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The distribution and development of the religious worship of Mt. Hakkaisan

SAKANO Yusuke

In Japan, mountains have been worshipped as gods from ancient times to the present.
The purpose of this paper is to understand the geographical distribution and development
of worship of the sacred mountain Mt. Hakkaisan in Niigata prefecture. One of the turning
points of the Mt. Hakkaisan belief came at the end of the Edo era. It begins with the
ascetic Fukan’s founding of a Mt. Hakkaisan cult in 1794. Before the foundation of this
cult, the worship of Mt. Hakkaisan was limited to the area at the base of the mountain
itself. After the foundation, the belief in Mt. Hakkaisan spread. However, the geographical
spread itself has some significant features. One is that the spread of Mt. Hakkaisan belief
to the Kanto region is conspicuous, and that the spread follows the Mikuni highway
connecting the city of Edo (now Tokyo) to Echigo province (present-day Niigata
Prefecture), where Hakkaisan is situated. The key factors in this spread are the influence
of Mt. Kiso Ontake belief and the road system. Regarding the influence of Mt. Kiso Ontake
belief, the similarity between Mt. Hakkaisan belief and Mt. Kiso Ontake belief is shown;
this is due to the historical evidence that the ascetic Fukan founded Mt. Kiso Ontake before
he founded Mt. Hakkaisan belief. Mt Kiso Ontake believers who also went on to climb
Mt. Hakkaisan would have encouraged the penetration of Mt. Hakkaisan belief into the
Kanto region. By contrast, it is also possible to argue that the influence of Mt. Kiso Ontake
belief became an obstruction to the spread of Mt. Hakkaisan belief because Mt. Hakkaisan
belief never penetrated into the area around Mt. Kiso Ontake itself. On the basis of these
findings, one can point to the development of a hierarchy among the sacred mountains.
Secondly, regarding the importance of the road system, because the ascetic Fukan and
his followers engaged in missionary work along the Mikuni highway which links Echigo
to Edo, it is possible to say that the distribution of mountain worship followed the highway
route.

Key words: mountain religion, distribution of belief, ascetic, Mt. Hakkaisan





