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A Study of Chants and the Inauguration of Priestesses : The Example of Kabira, Ishigaki Island
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A Study of Chants and the Inauguration of Priestesses : The Example of Kabira,
Ishigaki Island

Sawal Mayo

The duties of priestesses called noro and tsukasa who fulfill central roles in village rituals in the Ryukyu Is-
lands had been regarded as consisting only of praying to kami and performing rituals. However, since the 1980s
the conventional image of priestesses has widened as a result of reported cases of priestesses possessing ample
skills in communicating with kami. It has gradually become clear, however, that there is more to this matter
involving priestesses from the Ryukyu Islands than their communication with kami. Access to the life histories
of priestesses and religious ideologies since the 1980s has raised various questions surrounding the function of
priestesses. With the aim of presenting the diverse nature of priestesses in the Ryukyu Islands, this paper discuss-
es the inauguration process for priestesses, who in Kabira, Ishigaki Island are called tsukasa, and chants called
“kanfutsu,” which lie at the core of the method of prayer adopted by tsukasa.

In Kabira, one tsukasa is responsible for prayers during rituals at each of the village’s four places of worship
called “on,” making a total of four tsukasa. In principle, women selected as tsukasa have paternal links to a family
closely associated with the origin of each of the on. In cases where there is more than one candidate, the recent
custom has been to select the tsukasa by drawing lots. Although selection by means of the drawing of lots is con-
sidered a practical method introduced recently, the women who participate in this process tell of frequent mysteri-
ous experiences at such times and believe the drawing of lots to be the work of kami. The successful candidate
performs rituals throughout the year having undertaken an inauguration ceremony called “Yamadaki.” Usually,
there is a family referred to as the “Kanmutuya” that is responsible for each on. During the Yamadaki, the newly
appointed tsukasa is confined in one of the Kanmutuya’s rooms for three days and three nights, during which
time her predecessor or other tsukasa visit her to teach her the significance of the annual rituals and the kanfutsu
chanted at each ritual.

The learning of kanfutsu is restricted to the four tsukasa. When chants are made during a ritua} they are per-
formed so that they cannot be heard by anyone else. Regular opportunities are made for the four tsukasa to chant
together in what is called “kanfutsu tsurashi.” The aim of this practice is to standardize the language and content.
While it is important that the format of the kanfutsu remains intact, more importance is attached to the purpose of
a ritual and the meaning of the prayer to be said to kami. In addition to the meaning of the kanfutsu taught among
the four tsukasa, kanfutsu also acquire a meaning which is thought up by each tsukasa on her own. A newly ap-
pointed tsukasa spends years acquiring practical experience in performing rituals and becoming proficient in the

formats and meanings of kanfutsu. The acquisition of this skill requires further investigation and discussion.
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