Mariko Azuma(USA)

The Ise and Japan Study Program, sponsored by Kogakkan University and Ise City,
provided a comprehensive yet specialized experience that far-exceeded my expectations. | am
beyond grateful for the opportunity to have participated in the program and departed Ise with
an abundance of new knowledge that | hope to continue utilizing and processing within my
research and future career. Despite the shortened program length and precautions put in to
place due to the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, | felt that the variety of class content and
excursions were extremely stimulating. If anything, my only wish is to be able to participate
in the program again, in its full three-week offerings!

One of my main takeaways from the program is that no matter the approach, the
subject, or time period, the study of Japan cannot be divorced from the study of Shintoism
and its national history, making Ise a prime location to start this endeavor. As my interests
are in art and architectural history, specifically of modern and contemporary Japanese
approaches to spatial preservation, | arrived in Ise expecting that what | would gain would be
slightly related to my main interests but much more focused on the adjacent field of
premodern Japanese religious studies. Though many of the classes did focus on the approach
from religious studies, the variety of historical, spatial, and cultural intersections
continuously opened new doors for me that | had not considered before. In other words, |
learned that understanding Japan becomes much more intriguing by understanding Shinto
history, its cultural context, and the related complexities surrounding Ise. Neighborhoods that
historically supported the flourishing of Ise-mairi included Kawasaki, Futami, Furuichi, and
Ominato. Traditions and individuals that held significant supporting roles were those of the
craftsmen, onshi, and the symbolic presence of the Saiou. In this way, classes and excursions
presented Ise as the centerpiece of Japan’s Shinto history, but also much more than that. The
surrounding sites and roles reveal a wider system of interactions and networks, making Ise an
essential destination to visit and absorb for anyone studying Japan.

Once again, | extend my gratitude in being able to participate in this year’s Ise and
Japan Study Program.
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