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Human behaviour in and around the obsidian source area,
Central Highlands of Japan:
Case study from the Hiroppara site I

Jun Hashizume **

Abstract

The Hiroppara bog and adjacent archaeological sites 1.5 kilometres north of Wada-toge in Japan's Central Highlands
are a well-known source of obsidian. Excavations of the Hiroppara site I reveal the following. Artifacts dated to the
late Late Upper Palaeolithic (ca. 25-20 ka cal yr BP), represented in layers 2b and 3, feature bifacial points and margin
retouched points with a blade core. Artifacts from the Initial to early Middle Jomon period (ca. 10-5.5 ka cal yr BP) are
found in layers 2a and 2b. No refitted lithic tools and flakes have appeared at Hiroppara site I, suggesting that it was a
location used for brief stays. We analyzed 691 pieces of obsidian artifacts from Hiroppara I using wavelength-dispersive
and energy-dispersive X-ray fluorescence spectrometry (WDX and EDX). The analysis classified 472 pieces (68.4 %)
into 10 chemical source groups. Within the late Late Upper Palaeolithic and Initial to early Middle Jomon periods,
Higashimochiya and Takayama (MT) were the major chemical groups, appearing in 378 of the 472 pieces (79.9 %).
Chemical group MT contains two geological sources of obsidian. The primary source of Higashimochiya is 0—1 kilometres
south of the site, and that of Takayama is 5 kilometres east. Obsidian gravels of Takayama were pyroclastic flow deposits.
Both sources are chemically indistinguishable. The cortex of the lithic surface shows no characteristic of pyroclastic flow

deposits. Obsidian for the associated artifacts came primarily from Higashimochiya to the bed of the Wada River.

Keywords: Hiroppara site I, obsidian, provenance analysis, late Late Upper Palaeolithic, Initial to early Middle Jomon

period
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