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World Heritage
Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in the Kii Mountain Range
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Introduction

The Kii Mountain Range has played an important role as
an active stage for spiritual and cultural development and
interchange since ancient times. Since the earliest times this
region has nurtured not only Shinté, Japan’s indigenous religion
of nature worship, but also Buddhism, which was introduced
from China and underwent unique development in Japan, as
well as the Shugen sect of ascetic Buddhism, which was formed
out of the two. The sacred places in this mountain area, Le.
the sacred sites of Yoshino and Omine, Kumano Sanzan, and
Koyasan, as well as the pilgrimage routes leading to and linking
them, such as Omine Okugakemichi, Kumano Sankeimichi, and
Koéya Sankeimichi, remain in an extremely good condition of

conservation. They are all the more valuable in view of the fact

HHERROPIZE DWW TV A EIZBWTHIRD , ,
that they have never ceased to be an active part of people’s
THEZHDTT, daily lives right up to the present day.
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Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in the Kii Mountain Range
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“Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in
the Kii Mountain Range”

The Kii Mountain Range has been considered to be a special
place where gods dwell since the times of ancient Japanese
mythology. Buddhism, which came from China to Japan, also
gave special importance to this region, likening the deeply
forested mountains of the Kii Mountain Range to the Pure
Lands of Buddhas or Kannon and rendering this region as a
stage for the practice of ascetic Buddhism to attain Buddha's
powers. As a result, the Kii Mountain Range came to contain
three sacred sites of different origins and characteristics, i.e.
“Yoshino and Omine”, “Kumano Sanzan’, and ‘Kéyasan” as
well as the pilgrimage routes leading to them, and has been
attracting many people from the capital and other places
around Japan. It has long been exerting significant influence
upon the development and interchange of religions and
cultures of Japan.

The World Heritage site, “Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage
Routes in the Kii Mountain Range” consists of sacred sites and
pilgrimage routes that are inseparable from the nature of the
Kii Mountain Range covering three prefectures of Mie, Nara,
and Wakayama as well as the cultural landscapes surrounding
them. There is no such property elsewhere in Japan and no
similar property to be found elsewhere around the world; this
area thus exhibits high value of a unique character.
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Cultural Landscape of Sacred Mountain
and Pilgrimage Routes

“Cultural Landscape” is “landscape manifesting the
interaction between humankind and its natural environment
over a long period of time”. There are ‘mountains” which have
been worshiped as the object of prayer, as well as “forests”,
‘rice terraces”, “vineyards”, ‘gardens”, and ‘parks” on the World
Heritage List. Mountains and trees can be considered as
“cultural landscapes” when they assume special value as “sacred
mountains” or ‘sacred trees’.

The World Heritage site, “Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes
in the Kii Mountain Range’, is not simply a group of shrines,
temples and roads, but is nothing less than “sacred sites of
mountain worship and routes of mountain practices of religious
ascetic Buddhism”, which would not exist if it were not for the
nature of the Kii Mountain Range.

In order to safeguard the “cultural landscape” of these sacred
sites and pilgrimage routes, it is not enough to preserve only the
shrines and temples that are designated as Cultural Properties;
it is also necessary to mountain the surrounding nature in a
good condition of preservation and to conserve the “cultural
landscape’, which has been inherited and nurtured from
generation to generation, as part of our proud heritage to be
presented to the world.
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Sacred Site, )
“Yoshino and Omine”
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A Shugendod sacred site consisting of steep mountains with altitudes
Sfrom 1,000 to 2,000 meters containing two parts; “Yoshino™ in the north
and “Omine” in the south. Already in the mid-10" century, the status of
this region as the most important sacred mou O ntain in Japan had been
established to such an extent that its reputation reached as far as China.

Yoshino, as the Shugendé sect of ascetic Buddhism became increasingly
active and influential, received attention largely in association with En
no Gyéja (7% c. to 8" c.), who is believed to have been the founder of
Shugendo. Omine is the area of mountains that link Yoshino and the
group of shrines known as ‘Kumano Sanzan”. Mountain ascetic practices,
emphasized in the doctrine of the Shugen sect, put special importance on
training rituals called Okugake or Mineiri, in which practitioners from
confine themselves in the mountains to undergo and complete a series of
ascetic practices, proceeding along the pass through the mountain. Omine
is a famous stage for such rituals, attracting many ascetic practitioners
from throughout Japan and inspiring the formation of sacred mountain
sites in order places in Japan based on this model. Formidable ridges
which are closed off by ice and snow in the wintertime have been revered
as object of worship and chosen as the location of numerous ascetic
practice stages, temples and shrines, all of which are connected by the
pilgrimage routes “Omine Okugakemichi” which runs from ridge to ridge.

Yoshino, on the other hand, is famous for cherry blossoms and cherry
trees, historically planted as part of religious activity offering the cherry
tree as sacred tree for worship. Here the mountain slopes and valleys
covered with vast numbers of cherry trees form a peerless cultural
landscape in Japan.
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Pilgrimage Route “Omine Okugakemichi”
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The pilgrimage route connects the sacred sites Yoshino
and Omine in the north and Kumano Sanzan in the south.
This is a stage for ascetic practices for Buddhist priests,
starting from Yoshino and reaching Kumano Hongu
Taisha via Ominesan-ji and Tamaki-jinja. Most of the
route passes along the severe, undulating mountain ridges
at altitudes of 1,000m to 2,000m above sea level, with
many places en route for ascetic practices called “Nabiki’.

Legends tell us that this pilgrimage route was
constructed by En no Gyéja in the early 8th century; to
walk through this pilgrimage route is considered to be the
most important ascetic practice, known as “‘Okugake”. Any
person who undertakes ascetic practices is required to
complete the Okugake and it was considered important to
repeat the Okugake as many times as possible.

At Mt. Hakkyogatake peak (altitude 1914.9m) on
this route, there remain natural forests including the
Bukkydgatake Primeval Forest and the natural beauty of
Oyamarenge.
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“Kumano Sanzan”
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Located in the southeastern part of the Kii Mountain Range, this
sacred site consists of three shrines that are distributed 20 to 40 km
apart from each other -i.e. Kumano Hongti Taisha, Kumano Hayatama
Taisha, and Kumano Nachi Taisha - and two temples -i.e. Seiganto-
ji and Fudarakusan-ji; these shrines and temples are conneted by
the pilgrimage route known as ‘Kumano Sankeimichi (Nakahechi)".
Originally, each of the three Shinté shrines had its own distinctive
form of nature worship; however, under the influence of the Shinto-
Buddhist fusion, they came to be reverted as the trine deities of
Kumano. At the same time, as the belief that the Shinto deities are
Japanese incarnations of Buddhas who have manifested themselves
to save others became prevalent, the deities of the three shrines
were considered to be incarnations of Amida Nyorai, Yakushi Nyorai
and Senju Kannon, respectively. As such, this sacred site attracted
much religious attention and prospered as an important pilgrimage
destination.

The shrine buildings of Kumano Sanzan show unique architectural
forms that cannot be found in other types of shrine structures, setting
the example for about 5,000 Kumano-style shrines that have been
constructed through Japan.

The Seiganto-ji and Fudarakusan-ji temples became closely
associated with Kumano Nachi Taisha as part of process of Shinto-
Buddhist fusion; Fudarakusan-ji in particular is widely known in
relation to the ardent search for the Buddhist Pure Land Fudaraku in
the southern sea, by priests who set sail on the open sea risking their
lives in pursuit of this goal.
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Pilgrimage Routes,
“Kumano Sankeimichi”
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The sacred site of Kumano Sanzan is located in the southeastern
part of the Kii Peninsula, quite remote from Kyéto, the capital of Japan
at that time, and was difficult to reach from any other place in Japan.
This gave rise to several routes starting from different places, which
can be categorized into three sub routes. The first route running on
Kii Tanabe into “Nakahechi’, which traverses the Ku Peninsula to the
east over the mountain area, and “Ohechi’, which continues along
the seacoast. The second route running on the east coast of the Kii
Peninsula is called “Iseji”. The third route going through the central
part of the Kii Peninsula, connenting Kéyasan and Kumano Sanzan, is
called “Kohechi”.

Pilgrims to Kumano Sanzan started in the early 10th century and
continued with devoted zeal until the 15th century; so many people
passed along this route on pilgrimage that the pilgrims themselves
often formed long lines which were likened to “ants’ processions”. The
Kumano Sankeimichi had been the active pilgrimage route used for
the pilgrimage to Kumano Sanzan from ancient times through the
Medieval Period of Japan and continued in the Early Modern Period
to be used for the pilgrimage to sacred site Saigoku, including Kumano
Sanzan.
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Sacred Site,
“Koyasan”
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In an alpine basin at an altitude of 800m there stand a group of
important compounds: (1)Kongobu-ji, which was founded by the high
Buddhist priest Kitkai in 816 as the principal stage for the Shingon
sect of esoteric Buddhism, (2)Jison-in, which was constructed as an
administrative office to facilitate the construction and management
of Kongobu-ji, (3)Niukanshéfu-jinja, which was constructed as a
guardian shrine, and (4)Niutsuhime-jinja, which is situated in the
Amano basin lying halfway between Kongdbu-ji and Jison-in in
dedication to the deities Niumyéjin and Kéyamyojin, who in legend
gave land to Kikai for the construction of Kongobu-ji and guided
Kiikai, respectively. Those shrines and temples are connected by the
pilgrimage route known as the Kéya Sankeimichi.

At Koyasan, there are 117 temples still now forming a mountaintop
religious “city” which embraces a history of more than 1,200 years as a
sacred mountain site. This site, combined with the surrounding steep
mountain ridges and deep fzorests, produces a religion-related cultural
landscape. Okuno-in, which is revered as the sacred area where Kikai
is still “living” after having attained Buddhist enlightenment, holds
many tombstones, more of which are still now being added by those
who admire Kikai’s teaching.
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Kongdbu-ji Okunoin Area
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Niutsuhime-jinja

After the opening of Koyasan, as the faith spread,
pilgrimage routes leading to the ‘Koéya Nanakuchi', the
entrance to Koyasan, was established. Among them, the
most frequently used main road is Choishimichi, along
the road, stone signposts built in the Kamakura period
are lined up every Cho (approximately 109 meters) and
continue all the way to the top of Kéyasan. Mitanizaka,
which passes through Niutsuhime-jinja, joins the
Choishimichi midway. In addition, the Kyo-Osakamichi-
Fudézaka and the Kurokomichi, which connect the
shortest distance from the Hashimoto area to Kéyasan,
and the Nyoninmichi, roads for women around the
Nyonin-dé built along the ridges in and around the
precincts of Kéyasan, were established and continue to
be used as pilgrimage routes.
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Choishimichi (24.0km) Kudoyama Town, Katsuragi Town and Kéya Town, Ito County, Wakayama Pref.
=81 1.5 MR FEREBD DS TH]
Mitanizaka (2.6km) Katsuragi Town, Ito County, Wakayama Pref.
gz | TABETRENR 0.2 MRS FEERSEFE]
I'(Ejﬁ Z881E | Ky6-Osakamichi Fudozaka (1.5km) Koya Town, Ito County, Wakayama Pref.
oya 5 =
Sankeimichi | T 0.9 AMSEAT. (PEBEEELLBT- BT
Kurokomichi (10.3km) Hashimoto City, and Kudoyama Town and Kéya Town, Ito County, Wakayama Pref.
ZANE 1.2 MRS FEEZEFE]
Nyoninmichi (10.2km) Kéya Town, Ito County, Wakayama Pref.

=EsaEal\st| 1841
Sub-total |  (48.6km)

I\Et@ | 304.3
Total (347.7km)

BEH(O+D+G+@) | 5064 | 12,100
Grand Total ’
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Three Prefectures” Council for the World Heritage “Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in the Kii Mountain Range”



