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The Saigoku Pilgrimage of the Kinki District - History and Beliefs
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The Saigoku Pilgrimage (The 33 Temples of the Kinki District), along with the Shikoku Pilgrimage (The 88 Temples
of Shikoku), is representative of pilgrimages in Japan. Unlike the Shikoku Pilgrimage, however, which is an example of
the type of pilgrimage in which sites associated with the founder of a sect are visited, the ~ Saigoku Pilgrimage falls
within the category of pilgrimages to worship the principle images of temples. The current lineup of thirty-three temples
had already appeared by the end of the 11th century to the beginning of the 12th century. During its early stages the
pilgrimage was undertaken as an ascetic practice by priests of the Tendaijimon sect, but from the mid to late 15th century
it became popularized, and the current list of temples was established, with the name "Saigoku" attached to it. In addition
to this actual history of the Saigoku Pilgrimage, a narrative of its origins has also been passed down. According to it, the
pilgrimage to the thirty-three temples to worship the image of Kannon was begun during the Y010 era (717-724), when
Saint Tokudo was instructed by Enma, ruler of the realm of the dead, to make the pilgrimage as a way to avoid falling
into hell and to be reborn in paradise. It is said that Emperor Kazan revived the practice in the Kanna era (985-987).
Beliefs based on this legend can still be seen clearly today, even in current funeral practices, in which hymns in praise of
the thirty-three temples are chanted and a pilgrim's jacket, scroll, and record of temples marked with red seals of the
thirty-three temples are placed in the casket with the body, in order to ensure rebirth in paradise. In addition, many of the
people who make the Saigoku Pilgrimage also visit unlisted temples such as Shitenndji and Zenkoji because they also are
connected with the belief in avoiding hell and being reborn in paradise. The true nature of the Pilgrimage as a form of

religious faith among the common people lies in this desire for salvation from hell.
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