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Abstract

This paper examines cases of isolated skull deposition identified on the Korean Peninsula
during and around the Three Kingdoms period, and interprets them from the perspectives
of dividuality and relationally constituted personhood. Previous studies have tended
to explain cases in which the head and body were separated as the result of exceptional
circumstances, such as war, punishment, or disaster. In contrast, this paper compares skull
depositions from water-related features at Buyeo Ssangbuk-ri, Gongju Gongsanseong,
and Gyeongju Seobu-dong and Noseo-dong; skulls deposited in Silla tombs at Gyeongsan
Joyeong-dong and Daegu Gacheon-dong; inverted jar burials from Jeongseon Auraji and
Wonju Beopcheon-ri; and the partial cremation burial in the Goguryeo-style stone chamber
at Chuncheon Sinmae-ri. Through this comparison, the paper argues that skulls were
transformed into ritual resources through a chaine opératoire of selection, curation, and
redeposition.

The skull functioned as a synecdochic medium through which a part could represent the
whole, while also reconstituting personhood in different ways according to its depositional
context. Skulls from water-related features may be understood as ritual offerings, whereas
skulls deposited in Silla tombs were likely transformed into body-objects within a context
of depersonalization or the making of non-persons. By contrast, skull deposition in inverted
jar burials can be interpreted as a form of ancestralization that fixed the identity and
memory of the dead in a specific place. The partial cremation burial at Sinmae-ri may be
understood as a case in which transformed personhood was reconstructed by combining
a cremated body with an uncremated skull. In sum, this paper argues that mortuary and
ritual practices of the Three Kingdoms period did not always presuppose the indivisibility of
the individual body. Rather, in certain contexts, the dividuality of the body was employed
as a ritual technique for reconfiguring relationships, memory, and place after death.

Keywords: Three Kingdoms period, skull deposition, dividuality, personhood, body-object, inverted

jar burial, partial cremation
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Table

Table 1. Chaine opératoire of Skull Selection and Curation

Figure

Figure 1. Examples of Skulls Recovered from Water-related Features 1 (Baekje during the
Ungjin and Sabi periods)

Figure 2. Examples of Skulls Recovered from Water-related Features 2 (Unified Silla period)

Figure 3. Examples of Skull Deposition in Silla Tombs

Figure 4. Examples of Inverted Jar-coffin Burials in the Yeongseo Region

Figure 5. A Probable Inverted Jar-coffin Burial at Chodang-dong, Gangneung

Figure 0. Partial Cremation in the Stone Chamber at Sinmae-ri

Figure 7. Interpretive Model of Changes in Personhood Associated with Skull Selection and

Curation
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