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Commentary 5
The Three Goddesses of Munakata

OTAKA Hirokazu

Taisho University

Presently, the Three Goddesses of Munakata are
enshrined at Munakata Taisha in the following way:
Tagorihime in Okitsu-miya (Okinoshima), Tagitsuhime in
Nakatsu-miya (Oshima), and Ichikishimahime in Hetsu-
miya (Tashima, on the mainland). This widely accepted
distribution relates to the Three Goddesses' order of
appearance in the Nihion Shoki. However, the names of the
goddesses, as well as the shrines that correspond to them,
differ throughout volumes of the Nihon Shoki (those that
tell alternate versions of legends) and the Kojiki. Though
there are various theories related to why such differences
exist, the names of the goddesses can be seen as originating
from the natural phenomena of Okinoshima and the
surrounding sea (e.g. fog, tide). Since the Three Goddesses
were originally deities that protected the Genkai Sea, the
changes in names can be understood as changes in the way
people experienced the holiness of Okinoshima.

The names the Nihon Shoki and Kojiki use to refer to the
goddesses can be categorized into 5 types, and the reason
those many names are considered to correspond to the
Munakata goddesses is likely because of their relation to
the ways in which the Munakata clan venerated the
goddesses across 3 sites (Okinoshima, Oshima, Tashima).
Regarding the origins of Three Goddess beliefs,
excavations of ancient ritual grounds have shown
similarities between Okinoshima, Nakatsu-miya (Mt.
Mitake), and Hetsu-miya (Shimotaka-miya). It is also
regarded that since the Nihon Shoki and Kojiki were
compiled at the end of the 7" century, belief in the
goddesses would have been formed by then. Particularly,
Dr. Fumio Tanaka’s research for this project (1% stage)
demonstrated that the Hata clan, an immigrant clan from
mainland Asia, spread worship of Oshima’s goddess to
Matsuo Shrine (Kyoto) in the beginning of the 7 century,
so there is a high probability that the 3 goddess faith had

136

developed before the beginning of the 7" century (the date
of goddess names and shrines remains undetermined).
Artifacts excavated from Hetsu-miya and Nakatsu-miya
also demonstrate that the beliefs and rituals in the area
potentially extend back into ancient times, but further
investigation and research is needed.

The Nihon Shoki acknowledges the Three Goddesses for
protecting the emperor during sea-travel, but by the
9 century, they were credited with more feats. In 870 CE,
alongside shrines such as the Usa Hachiman and Kashii
Shrines, the Munakata shrines became sites that were
believed to protect the country from Silla pirates and
natural disasters and were sites where chokushi (imperial
envoys) performed special rituals. During such prayers and
rituals, the deities of the Munakata shrines were said to
have aided Empress Jingt during the sankan seibatsu. The
legend of the sankan seibatsu is not written in the Nihon
Shoki or Kojiki and is now thought to have developed in
response to the fear and concerns of Silla pirates in the
9 century, which more broadly led to the spread of ancient
nation-making legends and increased the influence of
Empress Jingl. The Three Goddesses protecting the
country, and being linked with the myths of Empress Jing,
is mentioned in the medieval period origin story (Engi) of
Munakata Taisha. After the Fujiwara Sumitomo revolt of
941 CE was suppressed, the Munakata deities were
granted shoichi’i, the highest divine rank, which can be
understood as another way the Munakata deities protected
the country. Worship of the Three Goddesses continued
throughout history, adapting its form to social and
generational changes.

However, belief in Okinoshima remained unchanging.
Around the 12% century, shrine buildings that corresponded
to each of the goddesses were built in the grounds of Hetsu-

miya. The central shrine building of Hetsu-miya, the



Teiichi-no-miya, fulfilled the important role of soja, and
became the new center of Three Goddess worship.
However, the deity enshrined at the 7eiichi-no-miya was
Tagorihime, who is also the central deity of Okitsu-miya,
which demonstrates how important Okinoshima was to

Munakata Taisha beliefs.
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