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Folklore of the Kofun Period Decorated Tombs

HasHimMoTO Hiroyuki

How did people perceive and interpret the earlier Kofun Period burial mounds? In order to get
an idea of how folk imagination worked concerning decorated tombs, I discuss several oral tradi-
tions related to the decorated tombs. Since the burial mounds are visible above the ground un-
like most other archaeological sites, which are buried underground, they have managed to main-
tain and renew their raison d'etre over the centuries. Indeed, several Kofun Period burial mounds
are still objects of local worship. In particular, decorated tombs with unusual signs and pictorial
representations sometimes in color seem to have served as a means for people to stimulate and
develop their imagination.

In this paper, I discuss various oral traditions related to the Torazuka, Funatama, Otsuka,
Shigesada, Mezurashizuka, Sekijinyama, Nagaiwa No. 108, and Chibusan tombs. I focus on the
kind of places these tombs have occupied in people’s imagination and mind.

This kind of study has been considered marginal in Japanese archaeology, but it is in fact
highly relevant to archaeological heritage management. It gives us a clue to understanding how
and why archaeological sites such as decorated tombs have been protected. It also helps us put

these archaeological sites into the context of contemporary society.
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