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The 35th International Abashiri Symposium
Taryo Obayashi: His Scholarship and Northern Culture Studies —Symposium Commemorating the 20th
Anniversary of Dr. Taryo Obayashi’s Death—

Dr. Taryo Obayashi (1929-2001), the first director of Hokkaido Museum of Northern
Peoples, studied myths and cultures of eastern Asia including Japan, and Northern areas based
on his own large stock of knowledge. Reappraising his great scholarship, we will discuss the
direction and development of northern culture studies in the future.

OSpeakers and Commentators

Josef KREINER (Emeritus Professor, University of Bonn / Germany)

Masami ISHII (Professor, Tokyo Gakugei University)
Hiroko YOKOYAMA (Emeritus Professor, National Museum of Ethnology)
Kazuo MATSUMURA (Professor, Wako University)
Shinjilt CHIMEDYN (Professor, Kumamoto University)
Shinko OGIHARA (Emeritus Professor, Chiba University)
Shiro SASAKI (Executive Director, National Ainu Museum)
Nobuhiro KISHIGAMI (Executive Director, National Institutes for the Humanities/Professor, National Museum of Ethnology)
Hirofumi KATO (Professor, Center for Ainu and Indigenous Studies, Hokkaido University)

Hiroki TAKAKURA (Professor, Center for Northeast Asian Studies, Tohoku University)

Atsushi YOSHIDA (Professor, Chiba University)
Megumi KUREBITO (Director, Hokkaido Museum of Northern Peoples)

[ISteering Committee Members
Shinko OGIHARA (Emeritus Professor, Chiba University)
Megumi KUREBITO (Director, Hokkaido Museum of Northern Peoples)
Atsushi NAKADA (Chief Curator, Hokkaido Museum of Northern Peoples)
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The Roots of Taryo Obayashi’s Historical Ethnology
—His Three Revered Masters Masao Oka, Robert Heine-Geldern and Adolf E. Jensen—

Josef KREINER

University of Bonn

Taryo Obayashi’s oeuvre covers an incredible variety of themes. He wrote about issues of
Material Culture in South America as well as on Kkinship organizations in Southeast Asia. But
throughout his work the problems of the origin of the people and culture of Japan, including Ainu
culture, from the point of view of worldview and mythology, were paramount. He developed this
focus while still a student at the University of Tokyo and later as an assistant at the Institute of
Oriental Culture under the direction of Professors Eiichiro Ishida and Namio Egami. But most
decisive for Obayashi’s further studies was the influence of Masao Oka, especially his advice for
Obayashi’s overseas studies from 1955 to 1959 at Harvard (with Clyde Kluckhohn and Douglas
Oliver), Frankfurt/Main (with Adolf E. Jensen) and Vienna (with P. Wilhelm Koppers and Robert
Heine-Geldern), all of whom were acquaintances of Oka during his studies in Vienna in the 1930s
and through contacts after the war in 1946/47, 1951 and 1952. One of Obayashi’s first scientific
papers on the cultural-historical position of the Ainu house, which he wrote in Vienna and
published first in 1956 in the journal Wiener Volkerkundliche Mitteilungen and the following year
in the Journal of the Ethnological Society of Japan, is an excellent example of Obayashi’s lifelong
effort to build bridges between Japanese and Western studies in cultural anthropology.
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Ethnicity in China through Peripheral Perspectives:
The Dynamics of the Bai People in the Dali Basin, Yunnan

Hiroko YOKOYAMA
National Museum of Ethnology

My presentation looks back on my research on the ethnicity of the Bai people living in
southwestern China, and clarifies how I received the guidance from Professor Taryo Obayashi’s
studies.

The Bai are one of the most Sinicized ethnic minorities in China. When understanding
ethnic minorities or Bai people in Chinese society, how you draw their image in the relation with
Han Chinese or Chinese civilization is important. Professor Obayashi often uses a model of
interrelationships between high culture (great tradition) and local culture (little tradition) when
studying the cultures of a certain area based on extensive data comparison. Using this model and
based on the knowledge of oriental history, I schematized the position of peripheral peoples in
traditional Chinese society centered on the emperor.

Professor Obayashi’s ethnology or anthropology hunts a vast amount of literature from
an extremely broad diachronic and synchronic perspectives and develops deep cultural historical
insights. While conducting fieldwork and struggling with elucidating ethnographic data, I realized
that the key to solve the problem at hand could be obtained from historical documents peculiar to
China. The analysis of historical materials brought the viewpoints over the contrast between
central and local perspectives and the complex stance of the local elite, then opened an
understanding of the dynamics of ethnicity in China.
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Mythological Studies of Taryd Obayashi

Kazuo MATSUMURA
Wako University

Professor Obayashi in his prolific academic career produced twenty books on mythology
in Japanese. These can be divided into two types. One is of introductory type: The Origin of
Japanese Mythology (1961); Introduction to Mythology (1966); and Myths of the World (1976) (1
translated Japanese titles into English to show the contents). He also planned and edited A4
Dictionary of World Mythology (1994) and A Dictionary of Japanese Mythology (1997). He attended
many symposia and conferences. Papers presented at these occasions were later edited and resulted
into numerous books. In addition, he has six highly academic, acclaimed books, of which four are
single-handed: Myth of Rice Cultivation (1973); Structure of Japanese Mythology (1975); Kingship
Mpyths of East Asia (1984); Milky Way and Rainbow (1999), and two are with Professor Atsuhiko
Yoshida: Gods of the Sword & Heroes of the Sword (1981); How Myths of the World Should Be Read
(1998).

By examining these books, I wish to draw the characteristics of Professor Obayashi’s
mythological research and present my view for the future of this field.
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Obayashi Taryo’s Legacy

Ishii MASAMI
Tokyo Gakugei University

In 1996 Obayashi Taryo gave a lecture on oral literature in human cultural history at the
20th anniversary meeting of the Society for Folk-Narrative Research of Japan. As he referred to
the end of oral literature along with the origin of them, the audience were surprised. It indicated
that as a philologist he had a clear understanding of cultural history. His studies were based on not
only mythology, but broad preceding works by Takagi Toshio, Kanaseki Takeo and so on.
Nevertheless, he was strongly influenced by the theories of ethnic origin of Japanese in the latter
half of the 20th century. At that time many works on this assignment such as “the theory of marine
road” and “the theory of cultural region of evergreen broadleaf forest” directed their attention to
the southern cultures. Northern cultures were also taken into consideration, however, the studies
on them had not remarkably developed. As mentioned above, cultural study in Japan has been
generally influenced by the works on the southern cultures. Taking into account this point of view,
and reappraising Obayashi’s legacy from works on northern cultures, I would like to consider the
direction of cultural study in Japan in the 21st century.
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Group Consciousness of Pastoralist Today:
An Encounter with the Kazakh Descendants of Chinggis Khaan

Shinjilt CHIMEDYN

Kumamoto University

Although the political authority of the Tore, a clan which traces its lineage to Chinggis
Khaan through his eldest son Juchi, has been relativized since the modern era, they are still living
and working actively in the Kazakh communities in China. During the fieldwork on the Oirat
pastoralists in Xinjiang, I happened to meet the Tores, who are believed to be the Kazakh
aristocrats, and learned a great deal from my interaction with them.

In this presentation I will try to 1. describe the current situation of the Tores, 2. reconstruct
their view of the genealogy (ancestors and kinship), nationality(Minzu) and nation state, and the
mutual interaction between them from their own point of view, 3. sketch the group consciousness
of pastoralist today, and, 4. point out the problems with the interpretive model that scholars tend
to adopt with regard to the relationship between the deceased (the other) and the living (self), in
which the latter uses the former as a subject and the former is used by the latter as an object.
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Missions of the National Ainu Museum:
In the Study of the Ainu Culture

Shiro SASAKI

National Ainu Museum

National Ainu Museum, which was opened in July 2020, has some missions to accomplish
the main purposes of establishment. Scientific research is one of such missions. The museum has
two main research axes: fundamental research on the history and culture of the Ainu and research
for strengthening of museum functions. The former consists of various trans-disciplinal research
projects which are expected to clarify fundamental issues on the history and culture of the Ainu,
including the archeological, historical, anthropological, ethnographical, linguistic,
ethnomusicological, ecological, and analytical research. Comprehensive research on the museum
collections in and outside Japan is also an important project of this axis. The latter includes various
kinds of applied research like conservation science, development of the techniques for repair and
restoration, digitalization of data and information on the museum collections, and research on the
methodology of museum education. This year the museum started some research projects which
would contribute to accomplish the mission.
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A Comparative Study of Indigenous Cultures along the North Pacific Rim:
Views from Taryo Obayashi and Hitoshi Watanabe

Nobuhiro KISHIGAMI

National Institutes for the Humanities and National Museum of Ethnology

As cultural similarities among indigenous peoples in the North Pacific Rim were known
among many scholars across nations over 100 years ago, several research projects were conducted
to explore historical and linguistic relations among the North Pacific peoples of the old and new
continents, including the Jesup North Pacific Expedition (1897-1902) led by F. Boas, W. Fitzhugh’s
“Cross Road of Continents” project in the 1980s, and O. Miyaoka’s northern languages project in
the 1990s. Also, Taryo Obayashi and Hitoshi Watanabe engaged in comparative studies of the
North Pacific cultures in their distinctive perspectives in the 1980s to 1990s. The “Sea Otters and
Glass Beads” project was carried out by Kazuyoshi Otsuka, Shiro Sasaki, and Nobuhiro Kishigami
at the National Museum of Ethnology (MINPAKU) from the end of 20th century to the beginning
of the 21st century. I will compare Obayashi’s historical ethnological approach focusing on
distribution of cultural traits with Watanabe’s ecological anthropological approach emphasizing
the distribution in relation to ecological adaptation and historical diffusion. Then, I will describe
the MINPAKU’s project which had a focus on trading, and discuss the current status and future of
comparative studies of indigenous cultures along the North Pacific Rim.
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The Formation of Northern Hunter-Gatherer Culture:
From Ethnogenesis to Ancient Genetics

Hirofumi KATO

Center for Ainu and Indigenous Studies, Hokkaido University

The spiritual world of North Eurasian hunter-gatherers is one of the representative works
of comparative ethnology by Dr. Taryo Obayashi. Dr. Obayashi pointed out the existence of a
fundamental culture spreading across Eurasia through shamanism and bear-ceremony. The
diversity of ethnic cultures in Northern Eurasia has attracted the attention of many researchers in
the past and especially, it has been a major field of ethnogenesis theory in Russian archaeology and
ethnology.

In this paper, I will review recent trends in archaeological and anthropological studies on
the formation process of North Eurasian populations, centering on Siberia. I will also explain on
the potential of Northern Eurasia as a research field for the “Global Station for Indigenous Peoples
and Cultural Diversity” initiative newly organized by Hokkaido University, and its potential as a
new field for international collaborative research.
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Ethnological Perspectives for the Ancient Emishi and Siberian Studies

Hiroki TAKAKURA
Center for Northeast Asian Studies, Tohoku University

This presentation explores the contemporary significance of works by Professor Obayashi
Taryo (1929-2001) and his ethnological methodology and knowledge by revisiting the comparative
ethnology of the North, focusing on Ancient Emishi and Ainu. In 1957, Professor Obayashi
published an article on the cultural-historical perspective of the Ainu house. He argued the Ainu’s
position in relation to the ancient hunter-fisher culture, which had fewer nomadic tendencies, and
pre-dated the formation of reindeer herding in Siberia. In a paper written in the late 1970s,
Obayashi attempted to identify the ethnographical descriptions of Emishi writing in ancient
Japanese historical archives and compare them with Siberian indigenous peoples. His perspective
expanded the context of historical, ethnic relations once defined by Japanese national history. The
contemporary scholarship has rebuffed many of Obayashi’s conclusions critical of diffusionism.
The author has reconsidered the significance of Obayashi’s methodology and how anthropologists
have approached and analyzed ethnographical material and the related framework of scientific
questions. We have nearly missed Obayashi’s approach after the emergence of post-modern
anthropology emphasizing colonial history, the global economy, and politics of culture in

interpreting ethnographical information.
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Role of Chiba University in Northern Culture Studies in Japan
and Japan-Russia Research Cooperation

Atsushi YOSHIDA
Chiba University

The “Eurasian Language and Culture Course” was founded in the Faculty of Letters,
Chiba University in 1994, and continues to this day. Since that time, this Course has been enrolled
by linguists and anthropologists of the Faculty members who have an interest in the Northern and
the Eurasian cultural space in close relation to Japanese culture.

Toru Kaneko, a linguist, and Hiroshi Nakagawa (Ainu language and Ainu culture studies),
joined in 1985, were the founders of this Course and Shinko Ogihara (Northern ethnic culture
studies) had been invited in 1996. It can be said that several years around the retirement of Kaneko
in 1999 were the golden age of the “Eurasian Language and Culture Course”. Since then, Chinese-
Inland Asian researchers have joined, and they have maintained a base for Eurasian ethnic culture
research with me, Yoshida (Russian northern ethnic studies). Kaneko, Nakagawa, and Ogihara
have entered academic cooperation with educational and research institutes in several parts of
Russia to promote joint research between Japan and Russia and have made considerable
contributions to the advancement of northern cultural studies. Examples are the endangered
languages’ research of the indigenous peoples in Siberia and the Ainu, and the cooperation of
research on Russian and Ainu Museum materials.
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Dr. Taryo Obayashi’s Contributions to Northern Studies
and Significance from a Linguistic Perspective

Megumi KUREBITO
Hokkaido Museum of Northern Peoples

The Hokkaido Museum of Northern Peoples is a unique museum in the world, reflecting
the vision of Dr. Taryo Obayashi, its first director, who regarded North America and Northeast
Asia as a cultural continuum, or “Northern Cultural Area”. According to Dr. Obayashi, the
northern cultural area has developed common rituals and myths born from a lifestyle adapted to
severe cold climates. From a linguistic point of view, it has many linguistic phenomena that are
shared across the two continents but are otherwise rare. In this presentation, I will unravel Dr.
Obayashi’s essays on the northern cultural sphere, written during his tenure as the museum’s
director, and reinterpret them from a linguistic perspective. I will consider the prospects for
clarifying the historical interrelationships among the peoples of this region. In addition, I will
explore how the museum should continue Dr. Obayashi’s legacy and what role the museum should

play in northern studies in the future.



