
Jomon Culture (ca. 10,500–ca. 300 B.C.) 

The Jomon period, which encompasses a great expanse of time, constitutes Japan's Neolithic period. Its 

name is derived from the "cord markings" that characterize the ceramics made during this time. Jomon 

people were semi-sedentary, living mostly in pit dwellings arranged around central open spaces, and 

obtained their food by gathering, fishing, and hunting. While the many excavations of Jomon sites have 

added to our knowledge of specific artifacts, they have not helped to resolve certain fundamental 

questions concerning the people of the protoliterate era, such as their ethnic classification and the 

origin of their language. 

All Jomon pots were made by hand, without the aid of a wheel, the potter building up the vessel from 

the bottom with coil upon coil of soft clay. As in all other Neolithic cultures, women produced these 

early potteries. The clay was mixed with a variety of adhesive materials, including mica, lead, fibers, and 

crushed shells. After the vessel was formed, tools were employed to smooth both the outer and interior 

surfaces. When completely dry, it was fired in an outdoor bonfire at a temperature of no more than 

about 900° C.  

 

Because the Jomon period lasted so long and is so culturally diverse, historians and archaeologists often 

divide it into the following phases: 

Incipient Jomon (ca. 10,500–8000 B.C.). 

This period marks the transition between Paleolithic and Neolithic ways of life. Archaeological findings 

indicate that people lived in simple surface dwellings and fed themselves through hunting and 

gathering. They produced deep pottery cooking containers with pointed bottoms and rudimentary cord 

markings—among the oldest examples of pottery known in the world. 

Initial Jomon (ca. 8000–5000 B.C.). 

By this period, the gradual climatic warming that had begun around 10,000 B.C. sufficiently raised sea 

levels, so that the southern islands of Shikoku and Kyushu were separated from the main island of 

Honshu. The rise in temperature also increased the food supply, which was derived from the sea as well 

as by hunting animals and gathering plants, fruits, and seeds. Evidence of this diet is found in shell 

mounds, or ancient refuse heaps. Food and other necessities of life were acquired and processed with 

the use of stone tools such as grinding rocks, knives, and axes. 

 

Early Jomon (ca. 5000–2500 B.C.). 

The contents of huge shell mounds show that a high percentage of people's daily diet continued to 

come from the oceans. Similarities between pottery produced in Kyushu and contemporary Korea 

suggest that regular commerce existed between the Japanese islands and Korean peninsula. The 

inhabitants of the Japanese islands lived in square-shaped pithouses that were clustered in small 

villages. A variety of handicrafts, including cord-marked earthenware cooking and storage vessels, 

woven baskets, bone needles, and stone tools, were produced for daily use.  

 

Middle Jomon (ca. 2500–1500 B.C.). 



This period marked the high point of the Jomon culture in terms of increased population and production 

of handicrafts. The warming climate peaked in temperature during this era, causing a movement of 

communities into the mountain regions. Refuse heaps indicate that the people were sedentary for 

longer periods and lived in larger communities; they fished, hunted animals such as deer, bear, rabbit, 

and duck, and gathered nuts, berries, mushrooms, and parsley. Early attempts at plant cultivation may 

date to this period. The increased production of female figurines and phallic images of stone, as well as 

the practice of burying the deceased in shell mounds, suggests a rise in ritual practices.  

 

Late Jomon (ca. 1500–1000 B.C.). 

As the climate began to cool, the population migrated out of the mountains and settled closer to the 

coast, especially along Honshu's eastern shores. Greater reliance on seafood inspired innovations in 

fishing technology, such as the development of the toggle harpoon and deep-sea fishing techniques. 

This process brought communities into closer contact, as indicated by greater similarity among artifacts. 

Circular ceremonial sites comprised of assembled stones, in some cases numbering in the thousands, 

and larger numbers of figurines show a continued increase in the importance and enactment of rituals.  

 

Final Jomon (ca. 1000–300 B.C.). 

As the climate cooled and food became less abundant, the population declined dramatically. Because 

people were assembled in smaller groups, regional differences became more pronounced. As part of the 

transition to the Yayoi culture, it is believed that domesticated rice, grown in dry beds or swamps, was 

introduced into Japan at this time. 

 

 


