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The Sacred Island of Okinoshima and Associated Sites in the Munakata Region 
Special Research Project Third International Review Meeting 

Ancient Maritime Faith in East Asia and Okinoshima, Munakata 
 
1. Outline 

Host:  Preservation and Utilization Council of the “Sacred Island of Okinoshima and 
Associated Sites in the Munakata Region” 

Date:  21-22 March 2022 
Venue: Elgala Hall / Online (Zoom Webinar) 

1-4-2 Tenjin, Chuo-ku, Fukuoka City, Fukuoka, Japan 
Participants: 

SATO, Makoto Honorary Professor of Tokyo University  
MIZOGUCHI, Koji Kyushu University  
AKIMICHI, Tomoya Honorary Professor of Research Institute for Humanity and 

 
SASO, Mamoru  
TAKATA, Kanta  
TANAKA, Fumio  
WOO, Jae Pyoung Chungnam University (Korea)  
Fabio Rambelli Cultural Heritage Agency 
    (University of California, Santa Barbara (USA)) 
JIANG, Bo Shandong University (China)  
HORIE, Kiyoshi National Institute of Technology, Sasebo College  
SEO, Shuso Hatsukaichi City Board of Education, Hiroshima  
NAKANO, Tomoyuki Hakui City Board of Education, Ishikawa  
YAMAUCHI, Shinji Kobe Women’s University  
WANG, Haiyan Zhejiang University (China) 
Agency for Cultural Affairs,    
Secretariat Fukuoka Prefectural Government, Munakata City, Fukutsu City  

Chairperson   
 

2. Purpose 
What kinds of maritime faith existed in East Asia between the fourth and ninth centuries? What 
kinds of rituals did the ancient people perform on islands or in ports? This meeting was 
arranged to help clarify the characteristics of worship and rituals on Okinoshima and the 
Munakata Region, considering the situation of China, Korea, and of other regions of Japan at 
the time. 
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3. Schedule 

21 – March 

Time Items Contents 

13:00 Opening Opening Remarks and Introduction of Speakers 
Remarks by Host (Background of Research Project and Challenges) 

13:15 Report-1 Japanese Deities and the Sea 
Fabio Rambelli, University of California, Santa Barbara (USA) 

Break 15:15-15:30 

14:35 Report-2 Rituals to Sea Gods in Ancient China 
JIANG Bo, Shandong University (China) 

Break 15:45-15:55 

15:55 Report-3 Jisai ( ) in Ancient Japan as seen from Early Modern Maritime Faith 
YAMAUCHI, Shinji, Kobe Women’s University (Japan) 

   

22 – March 

Time Items Contents 

9:30 Report-4 Maritime Faith in Iki and Tsushima, and the Yamato Court 
HORIE, Kiyoshi, National Institute of Technology, Sasebo College (Japan) 

10:20 Report-5 Ancient Ritual Sites on the Islands of the Seto Inland Sea 
SEO, Shuso, Hatsukaichi City Board of Education, Hiroshima (Japan) 

Break 11:10-11:20 

11:20 Report-6 The Jike Site and Keta Shrine in Ancient Noto as a Boundary 
NAKANO, Tomoyuki, Hakui City Board of Education, Ishikawa (Japan) 

Lunch 12:10-13:15 

13:15 Discussion 
Ancient Maritime Faith in East Asia and Okinoshima, Munakata  

-Ancient Japan and its Maritime Faith in East Asia 

Break 14:45-15:00 

15:00 Discussion 

Ancient Maritime Faith in East Asia and Okinoshima, Munakata  

-Beliefs and Rituals of Okinoshima and the Munakata Region as Seen from 

Ancient Maritime Faith in East Asia 

16:30 Closing  
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Japanese Deities and the Sea
Fabio Rambelli

University of California, Santa Barbara

Summary

Many people in Japan seem to consider the mountains as the place where deities, ancestors, 
and various spirits abide. However, the sea also plays an important role in the history of 
Japanese attitudes toward the sacred.

Some of the most ancient sacred places, as recorded in the Kojiki (712) and Nihon 
shoki (720), were actually located by the sea in northern Kyushu: Munakata, Shikanoumi, 
and Suminoe/Sumiyoshi. Their respective deities, Munakata, Watatsumi, and Sumiyoshi, 
receive detailed attention in the early sources. We understand that, for the ancient Japanese, 
sea deities were complex entities, composed of three distinct elements, organized on the 
basis of different structures and cosmologies. For example, Munakata is organized in a 
horizontal cosmology, which distinguishes between the coast (Hetsumiya), somewhere mid-

(Okitsumiya on Okinoshima). The other cosmological model, at Shikanoumi and Sumiyoshi, 
is structured along depth, with the three kami located, respectively, on the surface of the sea 
(Uwatsutsunoo no Mikoto at Sumiyoshi, Uwatsu Watatsumi no kami at Shikanoumi), at 
mid-depth in the water (Nakatsutsunoo no Mikoto at Sumiyoshi, Nakatsu Watatsumi no 
kami at Shikanoumi), and at the bottom of the sea (Sokotsutsunoo no Mikoto at Sumiyoshi, 
Sokotsu Watatsumi no kami at Shikanoumi). The gods of Munakata, Shikanoumi, and 
Sumiyoshi gradually spread all over Japan (the first of them in combination with the 
Buddhist deity Benzaiten) and played an important role in all aspects related to seafaring 
and fishing. Boats also became receptacles of divine beings (funadama-sama) and fish were 
envisioned as divine beings or messengers of the gods.

In this presentation, I will discuss in some detail the sacred status of the sea and various 
aspects of sea deities.

Profile

Fabio Rambelli (PhD in East Asian Studies, University of Venice and Oriental Institute of 
Naples, Italy, 1992) is a professor of Japanese religions and cultural history and the 
International Shinto Foundation Chair in Shinto Studies at the University of California, 
Santa Barbara. His publications include: Buddhas and Kami in Japan (co-edited with Mark 
Teeuwen, 2002), Buddhist Materiality (2007), Buddhism and Iconoclasm in East Asia: A 
History (with Eric Reinders, 2012), A Buddhist Theory of Semiotics (2013), The Sea and 
the Sacred in Japan: Aspects of Maritime Religion (editor, 2018), Spirits and Animism in 

Studies on Japanese Mountain Religion (co-edited with Andrea Castiglioni and Carina Roth, 
2020), the Bloomsbury Handbook of Japanese Religions (co-edited with Erica Baffelli and 
Andrea Castiglioni, 2021), and Rituals of Initiation and Consecration in Premodern Japan 
(co-edited with Or Porath, 2022). He works at the intersection of philosophical discourses, 
material practices, and everyday life in premodern Japan, with special attention on 
materiality, the sacred nature of the sea, and the cultural history of Gagaku. He also plays 
music. CDs with his formations include Yellow Flower (with Sofar Sonear, 2017) and Neo 

2020).

Abstracts
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Rituals to Sea Gods in Ancient China 
JIANG, Bo 

Shandong University 
 

Summary  

Rituals addressing the four seas were an important part of the cultures of successive 
Chinese states. From the Tang-Song period, Guangzhou and Quanzhou entered an era of 
prosperity as representative ports of the southeastern coastal area. The Nanhai Temple in 
Guangzhou and Tianhou Temple in Quanzhou became important sites for the worship of 
sea gods, with the Tianhou Temple being the most influential. 

The Tianhou Temple in Quanzhou is dedicated to Mazu, the ancient (pre-modern) 
Chinese god of the sea. With the growth of Quanzhou's harbor and the increase in Fujian's 
maritime merchant power, Mazu's status as a goddess of the sea was ascendant. Her status 
changed from Mazu to Tianhui (Queen of Heaven) and then to Tianhou (Empress of 
Heaven) according to the dynasties that granted the title. The status of Mazu was 
transformed from a local deity in Fujian and Zhejiang to a sea deity under centralized 
jurisdiction. The Tianhou Temple in Quanzhou provided not only geographical coordinates 
for the port of Quanzhou, a World Heritage Site, but also spiritual coordinates for voyagers. 
Many of the Mazu temples in Southeast and Northeast Asia are "branch spirits" of the 
Tianhou Temple in Quanzhou. A grand ceremony is still held every year on Mazu's birthday, 
and believers from across the region visit the Quanzhou Tianhou Temple with their Mazu 
statues. It serves as a connection between overseas Chinese and their kin. 
 
 
 

Profile  

Born in Yueyang, Hunan Province in 1970. B.A. in History, Wuhan University. He received 
his doctoral degree from the Department of Archaeology and Museums, Graduate School 
of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. After studying at Harvard University in the 
U.S., he worked at the Institute of Underwater Archaeology, Center for the Protection of 
Underwater Cultural Heritage, National Bureau of Cultural Heritage. 

His current position is Professor at Shandong University and Director of the Center for 
Marine Archaeology Research. He is also a member of the Executive Committee of 
ICOMOS, Vice President of China ICOMOS, Vice President of the Society for the Study 
of Maritime History of China, and Deputy Director of the Standing Committee for 
Underwater Archaeology of the Chinese Society of Archaeology. 
 
Major Publication  
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Jisai ( ) in Ancient Japan as seen from Early Modern Maritime Faith 

YAMAUCHI, Shinji 
Kobe Women’s University 

 
Summary  

The early modern period of Japan (Edo era) provides numerous written records of seamen 
adrift at sea. When reading through them, we often encounter the religious custom of 
seamen cutting their hair (kamimotodori or tied hair) and praying to Gods and Buddha to 
save their lives when a storm caused their vessel to founder. In this report, I analyze this 
“cutting-hair prayer custom” and explore its meaning and historical origin dating back to 
ancient China. Then, changing course, I would like to discuss a custom called jisai and 
examine the meaning of the custom of not combing hair. It played a special role in 
seafaring going back to China, records of which can be found in the account of Wa in the 
part of "Encounters with Eastern Barbarians" section of the Book of Wei, the “Records 
of the Three Kingdoms” of the 3rd century. 

 
 

Profile  

Professor of the Faculty of Literature, Kobe Women’s University. He specializes in the 
Japanese history of ancient and medieval international exchanges and Asian maritime 
history, studying Japan-Song trade history, the history of sulfur distribution, the history 
of maritime faith and East Asian world theory. After graduating from the School of 
Letters of Osaka University (Japanese history), he completed master’s and doctor’s 
courses in Japanese history at the Graduate School of Letters, Osaka University, gaining 
a doctor’s degree (in literature). He previously served as a research associate (Oriental 
history) and associate professor (cultural coexistence) at the Graduate School of Letters, 
Osaka University, and as an associate professor at the Department of History of the 
Faculty of Literature, Kobe Women’s University. 

 
Major publications: 

“Nara Heianki no Nihon to Asia”, Yoshikawakobunkan, 2003 
“Nisso Boeki to ‘Iou no Michi’ ”, Yamakawa Shuppansha Ltd., 2009 
“Kaiiki Asiashi Kenkyu Nyumon” (co-edited), Iwanami Shoten, Publishers, 2008 
“Higashi Asia Kaiiki ni Kogidasu 1 Umikara Mita Rekishi” (co-author),  

University of Tokyo Press, 2013 
“Nihon Kodai Koryushi Nyumon” (co-author), Benseisha Publishing Inc. 2017 
“Ronten Toyoshigaku: Asia Afrika heno Toi 158”(co-author), Minerva Shobo, 2021 
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Maritime Faith in Iki and Tsushima, and Yamato Court 

HORIE, Kiyoshi 
National Institute of Technology, Sasebo College 

 
Summary  

Iki and Tsushima link the Asian continent and Korean Peninsula with the Japanese 
archipelago. As such, they played an important role in ancient times, enabling the Yamato 
Court to receive political concepts and a variety of products from the Korean Peninsula and 
Chinese dynasties. To engage in either war or diplomacy, and to keep the trade of products 
and ideas flowing, the Yamato Court needed to maintain cooperative relations with the 
powerful clans ruling these islands and the maritime groups who sailed between the islands. 
However, from the standpoint of literature, there are few historical sources covering these 
islands from the 5th to 7th century, making it difficult to get a clear picture of the maritime 
faith held by the local clans and maritime people on Iki and Tsushima Islands during the 
relevant era. The relations between their faith and the Yamato Court are similarly unclear. 
In this report, I will mainly talk about the lore included in the Chronicle of Emperor Kenzo 
of the “Nihon Shoki”, in which the Moon God of Iki and Sun God of Tsushima play key 
roles. These stories indicate that the Yamato Court subjugated the local leading clans and 
maritime people in Iki and Tsushima, gave the land of Kadono in Yamashiro (a newly 
developed area) to Iki’s powerful clan as a place to enshrine the Moon God of Iki, and made 
Tsushima’s powerful clan enshrine its imperial ancestor Takamimusuhi in Iware in Yamato, 
adjacent to the royal court. This is considered to have taken place during the reign of 
Emperor Keitai. Emperor Keitai also intervened militarily on the southern part of the Korean 
Peninsula, in cooperation with Baekje, in order to acquire the latest Chinese culture. He won 
over the powerful clans and maritime people of Iki and Tsushima to enable this. The leading 
clan of Tsushima, who had strong relations with Shilla, was especially urged to maintain 
strong ties with the imperial family. 
 
 

Profile  

Professor of the Department of General Education, National Institute of Technology, Sasebo 
College. Born in 1969. In 1996, he completed the doctor’s coursework for the Department 
of History, the Graduate School of Letters of Kyushu University without a degree [Doctor 
of Literature]. He specializes in Japanese ancient history. While pursuing the elucidation of 
ancient history in the northwestern Kyushu area by examining the relations between ancient 
leading clans and the maritime people of Iki and Tsushima and the Yamato Court, and 
analyzing changes in the construction and functions of ancient mountain castles from the 
standpoint of a literature historian, he is also engaged in the comparative study of castles 
using drones and 3D models and the effective use of historical and cultural tourism 
resources. 
 
Major publications  

Edited by Hiroshi Hosoi “Kodai Ikinoshima no Sekai”, Koshishoin, 2012 (co-author) 
“Ikinofuhitoshi to Kodai Ikinoshima” “Kodai Bunka” Vol.61, 4th issue, 2010  
“Kudara Metsubougo niokeru Wakoku no Boueitaisei - Saimeiki “Zenshu Josaku” – 
Saiko” “Nihon Rekishi” 818th issue, 2016 , etc.  
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Ancient Ritual Sites on the Islands of the Seto Inland Sea 

SEO, Shuso 
Hatsukaichi City Board of Education 

 
Summary  

When studying the ritual sites dotted across the islands of the Seto Inland Sea, we can 
roughly divide them into sites of the 5th, 6th and 7th centuries and sites of the 8th, 9th and 
10th centuries by examining the combinations of excavated remains. Of these, the former 
can be categorized into sub-types based on the existence or lack of steel products, talc 
products and clay pottery, and all can be assumed to have been derived from rituals with a 
common background. However, for the latter group, the rituals conducted on Itsukushima 
and other places are likely to have been different. It is likely that ancient mountain worship 
was mainly conducted at Itsukushima Shrine and Misen, the highest peak on the island, with 
the ascetic training and beliefs of esoteric Buddhism. I would like to expand on this theme. 

 
 
 
 

Profile  

Born in Hiroshima Prefecture in 1960. Graduated from the Department of History, Beppu 
University. He reached the mandatory retirement age of Higashihiroshima City Board of 
Education (Director, Excavated Cultural Assets Management Center) last year. He is 
currently in charge of cultural asset preservation at Hatsukaichi City Board of Education,
where he instructs the staff. He has conducted archaeological explorations in the 
Itsukushima (Miyajima) island since 1990 and has revealed the existence of many ruins. 
 
Major papers: 

“Aki Itsukushima Misen Suishoji no Konryu nitsuite”, “Bukkyo Geijutsu” 304, 2009 
“Itsukushima, Misen Sancho no Sangu to Soutora no Yamagomori Shugyo”, 
“Itsukushima Kenkyu” 6, 2010  
“Aki, Itsukushima niokeru Shinhakken no Saishiiseki” “MUSEUM” 639, 2012, etc. 
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The Jike Site and Keta Shrine in Ancient Noto as a Boundary 

NAKANO, Tomoyuki 
Hakui City Board of Education 

 
Summary  

The Jike Site comprises ancient ritual ruins from mainly the eighth and ninth centuries, and 
is known for its excavated group of facilities and the variety of ritual relics associated with 
shrines and their rituals. Excavations have unearthed pottery with ink inscriptions of kami 
(deity), miya (shrine), tsukasa (office), tsukasanotachi (office building) and miyanokuriya 
(shrine kitchen), as well as a group of facilities considered to be a settlement of kanbe 
(people involved in rites for the kami) in the early eighth century, miyanokuriya, mii (well), 
miyanotsukasanotachi and a production area of the ninth century. These precious 
discoveries tell us how the organizations and groups supporting ancient shrines were 
structured. Furthermore, large-scale burnt soil remains indicating fires of grand scale, as 
well as the accumulated remains of earthenware and ritual utensils, were discovered nearby 
in a collective and concentrated manner, indicating a possible ritual site. 

These research results are highly consistent with the descriptions of Keta Shrine in 
ancient times found in the Six National Histories of Japan and other literature in terms of 
period and contents, and, therefore, may reveal a part of the state of nearby Keta Taisha 
Shrine, Ichinomiya (first rank shrine) of Noto Province, in ancient times. It is essential that 
we examine the ancient establishment of this local powerful shrine and its development in 
the Ichinomiya system in medieval Japan by alternately reviewing the archaeological results 
and literature. 

The Hakui area was blessed with an environment that embraced new culture and 
technology gained through exchanges made across the Sea of Japan earlier than other areas 
due to its advantageous location. The Noto Peninsula, viewed from the ancient capital area, 
was a “boundary with another world” that linked to northeast and northern areas from 
Kashima harbor and to Balhae from Fukura harbor. It is therefore considered that Keta 
Shrine was valued as an important religious facility, the first-ranked shrine in Noto. In this 
report, I will outline the regional features of Noto related to exchanges in the Sea of Japan 
based on the results of studies of the Jike Site and Keta Shrine. 
 

Profile  
 
Curator at the Cultural Asset Section, Hakui City Board of Education. He specializes in 
archaeology (ancient history) and oversees research of the Jike Site. He is engaged in study 
of the establishment of Noto Province Ichinomiya Keta Shrine using the excavation results 
of the Jike Site. Graduated from the Department of History of Kokugakuin University. 
Major Publications  

“Jike Iseki Hakkutsu Chosa Hokokusho Soukatsuhen” 2010, Hakui City Board of Education 
“Shiseki Jike Iseki Hozon Kanri Keikakusho” 2014, Hakui City Board of Education 
“Shiseki Jike Iseki Ikou Seibi Kihon Keikakusho” 2019, Hakui City Board of Education 
“Keta no Kami no Genzo wo Saguru – Kodai Jike Iseki to Keta no Kami” “Tenjizuroku Ishikawa 
no Kamigami- Shinko to Bi no Sekai” 2019, Ishikawa Prefectural Museum of History 
“Noto no Shinsou to Shukyoshisetsu” “Hokuriku to Sekai no Koukogaku” The Japanese 
Archaeological Association 2021 Kanazawa Conference Material Collection” 2021, The 
Japanese Archaeological Association 2021 Kanazawa Conference Executive Committee 
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Japanese Deities and the Sea

Fabio Rambelli

University of California, Santa Barbara

It is perhaps not an exaggeration to say that the study of Japanese religions has chosen to 
turn its attention away from the sea and has created a cultural environment that is largely 
continental and landlocked. The ritual calendar of most Shinto shrines is based essentially 
on the agricultural cycle of rice cultivation. Much has been written on mountain symbolism 

sea dragons, about an elusive paradisiacal land situated beyond the sea known as Tokoyo, 
and about divine figures (gods or their human emissaries) visiting Japan from there called 
marebito; we also know that fish, in addition to rice, is a central food offering to the gods. 
Still, most of our received understanding of Japanese religion is essentially continental and 
landlocked: Shinto and agriculture, Buddhism and its mountain temples, and mountains as 
portals to the other world and abodes of gods and ancestors. 

1. The Cosmology of the Abyss and Its Gods

An exploration of the role of sea in Japanese religion could begin by recognizing that ancient 
Japanese texts outline two different cosmologies, and these two cosmologies continue to 
live on, in somehow altered form, until the late Edo period if not until today. One cosmology 
is vertical: the realm of the heavenly kami, Takamagahara, on top, Japan (Akitsushima) in 
the middle, and the realm of the dead (Ne no kuni or Yomi no kuni) at the bottom. This has 
become the standard cosmology of Japanese religion: the divinities, who abide on the 
mountains or above them in the sky, are invited to the shrines in the spring for propitiation 
rituals and sent back after the harvest in the fall in thanksgiving rituals. 

However, there is also a second, and equally important but less recognized 
cosmological model organized along a horizontal axis. According to this other cosmology, 
already described in Kojiki and Nihon shoki, Japan is at the center of the world and is 
surrounded by the sea, beyond which there is the elusive realm of Tokoyo on one side and 
the land of Kara (i.e., the Asian continent) on the side. After all, the gods Izanami and 
Izanagi created Japan as an archipelago in an empty sea, not in the middle of a landlocked 
continent. This horizontal cosmology was structured along several concentric circles, with 
the emperor at the center, surrounded by the imperial palace, the capital city, the Kinai 
region, the rest of Japan, the sea, and the foreign countries, along a centrifugal axis of 
increasing pollution as one moves farther away from the center. However, the outside was 
not only the place where pollution originates and where it has to be returned to. Riches 
(wealth, prosperity, fertility) also come from the outside, carried sometimes by figures 
called marebito and by deities, the most representative of which is Ebisu (also included, 
beginning from around the fifteenth century, in the set of the seven gods of fortune or 
shichifukujin). Thus, the sea is not only the place where impurity and pollution are thrown 
away, as described in the purification ceremony, but also the place where wealth is 
produced and comes from. In this cosmology, the sea plays the role of a huge semiotic 
shifter converting negativity (pollution) into positivity (riches) and back.

A clear example of this maritime cosmology and its role in religiosity is premodern 
whaling. Whaling communities often understood whales as avatars of the god Ebisu, who 
arrived from across the sea to offer himself in sacrifice for the sustenance of the community. 

J
Presentation Materials
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In many ways, whaling (and sea religion in general) has elements of cargo cults, in which 
supernatural vessels from distant reaches arrive bringing all sorts of goods—including 
symbolic goods such as wealth, prosperity and fertility. In the late medieval and early 
modern periods, the cult of the takarabune (treasure boats) flourished, according to which 
at New Year’s a boat would come to Japan from the “other world” (Tokoyo or otherwise), 
often carrying the seven gods of fortune, and bring prosperity to all.  

Perhaps, these horizontal and vertical cosmologies are not as different and separate as 
one may initially think. Art historian Kageyama Haruki interestingly pointed out the 
structural and representational continuities between mountain cults and sea cults. Islands 
are sea mountains, as it were; in islands, we often find the dual structure of sacred space 
with the main shrine by the shore and a distant shrine away in the sea or on a cliff. In this 
case too, the main shrine is located at the border of human space (the shore and the sea), 
whereas the distant shrine is in the middle of a sacred space. Yet, the dimensionality of their 
respective sacred spaces is reverse: mountain cults emphasize verticality, as opposed to the 
horizontality of sea cults.  

Kageyama also points out that in ancient Japanese language, the concepts of heaven 
(ame) and sea (umi) were synonyms, expressed by the same word (ama). We could add to 
this that the tem oku, referring to the most remote part of a space, and in particular to the 
distant depth of a mountain peak, is a cognate of oki, the deep sea in the distance. One even 
wonders if mountain cults are not, in fact, later developments of what was originally a sea-
based religiosity.  

In fact, there are at least two different cosmologies of the sea, as indicated by the 
structure of the most ancient and most important sea deities, namely, Munakata, Sumiyoshi, 
and Shikaumi. One of these two cosmologies, that of Munakata, is horizontal, and 
distinguishes between the coast (the border uniting sea and land, the site of Hetsumiya on 
the mainland), a location somewhere mid-
island), and a point in the far distance at sea (Okitsumiya on Okinoshima). The other 
cosmology, that of Sumiyoshi and Shikaumi, is one of depth, with the three kami located, 
respectively, on the surface of the sea (Uwatsutsu no o no mikoto at Sumiyoshi, Uwatsu 
Watatsumi no kami at Shikaumi), at mid-depth (Nakatsutsu no o no mikoto, Nakatsu 
Watatsumi no kami), and at the bottom (Sokotsutsu no o no mikoto, Sokotsu Watatsumi no 
kami).  

These two tripartite structures may in fact not be completely abstract and arbitrary. 
Ethnologist Noji Tsunenari argues that fishing certain fish species that come periodically 
close to the shore (yoriuo- ), in particular tobiuo (flying fish), has played an important 
role in shaping beliefs and ritual practices in local communities. This type of fishing is 
practiced in three different zones: sebata (near the coastline), nada (in mid-distance), and 
oki (in the deep sea)—a structure that overlaps with the structure of the Munakata deity. 
Analogously, the types of fish that can be caught differ according to the sea depth where 
they live, whether near the surface, at mid-depth, or farther below, analogous to the structure 
of Sumiyoshi and Watatsumi. 
 
2. Sea Gods, God-Fish, and Other Supernatural Beings 
 
In addition to the ones I just mentioned, there are many sea deities in Japan. The most 
popular sea gods are Ebisu, Konpira (and its post-Meiji variant Kotohira), the Chinese 
goddess Mazu (known in Japan as Maso or Seibo), Benzaiten (often related to Munakata), 

).  
Fish deserve a special place in any treatment of the sea (including from a religious 

studies perspective), not only because of the enormous importance of seafood offerings to 
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the kami (shinsen), but also and especially because fish and sea mammals have been 
associated with gods themselves. In many places throughout Japan specific fish and sea 
animals are considered either as the god Ebisu himself or emissaries of sea gods. This is 
particular evident in the case of sea mammals such as whales; dolphins are also considered 
divine beings, associated with the bodhisattva 
Other marine animals with divine features include orca, salmon, eel, and sardines; sea 
animals, envisioned as “spirits of the sea” (umitama) are envoys and vehicles of the gods 
and should not be treated lightly. Miyata Noboru discusses cases in which fish appear as 
emissaries of the gods, oracles and foretellers; catfish (namazu) became the object of beliefs 
related to its supposed power to cause earthquakes in the mid-nineteenth century. 

In various parts of Japan, fish such as katsuo (bonito), bora (mullet), koi (carp), and 
tobiuo, are also the objects of important rituals. In some areas, salmon are also considered 

salmon) that takes place in mid-November at Sake Jinja (lit., “Salmon shrine”) in Kama 
(Fukuoka). According to shrine lore, salmon swimming in the Onga river are considered 
emissaries of the sea god Toyotama-hime; she sends the salmon to her son, the god Ukaya-
fukiaezu no mikoto, as female servants. The shrine also has a salmon tumulus (sakezuka) 
built in 1764. Salmon caught in the river are first presented to the mound as offerings, then 
blessed by a Shinto priest with a norito prayer before being consumed.  

Fishing itself is a highly ritualized activity, with many different ceremonies taking 
places at different locales. For example, relatively common is throwing a statue of a buddha 
or bodhisattva in the water inside the net before the haul; at times of bad catch, rituals called 
“correcting the tide” (shionaoshi) are reported at some Buddhist temples, such as a 

the Shikoku pilgrimage).  
Other divine, or semi-divine inhabitants of the sea are ghosts ( ) and monsters 

( ). There is an abundant, albeit little known, body of legends, beliefs, and associated 
practices related to sea ghosts. They include phantom ships, ghosts of dead sailors and 
people who drowned at sea, various ghosts seen by sailors at sea (which appear either in 
visible form or only as sounds), and others still seen on the shore. Sea people have created 
a rich lore about deities coming to the rescue of a ship and its crew, or, on the contrary, 
deities leaving a ship in peril; as well as rituals to protect the ships, and others performed at 
sea and even under water (by ama female divers). 

Sea monsters also have their share of legends, from giant “fish” to mermaids and 
mermen, which proliferated during the Edo period, also thanks to the skill of taxidermists 
who produced amazingly realistic exemplars of strange creatures. One of the most famous 

 
 
3. Connections Between Mountains and the Sea 
 
In addition to the structure of cosmology, mountains and the sea are connected in multiple 
ways in folklore and religiosity.  

Previous scholarship has pointed out the role of Shugenja and yamabushi in sea-
related cults and their temples and shrines. Gorai Shigeru even coined the term “sea 

umi no shugen or ), to refer to what he considered primordial 
religious beliefs and practices centered on the mountains.  

 The persistent 

in Kumano, traveled to different areas and superimposed their beliefs and cults to 
preexisting forms of religiosity. Kumano, by the way, is usually considered the center of a 
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mountain-
. In 

iconography there.  
Kumano in particular had a strong fleet and was an important maritime power, 

extending its influence from the Kii peninsula to the Inland Sea all the way to Kyushu and, 
in the opposite direction, along the Pacific coast to the Tohoku region. Those itinerant 
Kumano shugenja brought their complex cults to other regions and transformed pre-existing 

period in the Seto Inland Sea, is a good example of that. Since many of the preexisting cults 
left no texts or clear representations, it is very difficult to reconstruct their pre-
form.  
 Kamino Yoshiharu has presented multiple examples of this sea-based religiosity in 
his study of tree spirits (kodama). Kamino has shown that boats involve the transformation 
of trees from abodes of mountain deities to cultural artifacts employed by humans in order 
to control another dimension of nature, the different world [ikai] of the sea; this involves 
the interaction with spiritual/divine entities that are different from those encountered on 
land. Among fishing and seafaring communities all over Japan we encounter a large number 
of beliefs, rituals and practices that cannot be reduced to the standard land-based religiosity, 
such as new year sea-diving, fishing rituals, seafaring rituals (such as chanting the name of 
Tomohi gongen), boat-construction rituals (also related to the funadama-sama), and ritual 
boat riding (such as the Miare-sai at Munakata/Okinoshima). These rituals do not belong to 
any specific national religious organization, but are usually strictly local (although with 
many similarities across different regions); often, they do not even have a clear or explicit 
religious character, but are normally considered “traditional practices.” Still, they involve 
conceptions about sea gods, the relations between sea and land (and, often, mountains), and 
various supernatural/divine forces operating at sea—veritable elements of a sea-based 
religiosity that has ancient roots, had included elements from Buddhism and the Asian 
mainland, and has been transformed throughout the centuries, without losing its sea-
centeredness. It is perhaps now time to pay more attention to these beliefs and practices in 

 
 
4. Final Remarks 
 
Sea deities are shape-shifting deities, moving from one place to another; sea-based 
religiosity is fluid and decentralized, as related to shifting networks of people connected by 
changing sea routes and trade interests.  

Part of the difficulty in writing systematically about sea-based religiosity lies in the 
enormous transformations of the landscape that occurred from the Edo period and were 
accelerated during the modern era. When we look at the religious landscape today, there are 
no large religious complexes (jisha)—in particular, Buddhist temples—by the sea, and one 
wonders why. Until the Edo period, important religious institutions such as Sumiyoshi 

situated by the beach; the same is true for a number of other Shinto shrines, such as 
Munakata, Kashima, Katori, Atsuta, and many others (all these were administered by 
Buddhist temples and were located by the shore). Land reclamation began in the Edo period 
and continues until today. As a consequence, Edo was a coastal city of beaches, port 
facilities, and canals, but Tokyo is largely a land-locked metropolis; the coastline of Osaka 
and Fukuoka is now almost entirely covered with harbor facilities and industrial plants. 
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Hak
seaside Buddhist temples are now land-locked Shinto shrines, and the understanding of 
these institutions and their practices in premodern times requires an enormous effort to 
imagine their location in a very different, and long lost, geographical and religious setting. 

What would happen if we tried to re-center the study of Japanese religions by focusing 
not on that continental, landlocked self-understanding, and its related mountains and rice, 
but turned our attention, instead, to those coastal peripheries? Those endless beaches, 
intricate sea routes, the abyss and its gifts, its dangers, and its mysteries? How different 
would our understanding of Japanese culture be? 

In any case, it is clear that the sea, far from being a place of monotonous non-
signification, a place where “there is nothing but waves” (as in the words of Carl Schmitt), 
is a place overflowing with meaning. I would like to conclude with a few words by Jonathan 
Ra

that of land, its place names as particular and evocative, its maps and signposts rather more 
reliable.” Sea deities are the rulers of this alternative world and there is much we should 
learn from them. 
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