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Eyo Festival at Saidaiji Temple

Naked Man Festival

Saidaiji Temple, Okayama City, Okayama Prefecture

This is one of the three most unusual festivals in Japan. It takes place every year on the third Saturday in February.  Thousands of loin-cloth clad men grapple for sacred wooden sticks called shingi tossed into the melee by priests of the Saidaiji Kannon-in Temple near Okayama City.  Known throughout Japan as the Hadaka or "Naked" Festival, the color, drama, and excitement of this fascinating event makes it one of Japan's most unique celebrations.
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Hakata to Okayama – 1 hour 40 minutes

Hiroshima to Okayama – 35 minutes

Eyo (Naked Man Festival) Fireworks

Yoshiigawa Daiichi Ryokuchi, Okayama-shi.  

Starting at 9:00 pm, there is a fireworks show that precedes the Naked Man Festival. 

10 mins walk from Saidaiji station (Ako line).  Eyo Fireworks Planning Committee (086-944-5038)
SAIDAIJI EYO　
Hadaka Matsuri
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Brave men will throng Saidaiji Kan'nonin Temple on the third Saturday of February, every year.  Commonly called the Hadaka Matsuri (Naked Man's Festival), the popular folk festival Saidaiji Eyo has been preserved as a distinguished cultural asset by Okayama Prefecture. 

HISTORY  

In the Eisho era(1504-1521)priests at the temple distributed an amulet, which gained a reputation for being highly effective.  People poured into the temple, and the priests tossed the amulets into the crowd to meet the swollen demand.  This is supposedly the origin of the festival. Later the paper amulet became a pair of wooden sticks.   Originally they were called shingi (sacred sticks), written with two characters meaning true and wood, and considered as sticks of gods.  Today it is still called shingi, but the first character has changed to the one that means treasure.

TODAY'S SAIDAIJI EYO 

In early years the lunar calendar determined the date of the festival. Today, due to the growth of tourism the date is fixed on the third Saturday in February.  Other events that accompany the festival are held accordingly. 

The Boy's Hadaka Matsuri begins first at 6:00 p.m.  First and cecond grade boys scramble for mochi (soft rice  cakes), third and fourth grade boys for Gofukuzutsu (octagonal treasure tube).  Then, fifth and sixth grade boys struggle for Takarazutsu (treasure tube).

On the banks of the Yoshii river, Eyo Winter Fireworks are displayed against the winter sky starting at 9:00 p.m.  Meanwhile the thundering sounds of an all women's taiko (Japanese drums) group echo through the temple grounds.

Around 11:00 p.m. men wearing only the traditional fundoshi loincloth start to gather at the temple.  As instructed by a guide they must first purify their bodies with water, run around the temple grounds and visit the statues of two deities-Senju Kan'non and Go'ousho Daigongen.  Then they push one another into the grounds.  They cool their heated bodies again in the cold water and repeat the same routine.
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Up to ten thousand participants cluster on the ground by midnight, and when all the lights are turned off a priest throws the sacred sticks from a window into the melee.  The fierce struggle in the dark is the climax of the festival. The men who successfully clutch the sticks are the lucky men of the yearーtheir happiness is promised for the whole year.

Some men creep between the legs of their rivals.  Shrewd participants perform clever, premeditated teamwork. Excessively fierce actions can cause injuries, but even this can be viewed as another charm of the Hadaka Matsuri. 
Men Get Naked For A Year Of Good Luck

Amy Chavez
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Talk about male bonding! Have you ever gotten together with your buddies, stripped down to your thongs and paraded around the neighborhood? In groups of 10 to 12 people at night? In midwinter? No? Well, get with the program -- men in Okayama have been doing this for 400 years. Since I know you are dying to do this, I will tell you about the Naked Festival at Kannon-in Temple in Saidaiji, Okayama Prefecture. 

On the third Saturday of every February, on what is somehow arranged to be the coldest day of the year, this festival, called "Hadaka Matsuri" (or technically "Saidaiji Eyo"), causes the local men to drink large amounts of sake, strip off their clothing and adhere a "fundoshi" loincloth. They keep warm by jumping up and down and chanting "Washoi!" which means, according to the drunk man who was standing next to me, "Wondafuru!" 

At any rate, it definitely means something encouraging and serves as a method of keeping warm, since the men chant "Washoi!" nonstop for hours at a time. Now I know why the Japanese don't have central heating in their homes. The secret to keeping warm is to just drink sake and jump up and down naked while saying, "Wondafuru!" 

Although on my planet, the U.S.A., the Hadaka Matsuri would qualify as the world's largest male revue, in Japan running around in G-strings is perfectly acceptable because it is all in the name of ritual. They are not doing this for money, so ladies, please resist the urge to stuff dollar bills into their loincloths. As a matter of fact, I think the Hadaka Matsuri is far more wondafuru than the Chippendales AND the Las Vegas show "Thunder From Down Under," the Australian male revue. Why? No entry fee. 

Participants of the Naked Festival in Saidaiji are local men who form groups either from their neighborhood or among their coworkers. Each group has a garage where they congregate and practice their "Washoi" in order to get up the courage to do what they will do next: jog around the neighborhood in their fundoshi. 

Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! They start by huddling in a group and jumping up and down. Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! They start jogging, very slowly, with one man leading the pack. Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! They follow a predetermined path around the neighborhood, with the goal of eventually reaching the main shrine. Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! 

After running around a few blocks, and just when steam starts coming off their bodies, indicating the men have attained a certain body warmth, some authority wearing a thick, insulated stadium jacket throws water on the men to purify them. Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! 

All the groups congregate at the Kannon temple, then run around the temple grounds -- Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! -- and pay respects to the statues of two deities: Senju Kannon and Go-ousho Daigongen. 

For the highlight of the event, at exactly midnight, two sacred sticks, called "shingi," will be tossed by a priest from the inside of the temple, and a man who catches one will have a year of good luck. Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! 

Thousands of men stand waiting inside the temple, which sits up high, providing a sort of stage while the voyeurs -- I mean spectators -- gathered around the outside of the temple. As midnight nears, the outside lights are cut off, leaving just a yellow glow inside the temple showing the men in their white fundoshi, stretching their arms up to the gods, waiting for the shingi to be tossed. 

At the stroke of midnight, all the lights in the temple are cut off and it's chaos: Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! Jump, push, shove. Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! Trip, fall, get trampled. Washoi! Washoi! Washoi! 

But for the man who grasps the shingi, it must be worth it. After all, an entire year of good luck would truly be wondafuru! 
