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In the last part of the Kofun Period, ¥iEKt, (300
AD-600 AD) a new form of monumental tomb appeared,
called by archaeologists “octagonal tomb”, hakkakufun J\
f41H. The octagonal kofun is a tomb characterized by an
octagonal plan and a structure on several architectural
levels, as would be a step pyramid. This is a new geomet-
ric shape.

At first, the octagonal kofun seems to be an evolution
of the mound with a square base and a circular apex, the
joenkahofun EFI T H#E. The octagonal tomb appears
when the construction of the great imperial mausoleums,
dairyo K%, begins its decline, in other words the 6th
century.

In this same period, we see the development of clus-
ters of mounds, gunshifun FE43E, which come to consti-
tute the tombs typical of the nobility of Yamato. The oc-
tagonal tombs could therefore be interpreted as a
breaking point with the old model of zenpokdenfun Hil5
1% 3%, the monumental keyhole-shaped kofun.

The advent of the octagonal plan also coincides with
an evolution of the political, cultural and social context:
the 6th century is the period in which we see developing
what we consider the first state of Yamato, destined to
evolve in an empire under the control of a centralized
court.

At the time, the Court of the central region established
its influence on most of the territory and became the
main actor of cultural, economic and political exchanges
with the Korean kingdoms. The period was also marked
by a great cultural and human influx from the Korean

peninsula, which permeated all strata of society and

brought remarkable changes in all aspects of life in the
Japanese Islands. The reform of the political structure
and the Korean presence were undoubtedly decisive fac-
tors in the major evolution of Japanese society.

Throughout the 6th and 7th centuries, during which
the construction of octagonal kofuns takes place, we note
remarkable innovations in funerary architecture, whose
structures become more and more reduced in size if com-
pared to the great zempdkoenfun. Similar changes can be
noted in religious practices, with the increasing rise of
Buddhism, and in the political and administrative struc-
ture, whose evolution culminated in the great Taika Ref-
ormation of 646.

From this perspective, the origin and development of
octagonal tombs could be considered as the expression in
funerary practice of the changes and upheavals that af-
fected the Yamato polity from its origins to it becoming a
bureaucratic state, a process which can be considered

completed by the second half of the 7th century.

The remains of the octagonal kofun: loca-
tion and environment

According to the first interpretation of this form of fu-
nerary architecture, it appears to have been specific to
the Kinki region. Archaeologists and historians first as-
sumed that it was an architectural model reserved for
people of the highest rank, specifically emperors and
their close entourage. Indeed, the emperors Jomei 7B K
£ (593-641), Tenji KK E (626-672), Tenmu KK
B (622 or 631-686), his wife Jito £ KE (645-703)
and finally Monmu LK E (683-707) were buried in
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octagonal kofuns.

However, examples of octagonal tombs have been
found in other regions of Japan, notably the tomb of
Kyozuka #X35K #3H, located in the prefecture of Ya-
manashi, or the cluster of Kagohara-ura )5 B HIEE, in
the Saitama prefecture.

This could show a difference in the local social struc-
ture or funerary tradition. It could also be related to the
identity of the deceased, or their position and/or function
in the power structure of the period and place. Unfortu-
nately we've been unable to gather sufficient data allow-
ing us to formulate a more substantial hypothesis: further
research is necessary.

Until now, no consensus has been reached as to explain

the reason of this remarkable difference.

The octagonal plan in Japanese tombs

In Japan, the octagonal layout is reproduced mainly in
its regular form, although the length of the eight sides
and the width of the internal corners are almost never
found to be of equal size.

A remarkable example is the Ky6zuka tomb. It has an
octagonal shape with a perimeter of 38.99 meters, a diag-
onal of 12.5 meters, a height of 2.2 meters and an eleva-
tion from east to west of 0.3 meters. It is built following
the natural slope of the land and it is made up of a main
structure, formed by the corridor and the burial chamber
(Fig. 1).

This difference inside length or angles can be minimal,
as in the case of the tombs of Inarizuka fifirig51H, (Fig.
2) in Tama city, Tokyo, and of Mitsuya =R &1 in
Gunma prefecture (Fig. 3) where the shape of the octag-
onal layout is clearly visible (Fig. 3.1). These differences
are more significant in the case of the tomb of Kajiyama
#EILHIE, in the prefecture of Tottori. The deformation
of the perimeter in some cases prevents the perception of
the octagonal plan. The tomb of Yoshida M is an
example. For a long time, archaeologists defined this
tomb simply as “polygonal” without being able to deter-
mine the exact number of sides, because of the almost
total loss of the perimeter due to the collapse of the
structure. It was not until 2005 that they successfully re-
stored the original layout of construction.

Other notable example is the tomb of Noguchi 6bo #7
OFEZEE, (Fig. 4) attributed to Tenmu and Jito, in
Nara prefecture (Fig.4.1). The latter is the only tomb

whose octagonal shape has been recognized since antiq-

uity.

In some octagonal tomb, the structure appears more
complex. This can be seen in the tombs of Nakayama
soen LY E, in Hyogo prefecture, and in that of
Gobyéno fHIEiEF 7, the tomb attributed to Emperor
Tenchi, near Kyoto.

The rich variety shown in the layout of these mausole-
ums proves that octagonal tombs were not a secondary
or lesser structure compared to the other mounds. As
shown in the last example, their scale can be impressive,
meaning that the occupant was able to marshal the labor
of numerous workers and skilled constructors. However,

we are left with multiple unanswered questions.

Conclusion

The octagonal tomb seems to emerge during a period
of state formation and dynastic crisis. The 6th century is
marked by the reign of Keitai, which represents a change
in the dominant bloodline within the imperial family. It is
also a century when we can discern a radical evolution in
the very essence of power in Japan, as well as in the role
and position of the ruling dynasty. Can the change of
form in the funerary architecture of the élite be interpret-
ed as a sign of the impending political changes? Or is it a
symptom of a new sociopolitical, cultural and religious
context? Can we suppose that these phenomena are
closely linked or is it only a superficial correlation ?

For some researchers, the octagonal form is linked to
the spread of Buddhism, given the remarkable role that
the number 8 plays in Buddhist symbolism: the great bo-
dhisattvas, the Noble Eightfold path, the great stupas, the
symbols of the life of the Buddha as well as the sacred
lotus petals, which are the equivalent of the wheel of
Dharma, all bear the number eight.

However, this number is also found in Taoism, which
was already present in Japan, especially in the rituals
dedicated to the legitimization of imperial power. Know-
ing that both Buddhism and Taoism practiced by the
Court had among their function those of legitimizing and
protecting the family of the emperor and the imperial in-
stitution itself, to which of these two religions do we owe
the evolution in funeral architecture? It is also possible
that the appearance of the octagon is not related Bud-
dhism or Taoism singularly but is the fruit of a syncre-
tism developed by the Court and the Nobility.

These questions have not yet been answered defini-

tively. Octagonal tombs are the object of current studies.
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The richness in form, structure, date and location, as well
as the timing of their appearance, contemporary with a
period of numerous cultural and political upheavals, show
us how a theme that might appear extremely specific can
in truth bear great potential for a better understanding of

Japanese political and cultural History.
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