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Azusa Miko and Sacred Dance Masters (Shinjimai-dayu)
HAYASHI Makoto
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Azusa Miko and Sacred Dance Masters (Shinjimai-dayu)
HavasH1 Makoto

When considering sociohistorical forms of miko it is necessary to develop additional arguments drawing on
the pioneering work of Yoriko Kanda and Kaoru Nishida. Nishida posed the fundamental question of why miko
were not affiliated with a particular head of a religious sect in the Early Modern period. This question surprised
researchers studying the occupations of religious practitioners in the Early Modern period, an area of study that
has become popular since the 1990s. Nishida noted that “to have their religious activities guaranteed by the sho-
gunate, miko, who were not affiliated with a particular head, had to become part of the organization of a religious
sect to which their husband or father, in other words, a man, belonged.” She also observed that “in Early Modern
society occupations were inherited by households”. In contrast, when discussing the rituals of miko with shugen
(mountain asceficism) affiliations, Yoriko Kanda, who has conducted extensive fieldwork in the Tohoku region,
criticized Nishida by saying, “since miko essentially are not affiliated to heads, Nishida’s theory, which uses the
argument of the household system to make conclusions about either shugen or miko, is not applicable.” This
question hints at the danger of generalization given that the social forms of others also called miko are diverse in
both terms of geographical region and historical period.

This paper traces the formation of orders of sacred dance masters (shinjimai-dayu) and azusa miko in an at-
tempt to classify miko. In the institution headed by Tamura, which led these practitioners, it was compulsory for
followers to work as couples. Azusa miko were prohibited from marrying men with other affiliations. Both miko
in Tohoku and azusa miko, who were followers of Tamura, lived in their master’s house where they received thor-
ough training so that they became proficient practitioners. In this sense, they were professionals who acquired ad-
vanced skills. In contrast, miko who were followers of Tsuchimikado or Yoshida paid a fee to the head where they
were based so that they could continue with their activities. It would appear that the heads were not concerned
with what these miko did. While the miko in Tohoku studied by Kanda had their own territories called “dannaba”
and were also economically independent, azusa miko, who were followers of Tamura, were under the control of
men (sacred dance masters) and formed caravans with men with whom they carried out their activities. The
huge difference between these two types of miko is unmistakable. When investigating miko from the Early Mod-
ern period onwards, such studies need to take account of regional characteristics while paying attention to the

system of reproduction and the possession of territories.
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