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\ This story begins and ends in Asakusa, Tokyo. It is inspired by |

interviews with real people who, every spring, ignite the flames of
celebration around Senso-ji. Whether you've experienced it once
or a hundred times, there’s nothing quite like Sanja Matsuri.

llluminating Sanja Matsuri was created as the sibling of a two-part
Graduate thesis project. The project is the result of Ethnographic
fieldwork conducted at Sanja Matsuri in 2023 and 2025. Over 20
\t participants from various backgrounds were interviewed according

to regulations set by the Institutional Review Board. All identifiable
information was removed before the dissemination of data began. Any
similarities to actual persons living or dead are purely coincidental,
unless you personally know a 7-foot-tall fish man.

None of this work could have been done alone. | had the unwavering
support of family and colleagues, all of whom played a role in this
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part of my life.

Firstly, I'd like to thank Sumi and Celina Ishitate, my informants, tutors,
and friends, who contributed to my Japanese proficiency and assisted
in the translation of llluminating Sanja Matsuri.

| would also like to thank Ronald Green, PhD, Gillian Richard-Greaves,

PhD, Jeff Case, Elizabeth Baltes, PhD, Gabriel Austin, Rachell Skinner,
and the countless others who assisted in research both in the field and
at home.

You all have my heart.
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ccording to legend, in the year 628 CE, two
fishermen brothers, Hinokuma Takenari and
Hamanari, pulled a radiant golden statue from
the waters of the Sumida River. At first, they threw
the statue back into the river, but each time they cast
a net, it returned, refusing to be lost in the current.

When the brothers brought the statue to the village head, Haji no
Nakatomo, he recognized it as Avalokitesvara, commonly
known as Kannon, the Bodhisattva of compassion.

Nakatomo began converting his home into a place of worship.
As word spread, so too did the mystery surrounding the Kannon
statue. What began as a single act of devotion grew into what is
now Senso-ji, the oldest temple in Tokyo.

Little did those three men know that their discovery would change
the course of history...
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Today, on the third weekend of May, in = fi \W%
(&

Asakusa, Tokyo, Sanja Matsuri begins. %%
=
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The kami awaken. They stretch and (QEE P g
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stir as the neighborhood excitedly —~~0/
prepares for the festivities. Nearly >3\ CQC‘.“ 7/2/”
1400 years have passed since ==
Kannon was first discovered.
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Shops set up for the day, and soon, . ™
the mikoshi will fly.
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Every year, family and friends come
together to decorate and prepare the
mikoshi. These car-sized shrines hold the
spirits of kami. During festivals, crowds
will gather and carry the mikoshi on
their shoulders. They shake it wildly to
energize the kami inside.

Spirits are carried around Asakusa and Senso-ji, spreading their
energy far and wide across the city. The Hinokuma brothers
and Haji no Nakatomo, enshrined as eternal kami, prepare
for the coming days.

MIKOSHI
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For many people, Sanja Matsuri is tradition, rich and lovely.
To others, it is a celebration unlike any other and a perfect
opportunity to let loose and party.

But what are the people of @Q/@\ g
Asakusa really saying? P
Has the festival changed? X —} °
What does it all mean? il O .,°
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THE SPIRIT OF WE CELEBRATE
MY EAVORITE
Pavos SANIA THE PEOPLE, \
"Cﬂfﬁ?' THE LAND, \ //
, AND THE
THE MIKOSH CHANGED... \ //




&>

) ) ¥ «;
\ R\ 7N ’
&V z / ) ‘ '!n‘
‘\. N\ 2 "1 R
© ;:r) :': )
A / 0/ B
\‘ 3h T £9Y (/

A ZONEST EHEERC RN o TELNE /
&\ . . ) B &
Y 0T 2T AR TED B

. /”‘ L B H A IO RE TbbE T S“\ y
70 TIXIRED AN 2L, ZOBOPABIIEIZTIEDTVEDTL z'i,?(
0/ 1D BOIEDLSTLESI2DT LD, NS
e ZOBYDFEFOBREE oo LD T LI i

7 \\ A\A

e

x))
EX
2%
= A




%

l{
|
ST <l

I

| I

anf]
o, ‘
/

|

|
DY) L
\ \
—_ ‘l
-
|
4
;
/; K !
\
]
/
\'
[\
vl A
Y |
\ . A
! |
1

-/" |||

\ 6
\
7, \
(L ’,
‘x \ o,
SN |||||||
o
] i
i
— 2
p7 3 |




uh

"
"
”
y
4
4
y
=
-
-
-
-
-
-

¢ . L]
d ‘! | “"‘%‘“b“& T YR
ML e
ar .

UNTIL NEXT TIME...
FREBS0 o o




St

~
=

A e [VAS Lo

I DON’T LOVE
BOSSA NOVA...

BOSSA NOVA
LOVES ME/




MAY 18TH, 2025

WHEN I WAS PLLLED TO THE MIKOSHI, I TRUSTED
MY INSTINCTS AND WHAT I HAD RESEARCHED.

I MOVED TO THE MIDDLE BEAM, PLACING ONE
SHOLULDER LINDER IT. AS IT TURNS OUT, HOLDING A
1-TON ORPNATE PORTABLE SHRINE THAT'S COVERED
IN PRECIOUS METALS IS QUITE THE CHALLENGE.
THE WEIGHT IS TREDMENDOUS, EVEN WITH DOZENS
OF CARRIERS...

S50 HERE I AM, BAREFOOT IN THE MIDDLE OF ONE
OF THE LARGEST INTERSECTIONS IN ASAKLUSA.

I LOOKED AROLIND AND SAW EVERY TYPE OF
INDIVIDUAL THAT I HAD INTERVIEWED OVER THESE 3
DAYS. WE MOVED AS ONE FOPRM.

IN TRUTH, | DON’T KNOW WHY THEY ACCEPTED ME,
BUT I WILL NEVER FOREGET THEIR KINDNESS. ALL
OF THESE WORDS COLLD NEVER GET CLOSE TO
DESCPRIBING HOW I FELT AND STILL FEEL FROM THE
EXPERIENCE. I WILL CARRY IT WITH ME, LIKE THE
MIKOSHI, FOR THE RPEST OF MY LIFE.
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What a trip!
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