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Global perspectives on religious heritage:
Okinoshima and the formation of syncretic beliefs in world context

Session proposal for the World Archaeological Congress

Organised by Simon KANER (Sainsbury Institute for the Study of Japanese Arts and Cultures, UK)
Miki OKADERA (Fukuoka Prefectural Government, Japan)
Sam Nixon (Sainsbury Institute for the Study of Japanese Arts and Cultures)

Session sponsored by the Fukuoka Prefectural World Heritage Registration Promotion Division

The archaeology of religion is a rapidly developing field, and how we deal with religious heritage around
the world is often contentious. Much religious heritage is intangible, but there are of course many tangible
aspects as well. This session addresses issues that arise through the spread of ‘world religions’ as they come
into contact with local, indigenous spiritual beliefs and practices. This session draws in particular on work
undertaken for the nomination of Okinoshima as UNESCO World Heritage to explore broader themes in the
archaeology of the arrival of Buddhism and its impact on local beliefs. We invite contributions that will focus
in particular on the archaeology of syncretism and case studies in dealing with religious heritage, including
from the Silk Road, to set studies of early Buddhism and Shinto in a comparative global perspective.

Gamini Wijesuriya ICCROM)

Title: Balancing Religious Values with Outstanding Universal Value in the Conservation and Management of
World Heritage Properties

Abstract: The international community ascribes Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) to places - including
religious sites — with tangible remains where significance ‘transcends beyond national boundaries’. However,
religious heritage includes both tangible and intangible expressions specific to local or national communities
that have continued to maintain them for centuries, while embracing changes in response to evolving needs.
However, this is hardly recognised when OUV is ascribed and the need to reconcile the two is further
hampered by the mandatory ‘management of such places to maintain OUV imposed by the international
community. Through the critical evaluation of current and past approaches, this paper will discuss these
dichotomies with a view to providing a theoretical and practical basis for addressing them.

Keywords: Religious Heritage, Outstanding Universal Value, Conservation

Woo Jae-Pyoung (Chungnam National University, Korea)

Title: The Ancient East Asian Regional Trade System Demonstrated by the Okinoshima Ritual Site
Abstract: Okinoshima Ritual Site is a valuable historical site confirming the existence of long-distance
nautical exchanges between Japan and various East Asian countries especially around fifth to sixth centuries.
At the time, Japan not only acquired advanced knowledge and strategic goods but also was influenced by
religions from Mainland China including Buddhism and Taoism, through interactions with ancient East Asian
countries across the sea. The discovery of this ritual site can be analyzed as a case that exemplifies the fact
that securing the regional trade system, including imports of essential knowledge, materials, and religions
from abroad, was the most important factor. The site particularly bears large-scale traces of national
ancestral rites held by Japanese ambassadors and merchants to pray for the safety of overseas long-distance
trades, at a period when safe sailings could not be guaranteed with the shipbuilding and navigation skills. In
this respect, the Okinoshima Ritual Site provides some decisive evidence, which demonstrates the interaction
between trade and religion in ancient East Asia.

Keywords: Okinoshima Ritual Site, long-distance nautical exchanges, interaction between trade and religion

Werner Steinhaus (Hiroshima University)
Title: Okinoshima: the relationship of religion and ritual to power and state formation
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This presentation examines possible links between Okinoshima and state formation in the Japanese
archipelago and relation ships of religion and ritual to power and state formation. It draws also on
comparable research in Central and Northern Europe. Rituals are closely tied to religion and cult and play
an important role in state formation, helping consoled social and political systems. Since one of the most
important factors in state formation in the Japanese archipelago was exchange with the Asian mainland, it is
likely rituals on Okinoshima accompanied and supported communication with the continent, particularly in
the most intensive phase of this exchange.

Keywords: Japanese archipelago, state formation, long distance exchange, Central and Northern European
comparison

Kanji Tawara (Nagasaki International University)

Title: Ceremonial and sacred places (asylum) in Tsushima : an cosmopolitan view on the border between
Korea and Japan.

Abstract: It is thought that royal authority developed in the Kinki-district of Japan from the 4th century to
the 5™ century CE. Also during this period, craft production expanded both in scale and in materials.
Evidence of lithic production is particularly common. In addition to stone beads, various other items were
copied in stone (e.g. Bangles and weapons. Most of these lithic have been found in burial contexts (tumuli),
and appear to mark individual status. A major change in the organization of production occurs between
the 4™ and 5™ centuries: initially local production of lithic items occurred adjacent to stone quarries in
northern Kinki, however, by the 5" ¢. CE lithic material is imported from other regions to be crafted by
Kinki lithic specialists, and then re-exported across the region. The timing of both political development and
craft reorganization suggests that the political authority played ac critical role in utilitarian and elite lithic
production.

Keywords: Tsushima, Shinto, sacred places, cosmopolitan, Asia

Sam Nixon (Sainsbury Institute for the Study of Japanese Arts and Cultures)

Title: Religious heritage on the trans-Saharan trade routes to West Africa: the landscape of early Islam at
the southern Saharan market town of Tadmekka (Republic of Mali)

Abstract: Islam arrived in West Africa in early medieval times, via Saharan Caravan routes bringing
commodities from North Africa to exchange for West African gold. Tadmekka was one of the first localities
of West African Islam. Currently on UNESCO’s tentative list, Tadmekka’s ruins feature numerous Arabic
inscriptions, including the oldest internally-dated West African writing (11th-century AD). These inscriptions
helped structure a new landscape of Islam within the southern Saharan world. This included establishing
symbolic connections between Tadmekka and the central site of Islam, Mecca. Beyond this case study, wider
parallels are considered, including with medieval-era commercial centers of the Silk Road.

Keywords: Islam, trans-Saharan trade, Arabic inscriptions, symbolic landscapes

Tim Williams (University of London)

Title: Networks of Silk Roads interactions: patronage and the spread of Buddhism into Central Asia
Abstract: The international impact of the Silk Roads extended far beyond trade; local or trans-regional,
low value bulk goods or elite prestige items. Their significance lay in the movement of ideas -technologies,
artistic styles, belief systems, philosophies, languages, customs and moral values. The movement of religious
ideas, notably Buddhism, had profound impacts. This paper explores the wider context of these movements
through the complex network of Silk Roads interactions, specifically the movement of Buddhism into Central
Asia, examining archaeological evidence from architecture to portable material culture, exploring the
chronology of the movement and the role of elite patronage in the process.

Keywords: Silk Road, Religion, Buddhism, Central Asia, elites, patronage
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