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The Royal Power during the Period of Cloister Rule and
the Ritual of Sumé Wrestling

Katsumr OBINATA

There are many studies on ancient sumai no sechi (the ritual of sumo wrestling). The majority
of them, however, focused on the ritual until the middle Heian era. Meanwhile, its characteristics in
the late Helan era, a period politically structured under the cloister rule, remained largely unstudied.
This article examines dimensions of the sumo no sechi in the late Helan era in terms of the power
structure centered on the Grand Emperor (j6k6) and Emperor, and the development of the cloister
government. At sumai no sechi in 1088 and 1095 during the Horikawa era, and that in 1174 during
the Takakura era, a new event in which the Grand Emperor and the Emperor watching the sumo
wrestling side by side was held after the Emperor visited the imperial palace of the Grand Emperor
to respect him. This event symbolizes the power and authority of the Grand Emperor. At the same
time, it was a ritual depicting a new type of political structure in the late Heian era. sumai no sechi
was originally established as a state ritual under the Emperor. This new event, therefore, had an
impact transforming its original function. Afterwards, no sumai no sechi was held for a while, but
again it was held in 1158 and 1174 as a one-time event. In case of the 1158 ritual, it had a political
meaning symbolizing the growing authority of the Emperor Goshirakawa. Sumai no sechi in 1174 was
a political action demonstrating the power of the Heike clan as well as the throne of Grand Emperor
Goshirakawa and Emperor Takakura. Further reorganization of rituals was attempted during the
Kamakura period by the Grand Emperor who was in power under the cloister rule. However, such

attempts were never successful, and sumai no sechi as a state ritual was eventually abolished.
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