Yoshino, Koya and Kumano

Walking the
Kii Sankeimichi
Pilgrimage
Routes
In 2004 Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in
the Kii Mountain Range became a listed World
Heritage Site. For pilgrimage routes anywhere
to be accorded World Heritage status is most
unusual. Long ago this vast mountain range,
which straddles the three prefectures of Nara,
Wakayama and Mie, became the setting for
religious mountain ascetic practices. Eventually
three sacred sites with different origins and
religious significance emerged, along with the
pilgrimage routes that connected them. This
area has long had an enormous influence on the
development of Japanese religion and culture.
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Nara Prefecture
Kimpusen-ji
Zaodo
Niutsuhime-jinja
Yatate Teahouse

Mie Prefecture

Mount Yoshino
Yoshino Mikumari-jinja

Niukanshobu-jinja
Koyasan Choishimichi

Mount Koya

Wakayama Prefecture

Kumano Hongu Taisha
Kumano Hayatama Taisha

The Nachi no Himatsuri festival is held every year on July 14 at Nachi Taisha. A parade of blazing torches fifty centimeters
in diameter and weighing up to 50 kilograms are borne up the stone stairs in the fierce summer heat.
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Kumano Kodo Kohechi
Kumano Kodo Nakahechi
Kumano Kodo Ohechi
Kumano Kodo Iseji

Kumano Nachi Taisha

Omine Okugakemichi
Koyasan Choishimichi
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Zaodo hall is the main shrine at Kimpusen-ji, which is believed to have been founded
by En no Gyoja. In 1874 the Meiji government banned Shugendo and the temple
ceased to function as a Buddhist temple, becoming a Shinto shrine instead. Then in
1886 it was re-established as a Buddhist Tendai sect temple. In 1948 Kimpusen-ji
became the head temple for the independently established Kimpusen Shugen Honshu
Sect that was formed with the Zaodo hall (by then a designated national treasure) as
its center, a state which continues to this day.

A route deep in the mountains for Shugendo practitioners on a
pilgrimage of seventy five sacred sites and places of worship.
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The roughly 170 kilometer

worshipped as the chief divinity. The

peak. It’s such a magnificent sight you

long trail that traverses the Omine

Zaodo hall, where Zao Gongen is

can understand why daimyo warrior

mountains to connect Yoshino and

enshrined under the name Kongo Zao

Toyotomi Hideyoshi would have taken

Kumano is believed to have been

Gongen (Diamond Realm Zao), is an

5,000 of his retainers there for a flower-

opened up by Eno no Gyoja for ascetic

enormous wooden structure that is

viewing party. The area receives many

practices. Known as the Omine

second in Japan only to the Great

visitors in fall as well, who wish to see

Okugakemichi, it is the most rugged of

Buddha Hall at Todai-ji temple in Nara.

the beautifully tinted autumn leaves.

the Kumano pilgrimage routes. Pilgrims

This hall is a principal center of worship

En no Gyoja, a famous sorcerer and

stop at each of the 75 places of

for Shugendo followers.

founder of the ascetic mountain

worship and sacred sites along the way

Other World Heritage listed structures

religious order Shugendo, arrived in the

as part of their ritual training. Even

in the Yoshino mountains are the

Yoshino mountains, with their peaks of

now, more than 1300 years later, the

Yoshino Mimakuri-jinja and Yoshimizu-

over a thousand meters high, in the 8th

route is a legacy for many Shugendo

jinja shrines. To make a journey along

century. According to tradition he

practitioners — known variously as

the pilgrimage route from Yoshino to

undertook perilous ascetic rituals there

mountain priests, ascetic monks or

Kumano is to give travelers a palpable

in order to expiate sin and defilement,

yamabushi — who undergo harsh

sense of the passing ages.
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The path to Koyasan is lined with stone pillars and was opened up
by Buddhist priest Kobo Daishi.

KOY
A
高 野
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2016 will mark the 1200th year since

erected. By some miracle all 216

constructed as a guardian shrine when

the Buddhist monastic complex on

signposts still survive in almost perfect

Kobo Daishi founded Jison-in. Built in

Mount Koya was founded. Kobo Daishi

condition. Follow these and you will not

the beautiful traditional architectural

(774-835) brought esoteric Shingon

only enjoy the same mountain scenery

style of Kasuga-zukuri, it was here that

sect Buddhist teachings back from

past pilgrims saw, but also the same

he worshipped the Shinto deities of Niu

China, then the center of culture, in

views of Kinokawa Plain. It’s because

Myojin and Koya Myojin.

816, and founded a religious

of these views that the path has

About seven kilometers from the start

community on the mountain as a place

become popular for sightseeing as well

of the trail is another shrine called

for monks to train.

as a pilgrimage route. Four structures

Niutsuhime-jinja, with a striking

Of the seven pilgrimage routes that

connected by the Koyasan Chosihimichi

vermilion-painted arched bridge and

lead to the 800 meter high Koyasan,

are also World Heritage listed.

tower gate, and an impressive main

the Koyasan Choishimichi route is

Jison-in marks the starting point of the

hall. Niu Myojin, the guardian deity of

listed as a World Heritage Site. Roughly

Koysan Choishimichi pilgrimage. Kobo

Koyasan, and her son Kariba Myojin,

23 kilometers in length, it starts in the

Daishi’s elderly mother stayed here

who is said to have guided Kobo Daishi

town of Kudoyama at the Jison-in

when she came from the Zentsuji

to the sacred place in the mountains,

temple, which was founded soon after

temple in Kagawa prefecture to see the

are worshipped at this shrine.

Koyasan was opened up, and leads to

complex on Mount Koya that her son

Stop for a breather at Yatate Teahouse

the mountain top. It was the most

had founded, but since women were

before continuing on to Kongobuji

frequented pilgrimage route up until the

forbidden to enter Koyasan at the time,

temple, and then it’s only an hour or so

Edo Period.

she was unable to go to him and

until you reach Kobo Daishi’s

Stone pillar signposts called choishi

instead lived at Jison-in. Legend has it

Mausoleum. The journey from Jison-in

line the path every 109 meters, a

that Kobo Daishi came down from the

takes about eight hours on foot. Carry a

measure of distance called a cho.

mountain nine times a month to see his

memo book like the pilgrims do to

Inscribed on these pillars are the names

mother, hence the town’s name of

collect imprints of souvenir rubber

of various Esoteric Buddhism buddhas

Kudoyama—literally, ‘nine times

stamps from sites along the way.

and deities written in Sanskrit, the

mountain’.

donor’s name, and the date they were

The nearby Niukanshobu-jinja was

➡扌 Towering cedars hundreds of years old line both sides of
the two kilometer path leading from the front approach to the
shrine up to Kobo Daishi’s Mausoleum. Nearby are rows of
memorials for people throughout the ages.

On the other side of the torii gates of Niutsuhimejinja is a delicately arched bridge, beautifully
reflected in the pond.
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Experience Timeless Charm and the Footsteps of the Past on the
Route to Kumano Sanzan
Shinbutsu shugo is the fusion of

Kannon, respectively. As a result,

addition to this there are three other

ancient Japanese gods with the deities

Kumano was deemed to be a “Pure

routes; the 43.7 kilometer Kohechi

of imported Buddhism, vestiges of

Land,” as in the teachings of Pure Land

route connecting Mount Koya with

which can still be found today in

Buddhism, and it became popular for

Kumano Sanzan, the ten kilometer

Kumano Sanzan. Kumano Sanzan is

retired Emperors to visit there. The

Ohechi route that passes along the Kii

the collective name for the three grand

retired Emperor Go-Shirakawa made

Peninsula west coast to connect with

shrines of Kumano Hongu Taisha,

thirty four visits, and the retired Emperor

Kumano Sanzan, and the 54.2

Kumano Haytama Taisha, and Kumano

Go-Toba twenty eight. We know this

kilometer Iseji route from the Ise Jingu

Nachi Taisha. They are also the head

because records of their visits are

grand shrine to Kumano Sanzan. All of

shrines of the more than 3,000 Kumano

inscribed on stone monuments in the

these routes are World Heritage listed.

shrines across Japan. The massive

grounds of Kumano Hayatama Taisha.

The Iseji route is a particularly popular

scale of these main shrines is

The fact that in those days it would

one amongst the Kumano Sankeimichi

astonishing when seen in person. They

have taken two to three months to

pilgrimage routes. Because it was also

also have a very distinctive shape and

journey there from Kyoto tells us what

used by daimyo travelling to and from

layout, with very few of the carvings

a massive undertaking each visit would

their obligatory periods of residence in

usually found at shrines. In fact, their

have been. The sight of these former

Edo (now Tokyo), the trail was paved

architecture is not comparable to that

Emperors taking a huge retinue with

with stone and made wide enough for

of other shrines.

them on a pilgrimage to Kumano must

sedan chairs to be transported. A great

Under the influence of Shinbutsu shugo

have been a memorable sight for the

many laborers would have worked on it

during the Heian Period (794-1185),

common people, and would have

carefully during the Edo Period (1600-

Kumano Sanzan became an object of

helped to propagate the idea of

1868). Stones cut into varying sizes

worship known as Kumano Sansho

pilgrimages.

are laid out like a puzzle, which not

Gongen, meaning the three deities of

All three grand shrines are World

only makes them easy to walk over but

Kumano. With the emergence of the

Heritage listed, along with the

also beautiful to look at. And the

concept of Gongen, the belief that

Seiganto-ji and Fudarakusan-ji temples,

breathtaking view from the Magose

Japanese gods were manifestations of

which developed close connections

Pass en route erases all memory of

Buddhist deities, it came to be believed

with Nachi Taisha in the course of

tiredness from long hours of walking.

that the three gods enshrined in the

Shinbutsu shugo.

Along the Kumano pilgrimage routes

Kumano Sanzan shrines, Hongu,

The Kumano Sankeimichi Nakahechi

you will find both the footsteps of the

Shingu and Nachi, are also Amida

pilgrimage route from Kyoto to Kumano

past and timeless scenery.

Nyorai, Yakushi Nyorai and Senju

Sanzan is 88.8 kilometers long. In

KUMANO
熊 野
The red three-story pagoda of Nachisan Seiganto-ji stands out vividly against a backdrop of greenery and
Nachi Falls, a waterfall with one of the longest straight drops in Japan.
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Greenery is thick on the pilgrimage routes because of
the high rainfall. Measures have been taken to
prevent landfalls even in heavy rain.
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