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A Study on the Orientation of Dairyuchu, the Dragon Pillars of Shuri Castle’s Seiden
(Main Building)

— A History of Changes in Dairyuchu’s Orientation in Modern Times—

Abstract : This paper examines the orientation of the dragon pillars of Shuri Castle located in
the city of Naha, Okinawa Prefecture. Dairyuchu, as the two pillars are called, flank the stone
steps ascending to the front entrance of the Seiden, or main building, and are one of the
symbolic features characteristic of the castle. Because the pillars, which are believed to be the
third incarnation of Dairyuchu erected during the last years of the Ryukyu Dynasty, were
damaged and rotated in the years after Shuri Castle was seized, there are two opposing theories
as to which direction the pillars’ front side originally faced. The face-to-face theory states that
the pillars faced each other, while the front-facade theory claims each pillar stood facing front.
This paper analyzes the orientation of Dairyuchu in the timeframe right before Shuri Castle’s

seizure to modern day and concludes that the two pillars originally faced front.

Shuri Castle, formerly the palace of the Ryukyu Kingdom, was seized during the annexation
of the kingdom by the Meiji government in 1879. The castle was subsequently used as military
barracks and school buildings, converted into Okinawa Shrine, and eventually destroyed in 1945
during the Battle of Okinawa. After the end of the Pacific War, the castle site temporarily
served as the grounds of Ryukyu University before the Seiden and other structures were
reconstructed in 1992. This Heisei-era reconstruction project was carried out on the principle of
reproducing the Seiden rebuilt around 1712 and designated as a National Treasure in 1925.
Under this project, the dragon pillars were placed facing each other based on the 1768 drawing
of Momoura soeudon fushintsuki miezu narabini ozaimoku sunpouki (“Sunpouki”) and other such
historical materials. On October 31, 2019, the eight buildings reconstructed under the project,
including the Seiden, were burned down in an accidental early morning fire.

The Heisei-era reconstruction project adopted the face-to-face theory based on an
interpretation of Sunpouki that assumed the pillars were turned face front by Japanese soldiers
who occupied the castle after its seizure. This paper examines the validity of this assumption by
studying the changes in the dragon pillars’ form in the years following the castle seizure, during
the Meiji and Taisho periods, using what are currently known as the oldest photographs of the
Seiden taken in 1877. Our study demonstrates that the orientation of the pillars was changed not
by Japanese soldiers but as part of the renovation undertaken from 1928 to 1933 that
transformed the Seiden into the Haiden (hall of worship) of Okinawa Shrine, and that prior to
the renovation, the pillars in fact stood facing front. We show that the assumption used to
interpret Sunpouki was false and argue that the face-to-face theory is actually the result of
misinterpreting the drawing.

This study leads us to conclude that as of 1768, the year the Heisei-era reconstruction project
used as a point of reference, the correct orientation of the third incarnation of Dairyuchu was

face front.
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