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The Origins of the Gion Festival

The Gion Festival originated in 869 when a plague broke out in the capital
of Kyoto and swept through every province in the country. Terrified, the people
attributed this calamity to Gozu Tenno, a deity who not only brought plagues and
disasters but who also protected against them if worshipped. A special festival
was held to summon the god and transform him into a protective spirit. Sixty-six
halberds, one for each province, were erected and the mikoshi (portable shrines)
from Yasaka Shrine were carried to Shinsen-en Garden near the imperial palace
grounds. This practice was repeated for subsequent outbreaks until it was made
an annual event known as the Gion-goryoe (Gion-e).

By the Nanboku-cho period (1336-1392), the merchant class had risen in
power and influence and they began to make yama floats and portable shrines in
addition to huge hoko floats, which were topped by halberds. Although
interrupted by the Onin War, which destroyed much of Kyoto in the mid-15th
century, the capital was rebuilt by the 16th century and the festival developed
into a spectacular event supported by the increasingly influential merchant class.

Along with Tokyo s Kanda Festival and Osaka’ s Tenjin Festival, Gion
Festival is numbered among the three great festivals in Japan that have a history
of more than one thousand years. Gion Festival was designated a UNESCO
intangible cultural heritage.
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iiﬁlil?\zo)*ﬁ/u Gion Festival Chigo child

The Gion Festival’s chigo child is con-
sidered to be a divine messenger. A
live chigo rode on all hoko floats other
than Funa-hoko until 1929 when Ho-
ka-hoko was the last of the floats to
replace the live chigo with a doll.
Since then Naginata-hoko has been
the only float to have a live chigo.
Among the many rituals that take
place during the Gion Festival period,
the Naginata chigo’s crucial role in-
cludes riding on a horse to Yasaka
Shrine on July 13th where he is con-
ferred the Imperial rank of Goi Shoi
and Jumangoku Daimyo. He surren-
ders his rank after the procession on
July 17th, thus completing his duties.
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