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Rituals for the Spirits of the Dead in San-shin-en : A Comparative Study of the Shimeotsuki-matsuri and Nembutsu-Odori
in Misakubo-cho, Hamamatsu City, Shizuoka Prefecture
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Rituals for the Spirits of the Dead in San-shin-en : A Comparative Study of the
Shimotsuki-matsuri and Nembutsu-Odori in Misakubo-cho, Hamamatsu City,
Shizuoka Prefecture

INouE Takahiro

In recent years, considerable attention has been given to rituals for the spirits of the dead that lie at the core of
kagura rituals. In an earlier work entitled “Shimotsuki kagura no shukusaigaku” (A Study of Shimotsuki Kagura
Festivals), the author has identified the nature of rituals performed for the spirits of the dead which are deeply
rooted in Yudate kagura called Shimotsuki-matsuri in Misakubo-cho, Shizuoka Prefecture. Based on this knowl-
edge, it is vital that comparative research is conducted between kagura and Nembutsu-odori (Buddhist prayer
dances), which also share the characteristic of rituals for the spirits of the dead.

In this paper, the author sheds light on the distinctive characteristics of rituals for the spirits of the dead
shared by the Shimotsuki-matsuri and Nembutsu-odori in Misakubo by making a comparison of the structures of
these two rituals. A further aim of this research is to make a useful contribution to research on kagura and Nem-
butsu-odori in San-shin-en.

An examination of the Shimotsuki-matsuri reveals that it has a distinctive duality. Shrine registers include a list
of various minor divine spirits, such as mountains and rivers, that happen to be easier to revere, which are listed
separately from the names of ordinary deities. A distinctive feature of the register in Misakubo is that it officially
records the names of spirits of the dead. This duality is also found in Yudate and Kami-okuri rituals. Yudate for
worshipping the spirits of the dead and kami-okuri rituals which send off the spirits of the dead are performed
while making a clear distinction between such spirits and the spirits of ordinary deities.

Nembutsu-odori performed in Misakubo is also distinctive for dances like the Dainembutsu, in which the
register containing the names of deities is recited as in the Shimotsuki-matsuri. While the Shinbon-odori places
emphasis on the recitation of a service for ferocious spirits, in other dances such as the segaki-odori and okuri-
bon, emphasis is given to reciting the names of deities. Thus, the Nembutsu-odori is also a ritual which worships
and placates deities. These deities include minor spirits revered locally, as well as various spirits of the dead.

In both the Shimotsuki-matsuri and the Nembutsu-odori, spirits of dead priests are given particular weight
among the spirits that are worshipped. The spirits of dead priests hold a special place in the register of deities,
and in the okuri-bon in the Nembutsu-odori they are distinguished from other spirits of the dead by being sent off
at the beginning of the ritual.

The inclusion of the spirits of dead priests reflects the supernatural powers that were attributed to priests in
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village communities. Priests recited prayers in which they placated various spirits and got rid of evil spirits, and so
played an indispensable role in the daily lives of the villagers.
‘We may conclude, therefore, the special status given to the spirits of dead priests is a distinctive feature of ritu-

als for the spirits of the dead performed in San-shin-en as represented by Misakubo.
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