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Comparative Study of Cremation Burials in Ancient Korea and Japan:
A Search for the Origins of Cremation in Japan

Oda Yuki

Abstract: This contribution reviews the tomb structure, distribution, and ages of cremation burials
on the Korean peninsula, and makes a comparison with Japan, in order clarify the origins of ancient
Japanese cremations. Baekje is characterized by a paucity of vessel types used for cremation urns,
and the placement of cremation burials within the capital, but cremation is seen to have been
less commonly conducted than traditionally thought. Silla is distinguished by the distribution of
cremation burials with a unique tomb structure in the vicinity of the royal capital, but outlying
areas are seen to have regional characteristics differing from those of the capital. With regard to
connections with Japanese cremation burials, for Baekje there is a problem of temporal continuity
for its cremations, and positive assessment is not possible. On the other hand, for Silla and Japan,
in comparing the tomb structure of cremation burials of the ruling classes, both countries adopted
unique cremation urns and burial facilities, so a direct connection is difficult to discern. But Buddhist
philosophy and the ritsuryo legal system can be seen as common background for both situations,
and sources of these are most likely to be found in Tang China. Cremation in ancient Japan was
received from China, as one element of advanced culture along with Buddhism and the ritsuryo
system, at the time of establishment of the ritsuryo state, and is thought to have been adopted by the

elite as a mortuary practice thought suited to a state based on formal legal codes.

Keywords: Cremation burials, tomb structure, cemeteries in capitals, regional characteristics,

ritsuryo state
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