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“Ryukyt: Maritime Trade through the Asian Sea Lanes”

In this presentation, [ will discuss the official compilation of diplomatic documents of the
Rytukyu Kingdom, Rekidai hoan, which deals with maritime trade contacts with the Asian
sea area from the 15t century to 16 century. The geographical location, at a pivotal
point on the maritime seaways connecting both East Asia and Southeast Asia made the
transit trade possible and secured its prosperity over a long period of time. I also will
describe some Ryukyu arts as having been cultivated in the Asian maritime world.

Omoro soshi, a compilation of ancient poems and songs recorded in the Ryukyu Islands
and edited under the royal government of Shuri around the 16th -17th centuries, praises
the flourishing Naha port filled with trade ships from China and Southeast Asian
countries.

The king who resides in Shuri
Built the harbor of Naha (Ukishima)
Naha harbor where the ships of China and the Namban gather
By the king who lives in the castle
(Omoro soshivol. 13 no. 753, translated by Shuzen Hokama)

The port of Naha was at “Ukishima” Island in a bay, in the "Map of Ryukyu Kingdom"
(collection of the Okinawa Prefectural Museum and Art Museum) a copy of the original
map of ca. 1452. On the map, the shipping lanes taken by Konan (China), Namban
(Southeast Asia), and Japanese ships converged into this international thriving port.

In 1372, the Ryukyu Kingdom began tributary trade with the Ming imperial court.
Around this time, the Ryukyu Kingdom was given a number of large-scale ships from
Ming China. In the half century up to 1424, they were given a total of no fewer than thirty
ships by the Chinese court. Among the objects that were carried from Ryukyu to
Southeast Asia were the celadon ceramics of the type created at the China’s Longquan
Kiln. Other trade objects included Chinese brocades and Japanese swords and folding fans.
From Southeast Asia, they imported spices and sappanwood, a material used in dyeing
fabrics. These were reexported to the Ming court as tributary objects and sold to Japan
and Korea. Also the red dyeing material presumed to be sappanwood was imported into
the Ryukyu Kingdom, for use exclusive in the Sho royal Family textiles, an example which
was found in Kumejima pongee.

According to an early record, fifteen tons of sappanwood imported from Ayutthaya
Kingdom to the Ryukyu Kingdom in only a year. Considerable amounts of cargo were



loaded at that time. The success of such relay trade was based on the relationship with
the Ming Dynasty under the tributary system, and on the existence of a Chinese society in
Ryukyt which helped the kingdom. Meanwhile, Japanese monks came to Ryukyu
kingdom to preach the Zen Buddhism in the 15t century and handled diplomatic
relations with Japan. The royal class of kingdom accepted the Zen Buddhism, and soon

monks from the kingdom went to study in Japan and brought many aspects of Japanese
culture back with them.
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