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Community Deities and Forest Worship
FUKUHARA Toshio

In the field of folk studies in Japan, the type of religious rites held with woods or
forest as the ritual site dedicated to divine spirits is called morigami shinko, or
literally, “forest deity worship,” a central theme of research on folk belief. It has been
thought that forest worship was the primitive form of Shint6é ritual, representing the
way rites were performed prior to building of shrine structures, as well as a vestige of
the concept of divinity prior to the enshrinement of deities. Under the influence of
folklorist Yanagita Kunio, forest worship has been viewed as rituals performed for
the ancestral spirits.

In the Kinokawa river basin—the area covered by our joint research project—and
in the Hidaka river basin, both in Wakayama Prefecture, small shrines remain
dedicated to what are called sato-gami (“village gods™), using woodlands as the site
of rituals. The sato-gami, though, have not been a subject of forest worship research.

This paper examines the sato-gami from the point of view of forest worship,
drawing primarily on regional geography records, ancient documents, and legends.
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