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Key points for discussion 2

The International and Exchange Environment Surrounding Northern

Kyushu in Ancient and Medieval Times

Seeking to Understand the International Environment of the Munakata and

Okinoshima Region

TANAKA Fumio

Introduction

In premodern times, people from various regions of Asia
connected with people from various parts of the Japanese
archipelago via Kyushu. The region that served as the
gateway for these interactions was northern Kyushu. The
international environment of Munakata and Okinoshima,
located in the northeastern part of Kyushu, must also be
understood as part of this international environment in
northern Kyushu. Concentrating primarily on the
perspective of documentary historical studies and sources,
this report seeks to present issues and points of discussion
regarding the historical position of the Munakata and
Okinoshima region, based on the international and
exchange environment surrounding northern Kyushu in

ancient times and the early medieval period.

1. Character of Okinoshima Rituals in the
Wa Period

In the 3" century, Wa, centered on Yamatai-koku,
formed a confederate political organization and conducted
exchanges with Korean Peninsula polities and China. At
that time, the region that served as the gateway to the Asian
mainland in the Japanese archipelago was northern
Kyushu. Karatsu Bay and Hakata Bay were important
ports, and particularly in Hakata Bay, an international
trading port was developed. Managing both ports was the
Ichidaisotsu (Inspector-General), stationed in Itoshima.
Diplomatic ships and trading vessels traveled back and
forth between northern Kyushu and the southern tip of the

Korean Peninsula via Iki and Tsushima.

Professor, Waseda University
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However, this international environment changed in the
4% century. The Jin dynasty, which had succeeded in
unifying all of China in 280, collapsed in the early 4"
century, shrinking to become a polity in the Jiangnan
region. Northern China then fell into turmoil, and in the
northern part of the Korean Peninsula, which bordered
north China, Goguryeo grew significantly and extended its
power southward. Stimulated by this, Silla and Baekje rose
to prominence in the southern half of the Korean Peninsula.
Backje, which confronted Goguryeo, allied with forces in
southern Gaya and it was against this backdrop that Backje
formed an alliance relationship with Wa. The Wa people
thus came to be involved in the tense situation on the
Korean Peninsula.

In order to respond to this severe international situation,
militarization in Wa proceeded, centered around the Wa
king. At this point, those who were responsible for Wa’s
international exchange affairs were the powerful chiefs
who had rallied together under the Wa king. In the course
of their activities, they sometimes formed independent
relationships with various polities and regions on the
Korean Peninsula. For this reason, the international
exchange routes of the Wa people diversified, and Hakata
Bay’s peaceful international trading port, which had been
maintained by the unifying force of royal power, gradually
disappeared.

It is precisely at this time that royally sanctioned rituals
began on Okinoshima. With the diversification of
exchange routes, Okinoshima likely attracted attention,
located as it was on a route heading directly to Tsushima
and the Korean Peninsula from the Seto Inland Sea and the

Sea of Japan side without going through Hakata Bay.



Moreover, it is said that forces in Munakata became
continuously involved in Okinoshima rituals from the
latter half of the 5 century. This is likely related to the fact
that from the mid-5" century onward the governance
system under the Wa royal prerogative was newly
restructured to include influential regional chiefs, as a
means of responding to the severe international
environment and also domestic upheaval.

However, when viewed from documentary history, the
Okinoshima route is far too narrow a line to be evaluated
as Wa’s foreign exchange route. First and foremost, it is
indisputable that Wa’s main foreign exchange route was
the Iki-Tsushima route.

That being said, there is no place west of Hakata Bay or
in Iki-Tsushima where rituals were conducted using
prestigious foreign goods comparable to those used in the
Okinoshima rituals. What should be noted is that the
development of the Okinoshima rituals shows aspects that
correspond to a certain degree with Wa’s military actions
toward the Korean Peninsula. Given that Wa-made
weapons and armor are also prominent among the
excavated items, it would appear that the Okinoshima
rituals were perhaps less about mutual exchange and more
characterized as royal rituals conducted with a conscious
awareness (and wariness) of the Korean Peninsula.
However, to concretely align and reconcile this hypothesis
with historical documentary sources, more detailed
examination of the content and turning points in the rituals
will be required. In this regard, there is room for further

archaeological debate.

2. Foreign Envoys of the Nara and Heian
Periods and Munakata-Okinoshima

The Okinoshima rituals of the Nara and Heian periods
have traditionally been assumed to be related to Japan’s
missions to Tang China. However, the missions to Tang
that departed from Hakata Bay from the Nara period
onward did not travel north but instead selected the

southern route, which passed through the Goto Islands to
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the west and navigated straight across the East China Sea.
It is for this reason that prevailing thought is that it would
have been unlikely for the missions to Tang to have
stopped off at Okinoshima. Accordingly, dedication of
votive items upon return, etc. has been assumed, however,
the only artifacts that could be considered imported goods
from the 8" century onward are fragments of Tang-style
mirrors unearthed at Site No. 1 and Site No. 4. (information
provided by Ms. OKADERA Miki). However, among
artifacts from the Wa period, high-quality Silla-style items
are prominent, centered around the 6" and 7% centuries.
Assuming that such items were offered as the outcomes of
overseas missions or were dedicated as gifts from foreign
envoys, the possibility that this was carried out during
exchanges with Silla in the Wa period should rather be
considered.

In connection with the above, regarding the fact that in
838 newly ordained monks from Munakata Taisha and
others prayed for the safety of the mission to Tang China,
only the relationship with the mission to Tang has received
attention until now. However, it seems plausible that
relations with Silla can also be assumed. The mission to
Tang had once failed in its ocean crossing, and the prayer
was offered out of fear of another maritime disaster.
Furthermore, when missions to Tang were dispatched,
missions to Silla were also dispatched to request protection
from Silla in the case of vessels washing up ashore, and a
mission to Silla was dispatched in 836 at a similar time as
when the mission to Tang first departed. However,
negotiations failed, and by 838, not only could protection
from Silla no longer be counted on, relations had actually
deteriorated. Moreover, among the five shrines from which
newly ordained monks were dispatched, four shrines
including Munakata Taisha are shrines where it can be
confirmed that rituals were conducted in the 9" century to
guard against the threat of Silla. Therefore, it is highly
likely that the 838 prayer for the safety of the mission to
Tang was also one that was wary of washing up on Silla’s
shores.

In view of the above, the possibility can be considered



that rituals demonstrating a conscious awareness (and
wariness) of the Korean Peninsula, which are assumed for
the Okinoshima rituals of the Wa period, were also passed
down in to the Nara and Heian periods. However, ancient
Japan’s view of Silla differed according to the era, with
distinct differences in approaches before the 7 century,
during the 8" century, and during the 9" century. Moreover,
the end of the Okinoshima rituals overlaps with the period
of great upheaval in FEast Asian circumstances
accompanying the decline of Tang and the decline of Silla
around the early 10" century, and prayers offered by
Munakata Taisha that indicated a wariness of the Korean
Peninsula also disappear at the end of the 9" century.
Whether shifts in East Asia and changes in ancient Japan’s
external awareness correspond chronologically with
transformations in the Okinoshima rituals is likely to

become a subject of future inquiry.

3. Hakata and Munakata in the Early
Medieval Period

The role of Munakata Taisha in guarding against foreign
countries temporarily was revived with the Mongol attacks
of 1274. However, prior to that, Munakata Taisha was
rather expanding its connections and interactions with
people from other countries. These activities were linked
to the development of the medieval city of Hakata.

When the East Asian maritime region entered the age of
maritime merchants in the 9" century, the trading port that
Japan established for political management was in Hakata
Bay. Until the first half of the 11* century, the place where
maritime merchants were lodged was the Korokan, a
publicly established guesthouse located on the western side
of Hakata Bay, where managed trade was conducted.
However, when the Korokan was set on fire and burned
down around the middle of the 11" century, it was not
rebuilt, and the lodging place moved to the eastern sand
dunes across the inlet from the guesthouse (Hakata
Archaeological Site Group). Furthermore, in the first half
of the 12" century, the state ceased to manage trade, and
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Song merchants appeared who established residences in
Hakata and controlled Japan-Song trade with capital
entrusted to them by Japanese temples, shrines, and
influential groups from the central government. These
were the Hakata koshu (boat guilds of Song China origin).

The Amida-kyo Sukhavativyuha-sutra Stone of
Munakata Taisha was imported from the Southern Song in
1195 by Munakata Ujikuni, the daigiji (high priest) of
Munakata, to mourn his father Ujizane’s soul. According
to additional inscriptions, Ujikuni’s mother, Ujizane’s wife,
was from the Wang clan, and the wife of Ujitada (Ujikuni’s
son) was from the Zhang clan, both appearing to originate
from the Hakata koshu. Therefore, it is assumed that these
Hakata koshu also played a major role in the import of the
Amida-kyo Sukhavativyuha-sutra Stone from the
Southern Song. Moreover, Xie Guoming, a Hakata koshu

held rights
Oronoshima, part of Munakata Taisha’s territory, and in

who founded Joten-ji Temple, over
1251 engaged in a dispute with Munakata Taisha over the
obligation to remit a portion of income arising from those
rights to the shrine (Kanto Migyosho [Directive from the
Kamakura Shogunate]).

At the Araji-Nishi Site in Fukutsu City, considered to be
the remains of a port town, many trade ceramics from the
12" and 13™ centuries have been excavated, and it is
considered to have been an base for overseas trade for
Munakata Taisha.  This site also demonstrates clearly that
Munakata Taisha was deeply involved in trade.

Additionally, another shrine with which the Hakata
koshu were deeply involved is Hakozaki Hachiman Shrine.
O Commanding the strategic eastern gateway facing
Hakata Bay and drawing devotion as a deity of seafaring,
it attracted the maritime merchants of Hakata. In 1151, an
incident occurred in which the Dazaifu Office of Police
and Judicial Affairs conducted a major crackdown at
Hakozaki and Hakata and confiscated the assets and
sundry goods of 1,600 households including the “widow”
of the Song Chinese merchant “Wang Sheng” (Nakahara
no Morohisa Kanjo An [Draft Report of Nakahara no

Morohisa]). Moreover, in the latter half of the 12 century,



the Song merchant known as “Captain Su” entered into
marriage with a local woman, and after his death, his wife
appears to have taken on the role of managing property in
Hirado (dogata Monjo [Aogata Documents]). However,
all of these were observed along the route of Japan-Song
trade connecting Hakata and China.

Nevertheless, given Munakata Taisha’s distance from
Hakata Bay, the background is unclear as to why the
Hakata koshu formed such a deep relationship with
Munakata Taisha, going as far as to enter into marriage
with the high priest. This point is also a subject for
examination when considering the historical and

international positioning of Munakata.
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