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Reconstruction of Neolithic Shell Trade Based on Radiocarbon Data
from Shell Deposits in the Okinawa Islands(2), FY2019

KINOSHITA Naoko

This paper suggests a reconstruction of shell trade during the Yayoi period based on radiocarbon 

research carried out by the collaborative project group "Yaponesia". 79 shells were collected from 37 

deposits in 23 sites on the Okinawa islands, where the shells have their natural habitat. Radiocarbon 

dates were acquired and calibrated by the Marine20 method. 

From the 12th to 9th century BC, interaction between two populations occured along the Korushio 

stream. In the south, groups from the Okinawa islands sailed along the coral reefs of the Kuroshio 

area. The other group relates to the Jomon population in Kyushu. They mostly sailed along the 

western coast of Kyushu southward to the northern Kuroshio area with its few coral reefs. In this area 

between south Kyushu and the northern parts of the Kuroshio stream interaction between both 

groups can be observed. Later in the 8th century BC, groups from the Yayoi population from Kyushu 

straightly sailed down to the Okinawa islands, and since the population of Okinawa accepted the 

newcomers, this direct relationship between both groups could evolve into shell trade. Evidence fo 

this process are cist burials left at Momenbaru site on Okinawa island. The incipient period of shell 

trade corresponds to the later half of the Nakabaru type pottery stage of the Late Shellmound period 

in Okinawa and the Itazuke 1 type pottery stage in the Early Yayoi period in northern Kyushu. 

In Late Shell-mound sites in Okinawa, various forms of shell deposits can be observed. They 

contain unrefined shell bracelets or just unprocessed shells. These can be regarded as storages for 

trade.

A number of shells from a selection of deposits were analyzed as regards their dates and their find 

locations. The results show mainly two cases:

Deposits were created and used several times for trade; they include old shells left by former trade 

interactions beside shells that were prepared for a last trade interaction; these are deposits in base 

sites.

Deposits that were created for a one time trade interaction and left unused later; many deposits 

belong to this case.

The Yayoi population in Kyushu almost ceased to use shells from Okinawa around the middle of 

the 2th century AD, while later, during the 4th century AD, part of the Kofun population from the 
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Kinki region started consuming these shells. Since shell deposits in Okinawa are almost not known 

from the period around 200 AD we can conclude that consumption and production of shells in two 

places correspond clearly.
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