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The new assumption of the date of the so-called “Ainu armors”
from Sakhalin
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Abstract

Two unique works of lamellar armors made of hide have been preserved individually at Tohoku University in Sendai
and at a regional museum in Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, Russia (fig.1,6). They were originally found by and purchased from
a Karafuto Ainu family by the late Professor Itoh Nobuo in 1933. One of them was transported to Sendai and another
one remains in Sakhalin. Suenaga Masao and Itoh pointed out that the armor shares common structural characteristics
between the Karafuto armors and the Keiko armor (front fastening iron lamellar armor). That was originally excavated
inside the Kofun (Tumuli) as grave goods after the 5 century. Based mainly on this feature, both scholars dated the Ainu
armor back to the early Heian period, i.e. the 9™ century as a remnant example of Keiko tradition.

However, I have recently noticed a critical resemblance in structure between Japanese Haramaki armor (in reversed
wearing), that appeared around 12" century, and Ainu armors (fig.7). As Suenaga and Itoh had already referred, front
alignment structure was common among armors of Eurasian ethnic groups including the Ainu (fig.2, 3) (Suenaga and
Itoh 1979). Aa a result, the Ainu armors display both traditions, front aligning structure derived from Eurasia and
lacing techniques for Lamellae as Nawameodoshi (oblique lacing) or Hishinui (cross lacing) (fig.4). The front and dorsal
plates are equivalent to those of the Haramaki cuirass in reversed position of Japanese origin (fig.7). Additionally,
the counterclockwise Tomoe crest on Sakhalin armor resembles the style of Nanbokucho period or Early Muromachi
period (14-15™ century) (fig.5 lower). The Matsukawabishi crest of the famous Takeda family (fig.5 upper) is supposed
to relate to lord Kakizaki (Takeda), who governed Southern Hokkaido in the 15™ century and fought brutal battles like
the Koshamain war with Ainu people. Considering the above-mentioned factors, I conclude that the Ainu armors were
manufactured at the time of around the 15™ century by Japanese rural artisans imitating the front strapped armor style
of Northern Eurasia using Japanese yoroi armor manufacturing techniques at Northern Honshu or Southern Ezo (present

day Hokkaido) for gifts or trade goods to Ainu groups sympathetic to the Wajin Japanese.
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Fig.1 Upper; Ainu Armor of Tohoku University (By the courtesy of Tohoku
University, department of archaeology.

Lower; Ainu Armor of Sakhalin Regional Museum
(By the courtesy of Professor Aleksandr Vasilievskii and Sakhalin Regional
Museum; left and Professor Yanagida of Tohoku University museum; right)
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Fig. 3 Fan-shaped structure of the front strapped armor
A. Tohoku University Ainu armor (specimen A), B. Tibetan
hide armor.
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Fig.5 Family crest on specimen B armor of Sakhalin Regional
Museum

Upper left; Matsukawahishi crest on specimen B, right;
current matsukawabishi crest.

Lower left; Counterclockwise Tomoe crest of specimen B.,
right); clockwise Tomoe of Henmyoin drum (Usui 2011 ) (Usui
2011
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Fig.7 Haramaki Armor of Medieval age Japan (Naito and Hirai 1907 fig.5)
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