Polish tourists in Ise
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The Grand Shrine of Ise is well-known throughout Japan as a sacred place with long history
and rich culture. Since the ancient times its connection with the capital city of Nara and later, from
the ninth century onward — Kyoto, was very complex and strong. The Grand Shrine has been visited
by the emperors and shoguns. Pilgrimage to Ise became such a crucial part of the Edo period culture
that a saying was coined: one who has never been to Ise is not a human.

Though not on such a large scale, in contemporary Japan people still pilgrimage to the
Grand Shrine of Ise. Also, in recent years the city itself has become a popular tourist spot.
According to the statistics, the number of tourists visiting Ise in the last twenty years has been
steadily growing, to reach its peak last year (over 14 200 000 visitors in 2013), when the
shikinensengu took place. However, in comparison, the number of foreigners who visited Ise in
2013 is very low, for a little over 40 000; and among those the number of Europeans and Americans
is lower still. That being said, it is safe to assume that Poles who visit Ise are very few and far
between.

There are many reasons why that is a case. For one, there are not so many Polish people
travelling to Japan in the first place. The distance between our two countries is vast and, since there
are no direct flights from Warsaw to Tokyo (nor from any other Polish city to Japan), the journey
from Poland takes even more time than it should. Because of that Poles tend to choose European
countries as a destination for their holiday trips, rather than far-away Japan.

Still, there are some people who does not care about the distance and want to travel to Japan
anyway. They usually decide to buy a package tour from a travel agency, since it enables people to
visit many places in a short period of time. Also, it seems like the safest option, because should a
problem arise, there would a guide to take care of it. The majority of package tours offered by
popular Polish travel agencies (such as Rainbow Tours, Logos Tour, Itaka) include sightseeing of
Tokyo, Kyoto, Nara, Osaka and Hiroshima, but not of Mie Prefecture. Those few that do include
sightseeing of Mie Prefecture, however, offer a visit to the Mikimoto Pearl Island, but not the Grand
Shrine of Ise. Among the package tours offered by the above-mentioned travel agencies, | found
only one that included a visit to the Grand Shrine of Ise.



Of course, some people decide to travel to Japan on their own. While planning their journey,
they often look up the UNESCO World Heritage List for interesting places to visit, thus they go and
sightsee places like Kyoto, Nara, Nikko or Himeji. Ise is not really well-known overseas, so only
those few Polish people who took their time to study history and culture of Japan in depth before
going on the journey, decide to visit the Grand Shrine.

In order to attract tourists from abroad, the city of Ise needs more publicity. Establishing
contact with foreign travel agencies would pay off as well. Personally, | wonder whether it would be
possible to add not the Shrine itself, but the very act of rebuilding it every twenty years to the
UNESCO Intangible Cultural List.
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