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Hands clapping
Bowing with humility

the sound of waves

The Torii and Meoto Iwa in this book were discovered over years of travel through remote
areas of Japan. Found in lakes and oceans, on mountain tops, in forests, and by the
side of the road, Torii are symbols of reverence to the harmony between man, nature
and Kami (spirits or deities). When I see a Torii in a natural setting, I feel at peace with
the environment: I slow down, observe the world and reflect. I see the soft colours of
sakura. I experience the brilliance of autumn and the scent of a forest. I feel the vigour
of ice-crusted firs. I hear the gentle sound of waves. I am drawn and feel the strongest
connection to Torii in the sea. These images transcend landscape, nature, and the spiritual
world, to express stillness and tranquility in a world filled with motion. I hope that these
photographs will invite the viewer into their own reflection and meditation.

This is a journey not finished.
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The Torii,
Symbols of Purity and
Spiritual Transition

Olivier Robert

Torii are not just architectural elements that define landscapes and sacred spaces of Japan. They embody
the very essence of the nation’s culture and spirituality. As gateways to the history, beliefs, and values of a
nation, Torii symbolize the passage from the profane world into the sacred realm, according to the Shinto
religion.

The word Torii literally translates as “bird gate” or “where birds perch.” It is the traditional gateway
associated with Shinto shrines. Recognizable by their vertical posts and horizontal crosspieces, these
structures mark the entrance into a pure, spiritual, or sacred world.

Torii have a long history dating back to the Heian period (794-1185) and originally consisted of four poles
connected by ropes that delineated the plots of shrines by marking their entrance.

Over time, they were attributed philosophical and spiritual values and have since served to separate the
sacred world from the profane. When passing beneath a Torii, the visitor purifies themselves and prepares
to meet the divine, a notion central to Shinto, where purity and pollution are key concepts.

According to ancient engravings, paintings, and other writings, the first known Torii in Japan date from the
10th century. Some manuscripts, however, suggest that the tradition may extend back to an even earlier
period. The first written mentions of Torii appear in Japanese texts from the 10th century, but their precise
origin and development remain partly shrouded in mystery. Although their antiquity is still debated, the
Torii recognized by historians as the oldest in the country, and still standing, is the Torii of the Kinpusenji
Shrine and Temple in Nara, dating to 1455.

Over time, these structures have evolved, reflecting changes in construction materials, architectural styles,
and cultural influences. Initially, as noted earlier, Torii may have had a more practical significance, devoid
of religious meaning, a function that has since disappeared. For example, they marked the boundary of
a territory or sacred space, before becoming the symbolic gateways we know today. Now, they serve as a
spiritual bridge between the profane world and the realm of the Kami, the Shinto deities.

Beyond their religious role, Torii are deeply rooted in Japanese culture and are often the subject of legends
and stories. For example, the story of the floating Torii of Itsukushima, which appears to float on water at
high tide, is surrounded by myths and legends, reflecting the harmonious union between man, nature, and
spirituality.

Torii can also take many forms and be constructed from a variety of materials. The most classic ones are
wooden, painted in vermillion with black ends, but there are also those made of stone, metal, and even
concrete. This diversity reflects the evolution of Japanese society over the centuries while preserving a deep
connection with tradition.



Torii can be seen as metaphors for the journey of life, marking the passage from one state to another: from
ignorance to wisdom, the profane to the sacred. They remind us that life is a path marked by transitions and
transformations, and that each stage has its own meaning and Importance.

By passing under a Torii, the profane enters a sacred enclosure reserved for Shinto deities known as Kami.
These Kami are divinities or spirits that permeate the universe. They are not gods in the omnipotent sense
of the word but sacred manifestations of nature, ancestors, concepts, or spiritual phenomena. Kami dwell
in natural elements such as mountains, rivers, and trees, as well as in objects or specific places considered
sacred. This belief reflects an animistic view of the world, in which every element of nature has a spiritual
essence.

Kami can influence the well-being and fortune of humans; therefore, it is important for individuals to
maintain a harmonious relationship with them through rituals, prayers, and offerings.

Shinto worship does not consider them as good or bad, but rather as forces that can be benevolent or
hostile, depending on the circumstances. Kami embody the complexity and interconnection of nature,
spirituality, and humanity.

Although today, two principal architectural styles are commonly distinguished (Shinmei and Myojin), Torii,
like all architectural forms, have evolved into several distinct styles over the centuries. Each has its own
characteristics and history, reflecting regional differences, architectural evolution, and the influence of
specific shrines.

Torii placed on lakes or at sea convey a deep symbolic meaning related to spirituality and Shinto beliefs.
These structures, like the famous floating Torii of Itsukushima Shrine, represent several key elements of
Japanese thought and culture:

« Connection between the sacred and the profane: Torii traditionally mark the boundary between the
profane world and the sacred. When placed on water, they make this transition even more visible and
striking, suggesting a passage from the tangible, everyday world toward a spiritual and eternal realm.

« Harmony with nature: Shinto worship deeply values nature and all its constituents as it considers
them to be inhabited by the Kami. A Torii in water embodies this harmony between natural elements
and the sacred, serving as a reminder of respect and reverence for the natural environment.

« Purification: Water holds a characteristic ritual importance in Shinto worship for its ability to purify.
A Torii in water symbolizes this purification, suggesting that passing beneath the Torii helps to
spiritually cleanse those who enter the shrine.

» Landmark and welcome: For pilgrims and visitors arriving by sea or lake, a Torii serves as a landmark
signaling the welcoming point of the shrine and inviting them to enter a space of peace and
spirituality.

» Beauty and serenity: Aesthetically, Torii contribute to a spectacular landscape, creating a striking
interplay between human architecture and natural beauty. They symbolize the pursuit of serenity and
beauty, values deeply rooted in Japanese culture.

The Torii of Japan are more than architectural manifestations: they represent a deep expression of Japanese
philosophy and spirituality. They symbolize the passage from the material world to the spiritual world,
serving as bridges between the human and the divine.

By passing through a Torii, one moves not only physically but symbolically, from the realm of everyday
reality into a space of purity and sacredness. The various styles and locations of Torii, whether standing
majestically in forest shrines or appearing to float upon water, reflect the sought-after harmony between
man, nature, and the Kami.

These structures, with their simplicity and elegance, invite contemplation of our place in the universe and
our relationship with the natural and spiritual world. Thus, Torii are not mere constructions, but living
symbols of a perpetual quest for balance, harmony, and understanding of life.



FEZA :
BE. fifT L BmmsT
DRE

Olivier Robert

BREIE. BADRRVPELZZZEMERRTZERERICLLETST. HAXLLBEHEDORVAEZBRL
HLTWEY, BRI BOEE. F2. MESRNOEZHEE. MEICEVT. HAOHRALNSEEZ S
FRADBEBZERBLTVET,

BEIZEARET IBOM] il TRHOLLEZIHH LERENET. TNEHtIcEEY 2GRN
THY., BEEORHEKFOEKRICIOTERINTESY . FoEHTHEN, ELELLIHANDODAOZE
LTLET,

BEDERIFRCFREN(794-1185) ITHY £F ., H¥IZ 4 ADENMBTRIINETOBERLGEIET.
HHORRZERTHDOT LI, BHEDICON. BENEIIBHENEMENTESEIN, BEHMHR LM
BOEBZXFTZREZLDESICBVE LT, REZICRILTEEEIESZFSH. MEHRD
EFEZITHIENBHEEINET, COBHOERIE. HEICSVWTHONGLDOTHY ., BHEH (FH)
NFEBEGHRTY,

HRDOEL. REPHOENEENS. RPICETOSNLRBEIR 10 HREISHEZ ZLAMENTOETH
—EDOXERIC LN, ESICRVRICZ DGEROFE LIAREEDERENTVEY, 10HEDHAD
XD TEBLABEHBLETH. TOERGERPERICOVTIE—HRICZENTVEY., BERIC
LOTHRHETNTVEBREDRET. RELTVSRLDR. RROSZILFORET. 1455 FITBY FT,

INSOREMIE RROEBICHOEL L BV BEER. SJULHREZRRLELCLTET LT,
FERICBE LTI, FHRD@EY . BEIIRENEREZRVCRANGERZL DTV ETN TV D DD,
BICZTDERIFRDON, SEHNSNTWVRREHGEFANEEZDY E LT, AR HEPELZSERODE
ReRTREZRL. PHTRERLDMNSRHNGEMANEELLE L, RETEIRERHEOHEHR
EHEDHRL DAL DBDEHENGTRITEE LTHELTOET,

BERZTORENLGREIANZEAT. BEAXBICRIBELTEY . LELEZ L DEHPUWEDHRICE
B52EbHVET, AR BEDBICENIEEREABEITEBERITKEICSENILSICRAZ T L
5. ZLDEEPEHICTEN. AR BA ZLTHBEELOBNOENBEUTODEERBMLTVET,

oI, BREZSHREERLEM TEBRINS I EHH Y, FOXEPERIBRBIKMEINTVET,
RLAENGZLEDIR. AEOELEDT, EPHGERBICESN, BLREEEINTEY ., MtOGHRNEER
FEFHMLTIVET, ZO—AT. APER. ETHIKIEAV 7Y - IDBRLHFEELE T, TOSKMER.
HREBZCAEAHROECEBRLE L DD, GHREDEVNDEAVER>TVET,



AENITIE. BREFIAEDRDICEZAELTHIEASN, EHHSME. HEAHLSREZELEDNEESB
BETRITDLDOTYT, BEEF. NEFEBLEBRICL>TESNETHY .. EREICRZNTNAREOR
BREEEMZEHEL DT LERVETETINET,

BEZELSCBT LT, HADEIEIHALZ, ThDHSE ] IKTHBTFONHELSERNERERBHFANS T
EIBEVEY, BLARFEICEIBAZEITHELEECHY . BADZTNZTNOERICENBZARENTE
TWET,

HMARFFHICEIHELGEEPETHY. 2REOMLEVS LV L, BAPEE. B H2VRENRR
DHBLHERLEEIASNE T, MISILP/I BAGEOBAER, ES5ICRBERENIFEDYPE
FRICEBAEENTVE T, TOEMIE. FBARICHODETEERLCSBERALEROEZFERBL. BRA
ROIRTCOERDIHELGAREER DLV SRAEZRLTVET,

HIIANBDZEPERICHKEZEASFEETHB O, BAARERPILE. #YEE LCTRS & DHEM
DENFERZEARYICLTVET, METE., MAZHICEETASCLIEET. WRITS CTREEES
LHY. FEHITITHRNTELEH2NELTRASNTVE Y, TDdH. HLIZEA. Balt. ABOD
EEDEMELEERRERLETEELGDTY,

RE. MHEEERRE LTEIC THEE) & THRME OZOHFEFSNETH. BEIFELOFRTER
CELGHBOKRICELLTEE L, TNENOHRRICIFEDOFHPELL LY. IhS KRR IS
HITKBDENPEEOENL. HEDOHHOXEZRMLTVWET,

BEDOHVBICIDEEF. BHEPHEDERICEELLRVRBNERZF >TVEY, Fic. BE
HHDBERGFEREDL ST INSDBEMIE. BRODBEPXIEORLBZEEGEREZRLTVET,

PEBZLDEBBEDHLDDER BER. GRNICEBREERADRERZRBL. KOLICREINS I LT,
COBITZRICHEML ORENICRALE S, chick, BICRASHEDHADL SHEHNTKIED
BEHADEHH TR ENE T,

BALDBMN : HEBERBARABLUZTOBRERZERL. Thoicidm (ia) HDMESEEZ SN
TVWET, KEIRIDREIR. BARAERLELZLDEDAMZERF L. BRARENODRVEHE
HBEEZRBELTWVWEY,

B I KFEHEOLEICSWIERZLGEANREZRLLTEY . BEONZEREA LD EENATY
£9, KEICMBETZREIR. CORMMLERHML. REZBS L THIRICAZEDREHZRDS T
EETBLTVET,

BEIEEND ( BROMHSEET HKILELHBEICLE 2T, BREBARZROHFTOEMELGY . BN
DEEDAOZRLET, TNICKY ALADFMEBFHEDE  BICREBHAND L SFNET,

EEBERREENIC. BERERGARZAVHEL. ABORBELBADEREDEPHEN 2RI
EET. BEIE. BREEDERERHL. TNSIFARLITRSBAVLMERE LTEDV
TVET,

AADEREIR. BERZ2BENRRBICELEEST. BROBEZPHEAMHZR(RRELTCVEY., BERENE
HEAHDSBEHERNOBITZRHL. ABERELLDEOBORIFBELLTOREZRLLTVET,
BEZELSCBTLILE 2T FNBBERYENICLELE ST, FBNICHLABDRRDEHL SFHSN
RELGDEBMANEBITLET, RLAGHEAPRESGAICRONZDRBE. ROMHICEL LIDHLOH 5K
EICEDSRKDICRAZHDET. INSIRAR BA TLTHAEDAMEZERT 2ELBZRMLT
WEd,

ZTOMRELBREDBYEIBEIR. ABDFHEICBIFHFELPEAREFEAEREOBERICOVT
RCEZERZBLDTY, LIeh2T. BEREBELZZBEYTRELL BUDOAEVL, AN ENT. £L
THBOERZEBVRODKEORBLEEASTLEL D,



A B R KR, TR RS AGER H A B R . R E A S 1,

R TESTAMILIE, BB RARAR . SRR . R RO R R (EEE ) It

BT TRHOIRAE , BB I . B RBITE BRI R R O 0 Gh B AR, A

— ThF. RACIBIY, MBS, TURRE. TR IR, B B SR,

R SRR, PIEERE AR RIS R R B 2, (R

— B AR O WA . BB GR T I 1 AR, TEIRALAG S s SRS e
B 1 A RSB A ) AR AR T

TR B AR SRR .

Ulana Switucha




El ZIK'%E—
AU BRLC A B 51

Olivier Robert

RERHARRNEZS M —, WRERMESMWELETH, TR EEEESR. FMEEEBRKAM, 5
e HASTAL BURS MRS BE T VE . ARIBFESE M, R e — B R RGeS AR P2 T o

REEHGEEES THZM ) 8 TRERZE o SRS LA BB S % AR . HRr e WiR B
SERESR BT ARSPRORERR, R NAET . TV RS

R RIEE S, HAM PRI (7941185 48) o S )28 phy DUAR DASE 2 S e R AEME I RS /R A T )
PPN o BEE W FHERS . AT B8 SRS M B (S 000 55 B 20 W i S B 2 ] RO AR o
BIEEFBRE, BLITLE &, EMADEEMIIRAE. SRR RS RMEEE MO,

FREE ARMEZ) . AT R SORRREH, TS — ) RT3 10 A0, AR, SRR SOIR. KR ST g
TRE R HEAR 10 HEACH SORE IR K B e, ([EREVIRRIFRBR OIS, M8 ERENETF®E,
FIRTHE S0 SRS A HA RO R BB JE, RADAAR R ISR R, g 1455 48,

RUBMOEAE, HARJE S T @br g s mug LS SO s 2 L s . BRDA S A Rk, R ThRE,
FIRBOR A E IR RN, (EDIREINA Tk, B4, EMBREERLOMZ M, iR A B E
Z I

BT o B ESh, KRERIRERAR® HASUEd, WA AR fln, BEmiiE ERE, IR
HEA THFIROKTERIANEL, 28 T MEehiaiics . SRRSO T A B RN BRIRES & .

BRASHARRR, ISR RO . BALI R AR, LML AL (5, T
i AT, B AT RS A B o SRR & Bt S LA B (A A o
5 B S PR 2

L, B A A IR AR, A R R SRR I, (R R, AR R
B ERMEM. AREaRGANSLNE RIER, 5 HEEBE AR EEME .

TS L AR BEE T AE A SR A AR B R R TR A A E SR AR BN AR B,
TR H R M TSR EEB SRR, MR I PR BIARSSMEARoTE, EA MBS
SEYNFBIGZHTE o B E R YA SR B, AR A RS —EC R R A E .

AARE RS A AR AL S A S B BRI . B HA NS AR FrRef it A fr BRI RS B 1R M 20
MOEMEAR ST I B, ORI I R B AR R SRR A AR BB R R T AR S A
AHo

BRI RN, EeR TS5 ) BT TIPSJE ) WM. BES B AL LURI B R . 5 S A8 AN R
X, BHEARFREEE L . LR SO T M2 S S A S E A R

TR WA SR R AR R RS, MR BB, WERSHHEREERE, BT HA
BB B

PEES SR
K LB Ry AR ZIR S B LU R B B AR I, A — (Bl N LRSS A AR B BB A Ak R A 2
PR

FIARRhAN -

MOBEHSTE A R BAL A RIS EY) . BARRBEMREMIIRET. K LR EEER T A RREE M2
HIRAIGE , e K ARMEN, FEHEMBERZN.

b
IRAEMES P R FHEIIRE . AURK RS ERBCE EEEHL, 8RR A Bk O, R MR .

TR -
HA R SR BTRIN B FEE BlE N, R VE AW EZ AR, BRI T, EE AP
SRR AP BRI 2 o

P -
B 2 SN TGV R WAt N SO 1 A2 S5 e R . 1 A S BT 2 6 0
k. ATRRLES.

AR, AMER—ENNIESEY), BRHAY REEWNIRARE, RREDESI RN, AL H
HIER. HR RN ERNTERE), FR—FOMATENR, BAMREMEE. SERRRA, EREER
VINTTIN ) 220N iy I 2 9 el SN N = RS bl i e

EEMLKSMUERZL, SIEAMBE BETRICE, DIREAR. BHEIERNEER SESEE—E
M, EWMRECE PEIARE, DURBRMER T LA IEER .



ZF

Torii

For David, who has always supported my journeys.
A special thanks to Sarah Van Ingelgom for her vision in transforming this body of work into a book, and to Siu Ding for her energy and remarkable design talent.

Mr. Olivier Robert has kindly granted permission to extract text from his article “Japan: The Torii, Symbols of Purity and Spiritual Transition” found at
www.olivierrobert.net/post/japan-the-torii-symbols-of-purity-and-spiritual-transition for this book. I am sincerely grateful.
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