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Incantations in Hongawa Kagura and its History

KoIKE Jun’ichi

The general subject of this study is the physical body of religious believers and society within the context of
the tradition of Hongawa-Kagura passed down in the mountainous region of Kochi Prefecture. It makes a detailed
study of the knowledge passed down to performers of Hongawa-Kagura, who are called “tayu.” A comparative
study is also made with religious texts used in a similar form of kagura from a neighboring area. By investigating
these elements, the author aims to re-examine the religious characteristics of folk performing arts.

Hongawa-Kagura is not merely a performance. It is believed that through their knowledge of “hou” and “shiki,”
the tayu who perform this kagura are able to draw on some form of incantation. Tayu also possess a high level
of knowledge concerning the calendar and events, and were also involved in rituals for the dead. They played an
integral role in the formation of folk beliefs and practices that extended beyond merely giving performances at
festivals.

Some of the texts passed down by these tayu date as far back as the Middle Ages, and even those that don’t
have been produced based on medieval ideas. The tale generally known as “Goryuou-Saimon,” in which five princ-
es rule the cosmos in different times, still exists throughout western Japan and has been passed on to kagura per-
formed in the mountain regions of Shikoku. This suggests that kagura was formed over a wide area underpinned
by a sophisticated knowledge of religion. However, this aspect is not found consistently in rituals performed today.

It should be possible to determine the special characteristics of Hongawa-kagura by continuing with this sort
of study. An examination of the history of this performing art also requires awareness of the differences between
the texts and present-day performances. It is also necessary to compare performances referred to as kagura in
Shikoku and throughout the Japanese archipelago with the traditions of the people involved in such perform-

ances.
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