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Potential of Underwater Cultural Heritage Studies : 
Focusing on Takashima Underwater Site

SASAKI Randy

The underwater archaeological sites are often called the time-capsule of the past maritime trade. The 

study of underwater remains has its origin in the 19th century and over ten thousands sites have been 

investigated. However, only a few hundred sites have been investigated in Japan. The island nation with 

close relationships with the seas throughout history, has no firm management plan for underwater cultural 

heritage. I have been gathering information of underwater archaeological sites in the country, but the data 

are highly skewed due to uneven distribution pattern in geographic locations, ages, and types of sites. A 

large majority of underwater sites are located in three prefectures, Shiga Prefecture （Lake Biwa）, Okinawa 

Prefecture, and Nagasaki Prefecture, and few medieval trade sites have been found. I am also collecting 

and analyzing the records of marine accident in historical documents, but many challenges still remain. In 

short, it is too early to discuss the nature and the potential of underwater archaeological sites in Japan.

Despite the fact that only a small number of underwater archaeological sites have been studied, 

we can see the direction and possible future research plan. The Takashima underwater site, where 

the remains of the lost fleet of Khublai Khan was recently discovered, shows a great potential. 

The investigation at the site began nearly 40 years ago. Various groups have led the investigation 

at Takashima; archaeological investigations were funded by scientific research grants and some 

investigation conducted as rescue excavations. A large number of artifacts - such as anchors, ceramics, 

weapons, and fragments of ship timbers - has been excavated at the site though these projects. However, 

these were all single isolated artifacts scattered all over the seafloor. The breakthrough came in 2011 and 

2014, with the discoveries of nearly intact hull of two Chinese vessels. The two hull remains, together 

with the scattered artifacts, can contribute to a more accurate understanding of historical events by using 

them in conjunction with historical documents. Relics raised from the sea requires a long period, often 

several years to conserve them properly. Judging from the currently available data, the majority of the 

vessels sank in Takashima were constructed in southern China and south of Yangtze River.  

Through this paper, I hope to contribute to the progress of the study of underwater cultural heritage 

sites in Japan.

Key words: Underwater Cultural Heritage, Maritime Archaeology, Shipwreck, Quanzhou Shipwreck, 

Mongol Invasion


