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The Spatial Dimension of Ancient Rites: Local Society
and Shrines as Seen in the lzumo no Kuni Fudoki

by

MATSUO Mitsuaki

The goals of this article are to clarify what were the roles of kami and
shrines (vashiro) in local society in ancient Japan and how the central
ritsuryg state controlled the ritual space devoted to worship of the local
kami. In this regard, I compare and analyze the descriptions in the fzumo no
kuni fudoki, which was completed in Tenpyo 5 (733), and the present-day
situation in the area. The province of Izumo is characterized by the fact that
the shrines under the jurisdiction of the central state (in form of the
Jingikan) were established at an early date and that their number is
extremely large. The lTzumo no kuni fudoki lists the specific names of these
individual shrines and it is thus possible to learn in detail the circumstances
of the shrines in the first half of the eighth century.

In the Izumo no kuni fudoki there are various records about the kami and
their shrines, and among them, the records of the natural topography
(mountain fields and rivers) are highly objective geographic information, and
they are very valuable for learning of the actual situation at the time.
Focusing on this point, we learn that cases of kami and shrines situated in
mountains are the most numerous. The original residence of kami was
generally thought to be mountains., At the base of this conception is thought
to be the idea that mountains bring about the “water” that insures the
sustenance of life and supports stable agricultural production.

Next, examining the relationship between mountains and shrines, one sees
that the Fudoki describes shrines of two types: shrines on the mountain
(mine no yashiro) and shrines at the base (fumoto no yashiro). The shrines on
the mountain were situated in a space centered around natural phenomena
such as rock outcroppings and forests where water might spring up and
where there might be a band of vegetation that marked it as different from
the surroundings, a place endowed with a special atmosphere situated in the
mountains. On the other hand, shrines at the base of mountains were ritual
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spaces that were established secondarily. They were often established on the
borders between spaces employed in human activities and those of the
natural world. In the case of artificially created spaces that did not
traditionally carrying on natural objects, it is thought that within that area a
certain amount accompanied the shrine buildings. As these latter fumoto no
yashiro were recognized as government shrines (kansya) under the
jurisdiction of the central state (Jingikan), they became increasingly fixed.
On the other hand, the mine no vashiro indicated a location among the rocks
and waterfalls in the mountains and were not necessarily fixed. For this
reason, I point out that cases in which a number of rocks or the like were
treated collectively as a single non-government shrine. The mine no yashiro
and fumoto no yashiro coexisted. This is similar to the relationship in shrines
today between the original shrine (motomiyae) being a large rock or similar
sacred object, and the shrine precincts being a group of buildings. In this
way there coexisted in the locality numerous ritual sites at multiple levels in
addition to the shrines controlled by the central government, ie. government
shrines. It is highly likely that this was a general feature of ancient society.
In contrast to this complex reality, Izumo province was a precursor in the
advancing control of shrines on the basis of the government shrine system.
This can be deemed the regional shrine system of Izumo province. As a
result of this, the recording of an array of proper names of shrines one after
another in the Izumo no kuni fudoki was produced.

These types of shrines correspond to the basic units of subsistence based
on the natural environment of water systems and seashores. These units
correspond to what appears in the historical records as “villages” and can be
understood as natural settlements. According to differences in the extent of
the settlement and agricultural land and the degree of development, the unit
of a group that worshipped at a single shrine varied in size. I point out the
various models of these: those in the center of plains, at the base of hills, on
seashores, and in the mountains, and I explain the reason why it appears
that the density of shrines and that of the population do not conform.
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