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Charcoal-marked Pottery and Concepts of Death in Ancient Japan
HIRAKAWA Minami

In a previous research report, the author noted that the symbols on the inside of
charcoal-marked pottery excavated from Ancient Period sites in Japan were associated
with certain funeral ceremonies. Future research must investigate the nature of such
ceremonies and their underlying belief systems.

This report focuses on the Inba and Katori Regions of Chiba Prefecture, where a
great deal of data on charcoal-marked pottery has recently become available. The
purpose is to clarify the nature of the funeral ceremonies and beliefs associated with
this pottery. To begin, the extant literature on charcoal-marked pottery in eastern
Honshu, including the form of the symbols themselves, archeological context and
associated structures, was compiled and analyzed. The symbols can possibly be
interpreted as the people of Ancient Japan, in fear of death, praying for extended life.
This fear of the afterlife most likely has roots in Ancient China, and was transmitted
to Japan. The Ancient Chinese concepts regarding the afterlife are based on a
combination of Buddhist, Taoist and local Chinese traditions. These concepts were
then transmitted to Japan. The "Nihonryoiki” , contains many concrete explanations
of these beliefs.

The people of Ancient Period Japan feared that imminent death would result from
their sins, and offered propitiations to avoid or postone this fate. These propitiations
are represented by the symbols on charcoal-marked pottery that has excavated from
many village sites in eastern Japan.
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