Osaka/Kansai Expo Special
Expo 60-second commentary from the Chugoku Bureau: the Dutch Pavilion transmits the town of Okuizumo in Shimane Prefecture! ～The soul of the Niou who crossed the sea...
The Osaka-Kansai Expo will open soon. Exhibitions and events are planned at the venue that will give visitors a glimpse of the ties and bonds that have been forged between Japan and other countries. One of these is the deep, little-known bond between the Netherlands and the town of Okuizumo in Shimane Prefecture. It is a story that begins with a statue of Niou in the mountains of Okuidumo - and it is a story that is still being told today.
Encounter between a statue of Niou and a Dutch sculptor in Okuidumo-machi
Top left: Niou statue on display at the National Amsterdam Museum of Fine Arts Bottom left: Niou-mon gate of the ancient temple Iwaya-dera (before it is demolished in 2024) Photo right: Map taken from the Okuidumo Town Tourist Association website.
12 years ago, 2013. Two Niomon statues made in Japan were exhibited at the National Museum of Amsterdam. They used to be in Iwayadera, an ancient temple in Okuidumo-machi. Afterwards, they passed through a strange fate in the hands of various people and finally crossed the sea to reach the Netherlands.
The Niou statue was seen in a museum by Jecke, a sculptor living in Amsterdam. While she was deeply moved by the Niou statues, she felt uncomfortable that they were being appreciated as works of art, when they should be playing a role for the community where they were originally created.
I want to return just the ‘soul’ of the Niou statue to Okuidumo Town.
In 2015, Yecke visited Okuidumo-machi. In the course of his many subsequent visits, he became acutely aware that the Niou statues that had protected the area for many years had disappeared, and that the local people felt a sense of loss. She came to the conclusion that she wanted to give back to Okuizumo-cho at least the ‘spirit’ of the Niou statues by exhibiting the work she had created at Iwaya-dera Temple. The work she created is the Blue Nioh. It is made using the traditional Dutch technique of Delft Blue Tile. There are two statues, one in the A-form and the other in the Un-form, and each has a front and back side.
Niou statues connect the Netherlands and the town of Okuizumo
A new project to create the ‘Blue Nioh’ was launched in 2018-19. Around 400 residents of Japan and the Netherlands participated in the painting and the ‘Blue Nioh’ was presented to the local people of Okuidumo Town. This was the start of the NIO-FESTIVAL, a cultural exchange event between Japan and the Netherlands, which has been held annually until 2025 and continues to this day.
And in 2025. To mark the end of the NIO-FESTIVAL, the Blue Nioh will be exhibited at the Holland Pavilion at the Kansai Expo in Osaka. And, following the visit of Dutch Consul-General Mark to Yokota Junior High School in Okuizumo-cho last year, the students of the school are also scheduled to present Okuizumo-cho at the Holland Pavilion.
Consul General Mark Jecke from the Netherlands with Ms Jecke and students from Yokota Junior High School.


The Blue Nioh leads the way for future ties
When Yekke first visited Okuizumo Town, the area around the Niomon Gate was in disrepair. She acquired the surrounding land and started to maintain it herself. The ‘Blue Nioh’ will then be displayed in the Dutch Pavilion at Expo ‘70 before being enshrined in the reborn Nioh-mon Gate. However, in order to continue to properly maintain the monument, volunteer work by supporters of the Niomon project and volunteers from the local community is indispensable. The strong bond between Okuidumo Town and the Netherlands has been long-standing. We hope that the Expo will be a catalyst to continue this into the future, and we would be very grateful if local residents would take an interest in the project and offer their support.

Ms Matsuzaki, who spoke to us. Together with a preliminary drawing of the ‘Blue Nioh’ by Mr Yecke.
