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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 kami by ties of kinship.® 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 classical period. These claims are backed
by minute-genealogical tables that appear surprisingly reliable even after
close historical inspection. The elites of Shinto priesthood are therefore
intimately related to ancestor worship. Their anthropomorphic deities
have little to do with ‘animism’. This indicates a fracture between popular
notions of kami and specialist shrine Shinto. 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 of the same symbolic
and ritual signifiers leaving open the question what these signifiers actu-
ally represent.

-~

Historical Roots of Shrine Building: Palaces and Storehouses

In pre-historic times, rock altars (iwasaka #54%), some of which 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 Manyashii 73 %4 of 759
(Sonoda 2000: 42—43). It is not quite clear 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 i #5C of 712, and the Nihon
shoki HAE AL 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 jo
(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 1992; for the Yoshida priests and
their relations to the Fujiwara, cf. Scheid 2001: chap. 3.
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that may have been indeed of such a dimension. In any event, lzumo was
certainly the tallest building of ancient Japan for many centuries.

This shrine was built, according to one legend, for the deity Okuninushi
R who ruled the earth before the ‘Heavenly Grandson’ of the sun
deity Amaterasu KM came down from the High Plain of Heaven
(Takama no hara & KJi) to take over leadership on earth. This transfer
of power was achieved by an apparently ‘unequal treaty, according to
which Okuninushi yielded his rule to the imperial ancestor in exchange
for a palace “with cross-beams [chigi] of the roof that soar high towards
the High Heavenly Plain.”® This palace eventually became the Shrine of
Izumo. Even if this report clearly belongs to the realm of myth and cannot
be taken at face value, it illustrates 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 storechouse can be found at
the Grand Shrines of Ise, which both accord 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—and in a much
later time than the previous example. According to the chronicles, Sujin’s
reign is tormented by a horrible plague killing half of the population. He
begins to suspect that Amaterasu and another deity whom he worships
regularly inside his palace may be responsible for the plague and removes
them. In a dream revelation, a deity who identifies himself as Omononushi
K¥)%E (the Great Master of Things) confirms that the plague is due to
him and that it will not stop unless a new lineage of priests is installed
to worship him. As soon as this happens, Omononushi calms down and
eventually becomes the already mentioned deity of Mt. Miwa in the Nara
basin, where the whole hill is regarded as the kami’s ‘divine body’. This
founding legend of the Miwa Shrine is the first concrete story referring
to both a separate location of kami veneration and a separate lineage of
priests in Yamato.

? This phrase is taken from a eulogy (norito #tiil) of the high-priests of Izumo,
contained in the Engishiki 4E#5:{, a document form the tenth century (Philippi 1990
[1959]: 72).
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