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Figure 1. Grand Shrines of [se, locked entrance to the "[nner Shrine" 
Largely disguised from public view, the main buildings of the Grand Shnnes of 
[se preserve ancient shrine architecture through ritual rebuilding every twenty 

years. (Photograph by John Nelson, 2006) 

In addition, most shrines belong to the Association of Shintö Shrines 
(Jinja Honchö i*:t±7.js;:IT), wh ich provides a different kind of nationwide 
network. It is an umbrella organization founded in 1946, immediately after 
the Second World War, in place of the governmental structures that over­
saw shrines in thc period of State Shintö ( ee below). For various reasons, 
several important shrines such as Fushimi Inari in Kyoto, the Töshögü 
in Nikkö, or the Yasukuni lrfflIH Shrine in Tokyo, are not members of this 

organization. 

Who are the Shrine Deities? 

To the foreign vi itor it i striking that many shrines are referred to by 
their place names rather than by the names of their main deities. Often, 
the main deity's name is not even known to the general populace. This 
indiffercnce is not necessarily a phenomenon of modern ecularism but 
can be observed already in premodern ources. It corresponds to the fact 
that shrine compounds tend to comprise so many different kami. Even the 
main sanctuary may be dedicated to lWo, threc, or even more deitics. 
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A good example is the famous Kasuga Shrine in Nara, originally the tllte­
lary shrine of Japan's mo t powerful court aristocrats, the Fujiwara JiJJj{. 
Kasuga is simply a place name. In the eighth century, the Fujiwara turned 
thi place into an ancestor shrine for four deities whom they regarded 
as their divine predecessors (Takemikazuchi, Flitsunushi, Ame-nokoyane, 
Himegami).6 The main sanctuary of the shrine therefore consists of four 
tructures of almost the same size and layout dedicated to these ancestor . 

In the cour e of time, however, there emerged the 'Great Shining Deity 
of Kasuga' (Kasuga Daimyöjin *- 13 *WJt$) a a distinct divine per onal­
ity that figured prominently in several religious legend and painting .7 

At the Kasuga site itself, however, we search in vain for a sanctuary or a 
shintai of this Kasuga deity. Rather, it seems to be a kind of uper-kami 
represented by the whole compound. 

The Fujiwara al 0 erected ancestor shrines at other places including the 
Yoshida 5" EEI Shrine in Kyoto. These sites contain the same set of deities 
as Ka uga. As the Fujiwara ancestor cult lost importance, however, these 
shrines came to be known again by their place names and assumed sepa­
rate identities, e.g. Yoshida Daimyöjin 

Thus, we can observe a strong inclination to localism. The unique char­
acter of a specific ite can be empha ized to the extent that it becomes a 
kami of its own, while the names of the individual kami actually enshrined 
there tend to fall into oblivion. It seems as if the abundance of names that 
accumulated in the cour e of time at certain sites ha lead to an overkill 
of information and a tendcncy among lay vi itors to regard all kami a 
more or less the same. 

In addition, there are indeed many anonymous kami of the field (ta no 
kami EEI O):t$), mountain deities (yama no kami 0J O)t1fl) or road deities 
(dösojin worshipped at single wayside hrines or in the form of 
rustic stone monuments. It is tempting to relate these phcnomena to 'ani­
mism', often mentioned in the context of Shintö. According to this inter­
pretation, kami are basically nature spirits and therefore-like nature 
itself- always the same and always different like the 'sacred rocks' and 
'sacred trees' mentioned above. 

6 I have re fra ined from rendering Chinese cha racte rs he re sillce the wriling of these 
na mes is highly inconsiste nt in different sources. 

7 Togcther with Amaterasll and I-Iachiman, Kasllga was argllably olle of the most 
powe rful dcities in the medieval anel early mode rn pe ri ods, as cviele nced by the famous 
'Oracles o f the Three Shrine ' (Sarya lakusen -'. H:ift,·C). f. Bocking 2 001 . 
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On the other hand, shrines such as Kasuga or Yoshida were (and 
sometimes still are) run by priestly lineages purportedly related to their 
respective kam i by ties of kinship.s Such kin relations between kami and 
priests can be found in quite a number of shrines that trace their origin 
back to the imperial court in the c1assical period. These claims are backed 
by minute ·genealogical tables that appear surprisingly reliable even after 
c10se historical inspection. The elites of Shintö priesthood are therefore 
intimately related to ancestor worship. Their anthropomorphic deities 
have Iittle to do with 'animism'. This indicates a fracture between popular 
notions of kami and specialist shrine Shintö. Shrine priests, however, do 
not insist that lay believers know the names of their kami. Rather, priests 
and lay people are united by the use and acceptance ofthe same symbolic 
and ritual signifiers leaving open the question what the e signifiers actu­
ally represent. 

-.. 
I-fistorieal Roots ofShrine Building: Palaees and Storehouses 

In pre-historic times, rock altars (iwasaka iJiJjE), some of wh ich are still 
extant at certain shrine compounds, or simple groves seem to have served 
as sites of worship. The character 'shrine' (yashiro), by the way, was also 
read as 'grove' (mori) in ancient texts like the Manyöshü )J~~ of 759 
(Sonoda 2000: 42-43). It is not quite c1ear when shrine building began in 
japan, but it is generally held that the practice does not go far beyond the 
beginnings of japanese history. To some degree, the advent of Buddhism 
in the sixth century CE may have spurred this development. japan's ear­
liest mytho-chronological texts, the Kojiki tJ$~E of 712, and the Nihon 

shoki 13 *:fi:*-2 of 720, contain stories about the first building of shrines. 
These stories suggest two paradigmatic types of buildings which are also 
reflected in early shrine architecture: a palace and a storehouse. 

The first paradigmatic example from mythological texts concerns the 
Grand Shrine of Izumo. Even today, the main hall of this large compound 
is a massive structure but according to records from the Heian period (late 
8th- 12th century), it must have been twice as big, rising as high as 16 jö 
(48 meters) and therefore even surpassing the hall of the Great Buddha 
in Nara. While this has long been regarded as a legend, recent archeologi­
cal excavations testify that the hall was formerly built on a huge platform 

8 For the history of the Kasuga priests, cf. Grapard 199Z; for the Yoshida priests ami 
lheir relations to the Fujiwara, cf. Scheid ZOO I: chap. 3. 

SHINTÖ SHRINES: TRADITIONS AND TRANSFORMATIONS 85 

that may have been indeed of such a dimension. In any event, Izumo was 
certainly the ta liest building of ancient japan for many centuries. 

This shrine was built, according to one legend, for the deity Ökuninushi 
*~I ::E who ruled the earth before the 'Heavenly Grandson' of the sun 
deity Amaterasu :7(Jm came down from the High Plain of Heaven 
(Takama no hara ~:7(jJf() to take over leadership on earth. This transfer 
of power was achieveel by an apparently 'unequal' treaty, accoreling to 
which Ökuninushi yielded his rule to the imperial ancestor in exchange 
for a palace "with cross-beams [ehigi] of the roof that soar high towards 
the High Heavenly Plain."9 This palace eventually became the Shrine of 
Izumo. Even if this report c1early belongs to the realm of myth anel cannot 
be taken at face value, it iIIustrates the idea that a shrine is basically the 
same as a palace. The japanese word miya, by the way, can indicate both 
a shrine and a mundane palace and is by extension also used as a title for 
an imperial prince. 

The paradigmatic example of a shrine as storehouse can be found at 
the Grand Shrines of ]se, which both accorel to the same architectonical 
pattern. The founding legends of this shrine compound lead us back to 
the court of Sujin, traditionally regarded as the tenth emperor of japan. 
The story takes place in a different region than Izumo-Yamato (today 
Nara prefecture), the heartland of the imperial dynasty-anel in a much 
later time than the previous example. According to the chronicles, Sujin's 
reign is tormented bya horrible plague killing half of the population. He 
begins to suspect that Amaterasu anel another deity whom he worships 
regularly inside his palaee may be responsible for the plague anel removes 
them. In a dream revelation, a deity who iden ti fies h imself as Ömononushi 
*~::E (the Great Master of Things) confirms that the plague is due to 
him anel that it will not stop unless a new Iineage of priests is installed 
to worship him. As soon as this happens, Ömononushi calms down and 
eventually becomes the already mentioned deity of Mt. Miwa in the Nara 
basin, where the whole hili is regarded as the kami's 'divine body'. This 
founding legend of the Miwa Shrine is the first concrete story referring 
to both aseparate location of kami veneration and aseparate lineage of 
priests in Yamato. 

9 This phrase is taken from a eulogy (norito f:5tJii]) of the high-priests of IZUl11o, 
contained in the Engishiki i!f ;.'.f..<\:, a document form the tenth century (Philippi 1990 
[1959J: 7Z ) . 
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