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Yokai, they appear in
Niigata

Half of the Edo period (1600-1868) had already passed when
a culture bloomed in which yékai1 were seen as amusement. The
mysterious land of Echigo2 was attracting the enthusiastic eyes of
the people of Edo and books such as the “Hokuetsu Seppu”? or
“Hokuetsu Kidan”* became big bestsellers. They say that people,
thinking about the far away land of Echigo, had their hearts pound
by the heroic tale of the hight priest Hokko who exterminated
monster cats and lived in an unimaginable snow land.

Fast forward to the summer of 2016 and natural history
researcher Hiroshi Aramata has formed a team of yokai detectives
and visits various sites in an effort to unravel such mysterious
folklore that has been transmitted to Niigata prefecture.

W00000000000, the special report on yokai is about to
begin.

! Supernatural monsters within Japanese folklore.

’ Former name of the Niigata Prefecture

> An encyclopedic work of human geography describing life in the Uonuma area
of Japan's old Echigo Province first published in 1837 and written by Suzuki
Bokushi (1770-1842)

* A collection of essays on the Echigo province written by Konron Tachibana in
1812.
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To unravel these yokai legends that have been transmitted from the
past into Niigata the now known Hiroshi Aramata, head of the
group, manga artist Takatoshi Kumakura, and paleontologist
Shinikai Ogino who all have their own views of yokai assemble in
Niigata. They formed a yokai detective team.

How will the yokai appear in the eyes of these 3 men with
completely different lifestyles?
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5
Nue

The true identity of the nue that appears night
after night.

A certain day in July, a group comes together at
Tsubamesanjo-station of the Joetsu-Shinkansen line. Their first
destination is the Isurugi-shrine of Yoshinoya, Sanjo-city in Niigata
prefecture where a woodcarving of a nue is enshrined.

About 30 minutes by car, to Isurugi-shrine they go.

When they go all the way up the stone stairs of about 440
steps that stands firmly in between the entrance gate, the shrine
becomes visible on the right side.

A Japanese monster appearing in folklore. It is said to have the head of a
monkey, the body of a tanuki (raccoon dog), the limbs of a tiger, and the tail of a
snake. Account vary on its appearance.
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On the transom® in the interior of the main shrine that was
reconstructed in the 5" year of Meiji (1868-1912) a carving of a nue
was left behind by Uncho Ishikawa hailed for being the
‘Michelangelo of Echigo’. Eiichi Horiuchi who works as a guide for
the Sanjo-Uncho organization explains:

‘What is carved here is a scene of the “Heike Tales”’. It
portrays the scene of the subordinate Hayata Ino landing the
finishing blow with his katana on the nue after Minamoto no
Yorimasa had shot an arrow at it. This nue had been appearing at
the imperial court every night and causing Emperor Kinoe (reign:
1142-1155) trouble.’

® Architectural term. A bar of wood or stone which separates a door from a
window above it.

7 A chronicle written in the Kamakura era (1185-1333) of the rise and fall of the
Taira clan during the Heian period (794-1185)
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In Unchd’s carving the appearance of the nue has been
captured as a terrifying and strange being. Generally it is normal to
think that yokai are a product of the imagination that do not exist in
reality and that they are fictitious creatures. However,
paleontologist Ogino objects this general theory.

‘The descriptions made in relation to the nue in works such

”8 seem to hold a high

as the “Heike Tales” or the “Genpei Seisui Ki
possibility of having honestly recorded an animal which one has
seen in reality, because these have been recorded right up to
extremely detailed features. | feel that the astonishment of the
people at that time who encountered a creature they rarely ever

see has been very well expressed.’

& An extended version of the Heike Tales.
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According to Ogino there is a chance that amongst the
creatures that are considered yokai as described in the old
literature, creatures that people of the time fabricated and
prompted speculation about based on excavated fossils or even
unknown creatures that had already become extinct are included.

Let’s try once more to arrange the characteristics of the nue
as recorded in the “Heike Tales”. They say that the face resembles
that of a monkey, the torso a tanuki’, the arms and legs a tiger and
the tail a snake. On top of that, it is a nocturnal creature and even
holds the jumping power to be able to leap on top of the roof of the
imperial palace.

‘Although’ Ogino says ‘the depiction of the nue in the
“Genpei Seisui Ki” is largely the same as the one in the “Heike
Tales”, they say that the tail resembles that of a kitsune™. If they
say that it has the tail of a kitsune then | have a clue about an
animal that exists even now.’

° Raccoon dog
% Trickster fox in Japanese folklore
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‘Alright then, everyone, try and picture it. It’s an animal that is also
in the zoo. What ever could it be?’

The unexpected identity of the frightening nue

‘The answer is the red panda.’

‘Wait, the one that stands on 2 legs!?’ the squad shouts in unison.
‘Yes. It’s long brown body looks like a tanuki, it has a bushy tail like
a kitsune, and claws as sharp as a tiger. It being a nocturnal creature
and its habit for climbing onto high places also fits perfectly.’

The red panda that we can see today is small sized, but it is
proven that there once was a type of giant reaching a total length
of about 150 centimeters. The head of the group Aramata
continues.
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‘The story is plausible, because a 100 years ago the giant panda also
existed unbeknownst to us until not so long ago when a missionary
by the name of David Armand reported a peculiar animal.’

Horiuchi who is listening to the story is amazed.

‘I wonder how | should explain the frightening image of the nue
from now on.’

‘I don’t mind the explanation you have been using before.
Because a way to enjoy yokai is to freely spur on your imagination.’
Ogino said.

What backs up the theory that a ‘Nue’ is a red panda is that
the only fossil in the country of a tooth of a 3 million year old red
panda has been discovered in Tochio, Nagaoka-city. Of course,
Ogino adds, we cannot discount the possibility that there was an
unknown creature like the imaginary nue.
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" Water-dwelling creature appearing in Japanese folklore.
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More commonly known as ‘devil’s trumpet’.
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A fermented soybean paste used to make miso soup.
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‘It is written “fr[{F*7” when using ateji’?, but that does not convey
the meaning. Shall | show you the real thing?’

When Kuwahara opened a small pauwlonia box he had
brought in a pouch was inside. He says that the “aisu” is safely kept
inside, but that it is forbidden to open it any further.

‘Because of the family saying “Whether you are a parent or a
child, do not open it” no one can see the contents.” Kuwahara says.

‘Could you somehow please let me ...” The head of the group
Aramata says trying to bargain with Kuwahara, but the family saying
is obviously strict in this. Unfortunately we did not reach the point

of opening the seal.

" Kanji characters used for their pronunciation and not there meaning.
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12

Coming face to face with the “aisu” at last
The detective squad heard of a hospital that has been

prescribing this “aisu” not too long ago and visited ‘Nekoyama-
miyao Hospital’ on the outskirts of Niigata-city. A hospital with a
long history having been established at the beginning of the Horeki
era (1751). Here too a tradition similar to that of the Kuwahara’s
has been handed down.

‘Since there was a mischievous kappa in Nekoyama, Agano-
city where the hospital was established, my ancestor cut off its arm.
They say that when he pardoned him as he pleaded for his life the
kappa regenerated its cut off arm with the secret medicine in an
instant. It would appear that the medicine was the “aisu”.” The 12t
Hospital Director Masahisa Miyao tells us.
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The “aisu” that was made up until the beginning of the Heisei
period (1989- ) was a deep green coloured powder. The effect is
about the same as that of the “aisu” of the Kuwahara’s. He tells us
that you use is by diluting it with vinegar or water and letting is soak
into something like a piece of newspaper and putting that onto
your skin.

‘The origin of the name likely came from the phrase dressing
something in vinegar (su ni aeru) that shifted into vinegar dressing
(aeru su) which in turn shifted into “aisu”.” Miyao says. The origin of
the name “aisu” has been unraveled.

However, why would the kappa present someone this
medicine? Ogino, who had been thinking about this nonstop since
the visit at the house of Kuwahara, suddenly had an epiphany.
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‘The kappa appearing in the folklore might be an amphibian.
Newts or salamanders can re-grow their limbs even when cut off
which fits perfectly with the kappa’s special ability. Because they
say that the kappa of ancient China were red, it occurred to me that
this in effect is a fire belly newt.’

Aramata also points out the following.

‘These are pretty conceivable stories within Niigata where there are
many rice fields and where there is a lot of nature. Surely these
creatures that were seen in the vicinity of people became a subject
matter. The appearance of a newt running around restlessly could
have come to be thought of as a mischievous young child.’
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The manga artist Kumakura continues, pointing out another
thing.

»15

‘Just like “Gama no abura”~, there are many anecdotes that

link amphibians with medicine. The image of them being effective
with medicine might have influenced the trait of a kappa as being a
medicine expert.’

B Translating to “Toad’s Qil” this could refer to the 2009 movie or the Rakugo (a

type of Japanese storytelling with the aim to amuse audiences) by the same
name.
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Kaibyo

The identity of the enigmatic skull

The group leaves behind the Nekoyama-miyao hospital. The
group leader Aramata, who talks about ‘wanting to see a monster
cat precisely because of the “Nekoyama-miauw” hospital’, takes the
group to the temple of Untoan in Minamiuonuma-city. The Untoan

temple became a place of seclusion for the mother of the interior
minister Fusasaki Fujiwara about roughly 1300 years ago during the
Nara period (710-794). In this temple there is a legend about a fiery
chariot (a type of monster cat) which is also mentioned in the book
“Hokuetsu Seppun” from the Edo period which collects interesting
stories and the lifestyle of the snow country of Echigo. They say that
the high Buddhist priest Hokko of the Untoan temple and his
spiritual powers drove back a fiery chariot that came and attacked a
funeral procession.

1¢ cats with magical powers: a category of Japanese monsters
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Inside the temple’s sanctuary the relics purported to be the skull of
the fiery chariot and the “monk’s tole that was dropped by the fiery
chariot” covered in blood from that time are being displayed. When
you look at the skull carefully, it becomes apparent that it has eyes,
a nose, a mouth, and what appears to be a cavity. Still, it’s a little bit
different from actual bone.

‘I know the answer, but if | just say it all of a sudden it won’t
be very interesting. Try and guess together.” The main priest Takaji
Tamiya says with a smiling face. This is a challenging invitation
towards the detective squad and the truth must be revealed. At
once the deduction has begun. Ogino, who has put on some gloves,
exchanges views with Aramata.
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When Ogino says ‘From the looks of it, it’s iron-like isn’t it.” Aramata
counters with ‘No, because when you hold it in your hands there’s
no weight to it, and also when you judge it from the feel of the
exterior there is a possibility it is made from clay.’

‘Let’s look at the backside’ ‘There’s also cavities on the side.
Could it be that there is such a animal in this world?’.

Bit by bit the inspection escalates. About 30 minutes of
arguing had passed, but because no conclusion came out of it the
chief priest Mitaya unveils the secret. ‘It’s actually a fragment of
Jomon*’ earthenware.’

Everyone agrees. Apparently the things that seemed to be
the creature’s eyes, nose, and mouth were the typical pattern of
Jomon earthenware. The particulars of how it was handed down
are unknown, but Kumakura guesses the following.

Y The Jomon period (14000 BC — 300 BC) of Japanese prehistory
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‘Surely it is an anecdote that came to be, because they
wanted to point out the spiritual powers of the great priest.
However, it’s quite the thing; the imagination of the people of
bygone days where a fragment of earthenware stood out as a face.’

Coming face to face with the yokai “raiju”

Amongst the yokai that appear in a great deal of books on
nature and flora and fauna such as the “Gendd Hogen”'® written by
Bakin Kyokutei, there is the “raijid” monster that appears together
with a lighting strike. In the “Gendo Hogen” the appearance of the
raija is portrayed as ‘being entirely grey and the body looking like a
small fox with the size of the body as big as a small dog. Half of its
beak is black, its tail is light brown, its claws are that of an eagle,

and its tail resembles that of an otter.’

'8 published somewhere between 1818 and 1820



U\J:QHO

Eﬁ@%m@ & 634%~FW@%
Hw 9 5< Sl xrol

JﬂMDﬁ@ CHEAESEDRE D, FROLENT

FuEn
BEWNOEWZIZAND L, BIZEEBOI A 70
S<BHwYI FAEIZEIFA

HArLb

BB ST, @O B LAk S]
DB A BT AT B D RER S AT

%;9&&#

FBRIRIFICHAY . Z 9567,

HEFRHRUIZIE< b D L )l o 7z

EECIL., BEA RFEENH D £,
FAEINEITA
TZFEEE ] OFBITIRD X 95 2B TT A,

BbirE

PAETFOIA ZITE, MOXH7 B 235V
EScw el

20

The Saisho temple stands on the hillside of the 634 meter high
Yahiko mountain commanding a view of the Japanese sea. Entering
the hall of treasures on the temple grounds as we are guided by the
chief priest, a mummy of the raiji has been enshrined. Kumamura,
who drew a raiji in his manga work inspired by the representation
of it in the “Gendo Hogen”, looks at it with great interest and talks
about the following.

‘The raiju which was widely known in the Edo period comes
in various types. The raijia from the “Gendo Hogen” has a figure of
that of a wolf, but the mummy of the Saisho temple has a more cat-
like appearance.
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People of yesteryear were afraid of natural phenomena.
Looking at the corpse lying on the spot where lighting had struck,
they must’ve interpreted this as the doings of a yokai.

You can feel the reverence the people had towards nature.

By the way, they say that this treasure hall was a former
crematory that got reconstructed. Aramata, who is studying the
architecture of the crematory, seemed to be unexpectedly satisfied
with the results and says ‘The fact that we are able to see a raiji
displayed in a crematory after seeing a fiery chariot at Untoan is a
miraculously fateful encounter.’
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At long last, will the yokai reveal itself!?

The detective squad has come to clear up many mysteries of

the legends about yokai. They visit the Fukoji-temple in
Minamiuonuma-shi where the final legend of the monster cat
remains. At the time of arrival there were clear skies, but a sudden
torrential downpour attacks the team who ended their temple visit.
The rain that is coming down like a waterfall shows no sign of
calming down.

‘This is an act of a yokai’ the group leader Aramata proclaims. This
might have been a yokai’s way of praising the detective team who
had come to search for so many stories in various places in Niigata.
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The meeting on yokai is now open

‘What are Niigata-like
yokail?’

The reason you started liking yokai

Yamauchi

Everyone, please tell us since when you started liking yokai.
Aramata
| was a kid who believed that yokai and Santa Claus were real. But,
after | couldn’t believe in their existence anymore, yokai became
more interesting.
Kicchin
The start for me was a manga by Shigeru Mizuki (1922-2015)". |
also had an interest in folk customs such as rituals performed on
Okinawa.

% A famous manga author and historian who has created many manga with
yokai as their topic
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Ogino
My grandfather lived in the Yamanashi prefecture®, and he told me
the story that if | stayed up late the yokai “momo” would appear.
Becoming an adult | realized that the yokai was momonja"21 nd
then | wanted to solve the mysteries of the yokai.

Kumakura
My first yokai experience was when my grandmother told me
during my childhood that if I would stay up late “géhedori”** would
come. Her testimony was so real and it was scary! Also, | had a
vague resistance against dying at that time, but coming into contact
with Mizuki’s mangas | got to know of the existence of the world of
yokai invisible to the human eye, and in some mysterious way my
heart was filled with satisfaction.

'y province of Japan bordering the capital province of Tokyo to the left.
A general term for reffering to monsters. Used for Children.
> A monster bird passed down in an area of lwafune, Tochigi-city.
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Places that left an impression while visiting
Niigata

Yamauchi

There were many impressive places going around various places in
Niigata. Gentlemen, what things caught your interest?

Kumakura
The image of the “red kappa” we saw at the Kuwahara’s was
impressive. | was happy because before the green kappa appeared
its original form was handed down and put to paper. Ogino’s theory
of ascribing amphibian features to the kappa and giving it a
personality trait of it being well versed in medicine was also most
intriguing.
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Ogino
At first | did not take into account the possibility that the kappa is
an amphibian, but visiting the Kuwahara household and the
Nekoyama-miyao hospital in succession solidified the idea. In
Niigata, just about anything was new and fresh during the first visit,
but when you go to the actual sites, | really felt there are many
things to take note of.

Aramata
What | found interesting was the story where Ogino derived the red
panda out of the traits of the nue. Viewpoints from a paleontology
perspective are new to me and having things that don’t connect
come together, it’s quite the shock.
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Kicchin
| also cannot forget the sudden downpour after we visited the
Fukoji temple. | thought we were being shadowed by yokai all
throughout and that they showed us a scene befitting the final
conclusion. Whilst being moved and thinking | was able to see yokai
that for sure would not show up in photographs, | snapped pictures.
Kumakura

One more thing | would like to recommend is the “mikoshi-nyidé”?

724 \yritten by the

that was drawn in the “Koshi no Kazaguruma
Nagaoka fuedal warrior Ban Kinai. | was thinking that yokai would
be different just like dialects in different regions, but because |
sensed the Niigata-ness in the snow country method of cladding a
straw raincoat and wearing a woven straw hat | was quite surprised
by its shape. This is because when talking about a mikoshi-nyido it’s

normal for it to take on the form of a Buddhist priest.

> One of the yokai types of Japan said to resemble a Buddhist priest with a really
long neck.
** published around 1771 and features yokai among other things.
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Aramata
Even though the basic story of a yokai is the same, when it is given
the character of the region the presentation will be different. As
was also the case with the raiji at Saishoji temple, it could not have
been born if it wasn’t for the cold climate of Niigata.

Ogino
The nue as well, since Niigata is the place where the only fossil of a
3 million year old red panda was discovered in the country. We
visited several places which were very interesting and had many
parts where it connected to the region.
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Niigata as suitable grounds for the study of yokai

Yamauchi

It is said that there are many old tales in Niigata. But there is no
way to verify if they are many original tales or many that have
survived. Still, it was a prosperous region boasting the biggest
population in Japan at the beginning of the Meiji period, because
when you travel in Niigata you are struck by all the mansions of
wealthy farmers. Surely there were scholars leaving behind records
and influential supporters [in making Niigata popular], don’t you
think?

Aramata
Just like the ancestors of the Kuwahara’s who supported Ryokan,
there must have been many [supporters]. | too have come to study
yokai for many years, but it’s not just about having the knowledge,
if you don’t have the appropriate stamina or time you would not be
able to do it. There must have been an environment in the Niigata
prefecture that had room for this and where one was able to do
research.
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Aramata
In Japan the yokai boom occured in the the Edo period, and works
like the “Hokuetsu Seppu” and the “Hokuetsu Kidan” were also
compiled in this era. From the outset Japanese people have
national characteristic of curiosity, so since the early modern period
a lot of people also started to take an interest in the regional flavor
of various regions. It is the forerunner of what we today call the
‘tochi boom’”. | think that the feudal system of the Edo period was
helpful in raising the influence of the regions. Because at the time
the han?® were autonomous, the leader of the han had a need for
research in his land in an effort to become self-reliant. Because of
that the various han had to keep people of great knowledge, and
the study of natural history was surely very important. In the
natural history research of the various han that were conducted in
the period of the 8" shagun (of the Edo period) Yoshimune
Tokugawa as well, there is mention of yokai related matters, but
there were people who could give answers from a natural historic
perspective.

> The phenomenon where more and more interest is directed towards the
different regions in Japan as opposed to only the larger cities.
26 ’

Feudal states and precursors to today’s prefectures.
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just like Ogino.
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A We can do research from a scientific perspective these days,
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. ~ The geophysicist Terada Torahiko from the early Showa
cNe % i Lf:o Eiﬁ@i\ FE%EEJ J%D F H Zli period (1926-1989) advocated the volcano theory, and | set out to

& L LEEZOBADL H : : sl P
- ¢ =4 B 1T ” reinforce this view. | am thinking that from my analysis “Yamata no
= TI/?BJ 2 na%’%% ”befﬁéﬂ/ < Y /\ﬂ&j(ﬁ[:\\ Orochi” is precisely a pyroclastic flow, and it should be established
Aj%‘%g LTw i j‘o as “yokai paleontology” to find out and verify unknown facts.
i . THhEELUC
HEFNR I BRI B OSFHEEZ S A
N AN o FE X 2) .

MNKIUFETE 2 F Lz, flamiml L) &

NIV H

FTFCLR 72 E DT S | KR Z 20" N\

I Kby TIERWINEE 2 TWET 3, iéﬂ%
NTEHEELZREVEZLTHRIET A Z & %,
IR AT, & U CHENL L2\ Td 4,

%’ “Records of Ancient Matters”. Japan’s oldest historical record dating back to
711-712 AD.

%% “The Chronicles of Japan”. Japan’s 2" oldest historical record dating back to
720 AD.

> An eight-headed snake-like monster with eight tails, and red eyes.
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Yokai familiar to the Japanese

Kumakura

| feel that that people of the past or people from the countryside
excel at having a type of sensitivity that makes them able to lunge
at the moment when an unknown thing or an interesting thing is
discovered.

Kicchin
A while ago | shot the figure of a local turned yokai in the Amazon
of Peru, South America. | think it’s because they were told this since
they were young, but they turned completely into a yokai and
danced, reproducing the dance of a yokai. Moreover, they said that
when the night falls the yokai will appear at the community hall, so
I had the sense of instinctively not going near it. Just like in the
private residences of Niigata or the deep forests, there is an air left
behind where you can undoubtedly feel the wonder of whether or
not yokai were there back in the day.
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Aramata
After the war during the complete devotion to rational thought, it
kept being said that yokai and things like that are unscientific.
However, even today the “sensitivity towards yokai” is high! We
inherited a culture where anyone can become a monster with
things like ‘dare games’ or the recent Halloween. It has become so
that for example Mr. Mizuki or Mr. Kumakura’s yokai manga also
exist and that in the summer yokai expositions are held in museums.
Especially because yokai are so familiar it’s my goal to take it to a
point where even thinking scholarly about yokai is interesting.
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Has an unknown human species been recorded?

Yamauchi

This time my image of yokai that tend to be treated as sheer
nonsense has changed upon hearing Ogino’s story. Though it differs
in form from the one that has been drawn in the “Hokuetsu Seppu”,
the jja*° was introduced as the typical Niigata yokai of Niigata at the
Mizuki Shigeru Road of Sakai-Minato city, Tottori prefecture. How
do you look upon all this, Ogino?

%% A monster comparable to Bigfoot or the Abominable Snowman.
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Ogino
Even if they did exist for real | don’t think it feels out of place. The
giant iju of the “Hokuetsu Seppu” or the satori of the ‘Koshi no
Kazaguruma’ are covered in rough fur, but we know that up until a
couple of 10.000 of years ago two types of humans called the
Neanderthals and the Flores Human existed during the same period.
For example, even if the human species that led a Jomon period
(14.000 — 300 BCE) lifestyle lived on within the mountains it would
not be strange.
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Aramata
There are people who think of the Japanese as one race, but it
couldn’t be further from the truth. At present too, there is the Ainu
race! and various other races. There is also the possibility that per
chance they encountered races with a different means of
communication in the mountains. Many different types of humans
are thought to have existed up until 3000 years ago during a period
of climate change. In the Edo period as well there is a possibility
that they existed.

Yamauchi
Perry32 who visited Japan with his ‘black boats’ has been drawn as a
person with a nose just like a tengu®>. Emphasizing the special
features when a different race was encountered through drawing
has happened a lot in history.

A people said to precede the common Japanese race today living mostly in the
northern regions of Japan. The Ainu have their own language and culture.

> Matthew Calbraith Perry (1794-1858). American navy officer who came to
Japan with his black steam ships in 1853 and demanded ports would be opened
up for trade.

% A birdlike creature with human features and a long nose, though its form can
vary. A well-known form of yokai within Japan.
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Kicchin
In the Amazon there were areas left where you should not go and
where races could not intermingle. The record of the iji could be a
valuable record showing that there was a space for different races
to meet each other within Japan.

Traveling around the sites, enjoying yokai

Yamauchi

Well then, now that the party is in full swing, could you, group
leader Aramata, sum up the trip of investigating yokai in Niigata.
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Taken from: “Train Vert” Issue 9, September 2016
Author: Takanori Yamauchi

Translated by: Jim Gubbels
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