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the Ui Bridge spanning the |Isuzu Rver. A huge wooden torii

on either side of the gently arched wooden bridge narked t he
sacred gateway to Ise Jingl, or the Gand Srine of Ise, the
|argest and spiritually nost inportant of all Shinto shrines in
Japan. | was acconpani ed by Yano Ken'ichi, a high-ranking priest
of Ise Jingd, who was wlling to showne around. dad in white
traditional dress, tabi, and geta and carrying a white paper
unbrella, he did not seemto mnd the rain. "lIse," he said, "is
beauti ful every day, rain or shine. The gods reside here." | had
to agree, for the luxuriant grove of trees al ong the bank of the
river is one of the nost delicate and delightful sceneries of
Japan.

The bridge we had just crossed snelled of fresh tinber. It
was brand-new every plank and beamcut of unfini shed wood. The
netal caps on the pillars still glittered, untainted by the
corrosion that woul d soon turn themgreen. The bridge was new
because 1993 was the year of the periodic renewal at |se Jingd.
Every 20 years, a cycle of cerenonies is perforned there to
cel ebrate the renmoval of the sanctuaries of the shrine and the
transfer of the deities to their newresidences. In the process,
all major structures on the precincts of Ise Jingl are rebuilt,
including the bridge. This regular shrine renewal, or shikinen
sengl, took place for the 61st tine | ast year. The cerenony of
novi ng the divine synibol s to their new abodes, the clinax of the
renewal program was perforned in early ctober. The tradition of
shi ki nen sengl has been observed al nost w thout interruption for
sone 2,200 years and is an object of pride and reverence to nany
Japanese.

I t was raining. Afine drizzle continued to fall as | crossed



The cost of shikinen sengl is formdable. 0 course, not
everything can be neasured in terns of noney, not even in nodern
Japan, but the expense of this operation can tell us sonething. A
least it shoul d nake us wary of portrayals of Japan as a non-
religious nation. The construction cost al one for furnishing the
deities wth a new hone was about Y32.7 billion, of which Y20.0
billion was provided by Ise Jingl. The renai nder was covered by
private donations fromall parts of the country. Governnent
subsidies were nil. The ol d buildings, which were erected at a
simlar cost, have had their day. After the deities were renoved
tothe newy built sanctuaries, the old structures were
denol i shed. MIlions of pilgrins wll visit the newshrine to
acknow edge their bond wth the age-old custom It is they who
keep this tradition alive, by traveling to Ise and by footing the
bill for the shrine renewal .

VWuld a newy erected place of worship instill awe in
Qcidental pilgrins? VWul d they, indeed, coul d they, show
reverence for such a place and sol enmly approach it in order to
reflect on their spiritual roots? Gould it cause the spine-
shivering thrill that history-conscious Europeans experi ence when
faced wth ancient cathedrals and historical nonunents? Hardly, |
t hi nk.

Europe's col l ective nenories are hewn in stone. Pericles
hi nsel f nust have seen the Parthenon in Athens, the renai ns of
whi ch we can still admre today. The upper five layers of the
Wiling V@l | in Jerusalemdate fromHerod's tine. In the cathedral
of A x-la-Chapelle, we can shake hands across the centuries wth
(harl enagne. He breathed wthin its very walls. | nmovabl e and
seemingly immune to tine, the hefty stone walls nake history seem
real to us. By their sheer presence, these stones give testanent
to those who preceded us; the stones that we can touch wth our
own hands are the mnutes of history. Hands-on history. Being ol d,
they link us wth ol den tines.

And when ol d things are renovated, we do not al ways wel cone
It. After years of painstaking work, the Sstine Chapel shines in
fresh colors. This, the restorers assure us, is how M chel angel o,
Botticelli, and Pinturicchio painted the frescos that adorn the



chapel's interior. Al hues are nowdelicately set off fromeach
other; every detail is clearly discernible, no|onger blurred by
tine. But does this unfaded beauty inpress us as a centuries-old
work of art? Beautiful, perhaps, but where is the original, the
genuine? V@ don't find it easy to associate the idea of antiquity
and authenticity wth fresh paint or new polish. A reconstruction
does not command our respect and veneration as woul d the genui ne
obj ect.

The keepers of Ise Jingl do not think like this, nor do the
many pilgrins who gather there. The shrine is considered Japan's
spiritual hone by its priests and nany other Japanese. Its history
predat es the Asuka period (592-710), even though the sanctuaries
the visitor actually sees are never ol der than two decades. Ise is
Japan' s nost traditional place of pilgrinage, but the tradition
that it represents does not rely on authentic nmaterial objects
linking the shrine wth the past. The sense of continuity and
historical reality engendered in the concept of this very beam
this sacred relic, this genuine piece of the holy shroud is quite
alientothe spirit of Ise. Materia constancy is not what the
spirit needs to nanifest itself, for the attenpt to arrest the
I nevitabl e decay of natter is eventually in vain and hence not hi ng
but a gross sel f-deception.

Like the lives of their creators, all objects are transitory.
This awnareness of the fleeting world is characteristic of the
Japanese out|l ook on life. Things are admred for their beauty not
because they | ast forever, but because they fade away so quickly.
Sability and permanence are to be found not in substance, but in
form Ise Jingd' s shikinen sengl cel ebrates this idea of perpetual
renewal whi ch ensures continuity through reproduction rather than
conser vat i on.

Sone can wthstand the el enents quite well, giving rise to
the idea that inmortalization in the formof naterial artifacts is
possi bl e: but wooden structures show signs of dil apidation
qui ckly. That Japan never had any stone-based architecture to
speak of surely contributed to the realization that hunan-built
structures are nerely transitory. The Egyptian pyramds, the rock
inscriptions of Behistun, S. Peter's Gathedral in Ronme—+these and
other nonunents are neant to last forever and in this sense go
agai nst nature. By contrast, the sinpl e wooden structures of



Shinto shrines are built in harnony wth nature as they of fer
little resistance to decay.

Ise Jingl is a conpl ex of branch and auxiliary shrines
consi sting of 125 individual shrines scattered about a wde area
between the cities of |Ise, Mtsusaka, and Toba. The two nai n
sanctuaries, located in Ise, are known as Kotaijingd, or Naiki
(Inner Shrine) for short, and Toyouke Daijingl, or Gekd (Quter
Srine). Both are surrounded by what is the greatest aesthetic
attraction of the tw sites—a forest of nmaj estic cedar sees that
conmands the visitor's admration in every season. As Yano and |,
now sone di stance fromthe bridge, wal ked through the rai n amdst
these trees al ong a hi gh wooden fence shiel ding the nai n sanctuary
of Nai kG fromthe intruder's eye, | was struck again wth Ise
Jing('s beauty. The setting surroundi ng us—oss-covered boul ders
bet ween the hi gh cedar stens shiny fromthe rainwater, alittle
creek bridged by a turtle-shaped rock, and an infinite variety of
green—Aas nost delicate, even in the rain. Indeed, the natural
scenery is considered sacred and an i nportant conposite el enent of
the shrine. Ise is the suprene nodel of the transfornation of
natural surroundings into a place of worship so typical of the
Shintocult. Inlse natureitself is turned into a tenple.

Nai kG enshrines Anaterasu Onikam, the sun goddess and
ancestral goddess of Japan's inperial house, while Gkl is
dedi cated to Toyouke no Qiikam, the tutelary deity of those
occupations responsi bl e for providing food, clothing, and shelter.
Toyouke is al so the divine provider of food to Avaterasu Qnmkani,
naki ng Toyouke subservient to Avaterasu. Mreover, the attested
history of Naik(i is older than that of Gekd. Thus, there is a
hi erarchy and a sense of rivalry between the two shrines, Naiki
bei ng hone to the nore inportant deity. In the 13th century, Gk
nade an attenpt to bol ster its ow stature by providi ng Toyouke
wth anewidentity equal in prestige to Anaterasu, clai mng that
Toyouke was the first deity of the cosnogony. These differences
asi de, however, the two principal shrines of Ise are united in
vi ew ng thensel ves as the chief guardi ans of the Japanese race, as
wel | as the center of Japan's traditional spiritual culture. This



claimrests on Ise's special significance for Shinto, Japan's
ethnic religion.

Sinto, unlike nany other Japanese cultural and religi ous
systens, is largely honegrown. In a wde sense, Shinto can be
defined as enconpassi ng those el enents of Japan's cul tural
tradition extraneous to Buddhi smand other inported systens of
belief and ritual. The word shintdé is a S no-Japanese conpound
witten wth two (hinese characters neaning "divinity" and "way."
Not bei ng a book-based religion, Shinto has no unified doctrine,
but the various custons and rituals are centered on worshi pi ng the
deities of heaven and earth, conining reverence for nature and
ancestors. There are sone 80,000 Shinto shrines | ocated throughout
t he Japanese ar chi pel ago, each wth its own founding history and
wor shi ped kam (deities). S nce 1946, the year after governnent
control over Shinto shrines was outlawed by the Gccupation forces,
the shrines have been united in the Association of Shinto Shri nes,
an unbrel | a organi zation with Ise Jingl as the principal shrine.

S nce ancient tines, Shinto has been a public affair. That
Is, therituals perforned at Shinto shrines are social in
character rather than being expressions of the faith of
i ndividual s. Ise Jingl occupies a special positioninthis regard
because of its relationship wth the inperial court. Froman early
period, it has been, and continues to be, the shrine where
emssaries of the enperor worship and where rites are perforned
relating to the institution of the enperor. A though the enperor
is nolonger directly involved in the ritual s of |Ise Jingl because
the Qonstitution nandates the separation of religion and state,
private inperial envoys attend sone rites and the enperor al so
nakes a private donation on the occasion of shikinen sengld. Soon
after Enperor AKihito' s enthronenent cerenony on Novenber 12,

1990, the enperor and enpress traveled to Ise to stay for three
days and worship Anaterasu Qikam. Likew se, Gown Prince
Naruhito's first trip outside Tokyo after his weddi ng an June 9,
1993, was to Ise, again as a private pilgrim but the significance
of the visit clearly goes beyond the crown prince's private
concer n.

The deities enshrined i n the nany sanctuaries throughout the
| and are nunerous and varied, constantly increasing in nunber. In
spite of these nmany deities, the shrines are linked wth each
other as a comnmon expression of |ocal culture and provide a



pl ace of communal peace wthin natural surroundi ngs revered as
sacred. This is why shrines are always ringed by at |east a few
trees.

Any being or object that possesses extraordi nary virtue can
be deified, including divine spirits, ancestors, and pl ants,
aninals, rivers, and rocks. But deities do not repose in these
obj ects unl ess they are worshi ped. The hunan dead, too, becone
dei ties by bei ng worshi ped. Even nanuf act ured devi ces can be
concei ved of as repositories of spiritual power. The deities of
Sintoism then, are spiritual forces that dwell in pure and
virtuous things and |iving beings or nature. They bear little
resenil ance wth the gods of nonotheistic cults. S nce nature
pl ays such a focal role, it is understandable that the festivals
offered to the deities throughout the year are intinatel y |inked
to the natural rhythmof the changi ng seasons.

A Ise Jingl, too, rituals relating to the natural and
agricultural seasons are perforned throughout the year. These
rituals, daily rites, and occasional festivals are the very core
of Shintoi sm Watever theol ogi cal significance nay be attached to
them whatever they synbolize is less inportant than the actual
enactnent. This can al so be said of the shikinen sengl. S nce |Ise
Jingl is central to both the religious and social aspects of
Sintoism the periodic transfer of its deities to newy
reconstruct ed sanctuaries nust be regarded the grandest and nost
i nportant event in the cycle of Shinto ritual s.

Nai kG and Gek( are | ocated about five kiloneters apart, but in
structure and appearance they share nany features. The
architectural style in which they are built is known as yui-itsu
shi rmei zukuri, or unique deity construction. The sinple
rectangul ar shape of the nain buildings derives fromthe design of
granaries and treasure houses of ancient tines. Rai sed above the
ground by pillars, the shrines are sonewhat rem niscent of

Pol ynesi an structures. The buil dings are nade of Japanese cypress.
and the roof of the nain building is thatched. Large rounded | ogs
are nounted at right angles to the ridge on top of the roof, which
Is further adorned by netal -tipped pol es protrudi ng fromthe upper
part of the gable at either end of the building. The general



appear ance of the shrines is one of refined sinplicity and
har nony.
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Nai kO and GekU each consi st of two sacred sites, one that
contai ns the nain sanctuary surrounded by four rows of fences, and
one located right next toit that wll serve as the site of the
next sanctuary. This alternate site is usually enpty except for a
tiny structure not nuch bi gger than a beehive, placed in the



center. it isonly during the tine of the construction of the new
sanctuaries on the alternate sites that both sites are in use. The
61st rebuil ding of the sanctuaries in 1993 was on the east sites,
whi ch had renai ned vacant for the past 20 years.

The regul ar rebuil di ng al ways uses the existing shrine
st ruct ures—ahi ch are thensel ves duplicates of their
predecessors—as nodel s to be copied in mnute detail. Materials,
designs, and di nensi ons nust be nat ched exactly. And, nore
I nportant, the construction technol ogy nust not be noderni zed or
altered in any way. The buildings are constructed by artisans
trained in the ancient techniques of pillar raising, wood carving,
carpentry, and thatchi ng.

The mai n sanctuaries of Nai ki and Gek( hol d a great nany
itens offered to the deities. Oh the occasion of the shikinen
sengl, these objects, too, nust be renewed. The itens, 1,600 in
all, arereferred to as "divine apparel” and "divine treasures."
The forner are decorations and accoutrenents, including precious
sil ks, conbs, and other accessories for the beautification of the
deities and various ritual tools used during the rites associ at ed
wth the periodic shrine renewal. The deity is offered a sil k sash
woven in such a fine pattern that the artisan's day's work is no
nore than one centineter. The divine treasures include i npl enents
offered for the use of the deities, such as equestrian
accessories, nusical instrunents, witing utensils, and a jewel -
studded sword with a pink handle that is covered wth the feathers
of arare bird. During the Heian period (794-1192), it was decreed
that these inpl enents shoul d continue to be supplied in their
anci ent styl es.

ly the best artisans and craftspeople in the fields of
gol dsmt hi ng, sword-naki ng, |aquerware, and textiles possess the
highly specialized artistic skills to produce the divine apparel
and treasures. Their work is not neant for eternity. For these
artifacts wll be entrusted to flanes or buried in the ground
after just 20 years, during which tine they were stored in the
sanctuaries for no one but the deities to see. The object itself
Is not essential and does not need to be kept forever, because
however refined the techniques used inits creation, it is bound
to wear away as do all material goods. Wat deserves to be
preserved and handed down to the next generation is rather the



| deal concept of the object and the skill wthout which it coul d
not exist.

The sane hol ds true for the rites acconpanyi ng shi ki nen
sengl. ontinuity is perpetuated in the repetition of the
perfornmance. The formis everything. Rather than synbolizing sone
content, the formis the content of the rites. Fromthe cerenony
that narks trees for use as sacred pillars of the new shrine
bui | di ngs (kononoto-sai) to the ground-breaki ng cerenony for the
sites of the new sanctuaries of Nai kG and Gekd (chinchi-sai), the
offering of new shrine inplenents (okazari), and the actual shrine
renewal in the grand nocturnal procession of white-robed priests
transferring the Geat Deities fromthe old to the new buil di ngs
(sengyo), dozens of rites are perforned spanning a cycl e of al nost
10 years. There is nothing "behind" these rites. but each one
foll ows and hence renews the stipulations of the ancient form a
prine exanpl e of sustaining atradition for its ow sake. For the
content expressed by the formlacks any transcendent al
significance. Made explicit, it appears rather sinple, even
trivial, in conparison wth the intricate theol ogi cal edifices of
exegetic world religions such as Buddhi smor Christianity: The sun
as the revered source of all life and its deity as the forebear of
the inperial house. However, content is not really what natters.
Instead, the cycle of renewal rites is a single triunph of form
over content, thus exposing a cardinal aspect of Japanese cul ture.
The formnust be kept up, even in renewal. Mre than that, the
ultinate purpose of change and renewal is to preserve the form
Lacki ng any transcendental content, the cerenonies of the Shrine
renewal are part of a cultural event that, nore than anything
el se, celebrates itself by payi ng honage to the | and establ i shed
by Anaterasu Onmikan.

The shrine renewal of Ise Jingl is a col ossal exercise in
futility, a waste of resources and hunan labor on a truly grand
scal e. However, the purpose of spiritual renewal, whichis
glorified in 20-year intervals, justifies the naterial neans. |se
Jingd naintains its original beauty and periodically shines in new
spl endor. The buildings, divine treasures, and daily food
offerings cannot but testify to the transitoriness of naterial
goods, but the way they are built, nanufactured, or perforned
adheres to the ideal form The formis respected by the observant
inthe certitude that by striving to approxinate it wth every



renewal they saf eguard the nost precious | egacy of their
ancestors, lending it continuity through never-endi ng
regenerati on.

According to Sakurai Kat sunoshin, a respected advisor to the
Association of Shinto Srines and noted Shinto schol ar, the
periodic renewval of Ise Jingl is at the sane tine a spiritual
honecomng and rejuvenation of Japan. in forner tines, periodic
shrine renewal was a comrmon practice throughout the land. It still
takes place at a nunber of other shrines, such as the Gand Sirine
of Sumyoshi in Gsaka. But wth its el aborate cerenonies, |se
Jing( stands al one. Many Japanese have never been to Ise Jingl and
have little interest inits cultural significance. Hwever, even
they are affected indirectly by the idea of periodic renewal,
since nany renovate or rebuild their hones about every 20 years.
And no new house is conpl eted wthout a variety of cerenonies
acconpanyi ng the construction. In this way, the fleetingness of
the naterial world is conquered by the pernanence of spiritual
formeven in everyday life.



