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Amadera of Mito family in Meiji Restoration period:
The case of a Priestess Masahime in Eisho-ji
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Amadera of Mito family in Meiji Restoration
period:
The case of a Priestess Masahime in Eisho-ji

JeeHoe KOO*

Eisho-i is the only Amadera (Buddhist convent) which survives from Edo period to the present in
Kamakura. Eisho-in, who was concubine of general Tokugawa Ieyasu, established that temple in 1636.
Eisho-in was also a stepmother of feudal lord Tokugawa Yorifusa of Mito domain. For that reason, the
princess of Mito family was appointed the chief priestess of Eisho-ji from generation to generation.

However, to the end of the Edo period, financial situation of the Mito family who has been
supporting Eisho-ji became worse. For that reason and because Eisho-ji's special position as
princess palace, Mito family permitted Eisho-ji to function as Loans of religious fund to subsidize its
maintenance costs. However, in 1869, the last priestess Masahime quit the priesthood and the Loans
of religious fund were banned. After that, Eisho-ji’s influence became weak.

Nowadays, there is not enough research on the relationship between women and religion in late
Edo era. Especially, there is no previous research on the process how a priestess returns to ordinary
life of elite family's (Buke) daughter. There exists various researches about Eisho-ji, (e.g. the Loans of
religious fund, Tokonami, 1961) but only Komaru, 1963 made a brief explanation about the priestess
of the temple. My research analyses historical documents, such as Goyoudome from Eisho-ji, and
Tkeda-Yoshinori Ko Godenki.

Eisho-ji was a special Amadera which had priestess from elite family (Mito family), but no studies
focus on the history of these women. This thesis investigates life-cycle of the last priestess of Eisho-ji
in 19" century. We can gain insight about the changing role of Pre-Modern Women in the society by
analyzing the relationship between Mito family and Eisho-ji.

Masahime was born in the year 1858. She was a daughter of Tokugawa Nariaki, the feudal lord of
Mito domain. Masahime was going to marry the son of Ni-jo family. However she became a priestess
of Eisho-ji by order of Tokugawa government in 1864 when she was 6 years old. Five years later in
1869, she left Eisho-ji and was adopted into Mito family’s branch family, Ikeda family. Her adoptive

father Tkeda Yoshinori was her brother by a different mother. She married with Ikeda Norizumi in
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1872, and she died just 1 year later in the young age of 16 years. After Masahime retired in 1869,
Eishoi was downgraded and its relationship with Mito family has also ended.

A priestess of Eisho-ji which is situated in Kamakura area is from Mito domain. This means
Eisho-ji belongs to Mito domain. Also as priestess of Eisho-ji and a member of Mito family, she could
guarantee the social status of the Mito family in her life, as well as demonstrate the ownership of the
temple by Mito domain in the Kamakura territory.

Eisho-ji was not directly involved in the anti-Buddhist policy of Mito in late Edo era for three
reasons. First, Eisho-ji had a very important position as the princess palace. Second, it was located far
away from Mito domain. Third, officially, Eisho-ji was a place of the Loans of religious fund of Mito.

Before Masahime became a priestess there was no priestess in Eisho-ji for 10 years. This was
perhaps the intention of Tokugawa Nariaki, her father, who enforced the anti-Buddhist policy.
However, Masahime was forced to become a priestess after he died. After the Meiji Restoration, she
retired as priestess. This was also influenced by abolition of the domains and establishment of new
prefectures. Until then, the priestess of Eisho-ji remained in the temple for her whole life. There was
no precedent of her returning to laity. Therefore, retirement of Masahime was very special event.
It was meant to sever the relationship between Eisho-i and Mito family officially. Entering Amadera
and returning to laity of Masahime has a deep relationship with the political situation of the Mito
family. Eisho-ji's role as the princess palace was also ended by the disbanding of the Mito domain and
by the new politics after the Meiji Restoration.

I analyzed the process of Masahime transitioning away from the temple during the late Edo era
and Meliji Restoration period. From her the short life, we can learn about women of elite families
whose decisions were restricted by their family situation.

It is interesting to note that most priestesses of Eisho-ji were without father or adopted daughters.
In the further research, I want to examine the relationship between the adopted daughters of Mito

family and entering the Amadera.
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