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Proto-historic Background of Martial Arts 
Schools in Eastern Japan

Takamune KAWASHIMA*7

Abstract
Kashima city is best known for having the oldest martial arts schools in Japan. While 
some of its martial arts schools, such as the Kashima Shinryū, were officially established 
in the latter half of the medieval period, there was already a long tradition of martial arts 
in Kashima region since the Kofun period (the fourth to the seventh centuries AD). This 
paper focuses on archaeological remains and the landscape around the Kashima Grand 
Shrine, to clarify the significance and influence of the Kashima Grand Shrine in manag-
ing the eastern part of the territory of ancient Japan. This paper examines some character-
istics of the region, such as its coastal location that enabled the transportation of materials 
and soldiers. Another specific aspect of the place could be the advanced metal production 
evident in the giant sword of the Kashima Grand Shrine made in the early ancient peri-
od. Ancient workshops for metallurgy were found at the former local government office 
in Hitachi-no-kuni, the area of today’s Ibaraki Prefecture. It thus seems no coincidence 
that Kashima was chosen as a kind of military base. The archaeological findings that have 
been made in this location provide many reasons why the lineages of various martial arts 
schools, including the Kashima Shinryū, derived from this city, which led to the forma-
tion of later bushi groups in the medieval period of eastern Japan.
Keywords: ancient history, Kashima, archaeology, martial arts, logistics

Proto-zgodovinsko ozadje šol borilnih veščin na vzhodu Japonske
Izvleček
Mesto Kashima je znano po najstarejših šolah borilnih veščin na Japonskem. Nekatere 
šole borilnih veščin, kot je Kashima Shinryū, so ustanovili šele proti koncu srednjeveške-
ga obdobja, vendar v kašimski regiji tradicija borilnih veščin sega vse do obdobja Kofun 
(od četrtega do sedmega stoletja našega štetja). Prispevek obravnava arheološke ostanke 
in pokrajino z glavnim svetiščem Kashima v središču in pojasnjuje vpliv tega svetišča na 
upravljanje vzhodnega ozemlja antične Japonske. Opozori tudi na nekatere značilnosti 
regije, na primer na bližino obale, kar je omogočalo prevoz materiala in vojakov. 
Še ena pomembna značilnost tega prostora je napredna kovinarska proizvodnja, ki se 
med drugim kaže v velikanskem meču velikega svetišča Kashima iz zgodnjega antičnega 
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obdobja. Starodavne delavnice za metalurgijo so našli v nekdanjih uradih lokalnih vlad 
v Hitachi-no-kuni na območju današnje prefekture Ibaraki – zato verjetno ni naključje, 
da je bila Kashima izbrana za vojaško bazo. Arheološke najdbe s tega območja ponuja-
jo odgovore na številna vprašanja, na primer zakaj so prav v tem mestu nastale različne 
šole borilnih veščin, vključno s Kashima Shinryū, kar je pripeljalo do nastanka poznejših 
skupin bushijev v srednjeveškem obdobju na vzhodu Japonske.
Ključne besede: antična zgodovina, Kashima, arheologija, borilne veščine, logistika

Introduction
Kashima is best known as the birthplace of martial arts in Japan. While martial arts 
schools such as Kashima Shinryū were officially established in the latter half of the 
medieval period, there was already a long tradition of such schools in the Kashima 
region, starting in the Kofun period (Table 1). This paper focuses on archaeological 
remains and the landscape around the Kashima Grand Shrine, to clarify its signif-
icance and influence in managing the eastern part of the territory of ancient Japan. 
I will examine some characteristics of the region, such as its coastal location that 
enabled the transportation of materials and soldiers. Another specific aspect of the 
place could be the production and working of metal, as represented by the legendary 
giant sword associated with this location. Ancient workshops for metallurgy have 
been found near the former local government office in Hitachi-no-kuni, the area 
of today’s Kashima. Such archaeological findings indicate the possible reasons why 
the lineages of various martial arts schools, including Kashima Shinryū, originated 
from Kashima, which might have led to the formation of bushi of the eastern Japan, 
i.e. tōgoku bushidan in the medieval period. 

Table 1 Brief chronology in eastern Japan mentioned in the text

Period Date
Kofun ca. AD 300–600/700
Nara 710–794
Heian 794–1,185

While the accounts on the origin of martial arts schools in Japan appear in histor-
ical texts, the description of Kashima as the “birth place of martial arts in Japan” 
was mostly based on legendary records. To clarify the Kashima’s connection to 
martial arts, I examine its geographical position and distribution of archaeological 
sites, which were involved in military action in the pre- and proto-historic periods 
(the fifth to the ninth centuries AD), and then reflect on the existing regional 
historical records.
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Eastern Japan in the Ancient Period
Geographically, Kashima is located by the Kasumigaura Lake, which enabled 
transport to inland areas such as the governmental office of Hitachi-no-kuni in 
the city of Ishioka (Figure 1). In the ancient period, Kasumigaura Lake was an 
inner bay, which was connected to important rivers such as the Kinu which runs 
through the northern Kantō Plain. This inner bay and rivers functioned as routes 
for the transportation of goods between inland and coastal areas.
The political centre during the Kofun and Heian periods (the third to the twelfth 
centuries) was in the Kinki area around Nara and Kyōto. In the seventh centu-
ry, because of the newly centralised political system influenced by Chinese laws, 
there were only a few mounded tombs constructed in the Kinki area. On the other 
hand, in the northern part of the Kantō Plain, which was under the control of the 
central government in Kinki, the construction of large-scale mounded tombs was 
at its highest. In such tombs many grave goods relating to military power, such as 
long swords, have often been found. 

Figure 1: Shrines and archaeological sites mentioned in this article (modified from GSI Tiles; bathy-
metric contours are derived from data produced by JHOD)

Two large-scale mounded tomb clusters are known around the Kashima Grand 
Shrine: Kyūchūno (Ishibashi et al. 2006) and Oou (Itakochōshi hensaniinkai 
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1996). The Kyūchūno mounded tomb cluster is two kilometres north from the 
Kashima Grand Shrine, consisting of 127 mounded tombs, which were construct-
ed from the end of the fourth to the middle of the seventh centuries (Itokawa 
2017) (Figure 1). A typical keyhole-shaped mounded tomb, a symbol of a power-
ful chief, was also included in this cluster. Meotozuka Kofun, constructed in the 
latter half of the sixth century, is 107.5 m long and 34 m wide, with a circum-
ferential ditch, which was one of the largest mounded tombs in the Late Kofun 
period. In the first half of the seventh century, a 97 m long scallop-shaped Ōtsuka 
mounded tomb was constructed. 
The mounded tombs of the eastern area were rich in weapons and horse harnesses as 
burial goods, which suggests that powerful local families were engaged in conflicts, 
especially with the tribal groups from northern Tōhoku, called Emishi (Figure 2). 
One such family was the Nakatomi clan, which is considered the founder of the 
Kashima Grand Shrine. According to historical texts, such as Hitachi-no-kuni Fu-
doki from AD 721, (Akimoto 2001; Aoki 1997), the Nakatomi clan had extended 
their political power to the area of Kashima. The famous founder of Japanese martial 
arts, Kuninazu no Mahito (Seki 2015, 2), is thought to have belonged to the fourth 
generation of the Nakatomi family after their occupation of Kashima. According 
to the Nakatomi family tree, Kuninazu no Mahito could have lived around 500 
AD, from the end of the Middle to the beginning of the Late Kofun period, which 
means that he might have been buried in a mounded tomb of the Kofun period. 
While there are no Middle Kofun mounded tombs in the Kyūchūno mounded 
tomb cluster, and it is not clear if the Kyūchūno mounded tomb cluster was con-
structed by the Nakatomi family, archaeologists assume that the family or others in 
their lineage made them. Although the descriptions in the historical texts such as 
Hitachi-no-kuni Fudoki need to be critically assessed, the general trends mentioned 
above, such as establishment of shrines and development of metallurgy, are support-
ed by the archaeological evidence. Overall, the method used in this research mainly 
relies on considering the archaeological remains.

The Establishment of the Kashima Grand Shrine
As mentioned above, in contrast to Kinai region, where large mounded tomb con-
struction faded, in the Kantō region such tombs were still built in the seventh cen-
tury. However, the use of mounded tombs as a symbol of a particular lineage were 
soon replaced by temples, which became new symbols of political power. Temples 
were built in local capitals in each area and became symbols of state formation, 
i.e., the ritsuryō system. As no remains or workshops related to military equipment 
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have been found at these ancient temples, it is assumed that they were established 
for the purpose of spiritual protection of the nation. In contrast to Buddhist tem-
ples, Shintō shrines associated with various myths seem to have been connected 
to the military, especially during their foundation.
In the seventh century, the central government in Kinai was established and could 
control most areas in the Japanese archipelago, except Hokkaidō, Tōhoku and 
the Ryūkyū islands. In spite of the distribution of the mounded tombs in the 
Tōhoku region, most of the area was not under control of the central government. 
The government expanded its territory northwards, which led to conflict with 
the northern groups (Friday 1997). In fact, several important fortresses were con-
structed in the eighth century on both the Pacific and the Japan Sea sides of the 
nation (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Major ancient castles in eastern Japan (modified from GSI Tiles; bathymetric contours are 
derived from data produced by JHOD)
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The border of the central government’s territory was the southern edge of 
the present Tōhoku district, so the Hitachi-no-kuni, including Kashima, was 
located on the front line. Although Hitachi-no-kuni accepted the new polit-
ical system with Buddhist temples, there were some regional differences in 
the locations used for building temples in Hitachi-no-kuni (Inada and Sasa-
ki 2013). The distance between temples and mounded tombs could represent 
local powerful families’ attitudes towards building temples. While some dis-
trict offices were located apart from the mounded tombs of former powerful 
families in the sixth century, the Kashima and Daiwatari temples and district 
offices were built relatively nearby mounded tombs. Both areas are facing the 
Pacific Ocean and located at the mouths of large rivers, which implies that 
such geopolitically important locations were controlled by political powers 
connected with the central government. As noted above, while temples were 
usually built in each district, in Kashima, on the other hand, the Kashima 
Grand Shrine was constructed as one of the important shrines.

Figure 3: Pottery with ink writing at Kanomukai (modified from Honda 1994, Figure 6)

The Nakatomi family initiated the central government’s decision in 649 AD to 
dedicate a wide area surrounding the present Kashima Grand Shrine and the 
Kyūchūno mounded tomb cluster as the kamigoori, special land for a shrine. Al-
though it is not clear if the clan who made the mounded tombs was also directly 
involved in the establishment of the Kashima Grand Shrine, we may assume 
that they played an important role as they were governing the kamigoori area. 
According to Hitachi-no-kuni Fudoki, the kamigoori in the Kashima area was 
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established at almost the same time as in the Katori Shrine area. This means that 
the tax from Kashima area was dedicated to the shrine, which led to the official 
establishment of the Kashima Grand Shrine. These dates are supported by the 
archaeological remains from the latter half of the seventh century found at the 
Kashima Grand Shrine (Itokawa 2017). According to descriptions about the 
kamigoori in Hitachi-no-kuni Fudoki, we know that at least one shrine building 
existed in this area, and thus the origin of the Kashima Grand Shrine was estab-
lished already in the first half of the seventh century. After the eight century, the 
shrine developed into its present appearance. In Kashima, the Kanomukai site 
was regarded as Kashima district office (gūke), 1.5 km south from the Kashima 
Grand Shine, which was relatively large, compared with other district offices 
(Kashima City Board of Education and Culture and Sports Kashima City Pro-
motion Foundation 2016). Excavations have found pottery with ink writing, 
which suggests the presence of a shrine (jingū), priest (hafuriya/hafurike) and 
kitchen (kuriya) (Figure 3).

Distribution of Military Workshops

Iron Workshops

Governmental iron workshops were established near Hitachi-no-kuni provincial 
office, the Kanoko C site in Ishioka, Ibaraki. The size of the site is assumed to be 
240 m by 240 m, containing regularly arranged postholes for buildings, pit build-
ings as various workshops for making weapons, and lines of fences (Kawai 1985; 
Kawai and Satō 1983). Most features were made around 900 AD. The site had 
one of the largest iron workshop complexes at that time. According to the size and 
the location, Kanoko C seems to have functioned as a governmental iron smelting 
workshop (Kawai 1985). 
On the other hand, perhaps because there have been fewer excavations, only a few 
iron workshops from the eighth century have been found in Kashima (Akutsu 
1985), although it is possible to find some from this time (Figure 4).
Based on the description of iron smelting in Hitachi-no-kuni Fudoki, there were 
more than 20 iron workshops around Kashima. At the construction of the office 
building of the Kashima Grand Shrine, iron workshops which operated in the 
latter half of the eighth century were found (Itokawa 2017). In spite of plentiful, 
iron sand and forests for fuel that were in the area, according to Hitachi-no-kuni 
Fudoki, it was prohibited to collect iron sand and pine trees around the Kashima 
Grand Shrine.
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Figure 4: Distribution of ancient iron workshops around Kashima (blue circles) (modified from GSI 
Tiles; bathymetric contours are derived from data by JHOD)

Salt Production

Another important military supply was salt, which was derived from seawater in 
Japan. Until the 11th century, salt pottery was mainly used for boiling down brine 
to obtain crystalized edible salt. In the Manyōshū a number of areas are mentioned 
for salt-making, such as Ukishima, also known as the place where salt was first 
produced in the Jōmon period (Kawashima 2015; in press). However, the Final 
Jōmon salt pottery has not been found around Kasumigaura Lake or Ukishima, 
which contradicts the description in Hitachi-no-kuni Fudoki. This can probably be 
explained by the introduction of the iron pan (Tao 2009, 314). Iron salt making 
pans appeared in texts written in the early eighth century, such as Suō-no-kuni 
Shōzeichō and Nagato-no-kuni Shōzeichō. Although there is no mention of iron 
pans in Hitachi-no-kuni Fudoki, the use of such pans should be considered as ex-
plaining why no such pottery has been found here. 
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Figure 5: Major areas for ancient salt making in eastern Japan (modified from Kawashima (in 
press) and Tao 2009, Figure 11)

On the other hand, in the northern part of Ibaraki Prefecture, salt pottery could 
have been used for salt-making in the eighth to ninth centuries, while most pottery 
shards were found in houses and thus such objects were probably related to the cu-
linary uses (Kawamata 2014). This pottery has similarities in its shape to that used 
around the Tagajō fortress in Miyagi prefecture (Figure 5), which implies a contin-
uous relationship between the Miyagi and Ibaraki coastal areas. However, in spite 
of the local salt production in both Ibaraki and Miyagi prefectures, the amount of 
salt produced seems insufficient to fully supply the Tagajō fortress (Tao 2009, 314). 
As the salt made in Miyagi prefecture was almost entirely consumed by the local 
people, salt as military supply had to be transported from western and central Japan. 
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Considering the amount of salt produced and the similarity in salt pottery between 
Miyagi and Ibaraki prefectures, the demand for salt in the northern frontier, Kashi-
ma, could have been connected to the supply in northern Japan.

Location of Ancient Kashima 

These military supplies were especially needed in the period from the end of the 
eighth to the beginning of ninth centuries (780–811). Kashima was connected by 
the Kinugawa River to Hitachi provincial office and Kanoko C, a large workshop 
site by Kasumigaura Lake and to other major places in Hitachi, such as Shimōsa 
and Shimotsuke. The former path of the Tone River, which ran near the Kinu River, 
could be used for the transport of supplies and soldiers. Thus Kashima’s location was 
favourable for transport and production. The biography of the Shiogama Shrine, 
which is close to the Tagajō fortress, describes the relationship between Kashima 
and Shiogama. Shiogama Shrine worships a deity Shiotsuchi-no-oji, who according 
to the Nihon shoki and Kojiki was believed to have given important advice to other 
deities and early emperors. Shiotsuchi-no-oji was said to have guided Takemika-
zuchi-no-mikoto and Futsunushi-no-mikoto from the Kashima and Katori areas to 
northern Japan. As Shiotsuchi-no-oji is regarded not only as a deity for salt-making, 
but also as a maritime one, transportation by ship could have played a strategic role 
in controlling northern Japan. As Yamaji (2017) asserted, in the latter half of eighth 
century the central government could have recognised the importance of maritime 
transportation and the logistical advantages of the area of Kashima and Katori. 

Conclusion 
Most ancient provinces were organised based on the land ruling system from the 
end of the Kofun period. However, Kashima kamigoori established in the seventh 
century was strongly connected with the central government and the Nakatomi 
family. As seen in the abundant military grave goods buried in mounded tombs 
constructed in the seventh century, Hitachi-no-kuni was an important area from 
the viewpoint of military operations. This was because military supplies such as 
iron and salt were needed in battles against northern tribal groups.
Kashima has long been famous for the abundance of iron sand and pine trees 
that were used for fuel, as written in Hitachi-no-kuni Fudoki. However, while 
some traces of iron smelting from the eighth century were found in the Kashi-
ma Grand Shrine, large-scale iron workshops were found at Kanoko C around 
the Hitachi district office in Ishioka. Kanoko C provided weapons for combat 
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against the northern tribal groups, especially from the end of eighth century to 
the early ninth century. 
The archaeological evidence and historical records, such as Hitachi-no-kuni Fudoki, 
suggest that Kashima was not a place for weapons production. Instead, Kashima 
has long been seen as the birthplace of martial arts of Japan. Considering the 
function of early Buddhist temples in Japan and the character of the worshipped 
deity Takemikazuchi-no-mikoto at the Kashima Grand Shrine, the shrine took 
the initiative with regard to warfare in both ideological and spiritual ways. 
The location of shrines was very important for logistics. Therefore, the Kashima 
Grand Shrine was built at the river mouth of Kasumigaura Lake. Besides the 
Kashima Grand Shrine, the kamigoori for the Katori Shrine was established on 
the southern side of the Kasumigaura Lake. The deity worshipped at the Katori 
Shrine was also related to martiality, and was described in the Nihon shoki and Ko-
jiki as having a strong connection to Takemikazuchi-no-mikoto. The two shrines 
established by the central governmental power could control the entrance of the 
bay, which enabled the central government to transport military supplies from the 
Kantō to the Tōhoku region by ship. 
As the Shintō shrines played an important role in providing the religious and 
philosophical base for establishing the system of martial arts in proto-history, it 
might be possible to say that some of the earliest formations concerning the val-
ues and the right conduct of bushi were originally invented in the Kanto region, 
especially in the area around Kashima. 
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