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Otilia Milutin (Romania)
The Ise-Japan Study Program 2023 Final Report

I have been familiar with the Ise and Japan Study Program, a collaboration between Kogakkan
University and Ise-city, for a few years now and have been hoping I would get the opportunity to
participate in it. [ had also had very high expectations of the program and I must say that my
expectations were exceeded.

My primary field of expertise — classical Japanese literature and culture — has helped me acquire
some knowledge of Japanese religions, but I have never considered myself an expert on the
topic. For that reason, participating in the program has provided a unique chance to learn more
not just about Shinto — its myths and beliefs, its shrines and rituals —, but also about Buddhism
and the profound link between the two. Lectures and direct experience-focused classes, taught
and guided not only by Kogakkan University professors, but also by practicing Shintd and
Buddhist priests, provided very in-depth approaches to these topics.

Pedagogically, the program was extremely well structured and impeccably organized: daily
lectures introduced the topics, themes, and sites we then explored in more detail on our field
trips. There was also a clear intentionality in the teaching methods employed: since many of us
were not always familiar with the concepts, ideas, and terms introduced, each lecture reviewed
and summarized previous knowledge, making it easier for us, the students, to retain and
understand new content. Many of the professors were profoundly enthusiastic about their topics
and not only provided very engaging lectures, but also brought in relevant objects, artefacts,
manuscripts, and even vinyl records to further enhance our understanding of the topics discussed.
I have been teaching for a while now, but I feel I have learned so much from the Kogakkan
professors, not just in terms of content, but also of pedagogy. My absolute favorites were
listening to the sound of the horagai on top of Asama-yama and learning the proper etiquette
when visiting a shrine, in the saishiki kyoshitsu — the “rituals’ classroom.”

Equally significant was the contribution of Ise-shi in creating the best learning experience for us
all: from understanding the complex process of crafting Ise washi, to making our own chopsticks
or Heian-period charms, to meeting the wonderfully welcoming volunteers who accompanied us
on some of our experiential learning trips. It was a further honor to meet the Ise-shi mayor, Mr.
Suzuki Ken’ichi, in person. Lastly, Ise-area food is absolutely amazing as well, and Ise-shi is
well worth the trip for that alone.

My only slightly negative comment comes also from my own expertise: as a scholar of
premodern Japanese literature, focusing on the Heian period, I felt that the literary side of the
program was lacking. It was not just the Kojiki or the Ise monogatari that were seldom
mentioned, but also early modern and modern literary figures like haikai poet Matsuo Basho, or
novelists like Mishima Yukio. Ise-shi and the surrounding areas are equally worthy of literary
pilgrimages as the Ise Jingii is of religious ones, yet all these other places are not as well
promoted as the Jingi.

All in all, I am truly honored to have been part of this program. What I have learned here will
become a part of my own courses hereon, and I will actively encourage my own students to
apply to the program in the future and experience it for themselves.



