
Kofun Burial Mounds on Iki 

 

The landscape of Iki is dotted with kofun burial mounds. These tombs consist of a burial 

chamber sealed with a giant boulder, contained within a round or keyhole-shaped 

mound of earth. Some 280 kofun were built on the island, mainly between the second 

half of the sixth century and the early seventh century. The kofun on Iki are notable for 

their size as well as their number. The largest of them rival the grand tombs of the 

Yamato kings who ruled the Japanese archipelago at that time, and items of great value 

have been discovered inside.  

The kofun testify to the strategic importance of Iki during the period in which 

the kofun were built. From the sixth to the seventh century, the Yamato court and its 

allies on the Korean Peninsula fought against the Korean kingdom of Silla, and Iki is 

likely to have functioned as a base from which manpower and supplies could be sent to 

the front. The powerful figures buried in the kofun may have been high-ranking Yamato 

warriors, either local chieftains or commanders dispatched from mainland Japan. As the 

building of sizable kofun required a substantial labor force, their presence indicates a 

large population. Several of the largest kofun were constructed on high ground facing 

the Korean Peninsula, possibly in order to scare off prospective intruders approaching 

from the sea. 

 Some of the kofun on Iki remained in use as tombs for centuries after their 

construction. Successive generations of the same family were buried in them, unlike 

elsewhere in Japan, where kofun were usually sealed after the initial interment and their 

entrance carefully concealed. Although the tombs’ continued use made them relatively 

easy targets for grave robbers, some of the valuable artifacts buried with the deceased 

have been recovered and are on display at the Ikikoku Museum. Six of the largest kofun 

on Iki have been designated a National Historic Site, and two of these—the Kakegi and 

Sasazuka kofun—are open to the public. 


