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The dreas, thoughts and actions of the Japanese child are unique. Hi s 

eyes see the world in a different •anner than the eyes of ehildren ot other 

countries. The stars, the trees and flowers, the sea and land; each haTe a 

different story for hi.Jl. His fairy tales, the explanations of parents and 

grandparents, are much dif ferent than those of other children, so his t houghts 

and dreuis also differ.I As he grows, the explanations giTen hilt play a major 

role in his personality deTelop•ent. 

One of the author's aims in presenti?li J apanese •ythology is to show how 

and why the Japanese see and think as they do. If possible, the author rill 

•ake a..-ailable a picture of Japanese per sonality by r eTealing the forees 

basie to its foni.ation. Mytholoa is one of tboae f orces whieh has not been 

outdated. While the outer man •ay be altered as a result of contact with 

other societies, the inner core of that person, foI'lled by inherent beliefs 

and personal credences, reaains unchanged. Mythology and legends play a 

•ajor role in the foI'll.ation of this inner being, and thus the knowledge 

ot hi s mytholoiY i s necessary before one can gain an insight ;~ ha. 

lwi1lbm. Elliot Griffis , Japan in Histo0, Folklore aad .A.rt 
and li'ew Tork : Ho~hton Mifflin Co•pany, 1906, p. 60. 

(Boston 



Perhaps the best way to begin a. study of aytholou is by defini?li 

the .yth. '?lfO definitions are: 

... • a traditional or legen~ story, usual:b; concerning 
soae superhUJBan being or so1ae alleged person or eTent, whether 

. without or with a deteminable basis of fact or a natural 
expl anation; especial l y a traditional or legendary .story usually 
concern~ deities of demi-gods and the creation of the world 
and its inhabitants.2 

Although the word "•yth" has aequired the eonnotations of 
error and wishful thinldng in modern speech, a •Yth aay be 
defined as a aacred story whieh is usually aeeepted as true 
in the society where it is told; it may explain how the world 
and •an and nrious h1.D1.an institutions caaae into bei~o3 

2 

Myths deal with Tarious subjects. hong these are the creation of hUJ1an 

beings and their natural entlroillllent, the relations between the sexes, hUJ1an 

and crop fertility, ritual and the necessity for ritual.4 .i.ceording to 

Bronislaw Malinowski, a proJll.inent anthropologist, aythsr 1) explain how 

things ori&inated, 2) support traditional customs, 3) sanction •odes of 

behaTior and 4) lend dignity and iaportance to an institution.5 Myths can 

also explain a ebani!,of past conditions to a new systea.6 It has been 

2c.L. Barnhart, (ed.), The .American Col leie Dictionary (llew York: 
Rando■ House, 1964), p. 805.-

3vietor Barnou•, .ln Introduction to .lnthropology, Vol. II "Ethnolou" 
(Homewood, Ill: The Dorsey Press, 1971), p. 273. 

4catherine H. Berndt, "The Ghost Husband: Soeiety and the IndiTidual 
in New Guinea }{ythV .'.!!!! .lnthropologist Looks !! ~ (Austin: Published 
for the .Aaeriean Folklore Society, UniTersity of Texas Press, 1966), P• 2L6. 

SBronislaw ){alinowsld, Argonauts of the Western Pacifio, quoted in !n 
Int~oduction to Anthropology, Vol. II, "Ethnology", (HOlllewood, Ill.i The 
Dorsey Press, 1971), p.278. 

6nean Doris Crozier, .A.nthropologist, Wotes fro• elass lecture (Sociolo~ 
ll21 Cultural .lnthropology) St. Charles, Ho, VoTaber 3, 1972, concerning 
creation myths of ...arious cultures. 
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obsened that one of the foreaost functions of the myth is t o entert ain1-­

storytelling is a popular and hiihly prized art. John Greenway, an anthro­

pol oiist interested in myths, has said that the enjoym.ent of ayth proTides 

sui'fi«ient reason f or its erlstenee, but also that iaytbs serTe other Tery 

important purposes. Myths are the "warrant for existenee" and the "charter 

for reality" f or a culture.a Myths proride insiiht into historical facts, 

reliiious eoncepts and human thought. In the s ense that man makes hi s tory, 

myth is truthful/ as loni as the student understands the culture out of which 

it ~rows and the necessities that create i t .9 

Re~ard.less of lfhether the myth is speeifieally true or 
not, if it is in any sense t ypieal or representatiTe of any 
aspects of recent .•. soeiety it is true then as a ~atie 
ellbodntent of certain facts about the society, eTen if not 
of literal historical fact in all detai1.10 

Scm.e historians study myths because they contain preriously unexplained 

facts or directions as to how certain weapons were aade.ll Many •yths iiTe 

needed infontation about historys :for example, from one myth found in a 

culture, h i storians discoTered that another culture had once traTelled across 

the sea and landed on its shores, relati~ to the fomer culture their 

knowle~e of aetals.12 

?Barnou-w, .2E• cit., p. 278. 

8Yelrille Jaeobs , (ed.), The .lnthropologist Looks at~ (Austin: 
Published for the .bter ican Folklore Society, UniTersity of Texas Press, 
1966), Int roduction, p . X. 

9Ibid, P• xi. 

lOJohn L. Fischer, "A. Pon..pean Oedipus Tale: Structural and Socio­
psyeholo~ieal Analysis", 'l'he .inthropologist Looks at~ (.lustin: Published 
for the herican Folklore So¢i~ty, UniTersity of Texas Press, 1966) , j~~t25. 

llJaeobs, loe. cit. 

12~. 



SeTeral eainent anthropologists studying Tarious •ultures haTe set down 

what they belieTe to be eharacteristics or eleiaents of mythology. 'l"he author 

has chosen to list them together to further a broader understanding of what 

the myth is culturally. 

1) Myths aay bring out facts or characteristics of a 
culture which are iabedded in tradition and thus taken for 
granted by the people o.f that culture.13 

2) The mythology of a soeiety expresses a kind of 
world Tiewaand presents a set of answers for some of the 
riddles of lif'e experienced within the culture.14 

J) Myths are a part of a system of ideas and beliefs 
of the particular culture, and as such cannot be properly 
understood without a study of the culture also.15 

4) Myths ean be useful as a syste11 of edueation into 
the total reality systea gr a society, trans.itting ideas 
and morals to the ehil d. 1 

5) :W:yths yield insights into the guiding beliefs of 
a society.17 

The eurrent guiding beliefs of a peopleaare a product of the past history 

undergone by all of the people of that culture. In order to study a people, 

one aust take into account not only that culture as it is today, but also that 

lJWiUia A. Lessa, 
~ ~11\::fuY-u\?o\o~l)G L L1oks ~ 
Avnev-~c~ Fol k \uy-e_.. Soc"leh.j, 

14Barnouw, ~• eit., P • 241. 

15Berndt, .2E• ill•, p. 267. 

16nr. George R. Horner, 11A Bulu Folktale: Content and Analysis", '!'he 
Anthropologist Looks at~, (.lustin : Published for the American Folklore 
Society, UniTersity of Texas Press , 1966) , p. 1.45. 

17weston LaBarre, 11Tbe 1.y.aara: History and ~orldTiew", The .Anthropologist 
Looks at~, (.lustin: Published for the .b.erican Folklore Soeiety, 
UniTersity of Texas Press, 1966), p. 130. 



culture's history as a shapini influen~e.18 

'?he two u.ain sources of Japanese history and mythology are the Kojilci 

and the Wihon Shoki or NihoI1&i, composed in the early eighth eentury.19 

Although these sources are often inaccurate and eontradietory, their creation 

•yths, their story of the Sun Godde~~, and their concept of the dirtnity of 

the emperor and the uniqueness of the Japanese people reflected beliefs held 

by the Ja~anese until Tery reeently.20 In their paies mne ie introduced to 

Izanaii and Izanami, .Ama-tera-su, Susa-no-o abd numerous other deities, and 

these au~st bei112s proTide ~ with stories that are quaint, beautilul, 

The Kojild, or Reeord of Ancient Thinis, written i A.D. 
but not printed until 1642, is a sort of Japanese Bible. 

Wibor12i, or llarratiTes of Japan, was written in A.D. 720. 
It is to the Kojilci what the books of Chronicles are to the 
books of the Kings. It t ells utiuite fully about the seTen 
loni-liTed emperors, fiTe of whoa died when oTer a hundred 
years old, and one of whOlll reigned for a century and a year.22 

One object of the stories and narrations of the Kojiki and the Nibongi seem.& 

to be to explain the origin and record the ancestry of the tribes of early Japan.23 

lBfils. 

19Hilton Meyer, Japan: J.. Concise History (Boston: .lllyn and Bacon, 
1966), P• 16. 

20Ibid. 

21F. Hadland Daris, Myths and Legends of Japan (London: Geo?'ie G. 
Harrap & Company, 1912), Introduction, p. XT. 

22,tillia Elliot Griffis, ~.cit., pps. 43-44. 

23Ibid. 



The J1.ythieal narratiTes found in the Kojiki and llihongi also enable one to 

enTision some early Japanese institutions, to learn a little about their 

early religion, and to discoTer that the Japanese world is peopled with 

powerful influences, both iOOd and eTi1.24 

6 

One example of the "typical" Japanese fairy t ale can be found on the 

followini three pages. "The Silly Jelly-Fish" ii a Japanese fairy tale 

inTolTing the traditional dragon-king and queen, a jelly-fish and a •onkey. 25 

The purpose behind the tale is the explanation of why the jelly- fish has no 

bones. It is typical of ayths in that it serTes the purpose of explaining 

the inexplicable, while also entertaining the illlagination. 

2Loeorge Barley Sansom, Japan, 1. Short Cultural History (N'ew York: D. 
Appleton-Ceatury Ccnpany, Ine., 1943J, p . 25. 

25Lafcadio Hearn, Japanese Fairy Tales (N'ew York: Boni and LiTeright, 
1928), ppe. 36-41. 
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Japan, lilce nearly all other lands, has its own unique beliefs about its 

creation. is the Bible tells the Christian his creation, the anaient 

Kojilci and Nihon~i tell the Japanese of his beginnings. It has been pointed 

out that the "quest for historical beginnings is no less baffling in Japan 

than elsewhere.n26 

Perhaps the best way to begin the story of Japan is with the creation 

11yth itself. 

Of old there was noth~ in the uniTerse but thick, 
sluggish matter. It was shapeless and formless and 
stretched to infinity. ill was chaotic. HeaTen and Earth 
were J1ingled like the white and yolk of an egi that ham. 
been stirred through oountless ages. Aeon followed aeon 
without ch-Die• Then, suddenly, a great upbeaTal began to 
take place and straI12e noises filled the boundless , silent 
uniTerse, and out of the ohaotie aaU the light and purer 
part rose up and spread thinly outwards, while the heaTier 
and grosser elements gradually cme together and fell, until 
there was a distinct cleaTage between the two. 

The light mass 110Ted steadily upwards. It spread and 
extended until it completely oTerhung the solid 11.ass below. 
Parts of il, as if hesitant and uncertain what to do, still 
clUI12 together and foraed a paradise, and it was called 
Takall-iahara--- The High Plain of HeaTen • 

.ill this while, the heaTier 11.ass was still sinking and 
seemed to haTe great difficulty in takiI12 shape. Another aeon 
passed. From the heaTenly heights the mass l ooked huge and 
black, and it was called Earth .. 

In this way the HeaTen of Talcartagahara and the Earth came 
in into being, and with them the legend of the bit th of Japan. 27 

26Douelas G. Haring, Japan's Pro~pect (Cambri~e, Hass: HarTard 
UniTersity Press, 1946), p. 215. 

27Helen and William lfo.!lpine, -tapanese Ttles and Leienaa (Mew York: 
H. Z. Walelc, 1959), pps . 3-4. 



•••• Then the young land floated in the water lilce oil, 
and drifted about like a jelly-fish. Out of this wara earth 
sprouted a bush-like object, frOJt which were born two deities. 
Pleasant-Reed-Shoot-Prinee-Elder-God and The-Deity-standini­
Eternally-in-HeaTen. After these heaTenly deities seTen 
ienerations of gods were born • 

...• These KAMI or iOds, though in pairs called a 
generation, were each sinile and had no sex; but the last 
two of the series were Izanagi and Imanmrl, and their names 
mean The-Male-Wbo•InTites and The-Female-Who-InTites. 

liter these seTen diTine generations had come into 
existence, all the heaTenly gods, granting to Izanagi and 
Izanmni a heaTenly jeweled spear, collll1.anded the ~~ir to make, 
consolidate, and giTe life to the drifting land. 

8 

The spear was the legendary spear Amanonuboko, one of the greatest treasu.?es 

of the High Plain of HeaTen.29 This smae s~ear later bee.me part of the f~ed 

Imperial Regalia of the J apanese Mikados • 

•••• The two gods stood on the Floati~Bridge of HeaTen, 
and Izanagi pushed down the jeweled spear and stirred the 
soft wam mud and s~lt water. When the spear was drawn up, 
the drops that fell from it thiekened and famed the Island 
of the Congealed Drop .••. Upon this the tw gods descended, 
and, planting the jeweled spear in the ground, they made it 
the central pillar of a palace • 

.•.• Then f~owed the creation of the Tarious islands 
of Japan, and all the gods who liTe on the earth and are 
called the earthly deities. These earthly gods married 
maong each other, and from them were born many good things, 
such as rice, wheat, millet, beans, sorghua, and ot her 
articles of food. Gradually the earth was filled with trees 
and plants and beautiful objects, as gems and shells and 
waTes.30 

28oriffis , EE· cit., pps . 26- 27. 

29Helen and ~illiam Mc!lpine, .2E.• cit., p . 6. 

30oriffis , EE.• ill•, pps. 27- 28 . 



9 

These myths descri be the actual creation of tbe High Plain of HeaTen. and 

the Earth. Ther e are Tariatio118 of these t ales which explain that 1) t he 

creation was brought about by the Lord of HeaTen whos e diTine presence was felt 

throughout Ta..k.mi.agahara and who, the s ages r elate, was the creator of 

Talcamagahara i tself, 31 and 2) the HeaTen and Earth were properties of In and 

,!£, male and female principles corresponding to the Chinese ~ and .!!!!• 32 

The presence of a "Lord of HeaTen" may r epresent a later ch~e in the myth 

to make it adaptable to the Christian belief which bee.me a part of Japan, while 

the male and female properties made Tisualization of the • reation simpler 

for the common man. The origin myths of Japan concentrate on male and 

female figures , as do many other cultures' myths. In Polynesia, as in Japan, 

one theme used ie the propping up of the sky father to permit irowth of 

lirlng creatures on the body of the earth motber. 33 

The myth menti ons numerous deiti es of no specified sex, called KAMI. 

Kill! were all beings who desened to be reTered or dreaded. The most itlpor­

tant KAMI were affiliated with birth, growth, change and deatb. 3li The sun, 

31HcAlpine, ~• ill•, p. 5. 

32nan s , .2J?.. ~., p . 21. 

33n. C. Holton, The Political Philosophy of Modern Shinto, quoted by 
Douglas Haring,~• cit., p . 219 . 

34Charles A. Moore , (ed. ), The Japanese Mi nd (Honolulu: East-West 
Center Press , 1967 ), p . 25. 
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moon, mountains, riTers and trees are all diTine, and thereforeddeified. 

The purpose of many myths of Japan is to exph.i n an institution and to 

giTe it support . In Japan the men take precedence o:ter lfOlllen. An explanation 

of "why" is found in pa.rt of the myth of Izanagi and Izanami. 

After Izanagi and Izanami had created the firs t island, Onokoro, they 

built a shrine and a column to thank the Lord of HeaTen. When they had prayed, 

they reali zed that in order t o create other islands they would haTe to become 

man and wife (instead of brother and sister, their preTious relationship) . 

The two wer e instructed to circle the earthly column, she to the right and he 

to the left and when they met they would know each other truly. 35 So both 

walked around the eolumn, and when they met on t he farther side Izanami, the 

female god, cried, "How loTely t o meet a handsome male!" This offended Izanagi, 

who belieTed he should haTe spoken first.36 YeTertheless they bec2me husband 

and wife, but there was no joy between them any lon~er. Their first son was 

born weak and boneless, like a leech. The child, considered a bad omen, was 

placed in a drifting boat on t he ocean. Izanagi, knowing that t his was a sign 

of t he Lord of High HeaTen 1 s displeasure, consulted with the gods. The gods 

had decreed that man must take preeedence oTer woman, and they were displeased 

-because Izanami had spoken first a£ter eireling the HeaTenly Column. The pair 

agreed to circle the cmmunm again, and thig tme Izanagi spoke fi.rst . At 

35JfoAlpine, EE• cit. , p. ll. 

36Ibid. 



that moment they began to feel a sense of unity with the earth and a new 

loTe for each other.37 

11 

The author belieTes that this legend stems from the fading of the 

matriarehal state in Japan. lot only does it explain how 0 loT•n began, but 

it shows why the man should take precedence, indicates a knowledge of the 

changing condition of life and s anctions this change. 

The account of the marriage of Izanagi and Izanami states that Izanami 

iaTe bi:bth to the islands of Japan, the sea, the riTers, thel"Jloub.ti.ias, and 

the trees. 38 They realized the need for a master or masters to rule the 

uniTerse, so they produeed Ama-tera-su, the Sun Goddess ( "BeaTen-Illuaine'" 

of-Great-Deity"), Tsuki-Iumi, the Moon God, Susa-no- a, the Stonn God ( 0 The­

Impetuous Hale") and Kagu-tsuchi , the Fire God, who burni,d Izanami so badly 

that she died and went to the Land of Tomi.39 Before she died, howeTer, she 

was critically ill for days. Izanaii tried to help her by preparing special 

foods and medicines, but whateTer she attempted to swallow was immediately 

rejected. From these rejections the gods and goddesses of metals were born; 

while from other parts of her body the god and goddess of earth i ssued forth . 

By this time Iz-.nami I s body was completely destroyed and she died, bringing 

grief to e-.rth for the firs t time.40 

37Ibid., p . 12. 

38DaTis, .2E.• cit. , pps . 22- 23. 

39Ibid. 

40),eAlpine, .2E.• .£!!., pps . 14-15. 
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An offshoot of this tale is found in the Koj ik:i, in which Izanagi 

pursued his wife to the Land of Iomi to win her back. He found it a region 

of awful foulness, and his wife a mass of wonns . Rushing out, he washed 

himself in the sea, and from the rinsings were born a great many eTil gods. 

These trouble the good gods, and Tex and annoy mankind. hi But out of his right 

eye was born a beautiful maiden, the Sun Goddess, and the Moon God was born 

from his l eft eye. The mischieTous Stonn God was born when Izanagi washed 

his nose.42 

These myths explain the sun, moon, stoms and why things fo wrong. In 

the variation of the births of the Sun Goddess and her siblings, another explan­

ation i s found. The ieason the Sun Goddess and Moon God were born from t he 

eyes of Izanagi came from the idea that the sun and moon are the two eyes 

of heaTen. When Izanagi washed his nose and created the Stom God, the 

concept of the winds and stonns as the breathi ng of snorting of the sky- father 

was illustrated.43 

Another purpose sened by this myth is the explanat i on of death and 

what happena to the spirit after death . The Japanes e believe, like many 

other peoples , that t he deceased goes to the underworld and, in some eases may 

be brought back. 

hlGriffis, loe. cit. - --
u2oeorge Willi.m Knox, ~ DeTelopment of Religion in Japan (1lew !ork: 

and London : G. P. Putnam' s Sons , 1907), p, 22 . 

U3Moore, .2E.. cit. , p. 26. 
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One more purpose is serTed by this myth, howeTer, and that is the explan-tion 

of the institution of diToree. When Izanagi found Izanami, she promised to 

return. with him if he would remain in romi one night without gazing upon her. 

Unable to restrain himself, he broke his promise. She, enraged, Towed to 

hound him to his destruction. She set all manner of demons on his trail , 

and when they failed, pursued him herself. By use of imagination and diTine 

luck, he managed to escape, and climbing to earth, set a mighty boulder in the 

hole that diTided earth from Iomi. When she demanded its remoTal, he renlied: 

'Here and now I seTer our marriage ties . Understand 
we are no l on~er m~n and wife. I haTe returned to the 
world of light and I beg you to return without 4turther. 
words to your land of the dead and darkness. • 

In this manner, Izanagi 1-.id the patt ern for the diToree of future generations . 

But Izanami threatened that if he di Torced her she would destroy a thousand 

people every day. He countered by declaring t hat be would then cause 1.500 

strong babies to be born each day. He then cut the ties further by pe:r11U1.nent ly 

separating the liTing world from the dead with the mighty boul der, forcing 

I zanami ' s return to Iomi and denying foreTer the possibility of the dead 

returning to the liTing earth. 

liliMeilpine, ~ • £!!. , pps. 16- 22. 



MITHS AS EXPLANATIONS: 

NATURAL PHENOMENA 

DIVINE KINGSHIP 

PA.RALLEI..5 AND UNIVERSALITY OF MITES 
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Many anthropologists and historians ha Te tried to corre~ the H 

Japanese origin myths with historical data they possess. In the Kojik.i and 

llihoI!ii, the region called "Heaven" could haTe been the region settled by 

from Oceania or South China, who had come in eanoes oTer "the Floati.ni Bri~e 

of Heaven"- -the Black Current. Japan, then would haTe corresponded to Earth, 

especially the region~ Idzumo. When the tribes from Oceania came with their 

ideas of diTine chieftains and their hierarchy of status, the Idzumo tribes 

were impressed. Subsequently this led to the marria~e of the "HeaTenly Deities" 

-with the "Earthly Deities", the blending of two cultures and the beginnings of 

the ori~in myths . is the two cultures bee.me more sophisticated, they realized 

their need of a unified country re~ulated by a single emperor. The Yamato 

rulers then con'ri.nced themselTes that "since ages eternal" they had been 

practicing that Tery system in Japan. Japan became a land with a god-king 

and diTine nobility.45 

Some sources say that the myths can be dated to a certain time (712- 720 

A. D. ) because of the importance of iron and bronze swords, mirrors and other 

objects in the tales . 46 In the Kojiki the creation i s unmistakeably related 

to the Chinese Iang-Iin principle: chaos began to condense, HeaTen and Earth 

parted and Three Deities brought about the commencement of creation, then the 

A.ctiTe and PassiTe Essences (Izanagi- Izanami) deTeloped and these two spirits 

becQllle the ancestors of all liTing things . 47 

45Haring, .2E.· eit., p . 223. 

46Jonathan E. Kidder, Japan Before Buddhism ()lew York : F. J.. . Praeger, 
1966 ) , p. 132 . 

47Ibid. 
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In all cultures, especially primitiTe ones, there exists a curiosity 

about natural phenomena. What ma1cee the 111000 shine? Why do terrible storms 

destroy nature? How does the sun rise each day? The Japanese haTe explanations 

for all of these queries. Their answers are not neeessarily soientifie, 

but they serTed the primitiTe man. George Kno~, the author of The DeTel opment 

of Reliiion in Japan belieTes that primitiTe ma.n's powers of reasonini were - - - ~ 

similar to those of a child. His ideas about where things c-.1ne !rom, what 

they were and how they came about were simple ones: the answers were on the 

surface, for " ••• man eYer explains the unknown by the known.n48 As things are, 

so were they created. 

The Japanese explained the concept of night and day in terms of a human­

typ-e argument. When Tsuki-yumi, the Moon God, went to the High HeaTen to rule 

with his sister Ama-tera-su, the Sun Goddess , they quarreled, and the Sun 

Goddess eaid he was wicked and she did not wish to see him faee to face . A 

solution was reaehed when day and ni&ht were created so they could dwell 

apart.49 

A. natural phenomena such as a storm and the da.maie it caused were attributed 

to the mischieTous Stenn God Sasa-no-o and his bad temper.SO He was an 

48 "t 21 Knox, 2.E.• ~•, P• • 

49Darts, loc • .ill• 

SOsansOill, ~• cit., P• 22. 



16 

undesirable deity whose temper often led him to many cruel deeds. He con­

tinually wept and wailed, and when aDfP'Y he would wither the greenery in 

once-beautiful mountains or cause many people to die. Because he was so eTil, 

the gods banished him to the :Wether Land (Iemi) . 5l In some later myths he 

is presented as a hero. One example is the myth of the eight-tailed serpent. 

To some anthropologists, this tale explains where the diTine sword originated. 

To historians it has a basis in fact. Many of the so-called myths strongly 

parallel actual eTents and could haTe been transferr ed to legend. There is a 

myth told about the god Susa-no-o Tisiting Silla (southeast Korea) where he 

reports gold and silTer to be found. In the legend, he encounters andeight-

f orked dragon in whose tail he finds a wonderful sword (part of the di Tine 

regalia of Japan) . Some European scholars suggest that Susa- no- o closely 

parallels andactual chieftain who found metals in Korea. According to the 

scholars, the dragon represents a river with many tributaries; and the destruc­

tiTe eonduet of t he dragon is aetually the destruction of life and property 

by that riTer in flood. The sword in the dragon ' s tail would then be a deposit 

of iron found at the head of one of the tributary streams . 52 

Susa-no-0 eame upon an old couple with t heir young daughter Kushi-nada­

hime ("liondrous- Inada- Princess"). They were grieTed because soon she would be­

come their eighth daughter to be consumed by a dreadful serpent. Susa-no-a, 

notieing the girl's beauty, offered to slay the dragon in return for her hand 

in marriage. To protect the girl, he transformed her into a many- toothed eomb 

51:oaTis, EE.• cit., P• 25. 

52Sansom, ~• cit., p . 26. 
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i for his hair, then began brewing eight tubs of sake for the demon-- one tub 

for each head. The monster had eight heads, eyes as red as winter cherry, and 

eight tails, with firs and •~ress-trees growing on its back. The length of 

its body coTered eight hills and eight Talleys . 53 

I 
Finding the sake, each head eagerly drank: until the monster became 

drunk and fell asleep. Susa-no-0 then ehopped the serpent into small piecee . 

In one of his mighty tails , he discoTered a diTine sword called the Hurakumo-n6-

Tsuguri, which he presented to the gods of High BeaTen.54 

One myth discusses the reTenge of a woman scorned and explains why chil­

dren of emperors peri sh at an early age. Prince Ninigi, the grandson of the 

Sun Goddess, fell in loTe with a beautiful maiden, Ko-no-hana (the Princess 

Who Makes the Flowers to Blossom) . Her father preferred that Hinigi marry his 

eldest daughter Iha-naga (Princess- Long-as- the-Rocks) so his children would 

baTe eternal life. 'ffhen Minigi chos e Ko-no-hana instead of her long-liTed 

s i ster, Iha-naga became angry, and told him that he would be <rn~sed with chil­

dren as short-liTed as the blossom of ~he t rees.55 

If one had to pick the most important type of myth in early Japan, he 

would probably decide that it was the explanatory myth. The Japanese, curious 

53.DaTis, .2£• cit., pps . 29-30. 

54Ibid. 

55Ibid., p . 34. 
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about why things were the way they were , and without the scientific answers 

of today, probably weleomed any answers to their queries. A subject of 

especial curiosity was the tides (~nd no wonder, on an island!) and occasional 

flooding. According to myth, Prince Ninigi had two sons named Hosusor i and 

Hikohohodemi ( Prince Fire Glow ~d Prince Fire Fade) . Each had a remarkable 

talent. The eldest, Fire Glow had a lucky; fish hook to guarantee him fine 

fishing . Fire Fade was an exceptional hunter with his lucky bow and arrow. 

One day they decided to change places, and Fire Fade had the misfortune to 

lose his brother ' s l ucky hook . They had a terri bl e ar~ent, and in anger 

Fire Fade went down below the ocean to Riu Gu, the paiace of the Dragon King. 

There Fire Fade married the Sea King ' s daughter and spent three happy years 

wit h her before he became troubled about the hook again. ~eHe located the hook 

and decided to return home. Fearing for his son- in-law' s safety, the Sea King 

presented him with the jewel of the tides. 56 If Fire Gl ow refused to for~iTe 

him, Fire Fade could simply drown him in a massive flood. When he raised a 

flood t hat threatened to drown the whole world, Fire Glow realized hi s younger 

brother ' s power and thereafter became his servant. 57 

This myth no doubt explained a great flood and the narr ow escape of the 

Japanese from death by drowning. It supports the idea of respect t oward the 

god of the tides and gives warning to those who show disrespect. Notice the 

5~c.Upine, .2E.· Ell•, pps . 23- 31. 

57Griffis, ~ • cit., p . 29. 
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relationship of the "jewel" of tides to the jewel in the imperial regalia. 

The jewel symbolizes the moon, which, it has been follld, affects the ebb and 

flow of tides. ifuether the early Japanese knew the effect of the moon on the 

tides is pure conjecture. 

Another question asked by the Japanese was how the sea bec~e separate 

from the land. This myth concerns the Sea King's daughter~ who was with child 

and decided to join her husband Fire Fade on earth. He built a hut for her 

to giTe btirth in, and she made him promise not to look on her in her pain. The 

young prince could not restrain his euriosity, boweYer, and was greeted by the 

sight of a #)ragon rather than his beloYed -wife giTing birth. His wife, angm-ed 

and ashamed, decided to leaTe him and foreTer to seTer the sea from the land. 

Siniing a sad soni, she left his earthly child with him and descended into 

the sea, passing from his sieht. Although Fire Fade composed a return sone 

and sang it each nieht, there was nenJr any answer except the sound of the 

wat ers lapping the sand.58 

This myth and most of the others recounted in this study haTe a ~arallel 

~ l in the myths of some other countr~. !n ex~ple of this uniTersality i s the 

belief in god-kings. 

The institution of the diTine emperor is regarded by the 
Japanese as without earthly parallel. EYen a cursory study of 
the history of Egypt, Mesopot~a, India, Indonesia or China 
disposes of this claim. In early times god-kings were the only 
kinq of rulers conceiTable in these ~siatic societies ...• 

•.•• The Hindu fonn of diTine kingship appears historically 

s~cilpine, 2E.• ~-, pps. 32-34. 
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in Indonesia, C.mbodia, Si-m and Polynesia.59 

Indi_. literature(~: the Satapatha Brahmana) states the theology and ritual 
I 

of diTine kiiagship e:xplicitly.60 There is one difference in concept, and that 

is that the god-king was not born diTine, but acquired ditinity through a 

priestly miracle called "Quickening", in which he died as a man and was reborar. 

a gad. He was then washed and anointed, he drank the ditine essenee and 

began functioning a! a god. He regulated the uniTerse: the sun ro!e when he 

woke up and set when he retirea.61 

The emperors of China manifested diTine charaeteristics, exeept t hat they 

were considered merely HeaTen ' s representatiTes rather than gods . The emperor 

could sway the balance in the eternal struggle of Yang .ind Yin and thus he 

effected the alternations of the seasons .62 

Other iiiatic creation legends are known in Japan; 
the myths of the Sun goddess, for example, show close 
Asiatic affiliations . 3 

A plausible modern parallel (to the myths of Japan) 
appears in Oceania, especially natiTe Polynesia, where 
ki.ni and nobles stand apart from commoners because of their 
mystical powers. Elaborate etiquette, a special language 
of chiefly addresi:, dual goTernment by a sacred king and 
a politicall y aDle executiTe, special taboos to protect 

591a,. Nye Steiger, H. Otley Beyer and Conrado Benitz, ! History of the 
Orient, quoted by Bari.Di, op . cit ., p . r 215 . 

60Toid., pps . 215-216. 

61Ibid. 

62~. 

63Ibid., p . 219 . 



ordinary follc from the fatal power resident in the chief's 
person, occur in many parts of Polynesia. There also is a 
saered drink serTed with complex ritual, to renew and sus­
tain the diTinity of chiefs and nobles ... . Trained reciters 
preserTe traditions and ienealogies; these are Titally inl­
portant because diTinity passes by descent to both kings and 
nobles . A slight Yariation in a sacred genealogy or myth 
may wreck the social status of one family and enha.nce that 
of another. Since kings are born diTine they owe no aebt 
to the priests .64 

The Japanese tales of Izanagi and Izanami show strolli resemblanee to the 

Polynesian beliefs. Both the idea of creating islands from a fonnless sea 

and the creation by diTine sexual actiTity are duplicated in Polynesian 

mythology.65 
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Because the diTinity of Japanese chiefs and rulers was also hereditary, 

great inlpozj,ance lay in genealogy and traditi<m. Guilds of professional 

reciters preserved these traditions, sometimes, perhaps, mami:pulating the 

genealogies to benefit a generous patron. 66 

Etiquette of approach to diYine pereonages, a 
special language of chiefly address, dual government by a 
magieal ruler and a political go- getter, taboos t o guard 
the sacred person gr the chief- all these were eommonplaee 
in early Japan • • . • 7 

Traditiomally, a screen of state separated the cormnoner from the divine one, 

and many precautions were taken to protect the common eye from diTi.nity in 

public . Tea replaced the ritual drink, and until very lately was a priTilege 

ef the upper class only. 68 

64no~las Hari~, !h! Position of t he Ruler in Japan, quoted by Haring, p . 217. 

65Ibid. , pps. 218- 219. 

66~ . , P • 217. 

67Ibid., p . 218. 

68Ibid. 



The detennin:..tion of social status and de~ree of 
diTinit y of the nobility by reference to mytholoiy and 
genealogy surviTes t o the present.69 
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A ritual danee is also uniTer~al to mythology. Both Polynesia and Japan 

giTe aceounte of ritual dances perfonned to augment the supernatural powers 

of the leader. In Japanese mytholo~y, ritual dam~es appear in the Kajiki 

account of the diTine magic that lured the Sun Goddess from her oaTe where 

she fled in .. fit of anger (see lat,er paie for story.). Ritual dances are 

also a part of the modern )Io Drama.70 

The Japanese legend is uniTersal, yet also eontrasts sharply with other 

nations. While most other nations baTe deified the sun and moon, the stars 

and mountaina, and all the greatest works of nature, the Japanese haTe gone 

further to describe the red blossoms of azaleas as the fires of th• Gods, and 

the white snow of Fuji as their diTine iannents.71 

69Ibid. 

70Ibid. 

7lnans, .2£• .lli•, p. niii. 
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After the death of Izanami, Izanagi faded from mythology and was replaced 

by tales o.f the Sun Goddess and the Storm God. The Sun Goddess Ama-tera-su 

is the central figure in Japanese mythology, .for it is from the Sun Goddess 

that the diYine emperors are directly deseended. 72 The story of the Sun 

Goddess and Suaa-no-o is, at the same time, the most amusing and the most 

important of the myths. It serTes a multiple purpose: to e:xplain how and 

why the sun went behind the clouds, to explain how the diYine regalia came 

into existence, and to ~use the listener with a tale he could identify with 

(a htm1an display of emotion made the gods seem closer,) 0 

According to the legend, Susa- no-o, the mischieTous br0ther of the Sun 

Goddess, was so bad that his parents sent him to rule the underworld. Before 

he departed, however, he went to HeaTen to say goodbye to his sister. The 

Sun Goddess was a gentle1 radiant female who had beautified the land by making 

riee-fields, irrigation ditches Q.Ild a beautiful palace. During his study, ~ 

Susa-no-0 insulted her by ruinini her rice fields, breaking down her ditches 

and foul~ her celebration hall. The sweet-tempered Ama-tera-su forgaTe him. 

immediately, but he continued his pranks mercilessly. One day he caught a 

spotted colt, skinned it and threw its remains through the roof of the palace 

in which the Sun Goddess and her handmaidens were weaTing g.i.rments for the gods. 

The ladies were injured and the Sun Goddess became so .frightened th.i.t she 

wounded herself on the shuttle. Outraged, she fled to the Rock ~Te of Heaven 

of Re.a.Ten and re.fused to come out, learing the world in darkness. 'lhe wicked 



gods then cmne out 211d buzzed like flies, and dreadful things began to 

ha~pen.73 The alternation of day and night became unknown, causing the 

Eighty)(yriads of Gods great consternation.74 

The eight hundred thousands of gods now gat hered to plan a method of 
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gettini the Sun Goddess to return t o the world. A wise iod, called Thought-, 

includer, summoned cocks to crow, ordered the heaTenly blacksmiths to forge a 

mirror from welded stars and to fashion fi Te hundred curved jewels and many 

musical instruments. The mirror and jewels they used to decorate1the True 

Sakaki t ree. 75 Then they asked Uzmn~ (HeaTen- a1anning-Fema1e or The La~hini 

Goddess) to perfonn.76 

There is no ~reat er faTorite with artists, dancers , 
musicians and t he peoP,le generally than the story of the 
lauthing goddess Uzume. She it. was who by her flllllly tricks 
enticed the Sun Goddess out of the caTe. While in her 
hiding-place, all faces were black with gl oom, and eTery­
thing was plunged in darkness. lfuen Uzume drew her out, 
eTerybody and all the world was omo-shiroi, 11ilhite-.faced. 11 77 

I 
Uzume held a spear of Eulalia grass and made a headdress of the True Sakaki 

Tree. She made a sash of elub moss to hang around her and, turning a tub 

upside-down so it would resound under her feet, she danced a rollicking, 

indecent dance. ETen the gods could not keep t heir faces straight, and 

HeaTen shook with their laughter. The sounds of merri.meat caused the curious 

73oriffis, EE• eit., pps. 32-33. 

74na:ris, ££• cit., p . 27. 

75~., pps 27- 28. 

76Gr iffis , lac. ill• 
77Ibid. 



Sun Goddess to peek out, whereupon she was told that a greater goddess than 

she had been found. To conrtnce her, a mirror was shone her whieh reflected 

her own face. Surprised, she e.une further out of the caTe and the Heavenly­

Ha.nd-Strength-Kale-Deity took her hand and pulled her out. A riGe rope was 

strung behind her to bar har re-entry. The heaTens and earth bec~e filled 

with light and gladlless reigned again.78 The gods tried udpunished Suea-no-o, 

mak~ him furnish 1000 tables of offerings and then banishing hi1ll to Iomi.79 

One explanation for the story of the Sun Goddess points to astronomy. 

The whole myth may be a poetical way of describing an eclipse of the sun. 

The wicked gods buzzing repre•ent rebellious aborigines not yet subdued in 

Japanese soeiety-- they made trouble for the officers of the Mikado. The crowd 

of deities who gathered to 8ntice !ma-tera-su from her caTe represent the 

conquerers of Japan; the forgers of jewels and mirrors symbolize the first in­

Tentors. Uzwn~ is the beginning of the arts, particularly comedy. Musie is 

described in the myth also. 
j 

As Uzume perfonned, she blew a long b.unboo flute, 

while the other deities kept time by clapping together :pieces of hard wood. 

One deity strung together the strin~s of six archers' bows, making what is 

now referred to as the Koto or Japanese harp.BO 

Aeeording to the Koji.ki, the gods then began having trouble with the 

goYerrunent of Idzumo (earth). When Susa-no-o had gone t o the land ef Tomi, he 
I 

had left on earth all of his sons and daughters, which although gods and 

78Ib.d __ i_., pps. 34-35. 

79sansorn, ££• cit., P• 24. 

Boariffis, ~•...lli•, p. 36. 
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goddesses, were not thoue}lt fit to rule the earth. A solution was arriTed 

at when the august grandson of the Sun Goddess (Ninigi-no-Mikoto or Prince­

Rice-Ear-Ruddy-Plenty) agreed to share the goTernment with the strongest and 

braTest son of Susa-no-o, the former handling public Q.ffairs while the latter 

concerned himself with di Tine affairs. 81 Beforeli.'llli.Bigi left HeaTen, Ama-tera-su 

presented him with three di Tine articles: l )precious stones and white crystal 

balls, 2) the diTine sword of Susa-no-a and 3) the star-mirror into which she 

had gazed when peeping from her caTe. 82 

The idea of a shared goYernment recalls a r eal fact: that early Japan 

was inhabited by t-wo major clan groups, the [dzumo clans and the Kyushu clans.83 

The Kyushu clans were able to assume soTereign power, but thought it wise to 

leaTe control of religious affairs to the more culturally advanced Id.zmno 

clans.84 Their regalia became the mirror, the jewel and the sword, which 

represel'lted the sun, the moon, and the lightening flash. 8.5 

When scholars haTe studied the regalia of Japan, they have found Tarious 

explanations and myths about them. Accardi~ to the Kojiki, Izanagi presented 

each of his children with a mirror, telling t hem to kneel before it eTery 

morning and evening and to examine their reflections. They were to uh.ink of 

Heavenly things, stilling all passion and evil thought, so that the mirror 

would r eflect a p ure and lovely sou1. 86 

8lsansom, loc. ill• 
8~Davis, EE• cit., pps . 32- 33. 

B3sansom, .2E.• ~-, P• 27. 
84Ibid. 

85Ibid., P• 49 • 

86narts, .2E.. cit. , p. 191. 



Long before the Japanese mirror was a familiar 
object in the house it had a Tery deep religious 
significance in connection with Shintoism. The 
DiTin.e Mirror into which t he Sun Goddess gazed re­
poses at Ise • • • • The mirrorttypifies the human heart, 
which, when perfectly pl~cid and clear, reflects the 
very image of the deity~ 7 
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A further concept underlying Japanese mirrors is that through constant 

re.flection of its owner I s face, t he mirror draws to itself the very soul of 

that owner. BB The Japanese place great importance on their mirrors , as these 

proverbs show: 

'is the sword is the soul of a sli1!lurai, so 
is the mirror the soul of a woman. 189 

l 'When the mirror is dim the soul il!i unclean. 1 90 

Old Japanese mirrors, unlike the flat mirrors of the ~est, are circular, and 

their surface is convex. The back is decorated with designs of flowers , aird! 

and :a-ture scenes. 91 

AB extraordinary peculiarity characterises 
some of these Japanese mirrors: sunlight r eflected 
from their face displays a luminous image of the 
design of their back! So strange a phenomenon bas 
naturally attracted the attention of men of science. 
After much speculation, it has been clearly proved 
by Professors Ayrton and Perry to arise from the 

87Ibid. 

88Ibid., p . 190. 

89~. 

90Toid. 

91Professor B. H. Chamberlain, Things Japanese, quoted by Darts, p. 190. 



fact that the curvature of the f aee of the mirror 
over the plain part of the back is greater than 
o...-er the design. 92 
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The divine regalia of Japan have special names assigned t o them. These are 

the Yatano-!!2-Kagami or mirror of T~t a, the Yasak-mi-~-Magatama or jewel of 

Yasakami, and t he Murakumo-!!£-Tsuyu(i, or sword of Murakumo. 93 

The sword of Murakumo , later known as Kusa.nagi-_!!2- Tsurugi or grass­

cleaving sword, is considered the most honored and precious of the r egalia/ 

because it symbolizes the strength of a nation of warriors and i nvincibility 

to the :Emperor for as long as he holds it sacred. 94 

The Japanese tama or jewel may symbolize either the moon or the soul. 

The word for "j ewel" , sometimes called "sacred pearl", is also uaed to mean 

"soul" i.n Japanese . 95 

Historians have dated the origin of the divine regalia from r ecords of 

invasions from Korea. The use of bronze and iron, especially, symbolize the 

influence of invaders . 

Bronze and i r on pr obably first reached Japan 
about the first century of the Christian era, brought 
by a wave of Mon~oloid invaders from Korea .... One of 
their most cormnon symbol s was a s emi-precious stone 

93rei Theodora Ozaki, The Japanese~ Book (London: Constable & 
Company, ltd., New York: A. L. Burt Company, 1903) , p . 230. 

94Ibid. 

95Griffis , 2E• cit., p . 171. 



curTed in the shape of a huge comma, and another was a 
round bronze mirror, usually considered to be t he symbol 
of the sun. Similar curved jewels are common archaeological 
finds throughout Korea, and the bronze mirrors obTiously 
were borrowed from the Chinese, showing that these people 
had already had some contact with the higher civilization 
of China before coming to Jap.ui .... 

They were the founders of the historical Japanese 
state. Three of their most important possessions, the 
sword, the curved jewel, and the mirror, in time became 
the "Three Imperial Regalia11 , which even today are the 
symbola of imperial authority.96 
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96Edwin o. Reischauer, Japan, Past and Present (New York: Knopf, 1964) , 
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Another function perfonned by the useful mythology helped the Japanese 

to find a unified ~oTerrnnent and to maintain it, even though it contained many 

faults. The foremost purpose of the Japanese myth in goTermnent was to proTide 

a reason for its existence and to support the claims made by Tarious factions. 

One important statement made by mythology was that the emperor was directly 

related to the Sun Goddess, and therefore diTine. Because a diTine being 

eould not rule Japan directly, there had to be a tr..nsition from pure diTinity 

to a more human state. 

Prince Fire Glow, the B.alf-huma.n son of Prince Ninigi and creator of the 

tides, married Toyo-tama, the daughter of the Sea King. She produced a son, 

who later married his aunt. From their marriage sprang four children, one 

of whom was Kamu-Tamato-Iware-Biko, now known as Jinnnu Tennt the first 

human ~~peror of Japan. In this manner the gods gradually became more human 

and less godly, hence more able to rule on earth. 97 This myth made a direct 

statement of the emperor's diTine powers in such a manner that the people 

could easily understand the transition and would accept the emperor as their 

diTine ruler. 

As Japan became more Tersed in Chinese ways, her scholars realized that 

she needed andofficial history. Early histories were the Nihon Shoki and 

the Kojiki, but the historians of the time did not satisfy themselTes with 

the simple, uncolored presentation giTen by court reciters. They were deter­

mined to proTe that the Iamato rulers had always been the true emperors, the 

97DaTis, ~• cit., p. 37. 
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unique rulers of Japan, and that Japan was a great and old country, worthy 

of standing beside China. Using elements of Chinese philosophy and history, 

they wove an impressiTe history. The Sun Goddess was portrayed as the 

progenitress of the imperial line, and her great- gr.mdson bec.une the first 

emperor, ascending the throne in 660 B. c . 98 

The probable reason for the takeoTer by men in Japan and the fading of 

what had been a matriarchal state was the influence of China. The Chinese 

did not belieTe a woman fit to rule • 

•.• • under the influence of Chinese social concepts 
and of the Chinese prejudice against ruling empresses, 
the ancient custom of rule by women c~e to a definite 
end in Japan in t he second halA of the eighth century, 
af'ter anriunfortunate incident between a ruling empress 
and a Buddhist ~riest. Only many centuries later, long 
af'ter the imperial line had become politically insignif'­
iGant, did women again appear on the throne. Japanese 
women, who in the earliest times had enjoyed a position 
of social and political dominance OTer men, gradually 
sank to a status of complete subserTience to them. Their 
rights and influence in early feudal society seem still 
to haTe been considerable, but in time even these rights 
were lost, as the women of Japan became socially and 
intellectually mere handmaids 0f the dominant male popu­
lation. 99 

The Japanese historiaru; had many motiTes for recording the ol d stories . 

The most obYious of these are: 1) to lend the dignity of continuity to the 

imperial line, 2) to state more positiTely the claims that certain clans had 

on the royal office and 3) to emphasize the superiority of these ruling clans 

98Reischauer, op. cit. , pps. 29- 30. 

99Ibid., p . 22 . 
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through use of a combinat ion of diTine guidance and systematic conquest.100 

The clan that made the stro?liest bid for office was the house of Yamato; Its 

kinsmen were braTe, capable, disciplined and had far super ior war material and 

resources . lOl The secret of their success, however, lay in their religion and 

the political use they made of it. They practieed ancestor wor ship, deified 

their most famous or useful men and paid diTine homage to their chief eTen 

while he l iTed.102 Through use of their religion, the Yama to made compl ete 

their conquest. They captured the beliefs of the i slanders by joining their 

own theories t o t he aboriginal cult . They taught that they were from heaven 

while the aborigines were merely earth-born KAMI. The earthly deities were 

compelled to obey heavenly gods, so the people were loyal to Y~ato rulers .103 

Some time after t he institution of Yamato became firmly established, the 

people of Japan began to resent the smothering influence of China. The develop­

ment of national consciousness or nationalism in Japan began during the 

Tokugawa Period. l04 At this time, the Japanese s t roTe t o emphasize their 

independence of aria even superior i ty to China, "Who had l ong overshadowed them. 

For many years Sbint~, t he native reli gion, bad been dominated by Buddhism. 

But during the feudal peri od Shinto had gradually begun to free itself and to 

lOOI(idder, .2£.• cit . , p . 131. 

101G ~ ~.r • • t 20 r.u. is , ~ • ~ - , p . • 

l 02Ibid., p. 21. 

l 03Ibid. , P• 22 . 

104Reis chauer, .2E.• cit., pps . 102-103. 
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take on a new intellectual strength. The Tokugawa Period saw a rertTal of 

historical studies; and the study of Japanese history took scholars back to 

the myths and legends of ancient Jap.n and led to their subsequent re-introduc­

tion to the public. Thes e myths, accepted as truth by Japanese scholars, 

showed clearly that which the scholars wanted to belieTe : that Japan was 

superior to China. The myths led to further nat i onalistic feeling and encouraged 

pride in all things Japanese.105 Because Japan had had t he dirtne ancestry 

of an unbroken imperial line, she was superior to all 0ther lands.106 

The eff ects of the myths on goTerrnnent were not all good and stretlitll.■ning 

by any means, The supernatural prestige of the emperor tended to black his 

oTert participation in the struggle for temporal power.107 His importance was 

not political, but religious: he possessed the most potent KAMI in the land. 

Dual goTernment was the system practieed, with the administration !)laced in 

whatever hands could gain control of it, The business of the goTermnent was 

not to g0Tern, but to maintain the magic.108 

•••• Remote from t he world and too holy for the 
political arena, many an emperor suffered jnarty and 
rtrtual eclipse.1O9 

The idea 0f the emperor as a demi- god whose personal will, in t heory, took 

precedence oTer all law was carefully pres erTed unt il t he 192O1s, until it 

1O5Ibid,, pps . 103-105, 

l06Ibid. , p. 106. 

1O7Haring, .2£• cmt., p . 227, 

1O8Ibid. 

1O9Ibid. 
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resulted in the undoing of the parliament.llO The powerful men i np1;0Termnent 

had fostered the diTine image of the emperor becaus e i t iave them, the men 

who spoke for the emperor, far greater authority than would haTe been possible 

otherwise. 1ll 

•••• By building up an elaborat e state cult of 
Shinto, centered on the p erson of the emper or and the 
imperial line, and by indoctrinating school children 
with fanatical deTotion to the emper or and blind f aith 
in all sta t ements said to r epresent his will, they 
s ecured for themselTes the unquestioning loyalty and 
obedience of the people. 112 

l lOReischauer, .21?.• cit., pps . 166-167. 

111Ibid. 

112~. 
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One may think that these early beliefs held by the Japanese have little 

to do with the l.ilter development of Japan, but the truth i s that, no matter 

how deeply buried in the culture o:f today, the old concepts ha.Te liTed and 

operated until Tery recently. Until as recently as 19u5, the Mikado and 

millions of Japanese still worshipped their ancestors and believed t he ancient 

mythology. In t he procl~ation iranting the constitution and hous es of 

Parli~ent in 1889, the .Mikado said: 

''We, the successor to the prosperous throne of our 
predecessors, do humbly and solemnly swear to the Imperial 
Founder of our House, and to out other Imperial ancestors, 
that, in pursuance of a great policy coe.xtensiTe with the 
heavens and with the e.ilrth, we shall maintain and s ecure 
from decline.the ancient form of goTermnent. 

Ve now reverently m..k:e our prayer to them and to our 
Illustrious Father, and implore t he help of t heir sacred 
spirits, and make to them solemn oath neTer, at this time 
or in the future, to fail t o be an example t o our subjects 
in the obserrance of t he law hereby established. 

Kay t he Heavenly Spirits witness this our solemn oath! 1 113 

One cannot fail to notice the predominance of references to spirits and 

Imperial ancestore. Up until 1945 (and perhaps even today in some areas) 

there were ceremonies perfonned t o Ji)ropitiate a plot of land for building; 

an.d when a new well was dug, offerings of wine and food were made and prayers 

recited to t he spirit of t he hidden water.114 

Even the character-types f oWild in the tales of t he Sun Goddess aan be 

found in modern- day Japan.115 In fact, the story its elf shows that gods who 

are described in the Kojiki were genuine Japanese and liTed in Japan. 116 

113Griffis, .2E• cit., p . 22 . 

114sansom, op . cit., pps . 49-50 . 

llSGriffis, ~• ill•, p. 38 . 
U€5Ibid., p . 35 . 



• • • •• Susaia.no-o is the small boy who teases his 
pretty sister today, as he teased heta thousand years 
ago. Ama-tera-su, or the Sun Goddess , i s one of those 
loTely, modest Japanese girls who are so charming, in­
dustious and beaut iful at the age of sweet fifteen. ETen 
the gods of the Kojiki are exactly like the failles we know 
who liTe under the b.miboo and camphor trees . Many an 
Uzume still giggles, simpers , a:nd dances .••• 117 

I The working maid, dimpled and laughing, is represented by UZUllle . The 

l ovely, refined beauty is the Su.nt Goddess Ama-tera-su.ll8 

On festival days the matauri processinne, entertaining and amusing, 

perfonn the diTine comedy again. Maiden~ wear silTer hairpins like those 

fashioned by the gods, and festoons of twisted Fiee-straw are found strung oTer 

gateways and around offerings in house and temples , reminiscent of the ropes 

thrown behind the Sun Godess which preTented her re-entry into the cave. 

Bamboo branches are tied with gaily colored strips which remind one of the 

jewel-hung branches which channed Ama-tera- su from her cave. Almost everything 

in Japanese mythology may be seen in use today or found in museums 0
119 

In conclusion, this writer would ask the reader to reTiew the definition 

of myth. The Japanese myth closely adheres to that definition as a traditional 

or l egendary story llmTolrtng gods or demi-gods which may or may not be based 

on fact and which concerns the creation of t he world and its inhabitants . It 

has been seen that the Japanese myth explains how Japan and its customs originated, 

supports the traditional customs observed by theJJ, (i,e r the man must be the 

ll7Ibid., p. 36. 

ll8Ibid. , p . 39. 

119Ibid, 



first to speak), lends dignity and importance to their institutions (the 

Imperial IIJIJl•nr, until 1945, was believed to be descended from the iods 
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in a
1
lineal succession unbroken for ages eternal",)120 and explains the change 

of past conditions to a new system (ie : the chan~e of a matriarchal Japan to 

a patriarchal society) . That there is historical background to many of the 

myths is unquestionable . Even the ones which do not haTe a historical 

basis, however, served their purpose. That purpose was to answer the questions 

of a primitive society, to give it an i deology and t0 play a role in its 

evolution from a primitive, bash society to the highly develop ed, culturally 

rich land which so proudly lives today . 

Contrary to some eeliefs, early Japanese cirilization was distinct and 

original. In Japan, the arts were an early institution, and poets and myth­

makers may have co- existed m.th inventors. They related famous events and 

a nd useful and beneficial inventions in attractive language and poetic phrase. 

Japanese mythology contains many wonderful and beautiful stories with deep 

poetic feeling and rich imagination yet still of real originality. 

It would take a long time and many books to 
recite all the fairy tales and the lovely or hor­
rible stories, in the Kojiki , or Book of Ancient 
fillings, and to give the local legends which tell 
poetically the origins of ornamental and useful 
things and of trades and occupations •• . • 121 

Thr ough their mythology, the Japanese have creat ed a sunny side to honest work 

and a. poetic interpretation of historical fa.ct. To the Jp.:panese child, all 

120Kenneth Latourette, The Development of Japan (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1918) , p . 11. 

12J.ariffis, EE.• cit. , p . 40. 
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things originated in Japan, t he Holy Country and Land of Gocts.122 If one 

has the skill to read and int erpret Japanese mythology, he holds the key to 

an enchanted palace of unimagined be:auty. 

122Ib·d 41 _ 1_. , p . • 
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