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What is the Jomon Period?
During the last Ice Age, which ended about 10,000 
years ago, the sea levels were about 100m lower 
than then are today. At the time, the Japanese 
archipelago was connected to the main continent 
by land.
Mammoths, Naumann elephants, and other 
animals migrated from the mainland. When 
the ice age ended and the ice melted, the sea 
levels rose. Lower-lying areas that connected the 
islands to the mainland sank into the sea and the 
Japanese archipelago was born.
During the ice age, humans also migrated from 
the continent. The people who lived on the 
Japanese archipelago were one of the first in 
the world to start using clay to create pots. The 
pots were used for food storage, cooking, and 
ceremonial purposes.
The period from about 15,000 years ago to about 
2,500 years ago, during which clay pots were 
used, is called the Jomon (縄文) period. The 
name is formed by two characters rope (縄) and 
sentence (文). Although, there was no writing 
system at the time, the period gets its name from 
the intricate decorations on the side of the pots 
that were made using woven ropes and strings.

Snow Country Culture in Niigata 
began in the Jomon period
The Shinano River, the longest river in Japan, 
flows through Niigata Prefecture from South to 
North.
About 15,000 years ago, at the beginning of the 
Jomon period, people settled in the vast basic 
along the Shinano River. The area was blessed 
with rick forests and a stable water supply. It 
became a treasure trove of a wide variety of flora 
and fauna.

However, about 8,000 years ago the area 
experienced major environmental changes. Due 
to the influence of the warm Tsushima current 
flowing into the Japanese Sea, extremely heavy 
snowfalls began. To this day, this area seas 
heavier snowfalls then any area with a similar 
population.
While the extreme conditions made life difficult 
for the Jomon people, it also allowed for a truly 
unique culture to be born, enriching people’s 
sensibilities and ideas. Despite all the hardships 
the Jomon people lived in harmony with nature 
for more than 10,000 years.
During that time, they created mysterious stone 
circles, altars, clay pots and figurines. The designs 
changed and evolved in time. About 5,000 years 
ago, the “flame-shaped” pottery first started to 
appear.
This pottery is typified by the national treasure 
flame-shaped earthenware excavated from the 
Sasayama ruins. Depending on the viewer, the 
designs elicit thoughts of flames, flowing water, 
or even waves.

The origins of Japanese culture
Many customs and traditions that were born 
in the Jomon period still remain strong in 
Japanese culture today. For example, various 
edible seasonal plants from the mountains fill 
local cuisine with unique and regional flavors. 
Food processing and preservation techniques 
also continue from the Jomon period.
In the Shinano River basin, where the snow is 
often more than 3 meters deep, the lifestyle and 
culture that follow the cycle of nature can be seen 
to this day.

Exploring Jomon Cutlure
The world of Jomon People

A Tokamachi City Museum. A national treasure, 
flame-shaped pottery is displayed

B Niigata Prefecture Museum of History. 
Learn about the life of the Jomon people.

C Jomon Village Asahi. A magatama making 
experience.
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Origins of Taiko
It is said that in Japan first “percussion 
instruments” were used as far back as 
Jomon.
In addition to clay instruments ‒ such as 
flutes and bells, drums made of wood and 
animal hides have also been unearthed.
In the Jomon period, it is believed that the 
people had a strong sense of awe towards 
nature. Instruments, such as drums are 
thought to be used for religious or spiritual 
ceremonies.
These ancient rhythms have been adopted 
into various forms, such as Gagaku, Noh, 
Shinto rituals, and local festivals. They form 
the foundation of traditional Japanese 
performing arts.

Taiko culture in Niigata
The Taiko drum, a cylindrical wooden frame 
covered with leather, is a rare example of 
a music instrument whose basic structure 
has remained almost unchanged since the 
ancient times. It produces a characteristic 
loud reverberating sound.
As far back as the Jomon period, it 
is believed that drums were used for 
festivals, ceremonies, and as a means of 

communicating information over distances.
The loud rhythms were believed to reach 
other worlds, so they were used not only in 
ceremonies at shrines and temples, but also 
in performing arts such as Noh and Kabuki.
In the 1950s, the taiko drummer Daihachi 
Oguchi established a performance style 
in which the drum played a leading role. 
The taiko rhythms, which were already 
familiar to Japan from local Shinto rituals, 
festivals, dances, and theatre performances, 
acquired a new power through dramatic 
presentation methods and powerful music 
accompaniment. After being featured in the 
1964 Tokyo Olympics and the 1970 Osaka 
Expo, this style also reached the souls all 
around the world.
Since then, taiko groups have sprung up 
not only in Niigata, but throughout Japan. 
Among them, Kodo, which was founded in 
Sado City, Niigata Prefecture, has given more 
than 6,500 performances in 52 countries and 
regions. It is highly acclaimed around the 
world.
In addition, there are over 100 other aiko 
groups in the prefecture, all of which have 
their own unique rhythms and dances.

A Onidaiko performances on Sado Island.
A prayer for a bountiful harvest

B Gaze over a traditional Japanese garden, while listening 
to taiko drums and shinobue flute.

C Some drums (on the right side of the photo) are made 
from barrels that were used for storing soy cause and sake.

The beat of Taiko drums
– Japanese rhythm that shakes the soul!

Inherited from
the ancient times

Photo courtesy of Takashi Okamoto
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What are traditional Japanese 
Gardens?
Traditional Japanese gardens generally consist 
of picturesquely recreating natural landscapes. 
They have their own aesthetics and symbolisms. 
The gardens are meant to be filled with beauty, 
peace, harmony, and tranquility. Different 
aspects of the designs are meant to connect 
people with nature. In contrast with generally 
flat and well organized Western Gardens, 
Japanese gardeners do their best to make use of 
local nature and topography.
That does not mean the gardens are easier to 
create! They must be expertly designed to bring 
out the true beauty of nature and give more 
meaning to the smallest details.
When one enters a Japanese garden, they find 
simplicity, harmony, order, diversity, and many 
other elements that stimulate the heart and the 
mind.

Niigata’s “Garden Kingdom”
The rich soils of Niigata prefecture allowed 
for many farmers to become incredibly rich. 

Additionally, Niigata’s prime half-way position 
on the Kitamae-bune （one of Japan’s main 
trade routes from Kobe to Hokkaido） attracted 
and enriched many merchants.
These people used their wealth to build 
luxurious and stately buildings that featured 
extravagant designs and decorations.
Goods for sale were not the only things brought 
to Niigata by the Kitamae-bune. From Kyoto, 
the tradition of teiokuichinyo, that put top value 
on harmony between the architecture and the 
gardens, was also transported.
Similar to other ports of the Kitamae-bune, 
many local gardens feature stones from far away 
places like Kansai, Setouchi, and Hokkaido, 
alongside local stones not seen anywhere else 
in the country.
These gardens serve as a great reminder of the 
prosperity of the past.

A The Garden at Saito Villa (that belonged to
one of Niigata’ s largest conglomerates)

B Tourist in a kimono experiencing
Japanese traditions at Shimizuen

C Drink matcha tea and eat Japanese sweets
as you look out at the garden.

Japanese traditional gardens
and architecture

Created by wealthy farmers
and merchants
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37th North Parallel
Due to changes in the ocean currents 8,000 
years ago, heavy snowfalls started in what is 
now Niigata.
Niigata Prefecture is located at approximately 
the 37th Northern parallel. Although there 
are many cities at the same latitude (such 
as San Francisco, Athens, and Lisbon) with 
relatively mild climates, due to the conditions 
of the atmosphere, ocean currents, and 
other geographical factors, the heaviness of 
Niigata’s snowfalls is astonishing.
Although there is usually snow from 
December to April, in January and February 
the snowfalls are especially harsh, exceeding 
3 meters in some place.
Why does it snow so much?
The answer lies in the warm current that flows 
into the Japanese Sea. Wind blowing from 
the continent across the sea is supposed with 
water vapor from the warm current (which 
generates clouds). When that air hits the 
mountains in the central part of Japan, strong 
updrafts form cumulonimbus clouds that 
cause heavy snow falls all along the coast.
The snow is usually very wet and sticky, 
which also contributes to creating strange 
round snowscapes, that are unique to the 
region.

“Snow Country” Culture of 
Niigata
In the late Edo period (1603-1867), Suzuki 
Bokushi, a merchant from Shiozawa 

(present-day Minamiuonuma City, Niigata 
Prefecture) published “Hokuetsu Seppu” (北
越雪譜 "Snow stories of North Etsu Province") 
which became incredibly popular. The book 
depicted the climate, natural features, and 
customs of the snowy Uonuma region. For 
the people living in Edo (modern Tokyo 
and area), the lifestyle and culture of this 
land, centered on snow, seemed fresh and 
intriguing, as if these were stories of a foreign 
land.
This land is covered with snow for nearly 
5 months out of the year. This facilitated 
the birth of a unique culture and wisdom 
towards life.
Among other things, both strongly manifest 
in food. Plants collected in the mountains 
and fields from early spring to late autumn 
are salted, dried, and fermented to last 
through the snowy months.
The textile culture is also noteworthy in the 
snow country. When the snow is 3 meters 
deep, weaving is the best past time, and the 
humidity that is unique to snowy regions 
makes it difficult for the threads to break. 
Yukisarashi ‒ snow bleaching ‒ is a technique 
which is unique to the snow country. It is 
believed that the textile culture has been 
handed down from ancient times ‒ from 
Jomon cloth Angin to Echigo Jofu, a UNESCO 
Intangible Cultural Heritage.
This land is rich because of the snow.
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A The snow sometimes exceeds 3 meters!

B Yukisarashi – snow bleaching

C Snow Country Festival

A

B

C

Culture of wisdom 
and survival

Nurtured through 
heavy snowfalls
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Getting to Niigata
Niigata Prefecture is only 1 hour and 20 minutes away from Tokyo! The major routes are following two Shinkansen lines:
● Joetsu Shinkansen: Tokyo → Echigo Yuzawa / Niigata   ● Hokuriku Shinkansen: Tokyo → Joetsu Myoko / Itoigawa
When visiting from Osaka or Nagoya, take a short flight to Niigata airport. Some international flights are also available!!

Getting to Niigata by Airplane

There are multiple international flights from Russia, 
Korea, China, Taiwan, etc to Niigata Airport. There are 
also domestic flights from Tokyo, Osaka, Nagoya and 
other major Japanese cities. It only takes about 25 
minutes to get from Niigata Airport to Niigata station 
via a very convenient shuttle bus. Shuttle services to 
some hot springs are also available.

Getting to Niigata by Train

Access to Niigata is covered by the following railway passes:

●  JR East Pass (Nagano, Niigata area): Unlimited rides on the JR lines  
including the Shinkansen in the Kanto and Joshinetsu areas

●  JR TOKYO Wide Pass: Unlimited rides on the JR lines including the 
Shinkansen in the Kanto area centered on Tokyo

● Hokuriku Arch Pass: Unlimited rides in the area of Kansai Airport - Kansai 
area centered on Osaka - Hokuriku area centered on Kanazawa - Tokyo area 
- Narita / Haneda Airport


