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A Study of Ancient Religious Places and Jinmen-bokusho Ware

Kumiko ONIZUKA

In this paper the author examines the use of jinmen-bokusho ware (pottery with ink
drawings of the human face) in ancient religious services, focusing on the sites where the
pottery was excavated.

It is thought that Jinmen ware was used as a tool in religious services. Looking at the
remains of religious services, it becomes clear that not only sacred mountains and the sea, but
also the living space played an important role in them. Therefore, it is necessary to explain
where and how tools for religious services were used.

Since many jinmen pots ( between the 7th and the 10th century) were excavated together
with other pottery used for offerings, one estimates that in the beginning they were used to
receive the gods. However, in the excavation sites of the two ancient capital cities, late
Heijyo-kyo and Nagaoka-kyo in the Nara period, a large amount of jinmen ware were found in
waterways, in ditches by streets, and at crossroads.

Some historical records refer to pots that were used to ward off unhappiness and disease.
There, pots were floated on the water of the river after humans blew their breath into them.
It is possible that jinmen ware had the same function.

Around the provincial capitals, jinmen ware was dug up from the same places as in the
capital cities. In the province, however, they were mainly found in houses. From some charac-
ters written on them, we know that the pots were used to offer food to the gods.

Thus it becomes clear that there were two kinds of spacial symbolism in religious
services connected with the jinmen ware. Engishiki, a law book of the Heian period, refers to
the same spaces as mentioned above in a description about Dokyosai, the ceremony to keep the
plague away, and Oharae, the ceremony to get rid of sins.

It can be concluded that jinmen ware was used in religious services to entertain the gods
as well as in services to get rid of evil spirits. The places where the pottery was found are
related with the spacial symbolism in religious ceremonies.
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