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Ise-Shima — Timeless Cycles of Nature and Human

The Ise-Shima region has two main characteristics. One is the deep history and culture centered on Ise Jingu (Shinto shrine),
and the other is the beautiful coastline and many small islands. The sea provides us with blessings, spiny lobster, abalone,
pearls as well as breathtaking ocean views, while many believe Ise Jingu is the spiritual heart for the Japanese people.
Ise-Shima is not only a destination of scenic beauty; it is a place where the cycles of life continue to unfold.

These cycles encompass more than just the ecosystem’s lifecycle;

they embrace the timeless spiritual and cultural heritage of humanity combined with the nature of Ise-Shima.

Here, you can see the harmony between the abundant nature and the people living here.
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The Topography and Nature of Ise-Shima

The Interaction of Forests, Sea, Villages, and Culture

Ise-Shima is characterized by the beautiful scenery of its jugged coastline, many inlets, and bays. Nutrient-rich waters flow down from the
surrounding mountains and forests, and mix with the warm ocean currents, creating the perfect conditions where a wide variety of
creatures can thrive.

Most of the region is designated as Ise-Shima National Park, which spans approximately 600 Square Kilometers (or 233 square miles). The
national park can be broadly divided into two areas. One is Ise Jingu and the lush forests that extend behind it. The other is the coastal area,
which has a complex topography, featuring many small islands, bays, inlets and capes.

Ise-Shima National Park is mostly privately owned land (over 96%).Ise-Shima national park offers not only beautiful natural landscapes but
also reveals the sacred relationship between people and nature. Visitors can see and feel the daily lives, history, culture, and traditions of

the local people who have learned to live in harmony with nature.

3Unlike national parks in countries like the U.S., where the government usually owns all the land, Japan designates national park areas regardless of land ownership.
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Ise Jingu, the Center of “Cycles of life”

Ise-Shima’s cycles of life begin in the forests of Ise Jingu. Since ancient times, the forests have been protected by the locals as a sacred place.
The pure and clear water from the forests, which flows down the rivers such as the Isuzu River, eventually reaches the sea,
bringing the nutrients from the forests to various marine creatures. The people of this region live with a deep sense of gratitude and

reverence toward the Jingu forests, recognizing them as the source that sustains all life here.
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What Is Ise Jingu?
Japan’s Sacred Place of Prayer for the Peace of the Nation

Among the countless Shinto shrines found throughout Japan, Ise Jingu has long been worshipped as a uniquely sacred site. At its heart are
two main shrines: Kotaijingu (or Naiku) and Toyo'uke-daijingu (also known as Geku).

The first shrine, Naiku, is dedicated to Amaterasu-Omikami who represents the sun. The second shrine, Geku, is dedicated to
Toyo’uke-no-Omikami who provides the meals for Amaterasu-Omikimi. She also provides three essentials for humankind, food, clothing,
and shelter. It is said Naiku was established about 2,000 years ago, and Geku was founded about 500 years later.

You can’t talk about Ise Jingu without mentioning the Japanese imperial family. Understanding the connection deepens the meaning and
significance of the shrine. The emperor of Japan is believed to be a direct descendant of Amaterasu-Omikami, who is enshrined at Naiku.
This belief forms the foundation of Japanese mythology and history.In Japan, this belief has been preserved for nearly 2,000 years.

For this reason, Ise Jingu is regarded by the imperial family as their spiritual origin - the place where prayers are offered to their ancestral
deity. For the most important shrine rituals, the emperor sends his envoy to Ise Jingu, to pray for the prosperity of the nation and abundant

harvests. The emperor himself visits Ise Jingu at important stages in his life to share the news with his ancestor.
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Shinto and Ise Jingu
Shinto and the Japanese People
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Shinto is a belief system that was born from the everyday lives of the Japanese people. Since ancient times, people have lived in close relationship with

nature through farming, fishing, and so on. While nature gives us great blessings, it can also cause overwhelming disaster and destruction. People sensed

that something supernatural was behind these natural phenomena, a presence, the workings of kami (deities).

Things in nature such as mountains, rocks, trees, and waterfalls made deep impressions on our ancestors. They were believed to be dwelling places of the

deities and thus came to be revered and worshipped. Over time, structures were built at these sacred sites, leading to the birth of Shinto shrines.

The Shinto mindset can be seen everywhere in Japanese daily life. Its values have been cultivated by the Japanese people over thousands of years. The

forests that surround Shinto shrines (chinju no mori) are considered sacred places where the kami live. Local communities learned to cooperate and

strengthened their unity through the festivals held at Shinto shrines, praying for a good harvest and a good catch. People wish happiness for themselves and

their family, while local communities pray for the wealth and well-being of their region. The imperial family, at the heart of Shinto, pray for the peace of

the nation. Their prayers unite with the prayers of communities and individuals to bring prosperity to the nation now, and for future generations.

Another fundamental concept in Shinto is the respect for purity. Shinto shrines are always maintained in a state of cleanliness, and those who participate in

rituals should purify, or unclutter their bodies and minds beforehand. Thus, Shinto is not about dogma, but a way of life, where faith in kami is integrated

into everyday thinking.
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Shinto and Ise Jingu

As previously mentioned, Shinto shrines are sacred places where a great
number of kami residing in the natural world are enshrined. Among them
are the wjigami, guardian deities of a specific area or local community.
Amaterasu-Omikami is regarded as the “supreme wjigami’ for Japanese
People, revered as both the ancestral deity of the Japanese imperial family
and the guardian deity of the entire nation.
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The Sacred Forests of Ise Jingu
Faith Protecting the Cycles of Life in the Forest
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The vast forests of Ise Jingu function as vital watershed forests, sustaining and regulating water resources. Thanks to the forests, the Isuzu River maintains
a constant supply of clear, pure water. This water supports local daily life and agriculture. The nutrients from the forests also nourish the surrounding ocean
and contribute to the local pearl industry. Moreover, the people’s efforts to protect the sacred precincts have preserved precious, untouched nature within
the forests. As a result, the area is home to about 2,800 species, including about 140 species of birds, and more than 850 species of plants. These forests
are a living proof of how faith and nature together support the cycles of life.
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Rituals and Ceremonies of Ise Jingu

The Most Important Annual Ritual

The rituals and ceremonies held at Ise Jingu are prayers for abundant harvests, and for the stability and peace of the nation. More than 1,500 rituals and
ceremonies are held each year.

Ise Jingu includes 125 Shinto shrines of various sizes, centered around Naiku and Geku and each conducts its own rituals.

Among the many rituals, the most important is Kanname-sai (Harvest thanksgiving). Kanname-sai is a ceremony in which the first rice of the year is
offered to Amaterasu-Omikami in gratitude for her blessings. This ceremony is deeply connected to rice cultivation, which lies at the heart of Japanese life
and culture. According to myth, when Amaterasu’s grandson (Ninigi-no-Mikoto) descended from heaven to earth, she entrusted him with rice she had
cultivated, instructing him to begin rice farming on earth. In this way, rice is regarded as a gift from heaven (or the kami). Abundant harvests are believed
to make the nation rich, and this ceremony is regarded as one of the emperor’s most important responsibilities.
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The Spirit of Shikinen Sengu: Passing Tradition on to the Future
Shikinen Sengu

Shikinen Sengu is a sacred ritual held every 20 years. In this ritual, all the shrine structures within the precincts are rebuilt, along with approximately along
with approximately 714 types and 1,576 items of sacred garments and ritual treasures. Notice that next to the shrine building, there is a plot of the same
size. They can build identical shrines and move the kami to the new building when it's completed. This periodic renewal maintains a constant state of
freshness, enhancing the shrine’s divine power. The ritual of Shikinen Sengu (or scheduled reconstruction) has continued for 1,300 years. By the cyclical
rebuilding, the ancient concept we call Tokowaka, meaning “eternal youth or perpetual rejuvenation”, has been passed down to the present day.
Traditionally, timber for Shikinen Sengu was harvested from the surrounding Shrine forests, However, from about the early 14th century, high quality
Japanese cypress (hinoki cypress) has not been available locally, so they started to bring timber from (present day) Gifu and Nagano Prefectures. In order
to once again have a self-sustainable source of the wood, Jingu started a 200-year cypress-planting project in 1923. Thanks to that effort, at the 62nd
Shikinen Sengu in 2013, the Shrine forests here contributed some of the wood for the first time in about 700 years.

The next Shikinen Sengu is scheduled for 2033. Preparations for the ritual begin about nine years in advance and involve 33 ceremonies and events. Even
after the deities of the two main shrines (Naiku and Geku) are enshrined in their new shrine buildings, the process of rebuilding the 123 affiliated shrines
continues for nearly ten more years. Renewing all shrines of Ise Jingu preserves the vitality of the entire sacred precinct. By repeating the exact same
rituals in the exact same manner as our ancestors did every 20 years, we can share the same spirituality with each generation. In this way, ancient
craftsmanship, artistic tradition, and faith have been passed down through ages.
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Sacred Offerings and the Spirit of Self-Sufficiency

What Are Shinsen (Sacred Offerings)?

Shinsen refers to the food offerings presented to the deities. At Geku, meals are offered twice a day, every day of the year. These offerings include rice, salt,
water, sake, seasonal vegetables and fruits, and local seafood such as katsuobushi (dried bonito), fish, and seaweed. These meals are prepared using only
locally produced ingredients in order to maintain the self-sufficiency of the shrine. The shrine has its own fields to produce rice, vegetables, fruits, and salt.
The Significance of Self- Sufficiency

Since ancient times in Japan, Shinto rituals have been an integral part of agriculture and forestry. By cultivating and producing offerings with their own
hands, people express gratitude and prayers to kami. The people pray to kami for protection from natural disasters and for abundant harvests. Through this
practice, they embody the Japanese spiritual origin of the unity of humans, nature, and divinity.

Creating sacred offerings through one’s own labor reflects the ancient concept of shinjin-kyoshoku - the sharing of food between gods and humans. The
meals offered to kami are usually shared with those who attended the ceremonies. The people believe they can receive the blessings from kami as well as
the food. At Ise Jingu, rice is grown using the water of the Isuzu River, which flows through the shrine grounds, and textiles are woven in the shrine
precincts. Thus, rituals and daily life are seamlessly united. This enduring practice preserves the spiritual foundation of Japan, where traditional rituals are
interwoven into daily life.
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The Shrine Buildings of Ise Jingu
Japanese Philosophy Reflected in Architecture

The architectural style of the main sanctuaries of Ise Jingu is completely different from that of Japanese houses or castles. It preserves what is considered
the oldest and most pure architectural form in Japan, known as Shinmei-zukuri. In striking contrast to historic Western cathedrals and palaces, the buildings
of Ise Jingu feature little to no ornate decoration or elaborate carvings. Only solid, unpainted Japanese cypress (%inoki cypress) is used for the pillars and
structural elements, allowing the natural color and grain of the wood to remain visible. The roofs are thatched with kaya (a kind of pampas grass), and only
natural materials are used throughout. This simplicity reflects the belief that the deities prefer the unadorned beauty of nature. If you look closer, you will
notice the building’s floors are high off the ground. This design is likely from ancient grain storage which reveals the close relationship between Shinto and
agriculture. Western architecture, tends to emphasize imposing geometric order over nature and controlling it. By contrast, the architecture of Ise Jingu is

based on a philosophy of gratitude toward nature and of living in harmony with its cycles.
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Pilgrimage to Ise
What Is Oise Mairi?
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Originally, Ise Jingu was a place of worship reserved for the imperial family and a limited number of aristocrats. It is said that from around the 13th

century, ordinary people were also allowed to visit the shrine. As pilgrimage routes were gradually developed, traveling to Ise became a dream of the

common people. The pilgrimages to Ise Jingu were called Oise Mairi. Among these pilgrimages, the most extraordinary example was known as Okage

Mairi.

From the 17th to the 19th centuries, a large number of people flocked to Ise, leaving their work and homes behind, suddenly struck by the feeling that “Ise

is calling us!” Millions of people made their way to Ise. According to the records, in the year following Shikinen Sengu in the early 19th century, as many

as 4.6 million people visited Ise in just six months. This is an astonishing figure considering that Japan’s total population at the time was around 30 million.

Interestingly, pilgrims often carried no belongings other than ladles. At that time, it was common for residents along the route to give alms (food, lodging,

and assistance, etc.) to pilgrims. With just a ladle, pilgrims could reach their destination. The almsgivers believed they could also accumulate good karma

through these good deeds.

In those days, they couldn’t travel freely as we do today. However, a pilgrimage to Ise Jingu was an exception. This was their chance to travel and see

other places and so they came in droves to Ise from all corners of Japan. Some of them had to walk for months to get here.

Why did this pilgrimage inspire such overwhelming enthusiasm? The answer lies in the fact that Oise Mairi successfully combined faith and entertainment.

Along the journey, pilgrims could do some sightseeing, enjoyed hot springs, and enjoyed many local dishes not found in their region. As you can see today

at Oharai-machi, the busy shopping street near Naiku, the towns and the streets along the routes were bustling with the travelers. For the people at that

time, Oise Mairi was the greatest once-in-a-lifetime event. Also, it was a unique experience that offered both spiritual purification and encounters with

different local cultures, all in a single journey.
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The Key Figures Behind Oise Mairi: Onshi
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Where did the millions of pilgrims stay, and who took care of their journeys? The answer lies with Onshi; a group of shrine priests who played a crucial

role in supporting the pilgrimage to Ise. Simply put, they were general coordinators for pilgrims who received endorsement from Ise Jingu.

Onshi were responsible for both promoting faith in Ise Jingu and taking care of pilgrims. Each Onshi had his own assigned regions in Japan and they

traveled to the villages regularly. They distributed sacred talismans known as Oharai Taima, to foster devotion to the shrine. These talismans were

enshrined in household altars called kamidana, where families prayed for safety, health, and prosperity. This practice served as a spiritual bond between the

household and the deity. It may be somewhat comparable to the idea of a home altar in other cultures.

When pilgrims reached Ise, Onshi entertained them at their own residences, providing lodging and meals. They also worked as guides to the shrine and

arranged the prayers and rituals. It is said that there were more than 800 Onshi houses at their peak. For the pilgrims from afar, Onshis residences were

like luxurious hotels and a social hub. But there was a long-standing custom that only the emperor and certain members of the imperial family were

permitted to offer prayers at Ise Jingu. So, visitors had Onshi perform Kagura, a prayer with sacred music and dance to the kami, in the prayer rooms in

their private residences on the visitor’s behalf. In this way, Onshi served as an indispensable bridge between the sacred world of Ise Jingu and the common

people across Japan.

Thanks to their activities, the devotion and popularity of Ise Jingu spread to every corner of the country, leading to the huge surge of the Okage Mairi

pilgrimage, which had a major impact on society and the economy of the country for centuries. With the end of the samurai government and the

establishment of a new modern state in 1868, the Onshi system was abolished. However, their activities are a valuable heritage that shows us how faith

and tourism were linked in that era.
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The Cycle of Nature’s Blessings — Ama Divers

The rich seas are fed by clear river waters full of nutrients flowing down from the forests.

Here, a culture of Ama divers has lasted for more than 2,000 years.
They dive without using any modern diving equipment, relying only on their breath, and carefully harvest abalone and sazae (a delicious sea snail)*.
It’s a cycle of nature’s blessings, with people directly receiving the sea’s bounty with gratitude.
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Who Are the Ama?
Japan’s Oldest Tradition of Women Who Work at Sea, with a History Over 2,000 Years Old

Ama are women who make their living by free diving to harvest shellfish such as abalone and sazae (a delicious sea snail) as well as
seaweeds. This type of fishing is particularly rare in the world, however, in Japan, this tradition goes back at least 2,000 years. Ama culture
is deeply rooted in local communities. The Shima Peninsula, which includes Toba and Shima cities in Mie Prefecture, has the largest
number of Ama in Japan. Each fishing village still preserves its own unique customs and beliefs. Ama numbers flourished in 1949, reaching
6,109. According to a 2022 survey, 514 Ama live on the Shima Peninsula. This is nearly half of all Ama found in Japan. Why are there so
many Ama on the Shima Peninsula? The answer lies in its rich marine environment. The peninsula’s jagged coastline is covered with
abundant seaweed, which feeds abalone, turban shells, and sea urchins. Here, nutrient-rich waters from Ise Bay meet the plankton-filled

ocean currents, distributing vital nutrients along the rocky coastline and supporting a bountiful marine ecosystem.
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Characteristics of Ama Fishing
Wisdom for Sustainable Harvesting

Through years of diving experience, they have learned to read the tides and understand the terrain of the seafloor and rocky reefs, becoming deeply
familiar with where abalone, sazae (a delicious sea snail) and other marine life are found. The reason the Ama of the Shima Peninsula continue this
traditional form of free diving is simple. Through long tradition, they have learned that this is the best way to avoid exhausting ocean resources such as
abalone. The wisdom and respect behind “not taking too much” help prevent overharvesting and preserve the sea’s bounty, serving as a key to passing
these resources on to future generations.

Ama diving in the Ise-Shima region follows strict regulations set by each community, designed to ensure sustainable fishing and careful resource
management.
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* Designated Closed Fishing Seasons
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Each community takes into account the spawning seasons of key species such as abalone and turban shells. The fishing season dates are strictly set based

on this information. For example, abalone fishing is closed from September through the end of December, while spiny lobster fishing is closed from May

through the end of September (except on some outlying islands).
* Designated No-Fishing Zones

The areas where fishing is permitted are strictly set by each community and designated sea life preserves, or no-fishing zones, to protect important breading

grounds.
* Limits on Diving Time

To prevent the overexploitation of marine resources, daily fishing hours are limited by each community. For example, the duration of continuous diving

operations is limited to either 1 hour or 1.5 hours.
* Minimum Size Limits

Any catch below a certain size is released back into the sea, helping to ensure future generations of marine life.

* Designated Rest Days

Even during the fishing season, days of rough seas, market holidays, and certain “special days” are designated as rest days, when no fishing takes place—

one example, when there is a death in the community.

Through the careful observance of these long-standing practices, Ama fishing continues to this day. In this way, we see a community built on mutual

support, and a way of life rooted in living in harmony with nature. Ama fishing can be found in other regions of Japan and in Korea as well. However, the

unique Ama fishing techniques of Toba and Shima are deeply tied to the local natural environment, and they have attracted attention both in Japan and

abroad. They are also recognized as an Important Intangible Folk Cultural Property of Japan.
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Ama Fishing Tools

BLDBEER VR (BRBOEYE)

BLROBE FAH (BT BOEYE)

Limits on fishing tools are also part of the rules followed by Ama divers. The traditional method of free diving itself naturally limits how much can be

harvested at one time. In addition, only specific traditional tools are allowed, such as diving goggles, the isonomi, used to pry shellfish from rocks, and the

hako-megane, which allows divers to see clearly underwater from a boat.
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Ama Customs
Community Bonds among Ama

The strict practices followed in Ama fishing developed within individual fishing villages in the 17th and 18th centuries, and were later formalized as the
rules of fisheries cooperative associations. These strict practices can be seen as the result of the wisdom and effort developed by local communities working
together to preserve local marine resources and to pass on both Ama culture and the bounty of their fishing grounds to future generations. Although Ama
divers compete as rivals in their work, a deep bond and a strong sense of community unite them in protecting each other’s lives. The strong sense of
community among Ama divers is nurtured through their participation in local rituals and traditional events, and through the time they spend interacting in
ama-goya, the Ama huts near their fishing areas.
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Ama Huts

Ama huts are the frontline bases for Ama fishing. They are also places where divers warm themselves by a fire after diving, rest between dives, and enjoy
light meals and tea.

In addition, Ama huts also serve as important gathering places where local Ama divers exchange information and talk through everyday concerns together.
Through everyday conversations in Ama huts, the skills and knowledge of Ama fishing, as well as an awareness of protecting marine resources, are handed
down to the next generation. These exchanges also help strengthen a shared sense of identity and belonging within the community. Stepping inside an
Ama hut feels like stepping back in time.

It offers a glimpse of the Ama divers' lives, which are shaped by the challenges of their work yet sustained through strong community bonds.
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Beliefs and Festivals among Ama

Diving into the sea as an Ama always carries risks to their lives. For Ama who live alongside such dangers, there are many unique beliefs, festivals, and
everyday practices rooted in daily life, all centered on praying for safety at sea and for the sea’s bounty. These practices and beliefs play an important role
in Ama divers expressing gratitude and prayers to deities and Buddhas, while also strengthening the bonds of their community. This sense of faith is seen
not only during special rituals, but also in everyday life. In some communities, Ama offer sake at home shrines and say a prayer before heading out to dive,
entering the sea only after performing these rituals.

+ Doman and Séman (Protective Symbols)

There are areas where Ama divers mark their diving wear and tools with protective symbols known as Doman and Séman when entering the sea, praying
for protection from accidents and a bountiful catch. The Séman is a five-pointed star symbol. Because it can be drawn in one stroke, with no clear
beginning or end, it is believed to leave no opening for evil to enter and to carry the wish that divers will return safely to where they began. The Doman is
a grid-like symbol, believed to ward off evil by watching over it with many eyes. Places such as Shimmei Shrine (Ishigami-san) in the Osatsu district of
Toba City are well known for amulets bearing the Doman and Séman symbols.

* Prayers to the Sea Deities

At the start of the fishing season and at key times of the year, some communities purify themselves and offer prayers in front of the deities, or make
offerings toward the sea. Depending on the area, certain shrines are deeply revered as guardian deities of the Ama divers. For example, in the Ijika district
of Toba City, there is a ritual known as Kazukiori. Just before the opening of the abalone fishing season, Ama divers offer offerings to Rydjin, the dragon
deity, and pray for safety at sea and a bountiful catch as part of this traditional ritual.

+ Offering Sacred Food to the Deities

The Kunisaki district of Toba City has held a special role for more than 2,000 years, offering noshi-awabi, which is abalone thinly sliced and dried as sacred
food, to the deities of Ise Shrine. This tradition has lasted to the present day and remains an honor for the local Ama divers.
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Why Ama Divers Are Traditionally Women

BANEOBZLROKRT (B BOBYE)

Win3Z FESITN T 2 AW H LREA TN BTN S 0D BRI RS
ﬁ%éhf%ibﬁofﬁﬁ@@mﬁl/bx VEEHALTOET 50T
mﬁﬁgﬁ.ﬁjkﬂ}tihéﬂ%@%% OB ->THD, ZOES IO TR
DD TLIZ E 72 20 AT EIEE TR BB AL CO e H WS 1L, A e 5
TRV DLEDFECONTEFELISHIT EEDO T BBEMELID
R CORIED IV EMERFCE2 L WOISEFE RO DD E T,

For Ama divers, age matters less than diving skill and experience. By harvesting their own catch and earning their own income, they are economically
independent. The fact that this traditional women-centered form of fishing has been valued reflects Ise-Shima’s long-standing respect for women, rooted in
ancient beliefs. As a result, the work of Ama divers is recognized as an honor within the local community.

So why are Ama divers women? Traditionally, this has been explained in terms of physical characteristics, including women'’s higher body fat percentages,

as well as their patience and endurance. Today, Ama divers wear wetsuits, but in the past they had only isogi, cotton diving wear with no insulating

properties, and diving in them was said to be extremely cold. Until the mid-20th century, the white isogi worn by Ama divers was also believed to help

keep sharks away. In addition, some studies suggest that women are able to hold their breath underwater for longer periods than men.
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Ama and Ama Fishing Today

The number of Ama in the Ise-Shima region has declined significantly due to their aging population and a lack of successors. By 2022, the number had
fallen to 514. The average age of Ama is high, with most in their 60s and 70s. They are also facing serious challenges, including declining catches caused
by rising sea temperatures and isoyake, a condition in which seaweed decreases and the seabed becomes barren rock. This directly affects the income of
the Ama and has become one of the major factors contributing to the shortage of successors.

In the face of these challenging circumstances, various initiatives are underway to preserve Ama culture and revitalize local communities. For example,
“Meet the Ama Female Divers of Toba and Shima” has been recognized as a Japanese Heritage, highlighting the cultural value of Ama traditions.

In addition, there has been growing momentum to make use of Ama culture as a tourism resource. At ama huts, practicing Ama prepare and serve meals
and interact with visitors, drawing many tourists. In recent years, Ama themselves have been working closely with tourism initiatives, such as cooperating
in promotional activities aimed at overseas audiences, to promote the appeal of Ama culture and support the local economy.
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Pearls: Another Treasure Nurtured by Human Wisdom and the Cycles of Nature

The history of pear! cultivation around the world began in the Ise-Shima region. Beautiful pearls are produced by healthy Akoya pearl oysters.
Pearl cultivation also relies on the natural cycles of forests, seas, and water.

Nutrient-rich water flowing from the mountains of Ise-Shima National Park, including the vast forests of Ise Shrine, nurtures Akoya pearl oysters.
They are produced through the combination of delicate human craftsmanship and the blessings of nature.

Thanks to this collaboration, Akoya pearls are admired around the world.
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Natural Pearls
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Ise-Shima was the place where round pearls were successfully cultivated for the first time in the world. But long, long before cultured pearls

came into being, natural pearls had already captivated humanity - just how valuable were they?

Natural pearls are extremely rare, primarily because the probability of their formation is so low. Natural pearls are formed when a foreign

object—such as a grain of sand or a parasite—accidentally enters a pearl oyster, causing the oyster to protect itself by repeatedly coating the

intruder with layers of nacre. The probability is so low that tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands of natural pearl oysters must be

opened to find even a single pearl. Most natural pearls are irregular in shape, known as baroque, and those that are perfectly round exist

only at astronomical odds. This extremely low probability determines the value of perfectly round natural pearls.

Since ancient times, natural pearls have symbolized power and wealth. During the Roman Empire and among European royalty, pearls

were at times traded at prices higher than diamonds and were essential decorations for crowns and formal attire. In today’s auction market,

some historically important natural pearl necklaces have fetched hundreds of millions of yen, at times exceeding the prices of the finest

diamond jewelry.

Because natural pearls have a rarity that can never be recreated in exactly the same form, and strong cultural importance throughout

human history, the successful cultivation of pearls has had great significance worldwide.
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Ago Bay and Pearl Cultivation

The Birthplace of the Pearl Cultivation Industry
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Ago Bay, located in Ise-Shima, provides an ideal environment for the cultivation of Akoya pearls, thanks to its intricate coastline and calm waters.

The history of pearl cultivation began in 1893, when Kokichi Mikimoto successfully cultivated half round pearls for the first time in the world in Ise-Shima.
After that, methods for cultivating round pearls were established, and Japanese techniques spread overseas, leading to pearl cultivation becoming practiced
around the world as it is today. Behind Kokichi Mikimoto’s decision to embark on pearl cultivation lay a vision for an innovative enterprise.

It was shaped by a strong ethical conviction to prevent the destruction of nature, and by an entrepreneur’s dream of bringing beauty to the world. By the
late nineteenth century, natural pearls had become extremely valuable, leading to intensified competition for harvesting and serious overexploitation of
Akoya pearl oysters. Around Ago Bay, Akoya pearl oysters declined sharply. This threatened the way of life of local fishers. Kokichi Mikimoto feared that
Japan’s natural pearls might be lost altogether. He believed that raising oysters and producing pearls in a stable way could protect marine resources and
revive local economies. From this belief came a strong sense of mission. He also had another ideal. He wanted to change the reality that pearls were
enjoyed only by the wealthy because of their rarity. He set himself an ambitious goal: to make pearls with his own hands and have women around the
world wear them around their necks. This dream could only come true by developing cultivation techniques that stabilized quality and made supply reliable.
At the time, Japan was striving to stand shoulder to shoulder with the Western powers.

It was an era of exploration and constant challenge. Kokichi Mikimoto also carried a deeper ambition. Through his own technology, he sought to create
products of the highest quality for the world stage—and in doing so, to show Japan’s technical strength and presence, looking toward a future where Japan
would be recognized as one of the world’s great nations.
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Pearls and Ama
Pearl Cultivation and the Role of the Ama
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In the early days of pearl cultivation’s success and industrialization, the Ama played an essential role as a vital workforce. The success of Kokichi

Mikimoto’s pearl cultivation enterprise depended on the Ama’s exceptional diving skills and their ability to work underwater. The Ama collected Akoya

pearl oysters for pearl cultivation. After nucleus insertion, they lowered the Akoya pearl oysters back into the sea. To begin pearl cultivation, large numbers
of natural Akoya pearl oysters first had to be collected from the sea. These oysters would serve as the mother oysters for forming Akoya pearls. At the time,
Akoya pearl oysters lived at specific depths and in particular locations. Before modern diving equipment became widespread, Ama fishing—without any
equipment—was the most efficient and dependable way to collect them. In the early stages of pearl cultivation, work underwater was essential not only for
collecting Akoya pearl oysters, but also throughout the entire process leading up to the removal of the pearls. They also moved the pearl oysters quickly to
safer locations in response to changes in the sea, such as red tides or approaching typhoons. They also dived regularly to help clean the pearl oysters and
check their condition. This work required the Ama’s deep knowledge of the sea and specialized skills to work underwater for long periods of time.

Even after pearl cultivation techniques were established, Kokichi Mikimoto continued to rely on the Ama as ambassadors for the pearl business, guiding
visiting dignitaries through the cultivation sites and showcasing the Ama at work. In this way, the Ama played a vital role in the hands-on work of pearl
cultivation. They supported its development not only physically, but culturally as well.
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Pearl Cultivation Techniques
How Cultured Pearls Are Formed

Pearl cultivation consists of two main stages. One is placing a nucleus—made from a round piece of shell—and a piece of mantle tissue inside the pearl
oyster. The other is raising the mother oyster. First, Akoya pearl oysters are raised for about two years until they mature.

They are then cleaned, and the best oysters are selected as mother oysters. Next, skilled technicians place a nucleus and a piece of mantle tissue into the
reproductive organ of the mother oyster.

This process is known as nucleus insertion. Next, the mother oyster is raised, allowing layer after layer of nacre (a strong, iridescent material used to
produce an inner shell layer) to form around the nucleus. This gradually becomes a pearl. During this time, the shells are cleaned regularly, while closely
monitoring how the pearls grow.
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The State of the Pearl Cultivation Industry Today
Working Toward Sustainability

Since pearls are created through the life processes of Akoya pearl oysters, they are extremely sensitive to changes in the marine environment. Additionally,
nutrients such as organic matter and minerals that flow from the forests are essential for the healthy growth of Akoya pearl oysters. For this reason, pearl
cultivation is an industry that clearly shows the harmony between the sea and the forest. This is why pearl farmers closely monitor seawater temperature,
salinity, and plankton levels every day to ensure the health of Akoya pearl oysters. In addition, pearl farmers regularly clean the cultivation rafts and the
surrounding waters to prevent plastic waste and other debris from accumulating in the bay. These environmental efforts help secure the future of the pearl
industry. They also work together with fisheries cooperatives, local governments, and forest managers to protect the environment and maintain harmony
between the forest and the sea.

In Ise-Shima, at its peak, there were once around 1,300 pearl farms. Today, the number has fallen to about 300, as a result of market globalization, changes
in the marine environment, the aging population of pearl famers, and a lack of their successors. At the same time, various efforts are being made to bring
new life to the industry, such as reusing former pearl farm sites, promoting circular recycling, and linking pearl cultivation with new tourism experiences.
As part of these efforts, people are finding new uses for Akoya pearl oyster shells and meat, byproducts of pearl cultivation. After the pearls are removed,
Akoya pearl oysters are separated into shells adductor muscles, and meat. The shells are used to make buttons, and the best parts of the oyster become
rare, high-end food ingredients. Some of the meat is used as fertilizer in private fields, and much of the rest was simply discarded back into the sea.
However, today, this meat is being seen as a valuable resource, and composting projects have begun. The composted meat is used by local farmers and in
local parks. In this way, the blessings of the sea flow back to the land. The sustainability of pear! cultivation in Ise-Shima grows from the local people’s
gratitude for the blessings of nature and their desire to pass on a resource-rich ocean to future generations.
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