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PILGRIMAGE PLACE SYSTEM AND RURAL COMMUNITIES :
A CASE STUDY IN JAPAN

Toshiyuki SHIMAZU

Japanese Buddhist pilgrimages consist not only of visiting a single sacred place,
but also of circulating among multiple ones. Most popular of the latter are the pilgrim-
age to 33 places of the Saikoku in the Kinki District, and the pilgrimage to 88 places
of the Shikoku on Shikoku Island. In these institutions of pilgrimage, each sacred place
called fudasho, together with pilgrim paths connecting fudashos, constitutes a pilgrimage
place system as a whole. Moreover, there are many local pilgrimage place systems, which
imitate the original systems of the Saikoku or the Shikoku, in various parts of Japan.

The auther tried to reconstruct a local pilgrimage place system on the Yamato
Plateau in the Kinki District in the late Edo era, which is called Shin-Saikoku-33-sho
(new 33 places of the Saikoku), and to examine the relationships between the pilgrimage
place system reconstructed and rural communities which are considered to have established
the system. Main results can be summarized as follows:

1) It is considered that the Shin-Saikoku-33-sho was established in 1863, and
continued to exist only for some ten years. Because most Buddhist fudashos were
destroyed in the early 1870s under the national movement of Haibutsu-kishaku which
aimed at advocating Shintoism and abolishing Buddhism.

2) Thirty-three sacred fudashos, each assigned one of the number 1 to 33, were
circularly distributed counterclockwise from the first to 33rd. Fudashos were not newly
constructed, but existing temples, Shinto shrines and so on. Each fudasho had a wooden
framed-picture with fudasho name and number, which functioned as a landscape marker
declaring the site where it exists to be a fudasho.

3) Temples and Shinto shrines, regarded as fudasho, were the bonds of rural
communities in the area of pilgrimage-places. These communities are considered to have
established, in cooperation, the pilgrimage place system. Neighboring rural communities,
the merchants of Nanto (Nara) and Osaka, and remote temples also participated in the
establishment of it.

4) A circular pilgrimage place system implies the presence of an organized area,
which sometimes reflects past spatial organization. The area of the Shin-Saikoku-33-sho,
the auther thinks, corresponds to the territory of a medieval lord in the middle of 16 th

century.





