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Polina Barducci (Russia)

The History of the Imperial Family and Worship at Ise Shrines

The Ise and Japan Study program provides a perfect opportunity to learn about Japanese culture in its
broadest sense, through Shinto ritual, antique, medieval and early modern aesthetics, traditional crafts and
arts, and what is most interesting for me personally through history. Lecturers and researchers of
Kogakkan University prepared a wide variety of topics for their lectures, which were supported by field
trips to shrines, temples, museums, and former merchant towns and pleasure quarters. Thanks to this
approach the participants gained greater understanding by juxtaposing knowledge they gained through
introduced primary sources and the actual historical sites. Since coming to Ise I have revised several
important misconceptions I had about the Shrines, Shinto, and Japanese culture in general as well as
discovered new avenues for future research investigation. First, learning about the daily food offering
rituals held at the Outer Shrine helped me understand about the importance of ritual items and products
used in gift exchange between the Shrine and warlords of the late sixteenth century. Visiting numerous
museums in the city of Ise and beyond allowed me to see the replicas of these ritual objects and food
products, which are generally hidden from the lay eye. Second, I have gained a completely new
understanding of the relationship between the imperial family and the Shrines. Even though the Inner
Shrine is dedicated to the imperial ancestor Amaterasu, in premodern Japan the reigning emperors and
even the retired emperors never came to offer their respects to Ise. Instead, the imperial family designated
a female representative princess priestess to pray at Ise and performed pilgrimages to Kumano. This
program included a trip to Kumano pilgrimage sites, which once again highlighted unknown aspects of

the history of worship within the imperial family.



