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The Usa Nagoshi Matsuri is an annual grand
festival held at the Usa Jingu that spans across
three days in the height of summer. The days
of celebration fell on July 31 to August 2 this
‘year, and while the objective behind all the
liveliness is to ward off evil and pray for the
wellbeing of all who live in Japan, there is an
additional highlight to this year's event.

In celebration of the start to the Reiwa era,
yabusame was held at the shrine for the first
time ever. A form of mounted archery in traditional Japanese archery, the first record of yabusame
can be found in the Shinsarugakuki (‘An Account of the New Monkey Music'), a Japanese work of
literature that dates from the 11th century. While it is believed that the ritual was practiced from days
before the Heian period (794~1185), its popularity truly gained momentum in the 1500s among
samurais as a means of refining horseback archery in warfare. Today, yabusame is reserved for formal
occasions as a ritual to appease the myriad of deities who watch over Japan. While many styles existed
in the past, two styles, namely the Ogasawara and Takeda schools, remain popular to date.

The yabusame at Usa Jingu was of the Ogasawara school. Archers speed through a roughly
225-metre-long track at full gallop, controlling the horse using their knees as the hands are needed
to draw the bow. Stationed along the Ieft' of the track are three targets, and upon approaching
each in succession, the archer raises the bow to head level and lets out shouts of ‘in-yo'oi’ at the
targets, signifying the yin and yang, light and darkness, before shooting the bow. According to the
Japan Equestrian Archery Association, yabusame archers are required to maintain a riding form called
tachisukashi, which demands that the rider lift their hips away from the saddle and avoid pressing their
legs against the horse so the galloping motion does not thwart the aim. This special riding form is
unique to Japanese horseback riding, and yabusame captures it perfectly.

With each cry of ‘in-yo'oil’ the kabura-ya arrow shot from the
tension of the bow and soared through the air with a sharp
trill. While it is said that the arrow itself and its characteristic
auspicious whistle are capable of warding off evil, good luck is

not the only thing yabusame has to offer — aside from witnessing
the fruit of labour and partnership between the archers and
horses, the ritual is also an experience that offers a glimpse into

Japan’s unigue history and culture.
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