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Variability of “circular settlements” in Central Japan
and the dispersal of modern humans

Kazutaka Shimada

Abstract

Circular settlements show a settlement landscape in which coexisting lithic clusters are arranged in a circu-
lar pattern. This patterning has been widely observed in eastern Japan, particularly on the Kanto Plain in the
restricted time range between ca. 35-30 thousand years ago. The reconstruction of human behavior surrounding
circular settlements is considered to be important for understanding the adaptational processes of modern hu-
mans in the palaeo-landscape of MIS 3. This paper describes and evaluates the variations and mutual relation-
ships observed among 37 circular settlements distributed in the Kanto Plain, which were examined through five
attributions. Grades 1 and 2 demonstrate a continuous addition and reduction in the number of >60 lithic work-
shops. Grade 3 is similar to grade 2 in terms of size and spatial patterning of workshops, but displays a non-
linear increase in the number of lithic artifacts. The most distinctive feature in grade 4 is the large size of the
settlement landscape owing to a non-linear increase in the number of lithic clusters, although the individual
sizes of lithic clusters are equivalent to those of grade 2. Grades 1 and 2 are the most common settlement types
and likely reflect the frequent meeting and parting of mobile hunter-gatherers. The extraordinary quality and
quantity of stone working of grade 3 implies a more intensive labor investment for the procurement of specific
natural resources. It is likely that grades 1, 2, and 3 reflect different aspects of a chain of human behavior. Grade
4 is attributed to the final stage of circular settlements and likely served a social role to relieve tension resulting
from population pressure on natural resources and/or social environments. The circular settlements will pro-
vide useful clues for MIS 3 problem in the Paleolithic studies, that is first peopling of the Japanese Islands.

Keywords: circular settlements, early Upper Paleolithic, MIS 3, modern human dispersals



