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Problems with Historical Shrine Documents Focusing on Suwa Shrine

THARA Kesao

Recently, there has been a flurry of research on the history of shrines, but little attention has been paid to the
historical characteristics and problem areas of the many historical shrine documents used in such studies. In light
of this situation, the author has made an examination of the materials included in historical shrine documents.

First, documents kept at existing shrines or by current shrine officials are at best limited. Rather, as a great
many more relevant documents are held privately by individuals as documents that belong to shrine families there
is a danger that they will be scattered or lost. We must conclude, therefore, that there is no clear overall picture of
these historical documents.

Second, documents belonging to individual shrines were altered substantially as a result of the Meiji abolition
of Buddhism, which greatly altered the composition of historical documents. Consequently, we are faced with the
problem that the view of a shrine’s history presented by surviving documents varies from historical reality. Once
again, it is important that investigations are made into clarifying the actual situation concerning the abolition of
Buddhism and the location of former Buddhist documents.

Third, surviving historical shrine documents are problematic for a variety of reasons, including the editing
and the changes made to Shinto documents by shrine officials during the Early Modern and Modern periods.
However, since clarifying this situation is a task for future studies, it has not been covered here as a problem
affecting the study of historical documents. It has been pointed out that Early Modern kokugaku and modern
state Shinto created a “modern Japanese bias” in the history of Shinto. Thus, the kinds of ideological changes
that were made to Shinto and shrine documents under state Shinto during the Early Modern and Modern periods
must be studied as a separate field of research on historical shrine documents. What is needed is multi-faceted
research into documents that discusses in full the various problems and characteristics of these historical shrine

documents.
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