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Report on the “Ise and Japan” Study Program

When | applied for the Ise and Japan Study Program at Kogakkan University, |
wanted to learn about the famous Ise Grand Shrine, which I had studied in an introductory
Japanese art history class. The professor had assigned one or two articles about the Shrine
early in the quarter, and | was intrigued by the cycle of rebuilding that restarts every twenty
years. In addition, | had hoped to learn about Shinto, on which few classes are offered.
Although I study Japanese printed illustrated books from the nineteenth century, | wanted to
attend the program because | believed that the knowledge | would gain could help me in the
future, when | will hopefully be working at an art museum.

During these past three weeks, | not only had the opportunity to see and learn about
the Ise Grand Shrine, but also to experience Ise from different perspectives. Every day, the
lectures grew geographically in scope: from the Inner and Outer Shrines, to the towns around
them that were built upon tourism, to industrial towns that formed around ship-building, and
to Nara and Kyoto where offerings were created. Every day, our understanding of Ise grew
from the Shrine outward. As an art historian, I particularly enjoyed learning about the
architecture of Ise and discussing the preparation procedures for the rebuilding of the shrines
with the head of the Shrine workshop. At Yasaka Shrine in Kyoto, we were also able to see a
Buddhist sculpture behind the altar for kami, as well as a screen painted by Maruyama OKkyo,
which is rarely exhibited.

Not everything we saw was perpetually new like the Shrines. In the ship-building
towns of Ominato and Kamiyashiro, our elderly guides pointed out the inns that once housed
countless travelers who had arrived in Ise by sea, and the empty lots where houses once stood.
We visited the last functioning shipyard and the last workshop making L-shaped nails for
ship-building, fully aware that in a few years they might no longer be there.

| am truly grateful that | had the opportunity to participate in this program. Neither
Shinto nor Ise are directly related to my dissertation project, but the program instilled in me a
desire to possibly pursue a topic on Ise in the future. Moreover, | was able to form invaluable
relationships with professors, fellow students, students at Kogakkan University, and locals.

Sometimes we were serious, sometimes we were silly; the intensive three weeks allowed us



to develop a strong bond through shared experiences. Though we have parted ways, | hope to
continue to maintain contact with the friends I made at Ise.

The Ise and Japan Study Program is a wonderful program that not only teaches what
the Ise Shrine is about, but also fully immerses participants in the history and culture of Ise
itself.
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