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An Analysis of the Rise and Decline of Late Yayoi Settlements 
as Factors behind the Emergence of Clusters of Prominent Chiefs’ Tombs 
in the Early Kofun Period： Why Did Mounded Tombs Appear There?

SUGII Takeshi

This article examines the rise and decline of settlements in the late Yayoi and early Kofun periods 

and the trend of constructing mounded tombs (keyhole tombs) for powerful chiefs in the early Kofun 

period in the Kumamoto area. This study finds that no prominent early tombs were built in the Kikuchi 

River Middle Basin, which was prosperous in the late Yayoi period, while a cluster of early tombs for 

prominent chiefs was formed at the root of the Uto Peninsula, which was relatively worse off in those 

days. Although the geographical features, such as rivers and plains, imply that farmers, especially 

rice producers, in the Kikuchi River Middle Basin had much higher productivity than those at the 

root of the Uto Peninsula, this high productivity was not directly related to the creation of mounded 

tombs or maintenance of settlements in the early Kofun period. In other words, the territories of large 

settlements serving as district centers in the late Yayoi period did not coincide with the areas where 

prominent chiefs’ tombs were constructed in the early Kofun period, at least in the Kumamoto area.

The root of the Uto Peninsula is considered as the southern border of the Yayoi culture, whose 

elements, such as burial jars and bronze weapons, have characterized the northern Kyūshū region. 

The central government, located in the Kinai region, introduced various hierarchical elements into the 

tumulus system and used the order built on them to establish its position as the mainstay of the state. 

The geographical range of influence of the government, presumed from the distribution of keyhole 

tombs, is considered to have coincided with the areas where rice production was accepted as a means 

of livelihood in the Yayoi period. If this is the case, the root of the Uto Peninsula on the southern 

border of the Yayoi culture, which was dominant in the northern Kyūshū region, seems to have been 

regarded as the forefront of the inside world from the perspective of the central government. In 

other words, it is presumed that some of the first large keyhole tombs were constructed at the root 

of the Uto Peninsula because the central government placed a particularly high value on the area as a 

symbol of solidarity of the inside world (vs. the outer world).

Thus, some keyhole tombs were constructed outside the conventional economic sphere. This fact 

clearly indicates that tumuli were of considerable political significance.
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