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PREFACE
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After a childhood living all over the US—as far north as Fairbanks, Alaska, and as far south as Jacksonville, Florida—I ended up heading east, Far East. I first came to Japan in 1990 on a Japanese Ministry of Education Scholarship. I studied the language at Shizuoka University for two years, then decided to live here permanently. I married a Japanese man and started a family.

I immediately fell in love with Japan—the language, the culture, the people, and all the unique folklore, superstitions, and multitudes of strange beasties that seemed to be lurking everywhere. I wanted to learn more about this mysterious and fascinating country. The early nineties was a time before widespread Internet, so my research was all very hands-on; I’d check out books from the local library and translate them, or would sit on a tatami mat floor with my Japanese friends and relatives as we conversed over a cup of green tea.

While exciting, living in a foreign country is also isolating at times. Back then, there were no fellow English speakers in my small town, and international phone calls were short, expensive, and could only be made once a month from a special phone booth that was a twenty-minute walk away.
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Plus, I had a very superstitious mother-in-law who was convinced I attracted ghosts and various spirits that liked to stick to me and cause bad things to happen. This was a daily reminder of how much I still didn’t understand about the culture. To cope and survive this difficult time, I decided to open my mind more, do additional research, and try to understand why such superstitions came about. Then I’d write stories to share my experiences with others.

I ended up writing a couple of books—a story collection in a genre I call “mythical realism” titled A Robe of Feathers and Other Stories, and a second one in the horror genre called The Carp-Faced Boy and Other Tales. In late 2016, I also started my bimonthly podcast, Uncanny Japan. In it, I share all the strange legends, curious cultural tidbits, and obscure folklore I dig up when doing research for my writing.

As you can see, the characters highlighted in this book have become an everyday part of my life. I hope you are as fascinated by this one-of-a-kind folklore pantheon as I am.

—Thersa






INTRODUCTION
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	A fox called a kitsune suddenly transforms into an enchanting, kimono-wearing woman.

	A giant red-skinned, ogreish oni stomps onto your path, raises its spiked iron club, and roars.

	The amabie, a bird-beaked sea creature, bobs off the coast, warning people of an upcoming pandemic.



These are only a few of the innumerable wonderfully weird and wildly entertaining mythical creatures that have been inhabiting Japan for more than two thousand years. First written about in the ancient chronicles the Kojiki (C.E. 712) and Nihon Shoki (C.E. 720), these tales have been passed down from generation to generation, adapted, embellished, and added to through written records, oral storytelling, artwork, poetry, and plays. Some stories were even reported as true happenings in early news periodicals called kawaraban.

Given Japan’s long history and its people’s rich imaginations, it’s no wonder this small island nation is home to so many gods (kami), spirits, monsters, folk heroes, and villains—as well as all manner of uniquely Japanese supernatural beasties called yōkai. For the most part, all of these otherworldly beings stayed safely inside Japan’s borders until the Internet became widely available and they spread worldwide. Multilayered beasties that range from the heroic to the savage and from the silly to the seductive and every combination in between left Japan to frighten, mystify, and charm people all over the world. Today, you can find them in popular comics, manga, anime, movies, and games.

The dozens of entries in The Book of Japanese Folklore will introduce you to a good many of these characters and give you some insight into who they are, what they do, where they came from, and what their place is in Japanese history and culture. You’ll learn the various ways they’ve evolved over time, some of their more interesting quirks, any well-known story they’re involved in, and where you might have bumped into them in recent times.

Whether you’re familiar with any of these characters or are meeting them all for the first time, you’re sure to be entertained, enlightened, and surprised by these uncanny individuals and their stories. Get ready to meet quirky animals, wise elders, and peculiar shape-shifters—you’ll never see the world quite the same way again!
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JAPANESE CULTURE AND FOLKLORE
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The Power and Mystery of Japanese Folklore

Japan has a rich history that has always been wonderfully interwoven with spectacular legends, timeless tales, and otherworldly creatures. What’s both fascinating and surprising, though, is that this history is not so far removed from the present day. Even now, the line that separates hard reality from the supernatural and the fanciful is not as distinct as you might think.

For example, a person’s extended bout of bad luck might be blamed on a run-in with the binbōgami, or poverty god. On the other hand, a sudden influx of fortune—be it monetary or the good luck of meeting your perfect partner—could have come about because you were visited one night by a lucky ghostly child called a zashiki warashi. House builders still take care not to place windows, doors, stoves, or toilets in the northeastern section of a home. This area is called a kimon, or demon’s gate, and devious oni (ogre-type beasts) can enter from here, bringing with them mayhem and misfortune. (The best thing to place in the kimon area, by the way, is a closet or wall.) In your yard, a prickly holly bush will keep those pesky demons away.

Anyone who has studied, visited, or lived in Japan can surely agree that this is a country that recognizes, honors, celebrates—and oftentimes fears—the unseen parts of daily life. All the deities, creatures, and spirits that lurk in those hidden places feel very real indeed.




Understanding the Terminology and Origins of Folklore

Throughout history, the entities mentioned in Japanese folklore have gone by a lot of different names, such as: mononoke, ayakashi, obake, bakemono, henge, yūrei, kami, and yōkai. Some of these terms aren’t used very often today, so let’s look at the two you will most likely encounter.

The first one is kami (神). It’s translated in English as “god,” but the meaning is much broader than a sacred, all-powerful deity. Per Shinto belief, kami are spirits or divine forces that can be found in all things in nature, and yet they can also move around at will, even inhabiting people. Despite being labeled “gods,” they aren’t all benign do-gooders. Some kami are more sinister, even wrathful, causing ill fortune, disease, or chaos. Examples include the hōsōgami (god of smallpox) or binbōgami (god of poverty).

The second word that you’ll hear quite a bit is yōkai (妖怪). Recently, when I was talking with a friend about Japanese creation myths and how to distinguish between these different categories, he said it was easy: “The gods made us, but we made yōkai.” Yōkai are believed to have come from ancient humans’ fear and awe of their surroundings. Each creature that was creatively whispered about and drawn into life filled a need to understand something beyond comprehension. Life outside (and, at times, inside) the house could be scary. Think of sudden diseases sweeping into a community, natural disasters, and bizarre and dangerous animals that lived in the forests, mountains, or oceans. Ancient people used yōkai as one way to make sense of it all.

For example, the rare and shocking occurrence of what we now know as ball lightning was rumored to be an overly excited, destructive yōkai called a raijū (thunder beast), which descended during storms and started darting about obnoxiously. Or if someone came across an unexplained rattling noise echoing throughout the hills while hiking alone, they might very well explain it as an azukiarai, a mysterious bean washer, vigorously rinsing his beans in a wooden bowl by the riverbank.

These yōkai appear in the earliest historical Japanese texts, scrolls, and art, existing in the liminal spaces throughout the ages: in the day’s dying light, on bridges or crossroads, in abandoned temples, or in the quiet, deep parts of rivers. They can be nightmarish, ridiculous, or enchanting. While reading the following entries, I’m sure you’ll find (more than once) that people’s imaginations were exceptional and unique.




Overlapping Stories

For over a thousand years, the Shinto and Buddhist religions have existed in Japan next to a plethora of legends, superstitions, and folk beliefs. Because of this, the stories found in belief systems often intertwined with folkloric and supernatural tales, causing them to merge and evolve in incredible ways.

Are these creatures mythical monsters, spirits, ghosts, or folkloric heroes? The answer is, they can be all of them at once! Consider, for example, the story of a popular folk hero from a children’s fairy tale, Kintarō. Kintarō was a boy born to a mountain witch after she was impregnated by a thunderclap. As a youth, his exploits included wrestling and defeating bears, but then he grew up and met a famed, real-life hero and samurai named Minamoto no Yorimitsu.

Minamoto no Yorimitsu was putting together a powerful and loyal team he dubbed the Shitennō, or Four Heavenly Kings. The name derives from a Buddhist term that describes four celestial guardians and protectors who also just happen to look like fierce warriors. After Kintarō met with Minamoto no Yorimitsu, the child hero changed his name to Sakata no Kintoki and joined the Four Heavenly Kings. Together, they battled (and defeated) the most heinous oni ogre in all of Japan, Shuten Dōji, as well as the giant yōkai spider monster, the tsuchigumo, or dirt spider.

Kintarō is therefore a folktale character who grew up to become an actual famous samurai, defeating dreadful mythical creatures, then dying the death of a man. He was eventually enshrined in at least one place (Kintoki Jinja), and parents wishing for their sons to grow up healthy and strong, just like the folk hero, pray to him there as a kami god.

So, as you can see, creatures can fall under more than one category. You’ll find both Buddhism and the Shinto belief system are often intertwined with folklore and supernatural creatures. When studying Japanese folklore, it is best to keep an open mind and be watchful for the connections, since the supernatural and mythical will often entwine with the real and historically accurate.




Common Sources

In The Book of Japanese Folklore, you’ll find background information that explains these creatures for people who are completely new to Japanese folklore—but there are also interesting insights and little-known theories for those who are more knowledgeable about the subject. As thorough as this book is, it is by no means the last word on any of these tales or the characters in them. Every one of them has centuries of retellings and reimaginings, different interpretations, as well as thousands of local variations that both deepen and color their legends to make them even more unique.

I’d also like to encourage you to look at a map or search online when specific places, temples, shrines, cities, or prefectures (which are defined districts or regions) are mentioned throughout the text. There is remarkable diversity in traditions and ways of storytelling all over Japan, and it’s fascinating to see how that influences and colors the tales. As for more modern pop culture references, I touched on a few in each entry, but it would be impossible to list every place one of these beasties appeared. Please feel free to use the book as a jumping-off point to seek out even more of them!

Two of the most important sources worth noting are the Kojiki (古事記), or The Record of Ancient Matters, and the Nihon Shoki (日本書紀), or The Chronicles of Japan. Together they are heralded as the most important historical texts in Japan, giving valuable insight into early history, mythology, and culture. The Kojiki is the older of the two, compiled in C.E. 712. It was commissioned by Empress Genmei and completed by Ō no Yasumaro. It mixed historical events with myths and legends. The Nihon Shoki (also called the Nihongi) was put together in C.E. 720 and gives a more detailed account of everything from the mythological beginnings of Japan to the genealogy of the emperors, to the mention of what would become the folk hero Urashima Tarō, who you’ll read about later.

A third important source often mentioned is Gazu Hyakki Yagyō (画図百鬼夜行), or Illustrated Demon Horde’s Night Parade (1776), and the three volumes that followed. These four books, written by Toriyama Sekien (1712–1788), are each a collection of woodblock prints that include a brief story or explanation of the various yōkai, monsters, and other supernatural creatures. The series includes a mix of both creatures that were already well known at the time and completely original yōkai, imagined in Sekien’s brilliant and hilarious mind.

These images and bits of stories, as well as other ancient scrolls and woodblock print books, are the basis for most of the yōkai you see and hear about today. Some more of my favorite sources are listed in the back of this book.




The Yōkai and You

The stories of these otherworldly creatures have prevailed in Japan throughout the centuries for a reason. Whether it’s for entertainment and escape, or for more noble causes—to illuminate different ways of thinking and living, offer comfort in the face of the incomprehensible, or provide insight into the human psyche—these beloved and powerful forces in Japanese culture are finally making their way around the world to startle, frighten, educate, and woo.

If you’d like to read more about specific stories and creatures that have piqued your curiosity, or if you’re interested in learning about the legends as a whole, The Book of Japanese Folklore is here to shine a light on these extraordinary tales, illuminating the shadowy places these bizarre and wonderful creatures reside. Remember to keep your eyes and mind open too, because this is just the beginning. In Japan there is a saying, “Yaoyorozu no kami,” which translates to something like, “Japan is a country with eight million gods or spirits.” But “eight million” actually alludes to an infinite number. There are a lot more where these came from!








ABE NO SEIMEI 安倍晴明
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Pronunciation: AH-beh no SAY-meh

Also known as: The Merlin of Japan
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Overview

Abe no Seimei (C.E. 921–1005) was an actual historical person but also what you might today call a powerful “high wizard.” Proof of his existence comes from the voluminous literature written about him while he was alive, as well as the books he compiled and authored himself, such as Senji Ryakketsu (占事略决), which is filled with a multitude of detailed techniques about everything from bringing about much-needed rain to conjuring lethal curses.

He spent most of his life working for the government, emperors, and the Heian imperial court (the ruling leadership from C.E. 794–1185) as a specialist in divination and magic, sometimes performing truly extraordinary feats. Abe no Seimei was adept in the practice of Onmyōdō (陰陽道), or the Way of Yin and Yang. Onmyōdō was an eclectic system that, while developed in Japan, mixed together various Chinese and Japanese practices and philosophies, such as the Theory of the Five Elements (wood, fire, earth, metal, water), Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Shintoism. Combine all that with a dash of fox magic, and you get a unique and powerful supernatural system called Onmyōdō. A person who practiced this was called an onmyōji (陰陽師), and undoubtedly, the most famous onmyōji was Abe no Seimei.

To say Abe no Seimei’s duties as an onmyōji were diverse would be an understatement. On any given day, he could be asked to predict the outcome of a battle, locate the best place to dig a well, find hidden or lost objects (or people, for that matter), predict the sex of an unborn child, make a calendar, create a magical protection charm, determine both lucky and unlucky days for an upcoming event, help decide where to put a new building, give advice on military strategy, or exorcise a demon.

Abe no Seimei was able to accomplish all of this by using his versatile skill set of meditation, astrology, cosmology, geomancy, meteorology, chrononomy, divination, reading omens, as well as his gift for being able to commune with gods (kami), spirits of the dead, yōkai, and even demons—especially minor servant spirits called shikigami (式神), which he could coerce into doing his bidding. The practice of Onmyōdō was completely banned in 1870.




Background and Popular Stories

Because Abe no Seimei’s mastery of Onmyōdō was so heralded and unmatched in his day, when the great mystical hero passed away (in the year 1005, at the remarkable, ripe old age of eighty-four), word of his stellar reputation spread throughout Japan, and awe led to exaggeration. “Abe the person” quickly turned into “Abe the magical superhero” of myth and legend. These lines are blurred to such an extent that it is sometimes difficult to separate fact from fiction. But if you want to try, many legends are collected in a book called Konjaku Monogatarishū (今昔物語種), or An Anthology of Past Tales, and there are many fascinating accounts of his life.

One interesting story involves Abe no Seimei’s rival, a fellow onmyōji named Ashiya Dōman, aptly nicknamed “The Evil Dōman.” (Compare that moniker to Abe no Seimei’s, which was “Seimei of Justice.”) One of their best-known duels took place when Abe no Seimei was still quite young. The sneaky Dōman challenged the youthful Abe to compete against him in divining what was inside a sealed box. Abe no Seimei agreed. Ashiya Dōman deviously conspired to have fifteen mikan oranges placed inside the box before the event.

When the day arrived, Ashiya Dōman confidently prognosticated in front of the court and an enthralled audience that there were fifteen mikans in the box. Now, Abe no Seimei might have been young, but he wasn’t born yesterday. He used his own preternatural powers to see through Dōman’s trick. But instead of calling him out on the ruse, the young “Seimei of Justice” announced that, no, there were actually fifteen rats inside the box. Imagine Dōman’s surprise when the box was unsealed and out scurried a swarm of furry rodents. Ashiya Dōman was not only shocked; he was defeated.

Abe no Seimei also used a super-powerful (and super-secret) spell called Taizan Fukun no Sai (泰山府君祭). It translates as the “Lord Taizan Ceremony,” which might sound boring until you realize that Lord Taizan is the god of a mountain in China (Taishan) and also one of the kings of hell. The spell could be used to lengthen someone’s life, save someone from death, or (if you were really lucky) bring someone back from the dead. Abe no Seimei and his clan were the only ones who knew the exact details on how to perform this highly coveted, inconceivable wicked magic. According to rumors, a special invitation was sent to all the kings and demons of the underworld, and a human sacrifice may (or may not) have been involved.

It is said that Abe no Seimei used the Lord Taizan Ceremony on his own deceased father; the spell was also used routinely on emperors to keep them alive for a long time, ensuring their lengthy reigns.

The legendary diviner, dubbed the “Merlin of Japan,” has an interesting origin story, of course. Once upon a time, a just man named Abe no Yasuna was visiting a shrine near the Shinoda Forest when he saw a group of hunters chasing a white fox. Feeling pity for the poor animal, Abe no Yasuna chased after them and managed to save the fox, but not before getting hurt himself.

As he lay injured and bleeding on the ground, a woman suddenly appeared, introduced herself as Kuzu no Ha, and helped him back home. In the following days, this mysterious woman continued to visit to help nurse him back to health. The two fell in love, got married, and had a son they named Dōjimaru.

Life was great until Dōjimaru turned five; at that age, he accidentally discovered that his mother, Kuzu no Ha, was, in fact, a white fox. Having been discovered, Kuzu no Ha lamented that she could no longer remain living among humans. Because she was under the command of the fox god, Inari Daimyōjin (AKA: Inari Ōkami in the Kitsune entry; 稲荷大明神), she had to leave.

Not long after she fled, a heartbroken and distraught Dōjimaru found a hastily written poem his mother had pinned to the door. It read: “If you miss me, come visit. Your grieving Kuzu no Ha in the Shinoda Forest.”

Hoping to convince her to come back home, Dōjimaru and his father hiked deep into the woods, where they were greeted by a white fox. They watched as the animal transformed into Kuzu no Ha right before their eyes. She couldn’t return home with them, she said, but she did present her son with a crystal ball and a golden box, saying the fox god, Inari Daimyōjin, wanted her to entrust the two treasures to him.

Later, Dōjimaru changed his name to Abe no Seimei and became the most powerful sorcerer to have ever worked in the imperial court, and the rest is history—or legend, as the case may be.




In Modern Stories

Abe no Seimei, various onmyōji, and the practice of Onmyōdō itself are extremely popular in books, manga, games, anime, TV shows, and movies. It’s interesting to note, though, that in all the original images of Abe no Seimei, he is presented as an older, somewhat plump man, wearing fancy Heian-style robes. But in recent years, you’ll instead find him depicted as an attractive young lad, tall and thin, with long, silky flowing hair, who practices his onmyōji with great flair.


NOW YOU KNOW

Abe no Seimei’s special symbol is the pentagram, which represents the Five Elements. You can buy ofuda (お札), a kind of good-luck charm, at the Seimei Jinja Shrine dedicated to him in Kyoto.
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AKANAME 垢嘗
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Pronunciation: AH-kah-NAH-may

Translation: The Filth Licker or Scum Licker

Etymology: The first character aka doesn’t mean “red,” like some people think when they first see the word—instead, it means “dirt,” “grime,” “filth,” or “old skin that comes off while exfoliating.” The second character means “to lick or taste something.”

Similar to: Akaneburi (垢舐)
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Overview

The akaname is a grotesque-looking yōkai that appears in the middle of the night to lick the accumulated dirt and scum from your bathtub—the dirtier, the better. The very first depiction of the akaname can be found in Toriyama Sekien’s collection Gazu Hyakki Yagyō (画図百鬼夜行), which is translated as Illustrated Demon Horde’s Night Parade. Published in 1776, this was Sekien’s first book illustrating all manner of strange phenomena and yōkai beasties; it was such a hit that it spurred him to write three sequels.

In his book, Sekien did not provide much details about this particular muck-loving beastie, other than a black-and-white visual and a name. From the image, you can see an old-fashioned bathhouse with a skinny, most-likely-naked creature stepping from around a corner. It has a shock of black hair, a long tongue lolling out, and a single foot with one large clawed toe.

Later, the yōkai was elaborated on—in stories and art—and that’s when we learned that the akaname’s main purpose in life is to creep around bathhouses at night and lick the scum, mold, and residue from the tubs, floors, and walls. The akaname is a child-sized creature; it crouches or crawls across the floor, hunched over, on its clawed hands and feet. It has large goggling eyes; wild, mussed-up hair; and, most importantly, an incredibly long tongue. An akaname’s skin color can range from blue-black to green to pale and is even sometimes depicted in a ruddy color when artists play off the homophone of aka, 赤, which can mean “red.”

Despite its horrific appearance, this yōkai is benign. The akaname isn’t really out to hurt you—it just wants to feed off your scum, late at night, in the dark, when you’re not looking. If you do happen to come across one, it’s anyone’s guess which one of you will be more startled and run away first.




Background and Popular Stories

Before the akaname, there was the akaneburi (垢舐), which can be traced back to the year 1686. Yamaoka Genrin talked about this creature in his book of yōkai and ghost stories, Kokon Hyaku Monogatari Hyōban (古今百物語評判), or A Critique of a Hundred Tales Old and New. He wrote that an akaneburi is a monster created from the ki (気), or energy, of accumulated dirt and dust in old bathhouses and abandoned buildings. It then continues to live there, surviving by consuming the grime that spawned it. Genrin explained that just as fish are born in water and drink water, the akaneburi is a creature that originates from the buildup of scum and then eats scum to live.

There’s an atypical and more sinister account of this detritivore (animal that eats dead organic material) written in Nittō Honzō Zusan (日東本草図纂), or An Illustrated Compilation of Japanese Medicinal Herbs from the Eastern Regions. A retelling of the horror-story version goes something like this: Once upon a time, there was a man who lived in Harima Province (what is now the southwestern part of Hyōgo Prefecture). His favorite pastime was to enjoy a nice long soak in an out-of-the-way outdoor hot spring called an onsen. There, he could get away from the hustle and bustle of the town and be alone. This fellow had been frequenting the onsen for quite some time and had never been disturbed by a single person—that is, until one day when, out of nowhere, a beautiful woman appeared. The man was understandably surprised, but was even more surprised when she offered to scrub his back for him. It seemed like a good idea at the time, so he agreed and turned his back to the stranger.

This turned out to be a deadly mistake. The beautiful woman was not a woman at all, but an akaneburi in disguise. With the man’s back turned, the akaneburi stuck out its long, fearsome tongue and licked away his skin and flesh until he was nothing but a pile of bones.




In Modern Stories

The akaname shows up in the anime GeGeGe no Kitarō as a lanky, green-skinned, long-haired beastie and in the role-playing game Pathfinder as a ghoulish little troll. You can even find a detailed, blobby, foul-tempered miniature interpretation of the monster (complete with lengthy tongue) in the Malifaux: Akaname collection of Wyrd Games. In the Japanese media franchise Yo-kai Watch, it’s been given a much more adorable appearance and carries around its own dirty washbasin to lick. The English translation of this akaname is “Tublappa.” Finally, let’s not forget the most adorable pink versions of this gross little yōkai, the Pokémon Lickitung and Lickilicky.








AMABIE アマビエ
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Pronunciation: AH-mah-BEE-ay

Also known as: Amabiko (尼彦, 雨彦, 天彦), sometimes pronounced Amahiko
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Overview

The amabie is a glowing scaled sea creature with a beak and long hair. The yōkai suddenly appeared off the coast of Japan in the mid-1800s and warned of a widespread illness. It then urged the man who first encountered it to draw its likeness and show it to others, and instructed that he should encourage those who looked upon the drawing to do the same. The amabie promised that everyone who did so would be protected from disease and spared misfortune.

This clairvoyant ocean dweller was all but forgotten until COVID-19, when its extremely rough and utterly charming image returned along with a message of hope. Mizuki Productions (the production company of the late Mizuki Shigeru, the creator of the GeGeGe no Kitarō manga and anime) revived this magical mermaid-like creature in a single tweet. On March 17, 2020, they shared Mizuki Shigeru’s own drawing of the yōkai, explained the story of the amabie, and wished for the current pandemic to disappear.

Almost immediately after the Mizuki Productions’ social media post, the #amabiechallenge began, and people all across Japan—and, not long after, all throughout the world—began sharing their own paintings, sketches, animations, crocheted dolls, embroidery, clay sculptures, food creations, and sweets of the yōkai. There was no end to the creativity and fun people were having, as they all came together with the same wish: for the pandemic to end soon.







[image: Image]



Japan’s health ministry quickly made the amabie the face of their public campaign, and the little design was everywhere: on signs, masks, cookies, amulets, keychains, and many more items.


Background and Popular Stories

The most commonly recounted story of the amabie reportedly happened in mid-May 1846 in what is now Kumamoto Prefecture. At that time, a shining object kept surfacing at night offshore. A town official was told to go and investigate; when he did, he was alarmed to find the bewildering creature waiting for him on the beach. This luminous sea monster, with its long hair, thick beak, and scales running from its neck to the bottom of its three legs (or fins), introduced itself, saying, “I am an amabie and I live in the ocean. Good harvests will continue for six years, but soon plagues will spread. Please draw me and show that drawing to others.” The insinuation was that those who drew its likeness and motivated others to do the same would avoid the epidemic. The amabie then returned to the sea.

The town official did exactly as he was directed and reported the whole meeting and conversation, complete with a woodblock print of what the radiant sea monster looked like. This was published via kawaraban (瓦版), a single-sheet woodblock print that was used before newspapers to recount news, festivals, important current events, disasters, and even gossip. The town official’s depiction is usually used as the basis for the images you see today.

There is another version of the amabie, called an amabiko, that is more apelike and completely covered in hair. While it may not be as dazzling, it is rather adorable, with its bulbous nose and funny body shape.

The amabie and amabiko aren’t the only yōkai with portending abilities. They are just two of the several yogenjū (予言獣), or prophetic beasts. From the Edo era (1603–1867) to the Meiji era (1868–1912), epidemics like cholera, measles, smallpox, and the flu plagued Japan, killing many and, on occasion, decimating the population. During these times, there was a rise in the appearances of yogenjū.

Aside from the amabie, there were two other mermaid-type yogenjū who foretold the state of future crops as well as impending rampant disease. The first one was called the jinja-hime (神社姫), which literally means “shrine princess” (see the Ningyo entry for a story about her). She was a 20-foot-long (6-meter) serpentine beastie with the face of a woman, two horns, and a vermillion-colored belly. She announced that she was a messenger of Ryūjin (龍神), the dragon god who lives under the sea in his dragon palace, called Ryūgū-jō (see the Ryū entry for more about dragons).

The second was the hime-uo (姫魚), which literally translates to “princess fish.” She first appeared in 1819 in Hirado, Hizen Province (now Nagasaki Prefecture) a couple of years before the first case of cholera broke out. She also looked like a mermaid, with black hair, horns, and a woman’s face—but she was all fish from the neck down. Similarly, she predicted good harvests for seven years and the cholera epidemic. She advised people to draw and share her likeness, then she vanished under the waves. She was also a messenger from Ryūgū-jō, the dragon palace.

If the jinja-hime and hime-uo sound a lot alike to you, you’re correct. You can tell the difference, though, because the jinja-hime is longer and more snakelike, with a bright red underbelly, whereas the hime-uo is shorter and has a golden body that resembles a fish.

Then—not fishlike at all and unrelated to the sea—there are the kudan and kutabe. Often believed to be born from cows, these two make their divine forecasts speaking human language and then die soon after. The kudan (件) has the face of a human and the body of a cow. It showed up in 1836 in Kyoto forecasting something similar to what the other prophetic beasts foretold: There would be some great harvests but also a terrible disease. But it said that if people hung up its image, their families would be safe, and their fields would be bountiful. There have been quite a few sightings of the kudan, where it foresees everything from crop failures to droughts to war and, of course, sickness.
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