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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 sōshoku kofun 装飾古墳 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 sōshoku 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 
fieldwork, 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 Koguryŏ 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. 
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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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INTRODUCTION 

TOWARDS THE WORLD OF JAPANESE DECORATED TOMBS 

SILVA VESCO,1 MARK HUDSON2 AND CLAUDIA ZANCAN3 
 

The Japanese term sōshoku kofun 装飾古墳—literally a kofun (ancient mound), bearing sōshoku, meaning 
decorations—was introduced into scholarly discourse in the early twentieth century by the 
archaeologist Kōsaku Hamada. In English, it is most commonly rendered as ‘painted tombs’ (Kidder 
1964), ‘ornated tombs’ (Barnes 1992), or ‘decorated tombs’ (Zancan 2013, 2023), though the editors of 
this volume have allowed individual contributors to adopt the translation they consider most 
appropriate to their respective discourse. Readers will therefore encounter a range of equivalent 
expressions throughout these pages, including decorated tumuli, decorated kofun, adorned tombs, and 
the original Japanese term itself. As Kobayashi (1964: 4) makes clear, the term sōshoku kofun refers 
specifically to the concealed interior of the burial mound and does not encompass the decorative 
elements erected on the outer surface of the tomb, such as haniwa (clay figurines) or sekijin sekiba (stone 
statues of humans and horses). Furthermore, tombs whose walls bear only a plain application of red 
pigment, without any additional motifs or designs, are likewise not classified as sōshoku kofun. 

Decorated tombs are distributed across the Japanese archipelago, with the island of Kyushu accounting 
for the majority of known examples: 448 out of a national total of 849 as of 2025 (Sakaguchi and 
Murakami 2025). Nevertheless, sōshoku kofun have been identified in more areas, including Tottori, 
Ibaraki, and Fukushima Prefectures as well as in the Osaka area, attesting to a phenomenon that, 
although regionally concentrated, was not confined to a single geographic zone. 

In chronological terms, Japanese decorated tombs belong to the Late and Final Kofun periods (late fifth–
seventh century), with the earliest examples dating to the late fourth century AD. The tradition 
persisted throughout the seventh – early eighth centuries in certain areas of Kyushu and the northern 
regions (Yanagisawa 2022), even as the central Kinai area had already transitioned into the Asuka period 
(Sasaki 2023), marked by the introduction of Buddhism and, consequently, the adoption of cremation.  

This period remains protohistoric in Japan (Barnes 2015: 25), meaning that written language had yet to 
achieve widespread use; consequently, images in funerary contexts—such as decorated tombs—
assumed a crucial communicative role. As Zancan points out (Zancan 2026a, 2026b), the sōshoku kofun 
are far from being mere ‘adorned’ monuments; rather, their evolving visual programmes served as a 
primary field for negotiating relationships between the living and the dead, functioning as spaces where 
social identity, regional politics, and spiritual communication were actively performed.  
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