Nihon shinwagaku, the Mythology of Japan

Shinwagaku 神話学 is the Japanese word for mythology. The myths (shinwa) of Japan largely come from two sources: TheKojiki 古事記, or "Record of Ancient Matters" and the Nihon Shoki日本書紀, or "Chronicles of Japan". A third mythical text exists, an epic poem with myths quite different from most of what is found in the other two works; this is called Hotsuma Tsutae 秀真伝, or "Excellent True Legends".
Of the three, the Kojiki is the primary work of Japanese mythology. Like the Nihon Shoki, a more elaborate and probably more historically accurate document, it was composed for political reasons; namely, to establish the Imperial line as descendents of Amaterasu, the sun goddess. The first parts of both the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki are concerned with the creation of the world, the deeds of the kami 神 (gods) who established the natural order, and the adventures of their descendents.
The second part of the Kojiki deals with Emperor Jimmu, the first emperor of Japan, and his conquest of the island kingdom. Both the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki tell of Jimmu and his descendents, and chronicle the line of descent from Amaterasu to the current emperors of its day. The accuracy of much of the Kojiki has been debated, but the Nihon Shoki, while not without its obvious historical inaccuracies, has been quite useful to historians.

The third document, the Hotsuma Tsutae, differs quite substantially from the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki. It gives an alternate telling of the creation and mythic history of Japan, the most obvious difference being the changing of Amaterasu from a female kami to a male. However, most of its major episodes run parallel with those of the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki, and it is very interesting to read especially if one is already familiar with the latter two sources.

For the sake of completeness, so that the first time reader will have at least a sketchy background, I am including a few of the most important stories from Japanese mythology. The three texts discussed above are available online if one is interested, and I have provided links in the Further Reading page. As said elsewhere on this site, mythology is not a primary focus of Mukashibanashi Library. These tales have all been shortened from the original translation (that of Basil Hall Chaimberlain; which is reccomended for the serious enthusiast because of its thoroghness) for the sake of readability.

Izanagi and Izanami

Heaven and earth and everything in them were all in the same, formless mass. The lighter, clearer part began to rise above, and became Heaven, and the heavier, denser part began to sink below and became the earth. The earth was covered with water and there was hardly any land to be seen. Gradually, a series of kami [deities or nature spirits] began to appear, in eight different generations.

The eighth pair of kami to appear after the creation of the world were Izanagi, the August Male Who Invites, and Izanami, the August Female Who Invites. They were brother and sister, but were also husband and wife. They stood on the Floating Bridge of Heaven and looked down at the earth. They did not see any land, and so they took the jeweled Spear of Heaven and thrust it into the water, to see if there was land below.

After a while of stirring the murky water, the two kami pulled up the spear, and drips of salty water fell from its tip. These drops became the island of Onogoro.

Now that there was land to rest upon, Izanagi and Izanami went down onto the earth and desired to populate it. After building for themselves a great palace, Izanagi said, "Let us separate and investigate our lands. You go in one direction and I will go in the other, and we will eventually meet."

Izanami turned and walked around the island, and when they met again Izanami said to herself, "How wonderful! I have met a handsome young man!" Izanagi in reply said "How wonderful! I have met a beautiful young woman!" In time they gave birth to their first child, a disgusting leech child who could not even stand up. They could not stand it, so they put it in a reed boat and sent it off into the ocean.

Izanagi said, "This is because Izanami does not appear to know her proper place. A woman should let the man speak first, for that is his right." So they once more began to walk around the island in opposite directions.

When they came together again, Izanami let Izanagi speak first: "How wonderful! I have met a beautiful young woman!" Izanami smiled and said, "How wonderful! I have met a handsome young man!"

Soon Izanami gave birth to eight healthy children, each of whom became one of the islands of Japan. Next Izanagi desired to illuminate the islands they had made, and so Izanagi exhaled their next child, a wind child who blew away the mists from the islands. Then they created the kami of the sea, of the mountains, and of rivers and trees. But the last kami that Izanami gave birth to was Ho-musubi, the Fire Producer, who burned her so badly that she perished, and retired to the land of Yomi.

-- Shortened from the Kojiki, or "Records of Ancient Matters".
The Journey to Yomi

After Izanami was burned and retired to Yomi, the Land of the Dead, Izanagi sought revenge upon Ho-musubi and slayed him, spawning many different kami from his divine sword and from the body of Ho-musibi. After this was completed, he followed his wife Izanami into the land of Yomi. After he had found her, he said to her: "Izanami, the lands we have made together are not yet finished. Come back to me!" But she said to him, "Izanagi, my husband, why did you take so long in coming? I have already eaten the food of Yomi, and my body has begun to decompose. I cannot now go back with you! If you love me, please do not look upon me. My death has put an end to our marriage."

But Izanagi could not so easily leave, for he loved his wife. Secretly, he broke off a tooth from his many-toothed comb and from it created a torch, and with this torch he passed through the door of Yomi and looked at his wife. Maggots were swarming, and she was rotting. Izanagi cringed in fear and disgust, and Izanami said to him: "Why did you not leave? Instead you have stayed and put me to shame, and so I will now punish you for it!" Izanami called the eight ugly females of Yomi, and with them pursued Izanagi.

So Izanagi took his black head-dress and cast it down, and it instantly turned into grapes. While the eight ugly females picked them up and ate them, he ran on; but as Izanami still pursued him, he took and broke the multitudinous and close-toothed comb in the right bunch of his hair and cast it down, and it instantly turned into bamboo-sprouts. When she stopped to eat these, he continued to run on.

As he reached the Pass of Yomi, he took three peaches growing there and used them to strike his pursuers. As they fled, he expressed his gratitude to the peaches and gave them the name "August Great Divine Fruit". Ever since then, peaches have been a talisman against evil, and have kept off all sorts of harm from humans.

Finally Izanami began to catch up to him, and he took a great boulder, and used it to block the cave entrance to the land of Yomi. As he placed the rock into the cave mouth, Izanami said, "Since you have done this, I will in one day kill a thousand of the people of your land."

In response, Izanagi replied: "My sister, if you do this I will in one day cause a thousand and five hundred people to be born."

So it is that Izanami to this day rules the realm of Yomi. Because she pursued and reached her brother and husband, she is also called the Great Road Reaching Deity.

-- Shortened from the Kojiki, or "Records of Ancient Matters".
Amaterasu and Susano-o

After escaping from Yomi, the land of death, Izanagi shuddered with revulsion and began to purify himself from his exposure to that unclean land. So he went out onto a plain near a river mouth at Tachibana in Himuka on the island of Tsukushi, and there he washed and cleansed himself. He laid down his staff, and from it a kami was born. He laid down his girdle and skirt, his upper garment and his trousers, and from each of them a kami was born. He laid down his hat and his bracelets, and from them also a kami was born. Each of these kami were born from the act of taking these garments off of his divine person.

As he bathed in certain parts of the river, many more kami were born. Finally he washed his left eye, and from it was born the kami Amaterasu Omikami, Heaven's Great Shining Deity. Then he washed his right eye and from it was born the kami Tsukiyomi, the Moon-Night Possessor. Then he washed his nose, and from it was born the kami Susano-o no Mikoto, the Brave Swift Impetuous Male.

Then Izanagi said to his daughter Amaterasu, "Go up to Takamagahara, the High Plain of Heaven, and rule over the heavens. And so Amaterasu became the sun goddess. Next he said to his son Tsukiyomi, "Go up to the heavens and rule over the nighttime", and so he became the god of the moon. Lastly he said to his final son Susano-o, "Go and rule over the sea and the storms."

As Amaterasu and Tsukiyomi went up to the heavens to fulfill their appointed roles, Susano-o brooded in displeasure at the command he had been given. He wept fiercely, and all sorts of chaos ensued. Finally Izanagi asked Susano-o, "Why do you not go to fulfill the duty I have given you?" Susano-o responded, "I weep because my mother has gone to the land of Yomi." Izanagi was angry at him for this, and said, "If that is so, then you shall be expelled from the earth, and you are banished to the land of Yomi."

So Susano-o took his leave, and prepared to depart from the world of the living. But before he did this, he said that he desired one last time to visit with his older sister and say his farewells. So he climbed up into the heavens, and as he did so the mountains and valleys shook. "There is no good intent in the coming of my brother to the heavens," thought Amaterasu, and so she armed herself against the coming of Susano-o.

But Susano-o said, "I have no evil intent in coming here. I have been banished to the land of Yomi, and so I am only here to say farewell."

Demanding proof of his intentions, they engaged in a contest to see who could produce the best children. Having won the contest, Susano-o was allowed into the lands of Amaterasu, but he immediately began to act impetuously, breaking down the barriers between his sister's rice fields, and dropping a great piebald horse through the roof of her weaving hall. Amaterasu's weaving women died in fright as they saw this.

At last Amaterasu fled and shut herself into a cave, and all of heaven and earth were covered in shadow. Chaos engulfed the earth, and evil omens arose. Therefore, the eight million deities assembled in front of the cave, in an effort to persuade Amaterasu to leave her rock dwelling.

At last a plan was made. A great mirror of iron was made, as well as a string of curved jewels eight feet long, made of five hundred jewels. These they hung on a sakaki tree, as an offering to Amaterasu. They recited liturgies and made loud noises, trying to get Amaterasu to emerge from the cave. Finally the goddess Uzume removed her robes, exposing her breasts and her private parts, and all of the eight million gods laughed together.

At the sound of this joyful laughter, Amaterasu was amazed. Curious at how the kami could laugh so joyfully when the world was plunged in darkness, and jealous of the attention Uzume was receiving, Amaterasu spoke aloud, asking why they had laughed. "We laugh because there is a deity more illustrious than you," was the answer. At this, the great mirror was pushed before the cave door, and as Amaterasu looked out at the mirror, drawn by the sight of her own reflection, she gradually emerged from the cave. Finally the kami grabbed her and forced her from the cave, and the world was immersed in light once more.

-- Shortened from the Kojiki, or "Records of Ancient Matters".

Yōkai and Bakemono: Monsters and Apparitions in Nippon

As is true in every culture the world over, Japan's legendary landscape is populated with hosts of monsters and apparition of every kind. However, it is not a stretch to say that Japan probably has more such monsters, and quite certainly has a greater variety, than any other culture on earth. Such monsters hold cultural meanings that express fears, worries, and values much more clearly than the heroes of their stories often do. If mythic heroes are the ideal of behavior and conduct within their culture of origin, then monsters are the shadow side, the opposite of this ideal behavior, expressions of all that is feared and repressed. And thus yōkai 妖怪 ("bewitching apparitions") and bakemono 化け物 ("changed or distorted things") are the antithesis of ideal Japanese conduct.


What makes yōkai and obake so unique is the volume of specifically described monsters, and the amount of information known on each one. True, there are apparitions such as the aosagibi, of which not much more is known than it is a black-crowned night heron which somehow possesses a mysterious flame; but then there are others, such as the sazaeoni, the okuri-ōkami, the dorotabō, etc., of which a specific origin story can be told and its behavior described in detail.

Curiously, with the wealth of traditional folk monsters available to Japanese, the bakemono typically encountered in Japanese folk tales are left described only by the reader's or listener's imagination. Perhaps this is because each person has his own most frightening idea of a monster. Or perhaps it is because many yōkai, having origins in localized legends, were not widely known before the Edo Period (1603-1867), when they were painted and described for the masses by such artists as Toriyama Sekien, Utagawa Kuniyoshi, and Yoshitoshi Tsukioka, among others. And many obake, while having a strong tradition in the scrolls and prints of traditional artists, have little more than names.

As is to be expected, the monsters and apparitions of Japan are of a quite different nature than those of the West. Let us first examine their name: bakemono, which comes from the verb bakeru, means a "changed thing". It is something that originally belonged to the natural world, but through some tragedy or mischief somehow became tainted or touched by the supernatural. Many times these obake are transformations of animals, such as foxes, tanuki, snakes, snails, frogs, cranes, etc.

The origins of obake are varied. There are monsters that were always monsters: the kappa, the tengu, the aobozu, the ushi-oni. There are monsters that were originally inanimate objects: the tsukumogami, or one-hundred year old objects. There are monsters which were originally human: the futakuchi-onna, the dorotabō, the rokuro-kubi. And there are monsters that are nothing more and nothing less than mockeries of humanity and their religions: the nuri-botoke, the hitotsume-kozō; and there are monsters that are, as stated above, the transformations of animals. And there are countless more.

But it is not the aim of Mukashibanashi Library to enumerate and describe these monsters. Thankfully, that is already being done quite skillfully by the webmistress of The Obakemono Project, a well-researched and brilliantly illustrated yōkai database. I cannot reccomend this site enough.

The Journey to Yomi

After Izanami was burned and retired to Yomi, the Land of the Dead, Izanagi sought revenge upon Ho-musubi and slayed him, spawning many different kami from his divine sword and from the body of Ho-musibi. After this was completed, he followed his wife Izanami into the land of Yomi. After he had found her, he said to her: "Izanami, the lands we have made together are not yet finished. Come back to me!" But she said to him, "Izanagi, my husband, why did you take so long in coming? I have already eaten the food of Yomi, and my body has begun to decompose. I cannot now go back with you! If you love me, please do not look upon me. My death has put an end to our marriage."

But Izanagi could not so easily leave, for he loved his wife. Secretly, he broke off a tooth from his many-toothed comb and from it created a torch, and with this torch he passed through the door of Yomi and looked at his wife. Maggots were swarming, and she was rotting. Izanagi cringed in fear and disgust, and Izanami said to him: "Why did you not leave? Instead you have stayed and put me to shame, and so I will now punish you for it!" Izanami called the eight ugly females of Yomi, and with them pursued Izanagi.

So Izanagi took his black head-dress and cast it down, and it instantly turned into grapes. While the eight ugly females picked them up and ate them, he ran on; but as Izanami still pursued him, he took and broke the multitudinous and close-toothed comb in the right bunch of his hair and cast it down, and it instantly turned into bamboo-sprouts. When she stopped to eat these, he continued to run on.

As he reached the Pass of Yomi, he took three peaches growing there and used them to strike his pursuers. As they fled, he expressed his gratitude to the peaches and gave them the name "August Great Divine Fruit". Ever since then, peaches have been a talisman against evil, and have kept off all sorts of harm from humans.

Finally Izanami began to catch up to him, and he took a great boulder, and used it to block the cave entrance to the land of Yomi. As he placed the rock into the cave mouth, Izanami said, "Since you have done this, I will in one day kill a thousand of the people of your land."

In response, Izanagi replied: "My sister, if you do this I will in one day cause a thousand and five hundred people to be born."

So it is that Izanami to this day rules the realm of Yomi. Because she pursued and reached her brother and husband, she is also called the Great Road Reaching Deity.

-- Shortened from the Kojiki, or "Records of Ancient Matters".
Susano-o and the Orochi

After Amaterasu had emerged from the cave dwelling she had hidden in, the eight million kami took council together and ruled against the actions of Susano-o. They gave him a heavy fine, and cut off his beard, and pulled out his fingernails and toenails.

Finally, Susano-o was banished once and for all from the earth. Before he left the food goddess came to him and offered him food, but he turned up his nose at her offerings and killed her on the spot. From her body, certain things were born: from her head, silkworms; from her eyes, rice seeds; from her ears, millet; in her nose, beans; and in her private parts, barley. And thus these things were taken and used for seeds, and from them all the food of the earth was grown.

Having been expelled from heaven, Susano-o went down to the land of Yomi; but before he came to Yomi, he wandered for a while on the earth. Descending from heaven, he came to a place called Torikami, at the headwaters of the River Hi in the land of Izumo. As he came to this place, he met an old man and an old woman, and with them a young girl. All three were weeping heavily.

Susano-o asked them, "Who are you?"

The old man answered, "I am a kunitsu-kami, an earthly deity, child of Ohoyamatsumi no Kami. My name is Ashinazuchi and my wife is called Tenazuchi. My daughter is called Kushinada-hime."

Susano-o asked them, "What is the cause of your crying?"

The old man answered again, "I originally had eight daughters, but the Orochi, the eight-forked serpent of Kochi, comes every year to devour one. Now the time has come for it to return for my last daughter. That is why we are crying."

Susano-o asked them, "What is its form like?"

The old man answered, "Its eyes are like winter cherries, and it has one body with eight heads and eight tails. On its body grows moss and the trees hinoki and sugi. Its length extends over eight valleys and eight hills. Its body is constantly bloody and inflamed."

Susano-o looked at them, and said, "If this is your daughter here, will you offer her to me?"

"With reverence, but we don't know your name?"

"I am the elder brother to Amaterasu, and I have descended here from Heaven."

Then Ashinazuchi and Tenazuchi said, "If that is so, we offer her with reverence."

So Susano-o took the young girl Kushinada-hime into his hands, and changed her into a many-toothed comb [The Japanese for comb is kushi] which he stuck into his bound hair. He said to Ashinazuchi and Tenazuchi, "Go and distill some sake, and refine it eight times. Also make a great fence, and in the fence make eight gates, and at each gate make eight platforms, on each platform put a liquor vat, and into each vat pour the eightfold refined sake, and wait."

So the old man and the old women waited after making these preparations, and the Orochi came just as the man had said. Immediately it dipped a head into each vat of sake, and drank the contents. Soon it grew intoxicated from all the sake, and each of the eight heads lay down to sleep. Then Susano-o drew his great sword, and cut the Orochi into pieces, so that the River Hi changed into a river of blood.

When Susano-o was cutting the middle tail, his great sword broke. Thinking this strange, he cut open the tail and looked inside. There within was a great sword, which he took, and presented to his older sister Amaterasu. This was the great sword Kusanagi, the "Grass Cutter" or "Herb Quelling Sword", which is one of the three treasures of the imperial family, along with the sacred mirror and the curved jewels used to lure Amaterasu from the cave.

-- Shortened from the Kojiki, or "Records of Ancient Matters".
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