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Contributions of Ernest Satow's "Acient Sepulchral Mounds in
Kaudzuke" to the Development of Archeology in Japan
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Contributions of Ernest Satow's "Ancient Sepulchral Mounds in Kaudzuke"
to the Development of Archeology in Japan

KABE, Nitaka

The English diplomat Ernest Satow (Sir Ernest Mason Satow) stayed in Japan over a long time
span during the end of the Tokugawa Period and the beginning of the Meiji Period, authoring
many books and scholarly articles on Japanese Studies. Satow was especially interested in arche-
ology, and visited the Omuro Tombs in Maebashi City, Gunma Prefecture, from the third to tenth
of March, 1880. The resuilts of this research were presented at the annual meeting of the Asiatic
Society of Japan the following year, then published in English as Ancient Sepulchral Mounds in
Kaudzuke (Transaction of the Asiatic Society of Japan; Vol 8 Part 3). This document has been
referred to and cited by many subsequent scholars, but had not been fully translated into
Japanese until now.

The Omuro Tombs which Satow visited had just been opened two years previous, with a wealth
of artifacts being discovered. Thanks to quick action on the part of the local authorities, haphaz-
ard removal of the artifacts had been avoided, and careful and accurate records could be made in
situ. Satow talked directly with the people in charge of the excavation, visited the site, and
brought along an artist to make detailed sketches of the artifacts. He also carried back some sam-
ples of glass beads and for scientific analysis. Utilizing historical documents such as the Nihonshoki
and lists of noble families, Satow attempted to estimate the date of construction and determine the
occupants of the tombs. Satow’s methodology came as a surprise to Japanese researchers, and
exerted as strong influence. Satow also surmised that the residences of the people entombed
should be nearby. Although the location he suggested turned out to be mistaken, remains of
nobility residences have recently been discovered at the nearby Umeki Site, thus verifying
Satow’s intuitions. Satow’s work showed Japanese archeologists that interpretation of ancient
burial mounds must be based not only on historical documents, but on careful analysis of the
archeological evidence as well.

In recent years the Omuro Tombs have been researched in preparation for preserving the site.
A relationship has been identified between size and shape of he individual tombs. Only the larger

tombs, designed for the most prestigious people were built in the keyhole style.
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