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A Textual Study of Ishiganto
in Early Modern Japan

Wai-Ming Ng
Professor, Japanese Studies,

The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Ishiganto is a kind of talismanic stone worshipped in different parts
of China. It was also introduced to China’s neighbors including the
Ryukyu Kingdom, Japan, and Vietnam. In particular, Japan embraced this
folk religion most enthusiastically. Its popularity in Japan was as high
as in China. Although ishiganto originated in China, it had its unique
characteristics in Japan. The differences between China and Japan in
ishiganto deserve close investigation. Using Tokugawa sources as the
main reference, this paper examines the popularization and localization of
ishiganto in the Ryukyu Kingdom and Japan in the early modern period. It
will deepen our understanding of the nature of early modern Sino-Japanese
cultural interchange.

Introduced to the Ryukyu Kingdom and Japan in the late medieval
period, ishiganto reached the peak of its popularity in the Tokugawa period.
It was fused with native customs and religions, interacting with Shinto,
Buddhism, Confucianism, yin-yang and Shugendo. Ishiganto in the Ryukyu
Kingdom and Japan was different from that in China in terms of format,
name, size, design and function. It demonstrates that the popularization
of Chinese culture in Japan often came with localization and it was never
a one-way cultural flow. Japan turned ishiganto a part of its own culture.
Ishiganto in early modern Japan was used to strengthen Japan’s indigenous
customs and religions more than to promote imported Chinese culture.

Keywords: Ishiganto, Folk Religion, Early Modern Japan, Sino-Japanese
Cultural Interchange.
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