, seal, fur seal and killer whale. Birds (water fowl
and the owl) total 15 examples (10.6%) and fish (including a ray) 5 examples or 3.5% of
the total. The remainder consists of the frog, snake and indeterminate animals.

Through the prehistoric age as a whole bear designs are by far the most common
occupying 52.6% of the total (232 examples). These are followed by marine mammals
(16.4%), birds (6.9%) and fish (2.6%) (see Table 2).

From the results of the above analysis it may be said that the animal creed of the Okhotsk
culture and that of the Aynu resemble each other in spiritual features. The Aynu animal

creed is basically organized on a principle of symbolic opposition between kimun-kamuy, the
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mountain god (ie. bear), and repun-kamuy, the marine god (dolphin or killer whale).

Hiromichi KONO discussed the link between animals and the Aynu ekasi-itokpa. The
ekasi-etokpa is a totemic symbol derived from one’s paternal ancestors. Kono divided the
symbols into three basic classes (Fig. 17) : (1) is a dolphin or killer whale ; (2) is a bear; and
(8) is a bird’s footprint. As we have just seen, these three types of ekasi-etokpa are mirrored
in the three most common types of zoomorphic representation on Okhotsk archaeological
materials. Thus it can be said there is a possibility that such a totemic tradition descended

from the Okhotsk culture to the Aynu.

Caption name of Figures

Fig. 1 Animal and human figurines. (top : Vogelherd Cave, bottom : East European forest zone)
(After P. Mellars 1989, T. Sulimirsli 1970)

Animal designs of the Jomon period (1).

Animal designs of the Jomon period (2). (31 : scale 1/4)

Animal designs of the Epi-Jomon period (1). (34-36. 38 : scale 1/4)

Fig.
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Fig.
Fig.
Fig.
Fig.
Fig.
Fig.
Fig,
Fig.

Animal designs of the Epi-Jomon period (2).

Animal designs of the Epi-Jomon period (3). (67 : scale 1/4)

Animal designs of the Okhotsk period (1).

Animal designs of the Okhotsk period (2).

Animal designs of the Okhotsk period (3).

Animal designs of the Okhotsk period (4). (142 : scale 1/4)

Animal designs of the Okhotsk period (5). (153 : scale 1/4)

Animal designs of the Okhotsk period (6). (166. 167. 182 : scale 1/4)

Animal designs of the Okhotsk period (7). (187 : scale unkown, 194 : scale 1/4)
Animal designs of the Okhotsk period (8). (206 : scale 1/4)

Animal and human designs of the Satsumon, Aynu and Okhotsk periods. (1 : scale unknown)
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Fig, Animal creed of each period. (1 : Jomon, 2 : Epi-Jomon, 3 : Okhotsk period)

Fig.17 Fundamental forms of ekasi-itokpa. (1 : killer whale, 2 : bear, 3 : bird) (After H. Kono 1936)
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