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Embracement of Ishigando (Stone Monuments) in the Amami Islands

—VFocusing on Kikaijima, Amami Oshima, and Tokunoshima—

Abstract: The Amami Islands are situated in a unique location between mainland Japan’'s
Kagoshima Prefecture and Okinawa Island. The Amami archipelago, ruled by the Ryukyu
Kingdom during the 15th century, was annexed by the Satsuma clan after Ryukyu was invaded
in 1609 by Satsuma’s Lord Shimazu. Since the era of the Bakuhan system through to present
day, the Amami Islands have remained part of Kagoshima Prefecture, except for the brief period
of U.S. occupation. Created as a result of Haihanchiken, or the government policy to abolish the
clans and to establish prefectures, Kagoshima Prefecture is essentially an extension of the

Satsuma domain.

There are numerous studies on Ishigando, or stone monuments, located in Kagoshima and

Okinawa, but papers discussing how Ishigando were embraced in Amami are sparse in number.
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In most cases they are done as part of larger studies on Kagoshima’s Ishigando.

Two theories exist as to the origins of Amami’s Ishigando: One theory states they were brought
to the islands from Ryukyu, while the other believes their origin lies in Satsuma. The generally
accepted view of the Ryukyu origin theory holds that the tradition began in the Okinawa area
and gradually migrated northward. This view is supported by the fact that, while no Ishigando
of ancient days have been identified in Amami, mainland Kagoshima has one that was built in
1739, as does Kumeshima that dates back to 1733. On the other hand, the Satsuma origin theory
focuses on the uneven distribution of Ishigando among the Amami islands, with the northern
part of the archipelago having many and the southern islands, namely Okinoerabujima and
Yoronjima, having few. This distribution, the theory postulates, along with the fact that Amami’s
Ishigando are engraved with Kuji crests unique to the island, suggests that the tradition was
brought to Amami after it came under the rule of the Satsuma clan. It is impossible to

determine which theory is correct.

This paper discusses the arrival and acceptance of Ishigando in the Amami Islands, namely

Kikaijima, Amami Oshima, and Tokunoshima, based on physical objects and historical records.
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