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The Establishment of Multi-Village Festivals within Gou Festivals: The Case of Gamo-gun, Omi Province
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The Establishment of Multi-Village Festivals within Gou Festivals:
The Case of Gamo-gun, Omi Province

Ortsuka Katsumi

In every region, we can see examples of several villages coming together to hold shrine festivals. In
the field of folklore, it often believed that when several villages come together to hold festivals, it is
because they share vital systems, such as irrigation, and that the festivals are conducted to reaffirm
the bonds between those villages. However, these bonds between villages, whose various activities
extend to the mountains, fields, rivers, and oceans, are not forged through irrigation systems alone.
Therefore, in this paper I have tried to examine the histories of villages and shrines to discover the
reasons why several villages would come together to hold festivals. I focused primarily on Gamo-
gun in Shiga Prefecture for my fieldwork.

The history of shrines in Gamo-gun begins with ujigami-sha shrines (shrines dedicated to family
ancestors) and shikinai-sha shrines (shrines listed in the Engi Shiki Jinmyo-cho), but only a few of
these have persisted to the present day. In the Middle Ages, the gods were honored at kanjo-sha
shrines (shrines to summon and worship deities) erected by manor lords and kanjo-sha shrines
erected by feudal lords and small feudal lords of local lands. In addition, many ubusuna-sha shrines
(shrines dedicated to the god of one’s birthplace) also began to appear in historical materials. The
result was the establishment of most of the shrines that we see today. In the Middle Ages, the na-
ture of the festivals also changed, with shikinai-sha shrine festivals becoming less political in nature,
and with other shrines taking on an increasingly tutelary nature, with- people coming to pray for
peace in their local manors and communities. Gods of communities and villages were worshiped at
these shrines, and as these were combined with the gods of the fields and the gods of the moun-
tains, a new system for worshipping gods in the villages was established. The history of the villages
in Gamo-gun shows that ancient village communities were moved and combined in the early Middle
Ages, and most of the villages that we see today were established at that time.

In the Middle Ages, residents of manors, called sho or ho, as well as residents of principalities,
called gou or mura, carried out shrine festivals. Although in the Middle Ages such residents incuded
small feudal lords, due to the separation of soldiers and farmers in the early modern times, it was
principally the farmers who were the most involved. Residents maintained the shrines by electing

guardians of the shrine from among the villagers and establishing systems such as miyaza (council
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of elders who represented families who claimed association with a local‘ shrine and who annually
elected a shrine official to run festivals). In the miyaza system, the elderly were primarily in charge
of Shinto rituals at the shrine, while the younger people were responsible for togyo (parades), pub-
lic entertainment, and security. Under the influence of festivals at otabisho (resting places for the
mikoshi palanquins as they travel during festivals) and public entertainment festivals held at the
main shrines of the kanjo-sha shrines, festivals gradually grew to incorporate mikoshi togyo (palan-
quin parades) as well as arts and entertainment.

There are many reasons why groups of villages cooperated and acted together, including politi-
cal, economic, social, cultural, and other reasons. In the case of gou festivals, residents of the vil-
lages within a sho or gou erected shrines for the local tutelary deity of that sho or gou, and this
bound the villages together. In this way, the history of festivals held by groups of villages in the gou
festivals in Gamo-gun shows that festivals began in the Middle Ages and were run by residents of
several of villages under manors and principalities who came together to hold new festivals for the

protection of their sho or gou.
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