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Views on Death and the Other World, as Seen from Decorated Tombs of
the Kofun Period

SHirAIsHI Taichiro

No one doubts that paintings and sculptures in a burial chamber would be a reflection of the
views on death and the other world believed in by people who constructed the tomb. In this
essay, I intend to discuss the meaning expressed in the paintings and sculptures of decorated
tombs in Kyushu. Ultimately, I hope to approach the philosophy on death and the other world
that is behind these art pieces. I will show that such philosophy was quite distinct between
northern and middle Kyushu and southern Kyushu. In northern and middle Kyushu, while the
ways in which tombs were decorated changed over time, the basic philosophy remained the
same.

The decorated tombs in northern and middle Kyushu evolved from ones characterized by
decorated stone coffins, and then to those featured by a decorated stone partitioning wall inside
a burial chamber, and finally to those with mural paintings.

In the fifth century when decorated stone coffins and partitioning walls were prevalent, the
most dominant subjects were chokkomon (combination of straight lines and arcs) and concentric
circles. The former is considered to have the function of quelling the evil to confine the soul into
the burial chamber and to protect the dead against evil spirit. The latter probably symbolized a
mirror. As time passed, designs of weapon and armor were added to the subjects, and these also
had the function of quelling the evil. Chokkomon evolved into diagonally intersecting straight
lines, losing the arcs. This eventually developed into a pattern of series of triangles that would
become common in later decorated tombs.

In the sixth century, tombs with mural paintings appeared. The basic motif of the paintings
remained that of quelling the evil. At the same time, boats and horses were adopted as subjects.
Some of the boats were so large that would be appropriate to sail on the ocean. Birds perched at
the bows and horses were on board. These boats and horses were meant to be a vehicle for car-
rying the soul to the other world. This further suggests that people in the sixth century main-
tained a view that the other world was located far away over the ocean.

In the late sixth century, four directional deities and a toad, which was the symbol of the

moon, were adopted to the subjects. The adoption was under the influence of the Asian conti-
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nent, including Koguryo, but it was minor. However, the attention of the people in northern and
middle Kyushu to the ocean in pursuit of their world after death probably resulted from their
international interactions.

In southern Kyushu underground tunnel tombs were constructed. The underground burial
chambers were decorated so that the chambers looked like a residence. People in southern

Kyushu sought their world after the death underground.
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