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It is commonly accepted that Japanese society evolved to the level of a
centralized state by the seventh century. In terms of material culture, the earliest Buddhist
temple was erected in 596 in the Nara basin where the central polity was located. The erection of
Buddhist temple became the symbol of authority, replacing keyhol-shaped mounded tombs. In the
southern Hitachi region of eastern Japan, however, our study has made it clear that the construction

of keyhole-shaped mounded tombs continued in the early seventh century. Moreover, two early-7th
century keyhole-shaped mounded tombs, excavated during this research project, were very distinctive
from each other, although they are located in close neighborhood. One was enclosed by two moats,
and the other was enclosed by a platform and a single moat. This strongly suggests that local
elites remained somewhat autonomous. If this is indeed the case, the central polity in the seventh
century in Japan was not fully centralized.
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