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Abstract

Perceptions of Burial and Body in Prehistoric Japan
Yi, Kisung

In Japanese archeology, the tombs of the Jomon and Yayoi periods have
distinct meanings. The distinction is stark even after acknowledging the regional
differences between East Japan—the center of Jomon culture, where the elements
of this culture strongly persisted through the Yayoi period—and West Japan,
where cultural influence from the Korean Peninsula was strong. For example,
from the Jomon to the Yayoi period, the burial position changed from crouched
burial to extended burial. Additonally, the objective of the tomb changed from
promoting solidarity among groups with different origins to demonstration
of social hierarchy. This indicates the changes in the perceptions of life and
death and of tombs during the Jomon period because of foreign cultural influence.

The crouched burial position and funeral ceremonies of the Jomon period
are interpreted from an extremely ‘shamanistic” perspective. Two types of
body disposal practices with conflicting intentions were concurrently followed.
First, to prevent the soul from wandering away from the body: second, hoping
that the soul would escape from the body and merge with the ancestral spirit.
Meanwhile, the extended burial position and reburial of the Yayoi period were
probably influenced by the rice farming culture. Additonally, they reflect the
intention of promoting solidarity among the originally small and dispersed
groups as they merged together the remains of their ancestors.

Debates on the burial positions and reburial during the Jomon and Yayoi
periods among Japanese archaeologists rest on several theories that are difficult
to prove archaeologically. However, interpretations from multiple viewpoints
have many implications for archaeology in Korea, where relatively few studies

have examined funeral ceremonies.






