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Japanese pilgrimages during the Middle Ages

- Visits to temples and shrines and regional authority
Tsutomu KAWAOKA

Professor, Faculty of Education, Ehime University

Among the pilgrimages and visits to temples and shrines that developed during the middle
ages in Japan, the Saigoku and Shikoku pilgrimages, circular routes that include numerous
pilgrimage related sites, were more difficult than straight-line pilgrimages to just one sacred site
such as Mt Koya, Ise Shrine or Kumano. As a result, it took a much longer time for the ordinary
person to embark on circular pilgrimage routes. During the Middle Ages the Saigoku and Shikoku
pilgrimage routes were places of ascetic training and were included in the severe training program
for mountain priests. However, during the Muromachi period (1336-1573) the first common
person made the Saigoku pilgrimage and during the Sengoku period (1467-1567) made the
Shikoku pilgrimage.

Also during the Muromachi period policies regarding the prosperity of Buddhist and Shinto
sites in both the city and country were developed due to the creation of the Shogunate Protective
System. Then, after the mid-15th century, this protection, which grew in strength, began to take
on many public functions in its control of each province in the country. The protection and
regulation of temples and shrines came under the regional authority, which focused on the
military governor, and as a result, the religious order was also included within each province. The
Ouchi family made a large province with Sou (a province in present-day Yamaguchi prefecture) as
its core, organized the order of religion based on Bodaiji, Ujidera and Ujigami, took control of the
temples and shrines within the province, and from around the middle of the fifteen century
actively developed regulations for the temples and shrines. The Ouchi family went to the sacred
sites of Mt Koya, Ise, Itsukushima shrine in Hiroshima prefecture, Usagu Shrine in Fukuoka
prefecture as well as often went to worship at such influential temples and shrines such as
Ichinomiya and Ninomiya shrines within the province. The Ouchi family prayed at many shrines
in Yamaguchi, which was the capital of the province. They also tried to revive nationwide the faith
toward Takane Daijingu shrine that was constructed during the Eisho period (1504-1520) and
there are many examples of people coming from Fukuoka to Yamguchi to worship at this shrine.
On the other hand, the "Articles of the Ouchi family" restricted the stay of a pilgrim to under five
days and included stipulations so that people pretending to be pilgrims who visited a temple or
shrine could be questioned by the uthorities. It is apparent that the Ouchi family, who tried to
control religion within the limits of their own province, were aware of the existence of pilgrims and
worshippers, who were active outside the province and might disrupt the state of things.
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