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History of Medieval and Ancient Period Grave Sites as Seen in Archeological
Excavations in Kyoto and the Surrounding Area

IsoGAWA Shinya

Utilizing data from grave site excavations in the Kyoto area, this research traces the
history of grave systems in the capital city through the Ancient and Medieval Periods.
During the Ancient Period, the government did not permit graves in the Heiankyo
city. This was most likely due to the impurity that was believed to surround death.
Emperors and aristocrats were buried in undeveloped areas surrounding the city, but
it is said that the bodies of commoners were simply left on the riverbed.

In the 12th century, the collective graveyards that characterize the Medieval Period
began to appear. The practice of extended burials in wooden coffins was carried over
from the Ancient Period. During the 13th century, graveyards were provided within
the city, breaking the centuries old taboo mentioned above. Some of these graves were
flexed or crouched burials in coffins, but bones of the deceased were also buried in
various funerary urns after cremation.

During the 15th century, straight burials without coffins increased. This trend may
reflect the fact that a greater percentage of the population was being buried. Buddhist
temples began to manage graveyards, and many commoners also started to utilize
family graves, which they visited periodically to pay respects to their ancestors. In the
16th century, however, the urban areas were reorganized, and many graveyards and
crematoriums were forced to move. By this time, the foundation for the modern
system of graveyards and burials had been formed.
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