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The Systems of Production, Distribution and

Reception of Armor in the Kofun Period
by
KAWAHATA Jun

It has been thought that almost all of the iron armor (cuirasses, pauldrons
and helmets) produced during the Kofun period, which spans the 350 years
from the middle of 3" century to the end of the 6 century, was exclusively
manufactured and distributed by the Yamato government and this played an
important social role in reinforcing the power of the Yamato regime. I make
clear in this article that in the early stage of the manufacture of iron plate
armor in the Japanese archipelago (from 4" century to the early in the 5%
century), the Yamato government made and distributed iron armor
monopolistically to distinguish statuses among the elites, but in the later
stage of the manufacture of iron plate armor (from the middle 5 century to
the end of 5™ century) several groups produced and distributed armor for
their own interests. With the formation of the systems in which several
groups made and distributed iron armor for their own purposes iron armor
gradually lost its earlier social role, and in the 6™ century its role in
distinguishing social statuses among the elites disappeared.

First, I elucidate the changes in iron plate armor based on a typological
analysis and establish 5 phases. On the basis of the typological analysis, it is
clear that there were several systems of production for iron cuirasses during
phase 4 and phase 5. Second, by considering the size of the parts and the
number of rivets used in one cuirass from each production system, I clarify
that in the early stage of manufacturing the cuirasses production in these
systems was similar in each, but gradually individual characterist of each
production system appeared and they finally grew different from one
another. Third, considering the distribution of armor from each production
system, I reveal that although armor from each production system has been
excavated from throughout the main areas controlled by the Yamato
government and southern part of Korean peninsula, armor from a particular
production system is often discovered in one specific region. This indicates
that the production and distribution of iron armor was carried out on the
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basis of a production system. Through this analysis, I reached the conclusion
that the difference in production systems of iron armor means that a
different workshop produced them, and that the elite groups that operated
workshops produced and distributed iron armor for their own purposes.

Based on the above, transitions of iron armor into 5 phases can be
summarized in the following manner. Phase 1 (from the early half of 4™
century to the late in the 4" century): iron armor was made exclusively and
a limited, small number of the elite obtained iron armor and used it as
funerary goods their own tumuli. Phase 2 (from the end of 4™ century to the
beginning of 5% century): a new type of cuirass, called sankakuban kawatoji
tanko, which signified lower status than the pre-existing type of cuirass
known as chohoban kawatoji tanko, appeared, and a status distinction among
the elites based on the combination of iron armor (cuirass, pauldron and
helmet) began. Phase 3 (early 5" century): the production of chohdban
kawatoji tanko ceased, and the combination of cuirass (sankakuban kawatoji
tanko) and accompanying helmet alone differentiated the elites. Phase 4 (the
middle 5 century): several groups independently began to produce and
distribute iron armor for their own purposes. Phase 5 (the late 5th century):
independent production and distribution systems conducted by several
groups were reorganized and the expression of status differences based on
different combinations of iron armor also ended.

The independent production and distribution systems conducted by
several groups in phases 4 and 5 indicated the preliminary situation in the
6" century when several clans served the Yamato government in various
capacities. The results of this research demonstrate trends of the powerful
groups that constituted the Yamato government, and they are important in
considering this aspect of state formation in Japan.
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