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A soul goes to the mountain after death: Mt. Kiso Ontake and faith in reijin
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Abstract

Mt. Kiso Ontake (3,067m), which straddles Gifu and Nagano prefectures, has been an object of
worship since ancient times. In the eighteenth century, two ascetics, KAKUMEI (1719-1786) from
Owari province and Fukan (1731-1801) from Musashi province, began guiding lay pilgrims up
the mountain. Thereafter, many Ontake confraternities were formed in the surrounding Chubu
and Kanto regions. For these associations, the spirits not only of gods and Buddhas but also of
deceased members enshrined as reijin (spirits of ascetics and believers who have received divine
status) descend into the body of the medium and deliver oracles using a shamanic technique called
“Ozatate”, which was created by Fukan. Total 30,000 reijin-hi or stone monuments enshrining
reijin, have been built on Mt. Kiso Ontake. Their placement on the mountain is based on a belief
established by Fukan and his disciple IssHIN that “after death, the souls of Ontake believers go to
the mountain (Mt. Kiso Ontake)'".'
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