024-001Introduction to Munakata Taisha

Munakata Taisha on the north coast of

Kyushu, has a rich history stretching back

more than 1,500 years and played a major role

in trade and diplomatic relations between

Japan and the rest of Asia. Explore the ancient

shrines and islands of Munakata to discover

how ritual worship and ascetic practices

evolved against the backdrop of Japanese

history and early trade.

Three shrines for three sister deities
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Munakata Taisha consists of three main

shrines: Hetsu-miya on the mainland and two

island shrines, Nakatsu-miya on Oshima, and

Okitsu-miya on Okinoshima. Worship centers

on Three Female Deities, daughters of the

sun goddess Amaterasu Omikami, the most

revered deity in Japan. In ancient times,

before embarking on a voyage to China or

the Korean Peninsula, travelers would pray to

the deities enshrined here and give thanks on

their safe return.
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The most accessible shrine is Hetsu-miya on

the coast, about one hour by public

transportation from Fukuoka City. The main

sanctuary (honden), built in 1578, enshrines

Ichikishimahime no Kami, one of the

daughters of Amaterasu. On a hill behind the

main shrine, the ritual site Takamiya Saijo

marks the place the three deities are said to

have descended to earth. Two smaller

subsidiary shrines behind the main sanctuary

venerate the other two deities, who are

enshrined on the islands of Oshima and
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Okinoshima. This makes it possible to visit all

three deities, without leaving the mainland.

Island Shrines

The island of Oshima is the home of Nakatsu-

miya, which enshrines Tagitsuhime no Kami,

another daughter of Amaterasu. Local sailors

and fishermen pray here for safety at sea and

good catches.

Okitsu-miya shrine, which is located on

Okinoshima, is dedicated to Tagorihime no




Kami, a first daughter of the sun goddess.

Since the whole island is considered sacred,

it is closed to the public. Only Shinto priests

from Munakata Taisha are permitted to visit.

Before setting foot on the island, they must

purify themselves by bathing in the sea, in a

ritual known as misog.

A UNESCO World Heritage Site

Ritual objects dating back to the fourth

century have been found on Okinoshima,

before Japan’s earliest written chronicle, the




Kojiki (712). Thanks to strict taboos that

forbid visitors to the island, the heritage of

Okinoshima has been exceptionally well

preserved, providing a valuable record of the

rituals performed there and earning the island

a UNESCO World Heritage designation.

Many of the 80,000 ritual objects and

treasures found on Okinoshima are on

display at the Shimpokan Museum, located

on the grounds of the Hetsu-miya shrine.

The three shrines devoted to the deities, and




the tombs of the Munakata family that once

ruled the region, were added to the UNESCO

World Heritage List in 2017 as the Sacred

Island of Okinoshima and Associated Sites in

the Munakata Region.

024-002 Hetsu-miya

Hetsu-miya, also commonly referred to as

Munakata Taisha, is on the main island of

Kyushu, about an hour by public transportation

from the city of Fukuoka. It is the largest and

most accessible of the three shrines that make

up Munakata Taisha and has an on-site
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museum with artifacts that date from as early

as the fourth century.

The current shrine was built by the Munakata

family, who once ruled part of the north coast

of Kyushu. The main shrine buildings were

constructed sometime before the twelfth

century, but the history of worship here dates

back much further. Early worship can be

traced to an ancient ritual site, Takamiya Saijo,

in the forest behind the main sanctuary. The

main sanctuary enshrines Ichikishimahime no
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Kami, one of the Three Female Deities of

Munakata. The other two deities can be

worshipped behind the main sanctuary, in two

smaller subsidiary shrines.

The Shimpokan Museum is located on the

shrine grounds, to the left of the main

sanctuary. The museum holds more than

80,000 artifacts that were excavated on

Okinoshima. Displays include gold jewelry,

ceramics, glasswork, and other precious items

that were used as ritual offerings.




024-003 Uminomichi Munakatakan Museum

Across from Hetsu-miya Shrine, the

Uminomichi Munakatakan Museum has
exhibitions on the history of Munakata Taisha
and its World Heritage status. Although
Okinoshima is off-limits to the public, 3D
movies in several languages and a surround-
screen presentation create a virtual visit to the
sacred island, and allow us to understand its
role and what can be found there. Exhibitions

in Japanese and English give visitors a good

overview of the three shrines that make up
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Munakata Taisha and the rituals performed on

Okinoshima.

Other exhibitions cover the history of

Munakata City and the sea routes that linked

Japan and the Asian mainland, with displays

featuring artifacts excavated in Munakata and

the ancient tombs (kofun), in the region. There

are regular activities for children at the

museum, including a craft room where visitors

can try their hand at making items such as the

comma-shaped beads (magatama) that were




used as offerings on Okinoshima. At the back

of the entrance hall there is a cafe offering light

meals and drinks, along with souvenirs and

books on the history of Munakata Taisha. A

library on the premises includes books on

Munakata’s history, culture, and the local

landscape. Rental bikes and free lockers are

available at the museum.

024-004 The Three Female Deities of

Munakata

The three deities worshipped at Munakata

Taisha are said to be the daughters of
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Amaterasu Omikami, the sun goddess.

An Ancient Legend

According to Japan’s oldest written chronicles,

the Kojiki (712) and the Nihon shoki (720),

Amaterasu had a disagreement with her

younger brother Susanoo no Mikoto. She took

his sword and separated it into three pieces,

purified each one in a sacred spring, then

chewed the pieces in her mouth, and blew out

three daughters, the Three Female Deities of

Munakata. The eldest daughter, Tagorihime
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no Kami, whose name means "fog," is

enshrined at Okitsu-miya on the distant island

of Okinoshima. The second daughter,

Tagitsuhime no Kami, whose name means

"swirling tide," is enshrined at Nakatsu-miya

on the island of Oshima. The third and

youngest daughter, Ichikishimahime no Kami,

whose name means ‘“island dwelling of

deities,” is venerated at Hetsu-miya on the

mainland.

Three Sisters Reunited
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These three deities are known as protectors of

sea routes and seafarers, and rituals and

prayers continue to be performed at all three

shrines in their honor. At a time when sea

journeys between Japan and the Asian

mainland were long and dangerous, the Three

Female Deities of Munakata played an

important part in Japan’s connection with the

rest of the world. Their worship spread across

the whole of Japan, and other significant

seaside Shinto shrines were built to honor

them, including Itsukushima Shrine on




Miyajima in Hiroshima Prefecture, and
Enoshima Shrine in Kanagawa Prefecture.
Once a year, Munakata’s two island-dwelling
deities are escorted to the mainland by a flotilla

of fishing boats and reunited with their sister,

as part of the colorful Miare Festival.

024-005 Exploring the Hetsu-miya Precincts

Hetsu-miya Shrine, located near the

Tsurikawa River, is commonly referred to as
Munakata Taisha and is the most accessible
The main

of Munakata’s three shrines.

sanctuary and worship hall have been
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designated Important Cultural Properties.
Hetsu-miya enshrines Ichikishimahime no
Kami, the youngest sister of the Three Female

Deities of Munakata.

Entering the Shrine

Passing through the torii gate and proceeding
along the path, you come to the main gate
(shinmon), decorated with the gold
chrysanthemum seal of the imperial family,

commonly seen at Shinto shrines. Beyond the

main gate are the worship hall and the main
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sanctuary. Before passing through the main

gate, most visitors stop at the femizuya water

pavilion to wash their hands and mouth with

cool, flowing water in an act of purification.

The Main Sanctuary

The worship hall, the first structure you see

after passing through the main gate, was

constructed in 1590. The main sanctuary

behind the worship hall was rebuilt after a fire

in 1578 by Munakata Ujisada, who was at the

time the highest-ranking priest at the shrine.

L SZRENRAEST, RoTF->T
e, METE OB LIEM (7220 Odo
ndr) & HEYE O (7ZE 5000
) e EODLH E B EITHE L ET,

WA BEN O =G RAL A AR T, =gt
SO EHROEGENBE T D32 5 Z &
INTEET, RERAMEEITIM & TH
F LK 8 Dz Hkin 2 [UE L TV &
B




The appearance of the sanctuary, from its

curved roof thatched with cypress bark to its

intricately carved red eaves, is similar to the

design of Itsukushima Shrine at Miyajima in

Hiroshima (which was also built to honor the

Three Female Deities). Adjacent to the main

sanctuary and worship hall are several small

subsidiary shrines, which were relocated here

from other sites in the Munakata region in

1675.

An Ancient Ritual Site




To the right of the main sanctuary, a path leads

up to Takamiya Saijo, the site where the Three

Female Deities are said to have descended to

earth from the heavens. Takamiya Saijo has

been an important ritual site for over a

thousand years, predating the shrine itself. To

the northwest of the ritual site you can see the

sea route linking Hetsu-miya with Okinoshima

across the Genkai Sea. As you descend,

watch for a path leading to two subsidiary

shrines venerating Tagorihime no Kami of

Okitsu-miya, and Tagitsuhime no Kami of




Nakatsu-miya.

To learn more about the ancient rituals

conducted in the Munakata region, visit the

Shimpokan Museum within the Hetsu-miya

precincts. The museum holds around 80,000

artifacts found at ritual sites on Okinoshima.

024-006 Takamiya Saijo

To the right of the main sanctuary of Hetsu-

miya, a long stairway leads up to Takamiya

Saijo, in a forest clearing. It is the ritual site

where the Three Female Deities of Munakata
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are said to have first descended from the

heavens. The site is a large square of flattened

earth covered with small pebbles, with larger

stones forming worship spaces. Tree

branches on either side of the space meet to

form a natural arched roof. Simple places of

outdoor worship like this were common before

the arrival of Buddhism in the sixth century.

Sacred rituals have been conducted at this site

and on Okinoshima and Oshima for over a

thousand years. On the last day of the Grand

Autumn Festival in October, the public can
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watch the rituals here, including sacred

dances by shrine maidens.

024-007 Teini-gu and Teisan-gu

The Munakata Taisha shrines cover a vast

area including two islands as well as a shrine

precinct on the mainland of Kyushu. It is not

possible to visit all three shrines, since Okitsu-

miya on Okinoshima is off-limits to the public.

Nakatsu-miya on the island of Oshima is open

to the public but only accessible by ferry. To

allow worshipers convenient access to all

three shrines, two subsidiary shrines
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venerating the deities of the island shrines

have been built behind Hetsu-miya, where the

youngest deity, Ichikishimahime no Kami, is

enshrined.

Travel Protection

Teini-gu venerates the eldest sister deity,

Tagorihime no Kami, and Teisan-gu venerates

the middle sister deity, Tagitsuhime no Kami.

In Japanese myth, these three daughters of

the sun goddess, Amaterasu Omikami, were

known to protect sea routes, and later came to
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be revered for protecting all travel routes. In

this way, the sister deities have come to

represent safe travel across all modes of

transportation.

A Connection with Ise Jingu

These subsidiary shrines at Hetsu-miya were

relocated from |Ise Jingu (venerating

Amaterasu Omikami) in 1978. They were

dismantled during construction of new shrine

buildings, which happens every 20 years at

Ise. These buildings are examples of yuitsu




shinmei zukuri, an ancient style of architecture

unique to Ise Jingu, characterized by a steeply

sloped thatched or shingled roof with forked

wooden finials and metal-capped wooden

billets.

024-008 Shimpokan Museum

The Shimpokan Museum stands on the

grounds of Hetsu-miya, to the left of the main

sanctuary. It was built in 1980 to house the

artifacts unearthed during archaeological

excavations on the island of Okinoshima.
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Offerings from the Silk Road

Offerings in the form of precious gifts were
made to the deities of Munakata Taisha to pray
for safe sea travel, along with objects from as
far away as ancient Persia. The objects
unearthed on Okinoshima give us a good
understanding of the extent of trade between
Japan and other countries, and of the
importance placed on this island and its rituals

by the Yamato court (300-710), which ruled

over much of Japan.
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The significance of Okinoshima came to light

when research was conducted between 1954

and 1971, and more than 80,000 artifacts were

excavated. Many were used for divine rituals

over a period that spanned several hundred

years, from the fourth to the end of the ninth

century. These discoveries are all designated

as National Treasures.

A few significant pieces include a pure-gold

ring made in Korea ¢.520; a bronze mirror

decorated with triangle motifs, animals and




gods, made in China ¢.320; and glass from the

Sasanian Empire in Persia (224-651).

The treasures found on Okinoshima are

located on the first two floors. The third floor

houses a collection of treasures given to the

Munakata family and Munakata Taisha,

including rare documents, ancient carvings,

samurai armor and items from the Russo-

Japanese War in 1905.

024-009 Festivals
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Several festivals and ceremonies are held

throughout the year at Munakata Taisha. One

of the busiest times is the New Year, when

tens of thousands visit the shrines starting at

midnight on December 31 to pray for good luck

in the coming year. The Three Female Deities

of Munakata have historically protected sea

routes and, by extension, all travel routes, so

many people come to pray for protection from

car accidents as well.

Munakata Taisha Spring Festival
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The annual Spring Festival at Munakata
Taisha from March 31 to April 2, includes
prayers for road safety, prosperity and good
harvests, with ritual dances featuring shrine
maidens  in

elaborate, twelve-layered

ceremonial kimono.

Tanabata Festival

At Nakatsu-miya on the island of Oshima,

August 7 (July 7 in other parts of Japan)

heralds the Tanabata Festival, and Nakatsu-

miya is said to be where Tanabata was first
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celebrated in Japan. Originally from China,

Tanabata is the love story of Orihime (also

known as Shokujo), a weaver and daughter of

the sky king, and the cow herder Hikoboshi

(also known as Kengyu), represented by the

stars Vega and Altair. After they married, they

neglected their work, and Orihime’s father

forbade them to meet, keeping them

separated by the Milky Way. He eventually

relented and allowed them to meet once a

year, on the seventh day of the seventh month.

The island is decorated for the week leading
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up to the festival, when Nakatsu-miya is lit up

with intricately carved bamboo lanterns.

Munakata Taisha Grand Autumn Festival

The largest and most important event of the

year is the Munakata Taisha Grand Autumn

Festival, held during the first three days of

October. This festival honors the Three

Female Deities of Munakata. Festivities begin

with the Miare Festival on October 1, when the

two island-dwelling deities are transported to

Hetsu-miya to visit their sister deity,




Ichikishimahime no Kami. It is a spectacular

event in which around 150 fishing boats

festooned with colorful flags escort portable

shrines bearing the deities back to the

mainland. Shinto priests hold a welcome

ceremony and female shrine attendants

perform an elaborate dance in beautiful robes.

On October 2, there is a performance of

horseback archery in the shrine precincts. In

the early evening on October 3, the festival

ends with the Takamiya Kannabi Festival, and

ritual dances at Takamiya Saijo, the ancient




ritual site where the deities are said to have

descended from the heavens.

Chrysanthemum Festival

The Chrysanthemum Festival is held at

Munakata Taisha from November 1 to

November 22, during which approximately

3,000 pots of chrysanthemums are displayed

on the grounds of the shrine. Growers display

their best flowers in creative, colorful patterns.

The festival coincides with Shichi-Go-San

(“seven-five-three”), a November 15 festival to




celebrate children. Girls aged three or seven

and five-year-old boys are dressed in kimono

and visit the shrine with their families to pray

for a long and healthy life.
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024-010 Oshima

Oshima is a short ferry ride from the port of

Konominato on Kyushu. The island is

compact and easy to explore on foot, with

hiking paths connecting the main sites. It is

located midway between Kyushu and the
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the sun goddess Amaterasu, is enshrined.

Because of its spiritual importance,

Okinoshima is off-limits to the public. As such,

Oshima is the closest visitors can get to

Okinoshima.

Nakatsu-miya Shrine

The islands of Okinoshima and Oshima form

a visual line to Munakata on the coast, where

the Hetsu-miya Shrine is located. Oshima is

home to Nakatsu-miya Shrine, an important

seventeenth-century shrine on the south side
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of the island, at the base of Mt. Mitake. This

shrine venerates Tagitsuhime no Kami, the

second of the three daughters of Amaterasu.

Nakatsu-miya and the island of Oshima act

as a connection between the main shrine on

Kyushu and the distant island of Okinoshima.

Okitsu-miya Yohaisho

On the opposite side of the island, there is a

worship hall (yohaisho) on a cliff top facing

Okinoshima. The hall is known as the Okitsu-

miya Yohaisho and it is the nearest visitors
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can get to Okitsu-miya Shrine on

Okinoshima. Visitors are welcome at the

Yohaisho year round; the shrine doors are

opened a few times a year including for the

spring and autumn festivals, offering a

perfectly framed view of Okinoshima.

The legend of the horseshoe rock

Not far from Okitsu-miya Yohaisho is a flat

rocky outcrop called Batei-iwa, named for the

horseshoe-shaped impressions on its

surface. According to legend, the marks were




imprinted on the rock when a horse carrying

Tagorihime no Kami jumped from the rock to

Okinoshima. A short distance from Batei-iwa

is the Windmill Observation Tower and

Cannon Fort Site. Used during World War |l

for observation, the Cannon Fort Site offers a

spectacular view of Okinoshima on a clear

day.

024-011 Oshima Culture Center

Oshima Culture Center is a short walk from the

ferry terminal and admission is free. The

displays at this modern facility explain the
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deep historical connection between

Okinoshima and  Oshima, particularly
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Yohaisho as places of worship. Oshima is a

tiny island with a circumference of just 15

kilometers and a population of about 700

people, most of whom are involved in the

fishing industry. Because their lives depend on

the sea, the Three Female Deities of

Munakata are very important to them for

protection and good catches.




The Oshima Culture Center features a unique

short movie on a three-paneled screen,

revealing the thoughts of the local people and

their feelings towards Okinoshima through

powerful interviews (with English subtitles).

There are examples of local crafts on display,

including the decorative bamboo lanterns that

the islanders make for the annual Tanabata

Festival in August. On the second floor,

displays explain the local rituals passed down

through generations, and showcase some of

the ritual objects found here on Oshima. In a




children’s corner there are videos (in
Japanese and English) about life on the island
made by the children of the local elementary

and junior high schools.

024-012 Nakatsu-miya

Nakatsu-miya, one of the three main
Munakata Taisha shrines, is located at the foot
of Mt. Mitake on the island of Oshima, a short
ferry ride off the west coast of Kyushu. It has a

commanding view over the fishing port and

main harbor, and is at the center of island life.
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Mt. Mitake

Nakatsu-miya enshrines Tagitsuhime no

Kami, one of the Three Female Deities of

Munakata. An ancient ritual site that predates

Nakatsu-miya is located at the summit of Mt.

Mitake. A path behind the shrine leads up the

mountain to Mitake Shrine, built on the ritual

site. It takes about 20 minutes to walk to the

top of Mt. Mitake.

The origin of the Three Female Deities
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Within the grounds of Nakatsu-miya is a small

spring, Amanomanai, that feeds into the

Amanogawa River. The spring can be

reached by following a path leading down

from the left side of the main sanctuary. It is

written in Japan’s oldest chronicles, the Kojiki

and Nihon shoki (early eighth century), that

the sun goddess Amaterasu broke her

brother’s sword into three pieces and purified

them in a spring in heaven, called

Amanomanai, which gave this spring its

name. She then chewed up the pieces and




blew out her three daughters, enshrined here

as the Three Female Deities of Munakata.

Drinking the water is said to grant a long and

happy life and also improve your calligraphy

skills. Local children mix the spring water with

their ink in hopes of improving their

brushwork.

Sacred water

Okinoshima also has natural spring water,

which made it a convenient stopping point for

ancient seafarers. Because the public is not




permitted to visit the shrine on Okinoshima,
Nakatsu-miya offers amulets containing water
from Okinoshima—which is the only
substance that can be removed from the
island—along with amulets containing water
from the spring at Nakatsu-miya and shrine

stamps (goshuin) from Okitsu-miya.
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024-013 Okitsu-miya Yohaisho

from afar. Since visiting Okinoshima is off-
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functions as a stand-in. Places to worship from

a distance, known as yohaisho, are not

uncommon in Japan, meant to provide a more

convenient place of worship for priests who

are unable to travel to a particular shrine in

person.

On a clear day, you can see Okinoshima from
here. Several times a year including festival
times in spring and fall,

the Okitsu-miya

Yohaisho is opened and the view of

Okinoshima is framed by its square windows.
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During the Edo period (1603-1867), the Shinto

rituals of Okitsu-miya were often performed

here, because the priests could not always get

to Okinoshima. Today, the wives of the local

fishermen offer prayers here for safety at sea

when their husbands fish around Okinoshima.

A path leads to an observation area above the

Yohaisho with panoramic views of the Genkai

Sea and the rugged coastline.

024-014 Mt. Mitake Observatory and Mitake

Shrine

Mitake Shrine is located at the summit of Mt.
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Mitake. The shrine and summit are part of the

Nakatsu-miya shrine precincts, connected to

the main sanctuary by a walking path. The

shrine buildings date to no later than the

sixteenth century and have a commanding

view over the island and towards Okinoshima.

In earlier times, rituals were performed in a

clearing on the mountaintop. These were

performed during the same period that rituals

were conducted at Takamiya Saijo ritual site

near Hetsu-miya and at the ritual sites on

Okinoshima. This ancient ritual site is off-limits
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to the public and tucked away in the trees

behind the shrine.

A recently built observation platform on the

summit of Mt. Mitake offers a sweeping view of

the Genkai Sea, including Okinoshima and the

islands of Iki and Tsushima to the north. The

view to the south includes both Fukuoka City

and Kitakyushu City. There is a marker on the

ground to indicate the direction of Okinoshima.

024-015 Munakata Taisha Okitsu-miya

(Introduction)
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The island of Okinoshima, located in the strait

between Kyushu, Japan and the Korean

Peninsula, occupies a unique place in Japan’s

history. As both a sacred site and stop-off point

to and from the Asian continent, it has much to

teach us about the development of Japan’s

indigenous religion, Shinto, as well as the

country’s exchange with the outside world in

ancient times.

Ancient artifacts

Archaeologists in the twentieth century found

E LT, ZELTHARE KL Ok L L
T, AAREAFOEMTH D eEDFRES,
TSR 5 BAR L KRB & DAHRIZHON
TELIZEL ZHATINET,

HROEY

TR, T B8 1, 500 ERTE TS 7
BRELDEETHH Z EVHIALE L7, i
J i EF OB IEFICEVIREE TR
FEINTWDIE, A BENITIHAD
ZLEEHIRL., —HoW, IaE/ITE
ZEOLHT Z L A2BIET AR DLW
HoNbol-Z LIk ET, ZoENT-
RTFIREE L TRl b bz D851 (A %
D HRER) OEER EOSFHE S A, [HE 5
B - R B & BEEPEREIL 2017 4R
IR EE IR B S IVE LT,

BOfE

M EOEQIIBAETHLTFONTEY,
J BAANBTE 500, #Me Kok
T, MIBRIEARARTR 10 HIRIZHTE -
T, BANOEHESLZ ZIZES2L N TV D
% =Zcrh o BLER (72 20 DD DFr)
~DOEGLEITVET,

HAAR L om P iE B & g BL R ARH A S
SMFISERARZ JA 7

HARE ™=

TP AL ) AR X AN i AN ST R )
By b, RILTAEHIE] 1,500 FRTSCME
Fo iz B S S 2 B LR AR AE SE 4T
Horp— AN PR 72 R A B N P BRI — A AR
G, T H L B EE DA AR AT E B B
Yo, BRI RN Sk B L . SEEF IR
FEIRS A RAL KR, i nh 2 By 5 HH 58
WPEHEAE 2017 SF N IR FSCAE ™,

PP IS

WS NIRRT hg iy 2, RAT SRR
AN AT DS bz 8o #RN SRS AE
SERRL S B 10 K, E4EP A
IR 2847 H AR T ORBIZAETE SR 2
SRR = — R R

EIMARE 5

fafs, Mo 7 4] 1686 SR GTia JuM ok
Bt XA R38R R CRAB R 5 K B 7 o
BRI B RTR B T IR O BB E R
TG 4 AR b 2 BRSO AE A 2 M R SR A




this small, rugged island to be a treasure trove

of artifacts dating as far back as 1,500 years.

The island and its artifacts were remarkably

well preserved, in part due to strict taboos

restricting access to the island by the public,

and prohibiting any item—even a pebble or

twig—from being removed. This excellent

state of preservation and the development of

rituals over centuries earned Okinoshima and

its related sites a World Heritage designation

in 2017.
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Preserving the island

The strict rules are still in force today; only

Shinto priests from Munakata Taisha are

permitted on Okinoshima. These priests live in

isolation for stretches of 10 days on a

rotational basis, maintaining the grounds and

conducting age-old rituals for the deity

enshrined here: Tagorihime no Kami, one of

the Three Female Deities of Munakata.

Worship and trade




The Munakata family, which governed the

Munakata region of Kyushu from the seventh

century until 1586 (when the last high priest of

Munakata Taisha, Munakata Ujisada, died

without a male heir), is believed to have

established Okinoshima as a site of worship as

early as the fourth century. The Yamato court

(300-710) sought divine protection for their

sea crossings from the deities residing in the

island’s natural environment—its primeval

forests, dramatic rocky outcroppings and

cliffs—and left precious votive offerings to




them. These practices continued for 500

years. Over this time, they evolved into the

more formal worship style we see today, with

shrine buildings to house the deities.

024-016 Trade between Japan and Asia

The period in which the Munakata family
established Okinoshima as a site of worship in
the late fourth century coincided with a period
of increased exchange between Japan and the
Asian continent. Buddhism, the Chinese
writing system, silk and horses were among
cultural influences and

the important
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commodities introduced to the Japanese

archipelago as a result of this early exchange.

Many objects from China were brought to

Japan through Korean intermediaries. Five

hundred years of trade with China and the

Korean Peninsula are reflected in the many

artifacts found on Okinoshima.

The Silk Road

The Yamato court (300-710) that dominated

much of Japan, tasked the Munakata family

with conducting rituals on Okinoshima on their
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behalf. This relationship is detailed in the two

oldest written chronicles of Japan, the Kojiki

and Nihon shoki, compiled in the early eighth

century. The votive objects found on

Okinoshima indicate the island’s importance

among travelers seeking protection on the

high seas. Of the roughly 80,000 artifacts

discovered, some originate from China and

Korea, with pieces from as far away as Persia.

These are thought to have arrived in Japan via

the Silk Road.




Trade with Asia

Wars between the Korean kingdoms and

Chinese Tang dynasty forces often disrupted

trade between Japan and the mainland in the

seventh and eighth centuries. Delegates were

still sent to China after the eighth century, but

by the ninth century, the instability of China’s

Five Dynasties period brought an end to

official trade and the 500-year-old practice of

making offerings on Okinoshima.

024-017 World Heritage Designation

The Sacred Island of Okinoshima and
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Associated Sites in the Munakata Region
became Japan's 21st UNESCO World
Heritage Site in 2017. Several aspects of the
region, with Okinoshima at its heart, set it apart
from other World Heritage sites in Japan.
Besides the sheer

quantity of artifacts

discovered on Okinoshima—more than
80,000 pieces—it was the integrity of both the
objects and the locations where they were
found, that made the island a site of
Outstanding Universal Value. Strict taboos

governing the island meant that the artifacts
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were likely untouched for hundreds of years.

Developing Rituals

By studying the objects found in different sites

on the island, researchers concluded that

when the first known rituals on Okinoshima

were performed, offerings were left on top of

rocks, open to the sun and moon. Offerings

were placed on large boulders near the center

of the island, around the fifth century. Mirrors

and iron ingots have been found at these sites.

Over the next two centuries, these offerings
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moved to areas in the shade of large rocks,

under deep overhangs. By the eighth century,

they were placed in the partial shade of the

rocks, then transitioned around the ninth

century to clearings, near the current site of

the Okitsu-miya shrine building. These

discoveries provide valuable insight into the

development of the Shinto religion from its

origins as a form of nature worship. The mostly

votive objects also reveal a great deal of

exchange between Japan and its Asian

neighbors from as early as the fourth century,




and the prestige the Munakata family enjoyed

under Japan’s early rulers.

Preserving the Past for the Future

The significance of the island did not wane

even as the types of rituals changed and

worship from across the strait on Oshima and

Kyushu became the norm after the ninth

century. Okinoshima was declared an

exceptional example of the tradition of

worshipping a sacred island by UNESCO,

through direct offerings made on the island




and through distant worship from Kyushu and

Oshima. Ultimately, it is thanks to the devotion

of local people, who have kept the traditions of

the region alive for over a millennium, that the

important findings of Okinoshima and its

environs can be shared with the rest of the

world.

018 Taboos on Okinoshima

Local residents call Okinoshima by various

names, such as “the island where gods dwell,”

“‘island of mystery,” and “the unspoken one.”

The taboos enforced on Okinoshima have
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undoubtedly helped maintain both the island’s

mystery and kept its archaeological sites

intact. In ancient times, the island was an

important site of worship, as evidenced by the

tens of thousands of votive objects discovered

on the island.

Today it is still forbidden for members of the

public to visit Okinoshima. As with other

important sacred sites in Japan, upholding the

purity of Okinoshima is a priority, literally and

symbolically. For example, besides
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maintaining the island’s pristine environment

by prohibiting the removal of any object from

the island, those permitted to visit are obliged

to purify their bodies by bathing naked in the

sea in a ritual called misogi. They must also

swear an oath of total secrecy regarding their

activities on the island.

024-019 The History of Shinto on Okinoshima

Okinoshima and the shrines associated with it

are affiliated with the ancient Shinto religion.

Shinto is indigenous to Japan and revolves

around the worship of deities, or kami,
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believed to dwell in nature. The early

Japanese would recognize a natural object,

such as a large tree or boulder, as a place

where deities dwell. Straw ropes were used

to mark these objects as sacred. In later

periods, shrines were sometimes constructed

in the vicinity, where worshippers would offer

prayers and make offerings.

A sacred island

It was not uncommon for entire mountains or

even islands of outstanding beauty, such as
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Okinoshima, to be considered sacred.

Researchers have determined that visitors to

Okinoshima between the fourth and ninth

centuries offered prayers and precious items

to the deities here for protection during sea

crossings and as thanks for successful

journeys. Around 80,000 votive objects have

been found on Okinoshima. Over time, the

rituals on the island evolved to include the

female deity, Tagorihime no Kami.

Purification rituals
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Purity of body, mind, and spirit is important in

Shinto, and water or salt are commonly used

for purification. Visitors to Shinto shrines

ritually purify themselves by washing their

hands and mouths. The few visitors allowed

on Okinoshima, almost exclusively Shinto

priests from Munakata Taisha, must perform

whole-body purification in the sea before they

visit the island. Although Okinoshima is off-

limits to all but a handful of individuals,

everyone can venerate the island’s kami from

Teini-gu at Hetsu-miya on the main island of




Kyushu, and from Okitsu-miya Yohaisho on

Oshima.

024-020 Ritual Objects Found on the Island

Over a period of some 500 years, Okinoshima
was a destination for people seeking divine
protection on dangerous sea journeys.
According to research, the island was not
necessarily on the established route between
Japan and the Korean Peninsula, thus
entailing a special effort to visit. A series of

excavations made from the 1950s through the

1970s unearthed over 80,000 artifacts, which
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were designated National Cultural Treasures

and moved to the Shimpokan Museum in

Munakata, Kyushu. Most of these are votive

objects that were offered to the local deity, and

many are made from exotic materials using

techniques that were considered advanced at

the time. These objects tell of developments

across the Asian continent, for example: which

countries were forging trade alliances, or

where  metalworking and  glassmaking

technology was flourishing.
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Since Japan was at the end of the Silk Road,

which reached its peak during the sixth to ninth

centuries, items from as far afield as the

Sasanian Empire in Persia (224-651) were

discovered here. Some 60 bronze mirrors of

Chinese origin, researchers speculate, may

signify diplomatic relations between China and

the Yamato court, which ruled over much of

Japan between the third and eighth centuries,

and had close links to Okinoshima. Each

object, whether ornamental or functional, has

a fascinating story to tell.




024-021 Mirrors

The mirror is an important symbol in Shinto,

Japan’s indigenous religion that revolves

around the worship of deities that dwell in the

natural environment. In Japanese mythology,

a mirror was used to coax the sun goddess,

Amaterasu Omikami, out from a cave where

she had been hiding, restoring light to the

world. Visit a shrine today and you will likely

see a bronze mirror sitting atop its altar.

Many bronze mirrors dating to the fourth
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century were found at the oldest ritual sites on

Okinoshima, alongside swords and comma-

shaped stone beads (magatama, often

described as “jewels”). According to the

creation myths recorded in Japan’s oldest

historical chronicles, Amaterasu Omikami

gave these Three Sacred Treasures to her

grandson, Ninigi no Mikoto, when she sent him

to earth. He became the founding ancestor of

Japan’s imperial line, and the Three Sacred

Treasures (the mirror, the jewel, and the

sword) are revered as symbols of the
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emperor’s divinity.

The mirrors are thought to be of Chinese

origin, with some later made in a similar style

in Japan. The most prominent and well-

preserved example is a triangular-edged

mirror, bearing the designs of Queen Mother

of the West and King Father of the East—two

gods of Chinese mythology that were popular

during the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE)—

surrounded by holy beasts.




024-022 Horse Trappings

Horses were brought from Korea to Japan in
the fifth century, and quickly became
indispensable to the Yamato court (300-710).
These elaborate gilt-bronze horse trappings
and ornaments were brought from Korea,
where similar items have been unearthed at
royal tombs. It is also thought that the first
people to raise horses for use in battle in
Japan were of Korean heritage, who

emigrated with the promise of safety during

Korea’s wars among the Baekje, Silla, and
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Goguryeo kingdoms from the fourth to the

seventh centuries.

It seems horses were never brought to

Okinoshima for ceremonies, so these

particular objects are perhaps a testament to

the potent symbolism of this animal. Indeed, in

Shinto, horses are considered as transport for

the deities. Today some shrines have resident

white horses dedicated to the deities,

sometimes real but more often statues.




024-023 Iron Ingots

Japan’s early relations with the Korean

Peninsula and the Asian continent were crucial

for keeping up to date with the latest

technological developments. Many valuable

commodities such as silk and tea and ideas

like Chinese script and Buddhism, arrived by

sea. These flat iron ingots discovered at a fifth-

century ritual site on Okinoshima, testify to the

importance of iron in ancient Japan.

It is thought that the Yamato court (300-710)
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imported iron from the Korean Peninsula, and

protecting this important resource may have

been behind their decision to send Japanese

troops to the region to support their allies.

Refugees from the Gaya region of Korea, an

area known for its iron foundries, were

employed by the Yamato court to craft horse

trappings and armor, which, according to

some researchers, gave them an edge in

battles for hegemony within Japan.

024-024 Gold Ring

This ring made from pure gold has a
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surprisingly contemporary feel, and shines

brilliantly 1,500 years after it was made. The

ring originated on the Korean Peninsula,

where similar examples have been found in

the royal tombs at Gyeongju, the old capital of

the Silla kingdom. The floral and circular

patterning on the ring rendered in thin strips of

gold demonstrates a high level of technology

at the time. Japan’s connections with the Asian

continent were crucial to the country’s

development, with innovations in everything

from metalworking to architecture derived from
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trade and diplomacy with the Korean

Peninsula and China.

024-025 Gilt-Bronze Dragon Heads

This pair of ornamental, gilt-bronze dragon

heads dates to the mid-sixth century and was

excavated at a ritual site on Okinoshima. Each

is about 20 centimeters in length, and although

very similar, they bear slight differences in

expression. The heads are likely to be finials,

which were attached to the top of a flagpole or

parasol. This pair is thought to have been

imported from China. Similar dragon heads
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adorning objects can be spotted in the cave

paintings of the Dunhuang Caves in northwest

China, which date to the Tang dynasty (618-

907).

024-026 Cut Glass from Iran

This fragment, believed to be part of a glass
bowl, is a unique find among the objects left as
offerings on Okinoshima. Dating to the sixth
century, this is an example of fine
craftsmanship from the Sasanian Empire

(present-day Iran), a distance of at least 7,000

km from Okinoshima.
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Ancient Persia had a great deal of cultural

influence, and there is ample evidence of trade

and diplomatic contact between Persia and

ancient China via the Silk Road, which is likely

the route that this bowl took to Japan. Similar

examples have been found in the Chinese

tomb sites of high-ranking officials. The glass

fragment is thin and semi-transparent, and

contains part of the distinctive, circular

patterning in relief that would have covered the

entire surface. This sophisticated effect could

TOMELZ EMTEET,




only have been achieved by inflating the glass

into a mold, known as mold-blowing.

024-027 Miniature Loom

This gilt-bronze miniature loom has been

made with accurate details, as shown by the

partially woven fabric on display. Weaving

techniques were brought to Japan from the

Korean Peninsula by the third century. In the

centuries that followed, textile production,

especially using silk, which had only recently

been introduced from China, became heavily

patronized by the court. A similar miniature
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loom is one of the so-called Divine Treasures
at Ise Jingu, the main shrine dedicated to the
sun goddess, Amaterasu Omikami. This
demonstrates how rituals on Okinoshima set a
precedent for those that later took place under

the reformed centralized government of the

eighth century, known as the ritsuryo state.

024-028 Miniature Koto

This stringed instrument is a miniature version

of a Japanese native koto known as a Yamato

goto, which developed from the Chinese
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zither. Most characteristic of this koto is the

shape of the head, a flared “kite tail.” It was

discovered at the same ritual site on

Okinoshima as the miniature loom, also on

display at the Shimpokan. The strings of the

miniature koto actually make sound. A similar

koto is also one of the Divine Treasures at Ise

Jingu, the main shrine for venerating the

ancestors of the imperial family. This suggests

that the rituals performed on Okinoshima

preceded similar ritsuryo ceremonies that later

took place under a more centralized system of
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governance in the eighth century.

024-029 Tang-Dynasty and Nara-Period Jars

These two ceramic jars may look similar, but

one is Japanese and one is of Chinese origin.

Their bold coloring was created using lead-

based glazes. The Japanese jar is the oldest

extant example of an imitation three-color

ware (known as sancai/ in Chinese) made in

the eighth century. The other is a Tang

dynasty (618-907) original from the seventh

century, similar to ones which have been

discovered in numerous tomb sites across
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China. The domestic jar, called Nara sancai,
combines Chinese techniques with Japanese
copper green glaze,

demonstrating how

Chinese technology was adapted.

024-031 Mounded Tombs

The construction of tumuli, large tombs under

mounds of soil or rock (kofun) was common

across prehistoric Europe and Asia but began

around the mid-third century in Japan. The

tradition of constructing burial mounds for

emperors and important figures originated in
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ancient China, and spread to Japan via the

Korean Peninsula. It is thought some 160,000

of them were built across the archipelago.

During the Yamato period (300-710), these

burial mounds were built for emperors but also

for the leaders of powerful local families. They

were buried with precious objects, similar to

those found on Okinoshima. This was a well-

established practice by the time the Shimbaru

tumuli were built for the Munakata family, who

had control over local shipping routes and

close ties to the Yamato court.
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024-030 The Shimbaru-Nuyama Tumuli
The Shimbaru-Nuyama tumuli (kofun) on
Kyushu are the tombs of prominent Munakata
family members and constitute one element of
the Okinoshima World Heritage Site. Built
between the fifth and sixth centuries, the 41
tombs are clustered in groups in the idyllic
countryside north of the city of Fukuoka,

surrounded by farmland and close to the

coast. The tombs look out to the Genkai Sea
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stretching between northern Fukuoka and

Saga, and toward the islands of Oshima and

Okinoshima.

These earthen tombs were constructed as

round or keyhole-shaped mounds, often

surrounded by moats. Five keyhole tombs can

be found among the Shimbaru-Nuyama group.

The inner chambers of these tombs have

yielded artifacts including metal tools and ritual

objects similar to those found on Okinoshima.

While the chambers within the tombs are not
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open to the public, it is possible to walk the

perimeters of the grassy mounds. They are in

close enough proximity (extending 800

meters) to be covered in a leisurely stroll from

the Nuyama-guchi bus stop.

For a better understanding of these tombs,

download the dedicated AR (augmented

reality) app, Okinoshima Finder, available on

iTunes and Google Play.

024-032 The Shimbaru-Nuyama Tumuli and
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the Sea
The Shimbaru-Nuyama tumuli (kofun) were
built on a plateau overlooking the three sacred
sites that comprise Munakata Taisha today.
The cluster of undulating man-made hills make
a fascinating sight. These tombs of prominent
Munakata family members are approximately
an hour on foot from Hetsu-miya, and face out
toward the Genkai Sea where the islands of
Oshima

(Nakatsu-miya) and Okinoshima

(Okitsu-miya) are located.
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The positioning of the tombs, facing the sea

route between Okinoshima and the Korean

Peninsula, is a visual metaphor for the

longstanding influence that the Munakata

family held over the region. While the tomb

group is now located several kilometers inland,

it once bordered a sea inlet. Over the

centuries, the sea has receded, and the traces

of the original coastline are barely visible. An

observation deck provides a sweeping view

over the tumuli, along with information in

several languages. The observation deck is




just across the road from Showa Gakuen-mae

bus stop.

024-033 The Munakata family

The Shimbaru-Nuyama tumuli (kofun) were
built for important members of the Munakata
family. The earliest written texts that mention
the Munakata family are the Kojiki (712) and
Nihon shoki (720) and the Shinsen shojiroku,
a genealogical record completed in 815, but
there is evidence that they came to

prominence much earlier. The fulfilment of

religious duties appears to have been an
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important element of state formation and

governance from the early Yamato period

(300-710), with the court assigning key

religious roles to specific families in outlying

regions. The Munakata family presided over

rituals on Okinoshima on behalf of the court,

but they are thought to have fulfilled another

crucial role as protectors of key trade routes.

The area that the Munakata family governed in

northwestern Kyushu covered the shortest

route between Japan and Korea (across the
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Genkai Sea), and a sea route between Kyushu

and the main island of Honshu, where the

Yamato heartland was located. By the seventh

century, members of the Munakata family

simultaneously held the hereditary titles of

district administrator and high priest, and

records show there was also intermarriage

between daughters of the Munakata family

and emperors, solidifying their status. After the

rituals on Okinoshima ended, the Munakata

family remained as high priests of the shrines

at Okitsu-miya, Nakatsu-miya and Hetsu-miya.




The family line ended abruptly with the death

of the last male member, Munakata Ujisada, in

1586, but the name lives on in the area.

024-034 Munakata Taisha Amulets

Protective amulets or talismans (omamori) are

available at shrines across Japan. Munakata

Taisha offers its own selection, including small

containers of spring water from the sacred

island of Okinoshima; the only substance that

can be removed from the island. While the

three deities were originally protectors of sea

routes, over time that has been extended to all
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traffic routes, so you can purchase an amulet

for road safety, the shrine’s most popular type

of amulet. Other amulets are meant to ensure

good health, safe pregnancy and delivery,

good academic results, and so on. Another

kind of charm called an ofuda is available.

These represent divine protection of the home,

either as an inscription on a slip of paper or on

a wooden plaque that you can display in the

home.

You can buy stamp books (shuincho) at the
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shrine, or you can bring your own. A shrine

attendant will add calligraphy and a decorative

stamp of the shrine to commemorate your visit.

Collectors of these stamps can obtain a stamp

for Okitsu-miya on Okinoshima, which is not

open to the public, at Nakatsu-miya on

Oshima.

024-035 The History of Hetsu-miya

The original site of worship on the mainland of
Kyushu was Takamiya Saijo, an open-air ritual
site in the forests above Hetsu-miya, with a
the Genkai towards

view across Sea
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Okinoshima. This was the spot the Three

Female Deities of Munakata were said to have

descended to earth from the heavens.

Worship sites evolved over the centuries from

natural objects and forest clearings, to include

buildings, and by the twelfth century, worship

halls had been added below the Takamiya

Saijo ritual site.

The area was controlled by the Munakata

family, who became wealthy through foreign

trade, and served as the area’s Shinto priests.

WM A2 5) TR LT 2RI Z o Hililk %
FEL, ML BO E Lz, 5 I13AREE
BT, B E, FEEAEEIC#ETTEL
MZzNENEEOD Lz, EERD KK
SRHEEL CUYIO@EMITEER L E L7as, B
TEORBIIHREDOFBROKREFITL -
T 1578 FITHEINE LTz, HYDFE
5&M—5@ﬁWim%LiLtﬁ 1978
FICZEROFBME N OBIE I NG
wﬁ%ﬁ$%®%ﬁ_@01miﬁo

I AR 5 AR BRI E SRR KR, fE R IR %
DX PR RIS, FEAT 2 0 R R o At AT 2 I
FEAE L MIAE 82 R AR AL, 23 ) Rl 22 =2
A W) BRI TLE K R TN ELIT 5%,
PLAE 1) 1 B2 SR AR IR B Ja I K E | T
1578 FEHE M. UV E A = E 1
FEEAR T e, IAE RIFEEGEAE 1978 FFE M=
HAMAMERET IEBRYE SN,




They built the main shrine and two smaller

shrines next to it, venerating each of the three

deities. Successive fires and wars destroyed

the original buildings, but the present main

sanctuary was rebuilt in 1578 by the last of the

Munakata high priests. The original Teini-gu

and Teisan-gu shrine buildings burned down,

but two newer structures, relocated from Ise

Jingu in Mie Prefecture in 1978, are now

situated behind the main sanctuary.

024-036 Exploring Oshima

Oshima is the island home of Nakatsu-miya,
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the shrine venerating the deity Tagitsuhime no
Kami. As the closest accessible island to
Okinoshima, Oshima also houses Okitsu-miya
Yohaisho, a hall from which to worship

Okinoshima (and Tagorihime no Kami, the

deity enshrined there).

Life in a fishing community

Exploring the island gives visitors insights into

the history of worship in the Munakata area,

and offers a chance to experience the life of a

small fishing community. From the fishing co-
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op near the ferry terminal that offers the catch

of the day, to the Oshima Culture Center that

has displays on local festivals and the deep

historical connection between the island’s

people and Okinoshima, visitors can get an

immediate sense of the deep respect the local

people have for the sea.

Audio tours

For a self-guided tour of the island, visitors can

rent an audio device at the Oshima Ferry

Terminal, which uses GPS to impart
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interesting information as you travel around.

Several spots of interest are within easy reach

of the ferry terminal, and a regular bus runs a

loop around the island to access other sites.

An inspiring islet

Yume no Sayoshima is a small island in the

bay, framed by a red torii gate, that can be

reached on foot during low tide. During the

Muromachi period (1336-1573), the poet Sogi




(1421-1502) visited Munakata and composed

a poem inspired by this scenic islet.

Further afield

More recent history is reflected in the ruins of

a canon emplacement, built on the north side

of the island during World War Il. One of the

most unusual sites is Miura Cave, also known

as "Johan’s Cave." Not far from Oshima Light

House, it is said to have been the hiding place

of Father Johan, a Catholic priest who

escaped from Nagasaki after Christianity was




outlawed in 1614. Walking trails, part of the

Kyushu Olle hiking course, traverse the inland

of the island, covering most points of interest.

Trails are well marked, and suitable for

intermediate  trekkers with no special

equipment.

024-037 Rituals on Okinoshima

Japan’s indigenous religion, Shinto, evolved

gradually from the spiritual practices of the

Jomon period, Japan’s Neolithic period dating

back more than 10,000 years. At the mercy of

the elements, people developed a deep
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respect for nature. Rituals and festivals were

held to pray for good harvests and safe

journeys, and natural sites and objects were

worshipped as deities.

Votive Objects
Some handmade objects were also believed to
have spiritual powers, such as mirrors,
swords, and precious stones (often carved into
comma-shaped beads, or magatama). These
three objects form the Imperial

Regalia,

symbolizing the legitimacy of Japan’s imperial
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family.

Changing Ritual Sites

Tens of thousands of objects, from mirrors and

precious magatama beads to coins and

pottery, were used on Okinoshima in open-air

rituals that predate Shinto as it is known today.

The first known rituals on Okinoshima were

performed on top of rocks, open to the sun and

moon. Around the fifth century these rituals

took place near the center of the island.

Mirrors and iron ingots have been found at




these sites. Over the next two centuries, the

rituals moved to areas in the shade of large

rocks, under deep overhangs. By the seventh

century, offerings were being placed in the

partial shade of the rocks, and in the eighth to

ninth century transitioned to open-air offerings

in clearings, near the current site of the Okitsu-

miya shrine building.

024-038 The History of Okinoshima

We do not have extensive records of Japan’s

early history. The oldest written chronicles, the

Kojiki and the Nihon shoki, were compiled in
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the early eighth century. These records

mention that the Munakata family performed

rituals for the Three Female Deities of

Munakata at sites on Okinoshima, at Mt.

Mitake on Oshima, and at Takamiya Saijo on

the grounds of Hetsu-miya. These rituals took

place from the fourth century when rituals

started on Okinoshima, to the ninth century,

when most rituals were transferred to the

mainland.

When these rituals were first being performed,
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Buddhism had arrived in China from India, but

had not yet been introduced in Japan. Toward

the end of the period of these rituals, Ise Jingu

in Mie Prefecture and lzumo Taisha in

Shimane Prefecture, Japan’s oldest and most

revered Shinto shrines were built, and worship

had mostly moved from outdoor spaces to

more permanent structures built for ritual

purposes.

024-039 Offerings and Votive Objects on

Okinoshima
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The sheer volume of objects found on

Okinoshima was staggering—over 80,000

were excavated from ritual sites across the

island. Many are now on display at the

Shimpokan Museum at Munakata Taisha.

Ancient Treasures

Among the items found on Okinoshima are

comma-shaped beads (magatama), carved

from precious stone. According to the

creation myths recorded in Japan’s oldest

written chronicles, the sun goddess
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Amaterasu Omikami gave magatama (often
described as “jewels”), along with a mirror
and a sword, to her grandson, Ninigi no
Mikoto, when she sent him to rule over
Japan. He became the founding ancestor of
Japan’s line of emperors, and the Three
Sacred Treasures (the mirror, the jewel, and
the sword) are revered as symbols of the
emperors’ divinity. Although the Three Sacred
Treasures are never put on public view, we
can assume they look similar to the ones

found on Okinoshima.
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Changing Rituals

Some of the earliest and most intricate

objects found on Okinoshima were brought

from China and the Korean Peninsula,

indicating early trade ties with the rest of

Asia. Many of the pieces that date to a later

period (eighth to ninth centuries) are simpler

and were crafted in Japan. The large number

of talc carvings fashioned into human, boat,

and horse shapes, in contrast to the imported

objects that had been offered to the deities in




earlier times, suggest that the nature of the

rituals had changed.

024-040 The Primeval Forest of Okinoshima

The public is not permitted to visit Okinoshima,

so it is difficult to get a sense of the natural

setting of Okitsu-miya Shrine and the ancient

ritual sites. As the whole island is considered

sacred and worshipped as a dwelling place of

the kami(deities), local taboos forbid removing

any item from the island, including stones,

twigs, or even leaves. The only visitors are the

Shinto priests who worship here and the
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occasional fishermen who help to preserve the

shrine building. For these reasons, the forests

covering the island are also Vvirtually

untouched, and form a valuable sanctuary for

local birdlife and insects. In recognition of its

primeval forest, the entire island is designated

a Natural Monument of Japan. To appreciate

the unspoiled nature of the island, visit the

Uminomichi Munakatakan Museum to see

photos and videos taken on Okinoshima.

024-041 The Landscape of Okinoshima

Located about 60 kilometers off the coast,
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Okinoshima is a small but rugged island

surrounded by treacherous reefs. From the

mainland, and even from vantage points on

Oshima, it is hard to see the sacred island

clearly. The whole island is 68 hectares (168

acres) of mountainous land, covered with

dense forest. The highest point on the island is

243 meters above sea level. There is only one

place to safely land by boat: a port constructed

on the south side, protected from the rough

seas by concrete barriers and a natural beach.

Although the island is rocky, it has a
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freshwater spring, which made it a valuable

stopping point for seafarers traveling between

Japan and the Korean Peninsula.

024-042 Carved Stone Offerings

Among the many votive objects found on

Okinoshima were small objects carved from

talc. Due to its softness and durability, talc

(otherwise known as soapstone or steatite)

has been an ideal carving material for

thousands of years. Dating to the eighth and

ninth centuries, these objects resemble boats,

horses, and people. They were found in open
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sites on the island, around a makeshift rock
altar, and are unique to the Munakata faith.
These objects were the main type of offering
during the final phase of rituals conducted on

Okinoshima.

024-043 Objects Found inside the Tumuli

The objects unearthed from the 41 Shimbaru-

Nuyama tumuli (kofun) include weapons such

as spears, adzes, and arrowheads, as well as

blacksmithing tools, which were likely imported

from the Korean Peninsula, where iron-
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smelting technologies had developed earlier

than in Japan. The items found here indicate

the prestige of the figures who were buried

here and provide further evidence that these

people were engaged in exchange with the

Asian mainland, across the sea.




