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EXCAVATION OF THE KYONOUCHI SITE IN THE SHURI CASTLE

The Okinawa Board of Education conducted an excavation of the Kyonouchi site in Shuri
castle from November 21, 1994 to February 28, 1995, as requested by the Okinawa Memorial
Park office, a division of the Okinawa Ministry of Developments.

In the plan to reconstruct the Kyonouchi site, the sacred or ritual space in the castle, continu-
ous investigations have been carried out since 1995 in order to clarify the nature of the original
structures such as the layout of stone walls.

The Shuri castle(or gusuku)is located on the top of a limestone hill in the castcrn part of
Naha city. It was the political and cultural center of Okinawa for over 500 years, and prospered
through intermediate trading with China, southeast Asia, Korea and Japan.

Since its designation as a National Treasure in 1925, Shuri castle was thoroughly repaired
from 1927 until 1931. However, it was entirely destroyed in world war II, not only by American
bombardment but also by the Japanese armed forces which had installed their Okinawa head-
quarters in underground shelters below the castle.

The prefectural government of Okinawa planned the restoration and reconstruction of thf:
war-damaged cultural properties soon after the land was returned to Japan. Since 1973, some
gates and stone walls have been reconstructed, as well as interior buildings.

The plan of Shuri castle shows an oval shape of 370 by 210 m, covering an area of 42,000, It
was built upon a Ryukyu limestone base and was surrounded by two layers of walls. The walls
made of cut limestone measure 6—10 m high and 4—5 m thick, meandering along the natural
land contours. In the castle, several stepped terraces exist between the highest part called East
Azana (135.5 m above sealevel) and the lower part called West Azana(125.5 m).

The Kyonouchi is located in the southwest sector, which includes the highest point (135 m)
on the north-south axis. From this area, a gentle slope declines toward the north. The excavation
of the northern part of the castle in 1984 exposed the raised terraces upon the original slope of a
17° gradient.

The Kyonouchi is separate from the complex of political facilities such as the Main Palace,
South Palace, North Palace and Hoshin gate. The name 'Kyonouchi' is supposed to mean ' the
sacred area with spiritual power'. Old maps and archives suggest that five sacred shrines (utaki
or uganjo) existed with in this area. Two in Particular, Suimui-utaki and Madamamui-utaki en-
shrined the two founder deities of Okinawa, and the former took Precedence as all the Ryukyu
kings received oracles from the highest deity, Kikoe-ogimi, through this shrine. Shuri castle is

also called 'Suimui-gusuku' so that the name 'Shuri' seems to have come from the shrine.



The Kyonouchi covers an area of 5,000m’, and approximately 2,000m’ of this was excavated in
the northern portion. As a result, 51 features were unearthed : 33 stone walls, 2 stone alignments,
3 stone pavements, 7 ditches, 3 pits, 2 building foundations, and a staircase. They seem to have
been built or made in the 15 th and 16 th century A.D.

The plan of the stone walls match with the zoning walls shown on old maps, although some
reconstructions and additions could have been made.

The most notable of all was the stone walls SA 19, SA 20 and SA 28 that had strong marks of
fire. A considerable number of abandoned artifacts was found from inside these walls. They con-
sisted of various Chinese, Thai, Vietnamese and Japanese ceramics, Japanese armor, bead orna-
ments, and a padlock. Most of them were also fired. The entire feature turned out to be a storage
unit (SK 01) of 3 by 4 m with a staircase.

This storage place seems to have been destroyed by fire in either the 14 th or 15 th century,
since it included many celadon cups with 'raimon-tai' decoration. In fact the archival descriptions
suggest two incidents of fire : the rebellion of Shiro and Huri in 1453, and an accidental fire in
1459.

Some of the Chinese ceramics belong to the Yuan and Ming dynasties. The latter are of the
period between Yung-lo and Hsuan-te ; however, the padlock indicated that this storage might
have been demolished by the fire of 1459. The quality of the artifacts found in this storage is

strikingly high when compared to similar types of material unearthed elsewhere in Japan.
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