
M t. Fuji is Japan’s highest mountain 
(3,776 m), situated nearly at the heart 
of the country. With its solemn and 

sacred beauty, it has long been seen as a very special 
symbol of Japan. Since ancient times, it has also been 
a divine object of worship. It has been a subject for 
ukiyo-e woodblock prints, paintings, literature, po-
etry, theatrical plays and other creative forms. It has 
inspired many different works of art.

The mountain has not erupted since 1707, but be-
fore then there were several major volcanic eruptions, 
causing serious damage in the surrounding regions.

“According to an old legend of this shrine, a deity 
called Asama-no-Okami was enshrined on the foot 
of Mt. Fuji in 27 B.C.E, by which act the people 
hoped to calm the eruption of the mountain,” says 

Masafumi Suzuki, a priest of the shrine, explaining 
the origin of the Fujisan Hongu Sengentaisha Shrine, 
which is closely linked with worship of the moun-
tain. After two relocations, it was built in 806 at its 

In January 2012, the Japanese government submitted dossiers on “Mt. Fuji” and “Kamakura, Home of the 
Samurai” to the UNESCO World Heritage Center as candidates for inscription on the World Heritage List. 
Toshio Matsubara examines their case.

Wakutamai-ike pond

Mt. Fuji and the torii gate of Fujisan Hongu 
Sengentaisha Shrine
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Mt. Fuji—A Mountain of Worship
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current location in Miya-cho in the city of Fuji-
nomiya in Shizuoka Prefecture. There is a pond here 
called Wakutama-ike which is said to have been be-
hind why the shrine was built on the site. The water 
in this pond comes from Mt. Fuji. It springs up from 
a gap between two layers of lava that resulted from a 
major eruption in the past. The water has long been 
an object of worship for its perceived spiritual virtue. 
Being filled with this water, the pond was believed to 
have the capacity to calm the wrath of the deity of 
fire. Today the pond is designated as a special na-
tional treasure.

Originally based on awe and a desire to calm the 
fury of the volcano, the mountain worship gradually 
transformed into a pilgrimage to the summit to meet 
the God and Buddha of the mountain and to gain 
their power as the eruption faded away. In the twelfth 
century, a shrine was constructed at the top of Mt. 
Fuji, providing a foundation for the pilgrimage. In 
the fourteenth century, more and more shugenja 
practitioners climbed the sacred volcano. Flourish-
ing feudal lords started to visit the Sengentaisha 
Shrine, which is the starting point of the route of the 
climb, and made their offering to its deity.

Among others, Tokugawa Ieyasu, known for 
opening the Edo shogunate in the seventeenth cen-
tury, constructed more than thirty buildings includ-
ing the Honden inner shrine to overhaul the entire 
premises. Today, the inner shrine, the Haiden wor-

ship hall and the Romon 
tower gate remain. The 
inner shrine has been 
designated by the Japa-
nese government as an 
important cultural prop-
erty. Ieyasu further de-
creed that land located 
higher than the eighth 
stage (3,250m) of Mt. Fuji 
should belong to the 
shrine. This area remains 

part of the precincts of the shrine today.
The pilgrimage to Mt. Fuji reached its peak in the 

Edo period (1603–1867). Religious groups of com-
moners who worshipped the mountain, called Fuji-
ko, emerged at different places. They believed that 
their death and rebirth could be attained by reach-
ing the summit, considered the world of God and 
Buddha, after the difficult ascent. Formerly practiced 
solely by nobility, samurais and ascetics, the pilgrim-
age spread broadly to the common folk. The practice 
of Ohachi-meguri, in which the pilgrim makes a 
tour around the crater while offering prayers, took 
root during this period.

On the basis of the faith in Mt. Fuji, artificial 
mounds shaped like Mt. Fuji, called Fujizuka, were 
created in the city of Edo (now Tokyo). Those who 
were unable to climb Mt. Fuji visited them for wor-
ship. Meanwhile, ukiyo-e woodblock prints depict-
ing the sacred mountain gained great popularity. It 
is said that more than fifty Fujizuka mounds still re-
main in Tokyo.

“Studies of records in the Edo period suggest that 
people turned their back on the rising sun while 
praying on the top of Mt. Fuji (unlike our practice 
today). At times, their shadows would be cast on the 
fog and cloud in the crater, and a ring of rainbow 
light, like the halos of Buddhist statues, appeared 
around these shadows. At the sight of this phenom-
enon—known today as the Brocken specter—people 
in olden days might well have believed that God and 
Buddha were coming for them,” says Suzuki. “They 
intently prayed for death and rebirth.” 

Fujisan Hongu Sengentaisha Shrine

Masafumi Suzuki, a priest of 
the shrine
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K amakura is the place where Japan’s first 
samurai government was established by 
Minamoto no Yoritomo to supersede 

the past aristocratic rule at the end of the twelfth 
century. This marked the transition from ancient 
times to the Japanese medieval era. The city has a 
unique topographical feature as there are mountains 
on three sides and the sea on one side. They served 
as natural fortifications. The shogunate made the 
most of civil engineering techniques at that time to 
build a distinctive government seat that was differ-
ent from the ancient capitals of Kyoto and Nara, 
both of which had been constructed on plains.

The shogunate cut mountains vertically to create 
passes called kiridoshi at several key locations. The 
shogunate used them as routes for transporting sup-
plies and designated them as key defense points. It 
cut open mountain ridges, foothills and valleys to 
functionally locate important shrines, temples and 
residences for samurais. Thus, the city was devel-
oped into a seat of government with a unique land-
scape of shrines and temples integrated with moun-
tain ridges.

As mentioned above, the city of Kamakura is sur-
rounded by mountains on its three sides while its 
urban area extends in a fan-like form towards the 
sea. At the position of the rivet of the fan stands 

Tsurugaoka Hachimangu. As a symbol of the samu-
rai government, the shrine formed a setting of politics 
and rituals. The city has a total of twenty-one impor-
tant elements, such as shrines, temples and ruins.

In addition, the samurai 
culture nurtured in Kamakura 
is of great historical value. The 
Kamakura shogunate advo-
cated both Shintoism and Zen 
Buddhism, which originated 
from China, in its religious 
policy. In the middle of the 
thirteenth century, it started 
its full-scale efforts to intro-
duce Zen Buddhism. It invigo-
rated trade between Japan and 
China and positively intro-
duced Chinese culture in ad-
dition to Zen Buddhism. 
Temples in the city grew into places of mental train-
ing and academic and cultural learning for samurai. 
Poetry, literature, calligraphy, paintings, sculptures, 
the art of tea and others thus spread from Kamakura 
to the rest of Japan.

To preserve these valuable assets, the contempo-
rary Kamakura City Government has launched a 
number of initiatives. In 2004, it established a con-
cept of “Kamakura, Home of the Samurai” and set 
up the Kamakura World Heritage Inscription Pro-
motion Council consisting of citizens’ groups, com-
merce and industry associations, educational insti-
tutions and government bodies in 2006. “Popular 
movements have long been common in Kamakura. 
There are lasting movements for conserving the 
greenery and the cityscape,” says Takashi Kumazawa, 
a Kamakura City Government official engaged in 
the promotion for World Heritage inscription.

For example, when there arose a plan for housing 
land development at the back hill of Tsurugaoka 
Hachimangu  in 1964, the whole community waged a 

Kamakura, Home of the Samurai

Tsurugaoka Hachimangu

Asahina kiridoshi
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campaign against 
it and the plan was 
scrapped. The site 
was purchased by 
the Kamakura Sce-
nic  Beauty Presen-
tation Foundation 
in a transaction 
funded by dona-
tions and other 
means. The cam-

paign led to enactment of the Ancient Capitals Pres-
ervation Act two years later. By-law, no buildings taller 
than 15 meters are allowed. The exteriors of vending 
machines and fast food restaurants, for example, are 
softly colored so as not to impair the city view. The 
council has many different activities to raise aware-
ness. Volunteers clean historical sites and individual 
schools engage in continued cleaning activities.

Kumazawa says, “From the perspective of main-
taining the tradition of preserving our city on our 
own and of preserving it for future generations, the 

World Heritage inscription is a common goal in our 
city development. Kamakura attracts 19 million 
tourists each year and faces several problems such 
as traffic congestion. To solve these problems, the 
government and members of the local public are 
working together towards developing our city into a 
place deserving the status of a World Heritage site. 
We see the inscription not as a finish line but as a 
new start line.”

A park and ride initiative, according to which visi-
tors should park their cars outside the city area and 
take a bus that carries them into the city, is already 
underway as a traffic trial. He adds, “If you follow a 
hiking course that starts at the back of Kenchoji 
Temple, you will reach the rock called Juo-iwa, 
where you can enjoy a panoramic view of the city of 
Kamakura. Stand there and see the landscape unique 
to Kamakura, with mountains on three sides. That 
will give you a first-hand insight into what the Home 
of the Samurai is all about.”

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.

The Giant Buddha at Kamakura

Aerial photograph of Kamakura
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T omioka Silk Mill is the first model machine silk-reeling 

factory of the Meiji government, having commenced 

operations in 1872. At that time, its production scale made 

it one of the largest silk mills in the world. A French engi-

neer, Paul Brunat, was invited to build the factory, introduce 

Western-style silk-reeling machines and train female work-

ers, employed from across the country, in the techniques  

of machine-reeling.

The mill played a significant role as the foundation for the 

development of Japan’s modern industry. Raw silk became 

the most important export item. At its peak, raw silk covered 

at least 80% of the total export value, and by the end of the 

Meiji period, around 1910, Japan was the world’s leading silk 

exporter. After World War II, the automatic silk-reeling ma-

chines developed in Japan and fitted in Tomioka Silk Mill 

were exported to China and other countries producing silk, 

encouraging technical exchange through silk.

Tomioka Silk Mill is a very important heritage asset of his-

torical and scientific significance. Moreover, the original 

premises and main buildings of the mill have been maintained 

in almost perfect condition. In 2008, the Tomioka Silk Brand 

Council was established for the purpose of making the silk 

production system sustainable while supporting sericultural 

farmers. At the council, those engaged in sericulture and silk 

processing and sales businesses formed a group to work on 

developing and selling high quality silk products.

“Raw materials are around 80% responsible for the quality 

of the silk. Tomioka has both an abundance of water and well-

drained soil, which are essential to cultivating mulberry trees 

and breeding silkworms,” explains Naozumi Hasegawa from 

the Agriculture Section in the Economic Environment Depart-

ment of the Tomioka City Government. “And as a result of 

silkworm breed improvements, Tomioka is capable of produc-

ing highest quality silk.”

As part of its activities, the Tomioka Silk Brand Council par-

ticipated in the Silk Market (Le Marché de Soie) in the French 

city of Lyon in 2008 and 2009. Tomioka Silk drew attention not 

just for its quality but also for its original products, such as 

soap and cosmetics, produced from silk proteins extracted 

from silk.

“While supporting sericultural farmers, we are striving for 

World Heritage Site status,” says Hasegawa. “We hope that 

some day people will see the silk-reeling machines in opera-

tion again at the mill. “

Bringing Tomioka Silk to the World
Tomioka City in Gunma Prefecture is making preparations for the inscription of “Tomioka Silk Mill and Related 
Industrial Heritage” on the World Heritage List.
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Tomioka Silk Mill

1� 1�
Highlighting JAPAN   JANUARY 2013 Highlighting JAPAN   JANUARY 2013

1� 1�
Highlighting JAPAN   JANUARY 2013 Highlighting JAPAN   JANUARY 2013

World Heritage—Windows on Japanese Culture


