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The Origin of Ise Shrine :
Japanese Folklore Theories on the Ancient Imperial Throne

SHINTANI Takanori

The subject of this paper is the origin of Ise Shrine presented from the standpoint of carrying on Japanese
folklore studies initiated by Yanagita Kunio with the participation of Orikuchi Shinobu. Both Yanagita and
Orikuchi continued to pursue the question of what are Japan' s kami as a central theme of their folklore studies.
Their findings are known by the sorei (ancestral spirit) and marebito (visiting deity) theories. While following the
same context, the author proposes that kami came about as the reverse of kegare (defilement). This new viewpoint
is presented from a folklore perspective based on a comparative study made of diverse information derived from
historical documents and archaeological materials on the fundamental question of the origin of Ise Shrine, which
is pivotal to worship at shrines in Japan. The following conclusions have been reached as a result of this study.

The historical processes related to the origin of Ise Shrine involved three periods: the worship of the Sun
Goddess in the reign of Empress Suiko, the absorption of the world of worship at Izumo during the reign of
Emperor Saimei, and the building of Ise Shrine and imperial visits during the reign of Empress Jito. Ise Shrine
was built in the period between April 673, when Princess Oku retreated to the Saigu at Hatsuse, and October of
the following year, when she departed for Ise. We can be certain that the construction of Ise Shrine had been
completed by the time of Empress Jito's visit there in 692. Ise Shrine had been constructed under the Ritsuryo
tax system, and was a state project that paralleled the new Fujiwara imperial capital. The construction of Ise
Shrine and the worship of kami there completed the project in the sense that it lay at the core of the system of
worshipping kami, based on the Ritsuryo state where religious authority was based on the system of state funding
of temples and the system of worshipping kami as opposed to political authority, which was based on the Ritsuryo
system and the system of constructing capitals.

The model for the Sun Goddess Amaterasu Omikami was Takamanohara Hirono Himeno Sumeramikoto
who later went by the posthumous name Empress Jito. However, an important point in the significance of the
origin of Ise Shrine is obscured when tracing this type of historical factual relationship. Only when Ise Shrine
is seen as forming a pair with Izumo Shrine does the world of worship during the time of Yamato rule become
clear, including the question of why Izumo myths are found in the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki. The concept of
Izumo as the “outside” is useful here. Ise and Izumo, on the edges of the seas to the east and the west had a
symbolic and powerful existence as a means of protecting the Yamato rule of Emperor Temmu and Empress

Jito. In the myths on imperial authority, politics is the domain of Sumemima and religious affairs is the domain
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of Oanamuchinokami. At the same time, the shrines had a positional relationship in a cosmology of contrasting
pairs where there is the morning sun (sunrise) and evening sun (sunset), east (Pacific ocean shore, which is
a safe outside region) and west (Japan Sea shore with external tension), sun and dragon, light and shade, land
(Niinamesai) and sea (Kamiarisai), and this world (ufsushiyo) the other world (kakuriyo).

The existence of Izumo as the “outside” was absolutely essential to the super-sacred Yamato rule of Temmu
and Jito established from the end of the 7th century to the early 8th century. For the religious ruler of Izumo the
dragon ritual was a ritual repeated annually that absorbed foreign spirits, whereas the ritual at which the religious
leader of Yamato placated spirits ahead of the Onamesai was also a ritual that absorbed foreign spirits. The
Yamato rulers acquired religious beliefs and this ritual renewing of supernatural powers in which foreign spirits
were absorbed as a result of contact with the religious ruler of Izumo. This can be attributed to establishing Izumo
as the “outside.”

The ritual in which the emperor placated spirits denotes the collection of foreign spirits and creation (musubi),
and also includes the placation of foreign spirits (tama shizume) that have settled in the body of the emperor, the
placation of spirits (fama furi) to vitalize and propagate the spirit of the emperor that has become an immanent
spirit in the process, and in which the emperor’s subjects are endowed with the Emperor’ s abundant creative
powers and the immanent spirit with its abundant propagation (Mitamanofuyu). The ritual shows that the
unceasing renewal of the power of the spirits (life force) and its endowment lie at the foundation of the existence
and function of the emperor. Viewed from a universal perspective, this can also be regarded as the structure of

centricity and redistribution as argued by Karl Polanyi.
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