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Shugen Practitioners and the Gongen-mai in the Tohoku Region

Kanpa Yoriko

This paper re-examines the relationship between the Gongen-mai and Shishi-mai (lion head dance), which
are commonly believed to be linked to Yamabushi kagura and bangaku, and Shugen practitioners who are the
main performers of these dances.

Starting in medieval times, Shugen practitioners performed many religious rituals in response to requests
from local inhabitants in the Tohoku region. The practice by Shugen practitioners of reciting prayers while twirl-
ing a decorative lion’s head in their own domains called “kasumiba” or “dannaba” became an important part of
religious activities in certain areas in Aomori, Akita, Iwate and Yamagata Prefectures in the Namboku-cho period.
Then in the Early Modern period when Shugen practitioners began to settle in a particular area, they performed
dances in addition to twirling a lion’s head with the objective of making religious activities better understood and
accepted. One type of performance that spread among these areas was kagura performed primarily by Shugen
practitioners in the area of Iwate Prefecture that had belonged to the former Nambu feudal domain. Yasuji Honda
has termed this “vamabushi kagura,” though considering the absence of a corresponding collective name in this
area, his term has taken hold primarily out of convenience. However, performances given mainly by Shugen prac-
titioners in Akita and Yamagata Prefectures went by the name “bangaku,” which had been in use locally for a rela-
tively long time. Although not covered in Honda’s book, Noh dances performed in Shimokita Peninsula in Aomori
Prefecture in the former Nambu feudal domain had been introduced by Shugen practitioners.

However the Shishi-mai played an important role in ritual and religious activity both for individual Shugen
practitioners who carried on the tradition and performed the dance as well as for areas where Shugen villages
were formed centered on a particular mountain. It was also important because, as was the case with other Bud-
dhist temples, Shugen villages formed on a mountain followed a tradition of ennen performances, as well as other
related performing arts also linked to bugaku and dengaku, which were held after services and on the occasion of
the promotion or appointment of priests and high-ranking officials when distinguished guests were in attendance
[1]. In other words, it is clear that we must take into consideration that there was a link between Shishi-mai and
Yamabushi kagura and bangaku, as well as between Shishi-mai and ennen and bugaku. This also illustrates a wid-
ening of the sphere of involvement of Shugen practitioners. There is, therefore, a need to further examine rituals

and performances involving Shugen practitioners on such occasions.

[1] Koichi Matsuo, “Historical Research of Ennen Performances”, Iwata Shoin, 1997, pp. 243-265; Yoriko Kanda,
‘Rituals and Performing Arts of Shugendo : Focusing on Ennen’ “Sangaku Shugen” No. 31. Association for Study
of Japanese Mountain Religion 2003, pp. 1-20
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