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The birth of the “floating torii gate”:
Analyzing picture postcards of Shirahige Shrine

TANAKA, Chion & WATANABE, Keiichi

Abstract

The “floating torii gate” constructed in Lake Biwa near Shirahige Shrine (Ukawa,
Takashima City, Shiga Prefecture) is considered legendary but was actually erected in
1937. Currently, it is one of the most popular tourist spots associated with Lake Biwa.
However, the issue of why this torii gate was constructed has yet to be taken up in the
historical research related to Lake Biwa tourism.

This study aims to discover the significance of the torii gate on the basis of the
numerous picture postcards that have been produced as souvenirs for tourists. First,
we examined the contents of picture postcard sets that depict Shirahige Shrine and
investigated their historical background. Next, we analyzed the characteristics of the
scenery of Shirahige Shrine that was selected for the illustrations and the position of
the torii gate as shown in the illustrations.

The results indicated that the “way of looking at” Shirahige Shrine has changed
several times. Shirahige Shrine has been a notable focus of a wide range of beliefs
since the early modern period. However, in the Taisho era (1912-1926) of the
modern period, lake excursions on steamships became popular on Lake Biwa. As a
result, a completely new manner of viewing the shrine from a sightseeing ship arose.
The view of the shrine from the deck of a ship is thought to have been the impetus
behind the construction of the “floating torii gate.”

From the beginning, the floating torii gate was intended to be a part of the view of
the shrine from the water, and it is believed to have been constructed specifically with
the view from tourist ships in mind. In other words, rather than the floating torii gate

leading to the birth of the “view of the shrine from the water,” a more correct
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description would be that the floating torii gate is a beautiful vermillion accent

embedded into the view of the shrine from the deck of a ship.
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