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PREFACE
JAPANESE DECORATED TOMBS:

SYMBOLS, SOCIETY, AND IDENTITY IN THE LATE KOFUN PERIOD

This volume introduces to an English-speaking audience an important yet—for non-Japanese speakers—
largely inaccessible heritage of the Japanese archipelago: the soshoku kofun #%fii i3 or ‘decorated
tombs’. These monuments are decorated on the walls of their stone chambers and on stone sarcophagi,
featuring a rich and complex iconographic repertoire such as geometric patterns, human figures,
horses, boats, and weaponry. They constitute some of the earliest surviving works of funerary art in
Japan, and their study raises important questions not only about ancient artistic traditions, but also
about ritual and burial practices, and the socio-cultural dynamics of the Kofun period.

The scholarship on soshoku kofun exists almost exclusively in Japanese, rendering it largely inaccessible
to international researchers working in related fields such as prehistoric and protohistoric art,
comparative funerary archaeology, cognitive archaeology, or the archaeology and anthropology of
death. One of the editors, Claudia Zancan, encountered this obstacle directly in the course of her own
tieldwork, and it was the recognition of how consequential a gap this represented that gave rise to the
present volume. Japanese decorated tombs are not an isolated phenomenon: their iconographic
repertoire raises questions of broad significance—concerning beliefs about the afterlife, the
relationship between the living and the dead, the dialogue between local tradition and continental
influence, and the role of images in protohistoric societies—that are of interest not only within the
Japanese context but from a global perspective as well.

A further ambition of the present work is to create a genuine communicative bridge between two
scholarly traditions, the Japanese and the European, which have too often been regarded as operating
at opposite ends of the disciplinary spectrum. It therefore brings together different methods,
approaches, and backgrounds, with the hope that these tombs will attract the interest of a wide range
of scholars.

The volume opens with an introduction designed to guide readers through the world of Japanese
decorated tombs, providing the essential terminological, typological and contextual foundations
needed to engage with the contributions that follow. The book is then organised into three parts: Part
I deals with current fieldwork and documentation, tracing the emergence of decorated tombs in Kyushu
and their spread across the archipelago; Part II interprets the meanings of specific iconographic
elements in relation to funerary beliefs and practices; Part III situates the Japanese material within a
comparative global perspective, examining connections to different contexts, the Kogurys Kingdom
and the Takamatsuzuka and Kitora tombs.

Three editors with complementary expertise shaped the volume. Silvia Vesco, specialising in Japanese
art history, contributed her knowledge of artistic development in the archipelago from ancient times
to the modern era, helping to contextualise the uniqueness of this protohistoric visual tradition. Mark
Hudson’s expertise in Japanese archaeology and ancient social dynamics ensured that the contributions
were grounded in a broader understanding of the historical and socio-cultural context of the period.
Claudia Zancan, as a specialist in Japanese decorated tombs, evaluated the individual contributions and
ensured their coherence as a collective scholarly dialogue.



The editors wish to thank all the authors who chose to be part of this project and who were so
cooperative throughout the editing process. They also wish to express their gratitude to Professor
Ken'ichi Sasaki for his invaluable assistance in proofreading the abstracts in Japanese.
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