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A Reappraisal of the Functions and Significance of Akita Castle
in the Ancient History of Exchanges in the North
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A Reappraisal of the Functions and Significance of Akita Castle
in the Ancient History of Exchanges in the North

MINOSHIMA Hideki

Recent findings, such as the excavation on the Shiretoko Peninsula of a Jingu-Kaiho coin and the
discovery on the Nemuro Peninsula of sueki earthenware that had been produced in Akita, are once
again spotlighting exchanges between Hokkaido and the ancient state of Japan on Honshu, the main
island of Japan, in the eighth and ninth centuries. In this context, the roles played in such exchanges
by Akita Castle in Dewa Province are also being reassessed.

Japan’s late seventh century northern policy, which placed importance on the Sea of Japan route,
affected exchanges between Hokkaido and northern Honshu. While a Pacific route, based on local
exchanges dating from the Epi-Jomon culture period, also existed in the eighth century, the Sea of
Japan route had presumably gained prominence by the early ninth century, with exchanges between
Hokkaido and northern Honshu dominated by trade through Akita Castle, as Emishi people had
periodically paid tribute to the provincial government at the castle, which had reciprocated by holding
feasts for them. The structure of Akita Castle and the excavation of pots with transverse grooved-line
patterns and sueki earthenware support this assumption.

Meanwhile, trade through Akita Castle in the ninth century showed signs of diversification,
as it included independent economic activities by imperial family members, aristocrats, provincial
governors, and wealthy people. The renovations and structural changes to the castle in the early ninth
century may have been connected with qualitative changes that occurred in tributes and feasts during
the same period. Akita Castle served as a “port of trade” in the north from the mid-eighth to ninth
centuries, and various socioeconomic relations that parasitized or piggybacked on that status changed
the nature of trade through Akita Castle, paving the way for a next-generation northern trade system
that thrived from the end of the ninth century into the 10th century.

Some evidence shows that trade through Akita Castle in the ninth century gained the attention of
maritime merchants in Silla and Tang who embarked on international trade during the same period
across East Asian seas. Funya no Miyatamaro, who traded in northern Kyushu during the Jowa era (834
to 848) with Jang Bogo, a powerful maritime figure from Silla, was a close relative of Funya no Ohara
and Funya no Watamaro, who had deep ties with the Ou (Tohoku) society, and it is therefore plausible

that Funya no Miyatamaro, based in Omi Province, was involved in trade with the north. Activities by
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the Funya clan and other imperial family members and aristocrats offer a glimpse of Akita Castle and
its surroundings in ancient times as a point of contact for international trade in the north and across

East Asian seas.

Key words: Exchanges in the north, Akita Castle, Emishi people in Watarinoshima, imperial family

members and aristocrats, port of trade, Funya no Miyatamaro, maritime merchants in East Asia
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