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Knives Excavated from the Ryukyu Islands

Shizuka UEHARA

We examined the historical implications of iron knives excavated from remains in the Ryukyu
Islands from the end of the prehistoric period to the Gusuku period.

The examined materials are 234 artifacts excavated from 85 remains. Our analysis revealed
the following: (1) Iron knives appeared in the Ryukyu Islands in the prehistoric period, during
the 5th-7th centuries, and started to be produced there during the 8th-11th centuries. They
increased significantly in number during the 14th-16th centuries in the Gusuku period, while
their distribution, which was centered in the Okinawa Islands, expanded widely to the Miyako
and Yaeyama Islands. Contrarily, however, their distribution became dispersed in the Amami
Islands during the same period; (2) In mainland Okinawa, each of the three regions—the north,
middle and south—has a center of distribution. As a whole, the middle region shows the densest
distribution; (3) The remains where these knives were found are classified into shell mounds,
gusuku settlements, sites of production, and others. It is noteworthy that these knives are found
also at gusuku and settlements where no obvious arms and weapons are found, suggesting
commonness in their usage and functions; (4) The knives are classified into two types: type I for
general use, and type II for shaving. The type I knives have a shape that has existed since the
end of the prehistoric period. The type II knives appear only in the end of the later prehistoric
period (the 8th-11th centuries) and only locally. Their subsequent development has not been
elucidated to date; (5) The genealogies of both type I and type II knives can be traced back to
those in Kyushu. However, all of the type I knives are of general use or of similar types and have
no relevance to metal knives produced in the Kofun period. On the other hand, the type II knives
for shaving show affinities with metal knives in the Kofun period in terms of manufacturing
technology; (6) During the 5th-7th centuries in the prehistoric period, knives with machi (notches
at the start of the blade) are observed. They are presumed to have been brought over by ship,
considering the set of other artifacts found at all the remains. During the 8th-11th centuries,
short, small knives with a wide blade and no machi or those with only shallow machi appear.
Knives of this form account for an absolute majority or 72 percent of those excavated from the
remains in this period. This is regarded as a change of manufacturing technology, a diversification
from simple single-edged knives to those with elaborate workmanship; (7) Including knives, the
custom of burial accessories is not common in the society of the Ryukyu Islands; (8) The knives

are presumed to have been carried, considering relevant tools such as portable grinders and



tweezer-shaped metal tools, as well as cases of burial accessories; (9) When they first appeared,
the knives had the nature of a precious tool of convenience. They began to assume the nature
of a weapon in tandem with battle weapons, which increased in the second half of the Gusuku
period. Their nature as a tool can be observed in the examples of the type II knives. It is noted
that an attribute as a religious tool or a tool to ward off evil spirits cannot be observed among
the cases of burial accessories in the Ryukyu Islands. Active use of the knives as items worn
ready to hand seems to have started in the period of the Ryukyu Kingdom. Examples of their
function (natures) as a ritual weapon are found in old documents; (10) In the Ryukyu Islands,
the transition of tool materials to iron took place mainly in battle arms, weapons and knives,
with very few examples observed among production tools for agriculture and fishery in terms of
both variation and quantity. This, along with the fact that these tools were not included in burial
accessories (to be abandoned), is considered to reflect economic and social situations in the

Ryukyu Islands.



