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INTRODUCTION

The Ryukyu Kingdom developed a distinctive native culture in the years between its unification
in 1429 and incorporation into the Japanese state as Okinawa prefecture in 1879. From early
on in its history, Ryukyu established a tributary relationship with China, and would welcome
‘Sapposhi’ envoys from China for several months on the occasion of a succession to the
Ryukyu throne. Due to the seal of approval which they bestowed on the new Ryukyu king, the
Sapposhi expeditions came to be known as ‘ukwanshin’ (the ship that brings the crown), and
the performing arts that were performed as entertainment for the Chinese envoys came to be
known as ‘ukwanshin udui’ (dances for the crown ship). Tamagusuku Chokun, one of the direc-
tors of the ukwanshin performances, developed a new Ryukyuan theatre genre, kumiudui, in
1719, which incorporated his deep knowledge of Japanese performing arts, learned through
visits to Edo (Tokyo) and other parts of Japan. Through incorporation into the life of the royal
court, Ryukyuan performing arts gradually developed a highly refined artistic sensibility.

Today, Kumiudui and Ryukyuan Dance have been designated by the Japanese government as
Important Intangible Cultural Properties, alongside Noh, Kyogen, Kabuki and Bunraku. In No-
vember 2010, Kumiudui was inscribed on the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity.

National Theatre Traditional Performing Arts Information Centre, 2012
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