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Participants visit Okunoiin, the largest cemetery in Japan Participants visit Okunoiin, the largest cemetery in Japan
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present position. The shrine had to be reconstructed, keeping its original appearance, and some parts of its
former structure. Subsequently, Mr. Hiroshi Tsujibayashi at the World Heritage Kumano-Hongu Center gave a
lecture to the participants.

On the third day, participants moved to the area of Kumano Nachi, in the southeast portion of the Kii Peninsula.
On the way to the south, they visited the small shrine of Kamikura, located halfway to Mount Gongen. This
shrine features the Gotoniki Rock, believed to be the sacred place where the gods of Kumano first descended.
The main ground is located on a platform, surrounded by forests, with a panoramic view of the Shingu area.
In order to arrive at the top, it is necessary to climb nearly 500 stone steps. To ensure the shrine’s state of
conservation, the structures are periodically maintained.

Next, the participants arrived to the Nachi area, located in the deep mountains of Kumano, to start the journey
to Kumano Nachi Taisha Shrine and the Nachi Waterfall. A group of local guides joined them at the Nachi
Daimon Saka Entrance to hike up the sacred trail, featuring stone pavements and evergreen trees surrounding.
Once on the main ground of the Nachi Taisha Shrine, the participants could appreciate an example of the
harmonious coexistence of the Shinto and the Buddhist traditions, where a Shinto Shrine is located next to the
temple of Seiganto.

In the Buddhist temple of Seiganto, the participants were accompanied by a priest and could enter the main
hall, where they were able to see the certificate of the inscription of the site on the World Heritage List. Then,
they were invited to the special reception area of the temple to ask some questions about the management
of the site and see the panoramic view of the surrounding landscape with the Nachi Falls, which the Japanese
system also recognizes as a Place of Scenic Beauty. Later, the participants followed the route until the final
stage of the Nachi Falls, where they paid their respects to the sacred ground of the tallest waterfall in Japan.

On the fourth day, the participants traveled to the area of Yoshino in Nara Prefecture, known as the
headquarters of Shugendo, a spiritual tradition rooted in the ancient Japanese worship of the mountains. Mr.
Riiten Tanaka, a priest of the temple of Yoshino, and two yamabushi (shugendo monks), received participants
at the Yoshino Visitor Centre to give a lecture about Shugendo and the spiritual importance of Yoshino. They
explained that Shugendo is based on the concepts of the Japanese indigenous religion of the worship of kami
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Group photo at Kamikura shrine, featuring the Gotoniki rock. (Photo: Fumihiko Ito)

(Shinto gods) and nature, and that it developed a particular emphasis on ascetic practices. They added that
Taoism and the Buddhist esoteric school of Shingon influenced Shugendo as well, with the concept of attaining
illumination in the present life. Hence, they asserted that Shugendo practitioners understand both kami and
Buddha as coexisting in the sacred figure of the mountains.

Mr. Tanaka shared his experience on the nomination of Yoshino for the World Heritage List, explaining to the
participants how the community worked together with the authorities throughout the process. Then, Mr.
Tanaka and the yamabushi monks guided the participants on a spiritual walk through the Shugen Trail from
Kimpu-Senji to Aonegamine. They taught them the religious chants used by the monks during this journey and
made stops along the shrines of the path in order to offer prays to the deities.

Through this visit, the participants could learn that for the yamabushi, nature represents a place for spiritual
practice and the purpose of climbing mountains, such as Mount Omine, is to purify their souls, and acquire
spiritual powers.

Later, participants had a meeting with Mr. Tanaka, in which they could ask and reflect together on some of
the issues they had identified in the site. They exchanged ideas about the risks of inscribing sacred sites on
the World Heritage List. Participants were concerned about the increasing tourism and the problems this
may cause for the interpretation and continuity of religious practices. Furthermore, concerns about religious
restrictions were expressed, especially in regards to the prohibition of the entry of women to certain areas of
the mountains, that are supposed to be universally accessible, according to human rights agreements.

During the final day, participants visited the temple of Kimpu-Sen, the headquarters of the Shugendo priests.
They were invited to participate in a ceremony and a fire ritual of purification called Goma. In addition, they
listened to a lecture about Shugendo Zao-do and visited the wooden building where they could learn about its
construction and materials, and also could appreciate its relationship with the surrounding landscape.



Group photo at the reception area of the Seiganto temple, with a view of the sacred landscape of the Nachi Falls (designated
as “Place of Scenic Beauty”). (Photo: Fumihiko Ito)
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M. Riiten Tanaka giving a lecture about Shugendo at the Yoshino Visitors Centre. (Photo: Fumihiko Ito)
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Participants’ visit to Kimpu-Sen temple in Yoshino, Nara Prefecture (Photo: Xavier Forde)

Group photo in the entrance of Kimpu-Sen temple. (Photo: Fumihiko Ito)

20





