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Before participating in the Ise Study Program at Kogakkan University, | had some basic
knowledge about Ise and the various shrines here, but really, | knew very little coming into the
program. | had actually come to Ise once before almost nine years ago on my first trip to Japan, but
at the time | couldn’t speak much Japanese at all, and | didn’t understand the huge cultural and
historical significance of the site | was visiting nor did | know that there was an entire complex of
various related shrines around the area. My friend from Mie took me to what | now know is the
“Naiku”, and | thought that was the Ise Grand Shrine in its entirety. After spending several years
living in Japan since then, | realized that Ise was more important that | had realized, so when | got
the email from my professor about participating in this program, | decided to apply.

| was nervous at the beginning of the program for a number of reasons. My field of study in
graduate school is not related to Japanese history or religion at all, so | was worried that there would
be a lot of things that | would not understand. At the same time, this meant that | had more to gain
in a way since | was starting off with relatively little historical understanding. In addition, the Covid-
19 pandemic was a constant worry throughout the program, but Tamada-san and the other staff at
Kogakkan University did a great job organizing everything despite the unusual circumstances they
were presented with. The other participants and | worried a lot waiting for the results of our PCR
test, but luckily all of us tested negative, and we were able to continue the program as planned.

Through the lectures were had in the mornings each day, the professors at Kogakkan
University provided us with an excellent background in not only the religious significance of Ise, but
also that of the people who lived here and have supported the shrine over the centuries. The real
star of the program though were the places we went for field studies. Of course we went to the
“Geku” and “Naiku”, the main shrines of Ise central to the Shinto faith, where countless tourists flock
to every year, but we also saw different parts of Ise. We went to Kawasaki, a historic area of the city
along the river where goods arrived and were produced to support the pilgrims, and the last
remaining “onshi” house, where the “onshi” acted as a sort of liaison between pilgrims and the
shrines. Through these places, among many others, and the tours and explanations given by experts
in the field and people with long family connects to Ise, | really feel like | have a much better
understanding of the area’s significance to Japanese culture as a whole after participating in the
program. | was also able to meet some interesting people and even make some new friends, and |
plan to come back to visit Ise again in the future.
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