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Kofun Tumuli as Monuments of the State Formation Process
by
KawaNO Kazutaka

Why royal tumuli with special burial structures and accompanied by many grave
goods appeared concomitant with state formation is a basic problem of human his-
tory. I argue that the special characteristics of the historical shift from sacred
kingship to the early state are embedded in the transition from Wa 1, ancient
Japanese, kingship to Wa state, which occurred during the transition from Yayoi to
Kofun period. From this standpoint, I reconsider the transition from Yayoi ‘Royal
tumuli’ to Kofun mounded tumuli and the significance of the mounded structures as
monuments of state formation. Why was a great deal of social energy concen-
trated in mound building for a single individual and why did these tumuli appear in
the period of state formation? I propose the following as explanations for these
problems. In order to stem the flow of the wealth outside the territory of the
king, such wealth had to be regularly and safely consumed within the territory of
the king, meaning that it was converted into forms of wealth invested with pre-
stige. A social system was created by members of this society by revising these
debt relations of exchange and consumption into the basis for actual socio-political
relations and embedding them within the society. At the same time, the formation
of core-periphery relations based on this wealth represented by prestige goods
produced the boundaries of the territory of the king. This can be regarded as a
preliminary step toward the mature Ritsuryo £ 4 state, which appeared in the
middle Kofun period. However, this mechanism was destroyed by the control and
diffusion of immigrant engineers by Wa kings, and the operation of tumuli lost the
function of a public work projects. In this way, the role of the royal tumuli that
was characteristic of the process of state formation came to a close.
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