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Participating in the “Ise and Japan” Study Program at Kogakkan University was a very rewarding
experience. | got to see Japan from a quite different perspective than during my previous stay as an
exchange student of Tohoku University three years ago, and learned a lot about the cultural and
religions background.

However, recounting each and every location visited and lecture heard would fill this page without
saying much about each of them, so for this report, I've picked two things that were particularly
interesting to me, one of them an abstract topic, and the other a location | enjoyed very much.

Saiku Historical Museum and Itsukinomiya Hall for Historical
Experience

The Saiku (7 =) was the location of the place of the Saio (7 ), a princess who was sent by the
emperor to serve at Ise Jingu in a tradition that existed from the late 7th to the 14th century. After
the tradition ended, the Saiku fell out of use and decayed. Excavations officially started in 1970,
and now the Saiku Historical Museum stands on top of part of the former Saiku area. We visited the
museum on March 1st.

As expected from a museum at an archeological site, the Saiku Historical Museum shows many
artifacts found during the excavations, as well as models describing the history of Saiku and life of
the Saio. Due to my personal interest in the Japanese writing systems, | was particularly interested
in some pottery shards with Hiragana writing on them, which are some of the oldest known
examples of Hiragana usage. We also saw a movie showing how Princess Nagako traveled from
Kyoto to Ise as newly appointed Saio in the 11th century.

At the Itsukinomiya Hall for Historical Experience we could try some activities related to the time
of the Saiku. | tried a game of Bansugoroku (%% 7X). | found the place to be both interesting and
relaxing.

All in all, I got a lively impression of history at the Saiku, and in terms of tourism it is important to
mention that it also appeared to be quite suitable for families.

Shinto-Buddhist Syncretism (##/4 &4

I had long known that Shinto and Buddhism are the major religions in Japan, but I made the mistake
of thinking that they were distinct, even though many Japanese practice both. The truth is that since
Buddhism arrived in Japan (6th century, possibly earlier), both religions heavily influenced each
other, to the point where it was more appropriate to consider them one syncretic belief system. Even
when the Meiji government tried to remove the “foreign” Buddhist influence from Shinto, success
was limited.

During the program I’ve collected several examples, the most interesting ones are the following:

e The Amaterasu-omikami statue and shrine in Kongosho-ji temple,
¢ the many similarities Yasaka-jinja in Kyoto has with a Buddhist temple despite being a
Shinto shrine,



¢ and the Hachiman guardian shrine at Todai-ji temple in Nara.
Hachiman is a particularly interesting example, because he’s worshiped both as a kami in Shinto
and a bodhisattva in Buddhism, although with a difference: The samurai honored him as a kami of
war, an aspect which is missing in the Buddhist variant.
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