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THE EXCAVATION OF NAKASUJI SHELL-MOUND

The Nakasuji shell-mound is located in Ishigaki Island, the southern
island of Japan about 400 km south-west of the Ryukyu Islands. The shell-
mound was made on a sand-dune of ca.40 meters high, and looked out upon
Kapira Bay. The shell-mound is studded with five oval-shaped shell layers
which contain mainly sea shells.

The investigation was made on a part of the shell mound, about 55 meterarea
of a single shell layer at the north side of the mound, and the complete layer
was excavated. The layer had not been destroyed and was found as one layer
which could not be separated. The heap of shells is comparatively thin, which
suggests that shell layer was of a single cultural stratum and was made in a
short period. That is, it is presumed that the findings from the layer were
thrown away on the kitchen midden more or less at the same time. It is evident
from the investigation of the findings and specifically those of Chinese ceramics,
that the results of the excavated shell layer can be extended to the entire shell-
mound.

As for the findings, there are simple earthenwares, other ceramics, iron wares
and stone tools. The earthenwares afe mainly cooking vessels, and some jars or
bowl shaped vessels. They are divided into three groups according to their clay:
(I) vessels made with sandy clay, showing close relationship to earthenwares
excavated at sites where no other ceramics were found. Their sandy clay and
shaping techniques are similar to each other, which suggests the continuation
of the culture. (II) vessels made with clay containing shell chips and coral
chips. (III) vessels made with high iron-content clay. They are all jars in
the Miyako islands style and are definite proof of trade between the Miyako
islands, so that they are extremely important.

The other ceramics are believed to be of Chinese origin and no Japanese or
local Okinawan wares are included. They are dishes and bowls for daily use, and
jars used as carrying containers and probably as storage jars too. No blue-
and-white porcelain was found in the excavated area. The excavated dishes and
bowls are mainly celadon wares and some white porcelain fragments. Two designs
are observed on celadon ware bowls, a key-fret design and a carved lotus petal
design. A study of the celadon pieces gave the date of the Nakasuji shell-mound

as from the mid to the late fifteenth century, and limited to a short period.
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Blue-and-white porcelains of theChina-ching period are found on the surface
in small numbers only and no other blue-and-white pieces were found at all. This
is a very important result of the excavation.

Among the ceramics there are pieces only rarely found in Japan, such as turquoise
blue glazed fragments, Temmoku bowls and jars with applied dragon designs.

As for iron wares, fragments of iron pan, knife, and nails were excavated.

They are presumed to have been made on the site in the fifteenth century, because
iron scraps are parts of bellows were found in the top soil. It may be noticed
that stone implements such as axes and beating tools were still in use while iron
vessels were gradually being popularized.

There are some miscellaneous finds such as Chinese coins (Kai-yuan-tong-bao)
and jades (e.g. magatama beads).

Natural objects were alsoc excavated such as shells, fish bones and animal bones.
The shells are mainly sea shells, especially small shells of a kind found in the
bay. The composition of shells in the Nakasuji shell-mound and those from the
Kapira Bay is very much alike, so that it is deduced tﬁat was the fishing area
of shells by the people in the fifteenth century. Among the animal bones, some
cow bones were recognized. It is interesting for our knowledge of food materials

in these southern islands.

Note

1. The investigation was made by the investigation committee of the Nakasuji
Shell-mound in Ishigaki Island. The excavation was carried on for twelve
days from 26th December 1979 to 6th January 1980.

2. The leader of the investigation committee is Eisen Ohama. All the memberes of
the committee shared the necessary expenscs of the investigation.

3. The research on the findings was pursued immediately after the excavation in
Ishigaki Island and also in Tokyo until the end of Feburary 1981.

4. The contributors and editors of the report are:
Hirotsugu Sekiguchi Fujio Nakazawa
Akio Tanigawa Naoji Ari
Eisen Ohama

5. The reseach into animal bones was undertaken by Yuriko Ushizawa, a member of

archaeological study staff in Waseda University.

(Translated by Hiroko Nishida)
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