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Protecting = Creating the Sacred Island of Omishima

Omishima is special among the numerous islands dotting the Seto Inland Sea.
The island was once known as Mishima—the mi being an honorific prefix—a di-
vine island home to Oyamazumi Shrine.

It is traditionally believed that Oyamazumi Shrine was established in 594 CE
during the reign of Empress Suiko, and enjoyed prestige as an imperial court-sanc-
tioned guardian shrine of the whole nation. It has more than 10,000 branch
shrines across the country.

The shrine is canvased from behind by Mt. Washigato, and it is connected to the
sea from Miyaura Port through an approach that leads to the shrine. The shrine is
dedicated to a mountain deity named Oyamazumi. However, because of the loca-
tion of the island, the shrine attracted the patronage of members from Murakami
Kaizoku (a local seafaring warrior clan), who would go there to offer pre-battle
and pre-voyage prayers. Hence, the shrine’s deity came to be known also as a pa-
tron of the sea and battles. Until recent times, the island could only be reached by
boat.

Because of this, the island avoided any real estate development, so it has main-
tained its timeless bucolic beauty shaped by farming, once the only means of live-
lihood for most islanders. The island was more or less self-contained, maintaining
its own balance and order.

Things started to change, however, in 2006. Omishima became connected to
the mainland via the Shimanami Expressway—a highway between Onomichi and
Imabari. The majority of Oyamazumi Shrine’s visitors now arrive by car or coach
and none arrive by boat through the “Sando” anymore. Although the shrine has
become much more accessible, traditional pilgrimage customs have lost their pur-
pose.

The unique equilibrium long maintained on the island is about to lose shape
with the arrival of the expressway, a modern mode of transport. Itis as if a “spiri-
tual barrier”, enclosing the sacred Omishima has been breached, compromising
the island’s singularity.

In his book Earth Diver (Kodansha, 2005), anthropologist Shinichi Nakazawa de-
fines a “sacred place” as follows:

1. Aspecial area governed by a unique system, made independent from the rest
of the world by a “spiritual barrier”.

2. A place with a direct link with nature.

3. A place where people carry out vibrant activities, rather than a mere tourist
attraction.

Toyo Ito

Tokyo's sacred places as nominated by Mr. Nakazawa include Tsukiji Market and
Meiji Shrine’s Naien and Gaien. Omishima would most probably meet the above
three conditions as well. Much in the way the “sacred” attributes of Tsukiji Market
and Meiji Shrine are being threatened by economic globalization, Omishima is in
a crisis as a result of the arrival of the Shimanami Expressway.

While accepting the reality that the island faces today, many of us want to
preserve Omishima's beauty as a sacred place. How can this be done?

In addition to pilgrims to Oyamazumi Shrine, visitors to Omishima today include
more than 300,000 leisure cyclists every year passing through the Shimanami
Expressway. If large capital investments are injected to develop Omishima solely
for profit, the island will quickly turn into another tourist spot. The island will lose
its uniqueness, and become overshadowed by economic globalization, which
islanders surely do not want to happen. Longtime residents argue that they are
happy as they are, and that nothing needs changing. But inaction would lead to
more young islanders leaving the island for good, and eventually threaten the
existence of the local community due to depopulation and aging. This is a serious
concern shared by rural communities all over Japan.

Our modest activities conducted on the island over the past few years include
mending a vacant house and turning it into a community gathering place named
Minna-no-le (meaning “Home-for-All"). We have also started a winery in
partnership with local residents by renting and turning abandoned citrus
orchards into vineyards.

Visitors from outside the island are very welcome, whether pilgrims to
Oyamazumi Shrine or cyclists traveling along the Shimanami Expressway.
However, we want more people to visit the island not only for sightseeing, but
also for exploring future lifestyle options. For this to happen, Omishima needs to
be anisland where “tradition is protected as much as forward-looking creativity”.
In other words, it has to become a place where “protecting” is synonymous with
“creating.”

Fortunately, the island is blessed with the presence of inspired young people
who are optimistically working toward tomorrow’s Omishima. This exhibition
presents some of their activities. To help Omishima reinventitself as a “new sacred
place,” we are looking to maintain our actions towards “Protecting = Creating”
the island in partnership with these people.
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1.K=ZB0R%E Farming on Omishima ©Shuso Yamada
2. KEZBA—RLY2DA4X—  Architectural rendering of Omishima Auberge ©Toyo Ito & Associates, Architects
3. K=874[B#I] Shimanka, a wine made on Omishima ©Ayumi Yoshino
4. NSN3 ES  Harvested grapes  ©Ayumi Yoshino
5. JRESMOUNESR  Harvest at the vineyard  ©Ayumi Yoshino
6. BELTERRECELE)IBIA
Tsutomu Yoshikawa, a newcomer to Omishima who runs organic farming  © Ayumi Yoshino

7. BEFORZBELZELEAOR  Omishima Furusato lkoi-no-ie under renovation  ©Ito Juku
8.5 —7v hTofEERX A wedding ceremony at Sando Market  ©Manami Takahashi

9. REEHABDORTDIYZRTAE A Christmas Party at “Home-for-All” on Omishima  ©Ito Juku
10. K=BoO#K Map of Omishima

1158 Sea ©Yusuke Nishibe

12. K=EB3BSLEOR  Omishima Furusato lkoi-no-ie  ©Manami Takahashi
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Born in 1941, Toyo Ito graduated from the Department of
Architecture, Faculty of Engineering, at the University of Tokyo
in 1965, and worked for Kiyonori Kikutake Architects and
Associates from 1965 to 1969. In 1971, he established Urban
Robot, which in 1979 was renamed to Toyo Ito & Associates,
Architects.

His major works include Silver Hut (Tokyo), Yatsushiro Municipal
Museum (Kumamoto), Odate Jukai Dome (Akita), Sendai
Mediatheque (Miyagi), Tama Art University Library (Hachioji
Campus, Tokyo), Kaohsiung National Stadium (Taiwan), National
Taiwan University, College of Social Sciences (Taiwan), ‘Minna no
Mori’ Gifu Media Cosmos (Gifu), Museo Internacional del
Barroco (Mexico), National Taichung Theater(Taiwan), and
‘Meguri no Mori’ Municipal Funeral Hall+Akayama Historic
Nature Park in Kawaguchi(Saitama). His projects for New
Athletic Field and Sports Park in Aomori (tentative name) and
the New Mito Civic Hall are currently underway.

He has won numerous awards such as Architectural Institute
of Japan Prize(Grand Prize and Architectural Design
Division Prize), Golden Lion at International Architecture
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Exhibition - La Biennale di Venezia, Royal Gold Medal from
the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), the Asahi
Prize, the Praemium Imperiale in Honor of Prince Takamatsu,
the Pritzker Architecture Prize, and UIA Gold Medal.
He has been active in reconstruction efforts after the Great
East Japan Earthquake. In his “Home-for-All" project, 16 hous-
es designed to provide residents with cozy space within the
post-disaster temporary housing units have been construct-
ed up to July 2017. In response to the Kumamoto earthquakes
in 2016, he leads the project to build temporary housing with
“Home-for-All", as Commissioner of Kumamoto Artpolis. A to-
tal of 90 houses have been completed in various places of
Kumamoto, and many more are now underway.

He established a private architectural school, Ito Juku in 2011, in
which various activities are in progress to develop visions on fu-
ture cities and architecture. In Omishima, where his museum is
located, he has been continuously engaged in the development
of the island in collaboration with Ito Juku students and local
residents since 2012.
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