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Ise, Japan, and the Endless Discovery

| first learned about Ise some three years ago, when | stumbled across a YouTube video of Katsura
Sunshine, the Canadian-born rakugo performer, in which he introduced the city and its Grand Shrines.
The performance targeted a Japanese audience and | struggled to understand some of the references,
but | was immediately intrigued by the place that commanded such importance to the Japanese
nation (and of which I, a Japanese language major, had somehow never heard until then). Since then,
| was able to visit a number of important places such as Kyoto, Nara, and Koyasan, but still did not
make it to Ise.

So when | discovered Ise and Japan Study Program, | instantly recognized it as a fantastic opportunity
to not only visit Ise, but learn about it from researchers who actually study it. And the program,
exceeding my expectations, turned out to be an immensely rewarding experience. Not only did we
have excellent classes focusing on various aspects of Ise’s history and its role in the wider culture of
Japan, but we were actually able to visit many of the places we studied, from the Grand Shrines, to
the Kongoshoji Temple, to the erstwhile Furuichi area with its Asakichi ryokan, and many more. (Not
to mention field trips to Kyoto and Nara.) And wherever we went, our professors, volunteers and the
fatherly Tamada-san always made sure we had an excellent time. We also grew closer as a group, and
I hope to stay in touch with many of the friends | made during the three weeks.

But in addition to the program, | feel like | have learned from the city of Ise itself. In the West, Japan is
often associated with the futuristic cityscapes of Tokyo and Osaka. Yet in the quiet Ise, breathing with
history, surrounded by mountains and lush green forest, one gets to experience a very different
Japan: one that, to my mind, is more reflective of the nation’s journey through time.

I am very grateful to have been offered this experience and would love to someday come back to Ise
again. Not only does the city hold so many great memories for me now, there is still so much left to
discover!

During and after the program, we sometimes discussed among ourselves what we could give Ise in
return for its hospitality. One thing is obvious: help popularize Ise abroad. Not just by posting about it
on social media, but by bringing it up in our research, creative works, and sharing what we learned
during the program on platforms such as Wikipedia.

But there is another thing that | believe we can do, and it brings me back to that Katsura Sunshine
performance which turned out to be the starting point of my journey to Ise. What was it that made
Sunshine’s rakugo so interesting to a Japanese audience? | believe it is the possibility of seeing one’s
own culture through an outsider’s eyes. This provides an opportunity to reflect, to pay attention to
little things so easily taken for granted, to make sense of the myriad of details that comprise one’s
cultural identity. Maybe being such “liminal outsiders” could also be our role. This occurred to me
thanks to the feedback | received after my presentation, where | speculated about the different
perceptions of the concept of “oldness” in Japan and the West.

This idea can also be taken a step further: by learning about another culture, we can discover more
about our own. And in doing so, we can realize that, despite historical, geographical, and linguistic
barriers, there is in fact much in common between our culture and another. This, to the best of my
belief, is the true meaning of intercultural communication.
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