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Commentary 6
Gender in Maritime Rituals

— Emergent Funadama Goddess in Okinoshima Belief —

AKIMICHI Tomoya

Director, Yamanashi Prefectural Fujisan World Heritage Center/

Professor Emeritus, Research Institute for Humanity and Nature

Historical Overview of Funadama Belief

This report examines historical transformation of Funadama
belief, focusing on gender role of Funadama as sea goddess.
While Funadama was promoted as the first rank of the sea
goddess in the shrine rank system, and later it was syncretized
with Mazu belief. Overall, the Funadama has been believed
as the ships’ guardian goddess over 1300 years.

Watatsumi-jinja Shrine, Sumiyoshi-jinja Shrine, and
Munakata-jinja Shrine are known to enshrine sea deities
involved are

from ancient period. Sea deities

Sokotsuwatatsumi-no-kami, Nakatsuwatatsumi-no-kami,
and Uwatsu watatsumi-no-kami in Watstsumi-jinnja
Shrine, Sokotsutsu-no-ono-mikoto, Nakatsutsu-no-ono-
mikoto, and Uwatsutsu-no-ono-mikoto in Sumiyoshi-jinja
Shrine, Ichikishima-hime, Tagori-hime, and Tagitsu-hime
in Munakata-jinja Shrine.

Other sea deities are also identified that have played various
roles in sea affairs as navigation, battles, and fishery. They
include Utsushihikanasaku-no-mikoto, Ohyamazumi-no-
kami, Konpira-no-kami, Ebisu and Kannon.

In the historical document, Funadama was described as the
sea deity to be prayed for the safety of navigation when the
Noto, an envoy ship to Bohai, being encountered with the
heavy storm on returning to Japan in 763. Relevant to this
fact, those envoy ships that safely cherished the voyage
were promoted as the lower rank five. These events were
described in the documents during the early and mid 8th
century. The Three goddesses of Munakata had been the
object of local belief, and later became the supreme deity
of Munakata Taisha. Then, the Three Goddesses of
Munakata were promoted as the first rank status of the

Nation’s formal ritual system. Munakata’s rituals for safe
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navigation persisted about 500 years since the mid of the
Sth century until the end of the 10th century, which may
correspond to an example of the medium-scale wave of the

civilization, claimed by F. Braudel (2004).

Sea and the Gender

T. Nakayama (2012) raised a hypothesis that the shrine
maiden (miko) played an important role in the ancient
navigation. He showed some examples in the historical
documents as well as folk ritual practices.  First case is Mt.
Takuhi Shrine in Chibu county, Oki Islands where the
goddess Hinamajihime-no-mikoto prepared the fire,
providing the light as a guide for navigators. The fire-
making practice has later been passed down in the Edo
period, and the Mt. Takuhi Shrine and navigators’ weather
forecasting was drawn in the Ukiyoe prints by Utagawa
Hiroshige and Katsushika Hokusai.

at Nachi-Kumano, Tamatori festival at Itsukushima Shrine,

Morotabune festival

and Aoshibagaki festival at Miho Shrine, Izumo, are other
cases where priestesses played major roles in the sea-faring
rituals.

Yet, there is no definite evidence to indicate the shrine
maiden was on board the envoy ships, excepts Shushin
(priest), Onmyoji (weather forecasting diviner) and
Bokushi (diviner using bones) as male members. There
is a document of Noto’s navigation that the female, infant,
and non-monk persons on board were sadly thrown into

the sea as they were regarded as the root cause of storm.

Folk Belief in Funadama

Folk practices in Funadama belief are widespread in



Japan (Tokumaru 1993), and in general several
offerings such as two dices, human hairs, five kinds of
cereals (rice, wheat, barley, millet, and red bean) and
human figures (hitogata) are prepared by the shipwright,
and stored at the lower bottom of the mast of ship. Of
64 examples of Funadama offerings, dices are utilized
in 37 cases, copper coins 34, cereals 24, and human
figures 23. The site where Funadama ofterings are

stored is termed as fsutsu, mori, or omuro.
Kanegasaki-type Funadama is a unique rectangular
wooden board, and when the shipwright marked X by
chisel on the side of board, Funadama is believed to
dwell in it. In Okinoerabu Island, southern Japan,
Hinadamaganashi, literally Funadama and its sacred
But in the

launching ritual, rice and sweet rice wine etc. are offered

term, is believed as the sea goddess.

at the bottom of the mast and the nuru or a sacred

maiden conducted the safe navigation ritual.
Offerings are generally replaced in case of a long-
lasting poor catch, lifting a drowned body on the ship,
or a sale of the vessel to another person. In the sea, a
drowned body bears two distinct explanations; one is
the transformation theory in which the polluted dead
body is transformed into Ebisu god that brings about
good luck (Namihira 1984).  The other is the
avoidance theory (Uzurahashi 2023) in which the
drowned body is lifted from starboard side and laid at
the bow part of a ship and unloaded to land from port
side while Funadama that is loaded from port side, and
stored at the bottom of the mast behind, faces stern side
(Figure .2). By this practice, Funadama is free from
witnessing the corpse and able to avoid the pollution.
It is also known that Funadama’s voice predicts the
weather, which varies depending on the part of a ship
where the sound is heard.  Given the voice is detected
from the stern, the calm will come whereas the voice
from the bow and side-boards is a sign stormy weather.
In terms of the gender of Funadama, it is generally

acknowledged as the female, but Funadama Junishin

(twelve gods of Funadama) nominate twelve male gods
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as shown in the hanging scroll of the shipwright’s house

at Kawanoe, Ehime prefecture.

Funadama Belief in Syncreticism

In central Fujian Province during the Song Dynasty,
there was a folk belief in the sea goddess that was
believed to protect the people from famine, disease and
theft.
highest position title in China during the Yuan Dynasty
(1331) (Akitsuki 1962).

It was further widespread as Tianféi, one of the

In the Ming Dynasty, it was
identified generally as Mazu, which was believed, based
on the real story of one lady who possessed supernatural
ability to cure people and to bring about miracles. Mazu
belief has then come to widespread among navigators,
sailors and sea-merchants in Southeast Asia, Taiwan, the
Ryukyu and Japan. In Japan the Mazu belief has been
syncretized with local beliefs in Funadama and other sea
goddesses (Fujita 2021).

In the Manyoshu (the oldest collection of poems during the
mid 7th and the mid 8th centuries), there is a poem (volume
3, No. 270) to pray for the safe voyage of the envoy ship
between China and Japan, throwing sacred paper streamers
into the sea. Similar practice is also found in the
Onbenagashi-sai in the Shirahama Shrine, Shimoda of 1zu
peninsula, Shizuoka, in which seven paper streamers are
thrown into the sea to welcome the sea goddess,
Tkonahime-no-mikoto on the 30th October.  Seven sets of
paper streamers correspond to seven islands of Izu Shichito.
It should be noted that in case of storms to capsize the ship,
people prayed for the safety not to the Funadama, but vide
infra Kannon-Bosatsu, a goddess of mercy in Buddhism.
At the same age, sea-borne Silla merchants who used to
navigate between Korean peninsula and East China Sea
also believed in Kannon. Famous Kannon stature is built
on the Poudu Island, Zhoushan Islands, Zejiang Province.
Overall, locally worshipped Funadama had come to be
personified as sea goddesses worshipped in the first rank
shrine,

Funadama was also syncretized later with foreign well as

and national rituals for safe navigation.



While Funadama belief has

persisted extensively praying for the safety in navigation

indigenous folk religions.

and a good catch. In these historical processes, it is
evident that Funadama has been crystalized as the core of
sea cosmology as ‘a longue dureé¢’ in Braudel’s term (Fig.
3) years. The origin of Funadama sea goddess may be
dated back to the earlier Kofun and Yayoi periods, and
possible evidences may be detected in clay ships and
petroglyphs of ships in which proto-types of Funadama

might be drawn as iconographies.
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1. Transformation theory (Namihira 1984)

Kegare(polluted) Hare(cerebratory)
The drowned
Transformation

2. Avoidance theory (Uzurahashi 2023)

Funadama loaded/ Drowned body unloaded
unloaded from port side from port side

he corpse s las
Funadama faces stern i:i‘mas" PS€ The corpse is laid
side, and free from the at the bow of the
Funadama hi d d
pollution of the corpse. ship, and covere
Drowned body loaded by straw mat

from starboard side

Figure 2. The relations among the drowned, Funadama and Ebisu.
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Funadama belief as a basis of Safe . i
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(intangible/tangible)

Figure 3. Historical Transformation of Funadama Belief with reference to
Three Wave-layers Schema in the F. Braudel s Civilization Model.
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