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As a participant in the Ise-Japan study program

For the Ise-Japan study program 14 students from different nationalities that have a background in Japanese
studies, were brought together with the purpose of participating in a three week long intense study-program.
Through classes and field-trips we experienced and felt, saw and tasted /Ise, a place located in the Mie-
prefecture of Japan. | first heard about this program from my senpai in Belgium whom participated in the
previous edition. After hearing her talk about it excitedly, wholeheartedly, | was not able to sit still and applied
for participation.

The appeal of Ise: | don’t think calling Ise ‘The heart of Japan’, is an exaggeration.
Having lived for three weeks in Ise, | experienced that the foundation and build-up of connections between
people individually, to be of an entirely different nature. Compared to a heavily populated area like Tokyo
(where | lived for one year), Ise has needless to be said less people strolling around in town every day. | cannot
say if that is the reason to it, but | noticed that for me, it was easier to connect to the people, even if the other
knew we might never meet again. The same goes for the people of the program that | found to be all very kind
and had their hearts open to us.

| experienced a different kind of perception towards nature. Bowing in front of the tori, to greet the Kami of
the Naikl part of the Ise Grand Shrine and afterwards crossing the bridge to the inner parts, | felt as if | entered
a different world. The mysterious atmosphere flowing from the nature was overwhelming. From the other
students as well, voices whispering “I don’t know why but I’m just so happy” or “there must be something here”
could be heard. The reactions were different, but the ground to them was the same for everyone, all in our

very own manner we were touched by the soul of the shrine.

When asking Japanese students of ‘Kogakkan University’ about Ise, | was more than often told that there was
nothing really here. This remark most likely points out the fact that there aren’t that many shopping-malls or
restaurants, entertainment facilities or karaoke. Truth to be said, the first decent place to sing karaoke would
be in a 20 minute driving distance by car and very difficult to get to if you don’t own any. But there not being
any stores, does not equal to nothing being there. The city of Ise is surrounded by impressive mountains, such
as Asamayama and moreover blessed with beautiful nature. The sea that gives house to the magical ‘Meoto
Iwa’ in Futami, one could spend hours just looking at. In the time | spend here, it often occurred that | woke up
to an astonishing view at five o’clock in the morning. When not shrouded in mist, or jammed by rain, the view
from my window would stretch out over the city, and in whichever direction | would turn my eyes to,
mountains dyed in the red morning sun’s rays of light, would be projected in the distance. When being told
that “there’s nothing really here” | now automatically answer, “Those places are the best, aren’t they?”

Tourism in Ise

During the program we were told that from the perspective of foreign tourists, the Ise Grand shrine can cause
some sense of disappointment due to it being a very recent construction, they say it has ‘no feel of history’.
Having the Ise-shrine acknowledged as world heritage would make a big difference, since it would convey with
one word the importance of this shrine. Currently only being a three year old building, doesn’t change the fact
that it is the fruit of a tradition being held in honor for more than a thousand years, which is certainly
something that should be worthy of the name of world heritage.

I think that, to appeal the Ise to foreign tourists, a site similar to ‘Tokyo Time Out’ could be established. It is a
website focusing on the Tokyo area, containing extremely detailed information from all the shops, restaurants
and café around touristic spots, to maps, events, blogs and review columns. Therefor it becomes a very reliable
source for people when planning their trip to Japan.



To ensure a pleasant stay in Ise for tourists, | think there should still be more English support and translations in
museum, memorial halls, etc... Even for people that have studied Japanese it is difficult to understand the
essence of for example written explanations to certain historic artifacts, because it concerns technical terms
that one usually doesn’t use, unless it is vocabulary concerning ones specialty.

The Ise-Japan study program

Being taught the ways and knowledge of Ise, by professor emeritus and teachers of ‘Kogakkan University’, as
well as being showed around by people actually working on sites like shrine’s and temples, memorial sites and
stores is something | wouldn’t have even dared to dream of when | was studying in my home university. As the
saying goes, ‘An image is worth a thousand words’. After learning about themes like the construction of the
Grand Shrine, or Japanese history and legends, being able to go look at the ‘real thing’ is the most effective
kind of study that one can ever wish for.

| feel like | have done years’ worth of study in such a short, short time. When learning about themes like
‘matsuri’, ‘Shintd’, and jinja’, which | have previously already been taught about, | came to realize that |
misinterpreted many of these cultural aspects. For example when it comes to ‘matsuri’, | was too focused on
the exciting, yukata-wearing, ‘mikoshi’- carrying, flashy town festivity part of it, that | never realized that it is an
everyday occurring tradition and a ritual occurring carefully and diligently in all privacy in the inner part of the
shrine.

For our field trips, we would be brought to the location of study, by bus. Even to places that would only take up
to 20-30 minutes by foot. Whether or not one likes walking, | thought it to be a bit of a pity that we weren’t
made to walk to certain places on our own strength and see the roads connecting with our own eyes.
Eventually this would have given us a certain sense of space in Ise.

The program’s duration of a mere three weeks is a demerit, because of course in double the amount time you
can learn double as much. But it is also a merit because you see so much, it gets engraved in your mind, leaving
a deep impression. It was amazing to see so much in three weeks and astonishing when you realize that you
still haven’t seen the most of it.

As a vegetarian in Japan | thought I'd face many difficulties on this part, but thanks to the kindness of the
organizers of this program and the canteen ladies, | am not exaggerating when | say | might have had the best
food in my life here. Since food as well, is a big aspect of a country’s culture, I'm happy that my lifestyle was not
preventing me from this experience.

Some final impressions...

At the farewell party, all the people concerned with this program, the rector of the university, the sponsors,
supporters and teachers and of course the participants were asked for a last word or any impressions on the
program. A phrase that even now weighs deeply on my mind were the words “we entrust Japan to you”. | felt
like | finally, truly understood the meaning of the Ise-Japan study program. In each of us, the participants,
somewhere in our hearts a seed of Ise has been planted. In the future these will grow out in different ways,
according to the paths taken and decisions the bearer of the seed makes. But | felt like this will certainly
connect us all to Japan and Ise.

Being a part of this program, will not only bring to you the uncountable beautiful memories made there but
also the opportunity to grow as a human being. For me and the other participants, it was a once in a lifetime
experience. | won’t be as conceited to say “leave japan to me” but | think that from hereon | would love to see
through the blog | have started about Ise, and when | have any chance to, introduce the Ise as | have seen it to
others.

To any person that has the slightest intent or interest to participate, | would tell them to apply right away.



