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Interdisciplinary Research into the Dead in Mounded
Tombs of the Kofun Period
Utilizing Fragmentary Skeletal Remains

TANIHATA Miho

In order to approach who was buried in a mounded tombs of the Kofun Period of
protohistoric Japan, Japanese archaeologists have principally looked into archaeological
features related to burials and artifacts deposited with the dead. This is in a sense inevitable
because the skeletal preservation is bad in Japan and because additional interment in a single
burial chamber often resulted in disturbing the original condition of the initial interment.
Nevertheless, it is to some extent possible to gain information about who was buried based on
fragmentary skeletal evidence.

The subjects of this paper are burial chambers in which more than one body was buried,
the localities of discoveries of skeletal fragments are recorded, and owing to these locality
records the number of bodies and the orientation of the bodies can be determined. The data
are 337 skeletal remains discovered in the burial chamber of the Ho'o-zuka Tomb in Ichikawa
City, Chiba Prefecture, in the burial chamber of the Kinrei-zuka Tomb in Kisarazu City, Chiba
Prefecture, and in burial chambers of the Sugeta Mounded Tomb Cluster in Tochigi
Prefecture. In the Ho'o-zuka Tomb and Kinrei-zuka Tomb, the number of sets of horse
trappings and the number of bodies buried agree, which leads the author to a consideration
that each person buried possessed one set of horse trappings.

In the Kinrei-zuka case, suppose the order of three interments was from the one by the
back wall of the burial chamber to the one in the stone coffin, and finally to the one outside the
coffin, the first and second ones interred were between the ages of twenty- and thirty-years old,
last one interred between forty- and sixty-years old. This suggests that the one who possessed
the most elaborately decorated horse trappings and for whom a 95 meter long keyhole-shaped
mounded tomb located at the strategic location at the mouth of the Tokyo Bay was dedicated
was a young person. This also gives support for a hypothesis that the third one had to be
buried in a mounded tombs dedicated to earlier individual because a restriction on the
construction of keyhole-shaped mounded tombs was imposed after the initial interment.

In the Sugeta case, there are few artifacts that can be used for interpreting the dates, and
the author has not determined the order of interments in the Tomb Cluster. Yet, the author
has succeeded to some extent in determining the number of the dead in each burial chamber
and to whom each funerary offering was dedicated. It has also become clear where in a burial
chamber a minor was buried.

Such researches discussed above are possible only when fragmentary skeletal remains are
picked up while the location of the discovery of each fragment is carefully and precisely
recorded during an excavation. Previously, anthropologists have paid little attention to
skeletal remains discovered in mounded tombs and burial chambers because the preservation
is bad. Nevertheless, if the location of the discovery of each fragment is recorded and careful
identification is made, it becomes possible to conduct collaborative research into the dead and
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artifacts offered to the dead together. In the near future, research into the diet of one buried in
mounded tombs and burial chambers would become possible, as well.

Keywords: Kofun Period of protohistoric Japan, human skeletal remains, human burial,
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