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Commentary 2

Interactions between the Royal Authorities and Regional Powers of Wa and
Baekje during the 5™ and 6™ Centuries

WOO Jae Pyoung

The Okinoshima ritual sites are coastal ritual sites,
recognized globally as heritage sites that reflect the
religious beliefs and practices of people in the past.
However, when we trace the emergence and flourishing of
the Okinoshima ritual sites, it may come as a surprise to
find that the political and economic environment of the
time played a crucial role as important factors in the sites’
emergence and rise to prominence. That is to say, while we
must give due weight to the view that evaluates
Okinoshima as purely a heritage site of faith and religion,
it is also necessary to acknowledge a perspective that
considers it to be a complex heritage site of faith and
religion where politics, economy, faith and religion were
all intertwined. In this paper I would like to comment on
the historical significance of the Okinoshima ritual sites as
just such a complex heritage site of faith and religion.

At the Okinoshima ritual sites, traces of rituals have been
discovered spanning a long period from the Kofun period
to the Nara period. Among these traces, particular attention
should be drawn to the discovery of imports from the
various polities on the Korean Peninsula, such as Baekje-
style glass beads and Silla-style gold rings. These are types
of artifacts known from excavated examples in Baekje and
Silla during the 5% and 6 centuries. In addition, what is
particularly noteworthy is that Wa-style stone replica
votive items, examples of which are also known from the
Okinoshima ritual sites, were discovered at the
Chungmak-dong ritual site from the Baekje era. At present,
the period when the appearance of Wa-style stone replica
votive items becomes prominent at the Chungmak-dong
ritual site is considered to be approximately the late 5" to
early 6™ centuries.

In other words, as a result of analysis of the excavated

artifacts from the national coastal ritual sites of both
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countries, it can be stated that maritime trade between the
two became increasingly vigorous during the 5" to 6%
centuries. When considering this historical background,
attention must be paid to two incidents that took place on
the Korean Peninsula in the 5% century. Firstly, in the early
5" century, there was the large-scale Goguryeo invasion of
Geumgwan-Gaya, located in the present-day Busan-
Gimbhae region. This invasion initiated the beginning of a
rapid decline in the fortunes of Geumgwan-Gaya.
Secondly, in 475, the capital of Baekje in the Seoul region
fell following multiple waves of Goguryeo offensives.
Following this fall, Baekje relocated its capital to Gongju.

Following the large-scale Goguryeo invasion of
Geumgwan-Gaya, Wa began to seek new trading partners
for strategic materials to replace Geumgwan-Gaya.
Ultimately, the country selected as Wa’s main trading
partner was Baekje. The prerequisite challenge for
strengthening maritime trade with Baekje was to ensure the
safety of round-trip voyages from Wa to the Baekje capital.
Compared to round-trip voyages from Wa to the
cosmopolitan port of Geumgwan-Gaya, voyages between
Wa and the Backje capitals in the Seoul and Gongju
regions represented a higher-risk trade route. For Wa’s
trading vessels and merchants to succeed in completing
round-trip voyages to Baekje, they had to call at ports of
polities in the western Gaya region, such as Ara Gaya,
Daegaya, and Sogaya, as well as Baekje. During the
processes of buying and selling after the trading vessels
called at ports, transferring between vessels, and port
departure, Wa merchants had to overcome various
difficulties through cooperation with the royal authorities
and regional powers of each polity.

Viewed from a Wa perspective, the political and

geographical advantages of Baekje appear to have played



a major role in its selection of its main trading partner. At
that time, Wa was attempting to introduce new cultural
elements from the Eastern Jin and Southern Dynasties of
China, including strategic materials, advanced knowledge,
thought, and religion. During the 5" to 6% centuries, among
the Korean Peninsula polities, Baekje was a pivotal trading
nation that enjoyed the trust of the Eastern Jin and Southern
Dynasties of China. Wa was well aware of these political
and geographical advantages of Baekje.

In the process of attempting to strengthen maritime trade
between the two countries, those who played a decisive
role were local powers active in the coastal regions of
northern Kyushu in Wa and the southwestern coastal
region of Baekje. As the proponents of maritime trade, they
overcame trading difficulties through cooperation not only
with the royal authorities of both countries but also through
cooperation with regional forces.

Around 475, in the midst of the crisis situation of the fall
of Baekje’s capital, Wa did not repeat the strategy of

withdrawal it had followed in the case of Geumgwan-Gaya.

Instead, it embarked on a strategy of strengthening
economic support to Baekje. Following the decline of
Geumgwan-Gaya due to Goguryeo’s large-scale attacks,
Wa most likely feared a situation where Baekje would
collapse under repeated Goguryeo offensives. They must
have anticipated a Korean Peninsula situation reorganized
centered around Goguryeo after Backje’s collapse. In this
situation, it could be said that there was no alternative
trading partner that could have potentially replaced Backje
as a supplier of strategic materials and advanced
knowledge to Wa.

During this period, in order to protect itself from the
chaos of the capital’s fall and the process of relocating to
Gongju, Baekje found itself in a situation where political
and economic support from friendly allies was of the
utmost importance. Backje embarked on a strategy not
only to demonstrate to Goguryeo its alliances with the great
powers of the Eastern Jin and Southern Dynasties of China,
but also to keep Goguryeo reined in by strengthening its

alliance with Wa to the south. The area in which Baekje
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sought cooperation from Wa in the course of war with
Goguryeo is thought to have been economic support.

At the same time, the implementation of alliance-
strengthening strategies between these two countries
during the 5" and 6% centuries can be recognized through
the phenomenon of shared funerary practices between the
two countries. A representative example is the sharing of
Wa funerary practices, namely haniwa rituals and keyhole-
shaped tombs, at the tombs of powerful chiefs in the
southwestern Baekje region who were most active in the
process of maritime trade with Wa. In addition, this can
also be clearly seen from the sharing of rituals by Baekje
and Wa as evidenced the Chungmak-dong ritual site, a
national coastal ritual site of Baekje.

On the part of Wa too, important archaeological
materials that tell the story of alliance strengthening
between the two countries during this period have been
discovered. Backje-style crown-caps excavated from the
tombs of powerful chiefs in northern Kyushu, such as the
Katsuura Minenohata mounded tomb in Fukutsu City,
were highly likely to have been gifts from the Baekje royal
authority given to the people who were active in maritime
trade with Backje. The adoption of tomb chambers in the
Kinai region of a type that imitated Baekje’s horizontal
stone chambers can also be said to have been a political act
for the purpose of demonstrating to Goguryeo the deep
relationship of trust between the two countries.

Around 475, in order to overcome the international crisis
situation surrounding the Korean Peninsula, Wa and
Backje advanced a strategy of strengthening their alliance
relationship. In return for the export to Wa of high-grade
prestige goods such as gold and silver decorated swords
and gold earrings, Backje received support for war-related
expenses necessary for its conflict with Goguryeo.

Following the large-scale Goguryeo invasion of
Geumgwan-Gaya, the international port of Geumgwan-
Gaya came under the control of Goguryeo and Silla. It
therefore became difficult for Wa to support Backje with
strategic weapons via this maritime route. Under these

harsh trading conditions, the success in providing



economic support to Baekje through trade in high-grade
prestige goods produced in Baekje was likely due in large
part to incisive strategic choices made by the political elites
of both countries. In this prestige goods trade process, it
was necessary to emphasize to Goguryeo and Silla the
reciprocity of long-distance trade between the two
countries. To dispel any suspicions held by Goguryeo and
Silla, Wa made intentional efforts to export prestige goods
to Baekje. The high-grade prestige goods exported from
Wa to the Korean Peninsula were wooden coffin materials
crafted from kéyamaki (Japanese umbrella pine).
According to the research of Jo Yun-jae, the imported
timber used as coffin material in Backje royal tombs and
powerful chiefs’ tombs was unusual in that it was not
campbhor, catalpa, or other types of wood that were often
used as high-grade coffin materials in the Southern
Dynasties of China.

In the case of the tomb of King Muryeong, this is a
Backje royal tomb that faithfully adopted the funerary
rituals of the Southern Dynasty of China, including a
structure comprised of a brick chamber tomb. However,
the wooden coffin materials used for the king’s and queen’s
coffins were made of Japanese umbrella pine, imported
from Wa. This suggests that during the reign of Emperor
Keitai, namely during the reign of King Muryeong of
Backje, Wa intentionally carried out the export of Wa-
produced Japanese umbrella pine as part of the process of
attempting to provide economic support to Backje. To
emphasize to Goguryeo and Silla the reciprocity in the
prestige goods trade between the two countries, it could be
said that the preference of Backje was to deliberately
import coffin materials produced in Wa rather than import
coffin materials produced in Southern Dynasty China. In
order to ensure the success of the mutual prestige goods
trade that also linked to the security of both Wa and Backje
during the 5" and 6™ centuries, both countries had to make
efforts to ensure the safety of maritime trade routes.
Therefore, the national coastal rituals of both countries
conducted along maritime trade routes needed to be further

enhanced. The coastal ritual sites where we can clearly
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recognize the devout intentions of the people of both
countries are the Okinoshima ritual sites of Wa and the
Chungmak-dong ritual site of Baekje. Therefore, both sites
should be evaluated as complex heritage sites of faith and
religion in East Asia where politics, economy, faith, and

religion are all intertwined.





