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Abstract 

 
Title of Thesis: Mediators of the Dead: Funerary Strategies and Material Practice in The Final 
Jōmon Period 
 
Celeste Marie Tran, Master of Fine Arts, 2026 
 
Thesis Directed by: Dr. Khristin Landry-Montes, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Art History, Fine 
and Performing Arts Department, Regis University and Affiliated Researcher with 
InHerit/Indigenous Heritage Passed to Present 

 
 Shakōki-dogū are prehistoric clay figurines from Japan’s Final Jōmon period, 
characterized by enlarged, goggle-eyed features. In both scholarship writing and museum display 
texts, generalized thematic labels or iconographic readings sometimes reduce the corpus’s 
internal variability. This study examines a focused set of Final Jōmon shakōki-dogū from 
northern Honshū (Tōhoku) and Hokkaidō (Figures 2–6) through their formal and material 
evidence—shape, surface treatment, and condition—read alongside published excavation reports 
and catalogue records. It asks what these figurines can be shown to do, as prehistoric artworks, 
within death-related practice when interpretation is anchored to observable features and 
documented context, rather than to a single decoded meaning. This thesis argues that shakōki-
dogū can be understood as funerary objects that mediate between the living and the dead, even 
when recovered in settlement-adjacent settings; this framing helps explain why they are reported 
both near burials and within settlement deposits. Because Final Jōmon mortuary activity is 
frequently reported in close proximity to lived space, recovery from settlement contexts does not 
automatically exclude funerary association; instead, recovery setting is treated as a contextual 
constraint evaluated alongside object evidence. Across the corpus, the analysis records 
repeatable configuration strategies—ocular dominance, strict frontality, bodily containment, 
surface zoning—alongside fabrication indicators, surface treatment, and condition patterning, 
including fragmentation and differential wear. Together, these variables provide comparable 
evidence across intact and fragmentary examples without treating fixed iconographic 
assignments as the sole basis for interpretation. Geographic scope relies on Appendix A maps 
(Figures A.1 and A.7) to situate the corpus within the northern Japanese archipelago; 
environmental discussion remains proportional to object-led evidence and addresses how 
materials, firing constraints, and depositional conditions shape what survives. The thesis 
separates descriptive results (Chapter 4) from interpretive discussion (Chapter 5) and 
demonstrates how modern interpretive labels—especially inherited “fertility figurine” framing 
can pre-structure description when contextual reporting is minimal. By foregrounding 
configuration, material traces, and documented context, this research offers a replicable art-
historical model for analyzing visual strategies within Final Jōmon practice without relying on 
typology-only cataloging or one-to-one iconographic translation.  
 
Keywords: shakōki-dogū, Final Jōmon, funerary art, materiality, post-interpretive criticism  
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1 Introduction 

Shakōki-dogū are small fired-clay figurines made in prehistoric northern Japan during the 

Final Jōmon period (approx. 1000-800 BCE).1 Although they are immediately recognizable 

through enlarged, goggle-like eyes, compact bodily proportions, and strongly frontal 

presentation, their significance cannot be explained by form alone. 2 In documented burial-

related settings, these figurines can function as funerary objects that link the living and the dead, 

rather than only as standardized grave goods. Through close analysis of (1) formal configuration 

and visual structure, (2) surface treatment and facture (construction traces), and (3) condition 

patterning, including breakage, abrasion, and fragmentation, this study argues that shakōki-dogū 

can be examined as funerary-related objects whose mortuary significance is materially legible 

yet context-dependent. These observations are tested against published excavation reports and 

museum catalog records.  

When the figurines’ physical configuration, surface treatment, and condition are read 

alongside their reported recovery contexts, reported findspots include settlement deposits, and 

feature fills—including pits, deposits described as ritual features, and some burial-associated 

settings.3 This variability requires that context be treated as a documented parameter, rather than 

as a direct indicator of a single function.4 Even so, domestic or settlement recovery does not, by 

 
1 Simon Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” in The Power of Dogū: Ceramics Figures from Ancient Japan, ed. Simon 
Kaner (London: British Museum Press, 2009), 29–30. 
 
2 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
 
3 Junko Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 145; Naoko Matsumoto, 
“Changing Relationship between the Dead and the Living in Japanese Prehistory,” Philosophical Transactions of the 
Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 373, no. 1754 (2018): sec. 2, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26486395. 
 
4 Junko Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 145; Naoko Matsumoto, 
“Changing Relationship between the Dead and the Living in Japanese Prehistory,” Philosophical Transactions of the 
Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 373, no. 1754 (2018): sec. 2, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26486395. 
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itself, exclude funerary relevance for shakōki-dogū, because published accounts indicate that 

deposition and mortuary practice are not consistently separated from habitation space in Jōmon 

contexts.5 Because no contemporaneous texts survive from the Final Jōmon period, this study 

adopts a post-interpretive stance of interpretive restraint.6  Interpretive claims are therefore 

limited to what can be supported through observable features, documented context, and 

published reporting. Iconographic analysis is integrated as one line of evidence and is tested 

against observable features and published reporting for particular examples. 

1.1 Research Focus, Scope, and Argument  

This section defines the study’s geographic and chronological scope and clarifies the 

evidentiary basis for its argument. The analysis focuses on northern Honshū (Tōhoku) and 

Hokkaidō during the Final Jōmon (ca. 1000–800 BCE), a late phase of Japan’s Jōmon period. As 

Figures A.1 and A.7 indicate, these regions form the northern extent of Japan and provide the 

primary geographic framework for the discussion that follows. Scholarship generally describes 

northern Honshū and Hokkaidō as interconnected cultural zones, rather than isolated peripheries, 

 
5 Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship between the Dead and the Living in Japanese Prehistory,” sec. 2 (“Living 
with the dead: burials at the centre of social construction”), paras. 1-2; World Heritage Jōmon Prehistoric Sites in 
Northern Japan, “About the Jōmon period,” accessed January 30, 2026, https://jomon-japan.jp/en/learn/jomon-
prehistoric-sites-in-northern-japan. 
 
6 Rita Felski, The Limits of Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015); Stephen Best and Sharon 
Marcus, “Surface Reading: An Introduction,” Representations 108, no. 1 (2009): 1–2, esp. 1; Sara Callahan, 
“Critique and Post-Critique in Contemporary Art History: Excessive Attachment to Suspicion in Academia and 
Beyond,” Arts and Humanities in Higher Education 20, no. 1 (2021): 43–44, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474022219885785. These sources are cited to support the study’s evidentiary rule: 
interpretation must be accountable to what is observable and documented Felski critiques the assumption that 
rigorous scholarship must proceed through suspicion and “unmasking,” which this study treats as a caution against 
default doctrinal reconstruction. Best and Marcus’s “surface read” is used as a model for prioritizing what is 
present—here, the figurine’s form surface treatment, and condition—before advancing explanatory claims. 
Callahan’s post-critique framing in art history clarifies how this restraint operates in practice: iconographic 
possibilities remain integrated but not treated as the sole basis for interpretation, and claims about intention or fixed 
identity are advanced only when supported by published reporting and by features independently verifiable within 
this corpus. 
 

https://jomon-japan.jp/en/learn/jomon-prehistoric-sites-in-northern-japan.
https://jomon-japan.jp/en/learn/jomon-prehistoric-sites-in-northern-japan.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474022219885785
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with shared material traditions, ceramic practices, and overlapping patterns of ritual activity.7 

Human-shaped figural objects from these regions are reported from domestic areas, ritual 

features, and settlement-associated deposits, rather than exclusively from burial assemblages.8 

This regional focus supports an object-centered analysis of how figural form, surface treatment, 

and condition patterning intersected with mortuary practices in northern Japan. This research 

proposes that Final Jōmon shakōki-dogū from northern Honshū and Hokkaidō can be understood 

as funerary objects that mediate between the living and the dead within mortuary-associated 

practice that often overlaps with settlement space. The argument is built by recording repeatable, 

observable variables (form, surface treatment, construction traces, and condition patterning), and 

evaluating them alongside published recovery and deposition reporting; interpretive claims are 

advanced only when object evidence and documentation support them. 

Because writing postdates the Final Jōmon period in Japan, the period lacks 

contemporaneous textual accounts of belief systems, ritual intentions, or ideological frameworks. 

Accordingly, interpretation remains deliberately restrained, and given uneven and often 

fragmentary contextual reporting, interpretive proposals are tested against published reporting.9 

Iconographic analysis remains valuable and is integrated as one line of evidence, but it is not 

treated as the sole basis for interpretation; iconographic hypotheses are reevaluated alongside 

formal/material evidence and contextual documentation and are advanced cautiously when 

 
7 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 246–248; Simon Kaner, The Power of Dogū: Ceramic Figures from Ancient Japan 
(London: The British Museum Press, 2009), 98–102; Tatsuo Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections: Forager Life and 
Culture in the Prehistoric Japanese Archipelago, ed. Simon Kaner with Oki Nakamura (Oxford: Oxford Books, 
2004), 90–96. Mark Hudson, Ruins of Identity: Ethnogenesis in the Japanese Islands (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai’i Press, 1999), 175-205, 208-217. 
 
8 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 233–240, 252–260; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61; Kobayashi, Jōmon 
Reflections, 102–108. 
 
9 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44. 
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supported by observable features and published accounts. In this study, “critique” refers to 

interpretive habits that treat analysis primarily as the task of uncovering hidden meanings or 

ideologies behind objects, when such claims are not independently verifiable within this 

corpus.10 As Callahan notes, critique can become the “only possible” method when suspicious 

reading is treated as the assumed scholarly default and alternative approaches are framed as 

insufficiently rigorous.11 Accordingly, methodological restraint is presented as a deliberate 

scholarly choice that clarifies the evidentiary terms governing the analysis that follows.  

1.2 Object Corpus, Formal and Material Description, Contextual Parameters 

This study defines a focused corpus of Final Jōmon shakōki-dogū from northern Honshū 

and Hokkaidō, so that recurring formal features, material evidence, and documented recovery 

contexts can be compared within a controlled object set, rather than presented as an exhaustive 

regional survey (Figures 2–6). Objects are selected on the basis of (1) secure Final Jōmon dating 

and (2) published documentation of recovery context sufficient to support an object-based 

comparison. Objects lacking reliable provenience, unclear dating, or minimal contextual 

reporting are excluded so that formal and material observations can be evaluated against 

consistent evidentiary standards across the corpus. 

1.2.1 Formal Configuration and Visual Structure 

Shakōki-dogū are approached here as three-dimensional clay forms with recurring and 

comparable formal features.12 Across the corpus, description begins with overall configuration—

 
10 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43-44. 
 
11 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43-44. 
 
12 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 14–16. 
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frontality, bodily proportions, silhouette, and the spatial organization of parts—before moving to 

localized attributes such as the face, torso, limbs, and extremities. For example, overall analysis 

considers the compact proportions and frontal emphasis visible in the figurines’ body plan, 

whereas localized description records features, such as enlarged eye forms, torso modeling, arm 

attachment, surface incision, and breakage at projecting points. Particular attention is given to 

features that are both visually prominent and consistently reportable across publications, 

including: 

Ocular dominance: The face is structured so that the enlarged, goggle-like eyes are the 

most visually prominent feature. Other facial elements are reduced or subordinated, so attention 

concentrates on the eyes.13 

Frontality and compression: The figurine is designed around a clear “front” view with 

features arranged for frontal viewing, rather than full 360-degree modeling. The body appears 

compact, with shortened or condensed proportions that create a contained, block-like form.14 

Symmetry and containment: The figurine’s major elements are organized along a 

central axis, producing a balanced left-right structure. “Containment” refers to how the body is 

bounded by edges, ridges, or segmenting lines that visually enclose and subdivide the form.15 

Surface zoning: Surface treatment (incision, cord-marking, appliqué, smoothing, etc.) is 

arranged in distinct bounded fields. These zones are clearly separated, so texture and decoration 

are structured into panels or bands, rather than spread evenly across the whole surface.16  

 
13 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 14–16; The Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Dogū (Clay Figurine),” The Met 
Collection (object 1975.268.191; Final Jōmon period, ca. 1000–300 BCE), 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/45532. 
 
14 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 14–16. 
 
15 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 14–16. 
 
16 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 14–16. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/45532
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These variables provide the evidentiary baseline for comparison; iconographic readings 

are considered where supported by observable features and documentation.  

1.2.2 Materiality, Facture, and Surface Treatment 

The objects are analyzed as fired clay objects whose material properties preserve 

information about making and handling.17 Description foregrounds facture (visible indicators of 

construction and finishing) and surface treatment (texture, patterning, and treatment of clay 

surfaces) because these are observable and frequently documented in images and reports.18 These 

features are recorded systematically as repeatable visual/material evidence across the corpus. The 

study records: 

Construction traces (joins, seams, build-up, tool marks, smoothing patterns): These 

are visible indicators of how the object was physically made and assembled, including 

attachment lines between added parts, coil or slab build-up, impressions from tools or fingers, 

and repeated smoothing that leaves directional patterns.19 

Surface treatments (cord-marking, incision, impression, applied ridges, 

smoothing/leveling): Deliberate modifications of clay surface used to create texture, pattern, or 

emphasis, including pressed cord textures, cut lines, stamped impressions, added clay ridges, and 

selectively smoothed or leveled areas.20 

 
17 Anna O. Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, Publication 609 (Washington DC: Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, 1956), 183–185; M.S. Tite, V. Kilikoglou, and G. Vekinis. “Strength, Toughness and Thermal Shock 
Resistance of Ancient Ceramics, and Their Influence on Technological Choice.” Archaeometry 43, no. 3 (2001): 
301–302, https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-4754.00019. 

18 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 187, 190. 
 
19 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 183–185. 
 
20 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 194–196. 
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Relief and texture as formal devices (raised ridges, recessed fields, patterned zones): 

The use of three-dimensional height differences and tactile patterning to structure the surface 

visually—raised elements project outward, recessed areas sit back, and patterned zones create 

organized contrast across the body.21 

Evidence of finishing (edge definition, surface regularization, differential treatment 

of front/back): Features that show final-stage shaping and refinement, such as sharpened or 

clarified boundaries between forms, smoothing that makes surface more even, and intentional 

differences in detail or care between the front and the back of the object.22 

1.2.3 Condition Patterning and Modification as Evidence 

Because many shakōki-dogū survive in non-intact condition, the study treats condition as 

part of the evidence base and evaluates it as an interpretive variable that can be compared across 

the corpus.23 Each object is assessed for breakage, fragmentation, abrasion, and differential 

preservation, and these observations are recorded systematically so that patterns can be 

compared across the corpus. Where publication allows, the analysis distinguishes between: 

Fracture surfaces (fresh vs. weathered appearance; break locations): The exposed 

surfaces where the object broke, assessed for whether they look sharp and clean (more recent or 

less exposed) versus rounded, stained, or eroded (older or longer exposed). Break locations refer 

 
21 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 194–195. 
 
22 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 187, 190. 
 
23 Masayuki Harada, “Dogū  Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” in The Power of Dogū: 
Ceramics Figures from Ancient Japan, ed. Simon Kaner (London: British Museum Press, 2009), 50-57. 
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to where fractures occur on the body (e.g., limbs, neck, torso), which can be recorded as 

patterning.24 

Edge wear and abrasion (rounding, smoothing, or loss on projecting features): 

Physical wear on raised or protruding parts, such as ridges, edges, or facial features—visible as 

rounded contours, smoothed surfaces, or material loss from repeated handling, contact, or 

movement in depositional contexts.25 

Differential preservation of surface treatments (texture retained vs. reduced): 

Variation in how well cord-marking, incision, impressions, or ridges survive across the object, 

with some areas preserving crisp texture while others appear flattened, blurred, or worn down 

due to use, post-depositional processes, or cleaning.26 

1.2.4 Contextual Parameters: Recovery and Depositional Settings 

Context is treated as it is reported in excavation publications—as evidence of where and 

how an object was recovered, rather than as proof of a single, fixed function. The corpus 

includes examples documented from several types of settings in northern Japan, including 

settlements, pits or other filled features, deposits described as ritual features, and some burial-

associated contexts. Mortuary association is therefore used as a contextual qualifier based on site 

reporting, not a totalizing label applied to all figurines. Although shakōki-dogū occur across 

 
24 Laura M. Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on Roman Pottery: Determining Taphonomy and Use,” Rei 
Cretariae Romanae Fautorum Acta 43 (2014): 813, discussion of sharp vs. eroded edges and post-depositional 
movement. 
 
25 Vanessa Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues: the use alterations variability on pottery in light of 
the latest research advancements,” in Pottery Function and Use: A Diachronic Perspective, ed. Jasna Vukovic and 
Vesna Bikic (Belgrade: University of Belgrade- Faculty of Philosophy; Institute of Archaeology, 2022), 18, table of 
wear mechanisms and traces, including abrasive wear/rounding/scratches and fractures. 
 
26 Kari Dodson, Emily Hamilton, and Julie Unruh, “Ceramics,” Conservation Wiki, last modified January 21, 2025, 
accessed January 18, 2026, https://www.conservation-wiki.com/wiki/Ceramics. 
 

https://www.conservation-wiki.com/wiki/Ceramics
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settlement, feature, and burial-adjacent settings, this argument prioritizes examples with 

sufficiently published mortuary-associated or burial-adjacent reporting to test a funerary 

argument, while using settlement recovery to show that funerary significance can operate within 

lived landscapes, rather than only in segregated cemetery space. Documented recovery contexts 

are evaluated alongside formal/material evidence and condition patterning and are tested against 

published reporting for consistency across sources—excavation reports, museum catalog records, 

and related publications. 

1.3 Terminology and Approach 

This section introduces the key terms used to describe form, making, and mortuary 

association. Definitions are stated in plain language and are kept brief. These terms also function 

as descriptive variables: they guide what is recorded in the corpus (Chapter 4) and what is 

compared and evaluated in the figurine-based analyses (Chapter 5). 

Dogū and shakōki-dogū: Dogū are fired-clay figurines made during the Jōmon period. 

Shakōki-dogū are a subtype of dogū distinguished by large, raised ocular forms, often built as 

thick oval rims that project from the face. In English-language scholarship, these figurines are 

sometimes termed “goggle-eyed” figurines because of this distinctive eye construction.27 

Frontal configuration and frontality: The figurine is designed so that its main features 

are placed on one “front” side—like the face and chest, rather than being evenly detailed all the 

way around. Frontality means the figurine is meant to be viewed mainly from the front, because 

 
27 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
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that side has the clearest and most detailed shape, especially the eyes and facial features, often 

laid out in a balanced left-right pattern.28  

Visual intensity: A way to describe how strongly an object pulls the viewer’s attention 

because certain areas have concentrated detail, strong contrast, or pronounced relief (e.g., 

enlarged eyes, dense patterning, or sharp modeled ridges). In this study, the term is used 

descriptively to identify where detail is most concentrated, often on the face and front without 

implying a specific symbolic meaning.29 

Manufacture and surface treatment: Manufacture describes observable construction 

methods, such as hand-forming and additive construction.30 Surface treatment describes visible 

finishing methods, including cord-marking, incision, appliqué, and smoothing.31 

Mortuary and funerary language: In this study, mortuary and funerary describe 

practices associated with the treatment of the dead, as documented in excavation publications 

and site reports.32 These terms are used in relation to reported recovery and depositional 

contexts, rather than as independent claims about belief or ritual meaning. 

 
28 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Koji Mizoguchi, “Embodiment and the Archaeology of Ritual,” in 
Archaeology of Ritual, ed. Evangelos Kyriakidis (Los Angeles: Cotsen Institute of Archaeology Press, University of 
California, Los Angeles, 2007), 95–110. 
 
29 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
 
30 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30.  
 
31 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30.  
 
32 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 145.  
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1.4 Chronology and Regional Context 

The Jōmon period (ca. 14,000–300 BCE) spans a long timeframe and is marked by 

substantial regional variability.33 In broad terms, Jōmon subsistence and settlement practices are 

often described in terms of hunting, fishing, gathering, and forms of complex sedentism (long-

term or repeated living in the same place), rather than agriculture.34 Within this chronology, the 

Final Jōmon represents a late phase in which regional differentiation becomes especially visible 

in northern Honshū and Hokkaidō, as reflected in localized ceramic styles, settlement patterns, 

and variability in mortuary practices. Environmental conditions provide necessary background 

for situating regional subsistence and settlement practices, and here they are used as contextual 

background, rather than as a direct explanatory model for figurine significance. Instead, 

environmental context is used to identify where figurines were produced and deposited and to 

provide a spatial and logistical frame for settlement organization, movement, and resource use, 

rather than a causal explanation of figurine significance. As Figures A.1 and A.7 indicate, 

northern Honshū and Hokkaidō include rugged terrain, coastal exposure, and pronounced 

seasonal conditions that shaped settlement organization, as well as patterns of mobility and 

subsistence. Archaeological evidence from northern Japan suggests that mortuary-related activity 

was not consistently confined to discrete, segregated spaces. In some settings, burial-associated 

materials, commemorative deposition, and ritual activity appear integrated into the settlement 

environment. This pattern is relevant for dogū because figurines are not consistently documented 

as standardized grave goods; instead, their placement often spans domestic, ritual, and burial-

 
33 Keiji Imamura, Prehistoric Japan: New Perspectives on Insular East Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 1996), 3–7; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 1–6. 
 
34 Keiji Imamura, Prehistoric Japan: New Perspectives on Insular East Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 1996), 3–7; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 1–6.  
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associated contexts. Taken together, this regional and contextual pattern supports treating 

shakōki-dogū in documented burial-related settings as funerary objects that can mediate between 

the living and the dead while also appearing in domestic and settlement-associated deposits. 

1.5 Dogū in Final Jōmon Visual and Funerary Culture 

This section situates shakōki-dogū within Final Jōmon visual and funerary culture by 

outlining their repeatable formal emphases (ocular dominance and frontality), examining surface 

treatment and facture as visible evidence of making, and relating these observations to 

documented recovery contexts and relevant scholarship. Jōmon figurine production changes over 

time, and late-phase examples of dogū often show concentrated emphasis on selected bodily 

zones and facial features.35 By the Final Jōmon, certain figurines intensify visual focus through 

the amplification of specific features and through the organization of the body around a dominant 

frontal plane. Shakōki-dogū emerge within this visual tradition as a distinctive subtype, 

characterized by enlarged ocular construction, compact proportions, and strongly frontal 

presentation.36 These features are treated here as deliberate formal choices that structure close-

range viewing and the object’s formal hierarchy. This analysis does not treat them as evidence of 

a stable narrative or fixed iconographic identity, which is not independently verifiable within this 

corpus. 

Surface treatment and construction are also addressed as integral to the object’s visual 

and material properties. Low-fired bodies, produced through hand-forming and additive 

construction, can preserve visible traces of manufacture at the figurines’ joins, modeled volumes, 

and worked surfaces. Where present, cord-marking and incision further articulate the exterior of 

 
35 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 55. 
 
36 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
 



22 
 

the figurine. Shakōki-dogū are documented in multiple contexts, including settlement deposits, 

ritual features, and occasional burial-associated settings, which complicates attempts to assign a 

single, stable function.37 Accordingly, this discussion concentrates on cases where published 

documentation supports specific claims about recovery context and depositional association, so 

that formal and material observations can be evaluated alongside reported context and tested 

against the available record. The following historiographic overview explains why this constraint 

is necessary and how prior scholarship has framed what counts as relevant evidence for dogū. 

The historiography of dogū reflects evolving interpretive priorities. Mid-to-late-

twentieth-century approaches frequently treated dogū primarily as symbolic representations and 

relied on functional models or cross-cultural analogies. More recent scholarship has emphasized 

interpretation grounded in archaeological context, material processes, and practice, particularly 

where excavation reporting permits precise discussion of recovery context and depositional 

associations. Scholars such as Junko Habu (2004) and Simon Kaner (2009) stress the importance 

of situating dogū within practices of production, handling, and placement, rather than treating 

them as objects to be decoded.38 Practice-oriented approaches, including Koji Mizoguchi’s 

(2007) work, similarly encourage interpretations based on documented roles within material and 

social contexts, rather than on untestable reconstructions of belief.39 As Callahan argues, the aim 

is not to reject critique entirely but to reduce reliance on habitual forms that treat hidden meaning 

as an evidentiary default; methodological restraint is made explicit so that description and 

 
37 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 145. 
 
38 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 14–16; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 240–245; N. James and Juliet Chippindale, 
“Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?” Antiquity 84, no. 326 (2010): 1172–1174. 
 
39 Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 96–98. 
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context carry the interpretive weight.40 Post-interpretive criticism strengthens this position by 

treating restraint as a stated methodological commitment, rather than a general caution, thereby 

positioning description and contextual reporting as the primary interpretive work of the chapter 

sequence, rather than as preliminary steps toward symbolic closure. Accordingly, Chapters 4–5 

treat fabrication traces, condition patterning, and documented recovery contexts as primary 

evidence, using formal analysis to delimit what funerary interpretations the objects can support.  

1.6 Scope and Object Corpus 

Given the distinctive formal configuration of shakōki-dogū, this study examines a 

selected group of examples from the Final Jōmon period in northern Honshū and Hokkaidō. The 

corpus comprises representative case studies (Figures 2–6), selected for secure dating and 

sufficiently detailed published documentation to support comparison. 

This focused corpus enables comparison among objects that share similar chronological 

placement, broad regional affiliation, and recurring formal features. The analysis compares how 

shakōki-dogū deploy recurring formal and material strategies across documented recovery 

contexts.  Because figurines are reported from a range of contexts, mortuary association is 

treated here as contextual qualifier derived from site reporting, rather than as a totalizing 

functional label. Within these boundaries, shakōki-dogū are examined as material forms 

documented in relation to mortuary-related contexts and practices through processes of making, 

handling, modification, and deposition. Interpretation is anchored to formal configuration, 

surface treatment, condition patterning, and documented contextual placement as the primary 

evidentiary basis for the argument; iconographic hypotheses are evaluated alongside this 

 
40 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–57. 
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evidence and tested against published reporting for particular examples.41 Chapters 4–5 use this 

same object set to separate descriptive reporting (Chapter 4) from controlled comparative 

analysis (Chapter 5), testing specific variables—frontality, ocular emphasis, surface labor, 

fragmentation, and documented context—within a consistent evidentiary frame. The following 

section summarizes the study’s contribution and explains how the chapter sequence keeps 

interpretation proportional to what the published record can support. 

1.7 Significance and Structure of the Study 

Centering form, material process, and documented context allows prehistoric Japanese 

visual culture to be analyzed through art-historical methods without attributing specific doctrinal 

content—such as default fertility, shamanic, or ethnographic-analogy explanations—that is not 

independently verifiable within this corpus. Although dogū have long been central to 

archaeological discussions of Jōmon culture, they have often been approached primarily through 

typology or treated as interpretive problems, rather than examined through sustained formal 

analysis. By prioritizing object-based formal analysis, this study examines shakōki-dogū as 

components of visual culture that can be evaluated in relation to mortuary practices through their 

making, surface articulation, physical condition, and contexts of recovery.  

Across Chapters 2–5, the study builds a cumulative argument: it moves from 

historiography and method to corpus-based description and comparative analysis, demonstrating 

how repeatable formal/material patterns become relevant to mortuary interpretation when 

evaluated alongside documented recovery contexts. The study makes its evidentiary steps 

explicit and open to evaluation while keeping claims proportional to what the published record 

can support. Chapter 2 maps key approaches to Jōmon funerary practice and dogū, identifying 

 
41 Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 95–110. 
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interpretative defaults and their evidentiary limits. Chapter 3 sets out the methodological 

framework and defines how object-based formal/material analysis and contextual reporting 

structure the study’s claims. Chapter 4 documents the corpus through observable visual/material 

evidence (facture, surface treatment, condition patterning) and reported recovery contexts. 

Chapter 5 tests how these repeatable strategies align with mortuary interpretation through 

controlled comparison within the same object set. Iconographic hypotheses are considered 

relevant and are tested against observable features and published documentation, rather than 

treated as self-sufficient explanations. Chapter 6 synthesizes the findings, clarifies the study’s 

contributions, and outlines future research directions. 
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2 Literature Review 

Chapter 2 reviews the principal scholarly approaches to shakōki-dogū and Final Jōmon 

funerary practice, to identify what existing frameworks establish reliably and where evidentiary 

limits remain that support an object-led method. It organizes scholarship on shakōki-dogū and 

Final Jōmon funerary practice around key approaches to form, material evidence, documented 

context, and use. It clarifies how archaeological classification, functional explanation, and 

iconographic or symbolic readings have shaped the field. The review concludes with a synthesis 

that identifies the methodological limits addressed by object-based formal analysis. Because 

shakōki-dogū scholarship often moves from description to explanatory claims that exceed what is 

independently verifiable within this corpus, this chapter tracks both (1) the descriptive claims 

made about form, material, and reported context and (2) the interpretive assumptions that 

structure those claims. Section 2.1 reviews archaeological documentation and typological 

classification, emphasizing how diagnostic traits, chronology, and regional concentration have 

been defined. Section 2.2 considers major interpretations of the goggle-eyed motif, including 

functional and symbolic models, and how these proposals are supported or limited by published 

documentation and observable features. Section 2.3 surveys scholarship on Final Jōmon funerary 

practice and death beliefs to establish the mortuary context relevant to figurine deposition. 

Section 2.4 examines environmental and material-cultural context in northern regions, keeping 

ecological discussion proportional to recoverable evidence. Section 2.5 outlines theoretical 

approaches to materiality and abstraction and concludes with a synthesis that specifies the 

methodological limits addressed by the analysis in Chapters 3–5. 
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2.1 Archaeological and Typological Studies of shakōki-dogū  

This section reviews archaeological documentation and typological scholarship on 

shakōki-dogū, focusing on how classification systems define diagnostic traits, establish Final 

Jōmon chronology, and map regional concentration in northern Honshū and Hokkaidō. It also 

identifies where typological frameworks tend to stop short, particularly in sustained analysis of 

visual strategy, and material condition, and explains how those limits motivate the object-based 

formal analysis applied to the corpus in Chapters 4–5. Throughout, iconographic and decoding-

oriented interpretation is treated as one influential strand within the field, rather than as an 

evidentiary default, consistent with the thesis’s post-interpretive commitment to description and 

claims scaled to the available context. Following Callahan, “critique” refers here to an 

interpretive habit in which analysis is framed primarily as the recovery of meanings presumed to 

be hidden behind objects.42 In this sense, “critique” can function as an interpretive default that 

becomes difficult to revise over time. Accordingly, this chapter presents decoding-oriented 

models as one influential approach within the scholarship, rather than as a required endpoint of 

analysis. 

Taken together, the existing scholarship establishes key archaeological and interpretive 

foundations for examining shakōki-dogū. It also leaves room for approaches that integrate art-

historical attention to form and visual structure with archaeological attention to material 

properties and contextual use, thereby supporting more controlled discussion of how these 

figurines are documented in relation to Final Jōmon mortuary practices.  

Early study of shakōki-dogū developed through archaeological documentation and 

typological classification: a method that groups objects by recurring formal traits in order to 

 
42 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44. 
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establish chronology. Scholars such as Kobayashi Tatsuo and Keiji Imamura developed regional 

chronologies and formal groupings based on visual and material characteristics.43 In the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, excavation reports and regional surveys documented 

Jōmon figurines by presenting archaeological evidence and identifying observable chronological 

and geographic patterns in keeping with disciplinary standards for reporting new discoveries. 

Within this framework, scholars emphasized formal features—eye shape, bodily 

proportion, and surface treatment—as diagnostic markers for classification. Shakōki-dogū were 

thus defined primarily through their enlarged, goggle-like eyes and compact bodily forms, which 

distinguished them as a distinct figurine type within the broader Jōmon material culture corpus.44 

 Typological studies have played a critical role in establishing the chronological 

placement of shakōki-dogū within the Final Jōmon period and in mapping their regional 

concentration in northern Honshū and Hokkaidō. Tatsuo Kobayashi, Junko Habu, and others 

have demonstrated that these figurines appear most consistently during the later phases of Jōmon 

development, during a period characterized by increased regional differentiation and intensified 

ritual activity.45 Typological analysis remains indispensable for situating shakōki-dogū within 

broader patterns of production, distribution, and temporal change. 

At the same time, typological approaches commonly prioritize classification and 

chronology over sustained formal or contextual analysis, particularly in foundational studies of 

Jōmon figurines.46 Features such as enlarged eyes or compressed bodily proportions are often 

treated as formal characteristics, rather than analyzed as configuration choices that organize face-

 
43 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 102–125; Imamura, Prehistoric Japan, 156–162. 
 
44 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 88–92, 102–105. 
 
45 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 88–102; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 246–252. 
 
46 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 107–108. 
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forward viewing and condition how the objects are oriented and held. Consequently, typological 

analysis excels at establishing what shakōki-dogū look like and when they appear in the 

archaeological record, but it provides more limited insight into how their visual form functioned 

within mortuary practices.  

Later interpretive writing sometimes addresses these limits by moving quickly into 

explanatory iconographic and symbolic proposals. Post-interpretive framing proves useful 

because it distinguishes between what typology documents and what later inferences add beyond 

that documentation.47 Building on typological foundations, the present analysis examines aspects 

of visual form and material configuration that classification systems do not directly address. 

From an  art-historical perspective, an emphasis on taxonomy can limit discussion to 

classificatory categories and leave unexamined how variations in form—particularly the 

disproportionate enlargement of the eyes relative to the head, along with orientation and surface 

condition—structure the object’s visual properties, as evaluated through controlled, comparative 

object-based formal analysis. 

This limitation is evident in discussions of context. Many shakōki-dogū are reported more 

often from settlement-associated deposits and filled features than clearly defined grave 

assemblages. Typological and excavation-based studies have often presented depositional 

context as descriptive evidence, with interpretive discussion deferred or reserved for later 

specialized analyses. Evidence of handling, fragmentation, and repeated depositions is frequently 

documented but is rarely examined as part of a sustained, object-based formal analysis of 

material use within funerary contexts.48 As a result, close analysis of the visual and material 

 
47 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44. 
 
48 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 97–102. 
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histories of these objects is often postponed beyond preliminary excavation reports and pursued 

in subsequent, more specialized studies.  

More recent archaeological studies by scholars such as Junko Habu and Simon Kaner 

have explicitly acknowledged the limitations of preliminary reporting and typological 

classification, calling for later-stage, object-focused analyses that address material use, 

fragmentation, and contextual placement.49 Habu emphasizes the importance of situating 

material culture within broader patterns of social organization and ritual practice, rather than 

treating objects solely as chronological markers.50 Nevertheless, typological classification 

continues to dominate much of the literature on shakōki-dogū, particularly in regional surveys 

and museum catalogs, where figurines are organized primarily by form, chronology, and 

recovery context.51  

This study builds on the foundational contributions of typological scholarship while 

extending beyond its classificatory aims. It foregrounds object-based formal art-historical 

analysis to examine visual form, material properties, and contextual use within mortuary settings. 

While typological scholarship establishes when and where shakōki-dogū appear, questions 

concerning visual form and material configuration in mortuary settings fall outside its primary 

scope. For example, the exaggerated goggle-like eyes that dominate many shakōki-dogū faces 

depart from naturalistic proportions by occupying a disproportionate area of the head, visually 

outweighing other facial features and limiting lateral emphasis, thereby establishing a strongly 

frontal configuration that directs attention toward the face. Figures 2–5 present a selection of 

 
49 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 245–250; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 14–16. 
 
50 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 245–248. 
 
51 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 105–110; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
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shakōki-dogū examined here; comparative analysis of eye-to-head ratios, frontal symmetry, and 

ocular placement is evaluated alongside published documentation to support interpretation of this 

visual concentration. The next section examines how scholars have interpreted the goggle-eyed 

motif through functional and symbolic models.  

2.2 Interpretation of the Goggle-Eyed Motif 

Interpretations of the goggle-eyed motif have sought to explain the pronounced ocular 

features of shakōki-dogū through symbolic or functional models. One prominent explanation is 

the snow-goggle hypothesis, which proposes that the enlarged eyes reference protective eyewear 

used in snowy environments.52 This interpretation draws on environmental context and 

ethnographic analogy, that is comparison to historically documented practices in other cultures to 

suggest how a feature might have been used, framing the exaggerated ocular form as a practical 

adaptation.53 While visually persuasive, such arguments are difficult to link to specific Final 

Jōmon depositional contexts and are therefore not independently verifiable within this corpus; 

they are treated here as influential proposals and evaluated as hypotheses, rather than as 

evidentiary defaults. Read together, these explanations illustrate what Callahan identifies as 

critique’s impulse to move from visible form to a hidden “real” meaning; here, they are 

addressed as interpretive frameworks that have shaped the field.54  

Another influential interpretive framework associates the goggle-eyed motif with 

shamanic vision or altered states of perception.55 Within this model, enlarged eyes function as 

 
52 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 108; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 15–16. 
 
53 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 108; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 15–16. 
 
54 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–33. 
 
55 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 108–109; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 15–16. 
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markers of spiritual sight or mediation between worlds.56 Scholars advancing this view often 

situate shakōki-dogū within broader discussions of animism, used here to describe approaches in 

which non-human beings or objects may be understood as possessing spirit or agency of ritual 

specialists, drawing analogies with later ethnographic accounts.57 Because such claims cannot be 

independently verified within this corpus, they are treated here as interpretive hypotheses, rather 

than as evidentiary defaults. This study instead evaluates what can be anchored to observable 

features—formal configuration, surface treatment, material condition, and documented recovery 

context, so that interpretive proposals remain testable against the published record. 

From an art-historical perspective, both functionalist and symbolic approaches tend to 

treat the goggle-eyed motif as a sign to be decoded, rather than as a visual configuration in which 

scale, frontality, and concentration of features shape how the object is presented for viewing and 

handling. This distinction aligns with post-interpretive approaches that prioritize description and 

demonstrable effects over reconstructions of belief not independently verifiable within this 

corpus.58 As James and Chippindale observe, figurines prove particularly vulnerable to 

interpretation precisely because their meanings are not self-evident.59  

In the case of shakōki-dogū, attention to what the eyes might represent has often eclipsed 

analysis of how exaggerated ocular forms operate visually—by emphasizing frontality and 

concentrating visual focus on the face—within documented mortuary contexts. Critiques of 

representational interpretation have increasingly emphasized the importance of practice, 

 
56 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 15–16. 
 
57 Sarah Milledge Nelson, Shamanism and the Origin of States: Spirit, Power, and Gender in East Aisa (Walnut 
Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2008), 12–16. 
 
58 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–57. 
 
59 James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?” 1172–1176. 
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embodiment, and material engagement.60 Koji Mizoguchi, for example, argues that ritual 

meaning emerges through embodied action and material interaction across the life history of 

objects, rather than through an abstract, fixed iconographic translation—the assumption that 

forms operate as a stable code translatable into fixed meaning.61 From this perspective, 

exaggerated features, such as enlarged eyes, warrant examination in relation to observable formal 

configuration, material condition, and patterns of archaeological placement, rather than 

interpretive claims not independently verifiable within this corpus. 

For shakōki-dogū, this analysis draws on evidence such as repeated fragmentation, repair 

traces, surface wear, and recovery from settlement contexts. Published excavation reporting and 

museum documentation indicate that many objects circulated beyond single depositional events, 

as suggested by condition patterning consistent with handling, breakage, and deposition across 

settlement and ritual contexts. This orientation opens space for art-historical analysis that treats 

form, orientation, and surface as variables relevant to documented patterns of use and deposition. 

Despite these critiques, interpretations of the goggle-eyed motif continue to alternate 

between functional explanation and symbolic proposals. This study instead examines how visual 

form, material process, and documented use may have structured mortuary engagement in the 

Final Jōmon period. Sustained art-historical analysis that treats exaggerated ocular form as a 

deliberate visual strategy operating within mortuary contexts remains absent from the literature. 

Instead of asking what the eyes signify, this examination asks what enlarged eyes do: they 

concentrate attention on a single face-forward plane; intensify facial focus through scale and 

 
60 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–62; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 245–247; Ian Hodder, Entangled: An 
Archaeology of the Relationship between Humans and Things (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 87–90. 
 
61 Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 96–98; Koji Mizoguchi, The Archaeology of Japan: From the Earliest Rice Farming 
Villages to the Rise of the State (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 26-41. 
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relief and maintain recognizability even under fragmentation; these effects support a cautious 

inference that figurines were made for repeated face-to-face encounter and handling within the 

contexts in which they were documented.  

By evaluating existing models as hypotheses, rather than defaults, this study establishes 

an art-historical framework for examining shakōki-dogū as objects documented in relation to 

mortuary practices. Emphasis falls on formal configuration and material qualities evaluated 

alongside contextual reporting. Understanding shakōki-dogū within broader Final Jōmon 

mortuary practices and death-related beliefs requires attention to the wider funerary context in 

which these objects were deposited and used. Accordingly, the next section (2.3) reviews Final 

Jōmon funerary practice and death beliefs to provide the contextual basis needed for this 

discussion. 

2.3 Funerary Practice and Death Beliefs in the Final Jōmon 

Evidence from Final Jōmon site reporting indicates that mortuary-associated activity is 

documented across multiple setting types, including burial-adjacent areas, settlement space, and 

filled features, rather than being confined to a single standardized burial form.62 Published 

findings from northern Honshū and Hokkaidō indicate that mortuary-related movement of 

remains and associated materials occurred, alongside repeated material engagement, within 

settlement spaces.63 Funerary contexts from the Final Jōmon period encompass multiple forms of 

mortuary treatment, including primary inhumation (initial burial of the body) and practices 

involving secondary placement (relocation or re-deposition of human remains after an earlier 

 
62 World Heritage Jōmon Prehistoric Sites in Northern Japan, “About the Jōmon period,” accessed January 30, 2026, 
https://jomon-japan.jp/en/learn/jomon-prehistoric-sites-in-northern-japan. 
 
63 Imamura, Prehistoric Japan, 162–168; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 252–260. 
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stage of burial or exposure). Because Final Jōmon site reporting documents mortuary-associated 

materials and features across multiple setting types, Matsumoto and Habu treat funerary practice 

as a process unfolding over time, rather than a single standardized burial event.64 Accordingly, 

mortuary-associated activity is reported in inhabited space and is not consistently segregated 

from settlement areas.65  

Excavations at Final Jōmon sites indicate that areas of habitation frequently overlap with 

zones of funerary deposition and commemorative activity (activities related to remembering or 

marking the dead), rather than being spatially segregated into discrete burial groups.66 Objects 

relevant to funerary practice—including figurines, ceramics, and stone tools—are commonly 

recovered from middens (refuse deposits formed through repeated discard), pits (dug features 

used for storage, disposal, or placement), and habitation layers (occupation deposits accumulated 

through repeated activities on living surfaces), rather than exclusively from formal burial 

contexts. This settlement-integrated pattern provides an important contextual framework for 

evaluating shakōki-dogū in relation to mortuary practice without treating “burial” as the only 

setting in which funerary significance can be documented. 

Interpretations of Jōmon death beliefs increasingly emphasize transformation and 

relationality, rather than finality.67 Naoko Matsumoto argues that evolving relationships between 

the living and the dead in Japanese prehistory reflect a conception of death as a transitional 

condition requiring ritual attention.68 From this perspective, funerary objects functioned not only 

 
64 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 255–258; Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” 7–8. 
 
65 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
66 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 255–258. 
 
67 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 251–254; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
68 Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” 7–8. 
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as grave inclusions but also as material elements integrated into practices through which social 

relationships and commemorative activity were materially organized.69  

Fragmentation and intentional breakage occupy a significant place in discussions of 

Jōmon funerary practice.70 Many ritual objects, including figurines, exhibit evidence of 

deliberate damage before deposition.71 Such practices are frequently treated as meaningful acts 

within ritual process, rather than as incidental loss.72 John Chapman’s work on fragmentation 

provides a useful framework for understanding how object breakage functions as an active 

material process: fragmentation—breaking and dispersal of objects—can reorganize 

relationships among people, objects, and places.73 Chapman’s model is used here heuristically to 

examine how breakage alters form and circulation in Jōmon figurines, anchored to observable 

object condition and published excavation reporting, without presuming equivalence of ritual 

meaning across cultural contexts. In Jōmon settings, documented patterns of fragmentation in 

figurines and other materials underscore material transformation as part of funerary practices, as 

evidenced by repeated breakage, redistribution, and non-grave placement over time. 

Fragmentation invites closer scrutiny of how objects were materially altered and visually 

configured, as revealed through patterns of breakage, reassembly, and archaeological placement. 

Broken surfaces, missing limbs, and fractured forms are not always reducible to post-

 
69 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 221–224, 247–249; Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 92–96; Mark J. Hudson et al., 
“Bronze Age Globalization and Eurasian Impacts on Later Jōmon Social Change,” Journal of World Prehistory 34, 
no 2 (2021): 121–123, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10963-021-09156-6. 
 
70 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
71 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
72 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
73 John Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology: People, Places, and Broken Objects in the Prehistory of 
Southeastern Europe (London: Routledge, 2000), 23–30, 45–55, https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/jomon-
culture-ca-10500-ca-300-b-c. 
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depositional damage and may, in some cases, reflect funerary practice.74 In the case of shakōki-

dogū, fragmentation alters the figurines’ formal configuration, rather than rendering them 

analytically irrelevant.75 Breakage and missing elements modify their material condition and 

visual presentation within funerary-related contexts.76 These processes highlight the role of 

material change—observable alteration through breakage, wear, repair, or reworking across an 

object’s use history—in shaping how the objects can be evaluated over time.77  

The repeated deposition and circulation of death-associated objects further support an 

understanding of funerary practice as durational, rather than episodic.78 Objects appear to have 

moved through multiple stages of use, handling, and deposition before reaching their final 

archaeological contexts.79 This temporal dimension complicates efforts to assign singular 

meanings or functions to funerary objects. Instead, interpretive claims must account for 

accumulated use, handling, and deposition across time and space.80 

These funerary practices emphasize the need to examine objects not only as finished 

forms but also as materials subject to transformation, movement, and alteration over time. 

Therefore, shakōki-dogū may be understood within a funerary landscape shaped by overlapping 

spaces, repeated actions, and material change. Situating figurines within this broader framework 

 
74 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
75 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
76  Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
77 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
78 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
 
79 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 102–108; Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 23–30; Matsumoto, 
“Changing Relationship,” 1–4. 
 
80 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
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of Final Jōmon funerary practice establishes a foundation for analyzing their visual and material 

strategies in relation to documented patterns of treatment, alteration, and placement—patterns 

that frame death as an extended process, rather than a single terminal event. The next section 

(2.4) considers environmental and material conditions in northern Japan as contextual 

background for settlement organization and mobility, keeping ecological discussion proportional 

to what is recoverable and reported. 

2.4 Environment and Material Culture in Northern Jōmon Regions (Contextual) 

Section 2.4 situates shakōki-dogū within the environmental conditions of northern 

Honshū and Hokkaidō during the later Jōmon period, when climatic cooling and shifting 

resource conditions contributed to changes in settlement organization and subsistence 

strategies.81 In this study, environmental discussion functions as contextual background for 

material practice—clarifying conditions of production, firing, preservation, and condition 

patterning—other than as a direct explanatory model for figurine meaning. This framing keeps 

environmental factors proportional to what is recoverable and reported while supporting object-

based analysis of material evidence in northern regions.  

Environmental and resource conditions are relevant to ceramic production at the level of 

raw materials and firing practice. Locally sourced clays vary in composition and temper (added 

material such as sand or crushed stone mixed into clay to change its working and firing 

 
81 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 245–250; Hudson et al., “Bronze Age Globalization,” 121–123; Peter Rowley-
Conwy, “Time, Change and the Archaeology of Hunter-Gatherers: How Original Is the ‘Original Affluent 
Society’?” in Hunter-Gatherers: An Interdisciplinary Perspective, ed. Catherine Panter-Brick, Robert H. Layton, 
and Peter Rowley-Conwy  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 40-42. The author has not undertaken 
extended residence or field travel in northern Honshū (Tōhoku) and Hokkaidō, or a directly comparable climatic 
environment. Accordingly, discussion of landscape and climatic in this thesis is based on published archaeological, 
geographic, and environmental research and is used only as contextual background for material production, 
settlement patterns, and depositional conditions. 
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properties), and firing conditions likely differed across communities.82 These factors affect 

surface finish, structural strength, and vulnerability to fracture. For this study, such variables 

shape what can be recorded as recoverable evidence, including join marks from additive 

construction, the visibility of modeling and finishing, and the preservation of diagnostic zones 

for comparison across intact and fragmentary examples.  

Because production conditions vary by locality and practice, differences in fuel 

availability and firing technique may also affect durability, surface treatment, and susceptibility 

to breakage.83 These considerations support more precise description of how shakōki-dogū were 

produced and how their material condition may have changed through use and deposition.  

Environmental conditions provide an important contextual framework for Final Jōmon 

material production, but they do not, on their own, account for the emergence of specific visual 

strategies. Documented recovery of figurative forms across multiple depositional settings 

indicates that factors beyond environmental constraint shaped their production and use. As Habu 

notes, while ecological factors set parameters for human activity, cultural practices and social 

choices mediate how materials are used and understood.84  

Accordingly, this section separates the material conditions of production and preservation 

from interpretive claims about visual form. Environmental change forms part of the historical 

context in which these objects were produced, but it is not treated as a direct cause of their 

formal configuration. For shakōki-dogū, locally available clay was shaped and fired using 

 
82 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 97–105. 
 
83 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 97–105, Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 167–170. 
 
84 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 248–250. 
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regionally variable practices; these practices affect the physical properties observable in 

surviving examples, including surface treatment, construction traces, and fracture patterns.85  

In this sense, the environment functions analytically as a condition of production and 

preservation: it helps explain material constraints and the visibility of facture, surface treatment, 

and fracture patterning, rather than serving as an independent source of iconographic meaning. 

While northern environments influenced the durability and performance of clay objects, 

exaggerated ocular forms, bodily compression, and patterned surfaces must be evaluated through 

object-based description and documented context. Environmental factors inform how figurines 

were made, fired, and preserved, while interpretive claims are anchored observable material 

evidence and tested against published reporting of recovery and deposition. 

Recognizing the environment’s role in shaping material practice supports more precise 

analysis of how form and materiality operate within documented mortuary-related contexts. By 

situating environmental conditions as historical and material background, rather than as an 

explanatory framework, this section maintains focus on the object evidence and prepares for the 

theoretical discussion of materiality and form in Section 2.5. 

2.5 Theoretical Approaches: Materiality and Abstraction 

Recent theoretical approaches to prehistoric material culture have shifted attention from 

viewing objects solely as passive reflections of belief or symbolism toward examining how 

material properties, formal configuration, and patterns of alteration shape social and mortuary 

practices over time. Within this framework, the “active role” of objects does not attribute 

intention or agency to inanimate materials; rather, it highlights how objects—through durability, 

 
85 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 167–170; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61. 
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fragmentation, circulation, and placement—can structure the conditions under which social 

practices unfold. Materiality (the physical properties of materials that can be observed and 

described) functions as analytically accessible evidence; it refers to the observable properties of 

substances such as clay, temper, firing, and surface finish that condition what objects can do and 

how they persist.86  

This study adopts this approach cautiously, keeping interpretation anchored to object-

based art-historical analysis and documented published reporting. Callahan’s synthesis of post-

critical alternatives clarifies why material description and contextual reporting constitute 

interpretive work, rather than preliminary steps toward suspicion-based decoding.87 In this 

framework, description is not preparatory; it is the evidentiary ground on which interpretation 

proceeds. 

Instead of treating these objects as passive reflections of belief, scholars have argued that 

objects contribute to interpretive outcomes through their material properties, visual 

configuration, and use over time.88 Figurines are understood as not simple representations to be 

decoded, but also as material elements whose formal configuration and physical properties shape 

the conditions under which ritual practice unfolded. This perspective offers a productive 

framework for examining shakōki-dogū, whose exaggerated features and patterned deposition 

are examined here through repeatable object evidence and documented context, rather than 

through a stable symbolic interpretation treated as an evidentiary default.  

 
86 Fredrik Fahlander and Terje Oestigaard, The Materiality of Death: Bodies, Burials, Beliefs (Uppsala: Swedish 
Academic Press, 2011), 4–8. 
 
87 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56 
 
88 Fredrik Fahlander and Terje Oestigaard, eds., Materiality of Death, 4–8. 
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Because environmental conditions shaped the availability and handling of materials, 

rather than determining meaning directly, they provide contextual background for production and 

preservation, rather than a direct explanation of meaning. Object-based approaches within 

material culture studies provide such a framework, focusing on how significance is generated 

through observable material change, formal configuration, and documented patterns of use, 

rather than through reconstructed belief or symbolic interpretation. Attention to materiality 

foregrounds processes of making, handling, alteration, and deposition, emphasizing how objects 

acquire significance through practice, not only iconographic reference alone.89  

In Final Jōmon contexts, clay figurines were produced through the procurement and 

preparation of raw materials, shaping and firing, and later subjected to breakage and placement 

within mortuary contexts over extended periods. Within this framework, significance may 

develop through repeated encounters with material form, rather than singular presentations. This 

approach shifts the analytical focus toward formal configuration as an object of analysis, rather 

than treating form primarily as a generator of symbolic meaning. Scale, proportion, orientation, 

and surface treatment become central components—not as stylistic descriptors but as formal 

strategies evident in the objects’ visual and material organization. Exaggerated features, 

particularly enlarged eyes and compressed bodily forms, are examined here as deliberate formal 

choices that may increase visual emphasis and direct attention within documented mortuary 

settings.  

At the same time, the analysis avoids modern art-historical assumptions about abstraction 

when discussing Final Jōmon visual culture. Accordingly, “abstraction” (a modern term for 

 
89 Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays in Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill (London: Routledge, 
2000), 351–354. 
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visual simplification or non-naturalistic form) is treated here as a modern analytic category that 

may describe visual effects but cannot be assumed as an intentional framework for Final Jōmon 

makers. Discussions of abstraction in modern art history frequently presume intentional 

nonrepresentation, aesthetic reduction, or symbolic distillation—claims that are not 

independently verifiable within this corpus. Mizoguchi cautions that applying modern categories 

of abstraction to prehistoric material risks imposing aesthetic frameworks that did not structure 

past modes of visual organization or material practice.90  

Instead of framing shakōki-dogū as abstracted bodies, this analysis describes how bodily 

features are selectively emphasized, enlarged, or constrained. These formal manipulations 

operate within a visual framework characterized by pronounced emphasis on specific features, 

frontal orientation, and the compression of bodily elements into a compact, self-contained 

form—rather than naturalistic bodily proportion or pose. Materiality and formal exaggeration 

intersect most clearly in documented patterns of mortuary use and placement. The tactile 

qualities of clay, the visibility of modeling marks, and the susceptibility of fired ceramic to 

breakage all contribute to how figurines functioned within mortuary contexts. Fragmentation 

alters visual configuration and can change how objects are handled, deposited, and evaluated 

archaeologically.  

In the case of shakōki-dogū, patterns of breakage documented across multiple examples 

alter bodily configuration and surface continuity, thereby changing the figure’s visual 

configuration over time. As Chapman has argued, breaking objects is not an act of negation but 

one that redistributes material and social relationships.91 For shakōki-dogū, fragmentation can be 

 
90 Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 96–98; Mizoguchi, The Archaeology of Japan, 7. 
 
91 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 23–30, 45–52. 
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analyzed as a material transformation that marks changes in condition and use-history—whether 

through continued mortuary use, completion of a particular use phase, or removal from 

circulation. Chapman’s model is used here heuristically to examine fragmentation as material 

transformation—anchored to observable fracture surfaces, repair traces where documented, and 

reported recovery contexts, without presuming equivalence of ritual meaning across cultural 

contexts. 

Taken together, this chapter’s review of the scholarship demonstrates both the substantial 

strengths of existing approaches to shakōki-dogū, including detailed typological classification, 

secure chronological frameworks, and careful documentation of archaeological context. These 

studies establish when and where shakōki-dogū appear, their regional distribution, and how they 

have been recovered within settlement and mortuary contexts. At the same time, the literature 

reflects ongoing debate concerning the interpretation of exaggerated form, fragmentation, and 

depositional patterning, highlighting areas where further analysis may be pursued. Together, 

these approaches establish what can be claimed securely about shakōki-dogū (chronology, 

distribution, and documented recovery contexts) while also identifying unresolved questions 

about visual strategy, material change, and depositional patterning. Chapter 3 responds by 

formalizing an object-led methodology grounded in interpretive restraint, specifying how form, 

material condition, and excavation reporting will function as primary evidence for the analyses in 

Chapters 4-5.92 
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3 Research Methodology  

This chapter defines the methodological framework used to analyze Final Jōmon shakōki-

dogū as objects documented in relation to mortuary practices through form, material condition, 

and documented recovery context. Building on Chapter 2’s review of typological and 

interpretive approaches, it specifies how this argument operationalizes interpretive restraint 

while still supporting comparative analysis across a fragmentary corpus (a set of objects that 

includes broken or incomplete examples). Section 3.1 outlines the study’s contextual framing 

(New Historicism, as adapted to a prehistoric record) and clarifies how post-interpretive criticism 

governs evidentiary limits. Section 3.2 presents the core object-based formal art-historical 

protocol, including what is recorded, how frontality is identified, how surface treatment 

functions as evidence, and how fragmentation constrains inference. The remaining sections 

specify how these methods are applied across the corpus and how contextual data from 

excavation reporting are integrated into later chapters. 

3.1 New Historicism and Contextual Framings 

This section defines the study’s contextual framing, drawing selectively on New 

Historicism to situate shakōki-dogū within historically specific practices while using post-

interpretive criticism to keep claims proportional to what excavation contexts and object 

evidence can support. Informed by core New Historicism commitments—particularly its 

emphasis on historical contingency and the relationship between material culture and social 

practice—this framework does not treat material objects as textual equivalents. Instead, it adapts 

those concerns to a prehistoric context by examining how social meaning may have been enacted 

through repeated material practices and documented patterns of use, without specifying doctrinal 

content that the evidence cannot assess. New Historicism highlights the embeddedness of 
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cultural objects within specific historical moments by tracing reciprocal relationships among 

material production, social practice, and historically contingent meaning.93 At the same time, this 

argument aligns contextual framing with post-interpretive criticism to keep interpretation 

proportional by anchoring claims in observable object evidence and documented recovery 

contexts, rather than treating objects primarily as problems to decode or as carriers of hidden 

meaning.94 In Callahan’s terms, this approach treats description and evidentiary limits as a 

disciplinary scholarly stance, rather than a preliminary step toward symbolic closure.95 

Although New Historicism initially developed within literary studies, its sustained 

attention to context, power, and practice has proven productive for historical analyses of 

premodern material culture, particularly when written sources are limited or absent. Applied to 

Final Jōmon funerary art, New Historicist approaches prioritize meaning as dependent on 

historically specific conditions, material practices, and social frameworks, rather than as the 

product of fixed or self-contained symbolic systems. Instead of treating shakōki-dogū as 

representations to be decoded, this approach situates them within specific social, ritual, and 

material circumstances in northern Honshū and Hokkaidō. Accordingly, interpretive claims are 

based on documented patterns of production, handling, modification, and deposition, rather than 

on assumed stable iconographic reference. Post-interpretive criticism strengthens this 

commitment by making interpretive restraint explicit: it directs the analysis toward what form, 

 
93 Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, Practicing New Historicism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2000), 17–19, https://archive.org/details/practicingnewhis00cath. 
 
94 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 44; Elizabeth S. Anker and Rita Felski, eds. Critique and Postcritique 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017), 1, 15; Pamela Fraser and Roger Rotheman, eds. Beyond Critique: 
Contemporary Art in Theory, Practice, and Instruction (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 
https://dokumen.pub/beyond-critique-contemporary-art-in-theory-practice-and-instruction-9781501323461-
9781501323454-9781501323447-1501323466.html, 1–2. 

95 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44. 
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fracture, damage, and recovery context can support, rather than toward reconstructions of belief 

that cannot be evaluated for the Final Jōmon.96 

Within this framework, shakōki-dogū are examined in relation to Final Jōmon funerary 

practice, settlement organization, and ritual life. Archaeological evidence indicates that ritual 

activity during this period was not confined to discrete ceremonial spaces but was also 

documented in domestic and communal settings.97 Figures 2, 4, and 6 illustrate fragmented and 

partially preserved shakōki-dogū recovered from multiple archaeological contexts, indicating that 

these figures underwent extended sequences of use and alteration, not only a single-event 

deposition. This contextual approach frames these practices as historically specific practices of 

death and commemoration, rather than as expressions of universal or timeless belief systems. 

This framework supports the main argument’s claim that shakōki-dogū documented in burial-

related settings can function as funerary objects that link the living and the dead while also 

appearing in domestic settlement-associated deposits. 

Context, however, is not treated as a self-sufficient explanation. New Historicism does 

not reduce visual form to environmental or social causation, nor does it collapse artistic 

production into a mirror of historical circumstance; rather, it provides a framework for 

delineating the conditions under which formal and material strategies operate. Contextual 

analysis establishes the material and spatial conditions of the objects illustrated in Figures 2 and 

5, providing a basis for examining visual concentration, bodily exaggeration, and surface 

treatment in shakōki-dogū. By situating shakōki-dogū within intersecting contexts of funerary 

 
96 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56. 
 
97 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 232–240; Naoko Matsumoto, Junko Habu, and Akira Matsui, “Subsistence, 
Sedentism, and Social Complexity among Jōmon Hunter-Gatherers of the Japanese Archipelago,” in Handbook of 
East and Southeast Asian Archaeology, ed. Junko Habu, Peter V. Lape, and John W. Olsen (New York: Springer, 
2017), 446. 
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practice and settlement life, this analysis clarifies the material and spatial conditions under which 

these figurines are documented. This framework establishes the parameters for the object-based 

formal analyses that follow, clarifying the material and contextual conditions under which these 

figurines can be evaluated as mortuary-associated objects without presuming access to specific 

belief systems or fixed symbolic meanings.  

Taken together, this framing defines the analytical scope for examining form, materiality, 

and ritual process in relation to Final Jōmon funerary practice and prepares the transition to close 

visual and formal analysis in the following section. Because preservation, documentation, and 

contextual information vary across examples, the analysis applies the same formal criteria across 

the corpus while allowing fuller treatment where visual or material features are more fully 

preserved. Contextual framing establishes the historical parameters within which close attention 

to form and materiality can be pursued. In sum, New Historicism provides the contextual 

framework, while post-interpretive criticism governs the level of claim-making by keeping 

interpretation proportional to observable object evidence and documented recovery contexts.98 

The next section specifies the object-based formal protocol used to describe, compare, and 

bracket interpretation across the corpus. 

3.2 Object-Based Formal Art-Historical Visual Analysis 

Object-based formal art-historical visual analysis serves as the core method of this study. 

This approach prioritizes close, sustained engagement with the objects themselves, treating 

visual form and material configuration as primary evidence for examining broader questions of 

use, practice, and social meaning. In the absence of Final Jōmon written sources, visual analysis 

 
98 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–57; Sewell Jr., Logics of History, 127–128, 143, 205. 
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provides a necessary means of assessing how form, proportion, surface, and spatial orientation 

structure the objects’ visual and material properties.99 Accordingly, this section establishes a 

repeatable descriptive protocol: it specifies what will be recorded, how examples will be 

compared across the corpus, and how interpretive claims are kept proportional when preservation 

or reporting limits what is independently verifiable within this corpus.100 This protocol (a 

consistent checklist of what is recorded for each object) operationalizes the argument’s central 

variables—ocular dominance, frontality, surface zoning, fabrication traces, fragmentation, and 

documented recovery context—so that later chapters can distinguish descriptive findings from 

bounded interpretation. 

In this context, shakōki-dogū are approached as three-dimensional objects whose 

observable properties shaped the conditions of viewing, handling, and placement, rather than as 

objects requiring one-to-one iconographic translation. This section applies the terms established 

in Chapter 1 (1.3)—especially formal configuration, frontal configuration, and surface 

treatment—to a close visual description of shakōki-dogū. The analysis prioritizes observable 

proportion, symmetry, surface patterning, and compositional emphasis, and tests these 

observable features against published reporting (excavation documentation and museum catalog 

records).101 Within a post-interpretive framework, the method centers description and controlled 

 
99 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 262–265; Howard Morphy, “Art as Mode of Action: Some Problems with the 
Analysis of Ritual,” Journal of Ritual Studies 9, no.1 (1995): 5–27, https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183508100006; 
Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Covey (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2004), 17–20. 
 
100 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44. 
 
101 Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 95–97; James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172–1174. 
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comparison, treating interpretation as proportional to observable evidence, rather than extracting 

a single hidden meaning.102  

3.2.1 What is Recorded and Compared? 

The formal analysis documents four categories of evidence across the corpus: (1) 

proportion and scale relationships (e.g., eye-to-head ratio and head-to-torso emphasis); (2) 

orientation and compositional hierarchy, including criteria for identifying a dominant “front”; (3) 

surface treatment and finishing, including cord-marking, incision, appliqué (added clay elements 

attached to the surface), smoothing, impression, and edge definition and (4) condition and 

alteration, including fragmentation, edge character at breaks (for example, whether break edges 

are sharp, rounded, or worn), abrasion, and documented repair or reworking. These categories 

function as descriptive variables that support comparison across objects without presuming a 

single meaning or function.103 Comparisons are made both across the full corpus and within 

preserved diagnostic zones (parts of the object that preserve comparable features, such as the 

facial plane or ocular rims, or upper torso), so fragmentary examples are compared only where 

equivalent zones survive. These categories support comparison across objects while keeping 

interpretation proportional to what is observable and reported.  

Many shakōki-dogū feature markedly large, raised ocular elements as a dominant formal 

feature. To assess how this emphasis operates visually, the analysis compares eye forms in 

relation to overall body proportion and compositional organization, registering disproportionate 

scale and visual dominance without assigning a fixed referent not independently verifiable within 

this corpus. Figures 3 and 4 depict examples in which ocular elements occupy a substantial 
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portion of the head area, visually outweigh other facial components, and concentrate attention on 

the upper body. In these cases, bilateral symmetry—left-right mirroring that reinforces a stable 

face-forward presentation—reinforces the compositional emphasis on the face.104 Where 

breakage disrupts symmetry (left-right mirroring around a central axis), the analysis treats that 

disruption as part of the object’s present visual condition, rather than reconstructing an “original” 

appearance that the evidence cannot securely support.105 The method therefore describes how the 

objects organize visual attention at close range, based on preserved features and documented 

condition.  

Bodily configuration further supports this visual concentration. Many examples exhibit 

compact torsos, abbreviated limbs, and constrained postures that do not follow naturalistic bodily 

proportions. The analysis describes these proportional constraints as formal choices that structure 

the figurine as a compact, self-contained form. Figures 2–6 illustrate how these proportional 

decisions limit lateral extension and direct attention back toward the upper body and face. This 

approach supports comparison between more intact bodies and heavily fragmented survivals by 

focusing on preserved relationships of emphasis (e.g., the persistence of facial dominance even 

when lower-body zones are missing). 

3.2.2 Criteria for Identifying Frontality 

Because claims about frontality can be applied unevenly in fragmentary corpora, the 

analysis employs explicit criteria before identifying a dominant front. A dominant front is 

identified only when preserved evidence indicates (1) concentrated facial features (ocular rims 

and other facial elements where present), (2) deliberate symmetrical around a central vertical 
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axis, and (3) distribution of surface emphasis that privileges one plane over others (modeled 

detail, relief, or patterning zones). When these criteria are not met, the description shifts to 

neutral terms (e.g., “preserved facial zones” or “dominant facial elements”), instead of asserting 

full frontality.106 This procedure keeps “frontality” tied to observable configuration and prevents 

it from becoming a generalized descriptor.  

3.2.3 Surface Treatment as Visual Evidence 

Surface and construction function as primary visual evidence, rather than secondary 

decoration. Accordingly, the analysis records surface interventions (incision, cord-marking, 

appliqué, smoothing, abrasion) as comparative variables, noting their placement, density, and 

zoning effects, and evaluating interpretive proposals in relation to formal/material evidence and 

reported context. Figures 4 and 6 provide examples of the kinds of surface interventions the 

protocol records, including incised lines, applied bands, and textured zones that interrupt smooth 

contours and create repeated patterning, increasing visual articulation across the body. In this 

section, surface treatment refers to material finishing actions, including cord-marking, incision, 

smoothing, and applied elements that shape the object’s exterior both visually and texturally.107 

Close description records how these surface feature’s structure contrast, legibility, and emphasis, 

especially where cord-marking or incision organizes the body into zones or reinforces facial 

concentration. Where modeled joins, attachments, or finishing marks remain visible, they are 

treated as evidence of fabrication sequence and subsequent handling, rather than as cues to 

 
106 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
 
107 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 92–93; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 267–268. 
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iconographic meaning. This approach aligns with practice-oriented scholarship by treating 

surface and facture as primary visual evidence evaluated alongside documented context.108 

3.2.4 Fragmentation and the Limits of Inference 

This subsection specifies how fragmentation is treated methodologically—as observable 

condition and comparative evidence—while defining the threshold for inferring intentional 

breakage. Because many shakōki-dogū survive in partial states, the formal analysis treats 

fragmentation as part of each object’s observable condition. The object-based approach 

establishes the descriptive and comparative foundation for later sections that address how 

repeated handling, breakage, and placement are documented within Final Jōmon mortuary 

contexts. However, this method does not presume intentional breakage unless excavation 

reporting, patterned fracture recurrence, or publication context supports that inference; 

otherwise, breakage is recorded as a condition rather than assigned a motive.109 Intentional 

breakage is proposed only when supported by published evidence (explicit excavation reporting, 

pattern recurrence in fracture location across multiple examples, or contextual documentation 

indicating deliberate damage).110 Where such support is absent, breakage is recorded as 

condition patterning, rather than assigned a motive. Because fragmentary corpora invite 

interpretations that are not independently verifiable within this corpus, the method keeps 

 
108 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 100–102; Julian Thomas, “Ritual and Religion in the Neolithic,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of the Archaeology of Ritual and Religion, ed. Timothy Insoll (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 
385–386; Barry Stephenson, Ritual: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 86. 
 
109 James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172–1174; Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 58–
61. 
 
110 Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1–2, esp. 1; Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56. 
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uncertainty explicit and ties claims to what be observed, compared, and tested against published 

reporting. 

Across the thesis, the analysis prioritizes evidence that can be observed, compared, and 

anchored in documentation. Comparative object-based formal analysis identifies recurring visual 

patterns across multiple examples without reducing the figures to typological data or treating 

them as vehicles of a stable symbolic code.111  Interpretation is built from accumulated object 

evidence—scale and proportion, orientation and frontality, surface treatment and facture, and 

condition patterning—evaluated alongside documented depositional settings.112 This approach 

makes description the evidentiary basis for responsible interpretation and clarifies what can be 

supported by preserved form, surface, and condition and what must remain bracketed because it 

exceeds the limits of the published record. 

3.2.5 Interpretive Limits and Post-Interpretive Restraint 

Because no contemporaneous writing survives from the Final Jōmon period, 

interpretation must be grounded in evidence that is observable and documented. Accordingly, the 

analysis does not assign specific doctrines, name deities, or assert stable symbolic meanings not 

independently verifiable within the corpus. Instead, interpretation proceeds from object-based 

formal and material description—form, visual structure, surface treatment, facture, and condition 

patterning—evaluated alongside contextual reporting in published excavation documentation and 

museum catalog records. 113 Post-interpretive criticism (a method that limits claims to what can 

be observed and documented) designates this methodological posture of restraint: it prioritizes 

 
111 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 85–95; Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 100–102. 
 
112 Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1; Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56. 
 
113 Mizoguchi, “Embodiment”, 95–110. 
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close description and observable effects of form and material presence while declining to 

reconstruct untestable belief systems.114 Instead of approaching the figurines through what 

Callahan identifies as critique’s tendency toward “unmasking” and reading for what is “unseen 

and hidden,” this study treats restraint and description as the primary methodological 

responsibility.115 In practice, “restraint” means that interpretive claims scale with documentation. 

When recovery context is explicit, context informs analysis; when context is absent or 

ambiguous, the argument remains at the level of formal and material description. Following 

Callahan’s synthesis of post-interpretive alternatives, including Latour’s emphasis on care and 

caution, surface reading, and reparative approaches, this study treats description and contextual 

reporting as central methodological practices, rather than as preliminary steps toward symbolic 

interpretation.116 This orientation does not preclude argument; it defines the argument’s 

boundaries so that claims remain proportional to the published record, while still supporting 

cumulative comparison across the corpus.117  

3.3 Cultural Studies Approaches to Rituals and Meaning 

This section uses cultural studies and practice-based scholarship to frame ritual meaning 

as historically situated, socially produced engagement, defined through observable material 

practice. Building on Section 3.2’s descriptive protocol, this subsection explains how practice-

oriented perspectives contextualize observable patterns of making, handling, alteration, and 

deposition while remaining constrained by evidentiary limits. In the absence of contemporaneous 

 
114 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56. 
 
115 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43-44. 
 
116 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56; Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From 
Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern,” Critical Inquiry 30, no. 2 (Winter 2004): 246. 
 
117 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56; Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From 
Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern,” Critical Inquiry 30, no. 2 (Winter 2004): 246. 
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written sources, the analysis prioritizes materially observable evidence, formal configuration, 

and documented archaeological context. Material culture and practice-based approaches further 

support this orientation by situating material practices within broader social frameworks. From 

this perspective, ritual meaning emerges through shared practices of making, handling, 

alteration, and deposition, rather than through fixed symbolic content presumed in advance.118  

Cultural studies contextualize observable patterns of practice and keep interpretation 

proportional what is observable and documented.119 Within Final Jōmon communities, figurines 

are documented in contexts that indicate repeated handling and deposition. On this basis, the 

analysis treats repeated use and circulation as plausible, while limiting claims to what is 

supported by excavation reporting and object condition. For example, the enlarged, goggle-like 

eyes and rigid frontal orientation characteristic of shakōki-dogū sustain a visual configuration 

that concentrates attention on the face. Accordingly, the analysis foregrounds visual form and 

material process as primary evidence for examining shakōki-dogū. Formal exaggeration is 

treated as a strategy that organizes visual configuration and material emphasis within mortuary 

contexts, without presuming specific interpretive responses. This framework supports the visual 

and material analyses that follow by defining how “ritual” is discussed in relation to documented 

practice and material evidence. 

Practice-based cultural studies and material culture scholarship treat meaning as 

something produced through repeated actions, shared conventions, and historically situated 

forms of engagement, rather than through fixed symbolic content. Within this framework, 

 
118 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1969), 
94–113; Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 74–79; Clifford 
Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 89, 113; Ortner, Anthropology and Social 
Theory, 2–3. 
 
119 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44. 
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objects are not passive reflections of belief; instead, they are treated as material elements that 

shape the conditions under which social practices unfold.120 Here, cultural studies perspectives 

contextualize visual and material analysis, rather than replacing object-based interpretation. Such 

an approach is particularly well suited to prehistoric contexts, where meaning must be inferred 

from patterns of practice, rather than from textual explanation. Applied to Final Jōmon funerary 

contexts, this perspective foregrounds the role of repeated engagement in shaping how objects 

were experienced and understood. Funerary practices during this period appear to have involved 

ongoing interaction with the dead through deposition, retrieval, fragmentation, and spatial 

proximity, not a single moment of closure. 121 Within this context, shakōki-dogū are examined as 

objects whose significance developed through participation in these repeated practices. 

From this perspective, interpretive claims are based on relationships among objects, 

handling practices, and documented depositional settings. Cultural studies, therefore, 

complement object-based visual analysis by situating formal features within lived social 

contexts. Enlarged eyes, frontal orientation, and compressed bodily forms are examined as visual 

strategies whose effects can be described in relation to documented settings of handling and 

placement, rather than as symbolic signs that require decoding.122 Figures 2–6 illustrate the 

formal features the analysis records, while excavation reporting and published documentation 

provide the basis for discussing positioning, handling, and placement where such information is 

available.123 This framework discourages importing transhistorical symbolic systems (e.g., 

 
120 Stuart Hall, ed., Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (London: Sage Publications, 
1997), 13–17; Hodder, Entangled, 87–90. 
 
121 Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” 1–6. 
 
122 Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 529–30; Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 98–101. 
 
123 Turner, The Ritual Process, 94–96; Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 98–101. 
 



58 
 

Jungian archetypes or Freudian psychoanalytic models) into a prehistoric record when such 

claims are not independently verifiable within this corpus.124 Post-interpretive criticism clarifies 

the methodological stakes of this position by treating interpretive restraint as method: the 

analysis prioritizes what material evidence and documented practice can support, while declining 

to reconstruct belief systems that cannot be tested for the Final Jōmon.125 By tracing how 

shakōki-dogū circulated within communities and were repeatedly engaged through shared 

funerary practices, this approach emphasizes observable patterns of social interaction and 

material use without claiming access to specific belief systems.  Cultural Studies perspectives 

thus frame the following section’s examination of materiality and ritual action, recognizing that 

these patterns of engagement are inseparable from the material processes through which figures 

were handled, altered, and deposited, and thus form the observable traces (wear, fracture 

character, and surface condition) that the method treats as evidence.  

3.4 Materiality and Ritual Process 

Materiality is treated here as integral to ritual processes, with particular attention to how 

material properties and transformation shape the conditions of funerary practice. In this chapter, 

materiality refers to both clay’s physical properties and the sequence through which objects were 

made, handled, altered, and deposited. Significance is examined through objects’ material 

histories over time, as evidenced by their handling, alteration, and deposition within funerary 

contexts. This orientation aligns with recent art-historical and archaeological scholarship that 

treats material processes as integral to how objects function within social and funerary 

 
124 Hall, Representation, 24–26. 
 
125 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56; James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 
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contexts.126 Consistent with post-interpretive criticism, material analysis functions as an 

evidentiary discipline: it prioritizes what fabrication traces, surface condition, and deposition 

reporting can document, rather than using materiality to justify speculative reconstructions of 

belief.127 Operationally, this material focus applies Section 3.2’s protocol by treating fabrication 

traces, surface condition, and alteration (wear, repair, fracture character) as comparative 

variables alongside proportion and orientation and testing against published reporting.  

Clay functioned as both a sculptural medium and ritual substance in the production of 

shakōki-dogū. Its plasticity enabled modeling, compression, and surface articulation, while firing 

transformed malleable forms into durable objects capable of sustained use. Variations in clay 

composition, temper, and firing conditions produced differences in surface texture and structural 

integrity, influencing how figurines were handled and preserved. These material properties 

conditioned observable surface texture and durability, influencing how figurines were visually 

apprehended and physically engaged within funerary settings.128 Material process extended 

beyond fabrication to include handling, use, and alteration. Wear, breakage, and repair indicate 

that shakōki-dogū were not static display objects but were subject to repeated handling, 

modification, and reuse over time. Fragmentation plays a central role in reconstructing this ritual 

life. Instead of treating breakage as accidental damage or functional failure, patterned fracture 

recurrence may suggest deliberate material alteration across multiple examples. Figures 2–6 

document how such acts altered form while maintaining an object’s presence within ritual 

 
126 Fahlander and Oestigaard, The Materiality of Death, 4–8; Ingold, The Perception of the Environment, 345–349; 
Tim Ingold, Making, Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture (London: Routledge, 2013), 31–45. 
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Critique,” 55–56. 
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practice.129 Intentional breakage is proposed only when supported by published evidence—

explicit excavation reporting, pattern recurrence in fracture location across multiple examples, or 

contextual documentation indicating deliberate damage; otherwise, breakage is recorded as 

condition patterning within an object’s material history.130  

Approaching fragmentation as both a material and funerary process supports a more 

nuanced interpretation of funerary art. As Chapman argues, object breakage can mark the 

termination of an object’s functional life while simultaneously repositioning fragments within 

new social and depositional relationships.131 Within documented Final Jōmon funerary practice, 

fragmentation may have indexed transformation processes by altering the bodily integrity of 

figurines while preserving material continuity. The repeated recovery of fragments in settlement 

and funerary contexts indicates that fragments remained in circulation and deposition after 

breakage.132 Within this framework, transformation is treated as materially legible—fracture, 

dispersal, and redeposition, rather than as doctrine not independently verifiable within this 

corpus.133 

Materiality also conditioned the visual operation of shakōki-dogū. Figures 2–6 reveal 

how surface treatments, modeling marks, and breakage patterns interacted with light, touch, and 

spatial positioning, shaping how figurines could be visually apprehended and physically handled 

within funerary contexts. These material features cannot be separated from formal analysis, as 
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they directly affect what this study terms “visual intensity,” meaning the degree to which 

proportion, surface zoning, and orientation concentrate attention on specific bodily and facial 

zones at close viewing distance. 

 Treating material processes as part of the object’s use-history reinforces an approach that 

examines form and materiality in relation to one another, while recognizing them as distinct but 

interdependent analytical categories. By foregrounding materiality and ritual process, the 

analysis situates shakōki-dogū within documented sequences of making, use, transformation, and 

deposition across their material lives. Material change is treated as part of the documented 

condition and use-history of the objects. This perspective clarifies how funerary art operates 

through physical handling and continuity over time, preparing the transition to the final 

considerations of scope, limitations, and ethical responsibility in interpreting funerary material. It 

also clarifies how physical handling, alteration, and continuity over time structure the evidentiary 

basis for mortuary interpretation.134 

3.5 Scope, Limitations, and Ethical Considerations 

This study is limited by the scope and constraints of the archaeological record. The 

shakōki-dogū examined here survive in fragmentary, unevenly preserved states, and associated 

documentation varies with excavation circumstances, publication practices, and the conditions 

under which objects entered the archaeological record. Many figurines survive only partially, and 

contextual reporting varies with excavation circumstances, publication practices, and collection 

histories. To address this variability, the analysis differentiates between securely documented 

recovery context and generalized contextual information and scales interpretive claims, 
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260. 
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accordingly, prioritizing comparative description when contextual reporting is insufficient to 

support inference about sequence or intent. Where contextual reporting is insufficient to support 

inference about sequence or intent, the study prioritizes comparative object-based description 

and limits interpretation to what is observable and documented.135 The absence of 

contemporaneous written sources imposes further interpretive constraints. Because Final Jōmon 

written sources do not exist, this study does not attempt to reconstruct specific belief systems or 

assign fixed meaning to the figurines under consideration. Instead, it concentrates on what 

material evidence, visual configuration, and documented patterns of use and deposition can 

support. Post-interpretive criticism keeps claims in proportion to the evidence. 136 It builds 

arguments from what can be clearly described and compare in the objects and checked against 

published reports, not from interpretive “keys” that go beyond what the record supports.137 

Interpretive caution becomes particularly important when engaging with funerary-

associated material. Objects tied to death and burial carry ethical responsibilities that extend 

beyond analytic rigor. Practically, this ethical stance is implemented by (1) avoiding sensational 

claims about belief or ritual intent, (2) flagging ambiguity in recovery context and depositional 

context, and (3) separating description from interpretation so that readers can evaluate each claim 

against the cited evidence. 

 Here, shakōki-dogū are treated not as neutral artifacts but as objects documented in 

relation to mortuary and funerary contexts. Accordingly, the analysis addresses the cultural and 

 
135 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 258–260; Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 86–87; Miriam T Stark, ed. Archeology 
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ritual significance of these objects while avoiding sensationalism or reductive interpretation.138 

This ethical stance reinforces interpretive restraint: when evidence is incomplete, or context 

remains ambiguous, uncertainty is recorded, rather than resolved through narrative 

elaboration.139  

The methodological framework also acknowledges disciplinary boundaries. Drawing on 

archaeological data and anthropological theory, this study employs object-based formal analysis 

consistent with art-historical approaches to prehistoric material culture. Its primary contribution 

lies in demonstrating that sustained attention to form, materiality, and ritual process offers a 

productive framework for analyzing shakōki-dogū within documented archaeological contexts. 

Instead of proposing a single “solution” to shakōki-dogū meaning, this work advances a bounded 

argument for how visual configuration, material alteration, and depositional practice can be 

analyzed responsibly as funerary visual culture.140 Together, Sections 3.1–3.5 establish the 

methodological foundation applied descriptively in Chapter 4 and used analytically in Chapter 5 

to evaluate mortuary engagement and ritual process within the limits of the published record.  

Chapter 4 applies this protocol descriptively to document production traces and recurring formal 

variables across the corpus, reserving interpretive claims about funerary engagement and ritual 

process for the discussion in Chapter 5. 
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4 Production/Results 

Chapter 4 presents the production evidence and descriptive results for the shakōki-dogū 

corpus analyzed in this study. It operationalizes the methodological commitments established in 

Chapter 3 by documenting what can be securely observed across objects—materials, 

construction traces, surface treatment, condition, and reported recovery context—before 

advancing interpretive claims about funerary engagement. Section 4.1 records production 

evidence visible in the selected examples, moving from clay as a worked medium (4.1.1) to 

forming and construction choices (4.1.2) and then to surface treatment and finishing as 

observable labor (4.1.3). Section 4.2 presents the descriptive results produced by applying the 

same recording protocol across the object set, including a summary of main findings (4.2.0), the 

corpus definition (4.2.1), condition/fragmentation, and possible use-wear (4.2.2), and repeatable 

formal features (4.2.3). In keeping with post-interpretive restraint, Chapter 4 prioritizes 

evidence-based description, reserving interpretive synthesis for the discussion in Chapter 5. 

4.1 Production 

Section 4.1 documents production evidence in the selected shakōki-dogū examples, as 

reported in published excavation documentation, specialist catalog entries, and museum records, 

treating manufacturing traces and material properties as descriptive variables that support 

comparison across the corpus. It begins with the material properties of low-fired earthenware and 

their implications for preservation and breakage (4.1.1), then describes forming and additive 

construction choices in the published record, which shape orientation, stability, and structural 

risk zones (4.1.2), and concludes with surface treatment and finishing as visible labor 

documented for the selected examples, which structure legibility, zoning, and emphasis across 

the figure (4.1.3). Overall, the section provides an evidence-based descriptive foundation by 
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recording reported production observations and macroscopic features visible at the scale of 

publication (form, surface, zoning, and condition patterning), evaluated alongside documented 

recovery context.  

4.1.1 Materials and Clay as Worked Medium 

Shakōki-dogū are ceramic objects whose formal configuration is shaped by the properties 

of their clay bodies. The figurines examined here are described in the published record as low-

fired earthenware. Because earthenware is fired at relatively low temperatures compared to later 

stoneware and porcelain traditions, it remains more porous and less vitrified (that is, less 

densified into a glass-like body).141 Porosity and lower vitrification shape what the clay body can 

sustain, how surfaces preserve traces of manufacture, and how objects fracture and survive over 

time.142 In a Final Jōmon context, published documentation and images indicate that earthenware 

can preserve cord-marking, incision, and impressed marks with clear surface definition, while 

remaining vulnerable at projecting points such as limbs, and applied facial elements.143 For 

example, cord-marked zones can remain readable as repeated ridges, and incised boundaries can 

retain crisp edges, allowing surface zoning and patterned emphasis—and, where reported in the 

 
141 Department of Asian Art, “Jōmon Culture (ca. 10,500–300 BCE),” in Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History (New 
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published record, aspects of construction sequence (e.g., additive joins and build-up)—to be 

described even when overall forms are fragmentary.144 

These material properties establish practical conditions for durability, breakage, and 

repeated handling. Earthenware can survive as intact figurines, but thin sections and attachment 

points remain vulnerable to fracture. The material is also susceptible to abrasion, including edge 

rounding, chipping, and surface softening in raised areas.145 

 Such properties matter because the Final Jōmon archaeological record includes frequent 

figurine fragmentation and related damage in ritual and mortuary-associated assemblages. 

Fragmentation, therefore, is treated as a material condition consistent with the medium and the 

documented record.146 Intentional breakage is proposed only when supported by published 

evidence, explicit excavation reporting, patterned recurrence in fracture location across multiple 

examples, or contextual documentation indicating deliberate damage; otherwise, breakage is 

recorded as condition patterning without assigned a motive.147 

4.1.2 Forming and Construction Choices 

Figure 2 is reported in published catalog and/or excavation documentation as hand-

modeled with additive construction. The body displays a strongly frontal construction logic in 

 
144 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 187 (cord-marking and other surface patterning techniques), and 196-
198 (incising as a widespread technique; reading edge character and grooves; criteria for describing incised lines and 
their finish). 
 
145 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 188–190 (on surface weathering/abrasion and the progressive 
rounding/softening of exposed surfaces and edges); Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on Roman Pottery, 813; 
Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues: the use alterations variability on pottery in light of the latest 
research advancements,” 18, 20–21. 
 
146 Fahlander and Oestigaard, The Materiality of Death, 21; Ingold, The Perception of the Environment, 399–348; 
Colin Renfrew and Paul Bahn, Archaeology: Theories, Methods and Practice. 3rd ed, (London: Thames & Hudson, 
2000), 47. 

147 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2 (on avoiding default assumptions about breakage and treating 
fragmentation as evidence requiring analysis). 
 



67 
 

which the face and upper torso dominate the object’s preserved viewing side. The figure’s 

proportion emphasizes compact massing, and ocular forms are sculpted as raised volumes, rather 

than rendered solely through drawn or incised outlines. This configuration is consistent with 

published accounts of Jōmon figurine manufacture that describe additive build-up of volume 

followed by refinement of contours and joins. In reading this, the face-forward organization is 

treated as a deliberate production priority: repeatable choices in how makers distributed modeled 

labor and visual emphasis, rather than accidental byproducts of technique. Such shaping aligns 

with established accounts of Jōmon figurine construction as a sculptural process: makers 

gradually built up volume and then refined contours and joins.148  

Additionally, Figure 2 demonstrates how construction choices create predictable 

structural risk zones. Projecting elements, especially arms and facial protrusions, extend beyond 

surrounding surfaces and are materially exposed in low-fired clay. The same construction 

choices can therefore produce predictable sites of breakage. This relationship between projection 

and vulnerability is treated here as a production-level consequence of form and construction, 

evaluated alongside published reporting on fabrication and condition, rather than introduced as 

an interpretive overlap.149 Because these vulnerabilities arise from repeatable construction 

choices; they offer an evidence-led basis for discussing significance: breakage and fragment 

survival can be approached as part of use-history without requiring fixed iconographic 

 
148 Mariko Yamagata, “The Shakado Figurines and Middle Jōmon Ritual in the Kofu Basin,” Japanese Journal of 
Religious Studies 19, nos. 2–3 (1992): 133, https://nirc.nanzan-u.ac.jp/journal/6/article/826/pdf/download 
(describing figurines formed from clay lumps shaped into head/torso/limbs, attached together, then covered with a 
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Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1 (critiques the assumption that breakage is accidental/after deposition and urges 
archaeologists to search for evidence of deliberate fragmentation). 
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translation. Taken together, these observations treat construction choices as production evidence 

that link formal projection to predictable material risk zones in low-fired clay. 

Figure 6 clarifies how front and back construction priorities operate in tandem. The rear 

view indicates that the back is not unworked; instead, its surface and structural emphasis support 

a face-forward orientation. This matters for the descriptive results because it treats orientation as 

an observable consequence of construction decisions (silhouette, stability, distribution of 

modeling), not an interpretive assumption imposed on fragmentary objects. 

Construction often distributes labor unevenly across an object, not because makers ignore 

certain areas, but because the object was constructed to function through orientation. The rear 

view also documents stabilizing strategies—a stable silhouette and compact proportions support 

stability in relation to projection and massing, reinforcing a face-forward viewing priority.150  

Taken together, Figures 2 and 6 support a central production finding: the figurines appear 

to have been constructed with a face-forward viewing orientation as a primary visual and 

structural priority, and that priority was produced through decisions that are simultaneously 

structural and visual. This descriptive claim rests on observable criteria—proportional 

organization, silhouette stability, and the distribution of modeled emphasis—and is anchored to 

published object reporting for the examples discussed.151 When preservation does not support 

confident orientation, the description shifts to neutral terms (e.g., “preserved facial zones” or 

 
150 Tite, Kilikoglou, and Vekinis, “Strength, Toughness and Thermal Shock Resistance,” 302–303; Shepard, 
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1962), 6–9; Hall, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, 15–17. 
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“dominant facial elements”), rather than claiming full frontality where it is not independently 

verifiable within this corpus.152 

4.1.3  Surface Treatment and Finishing 

Figure 2 as described in published object reporting and visible in the photographic 

documentation, demonstrates that surface treatment on shakōki-dogū is not merely decorative; it 

constitutes deliberate surface labor. Cord-marking, incision, and impressed marks function as 

materially observable strategies for shaping how the figurine is visually organized and where 

attention concentrates. Surface is treated here formal and material evidence, evaluated alongside 

published reporting, rather than as a secondary layer applied after the body is complete.153 Figure 

2 shows that surface patterning is integrated with bodily structure: incised boundaries and texture 

fields correspond to the organization of the face and torso, reinforcing segmentation and 

supporting frontality. Goggle-like ocular forms are framed by raised edges that, in combination 

with surface patterning, concentrate emphasis on the facial zone. These relationships are 

consistent with planned placement of surface work within the modeled structure. The fired 

surface preserves these actions as durable traces of technique.154  

Figure 2 also supports a cautious observation about finishing and smoothing patterns. 

Some areas appear smoother than others, as represented in published images; these apparent 

 
152 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30 (on defining front/face emphasis through observable features rather than 
assumed completeness). 
 
153 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 124–125 (surface and visible traces as evidence of forming/finishing 
technique, not merely decoration); Ingold, The Perception of the Environment, 339–348 (on form emerging through 
the process of making and material engagement rather than being imposed in discrete layers). 
 
154 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 187, 190 (defining “surface finish” as characteristics produced during 
shaping/finishing; noting that surfaces show evidence of method, including the condition of the paste during 
finishing and tool marks; and emphasizing that the “plastic, leather-hard, or dry states” structure finishing 
decisions); Dodson, Hamilton, and Unruh, “Ceramics,” (defining the leather-hard stage as the point at which many 
finishing techniques are performed and defining “bisque” as the irreversible point after which clay cannot revert). 
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contrasts are not independently verifiable within this corpus without in-person examination and 

may reflect intentional finishing, later abrasion, or both. As a descriptive result, the claim 

remains limited but consequential: finishing is uneven across the object, and that unevenness 

produces contrasts between crisp textured zones and more subdued planes, increasing visual 

contrast and shaping the figure’s tactile character.155 In this section, “surface treatment” refers to 

materially observable finishing actions—including cord-marking, incision, smoothing, and 

applied elements—that shape the object’s exterior visually and texturally.156 Section 4.2 uses 

these surface variables—together with proportion, orientation, and condition—to report recurring 

zoning patterns, visual emphasis, and fragmentation-linked surface change across the corpus. 

4.2 Results 

This section summarizes what the objects show through observable features and 

documented context before interpretation. The results derive from object-based formal analysis 

and materially observable description, anchored to published object reporting and photographic 

documentation applied consistently across the corpus. The aim is to note repeatable features and 

condition patterns that can support subsequent analytical arguments without prematurely 

assigning iconographic conclusions as the sole basis for interpretation. Consistent with post-

interpretive scholarship that critiques “unmasking” as the default posture, the method centers 

description and comparison, rather than treating form as a code to be deciphered.157 Accordingly, 

Section 4.2 states three descriptive findings, Section 4.2.1 defines the object set and selection 

 
155 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 124–125, 187–188 ( surface finish as evidence of forming/finishing 
technique; variability in surface treatment and the preservation of tool-and texture-traces as observable features); 
Morphy, “Art as a Mode of Action,” 27–30 (on formal/visible qualities as active components shaping how objects 
work in practice and perception). 

156 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 124–125, 187–188. 
 
157 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44 (critique as “unmasking” suspicion); Best and Marcus, “Surface 
Reading,” 1–2. 
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limits, Section 4.2.2 reports, condition, fragmentation, and condition-related surface change as 

variables evaluated alongside published reporting, as observable variables, and Section 4.2.3 

records repeatable formal features across Figures 2–6, as compared within this corpus. 

4.2.1 Main Findings 

Three results emerge across the selected corpus. First, the figurines consistently present a 

face-forward viewing priority where preserved features support orientation, through ocular 

emphasis and bodily containment. Where no diagnostic anterior (“front”) features survive, 

orientation is recorded as indeterminate and described in neutral terms (e.g., “preserved facial 

zone” or “dominant ocular elements”), rather than assumed. Second, fragmentation and partial 

survival are pervasive, and breakage often reorganizes the objects preserved visual configuration, 

instead of simply destroying it. For example, when only a head survives (Figure 3), the preserved 

ocular configuration concentrates attention on the face, and maintains facial emphasis even when 

other body zones are missing. Third, surface labor remains structurally tied to bodily 

organization, producing patterned zones that stay legible even in fragments and that can be 

evaluated alongside published condition reporting for possible links to handling and repeated 

engagement.158 These findings are treated as descriptive variables that support comparison across 

objects without presuming a single meaning or function.159 Together, these three descriptive 

 
158 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 124–125, 187–188 (surface finishing as evidence of forming/finishing 
technique and patterned surface traces as part of formal configuration); Harada, “Dogū  Broken and Enshrined 
Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 50–57 (dogū frequently survive as fragments; decorated/incised surfaces remain 
readable on parts and are implicated in breakage/deposition); Barbara J. Mills and William H. Walker, 
“Introduction: Memory, Materiality, and Depositional Practice,” in Memory Work: Archaeologies of Material 
Practice, ed. Barbara J. Mills and William H. Walker (Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research Press, 2008) 3-5, 20 
(objects and people shape each other through interaction; continuity as “chains of repetitions”); Chapman, 
Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2 (fragments as evidence of practice requiring explanation rather than being 
dismissed as accidental loss). 

159 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 3–9; Liz Nilsson Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of Death and Burial, ed. by Sarah Tarlow and Liz Nilsson Stutz, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2013) 1–4. 
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patterns support a bounded argument: recurring face-forward configuration, fragment-resilient 

facial emphasis, and zoned surface labor indicate objects designed for repeated close-range 

encounter and handling, a profile consistent with mortuary-associated practice in this corpus 

when tested against published recovery reporting, without requiring fixed iconographic 

translation.  

4.2.2 Corpus Summary and Object Set 

Using object-based formal analysis and observable description, anchored to published 

object reporting and photographic documentation, the following results were observed across a 

focused object set represented in Figures 2–6. The corpus is limited by museum documentation 

practices and a fragmentary recovery and reporting record, but it provides sufficient published 

documentation to compare configuration, modeled emphasis, surface zoning, and condition 

patterning across multiple examples at the scale that is independently verifiable in the available 

images and descriptions.160 Selection criteria followed the scope of the thesis and evidentiary 

priorities. The objects date to the Final Jōmon period and represent northern regional traditions, 

corresponding to northern Honshū (Tōhoku) and Hokkaidō within the thesis’s broader 

geographic frame. The object set was also selected for photographic clarity, which supports 

comparative description of visible surface patterning, modeled form, and condition features as 

represented in publication images. 

 
160 Renfrew and Bahn, Archeology, 52–54 (discussion of formation processes of how cultural and natural processes 
affect what survives and therefore what archaeologists can interpret); Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1, 
22–23, 24–25 (on how fragmentation structures what survive and what can be analyzed); Chisako Miyanae, “Multi-
Class Production Framework Based on 3D Scanning Data for Archaeological Artifacts-the Digitalization of Dogū,” 
Archaeological and Anthropological Sciences 8, no. 4 (2016): 663–671, https://doi.org/10.1007/s12520-014-0224-1 
(on the role and limitations of institutional recording/digital archives when building an analyzable corpus). 
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This selection also has clear limits. Recovery context information varies, museum labels 

can impose interpretive frames, and the corpus does not capture the full range of regional 

variation. For these reasons, the corpus functions as a case study set, not an exhaustive dataset. 

No fixed iconography is assumed. The descriptive aim is to establish observable configuration 

and condition patterns that can support subsequent interpretation integrated with funerary and 

mortuary scholarship, while remaining anchored to the objects’ visual and material evidence.161 

The next sections, therefore, separate reporting of condition, fragmentation, and condition-

related surface change as represented in published documentation (4.2.3) from reporting of 

repeatable formal configurations and surface zoning patterns (4.2.4) to maintain a clear 

distinction between descriptive results and interpretive argument. 

4.2.3 Condition, Fragmentation, and Possible Use-Wear 

Figure 3 provides the clearest evidence for fragmentation as both a descriptive condition 

and analytical result. The surviving head fragment preserves the ocular configuration, while the 

absence of the body concentrates visual emphasis on the face. This concentration is a descriptive 

consequence of what remains and what is lost. Published images and reporting indicate a 

fractured break edge, not a clean cut, and document surface condition consistent with change 

after production. Even when the precise sequence cannot be reconstructed, the fragment 

demonstrates that breakage is part of the object’s preserved use-history, not only modern 

damage.162  

 
161 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 3–9 (on ritual analysis as a practice-oriented, evidenced-sensitive approach 
rather than purely one-to-one iconographic translation); Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 1–4 
(on mortuary interpretation being built from what survives and is observed within broader theoretical frames); 
Morphy, “Art as a Mode of Action,” 27–29 (formal qualities as part of how objects operate in ritual contexts and 
therefore appropriate targets of description prior to interpretive argument). 

162 Harada, “Dogū Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 50–57 (treats dogū 
breakage/fragmentation as meaningful within Jōmon practice rather than merely later damage); Chapman, 
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Figure 6 supports a cautious description of possible use-wear. The rear surface includes 

raised ridges and textured fields. In the published images, some raised areas appear less sharply 

articulated than deeper impressions; this contrast can be recorded as differential surface 

condition, while remaining provisional with respect to cause. Such observations must remain 

provisional because differential smoothing can also result from post-depositional movement, soil 

chemistry, handling after recovery, or later conservation. Still, documenting differential surface 

conditions remains methodologically appropriate because it identifies where the object’s surface 

has changed and where impressions have remained crisp, as represented in the available 

documentation.163  

Taken together, Figures 3 and 6 establish an essential result category: the corpus 

preserves a combination of breakage patterns and surface-condition differences that can be 

evaluated for possible links to repeated engagement, rather than pristine preservation. Here, 

“repeated engagement” is used descriptively to indicate use-history features (surface-condition 

differences, altered surfaces, and fragmentation states) that indicate multiple episodes of contact 

and change, without specifying the social identity of actors or the ritual intentions behind those 

episodes. This does not prove a single function, but it supports the descriptive claim that 

figurines were not static images. They were objects with use-histories that include handling, 

 
Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1 (argues that archaeologists should not assume breakage is simple accidental or 
post-depositional loss but analyze it as part of depositional histories). 
 
163 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 188–190 (on surface weathering/abrasion and the diagnostic value of 
observing where surfaces are softened/rounded versus where detail remains intact); Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration 
Analysis on Roman Pottery,” 813 (treating differential surface alteration, especially abrasion/rounding as an 
analytical variable for reconstructing what changed and what remained); Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms 
and residues,” 18, 20–21 (defining wear mechanisms and emphasizing the value of mapping where surface 
topography is rounded/leveled versus preserved). 
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alteration, and fragmentation.164 Where breakage disrupts symmetry, the analysis treats that 

disruption as part of the object’s present visual condition, rather than reconstructing an “original” 

appearance that the evidence cannot securely restore.165 This reporting practice delivers the 

second main finding by treating fragmentation and condition as comparable variables that 

reorganize visual emphasis without requiring reconstruction of an intact original. 

4.2.4 Repeatable Formal Features Observed 

Figure 2 as described in published object reporting and visible in the photographic 

documentation, exhibits enlarged ocular forms as a dominant formal strategy. The eyes occupy a 

substantial portion of the face, framed as goggle-like volumes that direct attention to the upper 

body. The facial composition prioritizes the eyes as the primary visual anchor. The torso appears 

compact and stabilized, reinforcing a face-forward viewing orientation where preserved features 

support orientation and concentrating visual emphasis on the anterior plane.166  

Figure 3 reiterates ocular enlargement even in fragmentary form. With the body absent, 

the surviving face maintains ocular dominance, demonstrating that the goggle motif is 

constructed through volume and contour, not only rendered solely as surface marking. This 

distinction matters: volume projects outward, catches light, and increases the face’s physical 

 
164 Hodder, Entangled, 13–16 (objects and people are mutually shaping through ongoing interaction, producing 
extended “histories” of use and change); Daniel Miller, Stuff. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010), 3–5  (material things 
are constituted through everyday engagement and accumulation of traces); Chapman, Fragmentation in 
Archaeology, 1–2 (fragmentation as a patterned part of depositional histories that require explanation rather than 
being dismissed as merely damaged).   

165 Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1–2 (description stays with what is present, not reconstructed). 
 
166 The Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Dogū, describes the “most arresting” features as the large, dissected eyes and 
notes that more complete examples have “fleshy torsos… above thick, sturdy legs,” which supports your points 
made in this study about ocular anchoring and bodily stabilization; Morphy, “Art as a Mode of Action,” 27–29, (for 
the framing that formal properties help structure how objects operate in ritual encounter). 
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prominence during close-range viewing. The preserved configuration remains visually legible 

even when the object survives only as a head.167  

Figure 4 indicates that ocular emphasis operates within a contained, disproportionate 

body schema. Thickened proportions and a stable stance produce a closed, compact posture, as 

opposed to an extended one. The surface is organized into zones that track bodily structure, 

indicating that patterning is integrated with form and contributes to bodily segmentation. 

Accordingly, this figurine supports two repeatable results: ocular enlargement persists across 

examples, and bodily containment is achieved through proportional strategies that stabilize the 

object and intensify face-forward viewing priority—where orientation is independently verifiable 

in the surviving configuration and published documentation.168 

 Taken together, Figures 2–4 establish a descriptive baseline for subsequent analysis. 

Enlarged ocular forms, face-forward viewing priority—where preserved features support 

orientation—and constrained, disproportionate body schema recur across the corpus, and 

patterned surface treatment remains structurally tied to bodily organization, rather than applied 

as arbitrary decoration. These repeatable features can be documented without invoking a fixed 

symbolic code. They function as observable visual strategies that structure viewer-facing 

emphasis and persist even when objects survive in fragmentary states.169 Chapter 4 has 

 
167 Morphy, “Art as Mode of Action,” 27–29 (formal configuration as part of how an object “works” in encounter); 
Harada, “Dogū  Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 50–57 (dogū breakage/fragment survival as 
part of meaningful life histories, rather than mere loss); Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2 (fragment as 
analytical significant parts of object histories). 
 
168 The Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Dogū” (describing the “most arresting” feature as the large, bisected coffee 
bean-shaped eyes and noting that other examples have fleshy torsos above thick, sturdy legs, supporting ocular 
enlargement and bodily stabilization); Tite, Kilikoglou, and Vekinis, “Strength, Toughness and Thermal Shock 
Resistance,” 301–302, 315 (on surviving impact/short-term stress concentrations depending on overall form (e.g., 
globular bodies outperforming sharp-angled junctions that support the logic of proportional containment and reduce 
stress form projections).  
 
169 Morphy, “Art as Mode of Action,” 27–30 (formal/visible properties as active components that structure how 
objects work in encounter); Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2 (fragments as analytically significant, 
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established an evidence-based descriptive baseline for the shakōki-dogū corpus by recording 

reported fabrication and visible formal variables (material properties, construction choices, and 

surface labor) and results variables (repeatable formal configurations and 

condition/fragmentation patterns) as comparable features across Figures 2–6. This descriptive 

foundation advances the thesis’s central argument by demonstrating how ocular emphasis, bodily 

containment, and integrated surface zoning remain materially legible even under fragmentary 

survival, without requiring iconographic decoding. Chapter 5 builds from these documented 

patterns to analyze how such repeatable visual and material strategies can be interpreted within 

Final Jōmon mortuary practice, using ritual and mortuary scholarship to interpret—rather than 

assume—the significance of the observed configurations. 

  

 
rather than incidental loss); Harada, “Dogū  Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 50–57 (Jōmon 
dogū breakage/fragmentation as meaningful within depositional histories). 
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5 Analysis/Discussion of Results 

Chapter 5 develops an interpretive discussion of the descriptive results established in 

Chapter 4 by evaluating how repeatable formal features and viewing structures (ocular 

dominance, face-forward viewing priority, bodily containment, surface zoning) and condition 

trajectories (fragmentation and differential surface condition/condition-related surface change) 

are mobilized in funerary-related settings as qualified by published contextual documentation. 

Instead of treating these objects as standardized grave goods, the discussion advances the thesis’s 

central claim that shakōki-dogū  function as funerary-related objects that can overlap with 

settlement and domestic contexts while mediating relations between the living and the dead. 

Building from the thesis’s post-interpretive stance, this chapter treats interpretation as an 

evidence-led extension of recorded variables, in which iconography is integrated but not treated 

as the sole basis for interpretation. Section 5.1 analyzes formal strategies across Figures 2–4, 

emphasizing how facial dominance within the preserved configuration—where preserved 

features support orientation, otherwise recorded as indeterminate—persists under intact and 

fragmentary survival. Section 5.2 then examines how those visual strategies intersect with 

funerary-related framing, including how museum and scholarly labels (e.g., “fertility”) can 

compress descriptive possibilities when not evaluated alongside form, condition, and 

documented context. Subsequent sections (5.3–5.4) extend this analysis to material practice and 

object use-history in settings of making, handling, and deposition, anchoring claims about ritual 

practice to observable variables and testing interpretive proposals against reporting, condition, 

and recovery context. 
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5.1 Formal Analysis of shakōki-dogū 

Section 5.1 evaluates Chapter 4’s documented variables through object-based formal 

analysis, comparing ocular dominance, face-forward viewing priority, and bodily containment 

across Figures 2–4 as observable strategies under varying preservation states. The focus remains 

on composition, proportion, orientation, surface organization, fragmentation patterning, and 

condition evidence as visible. These observations are described from published photographs and 

are cross-checked against published object reporting (excavation publications and museum 

catalogue records) where such documentation is available. Accordingly, Section 5.1.1 establishes 

ocular dominance and evidentiary frontality in Figure 2, Section 5.1.2 shows how fragmentation 

concentrates facial emphasis in Figure 3 by leaving the ocular and facial zone as the primary 

surviving field of visual information; the discussion records this as a condition effect of what 

survives and treats the cause of breakage as indeterminate unless published reporting supports 

intentionality, and Section 5.1.3 documents bodily containment and surface-to-form alignment in 

Figure 4 as repeatable strategies. The discussion advances an art-historical account grounded in 

the objects’ form, material presence, surface zoning, and condition, with documented recovery 

context used to qualify, rather than replace formal analysis.  

Specifically, the chapter addresses three common scholarly tendencies: typology-only 

cataloging that concludes at classification, fertility iconography treated as a default interpretive 

label, and generalized ritual object claims that are not consistently supported by reported 

fabrication evidence, surface-treatment evidence, or condition patterning. Taken together, the 

formal consistencies and fragmentation/condition patterns documented in Chapter 4 support a 

structured evaluation of what can be stated from the objects and their recorded placement, 

without assigning a single function, symbolic reading, or belief-based explanation. Consistent 
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with post-scholarship that critiques “unmasking” as a default posture, this chapter treats 

interpretation as cumulative and evidence-led—built from description, rather than extracted 

through a single, overriding iconographic hypothesis.170 

5.1.1 Figure 2- Ocular Dominance and Frontal Face-Forward Viewing Priority 

Figure 2 presents a face-centered composition in which enlarged ocular forms occupy a 

dominant proportion of the facial field and are constructed as projecting volumes, instead of flat 

surface marks. Eyes are prioritized through scale and relief, creating a strong emphasis point on 

the dominant viewing plane. This configuration is reinforced by the organization of the 

surrounding facial elements, which prioritize the ocular zone over an even distribution of 

emphasis across the body. In this chapter, ocular dominance refers to a recurring formal pattern 

in which the eyes draw attention first because of their relative size, projection, and central 

placement. It is treated as a descriptive variable based on what is visibly preserved, not as a 

claim that eyes carry one fixed meaning.171 This definition also governs the discussion of 

“exaggeration” in Section 5.2.1, where amplification is treated as a measurable configuration 

(scale and projection) rather than as a symbolic claim. 

Recording how relative scale and volumetric projection operate in Figure 2 establishes a 

baseline for comparison across Figures 3–6, with iconography integrated but not treated as the 

sole basis for interpretation.172 “Frontality” is treated as a supported orientation claim rather than 

a default assumption: it is asserted only where facial features and emphatic surface organization 

 
170 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44, 57. 
 
171 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
 
172 Department of Asian Art, “Jōmon Culture;” Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531; 
Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
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allow a dominant viewing plane to be identified in published object reporting and/or in the 

preserved configuration visible in photographic documentation.173 When these criteria are unmet, 

the description shifts to neutral terms (e.g., “preserved facial zones” or “dominant facial 

elements”), claiming full frontality where it is not independently verifiable within this corpus.174 

This evidentiary rule becomes especially consequential in Figure 3, where fragmentation narrows 

the preserved field and requires the analysis to treat “frontality” as a condition-dependent claim, 

not a default descriptor. 

5.1.2 Figure 3- Fragmented Face and Concentrated Facial Emphasis 

Figure 3, a head fragment, demonstrates how fragmentation redistributes visible formal 

features by concentrating the remaining information on the face. When only the head survives, 

ocular and facial elements occupy a larger share of the remaining visual field, increasing the 

density of visible formal structure in the fragmentary view. The fragment preserves key aspects 

of the ocular construction, allowing comparison with complete examples by foregrounding 

continuity in scale relationships and relief modeling.  

The break surface can be recorded descriptively as a fractured break edge, as indicated in 

publication images and reporting, without assigning a specific cause.175 Because available 

evidence is limited to the surviving fragment and its photographed condition, the analysis records 

the presence of a fractured break edge and photographically legible break characteristics as 

 
173 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172–
1174; Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56. 
 
174 James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172–1174; Callahan, “Critique and Post-
Critique,” 55–56; Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1–2. 
 
175 Harada, “Dogū Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 50–57. 
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condition data without attributing the break to a specific action or sequence.176 In practice, 

description is limited to features that are independently verifiable within this corpus, such as 

break-edge character, degree of rounding or abrasion as represented, and the relationship 

between the break and preserved modeled volumes, which can be reported without 

reconstructing a break event. This stance aligns with research that treats fragmentation as 

analytically consequential while cautioning against turning fracture into an inferred motive when 

the evidentiary record does not support reconstruction of a single break event.177 This subsection, 

therefore, extends Chapter 4’s descriptive approach by treating break edges and fragment 

condition as comparable descriptive variables, reserving causal narratives of breakage for cases 

where published reporting supports them. 

5.1.3 Figure 4- Bodily Containment and Frontality 

Figure 4 supports analysis of face-forward organization through a compact, stabilized 

body configuration that limits outward projection. This study uses bodily containment as a 

descriptive formal term referring to proportional and postural choices that reduce extension and 

maintain a compact silhouette; it often yields increased stability and a visually closed profile on 

the dominant viewing plane.178 Surface organization further contributes to this effect where 

patterned zones align with bodily division, producing a structured relationship between surface 

treatment and form. This description emphasizes repeatable visual organization, rather than 

symbolic attribution, treating face-forward viewing priority and containment as observable 

 
176 Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 13–35; Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on 
Roman Pottery,” 807–814. 
 
177 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2, 4–7; Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 18, 
20–21; Renfrew and Bahn, Archeology, 52–54; Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on Roman Pottery,” 813. 
 
178 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
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strategies comparable across the corpus.179 When breakage disrupts bodily symmetry, the 

analysis treats that disruption as part of the object’s present visual condition rather than 

reconstructing an “original” appearance that the evidence cannot securely support.180 Having 

established these strategies as observable configurations, Section 5.2 examines how such formal 

patterns become points where funerary-related interpretation—and interpretive shortcuts—attach 

in scholarship and museum framing. 

5.2 Visual Strategies and Funerary Meaning 

This section uses visual strategies to refer to repeatable, observable formal operations, 

such as scale emphasis, relief projection, and face-forward viewing priority, that organize what is 

most visually available during viewing. Accordingly, Section 5.2.1 treats exaggeration in Figure 

2 as a repeatable formal configuration evaluated alongside funerary-related scholarship and 

documented recovery contexts, Section 5.2.2 uses Figure 5 to examine how “fertility” labeling 

can preempt form-first description, and Section 5.2.3 returns to Figure 3 to show how 

fragmentary access can intensify meaning-making pressures while still permitting evidence-led 

comparison. “Funerary” functions here as a contextual descriptor indicating documented 

mortuary-associated recovery or burial-adjacent reporting in published site and corpus 

discussions; it is not used to assign a single function or to reconstruct belief. “Meaning” is used 

in this section in a restricted, thesis-appropriate sense: it refers to how interpretations are 

produced in scholarship and museum contexts, such as fertility labeling, not to a claim that 

shakōki-dogū encode a fixed symbolic message. This approach follows mortuary-theory cautions 

 
179 Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” 1–2; Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531. 
 
180 Renfrew and Bahn, Archeology, 52–54; Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2, 4–7; Forte, “Use 
activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 18, 20–21. 
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that although burial evidence is structured and analytically legible, it must be handled carefully 

to avoid circular inference and assumption-driven explanations.181 These definitions keep the 

discussion evidence-led: formal properties and documented contexts remain the primary grounds 

for argument, while interpretive labels are treated as claims to be tested against recorded form, 

condition, and published reporting, not as premises that determine descriptions.182 

5.2.1 Figure 2- Exaggeration as Funerary Visual Language 

Figure 2 offers a primary case for describing exaggeration as a consistent compositional 

strategy. In this chapter, exaggeration refers to formal amplification, especially ocular scale and 

relief projection (projection beyond surrounding surfaces), observable as proportionally enlarged 

components that dominate the facial field and establish a hierarchy of emphasis on the dominant 

viewing plane. The result is a repeatable distribution of attention across the object’s surface; the 

face concentrates modeled volume most densely, and the ocular zone functions as the primary 

emphasis point because it occupies a large share of the visible field and projects outward from 

the facial plane.  

This pattern can be documented without attributing intent by recording (1) relative scale 

relationships between ocular forms and adjacent facial zones, (2) the degree of relief projection 

beyond surrounding surfaces, and (3) the extent to which surrounding features are minimized or 

organized to sustain facial primacy as represented in published object reporting and photographic 

documentation. In this usage, “visual language” functions as a descriptive shorthand for a 

 
181 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531. 
 
182 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44, 55–57; Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1–2. 
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repeatable formal pattern comparable under the corpus across varying preservation states; it does 

not imply a stable iconographic code.183  

When this repeatable amplification is discussed in relation to funerary-related corpora, 

the analytical basis remains unchanged. The chapter does not claim that exaggeration signifies 

death or fertility. Instead, it argues that exaggeration constitutes a consistent formal configuration 

available for comparison across examples and preservation states. This distinction is especially 

important in Final Jōmon figurine scholarship because the same subtype appears in multiple 

contexts, and meaning claims often extend beyond what is independently verifiable within this 

corpus.184 The next subsection (5.2.2) therefore examines a common case of such interpretive 

extension—the “fertility figure” label—to show how inherited categories can become premises 

rather than conclusions when recovery context is simplified or absent.  

5.2.2 Figure 5- “Fertility” Framing and Interpretive Bias 

Figure 5 is introduced as a controlled comparison within Jōmon figurine discourse to 

demonstrate how the label “fertility figure” can function as an interpretive shortcut that shapes 

description before close formal assessment. The “control” in this comparison is methodological: 

the same descriptive variables used for Figures 2–4 (scale emphasis, orientation criteria, surface 

zoning, and condition evidence) are applied to Figure 5 before any thematic label is entertained. 

In this section, interpretive bias refers to methodological problems in which inherited 

frameworks, especially those repeated across museum labels and popular scholarship, become 

the starting point for viewing, rather than conclusions evaluated alongside object-based evidence. 

 
183 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
 
184 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 233–240, 252–260; Kaner, The Power of Dogū, 58–61; James and Chippindale, 
“Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172–1176. 
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Museum-facing summaries of dogū often present generalized thematic framings, including 

fertility, which can compress descriptive possibilities when recovery context is absent or when 

context is reduced to a period label.185 By placing Figure 5 alongside Figures 2–4, the analysis 

demonstrates how a form-first method proceeds without requiring that label. Scale emphasis, 

orientation, surface zoning, and condition evidence supply a consistent descriptive basis 

applicable across objects regardless of whether a catalog assigns reproductive symbolism. 

This subsection treats “fertility” as an interpretive claim to be tested against; it shows 

how label-first description can preempt the descriptive work required for corpus-level 

comparison. This distinction matters for the argument’s contribution because Chapter 5 revises 

typology-only cataloging and generalized “ritual object” claims by grounding discussion in 

repeatable visual organization and material and visual evidence (see Chapter 4). It also aligns 

with mortuary-theory cautions: interpretations built primarily from presumed categories risk 

circularity, especially when the same framework is used both to explain the evidence and to 

justify the category.186  

5.2.3 Figure 3- Fragment Viewing and Interpretive Category Formation 

Figure 3 supports analysis of fragmentation as an analytical condition that reorganizes 

what remains available for viewing and description. In fragmentary states, surviving components 

can concentrate formal features within a smaller visible area, shifting the distribution of visual 

information across the object. In Figure 3, the head fragment preserves the ocular configuration; 

relief modeling, scale relationships, and facial organization therefore remain documentable in 

 
185 Department of Asian Art, “Jōmon Culture;” Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Stutz, “Theoretical 
Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531. 
 
186 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531. 
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detail, even though torso and limb configuration cannot be assessed. In this subsection, 

fragmentary viewing conditions refer to the practical reality that many objects are accessed 

through incomplete remains. Thus, the analysis is structurally shaped by what survives—and by 

what is absent—not solely by the object’s original full form. 

Meaning-making is used here in a restricted, method-focused sense. It refers to how 

scholarly readings are produced in response to fragmentary evidence, including how viewers and 

art historians assign categories when an object does not preserve all expected features. 

Fragmentation can increase reliance on descriptive shortcuts, rather than compel a single 

conclusion. This approach aligns with broader scholarship on fragmentation, which treats 

breakage as a patterned condition that shapes how objects are classified, compared, and 

discussed, even when available documentation does not permit reconstruction of a single break-

event sequence that is independently verifiable within this corpus.187 The methodological 

implications are direct: Figure 3 demonstrates why a form-first description remains both possible 

and necessary when an object is incomplete. Even in fragmentary conditions, analysis can 

document scale emphasis, relief projection, and concentrated facial organization without 

inserting a symbolic attribution to compensate for missing parts.188  

Taken together, Sections 5.2.1–5.2.3 reveal that funerary-related interpretation often 

attaches to repeatable formal patterns under conditions of uneven recovery context and 

fragmentary access, making evidence-led description a necessary guardrail against label-first 

drift. The next section (5.3) extends this argument by specifying how material process—

 
187 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2, 4–7. 
 
188 James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172–1176; Harada, “Dogū Broken and 
Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 50–57. 
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breakage and condition-related surface change—can be treated as documented traces of practice-

related use, rather than as prompts for one-to-one iconographic translation. 

5.3 Material Practice and Ritual Use 

This section evaluates the Chapter 4 results by treating material practice as visible 

evidence, including fabrication traces, surface labor, and condition patterning. Where published 

reporting indicates mortuary association, these visual traces are triangulated with contextual 

documentation to assess funerary significance beyond the narrow category of “grave goods.” 

Within this section, the term ritual activation functions as a structural label for grouping object-

involved actions documented in mortuary-associated contexts, and it does not presume fixed 

symbolic content. The analysis remains evidence-led by anchoring claims to observable features 

and comparative patterning across Figures 2, 3, and 6, evaluated alongside published excavation 

or catalogue reporting, and treating iconography as integrated but not as the sole basis for 

interpretation. Here, “activation” is limited to materially legible or documented actions 

(fabrication, handling, breakage, abrasion, and placement as reported), separating (1) object-

surface evidence visible in figures from (2) contextual evidence stated in published excavation or 

catalogue documentation.  

Methodologically, this follows established cautions in mortuary and material-culture 

studies: interpretive categories can become circular when they substitute for object-based 

evidence, especially when documentation is uneven and presentation is fragmentary.189 Post-

interpretive criticism clarifies the stakes by treating restraint as method: the chapter prioritizes 

what material evidence and documented practice can support by advancing claims as hypotheses 

 
189 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531. 
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tested against the figurines and against what is independently verifiable within this corpus.190 

Next, Section 5.3.1 documents surface labor and fabrication traces in Figure 2 as comparable 

variables, Section 5.3.2 treats handling and breakage in Figure 3 as condition evidence without 

reconstructing an event sequence, and Section 5.3.3 uses the rear view (Figure 6) to test whether 

construction priorities and wear patterns extend beyond the face-forward plane. 

5.3.1 Figure 2- Surface Labor and Fabrication Traces 

Figure 2 preserves multiple categories of surface evidence attributable to surface labor: 

traces of shaping, modeling, impressing, cord-marking, and incision produced during forming 

and finishing. Here, “labor” refers to the visible traces of making—traces of shaping, smoothing, 

impressing, and incising that can be described consistently and compared across examples. The 

facial zones and the upper torso display a structured distribution of relief and texture that can be 

documented in terms of (1) raised elements, (2) recessed fields, and (3) boundaries that separate 

surface zones. Where cord-marking is present, it is treated as a surface treatment created by 

pressing or rolling cord against wet clay to produce repeated impressions.191 Where incision is 

present, it is defined as tool-cut lines made prior to firing that establish boundaries and 

emphasize segmentation.192 In Figure 2, these traces align with bodily divisions, rather than 

appearing evenly distributed across the object. This pattern supports a repeatable descriptive 

claim: surface treatment is organized in zones that correspond to major formal parts (face, torso, 

 
190 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44, 55–57; Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1–2. 
 
191 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 226–228; Dodson, Hamilton, and Unruh. “Ceramics.” 
 
192 Dodson, Hamilton, and Unruh. “Ceramics;” Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 226–228 (cord-wrapped 
sticks/paddles of incising as lines pressed/cut into the paste and distinctions by production sequence). 
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limbs) and can be compared across Figures 3–6 as a patterned feature, rather than 

undifferentiated decoration (i.e., a formal device that structures viewing).193 

Fabrication traces may also include joint seams, differences in surface continuity at 

transitions, and localized smoothing that covers or blends attachments. Because photographs 

constrain what can be confirmed, observations are framed as provisional hypotheses (e.g., 

possible join line, surface-continuity shift, localized smoothing) and tested against any published 

technical documentation (excavation reports, conservation records, or specialist ceramic 

analyses). This approach aligns with conservation and use-alteration literature emphasizing that 

similar visual outcomes can result from multiple processes, including manufacturing, handling, 

post-depositional abrasion, and conservation.194 This commitment to observable description does 

not avoid interpretation; it disciplines it. Interpretation is built from accumulated features, 

evaluated alongside documentation, rather than keyed to a single explanation.195 This zoning 

baseline matters for the fragmentary corpus because Figure 3 tests whether comparable surface 

organization remains legible when the body is absent and the viewer’s access is narrowed to 

facial zones. 

5.3.2 Figure 3- Handling, Breakage, and Material Action 

Figure 3 provides a focused case for documenting handling- and breakage-related 

condition evidence in a fragmentary shakōki-dogū, demonstrating how material practice can be 

recorded as comparable variables even when the object survives only as a head. Because the 

 
193 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 124–125, 187–188; Morphy, “Art as Mode of Action,” 27–29. 
 
194 Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 13–35; Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on 
Roman Pottery,” 807–814. 
 
195 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 55–56; Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1–2. 
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surviving object is a head fragment, the analysis records what is visible—fracture presence, 

break-edge characteristics, and differential surface condition—without reconstructing a specific 

sequence of events from photographs alone. In this study, “ritual action” is used as a descriptive 

grouping term for materially observable, object-involved actions (e.g., handling, breakage, and 

placement) that are either visually legible or explicitly reported within structured archaeological 

contexts.196 The term is not used to assert intention, symbolism, or a reconstructed belief system 

not independently verifiable within this corpus.197 The most immediate effect of fragmentation in 

Figure 3 is that surviving formal information concentrates in facial zones, while torso 

configuration, limb configuration, and full-body proportions remain unavailable for comparison.  

In addition to fracture, Figure 3 may preserve localized surface changes that can be 

documented as condition descriptors. Abrasion refers here to surface wear such as smoothing of 

raised textures, edge rounding, and reduced crispness in relief features. These observations are 

recorded as outcomes, rather than attributed to a single cause. Use-alteration research emphasizes 

that similar traces can result from multiple mechanisms, including handling, contact, depositional 

movement, or post-excavation processes.198 Accordingly, the discussion records differential 

surface conditions as comparative condition evidence, while remaining cautious about causal 

attribution.199 The analysis also avoids presuming intentional breakage: claims of intentionality 

are cautiously advanced only when supported by excavation reporting, patterned recurrence 

 
196 Catherine Bell frames ritual as a practice category (i.e., something recognizable through patterned action, rather 
than a single symbolic key), which supports using “ritual action” as a descriptive grouping of reported behaviors. 196 
Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 74–79; Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531; 
Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2, 4–7. 
 
197 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531. 
 
198 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2, 4–7. 
 
199 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2, 4–7. 
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across examples, or other published contextual documentation.200 Otherwise, breakage is 

recorded as condition, rather than assigned a motive.201 Within this controlled evidentiary frame, 

Figure 3 supports a limited conclusion. Handling- and breakage-related traces remain 

documentable and comparable across the corpus as elements of object use-history, and 

fragmentation itself changes what formal comparison can access by concentrating surviving 

information in specific zones that carry the densest surface and relief evidence.  

5.3.3 Figure 6- Rear View: Construction and Use-Wear 

Figure 6 is essential because it expands the analysis beyond frontal viewing and enables 

whole-object description using rear-surface evidence. Rear-view documentation supports three 

categories that remain methodologically comparable across the corpus: (1) construction 

continuity (how modeled forms transition across the back), (2) surface-treatment distribution 

(where texture, smoothing, or patterning appears or terminates), and (3) condition patterning 

(where differential smoothing, abrasion, or edge rounding is visible). These observations are 

recorded as descriptive data, rather than assembled into a single functional narrative, since rear-

surface condition can reflect multiple processes, and the photographic record limits the 

reconstruction of specific sequences without technical documentation.202 

 First, the rear view can document construction. Here, construction refers to visible 

evidence of modeling and joining, including changes in surface continuity, contour changes at 

transitions, and possible seam-like lines where clay additions may have been blended. Where the 

 
200 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2, 4–7; Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 
528–531; Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 18, 20–21. 
 
201 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–2, 4–7; Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 
528–531; Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 18, 20–21. 
 
202 Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 18, 20–21; Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on 
Roman Pottery,” 813; Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 188–190. 
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rear shows smooth transitions across the torso and hips, the description records continuity as a 

formal property that supports silhouette stability and overall coherence as a modeled form. 

Where the rear displays abrupt contour changes, localized thickening, or textural discontinuities, 

these features are recorded as potential indicators of different modeling episodes or finishing 

passes.203 They are not treated as proof of a specific chaîne opératoire (a step-by-step production 

sequence) unless technical documentation supports that inference and is independently verifiable 

within this corpus.204 

Second, Figure 6 supports documentation of surface labor on the back and its relationship 

to bodily division. When textured fields extend onto the rear or terminate at consistent 

boundaries, the analysis records that distribution as a patterned feature comparable to the zoning 

documented on the front in Figure 2. Cord-marking is defined as surface treatment created by 

pressing or rolling cord against plastic clay to produce repeated impressions; incision is defined 

as tool-cut lines made pre-firing that create boundaries or emphasize segmentation.205 The 

analytical point remains procedural and interpretively restrained: rear-view evidence helps 

determine whether surface treatment concentrates on frontal zones or distributes across the entire 

object, a pattern evaluated alongside other observable variables. Figure 2’s front-surface zoning 

and tested against the same descriptive variables across Figures 2–6. This check also matters for 

“ritual activation” as a descriptive grouping because whole-object distribution of alteration 

 
203 Dodson, Hamilton, and Unruh. “Ceramics;” Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 187, 190; Forte, “Use 
activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 18, 20–21; Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on Roman Pottery,” 
813. 
 
204 Dodson, Hamilton, and Unruh. “Ceramics;” Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 187, 190; Forte, “Use 
activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 18, 20–21; Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on Roman Pottery,” 
813. 
 
205 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 226–228. 
 



94 
 

evidence supports comparison of handling and abrasion patterns beyond face-centered viewing 

without treating wear as a proxy for intent. 

Third, rear-view evidence supports a cautious documentation of use-wear. Here, use-wear 

refers to observable surface alteration—such as smoothing of raised texture, edge rounding, 

localized polish-like sheen, or reduced crispness in relief. These features are recorded as 

condition descriptors, rather than proof of a single activity. Use-alteration literature stresses that 

similar surface outcomes can result from multiple mechanisms, including repeated handling, 

contact during movement, depositional abrasion, post-excavation cleaning, and conservation. 

Accordingly, when Figure 6 shows differential smoothing between raised ridges and recessed 

impressions, the analysis records differential surface condition and notes that the cause cannot be 

isolated without additional context or close examination.206 Rear-view observation reduces the 

risk of face-only analysis by indicating whether condition evidence extends across the object, 

allowing comparison of alteration patterns without converting “wear” into a narrative of use not 

independently verifiable within this corpus.207 Together, Sections 5.3.1–5.3.3 specify how 

fabrication traces, surface zoning, and condition patterning can be treated as evidence-led 

comparables within Chapter 5’s discussion; the next section (5.4) extends this method by 

situating these material variables within documented depositional contexts and mortuary 

practice. 

 
206 Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 13–35; Banducci, “Ceramic Alteration Analysis on 
Roman Pottery,” 807–814. 
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5.4 Context of Use: Settlement Space, Ritual and Funerary Space 

This section situates the object-based findings documented in Chapter 4 within reported 

context categories—settlement, mortuary-associated, and related activity areas—while keeping 

contextual discussions proportional to the chapter’s formal/material focus. In this work, recovery 

context refers to an object’s documented find location, including recorded spatial position and 

association with a feature or stratum. Depositional context refers to the recorded recovery setting 

in relation to sediments, features, and associated materials, without presuming why the object 

was placed there. Mortuary contexts can be structured and analytically legible, supporting 

comparison when used carefully; however, methodological cautions apply where documentation 

is uneven and where interpretive labels risk substituting for object-based evidence.208 Taken 

together, Figures 2–6 keep the contextual discussion anchored in the same variables applied 

throughout Chapter 5—formal configuration, surface zoning, construction continuity, and 

condition patterning—rather than shifting to label-driven explanation when recovery context is 

minimal.209 For clarity, where “surface labor” is referenced in this section, it is treated as the 

production-side evidentiary basis for the surface zoning described in Chapter 5, rather than as a 

separate interpretive category. Briefly, Section 5.4.1 treats Figures 2, 3, and 6 as use-history 

evidence for comparing reported settings, Section 5.4.2 uses Figure 4 as a control for keeping 

context proportional to formal analysis, and Section 5.4.3 distinguishes museum reception from 

archaeological documentation so that frameworks remain integrated but not treated as the sole 

basis for interpretation and so that description remains the primary analytic substrate. 

 
208 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531. 
 
209 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531; James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: 
Who’s to Know?”, 1172–1176. 
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5.4.1 Figures 2, 3, and 6- Object Life in Lived Landscapes 

Figures 2, 3, and 6 allow comparison of front/back evidence with contextual placement in 

lived landscapes. Together, the formal consistencies and fragmentation/condition patterns 

documented in Chapter 4 support a limited contextual evaluation: objects can be compared 

across reported settings using the same descriptive variables (orientation, surface zoning, 

construction continuity, and condition patterning), rather than shifting to a label-driven 

explanation when recovery context remains incomplete. This procedure is particularly important 

in Final Jōmon discussions because mortuary-associated practices are frequently reported in 

close relation to settlement space, rather than in fully segregated ceremonial zones. Context 

categories can therefore overlap in publication reporting even when the objects remain 

comparable through configuration and condition evidence anchored to the figurines.210  

Within this framework, use-history serves as a descriptive organizer of the most visible, 

comparable stages: Figure 2 anchors manufacturing and surface labor; Figure 3 anchors 

alteration, fracture, and fragment-based viewing constraints; and Figure 6 anchors rear-surface 

construction continuity and whole-object condition distribution, without reconstructing a single 

action sequence. Figure 3 is essential here because fragmentary survival recurs across the corpus, 

and fragmentation directly affects contextual comparison by concentrating on surviving formal 

information in specific zones. Use-history is used here as an analytic grouping of visible 

evidence types (production, alteration, and condition), not as a reconstructed chronological 

sequence of events for any single figure. This approach aligns with broader fragmentation 

scholarship emphasizing that archaeological objects can circulate through multiple contexts and 

 
210 Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” sec., “Living with the dead: burials at the centre of social construction,” 
paras. 1–2. 
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that analysis must accommodate incomplete or variably recorded depositional histories by 

prioritizing patterned, reproducible description over single-event narratives.211 Therefore, context 

constrains what can be claimed; it does not substitute for description and does not replace art-

historical analysis of form, surface, and condition.212 

5.4.2 Figure 4- Context in Proportion to Formal Analysis  

Figure 4 provides a useful control for keeping context proportional to formal analysis. 

Instead of shifting the chapter into a site report, this subsection uses context to clarify what the 

available record can and cannot support. When publications or museum materials provide only 

period labels or generalized regional attribution, the analysis remains anchored to object-based 

descriptions: frontal organization, bodily containment, patterned surface zoning, and condition 

evidence as visible in the figure set and evaluated alongside any published reporting.  

This proportional approach aligns with mortuary-practice scholarship that treats burial 

evidence as structured and analytically legible while cautioning that interpretive claims can 

become circular if they rely on assumed categories rather than demonstrable observation, 

particularly when contextual documentation varies across collections and publications.213 Using 

Figure 4 as a comparative anchor also reinforces the chapter’s central procedure: contextual 

information can organize evidence, but it does not replace it or displace object-centered analysis. 

When recovery context reporting is specific (for example, feature association, burial adjacent 

recovery, or domestic deposit), the discussion records that information as part of the descriptive 

profile, rather than using it to supply meaning not independently verifiable within this corpus. 

 
211 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 233–30, 45–55. 
 
212 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531; Renfrew and Bahn, Archeology, 52–54. 
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This proportional use of context also clarifies why the next subsection distinguishes 

archaeological documentation from museum-facing framing: when reporting is thin, reception 

labels can easily replace the descriptive profile the method requires and shift attention away from 

formal and material evidence. 

5.4.3 Museum Framing vs. Archaeological Context 

Figures 2–6 support a brief methodological note on museum framing. Museum-facing 

summaries and labels can compress an object’s descriptive range when recovery context is 

absent or when context is reduced to a broad period identifier. In such cases, thematic labels, 

especially inherited framings such as fertility, can function as interpretive defaults that precede 

close formal and material assessment.214 The purpose here is not to criticize display practice 

broadly, but to identify a methodological consequence: when archaeological context is reduced 

or unavailable, labels can begin to substitute for description and can displace object-centered 

analysis of form, surface, and condition.  

The response adopted here is procedural. Museum framing is treated as a secondary 

context of reception, while analysis prioritizes the repeatable descriptive categories applied 

across Figures 2–6 (formal configuration, surface labor, construction continuity, and condition 

patterning), supplemented by recovery context data only when explicitly documented.215 This 

stance reflects a practical tension in museum-oriented summaries of Jōmon material, which often 

 
214 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44 (on critique becoming the default posture and the “unmasking” 
impulse); Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1–2 (on symptomatic reading and treating objects/tests as hiding 
meanings to be uncovered); James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172–1174 (on how 
figurines invite interpretive projection when evidence is limited). 
 
215 Department of Asian Art, “Jōmon Culture;” Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531. 
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introduce dogū through broad thematic narratives.216 Such narratives can aid general orientation, 

but they rarely preserve the contextual granularity required for corpus-level comparison. The 

corrective employed here is not to replace one theme with another. Instead, the chapter maintains 

an object-based baseline that can be applied consistently across Figures 2–6, including examples 

with minimal contextual reporting. This procedure preserves comparability and reduces reliance 

on label-driven explanations when archaeological context remains incomplete. In this approach, 

labels remain part of the object’s modern reception history, but they do not determine the 

descriptive sequence of the analysis and are evaluated alongside the object’s formal and material 

evidence rather than treated as interpretive premises.217 

Taken together, Sections 5.1–5.4 demonstrate three linked moves: (1) a form-first 

descriptive method that treats ocular dominance, frontality, containment, and surface zoning as 

comparable variables; (2) an interpretive correction that resists label-first readings (especially 

fertility and generic “ritual object” defaults); and (3) a proportional integration of reported 

recovery context and depositional context that constrains claims without substituting for object-

based evidence. In doing so, this chapter argues that exaggerated form, fragmentation, and 

condition patterning can be treated as structured mortuary-associated visual strategies, rather 

than as secondary or purely decorative features. Here, “funerary” is used only when the object’s 

reported recovery context or depositional context is mortuary-associated or burial-adjacent in 

published documentation; where such reporting is absent, the same features remain analyzable as 

practice-adjacent visual strategies without advancing a mortuary attribution not independently 

 
216 Department of Asian Art, “Jōmon Culture;” Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 528–531; 
University of East Anglia, “Spirits of Clay,” Research Archive, accessed January 15, 2026,    
https://www.uea.ac.uk/research/research-archive/spirits-of-clay. 

217 Callahan, “Critique and Post-Critique,” 43–44; Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 1–2; Emma Yasui, “Of 
Robots and Ancient Mysteries: Representation of Jōmon Figurines as Cultural Heritage and Popular Culture,” 
Journal of Social Archaeology 25, no. (2025), 48–71, https://doi.org/10.1177/14696053241292579. 
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verifiable within this corpus. The chapter’s central contribution is therefore methodological, as 

well as interpretive: it demonstrates that repeatable formal and material variables can support a 

bounded account of mortuary-associated visual organization, where mortuary association is 

treated as contextual qualifier based on published reporting, without reverting to label-first 

decoding. These claims also clarify the limits of what can be argued when recovery context is 

minimal, keeping interpretation proportional to documentation, rather than substituting context 

categories for evidence. Chapter 6 synthesizes these findings as the thesis’s contribution, restates 

the argument in its final form, and identifies future research steps that extend the method while 

preserving evidentiary restraint. 
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6 Conclusion 

Chapter 6 consolidates the thesis’s argument by restating the thesis and objectives and 

summarizing what the study demonstrated across the corpus (Section 6.1). It then synthesizes the 

key findings, moving from formal and visual results to materiality and use-history, and finally to 

contextual and environmental considerations (Sections 6.2.1–6.2.3). Next, it positions these 

findings in relation to existing scholarship (Section 6.3) and clarifies the theoretical and 

methodological implications of an object-based, post-interpretive approach to non-textual 

funerary material (Section 6.4). The chapter then identifies the thesis’s core contributions and 

originality, notes its strengths, and records its limitations and evidentiary boundaries (Sections 

6.5.1–6.5.3), before outlining directions for future research (Sections 6.6.1–6.6.4). Finally, the 

closing summary (Section 6.7) reaffirms how the thesis’s evidence-led method supports a 

defensible funerary reading of shakōki-dogū as objects mediating mortuary significance across 

settlement and burial-adjacent settings, by keeping interpretation anchored to form, material, 

surface treatment, and condition patterning, and by treating iconographic proposals as integrated 

but not as the sole basis for interpretation.  

6.1 Restatement of Thesis, Objectives, and What Was Demonstrated 

This research argues that Final Jōmon shakōki-dogū can be examined as objects 

documented in relation to mortuary practices, whose funerary significance is materially legible in 

cases where mortuary or burial-adjacent association is documented, and is argued from 

repeatable configuration, surface labor, and condition evidence evaluated alongside published 

reporting. Instead of approaching these figurines primarily through typological cataloging or 

iconographic decoding, the analysis foregrounds formal configuration, material process, and 

documented patterns of handling and deposition evaluated alongside reporting. On that basis, this 
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conclusion first summarizes the study’s demonstrated findings (formal, material, and contextual) 

and then clarifies how those findings support a funerary reading while treating iconographic 

proposals as integrated but not as the sole basis for interpretation. Across Chapters 4 and 5, the 

discussion demonstrates that recurring visual strategies—especially ocular dominance, frontal 

organization, bodily containment, and concentrated surface labor—function as repeatable 

descriptive variables across the Figures 2–6 corpus and remain analyzable even when 

preservation is partial or recovery context reporting is uneven.218  

These findings were evaluated within a proportional contextual frame that recognizes the 

Final Jōmon tendency for mortuary-associated activity to occur in close relation to settlement 

space. This pattern can cause context categories to overlap in reporting even when objects 

remain formally and materially comparable through configuration and condition evidence 

anchored to the figurines.219 The geographic scope and environmental framing were established 

through maps of Japan (Figures A.1 and A.7), which situate the Final Jōmon corpus within 

northern Honshū and Hokkaidō and clarify the regional field in which these objects circulated 

and were deposited. 

Research objectives were fulfilled through a structured separation of description and 

discussion. Specifically, the thesis pursued three objectives: (1) to document repeatable formal 

and material variables across a defined corpus and to test interpretive claims against those 

variables, rather than presuming fixed iconography; (2) to evaluate how fragmentation, surface 

labor, and construction choices remain analytically legible under partial preservation; and (3) to 

 
218 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Harada, “Dogū Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 
50–57; Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–7, Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 145, 148, 179. 
 
219 Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” sec 2, “Living with the dead: burials at the centre of social construction,” 
paras 1–2; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 145, 148, 179. 
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integrate recovery context and mortuary reporting proportionally, using context to constrain 

claims, rather than to supply meaning not independently verifiable within this corpus. Chapter 4 

established a descriptive foundation by recording observable variables across Figures 2–6, 

including surface treatment, construction choices, and condition patterning (fragmentation, 

abrasion, and fracture distribution). Chapter 5 then evaluated these results using an object-based 

art-historical approach informed by materiality and ritual studies, demonstrating that the corpus 

supports a funerary reading grounded in repeatable patterns, rather than in claims not 

independently verifiable within this corpus.220 Taken together, recurring formal strategies, 

material evidence of making and alteration, and proportionally integrated context support the 

central claim that shakōki-dogū may be understood as funerary objects within the Final Jōmon 

mortuary-associated practice, including settings that overlap with settlement space. At the same 

time, the interpretive stance remains consistent: “funerary meaning” is treated as an outcome of 

historically situated practice, produced through the coordination of form, making, handling, and 

deposition, rather than as a fixed symbolic code or stable iconographic identity—such as an 

assumed fertility emblem—that can be decoded from form alone. Against that methodological 

baseline, Section 6.2 synthesizes the key findings by separating formal and visual results from 

material-process evidence and from contextual and environmental constraints. 

6.2 Synthesis of Key Findings 

Section 6.2 synthesizes the thesis’s findings by grouping them into three aligned 

categories that reflect the study’s evidentiary logic and chapter sequence. It first consolidates the 

repeatable formal and visual strategies documented across the corpus (Section 6.2.1), then 

 
220 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 88–91 (on ritual as practice and the limits of belief-focused interpretation); 
Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 8–12; Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 95–110. 
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summarizes how material properties and use-history organize the evidence of making, alteration, 

and deposition (Section 6.2.2), and finally clarifies how contextual and environmental factors 

constrain interpretation by remaining proportional to object-based analysis and by testing 

contextual claims against published reporting (Section 6.2.3). 

6.2.1 Formal and Visual Findings 

The most consistent formal finding across the analyzed corpus is the structured 

dominance of enlarged ocular  forms and face-centered visual hierarchy, most clearly legible in 

Figure 2 and most concentrated in Figure 3. Three formal patterns structure this synthesis: ocular 

dominance (Figures 2–3), bodily containment (Figure 4), and surface organization as an 

emphasis mechanism (Figures 2, 4, and 6). In Figure 2, ocular enlargement operates as a 

compositional priority: the eyes occupy a disproportionate share of the facial field and establish a 

stable locus of attention, producing a focal zone that remains visually prominent under close 

viewing. This feature was treated as a repeatable configuration variable, rather than a 

representation claim, enabling across-object comparison without requiring a single decoded 

referent (e.g., “goggles,” “shamanic vision,” or equivalences not independently verifiable within 

this corpus).221 Figure 3 demonstrates that this hierarchy persists under fragmentation because 

the head fragment concentrates visible formal information in the ocular and facial zone, 

maintaining facial emphasis under partial preservation. In practical terms, the corpus supports 

“encounter” as a describable outcome of configuration: the object repeatedly prioritizes a face-

forward viewing orientation through ocular scale and frontal organization, stabilizing a 

comparative framework for the remaining examples (Figures 4–6). 

 
221 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30. 
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A second recurring formal strategy is bodily containment through proportion and posture, 

exemplified by Figure 4, where bodily massing and posture stabilize frontal readability and 

reduce lateral dispersal of attention. This containment is recorded as an observable compositional 

choice: proportions emphasize torso stability and a consolidated silhouette, rather than dynamic 

limb extension or rotational viewing. The result is a consistent frontal orientation that aligns with 

ocular emphasis documented in Figures 2 and 3. The corpus also demonstrates repeatable 

frontality through the distribution of visual labor: the frontal plane repeatedly carries the densest 

modeling, segmentation, and surface emphasis, while rear views (Figure 6) preserve 

complementary evidence about construction and handling that extends analysis beyond a face-

only account. Finally, surface treatment and modeling operate as visual emphasis across the 

sample through incised lines, cord-impressed patterning, relief zones, and boundary-making. 

These elements structure segmentation and rhythmic distribution across the body, producing 

repeatable surface variables that remain analyzable even where recovery context is thin and are 

evaluated alongside published reporting when available.  

In the terms used here, these formal consistencies matter because they demonstrate that 

shakōki-dogū are not only typologically distinctive; they also exhibit repeatable formal strategies 

that structure attention and viewing conditions in ways that may be compatible with ritual 

handling and funerary engagement. 222 This inference is advanced cautiously and tested against 

material and contextual evidence, without requiring a fixed iconographic meaning. Section 6.2.2 

builds on these formal results by synthesizing how material properties and condition evidence 

 
222 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Harada, “Dogū Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 
50–5; Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” sec. 2, paras 1–2. 
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(wear, breakage, and deposition) make use-history materially legible without requiring a single 

decoded referent.223 

6.2.2 Materiality, Ritual Practice, and Object Life 

Material findings indicate that clay functions not only as a sculptural medium but also as 

a process-based one: evidence of making, alteration, and condition remains materially visible on 

the objects themselves. Across Figures 2–6, fabrication traces and surface labor—such as joins, 

modeled additions, impressed patterning, and tool-incised boundaries—demonstrate that analysis 

cannot be separated from production choices because the objects preserve the labor of their own 

making as visible evidence.224 The analysis tracked a recurring use-history profile: modeling and 

construction, firing, handling, alteration through wear and breakage, and deposition. This profile 

consolidates the descriptive protocol defined in Chapter 3 and applied in Chapter 4, and it is used 

here to organize recurring traces across the corpus, rather than to reconstruct a single event 

narrative for any object from the photographic record alone.  

The patterned presence of fragmentation and partial preservation, especially salient in 

Figure 3 but relevant across the corpus, was evaluated through fragmentation scholarship that 

treats breakage as a patterned condition, rather than as interpretive noise. Chapman’s account of 

fragmentation provides a framework for treating breakage as a condition that shapes 

classification and comparison even when the precise break-event sequence cannot be 

reconstructed.225 This does not require assigning a single intention to every break; instead, it 

 
223 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–3; Harada, “Dogū Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 50–
57; Harada, “Dogū Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 1172–1176. 
 
224 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 226–228 (cord-wrapped tools, incising and surface treatments as 
indicators of forming and finishing choices); Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 13–35 (on 
macroscopic traces of manufacture and use as analytical evidence); Dodson, Hamilton, and Unruh. “Ceramics.” (on 
joins, fabrication traces, and surface treatment as key observation categories in ceramic analysis). 
 
225 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–7. 
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supports a defensible analytic position. Fragments are part of the archaeological reality of the 

corpus, and repeated encounters with fragments form part of how these objects persist in 

evidence and are encountered in both excavation and museum contexts as materially incomplete 

works whose remaining surfaces concentrate formal and conditional evidence.  

Where the thesis uses terms such as “ritual handling” and “ritual deposition,” it maintains 

the same evidentiary discipline: these labels refer to object-involved actions documented in 

mortuary-associated contexts, not to the reconstruction of belief not independently verifiable 

within this corpus. Accordingly, claims are evaluated alongside published reporting and tested 

against condition patterning (abrasion, fracture, edge rounding), and surface evidence (joins, 

smoothing, segmentation) visible in the figurines. This stance aligns with ritual-theory 

scholarship, which emphasizes that ritual is a structured domain of practice and that interpretive 

claims must remain accountable to demonstrable forms of evidence.226 

6.2.3 Contextual Factors and Environmental Conditions 

A further finding is that contextual integration is most effective when it remains 

proportional to the evidentiary aims of object-based formal analysis. Maps of Japan (Figures A.1 

and A.7) establish the northern geographic frame—Honshū (Tōhoku) and Hokkaidō—within 

which the shakōki-dogū corpus is situated, clarifying the regional scope for both production and 

deposition patterns. Within that frame, environmental conditions shape material availability, 

production constraints, and preservation outcomes; however, they are not treated as symbolic 

determinants of meaning. The analysis therefore treats environment as a contextual influence on 

the practice of making and deposition—access to clays, fuel resources for low-temperature 

firing, and depositional conditions that affect fragmentation and abrasion—while maintaining 

 
226 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 14–15. 
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that interpretive weight remains anchored to formal and material strategies visible on the objects 

themselves and evaluated alongside published reporting.227 

Contextual reporting on Jōmon mortuary practice further reinforces the need for 

proportionality. Mortuary-associated practices are frequently described as occurring in close 

relation to settlement space, rather than segregated into fully separate burial zones. This 

reporting pattern supports the methodological caution that recovery context categories can 

overlap even when objects remain analyzable through configuration and condition evidence 

tested against the figurines.228 This proportional approach also aligns with mortuary-practice 

scholarship that treats burial evidence as structured while cautioning that interpretation can 

become circular when assumed categories replace observation, particularly when documentation 

varies across collections and publications.229 In practice, context constrains what can be claimed: 

the form, surface labor, and condition patterning visible in Figures 2–6 remain the analytical 

core, while contextual evidence clarifies how these objects were situated within Final Jōmon 

lived landscapes without allowing context labels to substitute for description. 

6.3 Relationship with Existing Scholarship  

This work modifies and extends existing scholarship by shifting emphasis away from 

typology-only organization and generalized iconographic claims, particularly persistent fertility-

 
227 Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 1–26 (on environmental setting, resource use, and regional variability); Tite, 
Kilikoglou, and Vekinis, “Strength, Toughness and Thermal Shock Resistance,” 301–324 (on firing temperatures, 
fuel, and technological choices); Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 13–35 ( on surface 
alteration, abrasion, and use-related traces as analytical data).  
 
228 Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” sec. 2, paras 1–2. 
 
229 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 1–15 (especially 8–12 on structured mortuary practice 
and the risk of circular interpretation); Mike Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of Death and Burial (College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 2003), 3–10 (on burial as structured archaeological evidence and the need to ground 
interpretation in observable mortuary date). 
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figure framing, toward a material and object-based formal analysis that treats exaggerated form 

and fragmentation as strategies observable in funerary visual practice and tested against 

documented reporting. Typological scholarship remains essential for establishing chronology and 

regional distribution, but it cannot, on its own, explain how a recurring configuration such as 

ocular dominance structures face-forward viewing or how patterned fragmentation shapes use-

history.230  

Simultaneously, museum and public-facing framings of dogū often rely on generalized 

thematic labels (including fertility), which can compress descriptive possibilities when recovery 

context is absent or context is reduced to broad periodization—a tendency especially visible in 

widely circulated survey formats.231 By treating fertility as a framing effect, rather than as a 

proven iconographic identity, the analysis clarifies how interpretive bias can shape reception and 

how object-based description can reopen analytical space for funerary association grounded in 

observable features and contextual practice evaluated alongside reporting rather than assumed 

through label inheritance.232  

In doing so, the thesis makes a twofold contribution: it reframes shakōki-dogū 

interpretation through a form-first, evidence-led protocol grounded in repeatable configuration 

variables and documented context, and it offers a replicable art-historical method for analyzing 

non-textual mortuary material beyond the present corpus. Methodologically, it demonstrates that 

object-based formal art-historical analysis can be applied to prehistoric, non-textual contexts 

 
230 Renfrew and Bahn, Archeology, 118, 120; Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 51–53. 
 
231 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 51–63; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 82; University of East Anglia, “Spirits of 
Clay.”  
 
232 Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 51–63; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 82; Hall, Representation: Cultural 
Representations and Signifying Practices, 1–3; Yasui, “Of Robots and Ancient Mysteries,” 48–71. 
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while keeping claims proportional to what is independently verifiable within this corpus, 

particularly when claims remain anchored in repeatable configuration variables, visible surface 

labor, and defensible contextual proportionality. Analytically, it demonstrates that exaggerated 

form and patterned fragmentation can be treated as funerary strategies within historically situated 

practice, supporting a coherent account of shakōki-dogū as funerary art objects within Final 

Jōmon settlement and mortuary settings that can overlap in reporting, without requiring fixed 

iconographic decoding as the basis of interpretation.233 Sections 6.4–6.7 extend this contribution 

by detailing the thesis’s theoretical and methodological implications, articulating strengths and 

limitations, and identifying the most productive directions for future research. 

6.4 Theoretical and Methodological Implications 

This section draws out what the thesis’s results contribute beyond the immediate corpus 

by clarifying (1) how the findings revise existing interpretive habits in shakōki-dogū scholarship 

and (2) what methodological commitments make that revision defensible in a non-textual, 

funerary context. The theoretical implications of these findings center on how form, material, 

and placement can structure viewing, handling, and deposition, producing materially grounded 

meaning, rather than claims dependent on untestable belief reconstructions not independently 

verifiable within this corpus. Ritual and materiality scholarship emphasizes that ritual practice is 

structured and that material objects can be evaluated through that structure by attending to 

visibility, handling, and depositional placement as materially legible domains.234 The shakōki-

 
233 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Harada, “Dogū Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 
50–55. 
 
234 Turner, The Ritual Process, 94–97; Mills and Walker, “Introduction,” 3–6; Barbara J. Mills et al, “Memory 
Work: Ritual Practice, and the Social Life of Objects,” American Anthropologist 115, no. (2013): 3–5; Kaner, 
“Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 95–99. 
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dogū corpus analyzed here illustrates this dynamic: repeated configuration choices—frontality, 

ocular dominance, and contained bodily massing—organize the conditions of viewing, while 

surface labor and condition evidence register making, handling, and alteration as part of object 

use-history. This supports a theoretical position in which meaning emerges through coordinated 

practice, rather than functioning as a stable symbolic message embedded in iconographic form 

alone—iconography is integrated but not treated as the sole basis of interpretation.  

Methodologically, the thesis demonstrates an integrated framework that combines New 

Historicist contextual framing, object-based formal art-historical analysis, Cultural Studies 

attention to labels and interpretive framing, and materiality/ritual-process approaches.235 

Operationally, New Historicism supplies historical contingency and context constraints, Cultural 

Studies addresses modern label effects in reception, and materiality/ritual process frames how 

making, alteration, and deposition remain evidentially legible where evaluated alongside 

reporting and tested against object-based evidence. New Historicism supports attention to 

historical contingency and context without requiring textual decoding. Cultural Studies clarifies 

how modern frames (e.g., fertility) shape reception. Materiality and ritual studies provide 

vocabulary for practice-centered analysis while maintaining evidentiary caution.236 For art 

history, the contribution follows from this combination: the thesis reframes Jōmon figurines as 

three-dimensional objects documented in relation to funerary and mortuary practices, resists 

inherited hierarchies that marginalize prehistoric objects, and demonstrates that description, 

 
235 Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, Practicing New Historicism, 19; Hall, Representation: Cultural 
Representations and Signifying Practices, 15–17; Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 95–110; Stutz, “Theoretical 
Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 1–15; Fahlander and Oestigaard, The Materiality of Death, 21; Ingold, The 
Perception of the Environment, 399–348; Morphy, “Art as Mode of Action,” 27–38. 
 
236 Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, Practicing New Historicism, 1–3; Hall, Representation: Cultural 
Representations and Signifying Practices, 1–3, 17; Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 34. 
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process, and use can ground interpretation in non-textual cultures while remaining anchored to 

form, surface, and condition.237 

6.5 Contribution, Strengths, and Limitations  

This section consolidates what the thesis contributes, why that contribution is original, 

what aspects of the design most strengthen the claims, and where the evidence base limits 

generalization. It also clarifies how those limits shape the directions for future research in 

Section 6.6 by identifying which inferences are supported across the Figures 2–6 corpus and 

which require additional documentation for extend beyond this evidence set. 

6.5.1 Contribution and Originality 

The primary contribution of this research lies in positioning shakōki-dogū within 

funerary-art discourse through a method that foregrounds formal configuration, material process, 

and use-history while integrating archaeological context proportionally, rather than treating 

context as either irrelevant or determinative. Originality is therefore claimed in two linked ways: 

first, the thesis offers a form-first evidentiary protocol for non-textual funerary material that 

remains accountable to fragmentary preservation and uneven recovery context; second, it 

reframes shakōki-dogū as three-dimensional objects documented in relation to funerary and 

mortuary practices by showing how repeatable configuration variables (ocular dominance, 

frontality, containment, surface labor) sustain a comparative funerary reading tested against 

condition evidence and published reporting, with iconography integrated but not treated as the 

sole basis for interpretation. This approach clarifies exaggerated form as a funerary visual 

 
237 Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” 6; Kobayashi, Jōmon Reflections, 59–70, esp. 61–63; Harada, “Dogū  
Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 50–57; Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Smith, 
Decolonizing Methodologies, 30; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 82; Morphy, “Art as Mode of Action,” 27–38; 
Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 95–110; Mills and Walker, “Introduction,” 4–5, 6–9, 16. 
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strategy by demonstrating that ocular dominance, frontality, and contained bodily configuration 

recur across the corpus. It also demonstrates the value of object-based formal analysis for non-

textual cultures where iconography claims remain difficult to verify within the limits of available 

documentation.238 By prioritizing repeatable configuration and condition evidence over fixed 

one-to-one iconographic translation, this research offers a materially grounded account of Final 

Jōmon funerary art without relying on belief reconstructions not independently verifiable within 

this corpus. 

6.5.2 Strengths 

The study’s strengths follow directly from its design. These strengths can be grouped into 

corpus design (a focused figurine-led set), analytic procedure (a clear description–discussion 

separation), and evidentiary governance (contextual proportionality that prevents circular 

inference). A focused corpus and figurine-led analysis (Figures 2–6) enable a detailed, 

comparative description that remains manageable while still representative of key features within 

the Final Jōmon shakōki-dogū corpus. The clear separation between description (Chapter 4) and 

discussion (Chapter 5) strengthens the argument by distinguishing what is observable from what 

is cautiously inferred and tested against the figurines’ evidence and published reporting. In 

addition, context integration remains deliberately proportional: contextual information supports 

object evidence, rather than substituting for it. This design reduces circular inference and keeps 

funerary claims anchored in formal, material, and condition-based data (configuration, surface 

labor, construction continuity, abrasion, and fracture patterning).239 Together, these elements 

 
238 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 24–39; Harada, “Dogū Broken and Enshrined Traces of a Jōmon World View,” 
50–57; Mizoguchi, “Embodiment,” 95–110. 
 
239 Stutz, “Theoretical Approaches to Mortuary Practices,” 1–15; Matsumoto, “Changing Relationship,” sec. 2, 
paras. 1–2. 
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constitute a methodological strength: the thesis advances a replicable model for analyzing 

prehistoric figurine corpora where documentation and recovery context are uneven. Replication 

here concerns the descriptive protocol—which variables are recorded and compared, and when 

inference is withheld because it is not independently verifiable within this corpus—and the 

evidentiary rules for integrating context proportionally, not the production of identical 

interpretive outcomes. These strengths, however, do not remove the constraints imposed by 

preservation, documentation, and scope, and these constraints define the boundaries of 

generalization addressed in Section 6.5.3. 

6.5.3 Limitations 

However, limitations follow from the evidence base and corpus design. Even under these 

constraints, the thesis’s central claims remain tied to what is most stable across preservation 

states—repeatable configuration and condition variables—rather than to contextual claims that 

would require fuller recovery context reporting. Fragmentary preservation and uneven 

documentation constrain what can be claimed about action sequences and the distribution of 

recovery contexts across the corpus. Museum framing can further compress interpretation 

through generalized labeling and display conditions.240 For example, when  recovery context is 

reduced to a period label or a generalized “ritual” category, display narratives can become the 

default explanatory frame, which narrows descriptive possibilities even when configuration and 

condition evidence would support multiple readings evaluated alongside the objects’ visible 

evidence. The regional and sample scope also limit generalizability: the thesis advances an 

account of Final Jōmon shakōki-dogū within a northern geographic frame (Figures A.1 and A.7), 

 
240 Chapman, Fragmentation in Archaeology, 1–7; Habu, Ancient Jōmon of Japan, 142–148; Department of Asian 
Art, “Jōmon Culture. 
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not a universal explanation for all dogū across the Jōmon period. These limitations do not 

undermine the core findings. Instead, they underscore why the analysis prioritized repeatable 

configuration, material traces, and condition evidence as the most defensible analytic foundation 

for discussing shakōki-dogū as Final Jōmon funerary art within what is independently verifiable 

in this corpus. Accordingly, the next section specifies how future research can address these 

limits by increasing contextual granularity, expanding the corpus, and supplementing visual 

analysis with technical and archival primary sources. 

6.6 Directions for Future Research 

This research serves as a starting point, rather than a final account. Its figure-led, object-

based approach demonstrates what the corpus can support through formal configuration, material 

traces, and documented contexts, while also exposing clear gaps in both the record and existing 

scholarship. Accordingly, future-research directions are organized as four considerations: (6.6.1) 

site-specific recovery context and micro-context, (6.6.2) theoretical and historiographic 

extensions compatible with evidentiary restraint, (6.6.3) technical and archival primary sources 

that refine what counts as observable evidence, and (6.6.4) broader disciplinary and reception-

history implications for art history and museum practice. Future research can extend this work by 

expanding the corpus, deepening contextual specificity, and testing the method’s portability 

through interdisciplinary and historiographic analysis.241 Across these directions, art history 

contributes most directly by specifying what visible and material evidence can support, by 

making evidentiary limits explicit, when claims are not independently verifiable within this 

corpus, and by tracing how interpretive authority is produced through scholarship, museum 

 
241 James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172–1176; Ingold, The Perception of the 
Environment, 399–348; Tite, Kilikoglou, and Vekinis, “Strength, Toughness and Thermal Shock Resistance,” 301–
324. 
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practice, and display.242 Collectively, these directions aim to increase the specificity, portability, 

and evidentiary accountability of funerary claims by linking descriptive variables to stronger 

contextual and material data evaluated alongside published reporting and technical 

documentation. 

6.6.1 Site-Specific Context, Micro-Context, and Unresolved Puzzles 

This research worked with a limited object set (Figures 2–6) and uneven recovery context 

reporting. As a result, it could not reconstruct site-level sequences of handling, fragmentation, 

and deposition with fine-grained resolution. Future research should therefore shift from corpus-

level comparison to site-specific studies that integrate stratigraphy, feature association, and 

micro-context (pit types, floor layers, midden interfaces, and burial-adjacent zones) in northern 

Honshū and Hokkaidō, so that viewing- and condition-based variables can be tested against 

where, when, and under what depositional conditions they recur most consistently.243 Such work 

would allow art-historical claims about viewing conditions and handling-related change to be 

grounded in the objects’ spatial and depositional conditions, clarifying how face-forward 

configuration, surface zoning, and condition patterning correlate with specific feature types and 

activity areas, and when those correlations can be supported by reporting.244  

This agenda would also address an unresolved issue evident in both the archaeological 

literature and the object record: shakōki-dogū recur in settlement deposits even when scholarly 

 
242 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Dan Karlholm, “Postcritical or Acritical? Twelve Steps for Art History 
Writing in the Anthropocene,” Knosthistorisk tidskrift/Journal of Art History 89, no. 2 (2020): 150–164, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00233609.2019.1704863; Latour, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam?”, 225–248; 
Timothy Insoll, “The New Hakodate Jōmon Culture Center, Minamikayabe, Japan,” Material Religion 8, no. 2 
(2012): 262–264, https://doi.org/10.2752/175183412X13346797480439. 
 
243 Renfrew and Bahn, Archeology, 47; Mills and Walker, “Introduction,” 3–4, 6–7, 21–22. 
 
244 Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Mills and Walker, “Introduction,” 3–4, 6–7, 21–22; Renfrew and Bahn, 
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framing emphasizes mortuary significance and relationships between the living and the dead.245 

A comparative GIS-oriented study (GIS: spatial mapping analysis) of findspots, feature types, 

and fragmentation-correlation sets may be especially valuable for testing whether specific break 

patterns cluster in particular depositional settings or activity zones, rather than being treated as 

uniform “ritual damage”—a label that can obscure variability when intentionality is not 

independently verifiable within this corpus.246 

6.6.2 Methodological and Theoretical Extensions 

This subsection outlines extensions that preserve the thesis’s evidentiary governance 

while widening what can be asked of the same object-based record. This analysis disciplines 

interpretation by building arguments from accumulated description, rather than relying on a 

single explanatory key. Future research can extend this approach by testing additional lenses that 

remain compatible with evidentiary restraint and that can be evaluated alongside object-based 

evidence. Post-critical and post-interpretive scholarship can support this move by clarifying how 

“unmasking” and suspicion can be decentered as default approaches without abandoning 

argument.247 For art history, this offers a disciplined model of interpretation as accountable 

inference built from form, fracture, and context tested against reporting and condition 

patterning—not as a search for a single hidden meaning.248 A decolonial or postcolonial 

historiographical line of inquiry could examine how “fertility figure” framing became a durable 
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museum and survey label for dogū and how that label governs what viewers and scholars 

presume is relevant to record and compare.249 Gender theory could also be applied at the 

historiographic level by tracking modern projections onto prehistoric bodies and categories, 

rather than functioning as a basis for claims not independently verifiable within this corpus.250 

Likewise, eco-critical or environmental lenses can be used cautiously as context for material 

practice (e.g., clay availability, firing constraints, seasonal settlement organization) rather than as 

iconographic explanations, such as treating the eyes as “snow goggles” by default—iconography 

remains integrated but not treated as the sole basis for interpretation.251 

6.6.3 Untapped Primary Sources and Technical Art History 

Beyond interpretive frameworks, the strongest gains are likely to come from expanding 

the evidentiary base itself through primary documentation and technical analysis. A major 

constraint of this research was reliance on published photographs, museum documentation, and 

uneven excavation reporting. Accordingly, future research should prioritize untapped primary 

sources, including excavation notebooks, recovery context logs, unpublished artifact catalogs, 

regional site reports, and newly digitized museum holdings that may preserve details of find 

context, joins, or fragmentation distribution.252 From an art-historical standpoint, these materials 

can sharpen feature attribution by distinguishing features attributable to making, use, breakage, 
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and later curation, thereby strengthening claims anchored to what is visually and materially 

observable and tested against primary documentation, rather than assumed.253  

In addition, technical art history and materials analysis can address material questions 

that visual analysis alone cannot resolve, especially those regarding fabrication sequences and 

condition change. Petrography and compositional analysis can clarify clay sourcing and temper 

choices. Imaging and 3D documentation can preserve measurable data about surface micro-

topography and break-edge morphology. Conservation-informed condition study can help 

distinguish manufacturing traces, handling wear, depositional abrasion, and post-excavation 

cleaning.254 These methods strengthen inference by distinguishing making, alteration, and post-

excavation effects, but they do not substitute for the thesis’s core claim-making rule that 

interpretation must remain proportional to what is demonstrably documented and independently 

verifiable within the evidence set. Experimental replication can further assess these possibilities 

by modeling, drying, firing, and breaking replicated forms under controlled conditions. Such 

work would be particularly effective for testing whether recurring fractures cluster at predictable 

weak points created by construction choices and whether comparable outcomes can be produced 

by multiple processes.255 

6.6.4 Broader Relevance, Historiographical Impact, and “So What?” 

This research challenges two persistent narratives: that prehistoric objects function 

primarily as data-only “archaeological” evidence and that non-textual works invite meaning 

 
253 Mills and Walker, “Introduction,” 3–4, 6–7, 21–22; Mills et al., “Memory Work,” 4–6, 15–18; Mizoguchi, 
“Embodiment,” 95–99; Miyamae, “Multi-Class Production,” 663–666, 669–671. 
 
254 Shepard, Ceramics for the Archaeologist, 154–160, 183; Miyamae, “Multi-Class Production Framework Based 
on 3D Scanning Data,” 663, 666; Forte, “Use activities, wear mechanisms and residues,” 13–35; Dodson, Hamilton, 
and Unruh. “Ceramics.” 
 
255 Tite, Kilikoglou, and Vekinis, “Strength, Toughness and Thermal Shock Resistance,” 302, 315–316. 
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chiefly through interpretive moves of decoding that are not independently verifiable within this 

corpus. The remainder of this subsection specifies why that challenge matters for disciplinary 

method (what counts as evidence), for ethics (how funerary material is handled interpretively), 

and for public knowledge production (how museum labels stabilize meaning). Future research 

can extend this challenge by placing shakōki-dogū within larger debates about how art history 

handles non-textual visual cultures, the ethics of interpretation for funerary material, and the 

authority of museum labels to stabilize meaning.256  In doing so, it positions art history not as a 

discipline required to “solve” belief, but as one that can rigorously describe, compare, and 

contextualize visual form and material traces while remaining explicit about interpretive limits 

and treating iconography as integrated but not as the sole basis for interpretation.257  

This agenda also intersects with contemporary issues, including the politics of display 

and description (what receives labels and why), responsible stewardship, and the role of digital 

documentation in shaping what counts as “evidence” in object study.258 Finally, reception-

history approaches can be developed without treating pop culture as evidence of Jōmon belief. 

Future work could examine how shakōki-dogū formal traits (ocular dominance, rigid frontality, 

and face-centered emphasis) are repeatedly reused in modern visual media and museum 

merchandising, producing a modern reception that responds to the same formal pressures 

 
256 Latour, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam?”, 225–248; Karlholm, “Postcritical or Acritical?”, 150–164; James 
and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172; Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Insoll, “The 
New Hakodate Jōmon Culture Center,” 21. 
 
257 James and Chippindale, “Figurine Enigmas: Who’s to Know?”, 1172; Karlholm, “Postcritical or Acritical?”, 151, 
152–153; Latour, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam?”, 225–248; Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30 
 
258 Insoll, “The New Hakodate Jōmon Culture Center,” 262–264; Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 16–17; 
Miyamae, “Multi-Class Production Framework Based on 3D Scanning Data,” 663, 666. 
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documented here, while remaining analytically distinct from claims about Final Jōmon belief or 

function.259 

6.7 Closing Summary 

This research has demonstrated that Final Jōmon shakōki-dogū can be approached as 

objects documented in relation to funerary and mortuary practices, whose significance is shaped 

through the coordinated effects of form, material process, and patterned handling and deposition 

within historically situated practice. This study argues that Final Jōmon shakōki-dogū from 

northern Honshū and Hokkaidō should not be treated primarily as objects to be decoded; instead, 

they should be examined through their physical features and documented contexts of recovery 

evaluated alongside published reporting. Through the figurine-led corpus (Figures 2–6), the 

analysis identified repeatable configuration strategies—especially ocular dominance, frontality, 

bodily containment, and surface labor—that structure face-centered viewing and remain legible 

even under fragmentation and uneven documentation. Contextual evidence, geographically 

situated through maps of Japan (Figures A.1 and A.7), was integrated proportionally to illustrate 

that mortuary-associated practices frequently overlap with settlement space, supporting a 

funerary reading without requiring segregated ceremonial zones or fixed iconographic decoding 

as the basis of interpretation.  

The central theoretical implication is that objects can be evaluated as structuring viewing, 

handling, and deposition through observable visual and tactile operations rather than through 

 
259 Riela Provi Drianda, Adiwan Fahlan Aritenang, Laila Zohrah, and Yuri Noda, “Time-Slip Journey to Jōmon 
Period: A Case Study of Heritage Tourism in Aomori Prefecture, Japan,” Heritage (2571–9408) 4, no. 4 (2021): 
3244, 3247–3250, 3254–3255, https://doi.org/10.3390/heritage4040181; Insoll, “The New Hakodate Jōmon Culture 
Center,” 262–264; Kaner, “Encountering Dogū,” 29–30; Astrojoke, “Dogū Shapes the Images of Digital Monsters: 
From Jōmon Figurines to 21st Century Pop Culture,” No Man Is An Island, July 2, 2023, Accessed January 15, 2026. 
https://nomanisanis.land/dogu-pokemon-Jōmon/; Yasui, “Of Robots and Ancient Mysteries,” 48–71. 
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textual statements of belief. Methodologically, the thesis demonstrates that object-based formal 

art-historical analysis, paired with carefully bound archaeological contextualization, can ground 

interpretation in prehistoric contexts without overextending the evidence, demonstrating a 

disciplined model for accountable inference from form, surface, and condition where belief 

reconstruction is not independently verifiable within this corpus. The contribution lies in 

repositioning shakōki-dogū within funerary-art discourse and offering a replicable model for 

comparing configuration and condition evidence across fragmentary corpora. At the same time, 

limitations underscore the need for future work that prioritizes granular site-based recovery 

documentation, expanded technical and material methods, method-focused comparative studies, 

and reception-based inquiry. Ultimately, the shakōki-dogū remain analytically useful because 

their repeatable formal features, surface treatment, and fragmentation can be described and 

compared without relying on a single decoded meaning—iconography remains integrated but not 

treated as the sole basis for interpretation. By ending where it began—returning from typology 

and decoding debates to the evidentiary work of form, surface, and documented viewing-oriented 

configuration—the thesis closes with a disciplined account of what these objects can be shown to 

do within Final Jōmon funerary practice, and why that claim matters for art-historical method in 

non-textual corpora. 
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Illustrations 

 

 
 

(Figure 2) Shakōki-dogū  (Clay Figurine). (ca. 1000-800 BCE). Earthenware with cord-marked 

and incised decoration (Tōhoku region), H. 6 ½ in/ (16.5 cm); W. 6 3/8 in. (16.2 cm); D 3 1/8 in. 

(7.9 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art.  
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(Figure 3) 土偶 / Head of a Figurine (shakōki-dogū). (ca. 1000-800 BCE). Earthenware with 

incised and cord-marked designs. H. 2 ½ in (6.4 cm); W. 2 ¾ in. (7 cm); D. 2 ½ in. (6.4 cm). The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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(Figure 4) Japanese. Shakōki-dogū figurine. Final Jōmon period (ca. 1000-800 BCE). 

Earthenware with traces of pigment (Kamegaoka type), H. 9 7/8 in. (25.1 cm). Asia Society 

Museum, New York, New York, USA; Asia Society: The Mr. and Mrs. John D. Rockefeller 3rd 

Collection; 1979.198 
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(Figure 5) Japanese. Shakōki-dogū figurine. (ca. 800 B.C.) Ceramic with glaze and incised and 

cord impression decoration, 9 3/8 in. (23.8 cm). Seattle Art Museum; Floyd A. Naramore 

Memorial Purchase Fund. 



127 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Figure 6) Japanese. Shakōki-dogū figurine. (ca. 800 B.C.) Ceramic with glaze and incised and 

cord impression decoration, 9 3/8 in. (23.8 cm). Seattle Art Museum; Floyd A. Naramore 

Memorial Purchase Fund. 
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Appendix A: Maps of Japan  

 

Figure A.1. Shaded relief map of Japan showing major islands and key cities. This map is 
included to orient readers to the geographic framework of the study, especially northern Honshū 
(Tōhoku) and Hokkaidō, and to provide a clear reference for the regional spatial relationships 
discussed in relation to Final Jōmon funerary and ritual contexts. 

Source: Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection, University of Texas at Austin, “Japan (Shaded 
Relief Map), 1996” 
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Figure A.7. Overview of Japan’s climatic and regional variation in temperature, precipitation, 
and sunshine. This figure from the Japan Meteorological Agency compares seasonal patterns for 
Sapporo, Tokyo, Fukuoka, and Naha monthly averages of mean, maximum, and minimum 
temperatures and monthly precipitation and sunshine totals. It is used here to contextualize the 
environmental range across the Japanese archipelago and to frame the colder northern conditions 
of Honshū (Tōhoku) and Hokkaidō that form the primary geographic focus of the study. 

Source: Japan Meteorological Agency, “Overview of Japan’s climate.” 
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