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The Shikoku Henro Interpreted from Ancient and Medieval Historical Materials
Masaaki OISHI, Professor Emeritus, Naruto University of Education

Ancient and medieval monks visited Shikoku for ascetic training. Shikoku is characterized by its remoteness,
being an island far from the capital and closed off by the sea and the sacredness of this remote area formed the
basis of the view of Shikoku as a holy land.

In literary works at the end of the Heian period, ascetic practices in the Shikoku region were described as “the
seaside pilgrimage of Sanuki, Iyo, Awa and Tosa”, and the path of ascetic practices that followed almost the same
course as the present Shikoku Henro had already been established in the 12th century. Not only Shingon sect
monks but also monks from various other sects practiced in the Shikoku region, and new beliefs such as Kobd
Daishi faith, Kumano faith, Zao faith and Fudaraku Jodo faith were added that lead to the development of many
sacred sites.

The 21st temple, Tairy@ji composed the Awa Kuni Tairyiiji Engi (History of Tairyiiji temple in Awa Province)
in the late Heian period and publicized this temple as a sacred place for the ascetic practices of Kobd Daishi. At
the time of the great earthquake in 1096, the temple was honoured with an imperial prayer as a special place for
Kobo Daishi and it prospered by obtaining its own territory.

Then, after the 16th century the Shikoku region, a sacred place for monks to practice asceticism, underwent
major changes. In the second half of the 17th century, guidebooks and other publications on the Shikoku pilgrimage
were published, and participants shifted from a limited number of monks to the general public. The view of holy
places also changed with new elements of worldly interests that were easy for the people to understand in remote
areas. The content of this change was that if one did good deeds such as pilgrimage and oseftai (support), one
would obtain the merits of the Buddha (main deity: Kobo Daishi). The Shikoku Henro has changed over time.
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