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The Origins and Development of the Fabrication Techniques
of Backed Knives in Northeastern Paleolithic Japan:

With Special Reference to Specimen Discovered
in the Present Akita Prefecture

OTSUKA Yoshiaki

This paper looks into the origins and development of the backed knife culture in
northeastern Japan by examining the lithic assemblages discovered below the AT vol-
canic ash. This paper is important contribution because it examines the specimen in the
northeastern Japan of the mainland Japan that was the northern limit of the spatial
distribution of the backed knife culture and also because the appearance of the backed
knife culture marks the beginning of the Paleolithic Period in the Japanese archipelago.
A variety of backed knives are known, and some types were used concurrently.

First, the author distinguishes three groups of backed knives by paying attention to
correlation of occurrences of types of backed knives. The author interprets that these
three groups represented three chronological stages, owing to the examination of the
fabrication techniques of backed knives in the neighboring regions and to the compari-
son with lithic assemblages presumably dated after the lithic assemblages discovered
below the AT volcanic ash in northeastern Japan. Despite chronological difference, all
the three groups of backed knives had a common aspect that backed knives of pointed
and non-pointed types were co-present. While the production and use of one type
(Yonegamori-type trapezoidal tool) continued throughout the three stages, the other
type was unique to each chronological stage. In order to approach the background to the
three groups of backed knives, the author attempted to identify the function of the
Yonegamori-type trapezoidal tools by paying attention to the morphological features
and aspects of their production and discard. This analysis led the author to interpret
that the Yonegamori-type trapezoidal tools were a standard type of blade tools for a
specific function widely adopted at different sites.

As a result of these analyses, the author concludes the following: In the Stage I,
backed knives fabricated from oblong flakes were commonly used for hunting. In the
Stage II, pointed backed knives fabricated from blades appeared and began to be used for
hunting. The function of tools fabricated from oblong flakes became a simple blade
because of the adoption of pointed backed knives fabricated from blades used for hunt-
ing. The Yonegamori-type trapezoidal tools functioned as a blade, and the type gradu-
ally replaced backed knives fabricated from oblong flakes. Such a complimentary
relationship between pointed backed knives and non-pointed backed knives was the
foundation of the fabrication techniques of the backed knives at that time. Its change
over time was probably a reflection of hunting patterns.

Keywords: Northeastern Japan, Late Paleolithic Japan, below the AT volcanic ash, backed knives,
lithic assemblages, typological analyses.
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