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Yayoi Period and Iron Implements

HARUNARI Hideji

It was Sosuke Sugihara who has most strenuously asserted that the age after Early Yayoi was
an age of iron implements. In 1943, during the Second World War in Asia and the Pacific, Sugihara
stressed that the Yayoi culture was a culture rice cultivation and metals. However, he provided scarce-
ly any specific data on metals. During the war, rice served as food on the battlefields and iron served
as a material for making warships and artillery. Sugihara unconsciously reflected in his own opinion
Japan's situation at that time, which required iron for it to be victorious. This theory of Sugihara's was
passed on to Yoshiro Kondo in the 1960s. It was in this way that the theory that the age of iron in Ja-
pan began after Early Yayoi gained general acceptance, even though there were insufficient grounds.
Then, when in the 1980s iron implements were found at the Magarita site in Fukuoka Prefecture, the
belief that the Iron Age began in Initial Yayoi spread.

Since 2002, a research group at the National Museum of Japanese History has been intensively
dating materials from Early Yayoi through Middle Yayoi using the radiocarbon dating method. From
the results of this work it now appears that the Yayoi period began as far back as the 10th century BC.
This has in turn brought pressure to bear on the matter of iron implements in Initial and Early Yayoi.
As a result of examining the circumstances of the excavation of these iron implements, the author has
had no option but to conclude that all of these Initial and Early Yayoi iron implements were mixed in
with iron implements from a later period, leading to the conclusion that iron implements did not exist
during Initial and Early Yayoi.

Yayoi period iron implements began with cast items. Axes, chisels and scaupers made from re-
working cast iron axe pieces go back to the period from the beginning of Middle Yayoi through to the
end of Middle Yayoi. This situation continued up until the end of Middle Yayoi. The cast iron axes have
two raised bands and are in the Yan style, a state that existed in China's Warring States period. Since
bronze coins, which are highly indicative of the Yan culture, had not come to Kyushu or Honshu, it is
conceivable that most of the cast iron adzes did not start out as complete items but were brought in
pieces. As bronze implements also began to become common in the same period, these iron imple-
ments were probably brought from the southwest of the Korean peninsula with bronze implements

and the materials used to make them.
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Forged iron implements appeared at the end of Middle Yayoi. In light of the discovery of examples
of forged relics from the end of Middle Yayoi in Fukuoka, Hiroshima and Okayama, it is likely that
from around this time people obtained iron materials and forged them to make products. Writings con-
tained in the Weizhi, add weight to the theory that in the Yayoi period and the first half of the Kofun
period iron materials were brought to Japan from the south of the Korean peninsula. Although during
Late Yayoi, stone implements disappeared completely from the Japanese archipelago and iron imple-
ments became widespread, the question of whether it is acceptable to believe that all of these were

supplied from the southern part of the Korean peninsula remains unresolved.
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