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Map: Islands of Miyako, Ryukyu Islands
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Unique religious rituals have been practiced and handed down for hundreds of years on the islands of
the Ryukyu Arc located at the southwestern end of the Japanese Archipelago. In many of these rituals, women,
as shamans, play a major role. Some rituals are forbidden to be seen, either by outsiders, or by anyone even
within the community.

Two photographers, Uwai Sachiko (1934-2011) and Higa Yasuo (1938-2000), frequented these islands
from the 1970s, taking photographs of secret religious practices preserved by local people and passed down
generation to generation, even during the turbulent years of war and occupation in the 1940s and 1950s. The
oldest form of these religious rituals can be found on the island of Miyako, located about 300 km south of
Okinawa. The photographs provide unique and detailed evidence of the island’s distinctive spiritual culture.

This exhibition is a joint project of Dr. Sachiyo Fujita-Round (Visiting Associate Professor, ICU) and the
Yuasa Museum, made possible with full cooperation of the Mabuigumi Committee that has been hosting
exhibitions of the two photographers since 2018. It will be the first exhibition juxtaposing the works of Uwai
and Higa outside of Okinawa prefecture.

Today, the spiritual world of the Ryukyu Arc is changing; rituals have become simplified and some even
lost due to a lack of successors. We hope that these rare visual records, captured by the photographers each
with their own particular focus, will help to preserve the collective memories of the community, and offer
important keys to understanding the now-endangered spiritual origins of the islands of the Ryukyu Arc.

Lastly, we express our sincere gratitude to the individuals and institutions who made possible the loan of

the photographs that form the core of the exhibition.

R EBH KZEYEE S % /\BBEC & 8 ICU Hachiro Yuasa Memorial Museum
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INTRODUCTION

Miyakojima, or the Miyako Islands, refers to a group of islands consisting of Ikema,
Oogami, Miyako, Irabu, Shimoji and Kurima. They were integrated as Miyakojima City in 2005,
but the uniqueness of each island and the language spoken in each community remains distinctive
even today. In the photographs selected for this exhibition, taken on lkema (Ikema), northern
Miyako (Karimata, Shimajiri), and Irabu (Sarahama), religious rituals strongly retain their roots.

Since ancient times, Miyako islanders had to confront natural phenomena such as typhoon
and drought. They learned to cope with these hardships through religious rituals, prayers for water,
abundant harvest, marine safety and prosperity. There were also times in history when people
were forced to move to other islands; some took with them the rituals of the motojima, their home
village, and continued to practice them in their new locale. Photographs from lkema, Sarahama,
Karimata and Shimajiri give evidence of this tradition. In the Miyako Islands, it is still a normal
practice among people to proudly consider themselves as belonging to the lkema minzoku, or the
“lkema ethnic group” with its own unique language and culture. People refer to the villages or
communities that separated from the main village using terms of kinship: Ikema is called the
“eldest son” of Ikema Island, Sarahama, the “second son,” and Nishihara, the “third son.” These
islands still practice the rituals as members of the lkema minzoku. Similarly, Karimata is the “son,”
and Shimajiri, the “daughter” of Oogami Island (also called the island of the gods).

The photographs on display, mostly taken in the 1970s, capture the lively performance of
religious rituals in villages of the Miyako Islands. Uwai Sachiko and Higa Yasuo were able to make
a visual record of the rituals in which women become gods. Today, in the 21st century, it is no
longer possible to hold these religious rituals, once central to people’s lives, on the same scale as
can be seen in the photographs. Sadly, put perhaps inevitably, the number of women successors
able to preside over the rituals as shamans has declined precipitously. This overlaps with the
decline of the Miyakoan language.

It has been 8 years since | embarked on my sociolinguistic research in the Miyako Islands.
In the course of my fieldwork, what | found was that the Miyakoan language is not one entity, but
a collective entity spoken by the numerous local communities, and their indigenous knowledge
and spirituality are essentially reflected in the language.

Instead of using “Okinawa” to denote Okinawa Island and its surroundings, the term “Ryukyu Arc”

(Ryukyuko) is used in this exhibition. The Miyako Islands, considered as a part of this arc, allows
us to bring similarities in ritual worship and culture with that of other islands into perspective.

Sachiyo Fujita-Round
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Women Presiding over Religious Rituals Karimata (Uwai Sachiko)
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Uyagan (called Uyaan in Karimata) has three meanings: one’s ancestral god, religious rituals performed
for the ancestral deity, and women or shamans who preside over religious rituals. Uyagan in the villages of
Karimata and Shimajiri, two communities that had relocated from Oogami Island, succeeded the rituals of their
motojima (island of origin).

Uyagan developed from primitive ideas of spiritual beings or gods involving a mixture of gods and
ancestral spirits. As a ritual of worshipping ancestral gods, Uyagan was performed generation after generation in
order to maintain order and stability among the community. Women, officially chosen by the community,
played the role of the shaman and their sacred rituals were kept hidden.

A Uyagan ritual observance is held five times a year between the tenth and twelfth month of the lunar
calendar. Preceding the ritual, the roads through which the gods proceed are cleaned, and a simple hut in the
mountain where the ceremony takes place is prepared by thatching a roof. On the first day, the yet human
shamans in ordinary clothes gather at the zaa, a site for prayer in the community, and prepare for the ritual. The
ritual begins when abumma (the chief shaman) opens the ceremony with a husa or sacred chant.

The shamans fast during the ceremony, performing the rituals day and night, eventually becoming one
with the god. Then, the shamans who have turned into Uyagan descend the sacred mountain and return to the
ordinary world where they perform rituals to pray for the prosperity of the village. These deified women in white
attire (suupani), with a headdress made of leaves (uika), a bundle of grass (tifusa) and a cane (ji)) in hand, appear
silently in front of the people. It was taboo for the people to see these women who had become Uyagan.
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Spirit Possession Shimajiri (Uwai Sachiko)
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Although called by the same name, Uyagan, there are distinctions between the religious rituals of
Karimata and Shimajiri. For example, Pingi-uyagan, literally, the “departing Uyagan” of Shimajiri, also called
kami okuri, or “seeing off the god,” is a ritual that takes place in the very last moment of the fifth Uyagan during
a symbolic scene in which the god leaves the body of the shaman.

On the afternoon of the last day, shamans dance and sing the susa (sacred chant) for four hours.
Eventually the god possesses the shamans. As the susa comes to an end, the shamans escape from their
assistants, run away into the rocky and grassy fields, and fall unconscious. They are retrieved by their relatives
and carried into a hut where they are laid down to recover.

On the next morning, those shamans who have regained consciousness cheerfully perform a post-ritual
dance, and then return to ordinary life.

Uwai’s photographs are visual records of this ritual never shown or seen, even by the family or by any
other member of the community. The practice of Uyagan has clear lineage with other shamanist rituals in the

Ryukyu Arc.
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Succeeding and Transmitting the Traditions of Motojima Sarahama (Uwai Sachiko)
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Sarahama on Irabu Island is a village that was forced to relocate from lkema Island around the 1720s.
According to Irabu Son-shi (“History of the Villages of Irabu Island”), 59 ritual ceremonies were held in
Sarahama in 1975. Prayers were offered for a variety of reasons, ranging from safety and good catch for
fishermen, good harvest for farmers, successful school results for children, to the prevention from measles and
catching a cold. Especially the Yuukui (prayer for good catch and harvest) and the Hidagan-nigai (prayer to the
god of the beach), both of which were carried over from lkema Island, had special meanings.

Yuukui is a ritual prayer for good harvest and catch performed on the ninth month of the lunar calendar.
Three groups of shamans (tsukasamma), comprised of the chief priestess (uhumma), the singers of the sacred
chant (kakaramma) and assistants to uhumma (nakamma), are chosen from two communities, lkemazoe and
Maezatozoe in Sarahama. Women native to the island, between 47 and 57 years of age, join the ceremony as
Yuukuimma (literally, “mothers taking care of the Yuukui”).

The shamans (tsukasamma and yuukuimma) gather at the main shrine (Uharuzu Utaki), seclude
themselves and the ritual takes place for the entire evening; on the next day, they visit eight other shrines in
Sarahama, praying for an abundant harvest at each shrine.

Photograph 91 (top photograph of the cover page) shows the shamans (tsukasamma and yuukuimma)
dancing at the end of the ritual, expressing their gratitude to the god for the smooth performance of the
ceremony.
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Praying for Protection to the God of the Sea Sarahama (Higa Yasuo)
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Fishing is the major occupation in Sarahama, and rituals praying for protection to the God of the Sea
have been held since ancient times. Hidagan (God of the Beach) is synonymous with the God of the Sea and the
God of Ryugu, the Dragon’s Palace.

The prayer service to offer supplication to the God of the Beach (Hidagan-nigai) involves the sacrificial
offering of a pig to the god. This practice is common both on Sarahama and lkema Island. In Sarahama, the ritual
is held twice a year in the second and eleventh month of the lunar calendar. The ritual begins early in the
morning with the sacrificial offering of a pig at the beach. Afterwards, the uhumma (the chief priestess) presides
over the ceremony and offers a prayer. At lkemazoe and Maezatozoe areas, rituals are held at their beaches.
After the prayer, the chiefs of the two communities kill the pig, cutting it into pieces as an offering.

After this, the shamans (tsukasamma) head to the main shrine (Uharuzu Utaki); both areas jointly present
their offerings, report the sacrifice of the pig, after which they ask for the beginning of the hutsuaki chanted
prayer.

On the beach, rice, awamori, salt and dried fish are presented as offerings by the people. When the
shamans (tsukasamma) return to the beaches, the chief priestess (vhumma) lights a large bundle of incense in
front of the pig’s head. The ritual begins as the smoke comes up from the incense. Votive chanting by the singing
shaman (kakaramma) is held for about two hours. People of the village, families as well as shipowners, watch
intently with hope, as the shamans (tsukasamma) pray for marine safety and a rich catch.

At the end, the assistant shaman (nakamma) throws the head of the pig into the sea, thereby closing the
ceremony.
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Ceremony to Calm the Sea for the Protection of Ship Ikema Island (Higa Yasuo)

HESEFEEETOENHT TEHROIICMEL.. NthERE] ERFINDIMADIILE

_t(iféH’Do
E@?ﬂﬂ(uxjﬂ'é/ﬂﬁ&btk/ﬁ%?ﬁﬁﬁﬂ'émﬂﬂ [OEHAICH LD CROMADEELY) | (&,

MESDHZEEF. FEICTE. IHBEO2ASEHICTThN S, BN RRUICI9/BDFEDOOIENAIC
HNOTIRE T FRAGEN SIICANERZ UKD, TS ED, 6RHAICEFLZ5N K
ETEU_C%—C\ [ICHAWAF (TFEZ T DR | ORICHEEEZBICEITTELS, & [ZH
L\/Li(i WU, L%, AROBISCHOHERAICHRICHER < FEEZ0MA
DETYW TH 5o

BOEXDE. BENMTA—BNLICHEDHEEDOKREOHEEICAKD DITHN, @(DEF'—C‘L%ﬁ
L\hif‘%(i?ﬂﬂﬁ@ﬂgiﬁﬁ‘B*ﬁﬁE@'éo (ZH'0 (FELY) A& DD PEP. -6 HHBREIC
%kﬁf‘ﬂf’\f’"j@\ . 1=CHE [T 00— CBCTENLCHE) | A>T, 20 TIZH W
AFDRICEFU. AR, ¢LTSEF. MMETH-71-U, FHETH U, BHODKED
IoHDRANLBHD ZEMITHETTES D, CHVARIE. MFCHEZEIT. azlEA 5,
Flow CHAVAFIEFROZNTIEHETYE L TRENROBERZ W2, 22U T—EDH
BaBADEALITREES>TOLK, UM UL 2ADICHOVARIEBIEMENHASETED
CENTELR O,

B UHIRETE. FEVPERD D PHANMMETH >T=DICH L. BEHONIATE THDHOIEH A
[CAWVTlE. FEBIBNRTOREIRERI NS R TW D,

Ikema Island is located at the northern end of the six islands that comprise Miyakojima City, retaining
the idiosyncratic culture and language of the Ikema ethnic group.

Hidagan-nigai, the ritual ceremony of pacifying the God of the Dragon’s Palace and praying for a rich
haul, is held once a year on an auspicious day of the second month of the lunar calendar. In the Hidagan-nigai
ritual photographed by Higa in 1975, we see people gathering on the beach at around 4 p.m., sitting on a woven
straw mat. At around 6 p.m., young men bring a pig to the praying mother (nigaimma), placing its head towards
the sea. Putting her hands together in a prayer, nigaimma offers the pig to the God of the Dragon’s Palace.

After the sacrifice of the pig, a mass of incense amounting to about 1 meter in diameter is lit, and
nigaimma sings the sacred chant as the smoke comes up from the burning incense. As soon as she finishes the
prayer, women line up in front of her with trays of rice, awamori, salt and octopus (riches from the sea, or
sukijuu). Next, shipowners and crew, and their families gather to present their private offerings to the god.
Nigaimma holds the tray up high with both hands, while singing the chant. Afterwards the people partake of the
offered food and drink. The participants leave the site after finishing their offerings and worship, but the two
nigaimma are not allowed to leave until the incense burns out and the smoke is entirely gone.

Although essentially the same Uyagan worship, the rituals of Karimata and Shimajiri were secret
practices, whereas Hidagan-nigai on lkema was open to public. We can even see children watching the
ceremony from afar.
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After the Hidden Ritual Ceremony, Sacred Chants and Dance  Shimajiri (Higa Yasuo)
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In the last of the five ritual prayers of the Uyagan held each year, the shamans concentrate their energies
during the final ceremony of departing (Pingi-uyagan), as if in an intense ascetic practice, until the moment at
which the god leaves their body.

The fifth ceremony is held on the twelfth month of the lunar calendar and lasts for 4 nights and 5 days.
On the fourth day, the god (Uyagan) that entered the shamans appear in front of the hutmutu, the main ritual
site. Wearing a crown made of grasses, the shamans are barefoot, with sashes made of maani leaves around their
waist, and holding a bundle of grass. They form a circle, sing ten susa (sacred chants), after which the round
dance starts.

Susa may be considered as the epic of Shimajiri. Their ancestors travelled in search of water, overcame
difficulties, reached their village, and built their community. People helped each other to overcome hardships, to
bring about prosperity—it is the people’s story of their island, the epic of their origin. So here, the Uyagan is the
story teller and the presider of the ceremony, connecting the ancestors and the people with the language of
Shimajiri.

The shamans become possessed as they concentrate on chanting the ten susa. They are unable to even
stand without the help of their assistants; they sometimes suddenly start trembling, but continue to sing. As Higa
recalls: “I felt guilty for having seen the god | was not supposed to see, but at the same time, | felt my heart beat
for the dignity of the god in front of me.”

In front of the shamans who became Uyagan, singing and dancing in a circle, men could only sit on the
ground, solemnly worshipping by praying the mispai (literally, the thirty-three prayers).
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The Uyagan of Karimata and Shimajiri, the Hidagan-nigai of lkema Island and Sarahama, and the
Ryuuguu-nigai of Karimata are all deeply rooted in the life of the community. These ritual prayers exist to pay
maximum respect to the invisible guardian gods who bring prosperity into their lives.

These rituals developed in each community over a long period of time. People protected the rituals by
performing them, generation after generation, in turn also protecting the order and environment as well. The
grass crowns, bundles of grasses, sashes, and canes of the Uyagan and the shamans (tsukasamma) were made
from materials gathered from the sacred mountains and woods of their communities. The differences in the
materials used show that the shamans embody the nature of their communities by wearing them.

The shamans learn the sacred chant orally. In Karimata, these chants are called husa, in Shimajiri, susa,
in Sarahama, oyoshi.

In Karimata, as in Shimajiri, the Uyagan possesses the shaman, and leaves her as the ritual ends. From
the shaman’s point of view, in order for the god to come, she separates herself from ordinary life by singing the
sacred chants, praying, dancing, secluding herself in the mountain, walking barefooted between the sacred
wood and the village. As the ritual ceremony closes smoothly, the shamans are freed from the hard work, filled
with relief and reassurance. After two days, they return as human beings in ordinary outfit to perform the last
ritual of Kannaagi (literally, respecting the god).

As the winter ritual of Uyagan ends, with the promise for the New Year under the protection of the
gods and ancestral spirits, we hear the laughter of women.
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Born in Hamamatsu city, Shizuoka prefecture.

Graduates from Joshibi University of Art and Design and begins to work for the Building Research
Institute of the then Ministry of Construction (currently established as the National Research and
Development Agency).

Begins her career as an amateur photographer and joins a photography club while working in the
design department of a clothing manufacturer.

Spends two months photographing Nishitanimura village in Fukui prefecture, a village which suffered
catastrophic damage due to torrential rain and was later integrated into a neighboring city due to dam
construction.

Holds solo exhibition, Shachad Gou (“Torrential Rain”) at the Ginza Nikon Salon. Publishes
photography album, Nishitanimura kokoro ni ikiru furusato (“Nishitanimura: The Home in My Heart”).
Receives the Nihon Shashin Kyokai Shinjin Sho (“Newcomer’s Award of the Photographic Society of
Japan”) for her photography album, Nishitanimura kokoro ni ikiru furusato (“Nishitanimura: The Home
in My Heart”).

Visits Okinawa for the first time.

1972-1983  Visits Okinawa Island, Miyako Island, and other islands repeatedly to take photographs.

1993

2010

2011

Holds exhibition, Genshi no joseitachi: Miyakojima no Uyagansai (“Primitive Women: Uyagansai of
Miyako Island”), in Saku city, Nagano prefecture.

Holds exhibition, Miyakojima no Uyagansai: Genshi no onnatachi (“Uyagansai of Miyako Island:
Primitive Women”), in Shimajiri community, Miyakojima city.

Passes away on October 17, age 77.
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1938  Born in the Philippines.

1946  Returns to Okinawa prefecture with his family.

1958  Graduates from Koza Senior High School. Joins the police force and is stationed at Kadena Police
Station.

1960  Becomes a detective. Uses a camera for the first time as a forensic photographer of the police
laboratory.

1966  Submits his work, Aru shénen no shi (“A Boy’s Death”) to the 1st Exhibition of the Okinawa Photo
Association (Naha city).

1968  Decides to quit his career as a police officer to pursue photography after seeing the U.S. Air Force B-52
bomber crash and burst into flames at Kadena Air Base.

1969  Enrolls in the photojournalism department of Tokyo Shashin Senmon Gakuin.

1971 Graduates from Tokyo Shashin Senmon Gakuin and holds his first solo exhibition, Umarejima Okinawa
(“Okinawa: Land of My Birth”) at the Ginza Nikon Salon.

1974 Accompanies Tanigawa Ken’ichi, an anthropologist, to Miyako Island and becomes deeply moved by
Uyagan. Sets out on a lifelong journey to photograph prayer rituals of the Ryukyu Arc.

1975  Documents annual ritual prayers of Kudaka Island, Okinawa, with the help of Nishime Shizu, a
shaman, who presides over the secret rituals of the island. Makes more than one hundred visits to
Kudaka Island.

2000  Passes awa on May 13™, age 62. His posthumous work, Nihonjin no tamashii no genkys: Okinawa
Kudakajima (“The Birthplace of Japanese Souls: Kudaka Island, Okinawa”), is published by Shieisha
Shinsho.

*Awards as Photographer:
Taiyd Sho (“Taiyo Award”), Nihon Shashin Kyokai Nendo Sho (“Annual Award of the Photographic Society of
Japan”), Okinawa Taimusu Geijutsusen Sho (“Okinawa Times Art Award”)



FARNSH FfrEER 2015- )
Mabuigumi Mabuigumi Committee: Established in 2015

LD EBLH BRLIHEL HEEBUEL H>LEHHSU (o)

FAOCHEHEEDE. HIEAk. MBIIEB, Tk, Hok—al. BX B, i8S & dun A >/ —
ELT [E50<H] 4EBTIHOSERERE. BELTOS, [E50<H GAK) | . 5574
—<&B CHBABORBEMECESNSSEE) T BHEYTA () ELICRTCEARRT B, SHER
D MER] ELTRITEES . BSNEBRIBICYNE BRT] JET. HaSaEOEHEERLTO S,

2015% [ 70FPRBEREE SO CAR] ZERICESIOVSAERITEERD FHIE.

2018F ~ FR30FE - STFEMPRB L= = X A DB AHEESR R (RMEAAPRBEbIRES) &
LT BRER OPRAS. BtE. SES. AlBE) T 1970FH 5 90F A IC I DSGE %
wEULCEERORFRME PHEFOSRERZRME. RMPICE. S 2RIILOT—02 3y T
BEDETERZRIIC. DB EEDRMR. BUALBIThNI,
o [IANABEHENSIEER [HWenhfEl ekl - TKEORE] EHEF] (2018F~19F
HATEMEE ., =hShrhRAKEEZXX0)
o [LENADHBHNEINNDFIEETE e - bHET SEE] (2019F~20F {(c=EXINAR.
AiEth R=EE 2 K@)

o [LENHOHESHEDSGE ezl - EH=F SHEE]I (20204F DidiSHKERMER)

DM HREENE U CREX LT E MG 2 AKROERE & U TT—hA TIb T IEEICFiMfzeE S
EHIZHUMATO S,

Mabuigumi is a word in Uchinaaguchi (the local language spoken in the central and southern areas of
Okinawa), which means to restore the mabui (spirit or soul) to someone after it somehow has been lost or fallen away.
The Mabuigumi Committee has sought to realize mabuigumi, the restoration of lost spirit, through the planning and
hosting of photography exhibitions. Its main members are Kuniyoshi Kazuo, Kobashigawa Tomoo, Hanashiro Futoshi,
Akitomo Hitoshi, Fukuhara Asahi, and Higa Toyomitsu. The committee and its members see their photographs more
than simple “works.” By “returning” them to the locations depicted, they are able to give their photographs new
meaning.

2015  Mabuigumi Committee was launched with the start of Sengo 70 nen Okinawa shashin mabuigumi ten
(“Okinawan Photography Exhibition of Mabuigumi Commemorating the 70" Year After WWII").

2018- A photography exhibition of works by Higa Yasuo and Uwai Sachiko was organized as part of the
environmental formation project of 2018 and 2019 fiscal years to promote Okinawan artistic culture
(supported by the Public Utilities Foundation for Cultural Promotion of Okinawa prefecture). The exhibitions
held in Okinawa prefecture (Okinawa Island, Miyako Island, Yonaguni Island, and Ishigaki Island), consisted
of photographs of ritual prayers and sacred rituals taken in the 1970s to the 1990s. Symposia and workshops
were organized during the exhibition to allow interaction and exchange with local participants.

Exhibitions:

Yomigaeru Miyakojima no saishi shashin (“Memories of Ritual Prayers on Miyako Island”): Kamigami no kosé
(“Ancestry of the Deities”), Higa Yasuo, Taiko no keifu (“Ancient Lineage”), Uwai Sachiko. Urasoe city: Urasoe
Museum of Art; Miyakojima city: Miyakojima City Central Community Center, 2018-2019.

Tokiga mitsumeru Yaeyama no saishi shashin (“Gazing at Ritual Prayers on Yaeyama”): A photography exhibition of
works by Higa Yasuo and Uwai Sachiko. Ginowan city: Sakima Art Museum; Ishigaki city: Ishigaki Civic Hall, 2019-
2020.

Tokiga mitsumeru Yonaguni no saishi (“Gazing at Ritual Prayers on Yonaguni”): A photography exhibition of works by
Higa Yasuo and Uwai Sachiko. Yonaguni town: DiDi Yonaguni Exchange Hall 2020.

The Mabuigumi Committee collaborates with researchers and scholars to archive Higa Yasuo’s numerous
photographs and interview recordings in order to preserve this important cultural heritage for the future.
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