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Introduction to Comparative Research on Japanese-Korean Royal Tombs and
Tombs with Murals: Centering on the Asuka and the Goryeo/Joseon Periods

Hirose Satoru

Abstract: Characteristics of the Kitora and Takamatsuzuka Tombs, two tombs with murals built at
the end of the Asuka period, are the Chinese-derived astronomical constellations, the four direc-
tional deities, and images of the Oriental zodiac depicted within very narrow stone compartments.
Similar tombs with murals in fact exist for the Goryeo and Early Joseon periods. In this contribu-
tion, through a comparison of the burial systems of the Asuka and the Goryeo/Joseon periods, in-
cluding the forms of royal tombs that were closely related to mural-decorated tombs, a search was
made for the backgrounds from which similar types of tombs with murals emerged, in different
ages and regions.

As basic items in common between these two burial systems, first of all, in addition to the influ-
ence of feng shui philosophy in the choice of location, a trend towards diminutive size of the burial
facility, in other words the progressive transformation of the burial chamber into a stone compart-
ment, can be pointed out. Mural-decorated tombs of the Asuka and Goryeo/Joseon periods were
thus partly forced to press the Chinese-derived murals, which originally had a variety of contents,
onto the confined burial space produced by this trend towards stone compartment burials. In so
doing, in both the Asuka and the Goryeo/Joseon periods, the essential mural elements of con-
stellations, four directional deities, and Oriental zodiac images were selected. From this it can be
perceived that in both societies, a common set of political forces apparently existed which tried to
strengthen political control within their domestic realms, based on Chinese-derived principles of
rule centered on an emperor.

The Asuka period, in which the political organization and manners of Tang China were adopt-
ed in an attempt to become capable of confronting that vast empire, and in the Goryeo/Joseon
periods which similarly faced the Song/Yuan/Ming dynasties, there is a constant element of com-
monality in the political posture vis-a-vis China, and the attraction to Chinese style royal tombs
can be assessed as one part of this. In the larger picture, this can be regarded as the factor which

produced similar burial systems in the Asuka and Goryeo/Joseon periods.

Keywords: Asuka period, Goryeo period, Joseon period, royal tombs, tomb murals, astronomical
constellations, four directional deities, Oriental zodiac images, stone compartment

tombs
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