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ABSTRACT

Although often thought to be mostly relevant to Bronze Age China, oracle bone
divination also has a rich history in Japan, primarily documented through literature and
ethnographic records. In recent decades, the discovery of oracle bones spanning from
the Early Yayoi (1000—400 B.c.) to Heian (A.D. 794-1185) periods has opened new
avenues for research in pyro-osteomancy. These archaeological findings provide fresh
perspectives on the social and cultural influences on oracle bone divination in Japan and
East Asia more broadly. In this study, we review the historical, ethnographic, and
archaeological studies of oracle bone divination in Japan, offering a comprehensive
overview of divination practices and their broader significance. KEywoRrbDs: oracle bone,
pyro-osteomancy, divination, Japanese archaeology.

INTRODUCTION

Pyro-osteomancy, also known as oracle bone divination, is a divination technique
involving the burning of bones that was once widely practiced across East Asia. Its
history can be traced back to the Middle Neolithic in China dating to the late fourth
millennium B.c. (Brunson 2023; Flad 2008; Keightley 1978) and it thrived during the
Shang Dynasty (sixteenth—eleventh c. B.c.) alongside one of the earliest Chinese
writing systems. The earliest oracle bones in Korea (from the Hogok cave, third c. B.C.)
(Miyamoto 2022) and Japan (from Karako-kagi site, 550—440 B.c.) (Kobayashi et al.
2008) date much later than the Bronze Age oracle bones from the Central Plains of
China. Archaeological studies suggest that pyro-osteomancy was introduced to Japan
from the continent in the later Early Yayoi period (1000—400 B.c.) (Kanzawa 1990; Lee
19824, 1982b, 1982¢; Tsujio 2012; Watanabe 1991), but the exact transmission route
and arrival time remain unknown.

In recent decades, the discovery of oracle bones from various sites throughout Japan,
spanning from the Early Yayoi to Heian (A.D. 794-1185) periods, has provided
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researchers with new opportunities for studying pyro-osteomancy. Since the middle
of the last century, more than one thousand oracle bones have been unearthed in
Japan from as far south as Kyushu to as far north as Tohoku (Namigata 2010; Saso
2012). These newly unearthed archaeological records inspire discussions in Japanese
archaeology and ofter valuable insights into oracle bone practices and the role this
form of divination played in the social and cultural transformations of ancient Japan.
Scholarship in Japan has concentrated on a typological approach to oracle bones by
categorizing raw material preferences, pretreatment techniques, and divinatory
practices (Kanzawa 1976, 1983, 1990; Kitaura 2008; Kokubun 2014; Miyazaki
2015, 2022; Namigata 2009, 2010) and a few studies have proposed possible
divination techniques through replication experiments (Kimura 1979; Nara
2000:198). Many studies have examined the development of ritual and belief
practices in Japan by combining ethnographic and historical evidence with patterns
of temporal change and regional variations in divination techniques (Ban 1858;
Kanzawa 1983; Kokubun 2015; Miyajima 2002; Sasé 2012). Another important
contribution to this field has been comparative studies of pyro-osteomancy between
Japan, China, and Korea (Kiguchi 2007; Namigata 2009; Nitta 1977; Tsujio 2012).
These studies attempt to uncover the origin of Japanese oracle divination while
demonstrating connections related to ideology and population migration among
the three regions.

Only a few works in the English academic sphere have taken note of these
discoveries and research, however (Hudson 1992; Kory 2015; Loewe 1981). The
discussions that do exist are either limited to historical overviews or involved out-of-
date archaeological data from the last century. The lack of studies on Japanese oracle
bones might be attributed to the difficulty of accessing Japanese research outside of
Japan due to limited distribution of many of the primary reports on archaeological
finds. Also, the relatively small number of oracles bones unearthed in Japan, compared
to over 160,000 oracle bones from China (Ge 2019), along with the absence of
inscriptions on Japanese oracle bones, may have contributed to the underappreciation.
The absence of inscriptions on Japanese oracle bones limits their value for historical
and linguistic studies. The study of Korean oracle bones faces similar issues, since only a
little over 100 oracle bones have been unearthed, all of which lack inscription (Kim
2002).

Given the significance of pyro-osteomancy to the history of cross-regional
interactions and development of rituals and religions in East Asia, the paucity of
internationally accessible research on Japanese oracle bones creates a gap in the
broader oracle bone studies in East Asia. In this study, we focus on pyro-osteomancy
in Japan to show that, contrary to expectations, the subject is rich in data and
accomplished research. In the following sections, we review the progress researchers
have made in understanding this divinatory practice and its significance to
comparative studies of ancient East Asian rituals. We introduce the features of this
pyro-osteomancy tradition, relevant historical and ethnographic records, and
archaeological discoveries of oracle bones in Japan. We then outline patterns of
development in divination practices through time and across space. This study
represents the first English-language work to provide a comprehensive introduction
to the most recent studies of Japanese pyro-osteomancy, in hope of bringing increased
attention to this important subject.
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STUDIES OF PYRO-OSTEOMANCY

Pyro-osteomantic divination comprises a multifaceted system involving practitioners,
methodologies, materials, and belief systems. To approach this subject comprehen-
sively, we adopt the terminology proposed by Keightley (1978), who defines pyro-
osteomancy as the practice of burning animal bones and interpreting resulting cracks to
predict future events or elucidate the unexplained. There are two types of pyro-
osteomancy known from the ancient world: the complete burning method (zenmen
yiishaku-hs 4101 1N7E), which directly heats the bone on an open fire without
shaping the burn marks, and the punctate burn mark method (tenjo yushaku-ha sARA
JA7%), which uses heated sticks or perhaps a concentrated nodule of slow-burning
plant material to burn the bone and leave blackened burn marks on its surfaces. The
former method was used throughout North and Central Asia, Eastern and Northern
Europe, and North America, whereas fenjo yushaku-ho spread throughout East Asia
(Nitta 1977). Pyro-osteomancy encompasses the use of animal scapulae (referred to as
pyro-scapulimancy) and turtle carapaces or plastrons (known as pyro-plastromancy)
(Flad 2008; Keightley 1978:3—6). In Japan, scapulimancy conducted with sika deer
scapula is termed ‘sika-ura’ &5 or JE B, meaning sika deer divination and is
collectively referred to as sika scapulimancy, while plastromancy using turtle shell is
termed ‘kiboku’ B4 B or turtle divination and collectively referred to as plastromancy.
Although technically ‘plastromancy’ should be reserved only for plastron-based
divinations, the term is generally applied to include the small number of carapace bones
that have been used in Japan (Kimezaki 2006). Keightley (19787?) also includes
examples of non-plastron turtle shell bones. Various other skeletal elements such as
limb bones, ribs, and vertebrae are also utilized in this practice.

The term ‘oracle bone’ denotes the remains of bones used for divination, regardless
of the element or animal taxon. Divination employing materials other than scapula or
turtle shell is denoted as ‘bone element plus osteomancy’. For instance, ‘rib
osteomancy’ pertains to oracle bone divination utilizing animal ribs, regardless of
taxon. Though all the raw materials used for pyro-osteomancy are skeletal elements,
in Japanese contexts, researchers distinguish bokkotsu H (oracle bones) from bokkd

N H (oracle turtle shells, which are also bone material). To facilitate clarity in English-
Japanese correspondence within this study, we use ‘bokkotsu’ to refer to unearthed
divination bones from animals other than turtle such as pig, deer, cattle, sheep, dolphin,
and so on, while reserving ‘bokkd” exclusively for turtle shells that have been used for
divination.

‘Divination practices’ in this discussion encompass all human behaviors associated
with pyro-osteomancy, including the pretreatment of bones, burning process,
interpretation of results, and disposal of the divined bones. Some of these behaviors
physically transform the bones, including scraping and grinding to alter their shape
(Kitaura 2008) or drilling or burning them to leave patterns of hollows or carbonized
marks. Such alterations are the foundation of typological analysis of Japanese oracle
bones and divinatory practices. The ‘diviner’ is the executor of the practice; diviners
manage the skill and knowledge of pyro-osteomancy and conduct divinations for
themselves or someone else who has turned to them for help. Plastromancy
practitioners are known to have served the Japanese court and royal families as official
diviners since the early eighth century A.p., but the identities of diviners in earlier eras
and different regions of Japan have not been discussed due to limited historical records.
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Japanese oracle bone studies initially relied on data from historical and ethnographic
accounts that presented evidence of pyro-osteomancy since the Nara period
(710-794 A.D.). Since then, archaeological discoveries have revealed temporal and
spatial variations in pyro-osteomancy practices in Japan from the Yayoi to Heian
period. The following section introduces the history of Japanese pyro-osteomancy as
demonstrated in the historical, ethnographic, and archaeological evidence.

HISTORICAL AND ETHNOGRAPHIC RECORDS OF PYRO-OSTEOMANCY IN JAPAN

The Weishu Sanshi: Worenzhuan B 15— & A% (Book of Wei, vol. 30: Biography
of the People of Wo) (Chen 2011) is a Chinese historical text compiled in the late third
century that discusses the period from A.D. 184 to 280 and has the earliest record of Late
Yayoi (A.D. 100-250) customs in Japan. In this book, the people from the Japanese
archipelago are collectively called Wo % and are reported to have practiced divination
with animal bones:

It is the custom on the occasion of an event or a trip, whatever they do, to divine by baking
bones so as to determine future good or bad fortune. The words are the same as those for
tortoise shell divination. The fire cracks are examined for signs. (Kidder 2007:15)

Japanese records of pyro-osteomancy first appeared in the Nara period and
encompassed legends associated with sika scapulimancy and official accounts of
plastromancy. Two court histories compiled in the early eighth century, Kojiki
AL (Records of Ancient Matters, ca. A.D. 712) (Kurano 1966) and Nihon Shoki
HAFE4 (Chronicles of Japan, ca. A.D. 720) (Kojima 1994), suggest that sika
scapulimancy was considered indigenous to Japan. Kojiki includes a myth about the
sun goddess, Amaterasu-Okami K I KA, hiding in a rock shelter as two gods Ame-
No-Koyane-No-Mikoto (K YL/ZE1) and Futo-Dama-No-Mikoto (fji J] E i) are
summoned “to remove the whole shoulder-bone of a male deer of the mountain
Ame-No-Kagu-Yama (K7 [11), and use heavenly Papaka wood from the mountain
Ame-No-Kagu-Yama, and [with these| perform a divination” (Philippi 1969:82).
Sika scapulimancy was also performed when two deities, Izanagi (FFFABHRIE) and
Izanami (FHASHESE), were about to give birth to the land of Japan (Philippi 1969:52)
and when the Empress Saho-Hime (J¢FH4f) wanted to know which deity she met in
a dream (Philippi 1969:220). The Nihon Shoki, which has more detailed descriptions
of the myths than Kojiki, called this oracular method ‘futo-mani’ (X7, ‘grand
divination’) and explained that it was used to tell good and bad fortunes and
determine appropriate dates for events (Bentley 2006:125; Kojima 1994: sec. Shindai
J6 4). Futo-mani specifically refers to sika scapulimancy (Konakamura et al. 1931: sec.
Jingibu Futomani) and is also called shika-ura RE 7 or & b (sika deer divination)
(Bunkacho 1984). The god Ame-No-Ko-Yane-No-Mikoto was recognized as the
main shika-ura deity at many shrines such as Mitake Shrine and Akiru Shrine
(Kokubun 2015). He is also the ancestor of a later god, Ikatsu-Omi-No-Mikoto
(B KEA), who learned ‘kibokw” B B (turtle divination) from the Silla kingdom
(57 B.c.—A.D. 935) in Korea and was honored as the primary plastromancy deity.
Tkatsu-Omi-No-Mikoto’s descendants were granted the clan name Urabe b
(divining bureau) and served the royal court as official diviners. In short, Ame-No-
Ko-Yane-No-Mikoto was the first god to be associated with sika scapulimancy,
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which developed in Japan according to the texts, whereas Ikatsu-Omi-No-Mikoto
was the first god to be associated with plastromancy, which was transmitted from
Korea sometime later.

Although sika scapulimancy was intertwined with the origins of Japan’s islands and
genealogy of its deities, its influence on the mundane world waned. The Japanese court
developed the first legal system in Japan in the early eighth century based on Tang
Dynasty (a.p. 618-907) law. Since sika scapulimancy was absent from the official
divination rituals of the Japanese court, plastromancy learnt from the continent was
designated the official form of divination to be used for predicting Japanese national
affairs. According to the Yara-ritsurys &£ 4 (Yord Code, a.p. 718) (Konakamura
et al. 1931), one of the earliest legal codes in Japan and containing a record of oracle
diviners, the Department of Divinities recruited Urabe clan members as official
diviners to perform plastromancy (Konakamura et al. 1931: sec. Kan’ibu 2). A
procedural manual entitled Engishiki 3£ 3\, (Procedures of the Engi Era) compiled in
A.D. 967 (Fujiwaru 1925) further suggested that plastromancy diviners were selected
from the Urabe clans in Izu, Iki, and Tsushima provinces (Fujiwaru 1925:83). Both
plastromancy diviners and Shinto shamans were called upon to perform divinations,
but in cases where their results conflicted, the plastromancy outcome took precedence
(Kimezaki 2006).

Several divination texts and shrine records authored by plastromancy diviners have
documented the process of turtle shell pretreatment and subsequent divination
techniques (Ban 1858; Kokubun 2015; Morimoto 2003; Torigoe et al. 1990; Urabe
1958; Yasue 1979). The earliest is Shinsen kisoki HTEEFEAHFC (Newly Compiled
Records of Oracle Shell Features, ca. A.D. 830) (Urabe 1958). It demonstrates the
pretreatment, practices, and cracking records of plastromancy practices in the Early to
Middle Heian (eighth to ninth c. A.D.) court and explains the reason for the transition
from sika scapulimancy to plastromancy. According to an incantation recorded in
Shinsen kisoki, another god of plastromancy, Futo-Nori-To-No-Mikoto (A&7 1),
questioned the male sika deer from Ame-No-Kagu-Yama mountain about why it
knows things about the present world, but does not know things about the afterlife.
Unlike the sika deer, Futo-Nori-To-No-Mikoto knows everything about both
worlds, as well as the gods in heaven and on the ground (Urabe 1958: sec. Kamechikai
). The plastromancy diviners rephrased the myth from the Kojiki to rationalize the
superiority of plastromancy over sika scapulimancy that had led to the shift of
divination method (Ban 1858). In the late fourteenth century, another treatise created
by a Urabe diviner, entitled Miyanushi hijikuden = FF3 74 (Orally Instructed
Secrets of the Chief Priest) (Yasue 1979), confirmed that the ancient art of sika
scapulimancy had been abandoned and the plastromancy transmitted from China to
Tsushima and Iki was the sole divinatory method in Japan.

In comparison to the extensive plastromancy records, text records for sika
scapulimancy remained blank until the late nineteenth century, when a book entitled
Shinden Shikaura Hijiki #{zJE } 50 (The Secret Records of God-conveyed Sika
Scapulimancy), originally written in 1697 by a sika scapulimancy diviner named Satd
Nobutane, was discovered at the Akiru Shrine and retranscribed in 1857 (Bunkachd
1984). This text holds significant historical value as the sole preserved record in the
literature. The author identified himself as a descendant of the Urabe clan lineage and
provided detailed accounts of the origin, divination process, and interpretation of sika
scapulimancy. He posited that the transition from sika scapulimancy to plastromancy
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occurred due to the perceived advantages of acquiring and processing turtle shells, but
argued that deer scapulae had the advantage of being thin and clean. He also pointed
out that the more recent method of divination using turtle shells had resulted in the loss
of the essence of antiquity (Satd 1857). Diviners hypothesized about the transition
from sika scapulimancy to plastromancy on the basis of either myth or practicality and
held opposing opinions on which method of divination was better.

Modern religious scholars have put forth new interpretations. Upon closer scrutiny
of the historical texts, some explain the transition from a political perspective,
suggesting that the elevated status of plastromancy was among several significant shifts
that occurred during the late eighth and early ninth centuries A.n. Alongside the
adoption of the Tang legal system, they argue that plastromancy originated in China
and gained popularity among royal families and elites in Japan who favored Chinese
culture. Divination clans that specialized in plastromancy then benefited from the
acquisition of political and religious power, albeit at the expense of other clans (Kory
2015; Kudd 2005).

Another theory suggests that plastromancy did not replace sika scapulimancy, but
there were regional variations between eastern and western Japan. Since there are
various character combinations read as ‘Urabe’, including NEB, B, DG, and 3B
(Kory 2015), some scholars have proposed that plastromancy diviners were from elite
clans in western Japan who were named Urabe using the characters |, while sika
scapulimancy diviners were from eastern clans named Urabe using the characters 7
(Kokubun 2015; Yamada 2019). Here, we draw attention to different characters that
refer to divination or fortune telling: | references the shape of the crack on an oracle
shell, while ff, which adds the mouth element (small rectangle) at the bottom of the
character, may relate to auditory aspects of divinatory practice. Pronounced ‘ura’, both

b and (7 are derived from Chinese characters that occur on oracle bone inscriptions in
Bronze Age China and refer to divination using pyro-osteomancy.

In addition to oracle bone literature, several Shinto shrines have retained the
divination tradition since the Tokugawa period (a.D. 1603—-1868). Scholars
investigating the folklore of Gunma Prefecture compiled many records related to
sika scapulimancy and provided valuable insight into the on-going practice at Nukisaki
Shrine, including scapula pretreatment, divination process, chants recited, subjects of
inquiry, and the objectives sought through divination (Bunkacho 1984). Another
Shinto shrine that still conducts sika scapulimancy is Mitake Shrine (Nishigai 1986),
while plastromancy is still performed at Kashima Jingu Shrine (Morimoto 2003),
Shirahama Ebisu Shrine (Shimadashi 2010), and Yahiko Shrine (Sugiyama 2006),
among others. These shrines conduct either sika scapulimancy or plastromancy on
certain days of the year in order to tell the fortune of nearby villages or the nation as a
whole. Plastromancy still holds a critical position in the ritual ceremonies of the
Imperial Palace, including the Daijo-sai harvest festival ceremony which is conducted
after enthronement of a new emperor.

Compared to plastromancy, sika scapulimancy remained largely overlooked in
official or civil records in Japan until archaeologists began unearthing material evidence
of pyro-osteomancy in the twentieth century (Akahoshi 1953; Kanazashi 1969;
Kanzawa 1972; Katada 1967). The growing popularity of comparative studies
throughout East Asia contributed to a renewed interest in the discussion of the origins
of various divination methods (Kanzawa 1990; Kimura 1979; Lee 1982b; Nitta 1977;
Otani 1978; Watanabe 1991). These developments expanded the scholarly focus from
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historically known sika scapulimancy and plastromancy customs to studying the diverse
forms of unearthed oracle bones. The next section reviews these studies.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL STUDY OF ORACLE BONES IN JAPAN

Review of Oracle Bone Discoveries in Japan

The first archaeological discovery of oracle bones in Japan dates to the 1950s when
Akahoshi Naotada 7542 H /8 conducted a series of archaeological investigations of
sea cave sites on the Miura Peninsula in eastern Japan (Akahoshi 1953). Kanzawa
Yaichi 1y 55— continued the investigations and published the first comprehensive
study of oracle bones in Japan two decades later (Kanzawa 1976). Large-scale land
development projects stimulated archaeological investigations in the 1980s (Miyazaki
2022) and resulted in many more discoveries of oracle bones (Kanzawa 1983, 1990;
Kokubun 2015; Lee 1982a; Namigata 2010). In 2002, the archaeological journal
Gekkan Kakogaku Jyanaru F 175 17%% v X — F )V published a special issue entitled
“Bokkotsu to bokkd no shomondai M- N H OG5 [Issues Concerning the
Bokkotsu and Bokko]” to present new archaeological discoveries and studies of pyro-
osteomancy in the Japanese archipelago (Chiba 2002; Kitaura 2002; Nakamura 2002)
and Korean peninsula (Kim 2002; Watanabe 2002). To date, well over 1000 oracle
bones have been unearthed in Japan from approximately 90 different sites, ranging
from Early Yayoi to Heian periods. Table 1 summarizes the archaeological literature,
giving the number of sites where oracle bones have been found so far, the numbers of
oracle bones, and their approximate dates.

As elsewhere throughout East Asia, Japan’s diviners used the punctate burn mark
method (tenjo yushaku-ho FIRFTIIE), but their practices diverged from their
continental neighbors in terms of animal taxa, bone element, and absence of
inscriptions on the bones. Yayoi period oracle bones were predominantly made from
wild boar (Sus scrofa) or sika deer (Cervus nippon) scapula (Namigata 2009, 2010).
Following mass import of domesticated horse (Equus ferus caballus) and cattle (Bos
taurus) during the Late Kofun (a.D. 500-710), they gradually switched to using the ribs

TABLE 1. SUMMARY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL ORACLE BONE FINDS IN JAPAN, INCLUDING NUMBER
OF S1TES CONTAINING ORACLE BONES AND ORrRACLE BoNE COUNTS BY PERIOD

ORACLE BONE COUNTS

YAYOI KOFUN
SITES WITH (ca. 1000 B.c.—A.D. (CcA. A.D. NARA AND HEIAN

SOURCE ORACLE BONES 500) 500-710) (A.n. 710-1185) TOTAL

Kanzawa 1976 17 48 14 3 65

Kanzawa 1983 29 74 14 50 138

Kanzawa 1990 36 116 22 64 202

Namigata 2009 64 284 975"

Kokubun 2015 79"

Miyazaki 2022 487¢

*Namigata (2009) only specified how many of the total oracle bones were dated to the Yayoi Period.
® Kokubun (2015) did not specify the number of oracle bones found at each site.
“Miyazaki (2022) only had updated data for Yayoi Period oracle bones.
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of these two large mammals for their raw materials (Kokubun 2015; Yanagisawa 2011).
Divination has been performed with turtle shells since the end of the Kofun period in
sixth century A.D. and gradually became the sole divination method during the Nara
period in the eighth century. The oracle shell raw materials are exclusively from sea
turtles, among which only the Loggerhead (Caretta Rafinesque) was identified to the
species level of taxonomy (Kanzawa 1972). Historical texts suggest that fresh water
turtles such as the Japanese pond turtle (Mauremys japonica) and Chinese pond turtle
(Mauremys reevesii) were also used (Kimezaki 2006), but these have not yet been
identified archaeologically.

The occasional use of other animal taxa have also been observed, including
archaeological reports of dolphin ribs (Delphinidae) and the scapulae of the Japanese
serow (Capricornis crispus), Japanese badger (Meles anakuma), Japanese macaque (Macaca
fuscata), Japanese sea lion (Zalophus japonicus), and rabbit (Leporidae) (Miyazaki 2015,
2022). As for skeletal element diversity, in addition turtle shells and the scapulae of deer
and pigs, oracle bones were made from the vertebrae, metatarsals, and pelvis bones of
sika deer; radius, femur, pelvis, ribs, and mandibles of wild boar; and ribs and vertebrae
of dolphin (Kanzawa 1990; Nakamura 2002; Miyazaki 2015, 2022) (Fig. 1).

The wide diversity in raw materials intrigued Japanese scholars enough to
reconsider the origin of pyro-osteomancy practices in Japan. Namigata Sakiko /i JEZ-
751 (2009) summarized two theories: local origin and external transmission. The
local origin theory was developed from the historical belief that sika scapulimancy was

s 7
=D

LX

=N i
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Fig. 1. Oracle bones from Japan: (1) sea turtle shell bokks (Kokubun 2015:110, fig. 4-3); (2) sea turtle
shell bokka (Kokubun 2015:110, fig 4-4); (3) sika deer or wild boar rib bokotsu (Kokubun 2014:109, fig.
8-8); (4) cattle rib bokotsu (Kokubun 2015:110, fig. 4-8); (5) sika deer pelvis bokotsu (Kokubun
2014:109, fig. 8-10); (6) sika deer/wild boar vertebra bokotsu (Kokubun 2014:109, fig. 8-11).
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indigenous to Japan, whereas turtle bone divination was transmitted from mainland
China through Korea (Torii 1927). However, no archaeological evidence of oracle
bones dating to the Jomon period (15,000—400 B.c.) has been uncovered. Oracle
bones only appear with the emergence of the Yayoi people, which suggests that pyro-
osteomancy was of external origin (Hudson 1992; Kanaseki and Sahara 1976). Scholars
have promulgated multiple theories regarding regions of origin, one of which relates
Japan’s pyro-osteomancy to practices from Mongolia and the Tungusic people
(Mishina 1970; Obayashi 1977). However, based on studies of oracle bones from the
Korean peninsula and Japanese archipelago and migrations in Bronze Age East Asia, the
China origin theory has gradually become the more widely accepted perspective
(Kanzawa 1990; Lee 19824, 1982b, 1982¢; Tsujio 2012; Watanabe 1991), although the
route of transmission varies. One theory posits that osteomancy originated in southern
China and was transmitted to Japan through communication among fishing
communities (Otani 1978). Another possibility is that it originated from northeastern
China or north Korea, where oracle bones made from sheep, sika deer, and wild boar
have been found dating to the Late Warring States (475-221 B.c.) to Han Dynasty
(206 B.c.—A.D. 220) periods; the drilled or chiseled hollows in these bones also bear
similarities to the hollows on Japanese oracle bones (Kimura 1979; Nitta 1977). The
Yueshi (1900-1500 B.c.) culture in the Liaodong area of China is also listed as a possible
origin due to sika deer oracle bones having been discovered there (Okamura 2000), but
the Yueshi period does not match up with the earliest appearance of oracle bones in
Japan. Finally, none of the researchers theorized that Japanese pyro-osteomancy
originated with the Shang culture (1600-1046 B.c.) in the Central Plains of China
because the time ranges, raw materials, and markings on Japanese oracle bones are too
different from known Shang oracle bones, which are mainly made from cattle scapulae
and turtle shells and are inscribed.

While the origin of Japanese pyro-osteomancy remains unsettled, the archae-
ological data raise new questions regarding when, where, who, how, and why certain
forms of divination were practiced. Divination practices are shaped by beliefs in the
supernatural agents to which diviners direct their prayers and the objectives of the
osteomancy. While the ancient beliefs associated with pyro-osteomancy remain
unknown to archaeologists at present, the technological features of the oracle bones
themselves reflect many aspects of diviners’ practices. Exploring these practices
necessitates understanding the broader belief systems, ritual behaviors, and intentions
that accompanied pyro-osteomancy in ancient Japan. The following sections review
the existing typological research on oracle bones and demonstrate temporal and
regional variations in divination techniques.

Technological Features and Classification of Japanese Oracle Bones

Morphological analysis remains the primary methodology for Japanese scholars
studying unearthed oracle bones to comprehend the techniques and technological
tradition of pyro-osteomancy. Several key technological features have been recognized
in the oracle bones that represent human behaviors or ideas concerning the divination
process. They include pretreatment, burn mark patterns, the side on which burning
and cracking occurred, and drilled hollow forms (Kanzawa 1990). Pretreatment
involves modifying raw bones to prepare them for divination practices. This typically
includes removing attached tissues and cleaning, scraping, or grinding the bone into a
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shape that will increase the likelihood of cracking when heated (Kitaura 2008).
Scraping and grinding marks are readily observed on oracle bones discovered in
archaeological contexts. Burn mark patterns were made by the fenjo yushaku-ho
method mentioned earlier. While a bone would crack under immediate heat, the
cracks do not necessarily appear on the same side as the burn marks. The distribution of
burn marks reflects a diviner’s preference for the location of the cracks; whether the
crack appears on the same side as the burn marks or not may indicate different levels of
burning skills. In many cases, diviners drilled hollows at the targeted burning area
before heating to thin the bone and increase the likelihood of cracking. The form of
those drilled hollows shows high consistency within specific time periods and is
therefore taken as an important chronological marker of technological traditions.

Combining these technological features is the basis of many typological studies.
One of the most influential is the five-type classification proposed by Kanzawa in 1976.
This is not only the earliest Japanese oracle bone typology, but the one most widely
applied in the field. Kanzawa made the first comprehensive collection of bokkotsu and
bokks data from various locations across the archipelago and categorized them into five
distinct types in terms of pretreatment and burn mark patterns (Kanzawa 1976, 1983)
and consistency of burning side (}J[H syakumen) and cracking side ( MIHI bokumen)
(Kanzawa 1990) (Fig. 2). In his classification, Type I is an expedient form of oracle
bone that exhibits minimal or no pretreatment, with little evidence of grinding on the
bone surface. Circular burn marks appear primarily on thin sections of bones and on
the same side as cracking. Type II also displays consistent sides of circular burn marks
and cracking, but shows intentional pretreated modification in that part of the scapula
spine is deliberately removed.

The three remaining types of oracle bones are further differentiated based on the
shape of the drilled hollows on the bone surfaces. In Type III, the scapula spine
undergoes significant scraping, occasionally accompanied by grinding or scraping on
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Fig. 2. Kanzawa’s oracle bone burn mark typology (after Kanzawa 1990:97, fig. 6).
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the medial side. Additionally, small, irregular hollows are drilled on the surface, within
which are located blackened burn marks. In Type IV, the drilled hollows exhibit a more
circular shape with smooth edges, often resembling a semicircular section. Type V is
almost exclusively associated with oracle shells and ribs and is characterized by regularly
aligned rectangular drilled hollows. At the bottom of these hollows are cross-shaped
marks.

Kanzawa’s groundbreaking research and classification system not only enhanced the
understanding of oracle bones in Japan, but was also applied to studies involving newly
discovered oracle bone remains from Japan and the Korean Peninsula (Kim 2002;
Kokubun 2015; Lee 19824; Namigata 2010; Nitta 1977; Oshiki 2004; Watanabe
1991). However, the last decade of the twentieth century witnessed a rapid increase in
oracle bone discoveries exhibiting greater diversity in raw materials, pretreatment
methods, and burn mark patterns. These discoveries necessitated the introduction of
new criteria to develop a more comprehensive and elaborate typological system. Since
1998, a series of excavations at the Aoyakamijichi (% 4+ [:=FHh) site, a prominent
Yayoi settlement located in Tottori prefecture, yielded a remarkable find of
approximately 250 oracle bones spanning from Middle Yayoi (400 B.c.—A.D. 100) to
Early Kofun (A.n. 250-300) periods (Kitaura 2002; Kitaura et al. 2001; Morimoto
et al. 2014; Tottori 2006, 2010; Yoshinaga 2022). The Aoyakamijichi finds not only
represented the single largest assemblage of scapula oracle bones in Japan, they provided
the opportunity for a detailed investigation into the technological differences in the
Yayoi period.

Kitaura Hiroto JL¥i54 N, one of the leading excavators, proposed four variables for
describing scapula oracle bone technology: burn mark pattern, scraping, grinding, and
drilled hollow form. Due to the scarcity of grinding traces or drilled hollows on Yayoi
oracle bones, Kitaura analyzed the Aoyakamijichi assemblage based on a combination
of burn mark patterns and scraping practices (Kitaura 2008). Kitaura suggested that
scraping practices gradually transitioned from no modification to partly removing
scapula spines to completely removing the scapula spine and/or partly removing the
scapula neck (Fig. 3). A gradual transition also occurred in the distribution of burn
marks. As shown in Figure 4, the burn marks were initially clustered in the thick

Fig. 3. Modifications of scapula bones by scraping: (A) no modification; (B) partial removal of scapula
spine; (C) complete removal of scapula spine; (D) scapula spine and part of neck removed (after Kitaura
et al. 2001:256, fig. 201).
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Pattern 4
(Sika deer)

Pattern 3
(Sika deer)

Pattern 2
(Sika deer)

Pattern 1
(Sika
deer)

Pattern 3
(Wild boar)

Pattern 2
(Wild boar)

Pattern 4
(Wild boar)

Fig. 4. Four patterns of burn mark distribution (after Kitaura 2008:41, fig. 2).

section of the scapula, such as the neck (Pattern 1), then shifted toward relatively
thinner areas of the blade, specifically the fossa (Pattern 2). Burn marks were then
extended toward the posterior border (Pattern 3) and the neck (Pattern 4). Kokubun
Atsushi [} & developed the burn mark classification into five subtypes by
distinguishing burn marks on medial and posterior sides (Kokubun 2014) (Fig. 5).

Ia Ib

- Burnt Region

Heated Region

Fig. 5. Five burn pattern subtypes, showing burnt versus heated areas of oracle bones (after Kokubun
2014:101, fig. 3).
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Archaeological studies on the technology of plastromancy are limited and most
scholars simply categorize the oracle bones made from turtle shell as Kanzawa Type V.
Some divination texts and shrine records describe pretreatment and divination
processes, however. According to Shinsen kisoki (Urabe 1958) and Miyanushi hijikuden
(Yasue 1979), turtle shells were procured from various regions and subjected to
prolonged sun exposure to remove adhering tissues. Diviners then flattened the shells
using axes and crafted small square holes within which they carved cross marks (Fig. 6
right). During divination, diviners placed burning papaka wood into these square holes
to induce the shell to crack. Subsequently, they doused the shell with water, traced the
emerging cracks with black ink, and interpreted the crack patterns to foretell the future
(Kokubun 2015) (Fig. 6 left). The descriptions of gouging square holes and carving
cross marks corresponds with Kanzawa Type V, indicating a connection between
historical records of the plastromancy technological tradition and the archaeologically
attributed Kanzawa type.

The latest and most comprehensive typological work done by Miyazaki Taiji = I
Z& 5 focuses exclusively on scapula oracle bones in archaeological contexts. Miyazaki
(1999, 2015) revised Kanzawa’s classification system and incorporated Kitaura’s
scraping practice and burn mark patterns to categorize scapula oracle bones into seven
types (Fig. 7, Table 2). The seven types were arranged in chronological order spanning
from Early Yayoi to Late Kofun (Miyazaki 2022). By considering multiple factors and
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Fig. 6. Oracle shell from Tsushima: (left) posterior side with cracks after burning; (right) interior side
with cross-marked square holes (adapted from Kokubun 2015:103, fig. 2).
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Type IVb Type V Type VI Type VII

Fig. 7. Miyazaki’s seven types of scapula oracle bones: Type Ia—early to mid-Middle Yayoi (Miyazaki
2022:28, fig. 7); Type Ib—early to late Middle Yayoi (Miyazaki 2022:28, fig. 8); Type II—mid-Middle
to mid-Late Yayoi (Miyazaki 2022:28, fig. 11); Type IIla—early Late Yayoi (Miyazaki 2022:29, fig. 13);
Type llIb—end Yayoi to Early Kofun (Miyazaki 2022:29, fig. 14); Type [Va—Ilate Late Yayoi to early
Early Kofun (Miyazaki 2022:31, fig. 17); Type IVb—early to late Late Yayoi (Miyazaki 2022:31, fig. 18);
Type V—early Early Kofun (Miyazaki 2022:32, fig. 19); Type VI—Early to Middle Kofun (Miyazaki
2022:32, fig. 20); Type VII—Late Kofun (Miyazaki 2022:32, fig. 21).

incorporating new research findings, Miyazaki’s typology offered a more refined and
accurate depiction of scapulimancy practices in Japan.

The typological analyses of technological features of oracle bones do not
necessarily correspond with clearly bounded chronological periods, however. These
technological patterns or types did not undergo abrupt changes over the long term
and often exhibited overlapping periods of use. Consequently, some of these patterns
or types are more likely to represent alternative choices than replacements of one
another over time.
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TABLE 2. MivyazAKl’'S SEVEN TYPES OF SCAPULA ORACLE BONES

BURN/CRACK DRILLED
SIDE SCRAPING ~HOLLOW
TYPE REGION PERIOD CONSISTENCY' _ PATTERN ___FORM
Ia Western Japan Early to mid-Middle Yayoi Vv A
Ib Eastern Japan Early to late Middle Yayoi v
11 Kyushu, Chugoku, Kinki, Mid-Middle to mid-Late X
Hokuriku Yayoi
IIa  Kyushu, Chugoku, Kinki Early Late Yayoi X A, B, C
IIb  Kyushu End Yayoi to Early Kofun X A, B
IVa  Western Japan: Chugoku, Late Late Yayoi to early X D
Kanto, Early Kofun
Hokuriku
IVb  Eastern Japan: Tokai, Early to late Late Yayoi vV
Kanto, Chubu
\% Chugoku, Kinki, Early Early Kofun X D 111
Hokuriku
VI Kinki Early to Middle Kofun X D v
VII  Kanto Late Kofun X D \%

*y/ = burn and crack sides consistent; X = burn side inconsistent with crack side.

Temporal and Regional Variations of Pyro-Osteomancy

Researchers currently hold diverse opinions regarding the chronological order and
regional distribution of different technological traditions, but nevertheless present a
consistent broader pattern of temporal and spatial variation in pyro-osteomancy from
Early Yayoi to Late Kofun periods. Based on previous studies (Kanzawa 1990; Kitaura
2008; Kokubun 2015; Namigata 2009, 2010; Miyazaki 2022), this section briefly
introduces the species of animals and bone elements used to make oracle bones, the
technological features, and temporal and regional contexts of the archaeological
discoveries in Japan.

No more than 20 oracle bones have been found for the Early Yayoi period and all
were from only three sites in western Japan (Kanzawa 1990; Namigata 2009). These
bones were discovered from general fill layers or water wells and are primarily
fragments of scapula, along with a few limb bones, of sika deer or wild boar. Barely any
pretreatment traces are observed on them. Burn marks share the same side with cracks
and are distributed on the border, fossa, or neck of the scapula, as is characteristic of
Type Ia and Type Ib in the Miyazaki system, or they appear on the middle shaft of limb
bones. Pyro-osteomancy spread to eastern Japan during the Middle Yayoi, so more
oracle bones have been found in more sites, bringing the total number for this period
to no less than 100 (Kanzawa 1990). The oracle bones were also found in more diverse
contexts, including general fill, house foundations, shell middens, and water wells.
Most of these oracle bones were made from the scapula of sika deer or wild boar, with
several exceptions including dolphin ribs and the pelvis, vertebra, or rib bones from
sika deer. The techniques are similar to the previous period in that only a few bones
show slight pretreatment traces, while most lack any pretreatment and can only be
identified as oracle bones through burn marks alone. The marks appear on the borders,
fossae, or necks of the scapulae, rib shafts, vertebra spinous processes, and ilia. Cracking
appears on the same side as burn marks in some cases and not in others. The typical
scapula oracle bones are categorized as Miyazaki types Ia, Ib, and II.
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Sika deer bones gradually outnumbered wild boar bones during the Late Yayoi, with
few other species represented except for one bone made from a dolphin and one from a
Japanese badger (Kokubun 2014; Namigata 2009). While scapula remained the
preferred choice of raw material, the significant increase in rib oracle bones in the
Miura Peninsula suggests the arrival of a new divination tradition in Japan, possibly
brought by people who sailed the seas and made a living through fishing. These
individuals temporarily resided and left oracle bones in caves alongside the coastal line
of the Miura Peninsula (Nakamura 2017). Several cases of pelvis and vertebra oracle
bones were found at Miura Peninsula. The oracle bones come from diverse contexts,
including general layers, shell middens, ash pits, and ditches. What is different from
previous eras is that more oracle bones were buried in houses, paddy fields, and ritual-
related places. The shifting contexts may indicate changes in the location of divination
and a connection between osteomancy and economic activities such as growing and
harvesting crops. Late Yayoi scapulimancy diviners removed the scapula spine so they
could flatten the bone, probably to increase the available area for burning. In some
cases, scraping traces extend to the scapula neck and diviners seem to have flattened the
neck as well. The number of burn marks on each bone increases and the marks appear
on both medial and posterior sides of scapula or on the shafts of ribs. These scapula
oracle bones belong to Miyazaki Type II, Illa, IIIb, and I'Va, which is commonly seen in
western Japan, and IVb is popular in eastern Japan.

Oracle bones dating to Early Kofun are fewer compared to earlier periods, but are
found in various contexts, including general fill layers, shell middens, ritual sites,
houses, ash pits, and abandoned river channels (Kanzawa 1990; Kokubun 2014). There
is still a preference for sika deer over wild boar and scapula over other bone elements.
The popularity of rib oracle bones seen in the previous era waned, although there are
still several cases of pelvis and vertebra oracle bones near the coastal line of eastern
Japan. Scapulimancy practices are more unified than before and show little regional
variation. Diviners scraped the scapula spine and neck flat before divination and placed
burn marks in roughly drilled round hollows, distinguishing oracle bones from this
period from previous ones. These features align with Miyazaki Type V. Archaeological
oracle bone findings are even scarcer for the Middle Kofun period (late fourth to late
fifth c. A.D.) and are all distributed in the Kansai region of western Japan and Tohoku
region of eastern Japan (Katada 1967; Miyagi 2018; Miyazaki 2002; Shimane 2011). All
were discovered in general fill layers without identifiable evidence of specific divination
location. The pretreatment and burning techniques of scapulimancy are similar to
those in the Early Kofun, but the hollows for burn marks are drilled in a more regular,
round shape, which aligns with Miyazaki Type VL.

The Late Kofun period marks a significant transition, characterized by the complete
absence of oracle bones made from wild boar and the first presence of turtle shell oracle
bones in the Miura Peninsula (Kanzawa 1976). The evidence of plastromancy suggests
this new divination practice appeared in Japan much earlier than has been recorded in
historical texts. It may not have been first introduced from the Kyushu region, but
arrived in the Kanto region along with sea travelers. It is also important to note that rib
bone divination spread to more locations in eastern Japan and became almost as
common as sika scapulimancy in this region. Except for one case in Kyushu, nearly all
the Late Kofun oracle bones are in eastern Japan and are concentrated in the Tohoku
region, Miura Peninsula, and northern Chubu region, which thereafter became the
three regional centers for oracle bone divination. The oracle bones known from this
era were unearthed from general fill layers, shell middens, houses, and ritual-related
features, with a large portion being found in abandoned river channels, indicating a
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close relationship between osteomancy and water-related rituals. Rib and scapula
oracle bones are sometimes present at the same site, suggesting that diviners likely
practiced both methods and were not independent but probably communicated or
belonged to the same divination group. The similarity in techniques also suggests a
close relationship between the two practices. As before, diviners would scrape the spine
and neck of scapulae flat; now they also carefully split ribs into blanks and scraped them
flat. Rectangular instead of round hollows were carved in neat lines on both kinds of
oracle bones and at the bottom of the hollows were round or cross burn marks typical
of Kanzawa Type V. While the scapula oracle bones belong to Miyazaki Type VII, the
rib oracle bones have not previously been brought into wider academic attention.

The transition that occurred in Late Kofun paved the way for significant changes in
Japanese pyro-osteomancy. Starting from the Asuka period (a.nD. 538-710), which
marks Japan’s first historical era and is recognized as the terminal stage of the Kofun
period in archaeological contexts, rib osteomancy replaced scapulimancy and became
the primary divination method. Nearly all oracle bones were made from ribs, with only
a few cases of scapula or turtle plastron being used (Anraku 1989; Kanzawa 1976;
Koshokushi 2000; Miyagi 2018). Another significant change was in the preference for
animals shifting from sika deer to cattle or horses. The exact ratio of cattle and horses
involved in oracle bone divination is unclear because the morphological features of
their ribs are quite similar, making it difficult to distinguish them from each other. The
reason for the change from sika scapulimancy to cattle/horse rib osteomancy remains
unknown. However, the continuity in technological tradition, including full scraping
pretreatment and drilling square hollows before burning, suggests that the new method
was not completely foreign to the diviners but likely a combination of traditional and
new approaches. Oracle bone divination was practiced exclusively in eastern Japan,
with few regional variations, until the Heian period.

The body of research on pyro-osteomancy in ancient Japan supports the notion that
these techniques did not undergo simultaneous changes across the entire archipelago.
Instead, the inter-regional variations highlight the fact that divination practices
emerged and developed at different times and underwent distinctive patterns of change
in specific subregions within Japan. However, current studies of regional variations in
pyro-osteomancy mainly focus on scapulimancy during the Yayoi to end of the Kofun
period, and do not consider later periods much (Kokubun 2015; Miyazaki 2022;
Namigata 2010).

That said, broad regional diftferences between eastern and western Japan can be
discerned from historical records dating to the eighth and ninth centuries. As
mentioned earlier, western diviners were termed Urabe P and eastern Japan
diviners who conducted sika scapulimancy were referred to as Urabe (7 (Kokubun
2015; Yamada 2019). Archaeological evidence also suggests that there were regional
diftferences in the taxa used for divination practices during the Yayoi to Early Kofun
periods. Wild boar bones were commonly used in western Japan, while sika deer
bones were favored in eastern Japan (Miyazaki 2015). The burn mark patterns and
scraping techniques applied to scapulae of both taxa also varied from east to west. In
the Yayoi period, burn mark Pattern 1 was exclusively seen in western Japan, while
eastern Japan had more advanced scraping techniques. Though the pattern of linearly
aligned burn marks on oracle bones became dominant in the Kofun period, no
evidence of linear arrangements of marks has ever been found east of the Tokai
Region (Namigata 2010).



SHEN ET AL. -+ JAPANESE ORACLE BONE DIVINATIONS: A REVIEW 201

Diversity between subregions and sites is also observed. Namigata compared
examples from San'in, Tokai, Kinki, and Kanto to explore regional variations in taxa
(Namigata 2009) and technological characteristics (Namigata 2010) during the Yayoi
period. Kokubun (2015) and Miyazaki (2022: appendix 1) expanded upon these
comparative studies by including more subregions of Japan during the Yayoi and Early
Kofun periods. However, the overall division between western and eastern Japanese
divination patterns observed in previous studies remains the most notable trend. To
date, however, regionally distinct technological features are most obvious for the Yayoi
period and gradually become less evident as a more unified pattern across the regions
emerges from discoveries made from the Late Yayoi on. A standard divination method
might have been established by the Kofun period, which would have reduced regional
variation.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

In the decades following the initial discovery of oracle bones in Japan, extensive
archaeological research has revealed unique aspects of pyro-osteomancy. Compre-
hensive classification systems have been developed, describing regional and temporal
variations in divination practices and providing a clear understanding of how this
divination method evolved in different contexts. While historical texts present an
incomplete and altered history of pyro-osteomancy, the archaeological record has been
crucial in illuminating scapulimancy and non-scapula osteomancy before the advent of
plastromancy. Archaeological finds also shed light on transitional period between
scapulimancy and plastromancy when rib osteomancy became dominant. Further-
more, the Late Kofun oracle shell discoveries from the Miura Peninsula call into
question the first arrival and location of divinatory practices using turtle shell, which
may rewrite the history of plastromancy in Japan.

From a comparative perspective, Japanese pyro-osteomancy exhibits both
connections and deviations from Chinese pyro-osteomancy. The earliest evidence
of Chinese oracle bones dates back to 3000 B.c. and reveals the burning of scapulae
from cattle, sheep, pigs, and deer without pretreatment (Flad 2008). Pyro-osteomancy
became increasingly specialized in China during the Shang and Western Zhou periods,
with a focus on cattle scapulae and later plastrons. Standardized hollows, typically in
circular or rectangular form, were drilled or chiseled into the bones (Flad 2008). Pyro-
osteomancy in Japan only emerged in the fifth century B.c., much later than its peak
period in China. In Japan, the earliest sika deer or wild boar scapulae were burnt with
minimal pretreatment. These features differ from the standardized divination processes
of the Shang and Western Zhou, but resemble some primitive forms observed in Late
Neolithic China. During the Middle Yayoi period, when oracle bone divination
gained popularity in Japan, Chinese pyro-osteomancy had already declined and was
primarily practiced in peripheral regions of southern China, mostly involving plastrons
and fish operculum with carved hollows (Flad 2008). Japanese oracle bones therefore
exhibited little connection to contemporary Chinese ones and were distinguished by
their preference for sika deer and wild boar scapulae, as well as the use of dolphin,
cattle, or horse ribs. The carved hollows seen in Chinese oracle bones were not
observed in Japanese oracle bones until the Early Kofun period. However, the rough,
irregular hollows in Early Kofun oracle bones bear only a limited resemblance to the
more elaborate forms seen in China. Oracle bone divination in Japan and Korea share
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more similarities in the choice of raw materials and techniques. Archaeological
discoveries of Korean oracle bones are not as numerous as in Japan; only 117 have been
published (Kim 2002), although another 200 or so have been found and are in the
process of being analyzed for publication (pers. comm. Park Changyel, January 2024).
Those oracle bones, mostly made from sika deer and wild boar scapulae, date from the
Proto-Three Kingdoms (a.n. 0-300) to Unified Silla (a.D. 668-918) periods. The
pretreatment and burning practices displayed on Korean oracle bones are similar to the
Japanese ones, so many studies of Korean oracle bones have adopted the typological
systems built on Japanese data (Eun 1999; Kim 2002; Lee 19824; Watanabe 1991).

Studies in pyro-osteomancy offer significant potential for understanding the
formation of cultural traditions and belief systems in prehistoric and ancient Japanese
society. The choice of species used for oracle bone raw materials suggests a preference
for animals that possessed certain religious meanings. For example, newly introduced
caprines being used in Qijia Culture (2200-1600 B.c.) bone divinations in northwest
China reflects the social and ideological significance of these animals to increasingly
pastoralist societies (Brunson et al. 2023). Likewise, the utilization of sika deer and wild
boar bones in Japan may relate to the worship of these two animals as local deities
(Hudson 1992), although this topic has not been extensively discussed. Furthermore,
the control of divination skills and knowledge played an essential role in the emergence
of states in East Asia. During Shang Dynasty China, diviners who controlled ritual
knowledge could manipulate divination results in ways that allowed them to cooperate
or submit to elites to satisfy governance needs (Flad 2008). When pyro-osteomancy
divinations became widespread in Japan during the Middle Yayoi period, it is possible
that elite rulers in emerging Japanese states were also the ones doing the divining or
were in alliance with diviners.

Pyro-osteomancy divination practices also serve as indicators of the dynamic
relations among communities in East Asia. The continental migrants who traveled to
Japan did not cease being connected with communities in Korea and mainland China.
Instead, they maintained exchanges of information and goods and accepted new
migrants who brought in new technologies and cultural traditions, including bronze
metallurgy, rice agriculture, and burial practices that have shaped social and cultural
phenomena in Japan since the Early Yayoi period (Rhee et al. 2021). Though the
transmission of pyro-osteomancy has been neglected in previous studies of cultural
communications, it should be considered a crucial element of investigation for future
research on ancient East Asia. In particular, the development of pyro-osteomancy in
Japan and shifting divination methods are keys to decoding the relationship between
migrants to Japan and their cultures of origin. Increasing diversity in divination
practices over time may have resulted from the reduced impact of the original
divination traditions or adaptations to local concerns (Flad 2008). On the one hand, the
increasing regional variations seen in divination practices in Japan after the Middle
Yayoi period may be a manifestation of decreasing continental influence over time,
along with the spatial separation of East Asian populations. On the other hand, the rise
in plastromancy, replacing the sika scapulimancy thought by scholars to have originated
in Japan, shows an opposite trend toward homogeneity, which may have aligned with
an appreciation for and connections with Chinese culture since the Nara period.

There are many unexplored or unanswered issues in the scholarship of Japanese
pyro-osteomancy. Firstly, its emergence in Japan, including the routes and timing of its
transmission, remains a crucial question; future research could shed light on the
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original identities of the migrants who introduced oracle bone divination to Japan.
Secondly, more research needs to be conducted on less common divinatory practices
such as the use of turtle shell and bones other than scapula or the pretreatment
techniques on non-scapula oracle bones. There is also a considerable gap in the current
literature regarding the emergence of rib osteomancy during the Kofun period and
other variations in the use of animal species or bone elements that occurred throughout
history. One last potential future for pyro-osteomancy research is the involvement of
more experimental archaeological studies. Currently, only a few experiments have
been conducted to explore possible burning tools and the formation of cracks after
heating. By attempting to replicate oracle bone divination processes, we might gain a
deeper understanding of the techniques involved in processing raw bones, creating
cracks through burning, and interpreting the results. The knowledge acquired from such
experiments would also provide valuable insights for refining typological classifications,
particularly when explaining variations from a technological perspective.

GLOSSARY

bokks | (oracle shell, usually turtle carapace or plastron)

bokkotsu | (oracle bone, usually bones other than turtle shell)

bokumen NI (side on which cracking occurred)

futo-mani N4 (the grand divination, a.k.a. shika-ura)

kiboku B B (plastromancy, turtle oracle bone divination)

shika-ura &5 or & I (sika deer scapulimancy, oracle bone divination, a.k.a. fitto-mani)
syakumen Y] (side on which burning occurred)

tenjo yushaku-ho FCRA NI (punctate burn mark method)

Urabe NEB, N3, BIK, A (clan names for oracle bone diviners)

zenmen yrshaku-ha A=A 1% (complete burning method)
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