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Abstract

Traditional practices are quite effective even today in protecting living archaeological ritual sites
such as those on the sacred island of Okinoshima in Japan. Intact archaeological ritual sites, which
have been protected by taboos, were found on the island 40 years ago. Taboos related to this sacred
island have kept people away and contributed to protecting the island’s heritage for over 1600 years.

These taboos blended with the local people’s lives and traditional customs. This example illustrates
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how effectively traditional practices can contribute to the protection and preservation of living

religious heritage and the creation of a sustainable way of life.

Keywords: taboos, sacred island, ritual archaeological site, local fishermen, Shinto Shrine

1. Okinoshima, A Miracle in the 20th Century

Okinoshima Island, the location of an especially sacred shrine since prehistoric times, lies on one of
the most important ancient sea routes in East Asia, between the Munakata region of Japan and the
southeastern tip of the Korean Peninsula (fig.1). Archaeological excavations conducted from 1954 to
1971 revealed that rituals were performed on the island from the late 4th century to the end of the
9th century. The period of approximately 500 years of rituals on the island overlaps with the historical
epoch when the first centralized state was formed on the Japanese archipelago through overseas
interchange. The people who lived in the Munakata region conducted rituals on the island to pray for
success in their interactions with East Asian countries and for safe voyages. This archaeological
discovery was called “a miracle in the 20th century” by Japanese archaeologists and reverberated
throughout the country. This site is significant not only because it chronicles the transformation of
ancient rituals over a period of 500 years, but also because it has been preserved for over 1600 years
to the present day. The sacred island of Okinoshima as an archaeological site is indispensable to under-
standing the history of Japan. Efforts aiming at its inscription on the UNESCO World Heritage List
have been ongoing since 2009.
Eighty thousand artifacts of unrivaled abundance and quality, designated a National Treasure of
Japan, have been excavated from the sites. Okinoshima has been called “a treasure house of the sea,”
comparable to the Shosoin treasure house in Nara, the ancient capital of Japan. These artifacts are of
great archaeological value, as they constitute unique, intact, tangible evidence of the chronological
development of ancient rituals. Furthermore, some of these artifacts were brought from outside of
Japan. These objects include a gold finger ring and gilt-bronze harnesses from the Silla Dynasty of
Korea, a Tang Dynasty China-style tricolored bottle-shaped vase, gilt-bronze dragon heads presum-
ably produced in China, and fragments of a crystal-glass bowl arriving from Persia via the Silk Roads.

The sacred island of Okinoshima has been protected by taboos. Though this site became very
famous after the scientific excavation was conducted, it has been protected by the local people and
remains as it used to be. The reason that this heritage site has been so well preserved is deeply relat-
ed not only to the fact that the island itself is worshipped as a god, but also to the taboos which have
blended with local traditional practices. That the faith is still living today makes it even more special.
The natural environment of Okinoshima Island has also been protected, and the island is home to rare
native subtropical plant species. Today we can still see the landscape much as it was at the time when

traditional rituals were conducted in ancient times.
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2. History of Worship

The archaeological ritual sites are located on the southern side of Okinoshima Island. Twenty-two
sites have been identified in an area where gigantic rocks exist. On-site surveys confirmed that the
rituals went through 4 stages of transformation. The location of the rituals changed over time from
the top of the massive rocks to places removed from them. In the first stage (from late 4th century to
early 5th century), rituals were performed on top of the massive rocks to which ancient people
believed deities would descend from the heavens. Artifacts that were usually placed inside mounded
tombs were found at altars on top of the rocks. In the second stage (from late 5th century to 7th centu-
ry), rituals were performed in the shade of overhanging rocks. Altars were prepared beneath the
rocks in order to make votive offerings to deities. In the third stage (from late 7th century to 8th centu-
ry), rituals were performed partly in the shade of the rocks. This was a transition period when rituals
were performed at a short distance from the shade of the rocks. This period coincided with the estab-
lishment of the first centralized government in Japan. In the fourth stage (from 8th century to 9th
century), rituals were performed in the open air, a flat area some distance from the massive rocks.
Artifacts produced exclusively for rituals were offered to the deity.

By the latter half of the 7th century, when the rituals began to be performed away from the rocks,
the spiritual space extended to three directly-aligned distant places: Okitsu-miyva on Okinoshima
Island, which is the original site and 60 km away from the mainland; Nakatsu-miya on Oshima Island,
7 km away from the mainland; and Hetsu-miya on the mainland. According to the Kojiki and the
Nihonshoki, the oldest extant books on Japanese history and mythology, Amaterasu (the Sun Goddess)
and her brother Susanowo performed the Ukei (vow) ritual to determine Susanowo's righteousness by
exchanging a sword and beads. Amaterasu took Susanowo's sword, purified it with sacred water,
chewed it in her mouth, and blew it out with her breath. From her breath emerged the Three
Goddesses of Munakata. They descended to the sites of Okitsu-miya, Nakatsu-miya, and Hetsu-miya
respectively, where the Munakata clan enshrined them as guardian deities of the marine route. The
worship of the Three Goddesses of Munakata collectively and integrally centered on one Shinto shrine,
Munakata Taisha, before it spread out to approximately 6,000 Shinto shrines throughout Japan where

it continues to this day.

3. Taboos

Okinoshima Island has been worshipped itself as a god and there are many traditional customs
connected to this worship. Although most of these customs are not seriously demanding, there are
some strict taboos. The following customs represent important taboos related to the island. These

taboos continue to be respected today.
1) Misogi (purtfication/ritual ablution): Any person setting foot on the island must first bathe naked in

the seawater to purify himself. Although people did not live on Okinoshima Island or at Okitsu-miya

in the past, the Fukuoka Domain deployed guards to stay on Okinoshima Island and watch over it in

88/(6)



50-day shifts starting in 1639 (according to the historical document, Chikuzen-no-Kuni Shoku Fudoki).
This led to a record of the practices of Misogi, which continue today. Any person visiting Okinoshima
Island must first wade into the sea and after praying at the Shosammisha shrine, purify his body with
the seawater for a period of 7 days. On the 8th day, he is finally permitted to pay a visit to the
Okitsu-miya Shrine. This purification practice is also found in the Okitsushima Sakimori Diary, written

by AOYAGI Tanenobu, who traveled to the island as a guard in 1794.

2) No Women Admitted: No women are permitted to land on the island and only a very limited
number of men are allowed to visit the island for a festival held every yvear on May 27. No one can
enter the island without the permission of Munakata Taisha even today. Laymen are only allowed to
offer prayers at Okitsu-miya once a year on May 27 during the Okitsu-miya Grand Festival. Approxi-
mately 200 men land on the island, but even at this time they bathe naked in the seawater to purify
themselves before landing. The prohibition of women from entering the island was likely intended to

keep women away from sea voyages due to their danger and difficulty.

3) Removal Prohibited: Removal of anything—twigs, grass, or even a pebble—from Okinoshima Island
is prohibited. The taboo against taking any treasures from the island was broken by the order of
KURODA Nagamasa, Lord of the Fukuoka Domain, in 1609. This incident is recorded in the historical
document, Chikuzen Shoku Shosha Engi Okitsu-Miya Gojiryakusho, which says that, when KURODA
Nagamasa, the leader of the Kuroda clan, took over the Chikuzen region in 1600, he heard about the
existence of Okinoshima Island, where there were abundant secret treasures. He ordered the treasures
be collected, but the people did not want to go to Okinoshima Island because of their fear of the gods.
Nagamasa instead sent a Christian missionary to Okinoshima Island. When weaving looms and other
items were brought to Nagamasa' s castle, a bright light blazed in the sky and the ground rumbled. As
a result, he returned those items to the island. From that time up to the early modern period, the island
was watched over by the Kuroda family, who governed Chikuzen Province, the western part of pres-
ent-day Fukuoka Prefecture. Thanks to this tradition, people have been kept away from the island and

the ritual sites and treasures have been preserved.

4) Oiwazu-sama (Vow of Silence): One must never speak a word about what one has seen or heard on
Okinoshima Island. Only a very small amount of information about Okinoshima Island was made avail-
able in the early modern period, and nothing was written in historical documents about the important
ritual sites. That indicates how carefully the vow of silence was respected. However, this particular
taboo is no longer in effect today. The turning point was the archaeological excavation of the Okinoshi-
ma ritual sites 40 years ago. Today, efforts have been made to disseminate the facts and understanding

of the value of the sacred island to a wide audience in order to protect it as a cultural heritage site.
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5) Imikotoba (taboo words), Certain words must not be uttered when on Okinoshima Island. Instead,
alternative expressions are used. References to imikotoba are regularly made in historical records
related to taboos. What they have in common is the abhorrence of “death,” “blood,” and “(the meat of)
four-footed animals.” Due to the difference in terms and words, imikotoba on Okinoshima Island is
unique. Although it is hard to pinpoint the origin of these taboo words, written records appeared in
1704. Therefore, this taboo can be dated to the early Edo period (1600-1868) along with the prohibition
of the removal of items from the island. Also, as the Okinoshima Sakimori Diary says, “everything was
decided by fishermen.” It was not the priests of the shrine but the local fishermen who passed down

the tradition of taboo words over time.

6) Taboo Foods: Eating the meat of four-footed animals (beef, for example) is prohibited on Okinoshi-
ma Island. Four-footed animals like horses and cows are valuable animals essential to farming. Since
Shintoism is a religion developed according to the agricultural calendar, there is a custom of avoiding

eating animals related with agriculture.

As mentioned above, we can find records of taboos starting in the 17th century. However, consider-
ing the excellent state of preservation of the archaeological ritual sites on Okinoshima Island, it is
logical to conclude that the associated taboos have been duly respected for a much longer period of
time. Purification ceremonies cleanse the people of impurities. The custom of avoiding taboo words is
based on Shintoist thought about defilement: inauspicious words should not be uttered in a sacred
place. These are regarded as religious and cultural customs. On the other hand, there are customs that
strictly prohibit a certain type of act or behavior: the prohibition of taking anything away from the
island and the prohibition of entry onto the island. Although these are very simple codes, they have
been effective in protecting the sacred island for over 1600 years. The taboo prohibiting people from
talking about what has been seen or heard on the island is also thought to have contributed to protect-
ing the natural landscape and the precious heritage of the island by restricting the disclosure of any

information about the island.

4. Life and Belief

Okinoshima Island is a sacred place for the local people who control the sea around the island. The
worship of the sacred island has been nurtured and passed down to the present day by the people of
the Munakata region.

The Munakata clan dominated the marine route to the Asian mainland and performed rituals on
Okinoshima Island starting in the 4th century. The Munakata clan produced head priests for the
Munakata Shrine and played a leading role in overseas trade until the medieval period. Although the
lineage of the family of the head priest was disrupted in the late 16th century, local people have contin-

ued to maintain their faith in the goddesses.
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The people of the Munakata region, especially on Oshima Island, mainly live on fishing. Since
Okinoshima Island’s coastal area is abundant with fish, they call the island a “treasure island,” and
even regard Okinoshima Island as their lifeline. Okinoshima Island is surrounded by good fishing
waters. At the same time, the waves are high immediately around the island and it is frequently
dangerous. Therefore, a certain set of standards for carrying out fishing around Okinoshima Island has
been adopted by local fishermen. To become a member of the “Okinoshima Nakama (comrades)” and
be given permission to fish near the island, one must not only possess excellent skills in fishing and
navigation, but also have good character. If it is too rough to fish, fishermen clean the Okitsu-miya
shrine on Okinoshima Island. Moreover, they offer fish to the goddess of Okitsu-miya. Fishermen do
not forget to daily show their gratitude to the goddess. Not only does Okinoshima Island bring a boun-
tiful catch of fish, but it also serves as the guardian “deity” that protects the lives of fishermen.

The Miare festival is an important festival in the Munakata region. This festival is held to mark the
first day of the “Autumn Grand Festival” where thanksgivings are offered to the nation’s goddesses
of peace for a good harvest and the abundance of fish. This is the most important festival at the
Munakata Taisha shrine. The Miare festival begins on October 1. The festival's purpose is to invite
and welcome the Goddesses of Okitsu-miya (Tagorihime-no-Kami) on Okinoshima Island and Nakat-
su-miya (Tagitsuhimeno-Kami) on Oshima Island to meet the Goddess of Hetsu-miya (Ichikishima-
hime-no-Kami) on the mainland. About one month before the festival, Shinto priests go to Okinoshima
Island to welcome and take Tagorihime-no-Kami to Oshima Island. The goddess spends a few days at
Nakatsu-miva on Oshima Island on the way to Hetsu-miya on the mainland. On the day of the festival,
the priests carry Tagorihimeno-Kami and Tagitsuhime-no-Kami in portable shrines to the port of
Oshima Island. Then they ride on special ships called Gozasen (the Munakata goddess ships) and head
to Konominato Port on the mainland. Approximately 200 fishing boats ornamented with colorful flags
and various sails accompany the Gozasen for the 7 km from Oshima Island to Konominato Port.

The spectacular Miare festival is famous throughout Japan. Near Konominato Port, Ichikishima-
hime-no-Kami is waiting on her Gozasen for her sister goddesses. Once they are reunited, the three
Gozasen boats stop to say farewell to the accompanying boats as the accompanying hoats turn slowly
around the three Gozasen, throwing money onto them. After the Gozazen have landed and performed
a ceremony at Tongu, the three goddesses head to Hetsu-miya in a procession of vehicles. From there,
they are carried up to the main shrine and are placed there, beginning the ceremonies of the Autumn
Grand Festival.

The present-day Miare festival originates from the medieval “Minagate” ritual and was revived in
1962. This event is known for its dynamism and excitement, and it symbolically expresses the relation-
ship between the fishermen and their faith. The fishermen of this region are the most devout believers
and keepers of the faith in the Three Goddesses. The Miare festival shows clearly that this heritage

has been inherited as a dynamic living heritage by the community.
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5. Conclusion

Even today, local fishermen are devout worshippers of the sacred island of Okinoshima and the Three
Goddesses of Munakata. The fishermen engage in work that is fraught with accidents and danger, and
they firmly believe that by strictly observing the contracts with their goddesses, a good haul of fish
and safety on the seas will be guaranteed. Okinoshima Island is not a solitary island in the distant
ocean. Although people have been fishing and boats have been going around the island since ancient
times, the archaeological sites of the island have been well preserved. Moreover, forty years have
already passed since the last excavation of the Okinoshima archaeological ritual sites was conducted.
Nevertheless, Okinoshima Island has continued to be protected. This is an astonishingly rare occur-
rence in contemporary society. The taboos of traditional customs made it possible to keep visitors
away from Okinoshima Island. Local fishermen who believe the Munakata Three Goddesses have
continued to respect the taboos and protect the sacred island. This tradition is deeply connected with
the life of the people who live with the heritage and contribute to its protection. This living religious

heritage will continue to be protected far into the future.
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Traditional Practices Protecting the Sacred

Island of Okinoshima for Over 1600 Years

Miki Okadera & Byuzo Nakiya Futkuoka Prefectural Government, Japan

Traditional practices are quite effective even today in protecting living archaeological ritual sites. I'd like to introduce to
you a particular case, which indicates how a sacred island in Japan has been preserved by the traditional practices of the
local people.

Korean Peminsula

um o -
Okinoshima Island

%

Mupakata

Japanese Archipelago

40 years ago, intact archaeological ritual sites were found on Okinoshima Island, which is 60 km away from the mainland
of Japan. Okinoshima, the location of an especially sacred shrine since prehistoric times, lies on one of the most important
ancient sea routes in East Asia, between the Munakata region of Japan and the Korean Peninsula.

Traditional practices connected with the island have blended with the local people’s lives and kept people away from the
island. This has contributed to protecting the island’s heritage for over 1600 years. First, I will talk about the sacred
island’s heritage. Next, I will discuss traditional practices including taboos related to this sacred island. This example
llustrates how effectively traditional practices can contribute to the protection and preservation of living religious
heritage.
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Okinoshima,

A Miracle in the
20" Century

-Chronicle of 500 years
transformation of ancient rituals

-Preserved for over 1600 years

Archaeological excavations conducted 40 years ago revealed that rituals were performed on the island from the late 4th
century to the end of the 9th century. This period overlaps with the historical epoch when the first centralized state was
formed on the Japanese archipelago through overseas interchange. The people who lived in the Munakata region
conducted rituals on the island to pray for success in their interactions with East Asian countries and for safe voyages.

This archaeological discovery was called “a miracle in the 20th century” by Japanese archaeologists. This site is signifi-

cant not only because it chronicles the transformation of ancient rituals over a period of 500 years, but also because it has
been preserved for over 1600 years to the present day.
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Artifacts of Devotion

Eighty thousand artifacts of unrivaled abundance and quality, designated as a National Treasure of Japan, have been
excavated from the sites. These objects include a gold finger ring and gilt-bronze harnesses from the Silla Dynasty of
Korea, a Tang Dynasty China-style vase, gilt-bronze dragon heads presumably produced in China, and fragments of a
crystal-glass bowl arriving from Persia via the Silk Roads.

These artifacts are of great archaeological value, not only as tangible evidence of the chronological development of ancient

rituals, but also as testimony to the overseas interchange that contributed to the formation of the first centralized state in
Japan.
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Testimony to the
Transformation of
Ancient Rituals

In the first stage, rituals were performed on top of the massive rocks to which ancient people believed deities would
descend from the heavens. Artifacts were found at altars on top of the rocks.

First Stage:

Late 4c to Early 5¢

Twenty-two archaeological ritual sites have been identified on the island, in an area where gigantic rocks exist. On-site
surveys have confirmed that the rituals went through 4 stages of transformation.
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Second Stage:

Late 5c¢ to 7c

In the second stage, rituals were performed in the shade of overhanging rocks. Altars were prepared beneath the rocks
in order to make votive offerings to deities.

Third Stage:

Late 7c to 8¢

In the third stage, rituals were performed partly in the shade of the rocks. This period coincided with the establishment
of the first centralized government in Japan.
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Fourth Stage:

8c to gc

In the fourth stage, rituals were performed in the open air, a flat area some distance from the massive rocks. Artifacts
produced exclusively for rituals were offered to the deity.

The Birth of the Three Goddesses of Munakata

B S = o 4

Munakata Taisha Shinto Shrine

By the latter half of the 7th century, rituals were also performed on Oshima Island and on the mainland, and the spiritual
space extended to these three directly-aligned but distant places. The Three Goddesses of Munakata descended to these
sites respectively as guardian deities of the marine route.

The worship of the Three Goddesses collectively and integrally centered on one Shinto shrine, Munakata Taisha, before
it spread out to approximately 6,000 shrines throughout Japan where it continues to this day.
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Miare Festival

That the faith is still living today makes it even more special.

The spectacular Miare festival is famous throughout Japan. The festival reunites the Three Goddesses once a year where
thanksgivings are offered. The Goddesses on the two islands are invited to meet the Goddess on the mainland. Approxi-
mately 200 fishing boats ornamented with colorful flags and various sails accompany the goddess ships to the mainland.

This event symbolically expresses the relationship between the fishermen and their faith. The fishermen of this region

are the most devout believers and keepers of the faith in the Three Goddesses. The Miare festival shows clearly that this
heritage has been inherited as a dynamic living heritage by the community.
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The Faith of Local Fishermen

The Munakata people, especially on nearby Oshima Island, mainly live on fishing. They regard Okinoshima Island as their
lifeline. Okinoshima is surrounded by good fishing waters. At the same time, the waves are high immediately around the
island and it is frequently dangerous. Therefore, a certain set of standards for carrying out fishing around Okinoshima has
been adopted by local fishermen. To be given permission to fish near the island, one must not only possess excellent skills
in fishing and navigation, but also have good character. Fishermen do not forget to daily show their gratitude to the
goddess by cleaning the shrine and offering fishes to the goddess. Not only does Okinoshima bring a bountiful catch of fish
but it also serves as the guardian “deity” that protects the lives of fishermen.
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Traditional Practices Protecting the Heritage

The reason that this heritage site has been so well preserved for over 1600 years is not only because the island has been
worshipped itself as a god but also because there are many traditional customs connected to this worship that have blend-
ed with local traditional practices. The following customs represent important taboos related to the island.

Misogi

(purification/ritual ablution)

Any person setting foot on the island must first bathe naked in the seawater to purify himself.
The local lord deployed guards to stay on the island starting in 1639. Based on the record, any person visiting Okinoshima
Island must first wade into the sea and purify his body with the seawater for a period of 7 days.

Nowadays, laymen are only allowed to offer prayers on Okinoshima once a year on May 27. Approximately 200 men land
on the island, but even at this time they bathe naked in the seawater to purify themselves before landing.
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Taboo Foods & Words

Eating the meat of fourfooted animals (beef, for example) is prohibited on Okinoshima. Since the Japanese indigenous
belief system or Shintoism is a religion developed according to the agricultural calendar, there is a custom of avoiding
eating animals essential to farming.

Inauspicious words such as “death,” “blood,” or “four-footed animals” must not be uttered when on Okinoshima. Instead,
alternative expressions are used. It was not the priests of the shrine but the local fishermen who passed down the

tradition of taboo words over time.

Purification ceremonies and the custom of avoiding taboo foods or words is based on Shintoist thought about defilement.
They have been effective in keeping the island sacred to the present day.

Entry Prohibited

Yohaisho, Munakata Taisha, Oshirﬁéiﬁland

No one can enter Okinoshima Island without the permission of Munakata Taisha even today, and furthermore, no women
are permitted to land on the island. The prohibition of women from entering the island was likely intended to keep women
away from sea voyages due to their danger and difficulty.

For those who wish to worship Okinoshima, Munakata Taisha has a facility named “Yohaisho” on Oshima Island. “Yohai”
means “worshipping from afar,” and this is a place to worship Okinoshima from a distance of over 50 km.
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Removal Prohibited

KURODA Nagamasa, Lord of Fukuoka 1601-1623

Removal of anything—twigs, grass, or even a pebble—from Okinoshima Island is prohibited.

This taboo was broken by the order of the local lord, KURODA Nagamasa, in 1609, when he heard about the existence
of Okinoshima Island and the secret treasures. He ordered the treasures be collected, but the people did not want to go
to the island because of their fear of the gods. Nagamasa instead sent a Christian missionary to the island. When weaving
looms and other items were brought to Nagamasa’s castle, a bright light blazed in the sky and the ground rumbled. As a
result, he returned those items to the island. From that time up to the early modern period, the island was watched over
by the Kuroda family, who governed the area. Thanks to this tradition, people have been kept away from the island and
the ritual sites and treasures have been preserved.
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Oiwazu-sama (Vow of Silence)

One must never speak a word about what one has seen or heard on Okinoshima Island. The people even refrained from
saying the name Okinoshima, and they used other words to refer to the island.

Only a very small amount of information about Okinoshima was made available in the early modern period, and nothing
was written in historical documents about the important ritual sites. That indicates how carefully the vow of silence was
respected by the local people.

However, this particular taboo is no longer in effect today. The turning point was the excavation 40 years ago. Today,
efforts have been made to disseminate the value to a wide audience in order to protect it as a cultural heritage site. Efforts
aiming at its inscription on the World Heritage List have been ongoing since 2009.

Although the prohibition of entry and removal, and the vow of silence are very simple codes, they have been effective in
protecting the precious heritage for over 1600 years. Considering the excellent state of preservation of the archaeological
ritual sites, it is logical to conclude that the associated taboos have been duly respected for a much longer period of time
than what we can confirm by historical records.
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Conclusion

Okinoshima is an isolated island but not a solitary island. People have been going around the island since ancient times.
Boats are getting faster and people are getting easier to access the island, Moreover, the existence of Okinoshima archaeo-
logical ritual sites have been disclosed since the excavation was conducted 40 years ago. Furthermore, the number of
fishermen has been decreasing due to social changes.
Nevertheless, the archaeological sites on the island have been well preserved to the present day. This is an astonishingly
rare occurrence in contemporary society. The taboos of traditional customs made it possible to keep visitors away from
Okinoshima. Local fishermen who are devout worshippers of Okinoshima have continued to respect the taboos and
protect the sacred island. This tradition is deeply connected with the lives of the people who live with the heritage and
contribute to its protection.

I would like to finish by saying that this living religious heritage will continue to be protected far into the future. Thank
you for your kind attention.
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