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GUSUKU on Amami Island

Kiyomi Nakayama (Kasari Museum of History and Folklore)

Gusuku on Amami

The islands distributed between Kyushu, Japan and Taiwan are collectively known as the
South western archipelago. Kokubu Naoich recognized three prehistoric cultures that devel-
oped in this region: the Northern, Central, and Southern cultures. The prehistoric cultures of
the Amami and Okinawa archipelagos belong to the Central culture. Amami island is located
in the northern part of the Central cultural Zone. Amami island, like the other islands in the
Central Ryukyu Cultural Zone, witnessed the emergence of the Chifdom like societies, known
as the Gusuku societies. One of the characteristics of the Gusuku societies is that they con-
structed Gusku. The word “Gusuku” means “castles” in Okinawan dialect. This period is
known as the Gusuku period.

Until today, many researchers in Okinawa have discussed and argued about the emer-
gence of the Gusuku. Based on archaeological data and analysis of written documents, it seems
to be agreed that the Gususku on Okinawa island emerged in about the twelfth century AD.
One of the factors which contributed to the emergence of the Gusuku on this island is the
exchange systems developed between Okinawa and mainland Japan and China.

While the research on Gusuku on Okinawa island has been intensively conducted for the
last thirty years or so, little was known about the Gusuku on Amami island until recently.
However, during the past several years, we have gradually collected data on the Gusuku on
Amami island. We have not only analyzed written documents and folk tales but also conducted
archaeological research in order to understand the emergence and development of the Gusuku
here. At the same time, recently each city, town, and village has conducted the research on
the distributions of Gusuku. Therefore, in the near future, we can grasp the approximate num-
ber of the Gusuku on Amami island.

Only three Gusuku sites have been excavated on Amami island. Today, I would like to
show the topographical settings of these sites briefly and talk about the excavation at the
Akakina Gusuku site in detail. The site was intensively excavated between 1999 and 2002.
Then I would like to summarize the characteristics of the Gusuku on Amami and talk about

the future research topics.



The topographical settings of the Amami Gusuku
a) Manya Gusuku
This Gusuku is located behind the village on the hill.

b) Youan minato Gusuku

This Gusuku is located on the tableland an the tongue shaped cape.

Akakina Gusuku

The Akakina Gusuku excavation has been conducted for four years as the important archaeo-
logical site research. The main objective of the research is to map the Gusuku in the topo-
graphic context. One of the reasons for not being able to discuss about the Gusuku on Amami
has been the lack of detailed mapping of the Gusuku there. Therefore, the purpose of the
research was to elucidate the topographical context of the setting of the Gusuku which are
surrounded by moats.

The Gusuku is on a mountainside at an elevation of about 80 meters. Two flat areas were
the main activity areas. On the westen and eastern slopes of the flat areas, multiple terraces
are constructed. An earthwork is constructed solidly at the border of the flat areas, which is
also surrounded by enclosures. At the northern part of the flat area, a lookout is constructed.
Its elevation is about 80 meters above sea level. The moats begin here. Three moats are recog-
nized. Further north of these moats, there is a platform, whose elevation is about 100 meters.
From here you can view the Akamina village as well as the Pacific Ocean. Whether it was
used ars a lookout, signaling, or rituals is not known at this point. Five moats are recognized
north of the platform.

On the lower part of the western side of the lookout, three-stepped terraces are construct-
ed. Three lines of moats are constructed vertically from the terrace. Also parallel to the north-
ernmost vertical moat, a stone wall is built, which probably fun ct'ioned as the retaining wall. It
is extremely rare that early Gusuku in the Central Ryukyu region possess a stone wall. The
whole mountain seemed to be used to construct the Gusuku. The Akakina Gusuku seems to be
a large scale Gusuku.

In order to identify archaeological features, excavation was conducted. Consequently, it is
understood that the cultural layer can be subdivided into upper and lower layers. From the
upper layer, we obtained celadon and Kamuiyaki pieces. The latter was manufactured on the
Tokuno Island between the 11" and 13® century AD and widely distributed in the Ryukyu
archipelago; from the lower layer, Kamuiyaki pieces, soap stones, and white-glazed porcelain
pieces were recovered. However, no celadon pieces were obtained. Several post holes and

pavements are unearthed. It is not still clear how widely the pits are distributed at the site.



The Characteristics of the Gusuku
Recent studies on the Gusuku sites on Amami Island imply the following characteristics about

the Amami Gusuku.

1) The initial part of the Gusuku construction was influenced from the Kyushu hilltop castles;
the later part was influenced from the Okinawa Gusuku.
2) The Amami Gusukus can be classified into three categories in terms of topographical set-
ting of Gusuku.
a ) on the mountain tops with moats.
b) on the hill behind villages

¢ ) on the tableland an the tongue shaped cape

3) Multiple Gusuku were constructed around the good bays. Whether or not they shared the
territory together or each of them possessed small territory is not well understood yet.
4) The function and size of the Gusuku were more numerous and larger than it had been

thought in the past

The processes by which and by whom these Gusuku were constructed is not clearly under-
stood. Moreover, why did they construct Gusuku on Amami island? One of the reasons why
the large sized Gusuku were constructed here might be the exchange with the northern
Kyushu people who by this time belonged to the state level society. Or, the Amami Gusuku
culture might have influenced both Okinawa and Kyushu societies. As it has been demonstrat-
ed from the Kurakizaki underwater site, Uken village, Amami island most likely played a sig-
nificant role in tarde between the continent and Japan. At about this time, groups of traders
actively worked in the Ryukyu archipelago and soon after private trade developed in Japan.
These trade systems likely played an important role for the development of the Gusuku since
the location of Amami island was ideal for conducting trade in the East China Sea.

The Akakina Gusuku possessed two main enclosures, which were surrounded by the addi-
tional enclosures, lookout, moats, and stone walls. The archaeological data indicate that they
were conscious of the ocean in front of them. These pieces of information indicate that the
early Gusukus on Amami island seem to possess the similar characteristics with the hilltop
castles in northern Kyushu. Considering the relationships with Hakata, which was the centre
of trade in Japan, it might be possible that the Early Gusuku on Amami are the key to under-
standing the development of the Gusuku in the Central Ryukyu region. Since the Gusuku on
Amami seem to be important in our understanding of the development of the Gusuku, in the
future, it is' necessary to study the Gusuku from multiple angles and with cooperation from

other related disciplines.

Thank you very much.
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