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The Infrastructure of the Gods:
Izumo in the Yayoi and Kofun Periods
Richard TORRANCE
It was once thought that the prominence of Izumo gods in imperial myth
was merely a function of literary structure, the creation of an antagonist to
enhance the power and prestige of the Yamato polity. The idea that Izumo
was, in archeological terms, insignificant in the context of discoveries in other
regions contributed to theories that Izumo’s importance in imperial myth was
due entirely to narrative logic. With the archeological discoveries at Kanba
Kōjindani in present-day Izumo City in July of 1984 and those in August
1996 at the Kamo Iwakura site in present-day Unnan City, it was no longer
tenable that Izumo myth did not reflect a political and material reality during
the mid to late Yayoi period. This article is an overview of the archeological
evidence as a prologue to an examination of Izumo myth. It argues that the
transition from Jōmon to Yayoi required about three to four centuries. It
then takes up a series of archeological discoveries that establish that Izumo
was the center of an Izumo cultural zone, not technologically inferior to the
Kinai region. The article argues further, based in part on the evidence of
tumuli and other forms of burial, that Izumo remained relatively independent
through the sixth or early-seventh century, but it questions the meaning of
Izumo’s “surrender” to Yamato in the context of sixth or seventh century
Japan.
Keywords: Izumo cultural zone, yosumi tosshutsugata funkyūbo, Kōjindani,
bronze objects, iron objects, Yamato polity, Korean peninsula, zenpōkōhōfun,
yokoana-shiki-sekishitsu, Izumo Taisha

Izumo has a very “ distinctive kind of diversity.” It is interesting that this “ distinctive kind
of diversity” appears again and again in the field of archeology as well.

Takioto Yoshiyuki1

1 Takioto 2014a, p. 22.
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Introduction
The former province of Izumo 出雲国 has no formal administrative designation. However,
people living in the region know it occupied approximately the eastern half of Shimane
prefecture along the Japan Sea. For much of the historical era, Izumo was a distant, isolated,
relatively minor domain, and in the modern period, Shimane has consistently been one
of Japan’s poorest prefectures. The question of why the gods of this region occupy such a
prominent place in Japanese mythology has been the topic of much debate. This debate
is particularly intense since interpretations would seem to enhance or detract from the
authority and legitimacy of claims by the Japanese Imperial Household for the longevity of
the emperor’s exclusive rule over the Japanese archipelago.2
For Torigoe Kenzaburō 鳥越憲三郎 and Matsumae Takeshi 松前健, Izumo is simply a
narrative place filler used as an antagonist to enhance the power and prestige of the Yamato
in the official imperial histories of Japan, the Kojiki 古事記 and the Nihon shoki 日本書紀,
which record the subjugation of Izumo by Yamato in mythic times. Torigoe writes, “This is
the source of the delusion planted in people’s minds that the Izumo tribe in ancient times
ruled over the land of Japan. It was forgotten that the authors of the myths chose Izumo
merely as a matter of convenience in structuring the imperial myths.” 3
Similarly, Matsumae held that Izumo was a backward provincial place, and its own
mythology and gods as contained in the Izumo no kuni fudoki 出雲国風土記 (Chronicle of
the Customs and Geography of Izumo, 733), “primitive and irrational in the extreme.” 4
On the other hand, Murai Yasuhiko 村井康彦 makes a more literal reading of
the myths to argue that Izumo was in control of large areas of the terrestrial realm,
including Yamato, the home region of what would become the imperial house: “Before the
descendants of heaven [Yamato] came to rule over the land, Ōkuninushi, in other words the
forces of Izumo, created the middle land of reeds.” 5
Matsumae, during his lifetime, was one of Japan’s preeminent scholars of Japanese
mythology. Murai is today a much respected scholar of ancient Japan. The fact that Izumo’s
protohistory has given rise to such irreconcilable differences provides a sense of the present
indeterminacies of Izumo’s historical reality in the Yayoi 弥生 period and later. It is in part
because of these indeterminacies that there is an enormous volume of material, scholarly and
popular, written about Izumo’s ancient history.
The archeological discoveries of the 1980s make untenable the idea that Izumo was
little more than a structural element in imperial myth. On the other hand, given that
it required some three centuries for Yamato, a relentlessly expansionary power utilizing
the latest technology, ideas, and peoples from the Asian continent, to establish a central
authority which even then did not extend to the whole country, it makes no sense to
maintain, on the basis of several contradictory myths, that Izumo controlled most of the
Japanese archipelago during the Yayoi period.6
It is argued here that Izumo was an important independent presence along the Japan
Sea coast until at least the late-sixth or early-seventh century. As the small, scattered human
2
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Figure 1. Map of main features of the Izumo region (adapted from Google Earth).

settlements of the early-Yayoi period gradually developed technologically and expanded, they
created local chieftains/priests/priestesses, as well as both oral myth and physical objects
that symbolized the communities’ various unities, memories, and prayers to propitiate
or worship an alternately beneficial and unremittingly cruel nature. The technological
advances, symbolic objects, and structural remains of everyday life will be discussed below
in terms of the archeological record.
Geographical Differentiation in Izumo
The major cultural and geographic divisions of Izumo are the east, the west, and the south.
The east is centered on the Nogi 能義 (Yasugi 安来) plain and Ou 意宇 (Matsue 松江)
plain, and includes Nakanoumi lagoon 中海, and Lake Shinji 宍道湖. It extends south into
the mountainous Hakuta district 伯太町 and includes Tamatsukuri 玉造 to the west and
Sada Shrine 佐太神社 to the north. The west is centered on the Izumo plain 出雲平野 and
extends up to Izumo Taisha 出雲大社 and to Hirata 平田 and south to include Kōjindani
荒神谷, Kamo Iwakura 加茂岩倉, and Nishidani 西谷. In the east are the shrines Kumano
Taisha 熊野大社, Yaegaki Jinja 八重垣神社, Nogi Jinja 能義神社, and Iya Jinja 揖夜神社.
In the west are the shrines Izumo Taisha, Taki Jinja 多伎神社, and Hinomisaki Jinja 日御碕
神社.7 The south is the mountainous region up to the borders with Tottori, Okayama, and
Hiroshima, and includes Misawa Jinja 三澤神社, Susa Jinja 須佐神社, and Suga Jinja 須我
神社 (Figure 1).
During the Jōmon period (13,350 BC to 400 BC), human settlements were
concentrated in the east.8 For much of the Jōmon period, with the exception of the higher
ground within the precincts and vicinity of the present Izumo Taisha, Harayama iseki
原山遺跡 in the Taisha district, the elevated area of Nagahama 長浜, and the Kami-Enya
Santadani 上塩谷三田谷 site close to the present-day Shimane Medical University, large
areas of the Izumo plain were under water.9 During construction of the Shitsumi Dam
7 For one cartographic representation of the two areas, see Shimane Kenritsu Kodai Izumo Rekishi Hakubutsukan
2010, p. 129.
8 Periodization is taken from Barnes 2015, p. 25.
9 Ishizuka 2004, pp. 2–3.
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志津見ダム, deep in the mountains close to Mt. Sanbe, was discovered the Jōmon site,
Itaya 3 板屋Ⅲ, the most sophisticated of the Jōmon sites in Izumo. The community appears
to have functioned as a kind of nexus of cultural and technological influences brought into
the region.10
From the Jōmon period, one can perceive the aforementioned three geographically
defined areas of human habitation that were to be the basis for competition and cooperation
for the coming centuries: the east, with its rich natural environment and older and more
substantial population; the west, which would include one of the largest alluvial plains on
the Japan Sea coast; and the mountainous south, rich in iron and other mineral deposits
and with easier routes of communication with the more populous Pacific coast. People and
objects, internally and from outside the region, were circulating and influencing Izumo’s
culture from a very early period.11

Transition to the Yayoi Period
The archeological record in Izumo indicates a gradual assimilation of Jōmon peoples and
Yayoi peoples over time. Local historians date the Yayoi period as follows: early Yayoi,
700–400 BC; middle Yayoi, 400 BC–AD 1; late Yayoi, AD 1–260 or 300.12 Some 2,800
years ago, new populations primarily from the Korean peninsula began to migrate to
northern Kyūshū, bringing with them wetland rice cultivation and the implements, pottery,
and rituals that accompanied this new mode of agricultural production.13 Over centuries,
this new culture gradually made its way into Izumo. After 2,300 BP agriculture became
an important food source together with hunting and gathering. Jōmon and Yayoi pottery
production coexisted from 2,600 BP to 2,300 BP, after which Yayoi pottery began to
dominate. Continental wood and stone farming implements appear about 2,300 BP. The
process of assimilation between the Yayoi peoples and the existing Jōmon population seems
to have required about three to four centuries.14
The archeological excavation in the early 1960s of the Koura Sand Hill 古浦砂丘 site
in present-day Kashima-chō 鹿島町 northwest of Matsue along the Japan Sea coast provides
insight into the status of these two populations. It was discovered that the site had been
used as a burial ground by a Yayoi population from about 300 BC. The skeletons uncovered
were clearly of the Yayoi type, taller and with flatter features than the Jōmon population.15
Examples of Yayoi pottery were discovered at the burial site. Special care had been taken
in the burial of children, whose clothing was woven with colorful bits of shell. Particularly
significant is the fact that of fourteen adult Yayoi skeletons whose skulls were intact, six had
undergone the Jōmon custom of tooth ablation, the removal of canines and/or the front
lower teeth as a coming-of-age ritual.16 As the physical anthropologist Kanaseki Takeo 金関

10 Takahashi Mamoru 高橋護 has argued, based on plant phytolith analysis, that mainly broomcorn millet (kibi
Panicum miliaceum), and to a lesser extent rice (ine, Oryza sativa), and foxtail millet (awa, Setaria italica) were
cultivated from approximately 10,000 BC. Takahashi 2003, pp. 144–45 and 223–37; Urabe 2006, pp. 8–13.
11 Shimane Kenritsu Kodai Izumo Rekishi Hakubutsukan 2013, pp. 58–60.
12 Shimane Kenritsu Kodai Izumo Rekishi Hakubutsukan 2007, p. 6.
13 Barnes 2015, pp. 25 and 270–75.
14 Shimane Kenritsu Kodai Izumo Rekishi Hakubutsukan 2013, p. 80.
15 For a description of the two physical types, see Barnes 2015, p. 274.
16 Kanaseki 1976, pp. 295–302.
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丈夫 concludes, close contact between the Jōmon and Yayoi populations are “irrefutable.” 17

The fact that Jōmon and Yayoi technologies coexisted and that Yayoi peoples adopted
Jōmon cultural practices suggests that, in the Izumo region, the two populations mutually
influenced each other, gradually merging until they were indistinguishable.18

The Yayoi Archeological Record
It was during the Yayoi period that a series of “kings” emerged from tribal societies in
the Izumo region, and these leaders brought the region, for a time, under some kind of
unified rule. The mythical, documentary, and archeological evidence of these kingships
is fragmentary, the lack of information making for mystery and romance. Archeological
discoveries beginning in the 1980s have amplified knowledge of Izumo during the
prehistorical period, but this in turn has led to wide divergences in interpretation.
In the early-Yayoi period, the east of the region, particularly in and around presentday Matsue, was more populated and technologically advanced. There were only a few
small settlements in the west. From the first century BC to third century AD this process
was reversed and the west developed exponentially. From three or four small settlements
eight groupings of interrelated farming communities spread across the Izumo plain.19 The
locations of these communities along the Kando 神戸 and Hii 斐伊 rivers indicate that there
was a centralizing authority regulating water usage for agricultural purposes. Following the
pattern of other Yayoi settlements, the communities were probably related by marriage and
were formed from extended kinship groups. As the population grew, these communities
began to show signs of specialization and foreign trade, again demonstrating a high level of
integration and cooperation between them.20
The settlements unearthed thus far cover 80,000 square meters and were located at
points that allowed for easy access to the sea. It is difficult to see how agriculture alone
could support such large concentrations of population, and there are indications that the
Izumo plain was the focal point of a widespread trade network (Figure 2). Objects from
outside the areas of settlement include pottery and raw materials from Korea, northern
Kyūshū, the Ryūkyū Islands, Kinki, and Hokuriku. Objects that perhaps served as export
items include lacquerware, iron objects, tama (precious stones such as agate or jasper) whose
value derived from the craftsmanship that went into making them, ceremonial implements,
and agricultural and building tools. The relations between the east and west of Izumo were
at this point probably not hostile, since the tama and iron were manufactured in the east
and then distributed from centers of trade in the west.21
As Kawahara Kazuto 川原和人 concludes, four major settlements starting with the
site at Yano 矢野 formed a nucleus of development that can well be termed a “kuni.” This
“kuni” carried out trade along the Japan Sea coast with the Korean peninsula, Kyūshū, and
Hokuriku. In addition, the communities developed a variety of manufacturers, deploying
craftsmen specialized in primary, secondary, and tertiary production. The Ou and Nogi
17 Kanaseki 1976, p. 298.
18 Similar examples of Yayoi adoption of Jōmon tooth ablation have been discovered in northern and western
Kyūshū. See Nakazono 2011, pp. 57–58.
19 Tanaka Yoshiaki 2000, p. 130.
20 Tanaka Yoshiaki 2000, p. 131.
21 Kawahara 2012, pp. 78–88.
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Figure 2. Yayoi villages on the Izumo plain. Image on the right 2500 BP. Image on the left 1800 BP. Courtesy of
Izumo Yayoi no Mori Hakubutsukan.

plains in the east, particularly the Shiotsuyama 塩津山 and the Nishi Kawatsu 西川津
sites, also demonstrate a certain level of centralized authority and social specialization, but
this was relatively minor when compared with the west.22 In short, following Tanaka and
Kawahara, one can assume a sufficient social infrastructure for the possession and creation
of the archeological artifacts that would startle scholars in the 1980s.
The idea that archeological discoveries in Izumo were insignificant compared to other
regions contributed to a number of theories that held that Izumo’s prominence in imperial
myth was due purely to narrative logic and did not reflect reality. These theories, which
supported the notion of a monolithic Yamato state ruling Japan from an indeterminate time
in the past, aroused a great deal of criticism from their inception in the postwar period, but
the discoveries at Kanba Kōjindani 神庭荒神谷 in present-day Izumo City in July of 1984
rendered untenable the argument that Izumo myth did not reflect a material reality during
the mid to late Yayoi period.
It was once commonly accepted that an important measure of advanced technological
and state organization in Yayoi Japan was the number of bronze ceremonial instruments
discovered in that region. These implements—ceremonial swords (dōken 銅剣), halberds
(dōhoko 銅矛), and bells (dōtaku 銅鐸)—had largely been discovered in the Yamato and
Kyūshū regions. Their use in religious ceremonies appears to have originated in China and
accompanied the spread of rice culture through Korea and Japan. Many leading scholars
assumed that Yamato and Kyūshū were the most advanced regions of the Japan archipelago
and were in competition and that Yamato ultimately prevailed. This proposition was
diffused widely in popular literature and public school history texts.23 There was precious
little evidence from the archeological record for the importance of Izumo in the Yayoi
period power balance.24
22 Kawahara 2012, pp. 95–96.
23 The theory of two major cultural zones during the Yayoi period began with Watsuji Tetsurō in 1939. The
discoveries in Izumo have caused ever more complex configurations in history texts to account for recent
archeological discoveries. See Takioto 2003, pp. 124–25.
24 Makabe 1993, pp. 82–83; Matsumoto Iwao 2006, pp. 75–76; Urabe 2006, pp. 40–41.
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On 11 July, 1984, a team from the Shimane Prefectural Board of Education conducted
a survey in a rather isolated valley in the Kanba area of the Hikawa 斐川 district, locally
known as Kōjindani. On the evening of 12 July, the team discovered the first ceremonial
bronze sword.25 On 17 August, a press conference was held in Matsue, and it was officially
announced that 358 bronze swords had been unearthed at Kōjindani. Till that point the
total number of such swords found in the entire country stood at 300, so the Kōjindani
discovery sent shock waves not only through the scholarly community but also through
the nation as a whole, inciting what has been called “Kōjidani fever.” In June 1985, a
short distance from the original discovery, six bronze bells and sixteen bronze halberds
were unearthed, causing another sensation. The largest discovery of Yayoi period bronze
ceremonial artifacts ever made in Japan had thus occurred in Izumo between 1984 and
1985 (Figures 3–4).26
Soon after the results of the excavation at Kōjindani were made public, politicization
of these objects’ significance was set in motion. Matsumoto Seichō 松本清張, the famous
mystery novelist and amateur historian with a well-known antipathy toward the imperial
dynasty, was invited to moderate a symposium entitled “Did the Ancient Sovereignty of
Izumo Exist? Addressing the Mystery of 358 Yayoi Bronze Swords,” which was sponsored by
the local newspaper, San’ in chūō shinpō 山陰中央新報. More than 1,300 people attended.
The invited speakers, with few exceptions, were reasoned in their arguments, but the general
consensus appears to have been, provisionally, that such an ancient state had existed. 27
The mass media in general had few doubts, with popular books and magazine articles
speculating about a pre-imperial, Izumo kingship.
Interest has not subsided. 500 people attended a recent symposium featuring a new
generation of scholars, a large audience for an academic conference. Three of the four
panelists agreed that the country of Tuma/Tōma 投馬国, described in the Gishi wajin den
魏志倭人伝 as the second largest realm in Japan, was Izumo.28 In 2014, a major exhibition
organized by the Shimane Kenritsu Kodai Izumo Rekishi Hakubutsukan 島根県立古代出雲
歴史博物館 opened and a handsome guide to the exhibition was published, entitled Wa no
go ō to Izumo no gōzoku: Yamato ōken o sasaeta Izumo 倭の五王と出雲の豪族―ヤマト王権
を支えた出雲 (The Five Kings of Wa and Izumo’s Local Chieftains: Izumo Supported the
Yamato Kingship). The guide argues that in the fifth century Izumo was a major ally in the
Yamato polity’s efforts to unify Japan.29 In the thirty years since the Kōjindani discoveries,
Izumo has been transformed from a kingship fiercely defending its independence to an ally
in service to the Yamato polity.
In August of 1996, a prefectural team discovered thirty-nine bronze bells in Kamochō 加茂町 of Unnan city 雲南市, about three kilometers away from Kōjindani. This Kamo
Iwakura 加茂岩倉 site was an unprecedentedly large find of bronze bells dating from the
mid to late Yayoi period. Based on proximity of location, the similarities in the manner of

25
26
27
28
29

Piggot 1989, pp. 46–53.
Ishizuka 2004, pp. 22–23; Matsumoto Seichō 1985, pp. 216–21.
Matsumoto Seichō 1985, pp. 253–60.
San’ in chūō shinpō, 10 February 2015; Niwano 2015; Hōjō 2015.
Shimane Kenritsu Kodai Izumo Rekishi Hakubutsukan 2014, p. 5.
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Figure 3. Kōjindani site (Unless otherwise indicated, all photographs were taken by the author).

Figure 4. Kōjindani swords and halberds replicated at the Shimane Kenritsu Kodai Izumo Rekishi
Hakubutsukan.
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burial, and the similar mysterious marking of an “X” on bells at the sites, the two sites were
evidently closely related.30
Several scholars have denied that the location of these objects had any bearing on
whether Izumo was a sovereign polity or not.31 Their arguments are based on the assumption
that these bronze implements were created elsewhere, were not distinctive to Izumo, and
were brought in, or ordered to be created, by outside powers. Indeed, based on the discovery
of the molds from which the objects were made, Tanaka Yoshiaki 田中義昭 has found
that all but three bronze bells were cast in the central Kinki region and the halberds were
brought to Izumo from northern Kyūshū. There still remains the possibility that the socalled “Izumo-style bronze swords” and three of the bells were cast in Izumo. However, no
molds have as yet been found.32 Matsumoto Iwao 松本岩雄 argues that fully 54 percent of
the objects by weight were probably cast in Izumo and seem distinctive to that region. He
estimates that sixteen of the halberds found at Kōjindani were cast in northern Kyūshū.
Four of the Kōjindani bells and thirty of the Kamo-chō bells were probably cast in the
Kinki region. The origin of six of the bells is unknown. The Kōjindani ceremonial swords,
one of the six bells at Kōjindani, and three of the bells at the Kamo-chō site were probably
cast in Izumo.33 Matsumoto’s conclusion seems to leave open the strong possibility that a
substantial number of the objects originated in the region where they were found. As for the
source of the ores that constitute the alloy, some of them probably came from the continent,
but there were also sources in Izumo.34 The authoritative official history of Matsue states
unequivocally that the swords were created in Izumo. As evidence, it cites the fact that only
two other swords of the Izumo style have been found in other parts of the country.35
The question naturally arises as to why these objects were buried approximately 1,900
to 2,000 years ago.36 Joan Piggot has noted a precedent for the burial of bronze swords as
votive offerings, though never in such numbers.37 They may have been stored underground,
and left there when religious observations were abandoned. Yet another explanation has
it that they were buried at the border of the chief ’s domain to protect it.38 Perhaps the
most persuasive theory is that a new generation of leadership emerged—in other words,
a new form of social stratification—that was no longer satisfied with burials in collective
graves and the sort of communal prayers for fertility to the spirits of nature symbolized by
the bronze objects, and they chose instead to build ever larger burial mounds to celebrate
themselves, while having the older objects buried.39
In any case, similar ceremonial objects have continued to be found in Shimane
prefecture and now number fifty-seven bronze bells, 371 bronze swords, sixteen bronze

30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39

Tanaka Yoshiaki 2008, p. 68.
These positions are summarized in Matsumoto Iwao 2006, pp. 76–79. See also Urabe 2006, pp. 40–41.
Tanaka Yoshiaki 2008, pp. 66–67.
Matsumoto Iwao 2006, p. 110.
Matsumoto Iwao 1995, pp. 40–44.
Matsumoto Iwao 2013a, pp. 105–107; Matsumoto Iwao 2014, pp. 44–47; Matsue-shi Shi Henshū Iinkai
2015, p. 283.
Matsumoto Iwao lists five possible explanations but concedes that none is conclusive (Matsumoto Iwao
2013a, pp. 106–107).
Piggot 1989, pp. 47–48.
Imamura 1996, p. 177.
Ishibashi 2009, p. 226.
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halberds, and two bronze ge ceremonial weapons (dōka 銅戈).40 Certainly, these numbers
have no counterpart elsewhere in the archipelago, and mark Izumo as a center of Yayoi
bronze culture.41
Burial Mounds and Their Accouterments
In 1972, on the occasion of the construction of a new Izumo Prefectural Commercial High
School in Izumo City, Ōtsu-chō 大津町, the Prefectural Cultural Preservation Committee
discovered a burial mound of odd shape. Excavations continued until 1992 and revealed a
complex consisting of more than twenty-seven burial sites. Beginning in the second century
and continuing to the end of the Yayoi period, a series of large burial mounds were created
in the following order of age: No. 3, No. 2, No. 4, and No. 9. Number 3 is the oldest and
the second largest. The tombs become progressively smaller over the decades, with the
exception of No. 9, which is the largest.42 These sorts of burial structures have been termed
four-cornered extended burial mounds (yosumi tosshutsugata funkyūbo 四隅突出型墳丘墓),
so named because their four corners extend out from the burial platform. On the Izumo
plain, they would seem to have their origin in Izumo proper in the recently discovered Aoki
No. 4 burial mound 青木4号墓 (early to mid-first century).43 It has been proposed that their
ultimate origin may lie in the south of Korea.44
The Nishidani 西谷 grave cluster is located on hills with a commanding view of the
Izumo plain below, and this location was originally between the lower reaches of the Kando
and Hii Rivers, with access to the Japan Sea. Number 3 measures 4.5 meters in height, 50
meters east to west, and 40 meters north to south. It was built by the placement of 20,000–
30,000 stones, and is one of the largest burial structures constructed in the archipelago
during the late-Yayoi period.45
As surprising as the size of the structures are the burial offerings. At the center of the
Nishidani No. 3 mound, two deep graves were dug and four pillars erected, marking off a
sacred space around the central grave. At the bottom of the central grave a bed of gravel was
laid, and at the bottom of the larger wooden casket was spread cinnabar, probably a product
of China’s Shaanxi province. Glass bracelets, also imported from China, were found in the
casket. An iron sword, probably from the Korean peninsula, was placed in the central grave.
No. 2 Nishidani four-cornered extended burial mound also displays a similar configuration
of precious items—cinnabar and glass bracelets—from China. A large number of jewels
(tama) were discovered in the smaller secondary grave of No. 3 suggesting it was the burial
site of a woman, perhaps the leader’s wife or sister.46
Around the graves were placed some 300 items of pottery from Izumo, and also from
Kibi and Koshi. This suggests that emissaries from hundreds of kilometers away may have
brought funereal gifts for the persons buried there.47 The Nishidani site is the only one
40
41
42
43
44

Matsuo and Tanaka et al. 2005, p. 41.
Takioto 2010, p. 266; Matsue-shi Shi Henshū Iinkai 2015, p. 282.
Ishizuka 2004, p. 14; Takioto 2010, p. 271; Izumo Yayoi no Mori Hakubutsukan 2010, p. 16.
Matsue-shi Shi Henshū Iinkai 2015, p. 313.
On similarities between the tomb mounds of Izumo and Korea, see Ebara 2000, p. 39, and Fujita 2010,
pp. 142–47.
45 Watanabe 1995, p. 61; Izumo Yayoi no Mori Hakubutsukan 2010, p. 6; Takioto 2001, p. 263.
46 Watanabe 1995, p. 62; Izumo Yayoi no Mori Hakubutsukan 2010, pp. 16–19.
47 Watanabe 1995, pp. 64–70.
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known of at this early date in the archipelago in which successive generations of “kings” or
great leaders were buried at the same place (Figures 5–7).48
The practice of burying leaders in four-cornered extended burial mounds spread
through the region. In the east, by the late-Yayoi period, agricultural communities had
found a foothold on the Nogi plain at the eastern edge of Lake Shinji. Similar mounds to
those at Nishidani have been discovered on hills overlooking the Nogi plain at Yasugi’s
Chūsenji 仲仙寺 grave cluster, Miyayama 宮山 grave cluster, Shiotsuyama 塩津山 grave
cluster, and on a smaller scale in present-day Matsue City.49 At several of these communities,
iron imported from the Korean peninsula was worked and exported to the west, and from
ports in the west to communities along the Japan Sea coast. Swords have been recovered
from such late Yayoi sites as Nishidani No. 3, Miyayama No. 4, and Aoya Kamijichi and
Miyauchi No. 4 and 5 in Hōki.50
At this point in the late-Yayoi period, western Izumo seems to have been a cultural
influence on eastern Izumo. There appears to have been no enmity between the two centers
of population and power, one emanating culturally from Ōtsu on the Izumo plain and the
other on the Nogi plain.51
Watanabe Sadayuki 渡辺貞幸 argues that during the latter half of the second century
there existed a shared sense of solidarity between two centers of political power: the western
edge of the Nogi plain and Ōtsu on the southern edge of the Izumo plain. This regional
solidarity was reinforced by a firm identity formed from shared culture, customs, language,
mythology, and so on. For Watanabe, this solidarity may well have served as the foundation
for the regional identity that later came to be called “Izumo.” 52
Based on shared funeral practices, the lack of evidence of adversarial relationships, and
pottery unique to the Izumo region, Watanabe posits a “proto-Izumo confederacy” that
began to form alliances with other adjacent regions and regions along the Japan Sea coast.53
Thus far, more than ninety four-cornered burial mounds have been discovered extending
up the coast to Hōki, Inaba, and Koshi—Echizen, Etchū, and Kaga—across the mountains
to Kibi—Bingo, Aki, and Mimasaka—and into Harima.54 Archeological evidence, then,
suggests the emergence of an independent Izumo cultural zone toward the end of the Yayoi
period (Figure 8).55
There appears to have been little influence on these tumili from the Kinai region,
suggesting again the relatively independent development of regions along the Japan Sea
through much of the Yayoi period.56 Evidence that western Izumo, with its easily accessible
harbors and navigable rivers, had become a focal point of communication, exchange, and
trade with other regions facing the Japan Sea and beyond, has led Ishizuka Takatoshi
48 Izumo Yayoi no Mori Hakubutsukan 2010, p. 16.
49 It was recently announced that yet another four-cornered extended burial mound was uncovered in Ōba-chō,
Matsue. Mainichi shinbun 2015. Fourteen such burial mounds have been found in Matsue.
50 Dai 36-kai San’in Kōkogaku Kenkyūshūkai Jimukyoku 2008, pp. 98, 149, 197, and 219.
51 Kawahara 2012, pp. 94–95.
52 Watanabe 1995, pp. 71–72.
53 Watanabe 1995, pp. 72–73.
54 Ishizuka 2004, p. 14; Makabe 1993, p. 87; Maeda 2007; “Yosumi tosshutsugata funkyūbo,” Fantajii Yonago/
Sanin no Kodaishi, http://houki.yonago-kodaisi.com/F-K-kohun-4sumi.html (Accessed 25 September 2016).
55 Adapted from Ishizuka 2004, pp. 18–19.
56 On the relative independent development of Yayoi Izumo, see Makabe 1993, p. 91.
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Figure 5. Nishidani No. 3 (reconstructed) seen from the top of Nishidani No. 2.

Figure 6. Nishidani No. 2 (reconstructed) seen from the top of Nishidani No. 3.
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石塚尊俊 to conclude that, “The forces of Ōtsu and vicinity were the first to unite the protoIzumo territory under one leadership, and the kings born of this process then made their
influence felt as far away as the distant land of Koshi.” 57 The archeological evidence seems
to show that Izumo came into existence as an influential political, regional, and religious
entity at some point in the mid to late Yayoi period. Kawahara Kawato argues for the late
Yayoi: “Large burial mounds for kings were created at Nishidani and at the same time
57 Ishizuka 2004, p. 22.
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Figure 9. Tawayama seen from the bottom of the hill.

communities had come into existence that functioned as ancient cities in regard to trade.
One can perceive the broad outline of a ‘country’ [kuni] in this [late Yayoi] concentration of
population.” 58
In the east, there are suggestions of warfare of some sort. The Tomoda 友田 and
Tawayama 田和山 sites were inhabited between 150 BC and AD mid-first century and later
went into decline. The Tawayama site at the southeastern edge of Lake Shinji is located at
the top of an isolated hill with extremely steep slopes on all sides. At the top of the hill was
built a structure with an elevated floor supported by nine pillars planted directly into the
ground, nine pillared construction being a feature shared with Izumo Taisha and most other
shrines within the Izumo cultural zone. At various points on the hill were pit dwellings.
Around the hill, three deep moats were dug, and numerous weapons, including stone
ax heads and hundreds of stone arrowheads, have been recovered. There is a debate over
whether this was a religious site or a fortress.59 It may well have been both (Figure 9). There
is evidence of violence close to the Tomoda site, where a mass grave was discovered. The
Tomoda community supported Tawayama. The corpses were interred hastily and most had
met violent deaths. Around the bodies were numerous arrowheads of sanukite and obsidian.
Of the twenty-five bodies, eleven were buried with valuable jewels, indicating high status.

58 Kawahara 2014b, p. 56.
59 Matsumoto Iwao 2002.
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Figure 10. Aerial view of Mukibanda (adapted from Google Earth).

One of the individuals had apparently been pierced with thirty four arrows. A person of
high status had been pierced by seven arrows.60
Based on the presence of the four-cornered grave mounds, items such as tama,
architectural structures, and the use of cinnabar and other burial practices, the west of Hōki
shared a “consciousness of group belonging” with Izumo.61 As one moves east from the Ou
plain into what would be defined by the Ritsuryō system in the late-seventh century as the
province of Hōki, settlements tended to be established on hills rather than on the plain as in
the west.62 The Mukibanda 妻木晩田 site in the shadow of Mt. Daisen 大山 is located on a
series of hills overlooking the Japan Sea and was the longest inhabited and most populated
Yayoi settlement yet discovered in the Japanese archipelago, many times larger than
Yoshinogari 吉野ヶ里 (Figure 10). The settlement was probably formed from independent
communities that gradually united under shared political and religious leadership.
Habitation began at some point in the first century BC, reached its height of prosperity
towards the latter half of the second century, and began to decline in the late-third century.
By the end of the second century, over fifty settlements, likely stemming from Mukibanda,
dotted the Yonago plain 米子平野.63 Excavation of the Mukibanda complex began in the
year 2000, and thus far close to 900 structures have been identified: 394 pit dwellings
and 491 dwellings and storage structures with raised floors.64 A nine-pillared ceremonial
structure similar to the one at Tawayama was also found. Over 200 iron implements have
thus far been recovered, indicating that by the end of the Yayoi period iron forging was
becoming widespread in the east of the cultural zone.65 A moat was constructed in front of
a hill at the top of which were several of the thirteen four-cornered burial mounds found
60
61
62
63
64
65

Makabe 1999, pp. 205–21; Tanaka Shun’ichirō 2010, pp. 48–49.
Hirose 2009.
Hamada 2009, p. 237.
Tottori Kenritsu Mukibanda Shiseki Kōen 2015, pp. 8–11.
Nakahara 2002.
Fujita 2005, p. 305.
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at the site, but there is no sign of warfare and the moat was filled in not long after it was
created.66 The population obviously varied in size over the centuries, and was supported by
trade, farming on the plain and valleys below, and by the resources of the nearby sea. The
prosperity of Mukibanda was in part due to access to imports from the continent obtained
directly and through the trading center at Aoya Kamijichi 青谷上寺地.
The Aoya Kamijichi site has been described as a veritable museum of the Yayoi period.
This is because of its relatively large size, the length of time it was inhabited, and the
number and variety of objects found there.67 The community subsisted on fishing and was a
focal point of the Japan Sea trade network. Iron tools and lithics from China, pottery, iron
tools, and oracle bones from Korea, iron tools and fishing hooks from northern Kyūshū,
Kibi-style pottery, “Bode type jasper” from around Komatsu City, Kanazawa prefecture,
and fragments of a bronze ceremonial bell have all been unearthed at the site.68 Early Yayoi
shell mounds and tall buildings with elevated floors of the late-Yayoi period have been
found in abundance. Aoya Kamijichi can be seen as a trading station on the eastern border
of the Izumo cultural zone. Pottery and iron ingots from the Korean peninsula, fragments
of a bronze mirror cast in China during the first century BC, Chinese coins minted at some
point between AD 14–40, and obsidian from the Oki Islands are evidence of a widespread
trade network. Two distinguishing features of the site are the large number of iron objects
and a mass site in a swampy ditch. Of the approximately one hundred men, women, and
children, some ten showed signs of being killed or wounded in warfare or other violence,
though some think they were executed for crimes.69
The evidence of warfare at Tomoda and Aoya Kamijichi and the construction of moats
at Tawayama and Mukibanda have prompted several scholars to speculate that these actions
were related to the “internal chaos and war” mentioned in the Gishi wajin den. However,
the moats do not correspond to the time of the “chaos and war,” and many were manifestly
not created for defensive purposes.70 Another theory has it that this warfare and violence
represented an invasion by Yamato. Many of the wounds borne by the dead were created
with sharp weapons, and this is cited as evidence of an advanced technological iron culture,
Yamato, extending its control over Izumo.71 The problem with this theory is that in terms of
bronze culture, specialized manufacturing, and so on, the forces were centered in the Kinai
in the late-Yayoi period, and were not a superior culture. The center of iron importation and
forging during the Yayoi period was northern Kyūshū. Both Izumo and Kinai got most of
their iron indirectly from the Korean peninsula through northern Kyūshū, though Izumo
also imported iron ingots directly from Korea. As Urabe Yoshihiro has written, “Today we
have discovered that the overwhelming majority of the many iron objects discovered are to

66
67
68
69

Hamada 2005, p. 122.
Asahi shinbun, 17 September 2008, p. 29.
Mizumura 2015.
Tanaka Yoshiaki 2011, pp. 291–94. It is interesting that whole or partial brains were discovered in the skulls
of three individuals, one a woman. Asahi shinbun, 18 June 2002, p. 34. See also Aoya Kamijichi iseki, http://
inoues.net/ruins/yayoi_no.html (Accessed 25 September 2016).
70 Hamada 2005, pp. 59, 71, and 122.
71 Tanaka Shun’ichirō 2010, pp. 48–49 and 62–63.
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be found along the Japan Sea coast in the San’in region.” 72 In short, I see no convincing
evidence of Yamato domination of Izumo during the Yayoi period.73
What Exactly is a Kofun?74
The discussion of the Kofun period invariably involves a debate over the extent of the
Yamato confederacy’s hegemony over the archipelago and the formation of an early Japanese
state. Tsude Hiroshi 都出比呂志 proposes the concept “round keyhole order,” for the system
of governance achieved by the early state during the third to fifth centuries.75 He and others
argue that by the end of the third century, a centralizing political authority, an early state,
had come into existence based in Yamato/Kinai and was capable, within a very short period
of time, of regulating the burial practices of local chieftains according to its definition of
status. Thus the diverse customs of regional burial practices were swept away and replaced
by uniformity according to Yamato rule.76
Tsude’s concept has elicited conflicting responses from archeologists in Shimane and
Tottori prefectures. Fujita Kenji 藤田憲司 argues that the theories of Tsude and Kondō
Yoshirō 近藤義郎 might have some relevance for the entire archipelago throughout
the Kofun period, but the idea that a keyhole tomb regime that was enforced rapidly
throughout the country is irrelevant to the situation in Izumo. Change did come to the
burial practices in Izumo but they were changes that conformed to the Yayoi traditions of
the Izumo chieftains. In Izumo, square tombs predominated and the round tombs that were
constructed differed in important respects from those of the Kinai region. Izumo’s square
tombs presaged the ultimate shift in Kinai to square tombs, and Fujita urges scholars to take
seriously Kadowaki Teiji’s 門脇禎二 thesis that the Izumo kings ruled well into the Kofun
period.77
Watanabe Sadayuki draws on mythology to argue that around the start of the Kofun
period, the eastern chieftains of the Nogi plain submitted to Yamato regulations on tomb or
grave mound size and shape, while the forces of the Izumo plain were defeated by Yamato
forces. After a period of quietude, the Nogi chieftains began building large “square front
square back” mounded tombs (zenpōkōhōfun 前方後方墳), which would continue through
the sixth century, long after the demise of these types of tombs elsewhere. This indicates
that the political situation in Izumo was extremely complex, that Izumo occupied a unique
position in the Yamato hierarchy, and that relations between the Izumo chieftains and
Yamato were tense.78
Kawahara Kazuto concludes that in Izumo there was no Yamato-determined regime of
control of burial practices. He does, however, see cultural influences from Kinai gradually
entering the region until some of the Yayoi burial customs disappeared at around the start
of the fifth century. What survived in Izumo burial practices were the use of hour-glass

72 Urabe 2006, p. 40.
73 Fujita 2010, pp. 272–86. For iron forging capacity, see also Terasawa 2000, pp. 213–15.
74 See Barnes 2007, Table 5.2, p. 112, for the great diversity of burial constructions subsumed under the
category of kofun.
75 See Edwards 2006, p. 15.
76 Tsude 2006, p. 49.
77 Fujita 2010, p. 307.
78 Watanabe 1995, pp. 77–83.
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Figure 11. Yasugi-shi, reconstruction of Shiotsuyama No. 1. Tateana-shiki sekishitsu hōfun. Latethird or early-fourth century. Notice the continued use of the extended corner.

shaped pottery pedestals that held offerings, the relative paucity of burial objects, and the
square or rectangular shapes of the tumuli. What changed were mirrors and iron tools as
burial objects, the creation of stone chambers to contain the coffin, and the construction of
round and keyhole tombs. There was a transformation in the tumuli of Izumo, but it was to
smaller square tombs and burial mounds, not to keyhole tombs.79 This transformation may
have been due to the growth in population in late Yayoi which resulted in overpopulation
and the decline of the larger “ancient cities” as people formed into smaller groups for more
effective rice cultivation during the early to mid Kofun period.80
Judging from the creation of mounded tombs around the Nogi and Ou plains,
leadership in the region passed from the west to the east during the Kofun period. Yasugi’s
Arashima 荒島 district was the center of four-cornered burial mounds in the east in the lateYayoi period. The Shiotsuyama cluster contains a number of four-cornered burial mounds,
and also contains the Shiotsuyama No. 1 burial mound, the earliest kofun in the Izumo
region (Figure 11). It was created in the late-third or early-fourth century and is classified
as a square kofun (hōfun 方墳).81 The differences between the earlier four-cornered burial
mounds and this kofun are fairly minor. First, there is a shortening of the corners. Second, a
rectangular grave was dug at the top of the mound, lined with stones, and a stone chamber
79 Kawahara 2014a, pp. 15 and 20–22.
80 Kawahara 2014a, p. 20.
81 Shimane-ken Kyōiku Iinkai 1996, pp. 2–15.
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created to contain the coffin; the chamber was covered by a roof of stone, the tateana-shiki
sekishitsu type of burial mound.
The Tsukuriyama 造山 kofun cluster was created during the first half of the fourth
century on the Nogi plain. Tsukuriyama kofun No. 1 is a square burial mound and at sixty
meters in length is among the largest kofun of this type created during the early Kofun
period. Recovered from the tomb were iron swords, parts of a bronze mirror, and haji ware,
among other items.
Square mounds are the most numerous of the large kofun created on the Nogi plain
during the early Kofun period, but in the fifth century at the Miyayama 宮山 No. 1 site,
there was a burial mound of the “square front square back” (zenpōkōhōfun) type.82 This is a
forerunner of the largest kofun created in the region in the sixth century. Unfortunately, the
structure was destroyed to build a middle school, and details of its interior are not available.
A variety of burial mounds and tombs were continuously constructed on the Nogi plain
until the seventh century.83 But the more advanced techniques in grave construction occur
on the Ou plain in the sixth century.
The size and shapes of the burial mounds provide some sense of the social organization
necessary for their construction, but equally important is the sophistication of their
construction. On the Ou plain, in the mid-sixth century or perhaps a little earlier, there
emerged yokoana-shiki sekishitsu 横穴式石室 burial mounds with distinctive lateral entrances
leading to stone burial chambers. The origins of this new type of kofun were almost
certainly in Koguryo and Paekche, and it spread up the Japan Sea coast from Northern
Kyūshū as well as to other regions, as Oda Fujio 小田富士雄 has observed.84
Judging from the story that the graves of Izumo tell, the center of influence of the
Izumo confederacy shifted to the Nogi (Yasugi) plain in the late-third to fifth centuries and
then to the Ou plain in the sixth to seventh centuries. In the south of the Ou plain in the
vicinity of Chausuyama 茶臼山 is a series of diverse tomb clusters that were created in the
mid to latter half of the sixth century. However, the majority of tombs display influences
from Kyūshū. First there is the dominance of sekkan-shiki sekishitsu 石棺式石室 (stone
chamber with stone coffin). Second, stone coffins within the burial structure are often of
the yokoguchi-shiki iegata sekkan 横口式家石棺 (house-type stone coffin with aperture in the
side wall) type in the stone burial chamber. Third, there are hundreds of small cave burial
chambers carved out of the sides of hills throughout the region.85
The largest of the zenpōkōhōfun in Izumo is the Yamashiro Futagozuka kofun 山城
二子塚古墳 (mid or late-sixth century) located on the Ou plain. Measuring 92 meters in
length (150 meters including the ridge enclosing the trench around it), it is the largest kofun
in Izumo (Figure 12). Little remains of the internal structure of the kofun, though a ground
penetrating radar (GPR) survey of the interior indicates that the internment structure
within the kofun was extremely large. The use of haniwa and Izumo-type komochi tsubo
sueki 子持ち壺須恵器 ware (bottomless vessels with multiple children cups attached at the
82 There appears to be no relation between the size of the zenpōkōhōfun created in the rest of the archipelago and
Kinai political authority. See Terasawa 2000, p. 282.
83 Yasugi-shi Kyōiku Iinkai 2007, pp. 1–4.
84 Oda 1980, p. 276. On this form of burial structure almost certainly coming from the Korean peninsula, see
Oda 1980, p. 280.
85 Shimane Kenritsu Yakumotatsu Fudoki no Oka 2007, p. 28.
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Figure 12. The back of the Yamashiro Futagozuka zenpōkōhō kofun, mid or late-sixth century, Matsue.

shoulder) in funeral rites at this site was a distinctive feature that spread throughout the
region, to the area around Mukibanda in the east and to the west beyond Nishidani.86
The Mukōyama kofun No. 1 向山古墳1号 (late-sixth century) is located close to
the Yamashiro Futagozuka. The mound has disappeared but was probably square. It was
constructed from single slabs of tuff stone cut smooth, a marked advance in stonework
technique. This type of tomb chamber was influenced by constructions from Kyūshū, as
was the closure slab with the relief carving of a bar closing the tomb on the slab (Figure 13).
Objects from the tomb disappeared over the centuries, but fragments of swords, bows, and
metal stirrups for horses have been recovered.87 This sekkan-shiki sekishitsu form of tomb
construction soon spread throughout the Izumo cultural zone. There are at least thirty-five
examples in Izumo, and twenty-seven in Hōki and Inaba.88
The third aspect of Kyūshū influence is in the large number of cave tombs (yokoanabo
or ōketsubo 横穴墓) carved into the hills surrounding Chausuyama. The Ōba grave cluster
大庭横穴群 alone consists of almost two hundred burial sites. Some of the cave tombs are
complex in structure, containing a front room and stone coffins in the burial chamber. Also
the objects recovered from them include items—swords, tama, sueki ware—that only the
elite possessed in earlier centuries.

86 Shimane Kenritsu Yakumotatsu Fudoki no Oka 2007, p. 22.
87 Kawahara 2001, p. 2.
88 Oda 1980, p. 270.
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Figure 13. Reproduction of the internal tomb of Mukōyama kofun No. 1. It is of the yokoguchishiki iegata sekkan type. The body was interred through the side of the house-shaped stone coffin
which is placed horizontally in the rear stone chamber. On display at Yamashiro Futagozuka
Guidance Center.

In their report on the Iwayaato 岩屋後 kofun, members of the Shimane Prefectural
Board of Education note the coexistence of a variety of burial mound styles created in
proximity to each other: notably the yokoana-shiki sekishitsu type of tomb, which shows
characteristics typical of Izumo and influences from outside the region, and the sekkan-shiki
sekishitsu style of tomb, which also shows a mixture of Izumo and outside influences. They
pose a question that is equally applicable to the burial mounds on the Nogi plain and at
other sites: “Given the proximity of these kofun to each other, the simple question arises:
why are there such pronounced differences in burial structures created during a relatively
short period, the latter half of the sixth to early-seventh century? ... With these pronounced
differences, it is difficult to believe that these differing categories of tombs belonged to the
same kinship lineage. And yet there is no sign of conflict in the area.” 89
It is not only in Nogi and the Ou district around Chausuyama that one observes this
kind of archeological diversity. The Kososhi Ōtani 古曽志大谷 kofun cluster located on the
northern shore of Lake Shinji contains one of Izumo’s largest zenpōkōhōfun of the tateanashiki type, built in the fifth century, but also Izumo’s largest fifth century enpun 円墳 (round
89 Shimane-ken Kyōiku Iinkai Bunka-ka 1978, p. 2.
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Figure 14. Recreation of Kososhi Ōtani No. 1 zenpōkōhōfun, fifth century.

Figure 15. Kososhi Ōtsuka No. 1, Izumo’s largest fifth-century enpun.

burial mound) (Figures 14–15). Moreover, there are nine medium to small square burial
mounds and several smaller round burial mounds. And then there are the burials of people
in sea caves along the Japan Sea coast, a practice that continued until the seventh century.
One of these is the sea cave at the Taisha district’s Inome 猪目 Cave, a likely source of the
origin of the Yomi no saka 黄泉の坂 myth.90
90 Tatsumi 1996, pp. 32–40.
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As noted above, Watanabe Sadayuki attributes the decline of the “cities” in the west
to the intervention of forces from Kinai.91 But in my view the major reconfiguration of
communities on the Izumo plain could have been due to floods, epidemics, desire for
increased agricultural production, or a combination of these and other factors. Whatever
the cause, large-scale tomb construction was not in evidence in the west of Izumo during
the mid-Kofun period, while in the east during the same period the new construction of
hōfun, zenpōkōhōfun, enpun, and zenpōkōenpun types was taking place to the south and
north of Lake Shinji and on the Ou plain along the Ōhashi River 大橋川. The age of the
great kings buried in the Nishidani burial mounds was over.92
People began to return to the Izumo plain in the sixth century, and the construction of
burial structures increased exponentially. The large kofun are of keyhole type (zenpōkōenfun),
but they have characteristics unique to the Izumo region. Created in the latter half of the
sixth century, the Imaichi Dainenji kofun 今市大念寺古墳 in Izumo City incorporates the
techniques that were already being utilized in the east, and it is of the yokoana-shiki sekishitsu
type. At ninety-two meters, it is the largest zenpōkōenfun in the region. The expansive
interior contains two chambers. In the first is a box-like stone casket. In the furthest interior
chamber is an enormous house-shaped stone casket, one of the largest in Japan.
Similar to Imaichi Dainenji kofun in design, the stonework in the Kami-Enya
Tsukiyama 上塩冶築山 kofun is more advanced. The yokoana sekishitsu type of enpun
contains only one chamber but has two stone coffins, one large and one small. The walls
of the chamber, large slabs of tuff, have been cut and chiseled smooth (the walls of Imaichi
Dainenji kofun are of natural uncut stone), and the coffin is hollow but of finer proportion
and decoration. Recovered from the kofun were a gilt bronze crown, gilt bronze earrings,
silver earrings, stirrups, and other decorations for a horse, a sword with gold and silver
decorations, three other decorated swords, iron tools and weapons, many items of sueki
ware, and so on. Several other kofun similar in shape were created at about the same time as
the Kami-Enya kofun but are smaller.
The Kunidomi-Nakamura 国富中村 kofun was not robbed and thus provides insights
into the funeral practices of the communities that surrounded it. It is located in the north
of the Izumo plain, is an enpun, and is constructed in the yokoana sekishitsu manner. There
were two burial chambers. The front chamber contains the remains of a box-shaped stone
casket. The rear and larger chamber contains a broken stone casket of the house-shape
variety. The mid-sized kofun has been designated as a nationally important historical site,
in part because scholars have determined that the rite called “Preventing the Resurrection
of the Dead” (saisei soshi girei 再生阻止儀礼) was carried out there. Approximately ten
years after the interments of two individuals, the kofun was entered again, and the bones
of the dead removed. The various objects interred with the subjects were vandalized and
rearranged. Some years later, the tomb was again entered and objects replaced in their
original order and the caskets destroyed. This activity was apparently a ritual means
to prevent the dead from again walking the earth. There are precedents for this rite in
Kyūshū.93
91 See also Watanabe 1997.
92 Endō 1998, p. 2; Shimane-ken Kyōiku Iinkai Kokudo Kōtsū Chūgoku Chihō Seibikyoku 2003, p. 2.
93 Izumo Yayoi no Mori Hakubutsukan 2012, pp. 26–41.
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In contrast to the east of Izumo, where one sees a great deal of diversity, the west’s tomb
construction seems fairly uniform, which indicates that some kind of unified rule may have
been extended through the Izumo plain in the sixth century. That said, the entire region
shares Izumo-like features in burial practices in the sixth century that distinguish it from
the rest of the archipelago. One of these features is in the creation of house-shaped stone
coffins. Wada Seigo 和田晴吾 notes the influence of both Kyūshū- and Kinai-style coffins in
Izumo, but concludes that “Izumo-style coffins evolved as unique types characterized by an
opening in the long side of the coffin body and by the degeneration of the roof-shaped cover
into a mere slab lid.” 94
We have noted the presence in the hills around the Nogi and Ou plains of several
hundred cave tombs. They are even more numerous in the west of Izumo. In the cave tomb
cluster on the west bank of the Kando River, there are over 100 tombs. East of the Kando
River in the Kami-Enya cave tomb cluster, there are 180 tombs. There are hundreds more
cave tombs scattered among the hills that enclose the Izumo plain to the north and south.
Gold thread, various swords, including one with a gilt bronze sheath, glass beads, and tama are
among the objects recovered.95 Some of the most valuable objects recovered from Izumo’s
burial sites emerge from these cave tombs, a fact which should lead to a questioning of the
assumption that burial mound size always determined the status of the person interred
(Figure 16). One hundred and four iron items have been discovered in seventy-three Izumo
cave or tunnel tombs (yokoanabo) created from the late-sixth to the early-eighth century.
These include fifty-two swords of various types, twenty-three knives, eight arrowheads,
four implements for horses, and seventeen other iron implements.96 In 1925, an amateur
archeologist and farmer exploring the Kawarakedani cave tombs in the hills south of the
Nogi plain came upon a magnificent gilded bronze twin dragon ring-pommel sword.
Shimane prefecture bought the sword from a private collector and reconditioned it and the
sheath.97 A test of the sword for lead isotope ratios found the lead in the pommel most likely
came from the vicinity of Mireuksa Temple in Paekche and the sword was probably created
in the early-seventh century.98
What does the archeological record tell us about the political situation in Izumo
in the latter half of the sixth century? First, in the face of incursions from Kinai, Izumo
remained relatively autonomous and independent, possibly into the seventh century. Wada
Seigo, citing the continued creation of Izumo-style zenpōkōhōfun into the late-sixth century,
argues that Izumo’s sixth century was one of continued resistance against Yamato’s efforts
under Kinmei to unify the country.99 According to Wada, resentment of the Yamato polity
remained strong in central Kyūshū after Tsukushi no Iwai’s failed uprising against Yamato
forces in 527. He surmises that, to preserve its independence, the east of Izumo formed
an alliance with central Kyūshū, while the west sat on the fence, incorporating aspects
of technology from Kyūshū and the east and at the same time attempting to mollify the
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Figure 16. Replicas of objects discovered in the Saginoyu Byōin Yokoanabo, Yasugi. Sixth century.
Display at the Shimane Kenritsu Kodai Izumo Hakubutsukan.

powers of the Yamato polity. Both strategies were attempts to maintain an Izumo cultural
identity.100
For 500 years, the people of the Izumo cultural zone buried their dead leaders on the
same hills and higher ground overlooking agriculturally productive plains and large bodies
of water. The internal configurations of the burial mounds and objects buried with the dead
changed over time, and there is a great deal of diversity, reflecting influence and movements
of people from other areas of the region, from Kyūshū, from the Asian continent, and from
Kinai. But the major tombs tended to remain squareish, there appears to be no outside
regulation of the size of the tombs, and many burial practices continued to be distinctive to
the Izumo region. The burial practices speak of an independence and autonomy maintained
at least into the sixth century. Gina L. Barnes regards exchanges between autonomous
sociopolitical units in the Japanese archipelago as plausible “especially if considered within
the framework of peer polity interactions.” 101
Archeological Aspects of Izumo’s Religious Influence during the Yayoi and Kofun Periods
The Izumo lineage of gods is a distinctive feature of the region, and Izumo gods are
worshipped throughout most of the Japanese archipelago. The religious center is Kizuki
no Ōyashiro 杵築大社, popularly known as Izumo Taisha. There is no established theory
100 Wada 1997, p. 131.
101 Barnes 1986, p. 87.
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concerning the origins of Izumo Taisha.102 Scholarly opinions divide into two schools, the
early and late schools. The following passage in the Nihon shoki for the year 659 (Saimei 斉明
5) is cited in support of the late school:
In this year [659], the Izumo magistrate [name missing] was ordered to repair/create
the shrine of the god. In the Ou district, a worker was carrying a long kudzu [to make
a rope] and a fox came and bit the kudzu in two and ran away. A dog carrying a dead
man’s arm in his mouth chewed it and left it at the Iya Shrine.103
The reference to the fox, the dog, and the human arm in the Ou district is taken by
some to refer to Kumano Taisha 熊野大社, which according to the Izumo no kuni fudoki
(733), the Ryō no gige 令義解 (Exposition of the Administrative Laws, 833), and the
Engishiki 延喜式 (Procedures of the Engi Era, early-tenth century) was of higher status than
Izumo Taisha.104 There is also a debate over the meaning of the verb tsukuriyosowashimu
修厳そはしむ. The Iwanami koten bungaku taikei edition of the Nihon shoki and the Shinpen
Nihon koten bungaku zenshü edition of the Nihon shoki interpret the verb as “repair” as does,
for example, Yagi Atsuru 八木充, who reads the same passage as “repair the shrine for the
majestic god.” 105 Early on, the compiler of the Shaku Nihongi 釈日本紀, 1274–1301, reads
the verb as “created.” Hirano Kunio 平野邦雄 argues that Izumo Taisha was created long
before 659, and that therefore the passage refers to Kumano Taisha.106 Okada Shōji 岡田荘司
concedes that the verb usually means “repair,” but he goes on to cite examples of the verb
meaning “create” and argues that the Izumo Taisha was probably created around 659 as
one of Empress Saimei’s 斉明天皇 massive construction projects carried out throughout her
realm.107
However, the archeological evidence indicates that the shrine, or at least the location
where religious rites were carried out, is much older. First, there are major differences in
the architectural structures of shrines in Izumo and those like the Ise shrine in the Kinai.
If Saimei’s court did construct Izumo Taisha, why did it follow the architectural model
common in and almost exclusive to the Izumo cultural zone, and not a model from the
Kinai region?
The Izumo type of shrine is elevated and supported by nine pillars embedded directly
in the earth. The pillars are arranged in a square, three by three with a large pillar at the
center, the shin no mihashira 心の御柱. The entrance to the shrine is located on the gable
side of the structure (tsumairi 妻入り). In contrast, the Ise Grand Shrine is built lower to
the ground, the floor supported by numerous posts and the roof beam supported by two
pillars at either end of the building. Its entrance is parallel to the roof’s ridge (hirairi 平入り).
The Izumo type of construction probably originated in the mid-Yayoi period. We have
seen that structures with nine pillars arranged in a square were created at the Tawayama
102 Takioto 2014a, pp. 20–25.
103 Kojima 1997, pp. 228–29.
104 The authoritative Kokushi daijiten has Kumano Taisha as the shrine repaired [created]: Kokushi daijiten,
“出雲国造” (Izumo no Kuni no Miyatsuko).
105 Yagi 1987, pp. 60–61.
106 Hirano 2001, pp. 3–31.
107 Okada 2001.
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and Mukibanda sites in the Izumo cultural zone. Closer to Izumo Taisha, two further
examples were unearthed at the Aoki site and another at the Santadani 三田谷 site.108
Tatsumi Kazuhiro 辰巳和弘 argues that Okuninushi’s demand that his shrine/dwelling
place be built on the dimensions of the palace of the heavenly deity is proof that a powerful
Izumo kingship existed, and that the compilers of the Kojiki had to fabricate the story of
the creation of Izumo Taisha and Okuninushi’s surrender as a matter of political exigency.
This is because the ceremonial structures of the Izumo and Kinai regions represented two
distinct religious traditions, and Kinai’s myth creators incorporated Izumo’s traditions in a
subordinate role.109
The areas in and around Izumo Taisha were the locations of Jōmon settlements, and
the archeological evidence indicates that these same environs were the sites of religious
ceremonies from the Yayoi period on. In 1665, a bronze ge 銅戈 and a jade magatama 翡翠
勾玉 were discovered beneath a large boulder at the Manai site 真名井遺跡 at the Izumo
Taisha subsidiary shrine, Kamimusubi Inochinushikami no Yashiro 神魂伊能知奴志神
(命主社). A number of bronze ceremonial weapons were discovered at the site in subsequent
years but have since been lost. In addition, in the precincts of Izumo Taisha, close to the
Jūkusha 十九社, a variety of tama and ceremonial pottery fragments were unearthed,
reinforcing the argument that the area in and around the present-day Izumo Taisha was a
religious and ceremonial site from at least the mid-Yayoi period.110 From the archeological
record, it can be inferred that the components essential for constructing the Izumo Taisha
existed in the Izumo cultural zone from the Yayoi period.111 This, taken together with the
numerous other sites with religious significance discussed here, Kōjindani, Kamo Iwakura,
Nishidani, and so on, suggests that these were yet other manifestations of a religious
tradition that ultimately gave birth to the Izumo lineage of gods, which emerged in the
Yayoi and Kofun periods and subsequently spread throughout the archipelago.
A “surplus” object with religious significance manufactured in Izumo that also spread
throughout much of the Japanese archipelago was tama. These were “precious stones,”
but their value had not so much to do with the scarcity of materials from which they were
made as with the time and craftsmanship that went into making them. Mizuno identifies
ten different shapes of these objects.112 Of these, the most common in circulation were
the marutama 丸玉, round jewel, kudatama 管玉, tubular jewel, and, most famously, the
magatama, tear-shaped jewel. Tama were created in Izumo almost continuously from
the Yayoi period on. A j-shaped tama made of glass and dating from the late Yayoi was
discovered at the Nishi-Kawatsu site. For nearly six hundred years, from the Nara period on,
Izumo retained a monopoly on the creation of these symbols of spiritual authority.
Haniwa were also objects with spiritual authority for which Izumo was famous.
The Nihon shoki entry for the sixth day, seventh month, thirty-second year of Emperor
Suinin (AD 3) states that the emperor inquired of his ministers how they were to prepare
for the funeral of his empress Habasu-hime since they had all agreed to end the practice
of attendants following their masters and mistresses’ in death. Nomi Sukune asked to be
108
109
110
111
112
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allowed to offer an expedient. He then summoned hundred clay workers from Izumo, and
supervised the fashioning of figures of men and women, horses, houses, and other clay
objects. The emperor rejoiced and banned the practice of accompanying one’s master or
mistress in death. Thenceforth, these objects came to be placed around the burial sites and
were called haniwa.113 Though this is a legend and certainly cannot be taken as historical
fact, it does demonstrate that Izumo was associated with the crafting of highly expressive
clay figures. The remains of an early-sixth century “factory” producing haniwa have been
discovered at Hiradokoro in Matsue. It contains a multitude of failed pieces. The famous
“Look Backward Deer” is from this site. Similar kilns have been found in the west and
further to the east.114
Conclusion
The purpose of this analysis of archeological findings concerning Izumo during the Yayoi
and Kofun periods has been to provide a glimpse into the infrastructure from which the
Izumo myths were born. In my view, the record is simply too diverse (and fragmentary)
to allow for easy conclusions concerning the monolithic rule of the region. Certain shared
religious practices and affinities may be discerned in the distribution of bronze ceremonial
objects through the region. Early in the second century, a “proto-Izumo identity” came into
existence with the growing trade, technological specializations, and agricultural wealth of
the communities on the Izumo plain and with successive “kings” who were interred in the
large-mounded tombs at Nishidani. These four-cornered extended corner tombs spread to
Chūsenji on the Nogi plain and beyond. With the decline of the large communities on the
Izumo plain, in the fourth-century leadership of the region shifted to the Nogi plain as
evidenced by the creation there of large zenpōkōhōfun. Watanabe Sadayuki attributes this
shift to the incursions of Yamato political power at around the start of the Kofun period.
However, as Gina Barnes argues, the extent of the Yamato state even in the fifth century
was confined to the Kinai region, and so it is difficult to see how Yamato political authority
could have exerted much influence on developments in distant Izumo.115
I propose instead that the decline of the unifying authority of the communities on
the Izumo plain may have been due to environmental causes—overpopulation and/or
flooding and/or epidemics. However, the new trading networks, agricultural techniques,
and manufacturing technologies pioneered and encouraged in the west had by the fifth
century diffused throughout the Izumo cultural zone, attracting new populations and
leading to the rise of multiple local “kings” or chieftains. New tombs that incorporated
technical innovations from outside the region testified to their wealth and power. There
was influence from Kinai, but there were also influences from China, Korea, Kyūshū,
Hokuriku, Kibi, and other regions. Izumo was a center of trade and manufacturing on the
Japan Sea coast, and thus it is not surprising to observe great diversity in the archeological
record. A question that occupies much of the literature on this period is when Izumo
surrendered to the Yamato polity. There is no established scholarly consensus concerning
the question. The answer ultimately depends on how one defines surrender. People, objects
113 Aston 1896, pp. 180–81.
114 Matsue-shi Shi Henshū Iinkai 2015, p. 470.
115 Barnes 2014, p. 4.
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of trade, and religious beliefs and practices were circulating in and out of the region for the
more than one thousand years that constitute the Yayoi and Kofun periods. The chieftains
and priests of the Izumo cultural zone were at times “kings” of their own domains; at times
they formed alliances with other “kings;” and at other times they were “vassals,” only to
become at times “kings” again. Rather than reducing what is a complex archeological and
mythological record to the binary opposition center/periphery, it is more informative to view
the prehistoric and protohistoric dynamics of the Japanese archipelago from the perspective
of individual regions.
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