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A Pilgrimage to Ise

My experience in the short-term program “Ise and Japan Study Program”

It was not even three weeks ago that 9 international students® of Japanese studies, religion, history
and economics were sitting in an airplane together — not knowing each other yet, but all heading for
the same direction: Ise. Ever since that first day, we shared class after class, study trip after study
trip, even our meals and Japanese baths together. Throughout the whole Ise and Japan Study
Program, we met teachers from a large variety of research topics and subjects from all three
faculties of Kogakkan Daigaku. The whole three weeks, we were taken best care of by University
staff and affiliates such as Tamada-San or Tani-San, not to forget all the Japanese volunteer students

who constantly gave us company and were ready to help, whenever we had questions or problems.

In the center of all our classes was of course the Shinto religion and the so called homeland of the
Japanese people's heart,® the Ise Jingu ({F#5%#E). In different field trips we visited the two main
Shrines: the Inner Shrine (N or EJJH#E) of Amaterasu Omikami, Goddess of the Sun and
predecessor of the Imperial Household of Japan, and the Outer Shrine (#N= or = ifiE) of
Toyouke Omikami who is responsible for food, clothes and homes (& £ 1%). Besides that, we went
to various of the 125 supplementary shrines (5//&) and to the former dwelling of Sai-Ou (7 1), the
Saiku (77E). We learned about the unique shrine architecture, about the long history of Ise Jingu
and its connection to the city of Ise, as well as the astonishing tradition of rebuilding all the shrine
buildings every 20 years (z\#5%). The theoretical studies were complemented by rare chances for
hands-on interaction with Shinto traditions: we had the chance to wear traditional Shinto priest
clothing, we were able to listen to Gagaku music and see the place where salt is gathered, using
traditional Japanese methods dating back to the classical age. We learned about the different matsuri
(4%9) throughout the year, and we deepened our knowledge about the interaction between Shinto

and Buddhism (#{/3&%), especially before the Meiji period, i.e. before the separation of kami and

1 Actually, our group consisted of 11 students that have the pleasure to enjoy this program, but one person came from
within Japan, while another one came with a different airplane, so we only met her at the Chlbu airport.

2 The original phrase used by the Ise City Tourist Association is: "THARADLO A% E &5 (cf.  http://www.ise-
kanko.jp/jingu).
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buddha by law (FH{L5E.

Although not specifically included in the schedule, | became more and more aware of the
construction of sacred space - or rather the separation of the profane world and the sacred world, i.e.
the world of kami. Dating back to the dawn of Japanese folk religion, the distinctive separation of
mountains and fields, as well as the special meaning of rivers here in Ise (more obviously in former
times, when far more rivers were separating the land into smaller islands), various phenomena in
nature are interpreted to signify a designated area of the kami — a place of worship and a place
where pollution (#1) shall not emerge. This concept of sacred space and purity also takes shape in
various customs and traditions, such as the {4384 (a rope, signifying sacred space or the presence of
a kami) and B which are put above the door at the beginning of each year or simply the
importance of cleansing all impurities (ii%z) upon entering the realm of kami at the temizusha
(FKE). With the growing popularity of religious travel to Ise and the spread of lucky charms
(¥5-9) and private Shinto altars (###}}) in the Edo period, the number of places to worship ancestors
and kami grew alike. The intensive pilgrimage to Ise Jingu also resulted in a well established tourist
market, just before the Inner Shrine (¥35V¥]). With the organization of the onshi system
(fHEM{A%H), the market for amulets, charms, maps and other religiously inspired goods boomed, while
the market for secular goods grew exponentially as well. Local food like the famous Akafuku, Ise
Udon or Ise-Ebi continue to take the largest stake of Ise city's economy; something that we were

granted to experience and enjoy ourselves, thanks to the generous outline of the program.

Looking on its long tradition and importance in religious matters as well as in the imperial court, it
IS not surprising to see that travel to Ise within Japan is booming — while on the other side, Ise lacks
more widespread popularity or even recognition internationally, especially compared to other
attractions such as the modern metropolis Tokyo or the former capital Kyoto with its golden
pavilion. Therefore, | hope this short report on my experiences in the Ise and Japan Study Program
will encourage other people to learn more about Ise and visit this place — for | am really grateful of
this chance, to deepen my understanding of Shinto, the Ise Shrine and Japanese culture and to learn

about the various aspects of history, religion, culture and local traditions in Ise and Mie prefecture.

I hope this program continues and flourishes in future times, for it offers a unique setting to get in
contact with Japanese scholars and students alike, while also establishing worldwide friendship
through intensively spending the whole day together with the fellow students from all over the

world. Thank you - in honest gratitude and with the best memories,
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