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Decorated Tunnel Tombs in Fukushima, Northeastern Japan
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Decorated Tunnel Tombs in Fukushima, Northeastern Japan

FukusHIMA Masayoshi

This paper examines the possible significance attached to paintings and decorative patterns,
with special reference to examples of decorated tunnel tombs in Fukushima. My examinations
are based on the following four assumptions: 1) the decorative patterns and the composition of
paintings were a reflection of decorative meanings, and they were spatially correlated; 2) the
position and size of paintings and decorative patterns indicate differential significance of the
themes and/or the artists” different degrees of interest in them; 3) the paintings and decorative
patterns should not be interpreted from a modern perspective; and 4) all the decorations should
be considered as a set or in their context.

On the basis of my analysis, I propose two interpretations; one on a series of triangles, the
other on paintings of whirlpools and animals. Patterns involving a series of triangles have usually
been interpreted as geometric patterns related to ritual I argue, however, that the series should
be considered to symbolize a curtain hung around a position. In the particular case of the Naka-
ta No.l tunnel tomb, the tunnel represents a battlefield, bearing in mind the arrangements of
funerary objects that were deposited with the dead.

With regard to paintings of whirlpools and animals, I argue that they represent a scene of
hunting. This kind of painting was used in the Izumizaki No. 4 tunnel tomb. These representa-
tions probably originated from a group of haniwa clay objects that depicted a scene of hunting.

When the individual attributes of these decorations of the tunnel tombs in Fukushima are
compared with those of Kyushu, numerous differences can be seen. Therefore, I find it difficult
to support the commonly accepted hypothesis that decorated tombs in Fukushima spread from
Kyushu. As to the social status of those buried in decorated tombs, they were not the elite, but

rather the class of people who constructed clustered minor tombs in the sixth century.
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