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Carmen Tamas
Re-Becoming a Student

One of the disadvantages of holding a permanent position at a Japanese university is the general
lack of true professional development. As researchers, we do, of course, attend research meetings and
conferences, but if we are honest, we tend to focus on our own (often fairly narrow) interests, and our
horizons become only slightly wider.

The chance to take part in the “Ise and Japan Study Program” felt like a return to a period almost
15 years ago, when | was a graduate student and had the luxury to attend lectures and expand my
knowledge of Japanese culture while at the same time focusing on my personal research. As an
education professional, | have found the curriculum of this program to be extremely well-structured,
with perfectly coordinated approaches to each topic from the fields of history, geography, religion, and
literature. What may have seemed an overwhelming amount of new information at first was divided
into specialized sections and spread across the program, in an excellent active learning approach which
combined information with a direct experience of the places discussed, as well as ritual and historical
aspects.

The program starts with a general overview of the mythological and religious roots of the Ise
are, and continues with its historical and economical developments from ancient times until modern
day—all threads interwoven to create the contemporary Ise culture and the traditions associated with
the Ise Shrines.

One particularly fascinating example of interdisciplinary approach is that of the relationship
between manufacturing, religious practice, and monetary innovation. Paper has been traditionally
offered to the deities, and as such its production (washi, the Japanese paper which is both elegant and
durable) flourished in the area. Because paper was readily available here, onshi (low-ranking priests
who also functioned as travel agents for the pilgrims, and intermediaries between the travelers and the
shrines) would create ofuda (prayer tablets for the pilgrims to take home), which in turn led to the
creation of Yamada Hagaki, the first paper money in Japan, and one of the oldest occurrences in the
world. There is something utterly fascinating about visiting a paper mill where photography was
allowed with the strict exception of the paper itself—an offering for the deities which should not be
polluted by profane practices—followed by a direct viewing of the banknotes used 400 years ago.

| think this program is a wonderful learning experience for anybody with an interest in Japanese
studies, and for me personally, it was a direct encounter with the sacred that permeates our daily lives.



