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Abstract 

The Female Body, Motherhood, and Old Age:  

Representations of Women in Hell in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Japan 

 

Yiwen Shen 

 

My dissertation, The Female Body, Motherhood, and Old Age: Representations of Women in 

Hell in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Japan, examines the literary and visual representations 

of women in hell in late medieval and early modern Japan, with particular attention to the female 

body, motherhood, and old age. My focus is the late Muromachi and early Edo periods, when a 

constellation of new hells began to be conceptualized that had serious ramifications for 

representation of women. I examine a group of otogizōshi texts and hell paintings of the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries, which were disseminated widely through different media (picture 

scrolls, screen paintings, and narrative texts) and which generated a set of motifs representing 

women in the afterlife. I relate the emergence of these motifs to the larger history of the discursive 

construction of the female body and the evolution of representations of hell in premodern Japan. 

I argue that in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, representations of women in hell in 

these texts and paintings shifted in their focus to domestic relationships, specifically mother-child 

and wife-husband relationships. This change is best exemplified by the late medieval set of 

gendered hells (The Hell of Barren Women, The Hell of Two Wives, and Children’s Limbo), which 

represent the body of the woman from three perspectives: 1) as infertile (as in the Hell of Barren 

Women), 2) as related to animals (such as the serpentine queen in Daibutsu no go-engi (The 

Venerable Origins of the Great Buddha) and the serpent-women in the Hell of Two Wives), and 3) 

as stigmatized or punished for excess desire/attachment in their mother-child and wife-husband 

relationships (as in the Hell of Two Wives).  

This dissertation also analyzes woman as erotic object, as mother, and as aging body from a 

comparative Japan-China perspective. By comparing similar motifs that emerged at approximately 



 
 

the same historical moments—the snake queen falling into hell in Daibutsu no go-engi with the 

snake queen in “Empress Xi turning into a python,” and Datsueba (Clothes-snatching Hag) with 

Meng Po (Lady of Forgetfulness)—I am able to highlight distinctive features of these new hells 

for women as well as compare the differing functions of hell shown by these Japanese and Chinese 

examples. 

In Chapter 1, “Women Falling Into Hell in Early Medieval Japan,” I analyze three early 

medieval tales of women journeying to and from Tateyama hell in the eleventh-century Dai 

Nihonkoku Hokkekyō genki and twelfth-century Konjaku monogatari shū in order to provide 

background for my later discussion on the new concerns for women that emerged in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries. I show how the salvation of the deceased female protagonists depended 

on the proper rituals being performed by family members and I make clear the significance that 

motherhood was accorded in early medieval Buddhist tales of women in hell. 

I then examine how representations of women evolved and became more complex in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with the emergence of the Hell of Barren Women, where 

childless women are punished, and the Hell of Two Wives, in which two serpent women coil their 

bodies around a man with whom they had become involved in a triangular relationship. In Chapter 

2, “Barren Women Hells and Daibutsu no go-engi (The Venerable Origins of the Great Buddha),” 

I show how the Hell of Barren Women stresses the reproductive responsibilities of women. The 

representations of the Hell of Barren Women, reflecting a growing female audience in the late 

Muromachi and early Edo periods, are clear evidence of a belief that it is motherhood that is a 

woman’s passport to salvation. 

In Chapter 3, I examine “The Serpentine Queen and the Chinese Tale of Empress Xi Hui 

Turning Into a Python.” A comparison with Daibutsu no go-engi shows that the Chinese stories 

about Empress Xi focus more on the feelings and observations of the living, while Daibutsu no 

go-engi stresses the accumulation and elimination of negative karma.  

Chapter 4, “The Hell of Two Wives: Transformed Women and the Jealousy of Joint-Wives,” 

examines the motif of the “transformed woman” found in the Lotus Sutra, the eleventh-century 

Hokke genki, and the mid-sixteenth century Dōjōji engi, showing how a negative connection 

between women and the dragon-serpent body was established, and how the animalized female 

body relates to the question of desire. The entwined threesome in the Hell of Two Wives not only 

exemplifies a domestic narrative of betrayal and resentment; it also shows a transition from a 



 
 

general stigmatization of the female body towards a more specific condemnation of lust, jealousy, 

and resentment—which are all gendered female. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 

women’s roles evolved to reflect a desire to maintain the stability of family. At the same time, 

these representations began focusing more on situations in which women’s efforts to control body 

or mind met with failure. 

 Chapter 5, “Old Women as Keepers of the Borders: Datsueba and Meng Po,” analyzes two 

figures of hags in hell: Datsueba in Japan and Meng Po in China. While Datsueba watches over 

the dead as they descend to the depths of hell to receive judgment, Meng Po cares for them as they 

make their way out of hell to achieve reincarnation. I argue that both Datsueba and Meng Po 

reinforce the border of hell by depriving the deceased of their social identities, but while Datsueba 

punishes and purifies the deceased, Meng Po focuses on the transitional stage between death and 

the next life, and her memory-erasing function shows that, paradoxically, in Chinese hell deceased 

souls are not liberated from the basic Confucian relationships that are so important to the living.  
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Introduction  

 

My dissertation examines the literary and visual representations of women in hell in late 

medieval and early modern Japan, with particular attention to the female body, motherhood, and 

old age. Towards the end of the Muromachi period (1336-1573), a constellation of new hells 

emerged that had serious ramifications for the representation of women, specifically, the Hell of 

Barren Women (umazume jigoku 石女地獄/不産女地獄), the Hell of Two Wives (futame jigoku 

両婦地獄), Blood Pool Hell (chinoike jigoku 血池地獄) and Children’s Limbo (sai no kawara 

賽の河原). I examine a group of otogizōshi texts and hell paintings of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries that were disseminated widely through different media (picture scrolls, 

screen paintings, and narrative texts) and ultimately generated a set of fixed motifs representing 

women in the afterlife. I relate the emergence of these motifs to the larger history of the 

discursive construction of the female body and female sex in premodern Japan.  

The other major aim of this dissertation is to place this analysis of the late medieval and 

early modern representation of women (specifically, women as erotic objects, women as 

mothers, and aging women) in a comparative, Japan-China perspective. By examining similar 

motifs that emerged at approximately the same historical moment, I am able to highlight 

distinctive features of these new hells for women and the range of functions they perform. I 

make two comparisons of such motifs. The first is between two snake queens, one appearing in 

Daibutsu no go-engi 大仏の御縁起, known in English as The Venerable Origins of the Great 

Buddha, and the other in the topos known as Xishi bianmang 郗氏變蟒, “Empress Xi turning 

into a python.” The second comparison I make is between two elderly women, Datsueba 奪衣婆 

in Japanese and Meng Po 孟婆 in Chinese texts. 

Both the Chinese and Japanese representations of hell (地獄, Ch. diyu, Jp. jigoku) were 

profoundly influenced by the Buddhist concept (Skt. naraka) originating in India. In Buddhism, 

death is not a terminus; rather, each death is seen as a gateway to an iterative rebirth until final 

deliverance from the cycle is achieved. The range of possible rebirths is conceptualized as a 

hierarchy of six paths or realms, commonly translated in English as the “Six Realms of 
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Transmigration” (六道 rokudō). The Six Realms consist of the three higher paths, namely, Deva 

(heavenly beings; Skt. deva-gati, Jp. 天道 tendō), human (Jp. 人道 nindō), and Asura (battling  

demigods; Jp. 阿修羅道 ashuradō), and the three lower paths, which are that of the animal (Jp. 

畜生道 chikushōdō), that of the hungry ghost (Skt. preta-gati, Jp. 餓鬼道 gakidō), and hell (Jp. 

地獄道 jigokudō).1 Being the lowest and least desirable realm of the six, hell is depicted as a 

violent realm, replete with torture and carnage. In both China and Japan the idea of hell has a 

specific topography; temporally, it functions as an intervening period between incarnations. 

Hell’s terrors, a core component of Buddhist views of the afterlife, inspired numerous collections 

of didactic narratives as well as the visual genre of hell paintings, making hell a prevalent motif 

in Chinese and Japanese art and literature from the seventh century onward. 

I use the word hell (actually hells) as the best way of rendering the Japanese term jigoku, 

treating it as one element in the paradigm of cyclical karmic rebirth within the Six Realms of 

Transmigration (rokudō). I do not use the perhaps more accurate word purgatory, as Stephen F. 

Teiser (1994) does in his study of Chinese hell, since it introduces unwanted Christian nuances. 

As I hope to show in this dissertation, hell in premodern and early modern Japanese culture is not 

only about the afterlife and another realm, it also becomes the platform for a series of lessons and 

commentary about this world. As different needs emerged in contemporary life, they were 

reflected in an ever-changing views of hell (or hells). In this sense, this project is as important for 

understanding views of the living as for understanding the afterlife and the netherworld. That 

said, I am not attempting a history of representations of hell. Instead, this is an inquiry into how 

certain landscapes of hell as related to representations of women changed over time and the 

 
1 Previous English-language scholarship on the Six Paths in medieval Japan has centered on a scholarly debate 
between William LaFleur and Barbara Ruch concerning the degree to which the Buddhist theory of the cycle of 
death and rebirth spread throughout society. LaFleur contends that the Six Paths was universally accepted and 
became the dominant paradigm of the medieval Japanese experience. See William LaFleur, The Karma of Words: 
Buddhism and the Literary Arts in Medieval Japan (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 26-59. LaFleur 
also believes that another reason he idea of the Six Paths was so popular was that it could explain physical 
phenomena that science at the time could not. See ibid., 27, and William LaFleur, “Hungry Ghosts and Hungry 
People: Somaticity and Rationality in Medieval Japan,” in Fragments for a History of the Human Body, ed. Michel 
Feher, Ramona Naddaff, and Nadia Tazi, (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 1989), 270-303. Barbara Ruch 
has offered an alternative assessment. She contends that, while all schools of Buddhism had knowledge of the Six 
Paths, not everyone lived according to Buddhist principles. Her argument thus precludes the notion that being 
trapped in the endless cycle of life and death was inevitable. See Barbara Ruch, “Coping with Death: Paradigms of 
Heaven and Hell and the Six Realms in Early Literature and Painting,” in Flowing Traces: Buddhism in the Literary 
and Visual Arts of Japan, ed. James H. Sanford, William R. LaFleur, and Masatoshi Nagatomi, (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), 96-97. 
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socio-historical implications of those changes. 

More concretely, I have attempted to address the following questions: Why did a new set of 

gendered hells appear in Japan and infiltrate popular culture from the sixteenth through the 

seventeenth centuries? How did representations of women in hell evolve from the late medieval 

to the early modern periods? What roles did the female body and motherhood play in 

representations of the other world? Who were the producers, storytellers, picturetellers (etoki), 

and transmitters of such stories? Who was their target audience? What media did they use and to 

what effect? What were the religious, historical, and social contexts for this production, 

circulation, and consumption? What kind of contemporary issues and concerns were reflected in 

these changing views of hell? More broadly, what were the differences between the Chinese and 

Japanese examples with regard to the way they represented women in hell in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries?  

 

Women in Hell and The Emergence of a Female Audience 

The Ōjōyōshū 往生要集 (Essentials for Pure Land Salvation, 985), a Buddhist treatise 

composed by the Tendai priest Genshin 源信 (942-1017), established one of the major textual 

foundations for a visual landscape of hell in Japan, providing a set of fixed motifs that are visible 

in early medieval paintings such as the Shōjuraigō-ji 聖衆来迎寺 scrolls, a set of Six Paths 

paintings (rokudō-e) completed in the mid-thirteenth century and owned by Shōjuraigō-ji Temple 

in Shiga Prefecture. An example of representation of women in hell in both the Ōjōyōshū text 

and Shōjuraigō-ji scrolls is Tōyōrin 刀葉林, or the Woods of Sword-Leaves, a place in hell 

centered around male desire. A man is forced to climb up and down a tree, located in a “forest of 

sword blades,” whose branches cut and penetrate his skin and bones as he pursues a beautiful 

woman who constantly arouses his desire. A satellite hell in the Hell of Crushing (shugō jigoku 

衆合地獄), Woods of Sword-Leaves originated in Zhengfa nianchu jing 正法念處經 (The Sutra 

on the Meditation of the True Law) and the Ōjōyōshū (Essentials for Pure Land Salvation) and 

became a fixed motif in Japanese hell paintings. These late Heian and early medieval paintings 

of hell had both male viewers and female viewers. For example, Fujiwara no Akirakeiko 藤原明

子 (or Fujiwara no Meishi, 829-900) composed a poem in the early eleventeenth century 

describes her reaction to seeing an image of a hell that depicted a forest of trees with sword-like 
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branches.2 Izumi Shikibu 和泉式部 (976-1030), a near contemporary of Akirakeiko, composed 

an almost identical poem upon looking at a similar image of hell.3 I argue that the use of female 

body in the Woods of Sword-Leaves reflects a male gaze.4 Although poems by Fujiwara no 

Akiraeiko and Izumi Shikibu indicate the existence of female readers and viewers, hell narratives 

and paintings were mostly produced by men for male readers and male viewers in early medieval 

 
2 She writes, “Soon after the consort died, the orphan princess visited the hall to observe a period of mourning. 
When looking at the hell paintings of the Jissaidō, I noticed the image for the eighteenth day where swords pierce 
those people [who have fallen here]. 
The branches of swords/ So heavy they have become bent from the weight/ What are the sins that have led people 
here?” 
おなし宮程なくうせさせ給ひてのの御忌に姫宮の御まへ御堂におはしましゝに十さいたうの地こくのゑ

を人々よむに十八日つるきに人のつらぬかれたるを。いかにせん/剣の枝の/たはむまて/おもきはつみの/
なれる成鳧。Ben no menotoshū 弁の乳母集, GR, 15:701. Ōgushi Sumio has suggested that the “consort” 
Fujiwara no Meishi refers to in the headnote is Fujiwara no Kenshi (994-1027), who was the consort of Sanjō Tennō 
(976-1017), and the orphan princess was her daughter Princess Teishi (1013-1094). He thus dates this poem to the 
beginning of the eleventh century. Ōgushi Sumio, “Kenkyū shiryō: Hōjōji jissaidō no jigokue,” Bijutsu kenkyū 176 
(1954): 44-45. Translation from Miriam Chusid, “Picturing the Afterlife: The Shōjuraigō-ji Six Paths Scrolls and 
Salvation in Medieval Japan” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Princeton University, 2016): 29. 
3 She writes, “Composed upon seeing an image of hell where people are being pierced by the branches of swords. 
How frightful! The branches of swords/ So heavy they become bent from the weight/ What have these people done 
to bring about such fruits?” 
地獄絵に剣の枝に人の貫かれたるを見てよめ。あさましや/剣の枝の/たはむまで/こは何の身の/なれるな
るらん。SNKT 9:190. Translated in Joseph Sorensen, “Poetic Sequence as Personal Salvation: Saigyō’s Poems 
‘Upon Seeing Pictures of Hell,’” Japanese Language and Literature 46, no. 1 (April 2012): 6. 
4 In her discussion of these three poems, all composed upon seeing images of hell, Miriam Chusid believes that all 
of them describe the same punishment: a forest in which the tree’s leaves are swords, which pierce the fleshes and 
bones of the sinners who try to pass through. Many scholars have assumed that all the three poets composed their 
poems while looking at paintings based on The Essentials of Birth in the Pure Land. (For example, in the modern 
annotations of Izumi Shikibu’s poem, Kawamura Teruo is quick to point out the correspondences between the 
sword-like branches that Izumi describes and a similar punishment found in The Essentials. SNKT, 9:190. Yamada 
Shōzen likewise argues that because Saigyō noted these particular trees, which are also discussed in The Essentials, 
he must have been looking at paintings that used the text for their source. Yamada Shōzen, Saigyō no waka to 
bukkyō, vol. 4 of Yamada Shōzen chosakushū (Tokyo: Ohfū, 2012), 134.) However, I think it is problematic to treat 
the scenes portrayed in these three poems as the same thing. According to my observation, the punishment described 
in Akirakeiko’s poem and Izumi Shikibu’s poem is not the same sub-hell depicted in Saigyō’s poem, and thus 
should be separated in discussion. While Saigyō’s poem illustrates the scene of Tōyōrin 刀葉林 (The Woods of 
Sword-Leaves), a region of hell in The Essentials where male sinners, driven by lust for the women at the top, climb 
a tree with razor-sharp leaves, the landscape that Akirakeiko’s poem and Izumi Shikibu’s poem describe is the Hell 
of Sword Blades (Kenju jigoku 劍樹地獄, also called Kenrin jigoku 劍林地獄), one of the sixteen satellite hells of 
the Hell of Screams (Kyōkan jigoku 叫喚地獄). As a satellite hell depicted in early Buddhist classics, the Hell of 
Sword Blades can be traced back to the “Chapter of Hell” in Shiji jing 世記経 (Jp. Seiki kyō), a text included within 
Chang ahan jing 長阿含経 (Jp. Jōagon gyō), which has been translated into Chinese as early as 412-13. The phrase 
劍樹地獄 (Ch. Jianshu diyu) also appears in other early Buddhist scriptures such as Dazhidu lun 大智度論 (Skt. 
Mahāprajñāpāramitā-śāstra). Generally speaking, it is a traditional hell landscape, a place where beings are cut into 
pieces by sword-like leaves (For Dazhidu lun text, see T no. 1509, vol. 25). 
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Japan.5 In these early representations of hells, female body is depicted as an object of desire as 

well as an object of danger for men.  

By the late Muromachi period, however, we have the emergence of conceptions of hell aimed 

at female audiences. The three hells in Kumano Mind Contemplation Ten Worlds Mandala 

(Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara 熊野観心十界曼荼羅, ca. seventeenth century) relate to women’s 

lives: Blood Pool Hell (chinoike jigoku) for the sin of bleeding in childbirth and menstruation, the 

Hell of Two Wives (futame jigoku) for jealous women, the Hell of Barren Women (umazume 

jigoku), and Children’s Limbo (sai no kawara) for departed children. Since most English-language 

scholarship on the representation of women in Buddhist hell to date have been devoted to Blood 

Pool Hell and Children’s Limbo, I have focused primarily on the other hells related to women: the 

Hell of Barren Women and the Hell of Two Wives. 

My analysis of the Hell of Barren Women and the Hell of Two Wives shows that a 

significant shift took place in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries toward an emphasis on the 

importance of domestic relationships, specifically mother-child and wife-husband relationships. 

This change is most clearly reflected in a group of late medieval and early modern otogizōshi 

texts. Popular narratives about journeys to hell and back are common in the Muromachi period; 

they appear in setsuwa (anecdotes), otogizōshi (vernacular tales), and jisha engi (histories of the 

origins of temples and shrines). Tokuda Kazuo lists a group of journeys-to-hell stories (jigoku 

henreki dan 地獄遍歴譚) that include Tengu no dairi 天狗の内裏 (The Palace of the Tengu), 

Hakone honji yurai 箱根本地由来 (The Origins of the Original Ground of Hakone), Fuji no 

hitoana sōshi 富士の人穴草子 (The Tale of the Human Cave on Mount Fuji), Chōhō-ji 

yomigaeri no sōshi 長宝寺よみがへりの草紙 (also titled Yomigaeri no sōshi よみがえりの草

紙 or Hirano yomigaeri no sōshi 平野よみがえりの草紙, Back from the Dead at Chōhō-ji 

Temple), and Yoshitsune jigoku yaburi 義経地獄破り (Yoshitsune’s Wrecking of Hell), and 

observes that these works of popular fiction include three recurrent motifs: meeting with the lord 

 
5 Sarah Horton has argued that The Essentials was not well circulated outside of Mount Hiei for the first one 
hundred years or so after it was written, and was not widely known. Sarah Horton, “The Influence of the Ōjōyōshū 
in Late Tenth- and Early Eleventh-Century Japan,” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 31, no. 1 (2004): 29–54. 
Furthermore, Ishida Mizumaro has asserted that the writings of Izumi Shikibu show little literary influence from The 
Essentials at all. Ishida Mizumaro, “‘Ōjōyōshū’ no shisōshiteki igi,” in Genshin, ed. Ishida Mizumaro (Tokyo: 
Iwanami, 1970), 481. 
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of the underworld, experiences in hell, and representation of hell in this world.6 Keller 

Kimbrough identifies a group of medieval otogizōshi rooted in Buddhist proselytizing traditions 

that describe human travelers’ fantastic journeys through the Six Realms and back. Such stories, 

which he calls “hell-tour tales,” include Mokuren no sōshi 目連の草紙 (The Tale of Mokuren), 

Daibutsu no go-engi (The Venerable Origins of the Great Buddha), Tengu no dairi (The Palace 

of the Tengu), Fuji no hitoana sōshi (The Tale of the Human Cave on Mount Fuji), and Chōhōji 

yomigaeri no sōshi (Back from the Dead at Chōhō-ji Temple). These fictional narratives from the 

fifteenth, sixteenth, and early seventeenth centuries tend to be dominated by representations of 

the tortures of hell and were probably employed in preaching activities.7 Using Daibutsu no go-

engi, Tengu no dairi, Fuji no hitoana sōshi, and Chōhō-ji yomigaeri no sōshi as major examples, 

I observe that the late medieval set of gendered hells represents women’s bodies in three ways: 1) 

as barren (as in the Hell of Barren Women), 2) as transformed and animalized (the barren 

serpentine queen in Daibutsu no go-engi and the serpent-women in the Hell of Two Wives, for 

example), and 3) as receiving punishment for excessive maternal or spousal attachment (as in the 

Hell of Two Wives).  

I argue that the emergence of this constellation of new hells was caused by a number of socio-

religious changes. These include Kumano bikuni 熊野比丘尼 (Kumano nuns) moving from the 

home to public spaces to do their preaching, changes in the family and marital system, and the 

development of female patrons and female audiences for sermons. Unlike the early medieval hells, 

for which the audience—those who read and heard preachers conjure visions of them—consisted 

mostly of men, the new sub-hells that were conceptualized and began to circulate in the late 

medieval period were intended to speak to an audience of women and their concerns, and were 

transmitted by women such as the Kumano nuns. The shift from a mainly male to a mainly female 

audience in the late medieval period is reflected in the topics that recur in these new hell narratives, 

such as fertility, motherhood, and erotic life.  

The shift in focus to these new topics is also reflected in hell figures that already existed in 

the early medieval period, most specifically, Datsueba, the “clothes-snatching hag.” In the 

Japanese popular imagination of hell, she is a terrifying old woman who sits by the Sanzu River 

 
6 Tokuda Kazuo, Otogizōshi kenkyū, 158. 
7 Kimbrough, R. Keller. “Tourists in Paradise: Writing the Pure Land in Medieval Japanese Fiction.” Japanese 
Journal of Religious Studies, vol. 33, No. 2, Varieties of Pure Land Experience (2006): 269-296. 



7 
 

(三途の川, sanzu no kawa; River of Three Crossings), which people must cross after death. She 

mercilessly robs the deceased of their clothes and hangs the clothes on the branches of a tree 

called the eryōju 衣領樹 (Clothes-Receiving Tree). Juxtaposing a tale describing Datsueba in the 

eleventh century Dai Nihonkoku Hokekyō genki 大日本国法華経験記 (An Account of Miracles 

Worked by the Lotus Sutra in Japan) with late medieval depictions of her in Kumano Mandala, 

Tengu no dairi, Fuji no hitoana sōshi, and Chōhō-ji yomigaeri no sōshi, I argue that the 

representations of Datsueba in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries address new contemporary 

needs and concerns related to fertility and motherhood. The most dramatic example occurs in 

Tengu no dairi, where Datsueba appears as a deity who presides over birth and lends the 

newborn a “placenta cloth” (enakin 胞衣/胞衣布; lit. placenta cloth or baby clothes), which must 

be returned when the newborn grows old, dies, and meets her again in hell. 

 

Comparison Between Japan and China 

Japan and China both draw their Buddhist representations of hell from the roots of the 

religion in India. By comparing several such representations from the two countries— texts, 

images, and theater, for the most part from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—I arrive at 

some conclusions about differences and similarities. Among the questions I seek to answer are: 

What are the differences in these representations with respect to how this world relates with the 

next? In what ways do the issues and concerns the Japanese examples I have selected address 

different from or parallel to those addressed in similar Chinese hell narratives? In particular, I 

compare the seventeenth-century Daibutsu no go-engi (The Venerable Origins of the Great 

Buddha) with the Chinese story of “Empress Xi turning into a python” (Xishi bianmang) as it is 

told from the seventh to the seventeenth centuries. How do the depictions of the two snake 

queens reflect different focal points of hell narratives? I also make a comparison between 

Datsueba in Japanese depictions of hell and Meng Po (Lady Meng, the Lady of Forgetfulness) in 

Chinese depictions. A Chinese counterpart of Datsueba, Meng Po 孟婆, is an old woman 

residing in hell by the River Nai (Naihe 奈河, or River of No Recourse) who gives the spirits of 

the deceased her Five-Flavored Tea of Forgetfulness (Meng Po tang 孟婆湯, or Brew of 

Oblivion) to drink before they depart from hell. Consuming the brew induces instant and 

permanent amnesia. Those who are ready to be reincarnated lose all memory of the lives they 
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lived until that time as well as their experience in hell, and they are ensured of being reborn in a 

new, earthly incarnation, purged of all previous sins and knowledge. Based on a comparison of 

specific representations of these two female figures, Datsueba and Meng Po, I argue that the 

Japanese hell was a Buddhist place of punishment and atonement for karmic sins of the past. By 

contrast, many accounts of Chinese hell stress existing interpersonal relationships and social 

systems (such as the judicial bureaucracy and Confucian family relationships) out of the 

traditional belief that “one must serve the dead as they were served when they were alive” (shisi 

rushisheng 事死如事生), a concept of life and death from pre-Qin China that preceded 

Buddhism and remained dominant even after the arrival of Buddhism. “Serving the dead as they 

were served when alive” means that proper burial rituals are to be carried out for the dead in the 

underworld as if they were living their daily lives in this one. In this sense, stories about hell are 

actually stories about rituals that need to be performed in this world. Stories written in the Edo 

period in Japan, for example, told of six mon coins being placed in a coffin as “ferriage” so that 

the dead would not be stripped of their clothes by Datsueba. By contrast, in some regions of 

China, tea leaves were used in burial rites to keep the minds of the dead clear so they could resist 

Meng Po’s Brew of Oblivion. Although both the Japanese and Chinese representations show that 

the living wanted the deceased to maintain a close connection with the world they had left, the 

ways in which they did so were very different. 

The most famous East Asian “journey to hell” story is that of the descent of the bodhisattva 

Maudgalyāyana (目連, Ch. Mulian, Jp. Mokuren), who went there to rescue his mother from the 

realm of the hungry ghosts by staging a grand feast. The story was originated in medieval 

Chinese popular narratives such as the prosimetric “transformation tales” (bianwen 變文). In 

Japan, the Obon (also urabon or bon) ghost festival, held on the fifteenth day of the seventh 

month of the lunar calendar, had its origin in this legend and has continued to be held every year 

since 606. As a disciple of the Buddha, Maudgalyāyana is able to gain access to the remote 

corners of hell and to its torture chambers thanks to Buddha’s supernatural powers. In most 

Chinese versions of the legend, Mulian’s mother is not a paragon of virtue, and the description of 

her wickedness only serves to highlight the virtue of her son. By contrast, in a Japanese variant, 

the otogizōshi tale Mokuren no sōshi (1531), Mulian’s mother is depicted as a model mother. She 

becomes a hungry ghost as punishment for her obsessive maternal pride. While the Chinese 

versions emphasize the son’s virtue by disparaging the mother, the Japanese variant denotes the 
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“sin of motherhood,” caused by the blind love of parent for child.8 Comparing similar motifs in 

Japan and China, I find that while the Japanese examples draw attention to the atonement and the 

effort to shed the burden of past desires, human weaknesses, attachments, and accumulated sins, 

the Chinese examples emphasize the notion of rebirth and reincarnation as well as the 

transitional stage between one life and the next. 

 

Overview 

My dissertation has five chapters. In Chapter 1, “Women Falling Into Hell in Early 

Medieval Japan,” I analyze three early medieval tales of women journeying to and from 

Tateyama 立山 hell in the eleventh-century Hokke genki and twelfth-century Konjaku 

monogatari shū 今昔物語集 (Collection of Tales of Times Now Past) in order to provide a 

background for my later discussion of the new interest in and concern about women that 

emerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I show how the salvation of the deceased 

female protagonists depended on proper rituals being performed by their families and I make 

clear the significance that motherhood was accorded in early medieval Buddhist tales of women 

in hell. 

Chapter 2, “Barren Women Hells and Daibutsu no go-engi (The Venerable Origins of the 

Great Buddha),” opens with an analysis of the barren empress’s journey in hell in Daibutsu no 

go-engi, a seventeenth-century otogizōshi text. I provide the first translation into English of this 

text, which is unique among late medieval hell-tour tales, not only for the heroine’s royal status 

as empress but also because it is a jisha engi (story about the origins of a temple) that centers on 

a woman’s infertility. While the plot and conventions of the story fit the conventions of earlier 

journey-to-hell narratives, the text is explicit: the main reason the empress is sent to hell is that 

she has no descendants. I ask: Why the issue of heirs is so important in this text and in other 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century hell-tour tales? 

I argue that the Hell of Barren Women likewise emphasizes women’s reproductive 

responsibilities and thus serves as an exhortation to women to reproduce, an obligation whose 

gravity is rendered even more vivid by Children’s Limbo (sai no kawara), a hell for deceased 

 
8 The “sin of motherhood” is expressed by the topos of the darkness of heart” (kokoro no yami 心の闇) of the 
mother. The expression comes from a verse in the Gosenshū. Misc. I, 1103. See Wakita 1985: 183-85; Shirane 1987: 
184-86; and Glassman 2001: 14-16.  
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children that found increasingly widespread expression in seventeenth-century Japan. The 

religious, historical, and social contexts of Daibutsu no go-engi’s production show that the 

audiences of Buddhist proselytizing expanded during the late Muromachi period. Women’s 

salvation became a communal concern, and Daibutsu no go-engi may have been produced in part 

for a female audience. I conjecture that the 1681 Daibutsu no go-engi manuscript includes the 

story of Rōben 良弁 (689-774) because this text may have been created by kanjin 勧進 (fund-

raising) monks who engaged with a larger audience that included women. It illustrates the 

inseparable relationship among engi literature, kanjin campaigns and etoki 絵解き storytelling. 

As a result of the shift in the Japanese view of motherhood during the late Muromachi period, the 

issue of heirs takes on growing importance in these sixteenth- and seventeenth-century hell-tour 

tales. New sub-hells related to women emerged, and the recurrent motif throughout, particularly 

in the Hell of Barren Women, was that motherhood was a woman’s passport to salvation.  

In Chapter 3, “The Serpentine Queen and the Chinese Tale of Empress Xi Hui Turning Into 

a Python,” based on a comparison of Daibutsu no go-engi with Chinese stories about Empress 

Xi, I find that the latter focus more on the feelings and observations of the living, while life in 

the Japanese Daibutsu no go-engi story is rather about memories, of past lives and this one, and 

the accumulation of karma. All past occurrences are of consequence, in this view, which makes 

depictions of past desires, human weaknesses, and attachments essential to the Japanese 

narrative. 

Chapter 4, “The Hell of Two Wives: Transformed Women and the Jealousy of Joint-Wives,” 

examines the motif of the “transformed woman” found as early as the Lotus Sutra, through the 

eleventh-century Hokke genki, to the mid-sixteenth century Dōjō-ji engi. Here I investigate how 

a negative connection between women and the dragon-serpent body was established, and how 

the marginalized, animalized female body relates to the question of desire. I argue that the 

entwined threesome in the Hell of Two Wives not only exemplifies a domestic narrative of 

betrayal and resentment, but also represents a transition from a general stigmatization of the 

female body toward a more specific condemnation of lust, jealousy, and resentment—which are 

all gendered specifically female.  

In Chapter 5, “Old Women as Keepers of the Borders: Datsueba and Meng Po,” I analyze 

two hag figures in hell spawned by Chinese and Japanese cultures: Datsueba (Clothes-snatching 

Hag) in Japan and Meng Po (Lady of Forgetfulness) in China. Both are portrayed as old ladies 
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residing by the river as the gate keepers of the netherworld, and both existed in the early 

medieval but did not become popular until the late medieval period. Datsueba physically strips 

the deceased of their clothes, while Meng Po deprives the dead of their memories of previous 

lives. I examine the genesis of Datsueba from the Chinese Dunhuang Ten Kings of Hell picture 

scrolls, trace them through the Heian-period Hokke genki and Bussetsu Jizō bosatsu hosshin 

innen jūō kyō 仏説地蔵菩薩発心因縁十王経 (The Sutra on Jizō Bodhisattva’s Aspiration for 

Enlightenment and the Ten Kings) in Japan, and then assess how this motif works in the 

otogizōshi narratives of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, specifically in Chōhō-ji 

yomigaeri no sōshi, Fuji no hitoana sōshi, and Tengu no dairi. Considering clothes as a signifier 

of social identity and sometimes even as a metonymy for the body, I argue that the clothes-

snatching by Datsueba represents the transition of the deceased from human to non-human. 

Personifying old age, ugliness and infertility, Datsueba can also be viewed as a representative of 

elderly women, whose bodies are no longer capable of reproduction and are consequently 

terrifying and evil. On the other hand, as argued by scholars such as Yanagita Kunio and 

Kawamura Kunimitsu, Datsueba also possesses the characteristics of a fertility deity. From the 

references to white cloths in the late medieval otogizōshi narratives, we know that these are 

symbolic items, which can serve as both burial robes or shrouds as well as material used to 

receive the placenta, which makes Datsueba a deity who can both extinguish life and give it by 

aiding in the process of rebirth and salvation. 

I then analyze representations of the Chinese hag Meng Po by showing how her image 

shifted from that of the goddess of wind in the Song Dynasty to a border keeper of hell in the 

Ming Dynasty. On the basis of analysis of the “Pavilion of Meng Po” in the late Ming vernacular 

fiction Nanhai guanyinpusa chushenxiuxing zhuan 南海觀音菩薩出身修行傳 (Biography of 

Bodhisattva Guanyin of the South Sea), the Qing illustrated religious guidebook Yuli baochao 玉

歷寶鈔 (Precious Record of the Jade Regulations), and mid-Qing classical short fiction Xie duo 

諧鐸 (The Witty Bell), I argue that, whereas Datsueba was associated with purification and 

punishment, Meng Po was seen as presiding over the transitional stage between death and the 

next life. It is because of the belief in the power of Meng Po’s brew of forgetfulness and the need 

for the dead to resist it and keep clear minds that tea leaves came to be used in burial rites. There 

are songs from several regions in China about making offerings of tea, and they include lyrics 

about making such offering to mothers who have died, suggestive of the belief in Meng Po and 
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evidence as well for for an increase in the size of that part of the audience who were female. 

While Datsueba performs the function of administering punishment and purifying the deceased, 

Meng Po’s role, as the banisher of memories, shows that in examples of Chinese hell narratives, 

paradoxically, the deceased souls are not liberated from the basic set of Confucian relationships 

that were so important both to society and to Chinese literature.  
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Chapter One 

Women Falling Into Hell in Early Medieval Japan 

 

The topography of hell within the Buddhist cosmology underwent continual reconfigurations 

as it migrated from India to China and Japan. While the Indian tradition locates hell in another 

realm under the Earth’s surface,9 the Chinese and Japanese tend to place it just below or above 

ground and often provide it with entrances from the land of the living. On the Japanese archipelago, 

numerous volcanic landscapes lent themselves to such interpretation.10 For example, the 

seventeenth-century otogizōshi (vernacular tales) Fuji no hitoana sōshi 富士の人穴草子 (The 

Tale of the Human Cave on Mount Fuji) describes six kami かみ (gods) as magistrates of hell, 

each presiding over a location known for its volcanic landscape. The list of magistrates includes 

Etchū’s Tateyama gongen (権現, lit. “incarnation,” the manifestation of a buddha in the form of 

an indigenous kami).11 Tateyama 立山, a series of peaks in present-day Toyama Prefecture of 

 
9 For example, in Apidamo jushe lun 阿毘達摩倶舎論 (Skt. Abhidharma-kośa, Jp. Abidatsuma kusha ron; 
Storehouse of Higher Doctrine), a fourth- to fifth-century Indian Buddhist encyclopedia circulated widely in China 
and Japan, hell is part of an immense cosmology in another dimension. Seven rings of mountain ranges are divided 
by seas and surround an enormous mountain called Myōkōsen 妙高山 (a.k.a. Shumisen 須弥山). A vast ocean 
encompasses the outskirts of rings of mountain (see fig. 1). This sea, bounded by an eighth rim of mountains called 
Tetsurin’isen 鉄輪囲山 (also Tetchisen 鉄囲山), contains four continents in the cardinal directions around the 
Myōkōsen mountain. The southern continent is the world we live in, Senbushū 贍部洲 (Skt. Jambudvīpa). The 
entirety rests upon a golden disc that sits upon a water disc supported by a wind disc. Dozens of heavens occupy 
stages along Myōkōsen and float above the mountain at increasingly astronomical attitudes. The dimensions of this 
universe are calculated in units called yuzenna 踰繕那 (or yujun 由旬) (T 29: 57a-c.). The seas are eighty thousand 
yuzenna deep, and Myōkōsen rises eighty thousand yuzenna above sea level. Eight great hells (hachi daijigoku 八大
地獄) lie beneath Senbushū, listed from top to bottom as Tōkatsu jigoku 等活地獄 (Hell of Revival), Kokujō jigoku 
黒縄地獄 (Hell of Black Ropes), Shugō jigoku 衆合地獄 (Hell of Assembly), Gōkyō jigoku 号叫地獄 (Hell of 
Screams), Daikyō jigoku 大叫地獄 (Great Hell of Screams), Ennetsu jigoku 炎熱地獄 (Great Hell of Incineration), 
Dainetsu jigoku 大熱地獄 (Great Hell of Incineration), and Muken jigoku 無間地獄 (Hell of No Interval). See T 29: 
41a. On hell’s early development, see Sadakata 1990, 144-60. 
While Apidamo jushe lun (Storehouse of Higher Doctrine) arranges the hells’ layout vertically, some texts describe 
it as horizontal. Shiji jing 世記経 (Jp. Seiki kyō; Description of the World Sutra), a text included within Chang ahan 
jing 長阿含経 (Skt. Dīrgha Āgama, Jp. Jōagon gyō; The Longer Agama Sutra), for example, characterizes the 
tremendous ring of mountains that bounds the world as two ranges, one nested within the other. The space between 
them is the location of the eight great hells, each equipped with sixteen satellite hells. Neither sun nor moon shine 
into this space, where a scorching and putrid wind howls powerfully as if to parch and pulverize everything omto 
dust. (T 1: 121c, 125bc. This text, dating back roughly to the second century B.C.E., also describes another set of ten 
hells. On this work, see Matsumura 1990.) 
10 On volcanic and other “hells” throughout Japan, see Ishida Mizumaro, Nihonjin to jigoku, 221-44. 
11 Hitoana sōshi, 35; and Fuji no hitoana sōshi, MJMT 11:436. Recensions of this work have different names, here I 
use Fuji no hitoana sōshi. On these works, see Koyama Issei, Fuji no hitoana sōshi; R. Keller Kimbrough, “Tourists 
in Paradise”; and Kimbrough’s translation of the Keichō 8 (1603) recension, “The Tale of the Fuji Cave.” 
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which the highest is Ōnanjiyama 大汝山, has been known as a site of hell since the Heian period.12 

It was an important Shugendō (mountain ascetic) site and sacred mountain in the central western 

coastal region, and there was a cult attached to the area around Jigokudani 地獄谷 (“Hell Valley”). 

Due to the minerals, acids, and gasses that bubble up and over the land, little grows in this steamy, 

crusty “hell valley.” The forbidding landscape was dotted with stretches of boiling mud which 

were thought to represent hell, while volcanic pools were regarded specifically as Blood Pool Hell 

血の池地獄 (Jp. chinoike jigoku), where wrongdoers, particularly women who shed blood upon 

the ground while giving birth or in their menstrual periods, were said to go after death.13 

According to the three-fascicle eleventh-century Dai Nihonkoku Hokkekyō genki 大日本国

法華経験記 (An Account of Miracles Worked by the Lotus Sutra in Japan, hereafter Hokke genki), 

an influential Buddhist setsuwa (anecdotes) collection compiled by Chingen 鎮源 (dates unknown) 

in approximately the years 1040-43 to promote the efficacy of the Lotus Sutra, “Anyone in the 

land of Japan who has committed sins will fall into the Tateyama hells.”14 Story number 124 in 

Hokke genki “Woman at Tateyama in Etchū Prefecture” tells a story of a woman who fell into hell 

at Tateyama but attained salvation when her family copied out the Lotus Sutra as a memorial 

service for her.15 Interestingly, the text begins with a detailed description of the topography of the 

Hell Valley of Tateyama.16 A variant of this story can be found in the twelfth-century Konjaku 

monogatari shū 今昔物語集 (Collection of Tales of Times Now Past, ca. 1120, hereafter Konjaku), 

 
12 Caroline Hirasawa mentions several examples in her study of Tateyama. For example, a tale in Nihon Ryōiki 日本
霊異記 (Record of Miraculous Events in Japan), compiled during the first half of the 9th-century, takes 
geographical relationships in the other world as horizontal; a jealous monk named Chikō walks west to the afterlife 
golden palace prepared for his rival Gyōki, ventures north to visit different hells, and then returns to life by the same 
route (See Nihon Ryōiki 2:7, SNKT 30:69-73, 233-35; and Kyoko Motomochi Nakamura, Miraculous Stories from 
the Japanese Buddhist Tradition, 167-71). A tale in the Konjaku Monogatarishū neatly harmonizes two distinct 
conceptions of hell’s location, at a mountain and underground. In the story, a monk named Jōshō becomes sick and 
dies. He is chased to the foothills of a black mountain. In the midst of the mountain is a large, dark hole. He falls a 
long distance to arrive at the court of Enma (Skt. Yama), judge of the dead, where he sees many sinners being 
punished (See Konjaku 17:19, SNKT 36:33-35). However high the altitude, the deceased still “falls” into hell, with 
the mountain’s landscape serving as a kind of entranceway. Sometimes the use of imported rationales was explicit. 
For instance, following an explanation of the Eight Great Hells and other details about hell, Hōbutsushū 宝物集 
(Collection of Treasures) mentions additional hells between fields near an ocean, citing Jushe lun, and declares that 
such a hell really does exist at Tateyama (Hōbutsushū, SNKT 40:66-67). See Caroline Hirasawa, Hell-bent for 
heaven in Tateyama mandara : painting and religious practice at a Japanese mountain, Leiden: Brill, 2013, 83. 
13 Hirasawa, 83-84. 
14 Dai Nihonkoku Hokkekyō genki, 249. 
15 Copying the Lotus Sutra was thought to be a way to eliminate sin or negative karma. See Gorai Shigeru 五来重, 
Nihonjin no jigoku to gokuraku 日本人の地獄と極楽. Kyoto: Jinbun Shoin, 1991. 
16 越中国立山の女人. Hokkekyō genki 124. 
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Book 14, No. 7, entitled “About an Ascetic Monk Who Arrived at Tateyama in Etchū Province and 

Met a Young Woman.”17 The following story in Konjaku, Book 14, No. 8, tells of the wife of a 

scholar of Etchū Prefecture who fell into the Tateyama hell but was saved when her three children 

made a copy of the Lotus Sutra,18 and Book 17, No. 27, entitled “About A Woman Who Fell into 

the Etchū Tateyama Hell and Received Help From Jizō”,19 in which salvation was achieved when 

the family of the woman not only copied the entirety of the Lotus Sutra but also constructed a Jizō 

statue. As a result of the merit attained by listening to the sermons given by the Boddhisatva Jizō 

at Gidarin-ji 祇陀林寺 temple, Jizō visited hell three times every day and took her sufferings on 

himself. This tale is illustrated  in the Freer Gallery variant of the Jizō bosatsu reigenki emaki 地

蔵菩薩霊験記絵巻 (The Pictorial Scroll of the Miraculous Tales of the Jizō Bodhisattva), which 

dates to approximately the mid-thirteenth century.20 Variants of the above stories can be found in 

the late-Heian Hōbutsu shū 宝物集 (Collection of Treasures) and the fifteenth-century Buddhist 

setsuwa collection Sangoku denki 三国伝記 (Tales of Three Countries). The ten-fascicle Iroha 

jirui shō 伊呂波字類抄 (Characters Classified in Iroha order and Annotated) of the Kamakura 

period records the appearance of the Eight Great Hells at Tateyama, whose gates were surrounded 

by sixteen satellite hells, similar to the depictions in the aforementioned Indian Buddhist sutra 

Apidamo jushe lun.21 In the Muromachi period Noh play Utō 善知鳥 (Birds of Sorrow), the hell 

that the hunter falls into as retribution for catching young utō birds (petrel) is a hybrid of the motifs 

of the Tateyama Hell in early setsuwa tales and the “Rooster Hell” (torijigoku 鶏地獄) depicted in 

the twelfth-century Jigoku sōshi 地獄草紙 (Hell Scroll).22   

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Tateyama mandara 立山曼荼羅 (Tateyama 

Mandala), created by priests at the foothills of Tateyama to preach about hell and paradise, were 

used by Shugendō practitioners, hijiri (itinerant monks), and bikuni (female itinerant religious 

figures) who traveled around Japan. The images of the mountain were used to extol its merits, 

 
17 Book 14, 修行僧、至越中立山会小女語第七. Konjaku 3, 299-301. 
18 越中国書生妻、死堕立山地獄語. Konjaku 3, 301-305. 
19 堕越中立山地獄女、蒙地蔵助語. 
20 The subtitle of the tale is “Lecture on Jizō: Suffering in the place of those who made a karmic bond [with the 
Bodhisattva]” 地蔵講結縁の人にかはりて苦を受給事. 
21 “Tateyama Daibosatsu kenkyū-bon engi” 立山大菩薩顕給本縁起 in the ten-fascicle Zōho Iroha jirui shō 増補伊
呂波字類抄. 
22 Jigoku zōshi in Nihon no emaki vol. 7, 1987. 
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create enthusiasm for pilgrimage, and establish venues for selling products and services. As 

Caroline Hirasawa mentions in her study, the etoki performances of Tateyama mandara by priests 

from the foothills of Tateyama also added to the currency of women’s hell: the mountain became 

connected to women’s salvation during the early modern period through a new mixture of hell and 

salvation motifs.23 Beginning in the sixteenth century, hells related to female reproductive issues 

and responsibilities, such as the Hell of Barren Women (umazume jigoku 石女地獄/不産女地獄), 

the Hell of Two Wives (futame jigoku 両婦地獄), Blood Pool Hell (chinoike jigoku 血池地獄) 

and Children’s Limbo (sai no kawara 賽の河原), became popular subjects for Tateyama mandara 

as well as other illustrations of hell in Japan. Why did this new set of gendered hells appear in 

Japan to be taken up by popular culture from the sixteenth through the seventeenth centuries? That 

is to say, how did the representations of women in hell evolve from the early medieval to late 

medieval to the early modern periods?  

Depictions of Tateyama as a site of hell for women can be traced back to the eleventh century. 

In Hokke genki 3:124, “Woman at Tateyama in Etchū Prefecture,” following a vivid description of 

the mountain landscape, the narrator declares, “At this mountain there is a hell field. … Legends 

passed on since old times tell us, ‘when the people of Japan commit sins, many fall into Tateyama 

hell.’”24 As I mentioned earlier, early medieval Buddhist tales about Tateyama include this Hokke 

genki passage, Konjaku 14:7, “About an Ascetic Monk Who Arrived at Tateyama in Etchū 

Prefecture and Met a Young Woman,” Konjaku 14:8, “About the Wife of A Scholar of Etchū 

Province Who Fell into Tateyama Hell After She Died,” and Konjaku 17:27, “About A Woman 

Who Fell into the Etchū Tateyama Hell and Received Help From Jizō.” Interestingly, all the 

deceased protagonists in these tales are female, indicating a close connection between Tateyama 

hell and women. The aforementioned passage from Hokke genki, “Woman at Tateyama in Etchū 

Prefecture,” tells a story about the daughter of a sculptor of Buddhist statues who has fallen into 

Tateyama hell for selling objects dedicated to the Buddha in order to obtain food and clothing. At 

 
23 Caroline Hirasawa, “The Inflatable, Collapsible Kingdom of Retribution: A Primer on Japanese Hell Imagery and 
Imagination,” in Monumenta Nipponica, Spring, 2008, vol. 63, No. 1 (Spring, 2008), 32. Also see Hirasawa, Hell-
bent for Heaven in Tateyama mandara, 79, 91. Hirasawa mentions that Ashikuraji and Iwakuraji priests from the 
foothills of Tateyama competed over religious rights to the mountain. They established channels of income outside 
of the Tateyama region by cultivating parishioners concerned with the lives and afterlives of women. Tateyama 
mandara, pivotal in the success of these activities, incorporate new hells for women among traditional renderings of 
damnation so as to appeal to these constituencies.  
24 Hokke genki 3:124, NST 7:209, 565. 
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the beginning of the story, an ascetic sees a young woman deep in the mountains of Tateyama. She 

introduces herself to him and confesses the reason she fell into hell. But she tells him she is able 

to be here because Kannon, taking pity on her for a small act of devotion that she performed during 

her lifetime, has temporarily taken her place so that she can seek assistance. The dead woman begs 

the practitioner to visit her family and tell them to “copy the Lotus Sutra, make offerings, and 

expound the doctrines in detail” so as to free her from her suffering. The practitioner travels to the 

address she provides and instructs her parents on how to save her. Later, the father dreams that she 

has been reborn in a palace in Tōri heaven (Skt. Trāyastriṃśa).25  

The salvation of the daughter in Hokke genki depends on the bodhisattva Kannon and the 

services of a compassionate intermediary. A similar narrative pattern can be found in Konjaku 

17:27, “About A Woman Who Fell into the Etchū Tateyama Hell and Received Help From Jizō.” 

In this story, as a Buddhist practitioner named Enkō is climbing Tateyama at midnight, he is 

approached by an apparition that “resembles a shadow.” The ghost tells him that she died young 

and is suffering in hell. Nonetheless, since she has established a connection with Jizō by attending 

a gathering to worship the bodhisattva at a temple on one or two occasions, Jizō takes her place 

and takes on himself the three acts of torture she is condemned to endure each day. She entreats 

Enkō to ask her parents and siblings (fubo kyōdai 父母兄弟) to cultivate virtuous roots in order to 

remove her suffering. Enkō does as she requests. Her family commissions a sculpture of Jizō and 

three copies of the Lotus Sutra on her behalf.26 Caroline Hirasawa points out that this tale is 

extremely close to the narrative for the oldest surviving illustration of hell at Tateyama, in the 

handscroll of the miracle story collection, Jizō bosatsu reigenki 地蔵菩薩霊験記 (Miraculous 

Tales of the Jizō Bodhisattva) mentioned earlier (fig. 1).27 The painting shows scenes from the 

story in a generic landscape. In the upper right section, the woman speaks with Enkō, endures a 

beating by a demon while suspended upside-down in the foreground,28 in the upper left watches 

 
25 Hokke genki 3:124, NST 7:208-10, 565-66; and Yoshiko K. Dykstra, trans., Miraculous Tales of the Lotus Sutra 
from Ancient Japan, 139-40. For a later recension, see Konjaku 14:7, SNKT 35:299-301. The reference to this tale in 
Hōbutsushū calls the man a yamabushi (SNKT 40:67). 
26 Konjaku 17:27, SNKT 36: 49-51. This story may possibly derive from an earlier, now lost story collection, Jizō 
bosatsu reigenki, edited by Jitsuei in the mid-eleventh century (not to be confused with an illustrated handscroll 
given the same title). Some scholars suggest, however, that Jizō bosatsu reigenki is not the original source. On this 
story, see, for example, Kubo Naofumi, Etchū chūsei-shi no kenkyū, 167-82; Yoshitani Hiroya, “Tales on Mt. 
Tateyama-Naraka”; and idem, Hakusan, Tateyama no shūkyō bunka, 61-123. 
27 See Jizō bosatsu reigenki, 44-5. 
28 In this version of the story, she must suffer one of the three daily punishments. 
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Jizō climbing a mountain of swords in her stead, and gratefully views Jizō roasting on a bed of 

flames in the center.29 The woman’s reliance upon Jizō to avoid the sufferings of hell is of particular 

interest. As Hank Glassman points out, Jizō and Kannon were considered protectors of women in 

childbirth and were later referred to as the light-emitting bodhisattvas (hōkō bosatsu 放光菩薩).30 

As “an exemplary monk but also guide, mediator between life and death, shaman, thaumaturge, 

and teacher,”31 Jizō is a bodhisattva who travels through six realms and plays the role of the 

consummate savior from hell. The belief in Jizō’s power to give comfort to the deceased is a key 

to his ever-increasing importance through the medieval period. As Glassman mentions, the twelfth 

century marks the beginning of a greater belief in the efficacy of the veneration of Jizō in Japan, 

but it is in the thirteenth century, at the time of Konjaku’s circulation, that the dissemination of an 

unprecedented number of setsuwa tales about Jizō occurs.32 The majority are related to the 

production of Jizō images and to the miracles performed by those images. In this sense, this 

Konjaku 17:27 story is typical, since, besides copying the Lotus Sutra (thought to be a way to 

expiate sin),“ her family commissions a sculpture of Jizō”—an act that will help to save the woman 

from suffering the tortures of hell. 

Haruo Shirane indicates that the setsuwa in Konjaku have two large purposes: religious (to 

lead the audience to a deeper understanding of Buddhism) and secular (to entertain and to 

contribute to the achievement of practical objectives). “In its religious aims, the Konjaku tries to 

appeal to commoners and the masses by presenting Buddhism in a simplified form. The rewards 

for faith are immediate, and the punishment for sin is direct and immediate.”33 This is also true in 

the case of other early medieval Buddhist setsuwa collections such as Hokke genki. For example, 

stories about the Lotus Sutra in both Hokke genki and Konjaku make little or no attempt to explain 

 
29 Hirasawa, 80. On early connections of Jizō to Tateyama, see Takase Shigeo, Kodai sangaku shinkō no shiteki 
kōsatsu, 361-85; and Hirano Jun, “Amida, Jizō, Kannon no sanzon-zō no seiritsu haikei ni tsuite.” There is a great 
deal written about Jizō. See, for example, Hank Glassman, The Face of Jizō. 
30 Glassman, The Face of Jizō, 7. For Jizō and Kannon as a pair, see Fowler 2005, 180-189, for examples of images 
and rituals dedicated to them in combination in China, Korea, and Japan. Also see Shimizu Kunihiko 清水邦彦, 
“Kenkyu nōto: Nihon ni okeru hōkō bosatsu shinkō no hatten” 研究ノート：日本における放光菩薩信仰の展開. 
Hikaku minzoku kenkyu 16, 1999: 175-183.  
31 Glassman, The Face of Jizō, 19. 
32 Glassman, The Face of Jizō, 19. Glassman also mentions that the creation of a great number of Jizō images during 
this century attests to a bourgeoning cult, as does the circulation of legends about Jizō. We find these tales preserved 
in the Shasekishū 沙石集 (Sand and Pebbles), Konjaku, the Shintōshū 神道集 (Collection of the Way of the Gods), 
and especially the Jizō bosatsu reigenki 地蔵菩薩霊験記 (Miraculous Tales of the Jizō Bodhisattva). On the special 
merit of creating Jizō images as described in Kamakura period miracle tales, see Narita 1993. 
33 Shirane, Traditional Japanese literature: an anthology, beginnings to 1600, 529-30. 
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the content of the sutra; instead, they focus on the efficacy and merit acquired by reciting the sutra 

and having faith in it. Similarly, Konjaku tales about the bodhisattvas Jizō and Kannon represent 

their efficacy as immediate. Usually, it is worldly efficacy—the belief in the power of Buddhism 

to protect human beings from disasters—that is stressed. These stories were probably compiled by 

Buddhist preachers as a means of instructing illiterate audiences. They are not sermons but rather 

tales that could be used in sermons, with an audience that probably included both men and women.  

 

 

Fig. 1  Tateyama hell. Detail from Jizō bosatsu reigenki, ink and colors on paper. Collection 

of the Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.: Gift of Charles Lang Freer, 

F1907.375a. 

 

Konjaku 14:8, “About the Wife of a Scholar of Etchū Province Who Fell into The Tateyama 

Hell After She Died,” has a narrative similar to that of Konjaku 17:27, which describes the 

salvation a woman in Tateyama achieves with the help of a Buddhist monk. In this story, the wife 

of a scribe dies. Trying to see her one last time, her three sons travel to Tateyama, make their way 

through Hell Valley with the help of a priest-guide, calling out to their mother as they go. At each 

hell they come to, the priest shakes his staff and chants the Lotus Sutra, seeming thereby to quell 

the fires of hell. At the most horrific hell they hear their mother’s voice but are unable to see her. 

Their mother tells them that, due to the sin she has committed by being uncharitable, her suffering 

is immeasurable and incessant. Learning that they would need to dedicate one thousand copies of 

the Lotus Sutra in a single day if they are to save her, the sons propose to enter hell in place of 

their mother because the mission seems too hard to complete.34 The priest responds that they 

cannot assume the punishment that other people’s karma has earned them. Eventually, the sons and 

their father succeed in making the offering of one thousand copies of the Lotus Sutra, thanks to 

the assistance of the governor and a great many other kind-hearted people. The mother then appears 

to one of the sons in a dream, reporting that she has been reborn in Tōri heaven. The sons later 

return to Tateyama. No longer hearing their mother’s voice, they know she is no longer in hell.35  

 
34 我れも地獄に入て、母の苦に代らむ 
35 Konjaku monogatari shū 14:8, SNKT 35: 301-5. For an English translation, see Robert Hopkins Brower, “The 
Koñzyaku Monogatarisyū,” 421-25. 
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In these stories, all the deceased female protagonists appear as women suffering in hell, and 

they are depicted as vulnerable subjects awaiting salvation by others. In Hokke genki 3:124, the 

daughter of the sculptor fell into the Tateyama hell for selling objects dedicated to the Buddha for 

food and clothing. In Konjaku 17:27, the female ghost who died young committed no crime—she 

died and fell into Tateyama hell due to “causes and conditions from her previous life.” In Konjaku 

14:8, the mother is in hell due to the sin of being uncharitable. These women are portrayed as 

vulnerable, as victims, and they require the help of others to escape their suffering. In the Hokke 

genki story, Kannon takes pity on the daughter of the sculptor, and temporarily takes her place in 

hell so that the woman can go to seek assistance. In Konjaku 17:27, Jizō takes the young woman’s 

place and endures the three acts of torture to which she is subjected every day. In Konjaku 14:8, 

although the mother does not have a bodhisattva to take her place, her sons propose to the priest-

guide that they do so.  

In addition, the deceased female protagonists are all identified by their relationship to their 

families; they all appear as daughters, wives, and mothers, and in all the tales just mentioned, it is 

their families that eventually save them. In Hokke genki, the dead daughter begs the practitioner to 

visit her family and tell them of her plight, ask her family to “copy the Lotus Sutra, make offerings 

and expound the doctrines in detail” to remove her sufferings. The practitioner then goes to the 

address she has been given and instructs her parents as to how they can save her. In Konjaku 17:27, 

the girl who died young speaks to Enkō and says, “Holy man, please go to my family, tell my 

parents and siblings to cultivate good roots so as to remove my suffering.” The phrase “parents 

and siblings” (fubo kyōdai 父母兄弟) appears repeatedly (four times) in this text. In Konjaku 14:8, 

the story about the deceased wife of the scribe, the mother is depicted as very important to her 

family. After she dies, her husband and children “weep, grief-stricken,” and enlist a crowd of 

monks to conduct a memorial service that lasts forty-nine days. Her three sons go to Tateyama and 

tour the scorching Hell Valley to communicate with her one last time. She is finally saved by their 

efforts and those of her husband. The reason she falls into hell is the sin of being uncharitable, 

which is reminiscent of the description of the mother of Maudgalyāyana (Ch. Mulian, Jp. 

Mokuren), who is described as “greedy” in most Chinese versions, guilty of having refused to offer 

food to monks. Exemplified by the story of Mulian, who saves his mother from hell, there are 

many Buddhist tales of helpless mothers who have become hungry ghosts and need to be rescued 
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from hell, usually by their son.36  

In the aforementioned tales of women falling into hell in Japan, post-mortem salvation by 

family members is of particular importance, largely owing to the dominance of the clan (uji) 

system and the co-residential household (ie) system of the period. Scholars have pointed out that 

in Japan, until the Heian period, it was the clan (uji), an endogamous group sharing the same name 

and ancestral deity, or ujigami, that was the essential element of political and social organization. 

With the gradual penetration of the Chinese codes, the clan gave way to the co-residential family 

or household (ie), in which the rule of exogamy applied. The clan in the Heian period was a 

patrilineal institution, whose functions were primarily ceremonial and political in nature, related 

not only tangentially to the family life of an individual. The household, on the other hand, was 

oriented strongly toward the female line.37 It was essentially matrilineal and failed to coincide with 

patrilineal clan groups.38 By the end of the thirteenth century, however, it had become increasingly 

patrilineal.39 The ie of the medieval period was managed by one husband and one wife. The 

responsibilities of the wife included preparation of clothing and food as well as managing the 

household budget. It is noteworthy that the wife of the medieval period was not merely a 

childbearer or sexual object but had considerable power within the household. The status was 

accorded not merely as result of her biological ability to bear children, but because of her presence 

and involvement as manager of household affairs.40 The status of the wife is reflected in Konjaku 

14:8, the story about the deceased wife of the scribe, in which the woman is portrayed as so 

important to her family that her sons and husband make great efforts to save her from hell after 

she dies. In the other two stories, the two deceased girls introduce themselves voluntarily to the 

monks they met at Tateyama, ask the latter to deliver the message to their family members, and 

have to wait for the family to take actions to save them. However, in Konjaku 14:8, the mother of 

three sons does not take the initiative to seek help. Her three sons go to Tateyama in an attempt to 

see her one last time, touring Hell Valley with a priest-guide and calling out to her. In this story, 

the sons not only take the initiative to look for their mother in hell, but also propose to the priest 

that they volunteer to enter hell in her place. The plot reflects the significance of motherhood in 

 
36 On stories of mothers fallen into hell, see Wakita, “Bosei sonjū shisō to zaigyōkan: Chūsei no bungei o chūshin 
ni.” In Wakita Haruko, ed. Bosei o tou: Rekishiteki hense 1: 172-203. Kyoto: Jinbun shoin. 1985, 178-86. 
37 McCullough 1967: 141. 
38 McCullough 1967: 145-46. 
39 Ibid., 146-47. Faure: 171 
40 Wakita 1993: 88-90. 
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early medieval Buddhist tales of women in hell. 

It is noteworthy that the female protagonists in the above stories—the daughter of a sculptor, 

a girl who died young, and a woman who have three sons—range from young women who are 

unmarried to women who are married with children, but do not include women who are married 

without child. In fact, the afterlife of married women who are not mothers is a topic neglected in 

early medieval hell narratives, which only began to appear in the sixteenth-century otogizōshi tales 

best exemplified by Daibutsu no go-engi 大仏の御縁起 (The Venerable Origins of the Great 

Buddha). Through a close examination of Daibutsu no go-engi, we can explore the underlying 

socio-historical factors that gave rise to the Hell of Barren Women (umazume jigoku 石女地獄/不

産女地獄), a hell specifically for infertile women, among the new set of gendered hells to appear 

in the late Muromachi period.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



23 
 

Chapter Two 

Barren Women Hells and  

Daibutsu no go-engi (The Venerable Origins of the Great Buddha)  

 

In this chapter, I present a full translation of Daibutsu no goengi, which I then analyze in 

relationship to the trope of the “stone woman” (umazu-me石女) and the visual representations of 

the Hell of Barren Women (umazume jigoku 石女地獄, lit. “hell for stone women”) in Kumano 

kanjin jikkai mandara 熊野観心十界曼陀羅 (Kumano Mind Contemplation Ten Worlds Mandala, 

hereafter Kumano Mandala or Kumano mandara), a group of paintings employed in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the etoki 絵解き (picture-explaining) form of storytelling 

by the mendicant, fund-raising Kumano bikuni (nuns affiliated with the Kumano complex in 

present-day Wakayama).41 I argue that the representations of the Hell of Barren Women focus on 

reproductive responsibilities and thus serve as an exhortation to women to reproduce, a goal that 

is reinforced in Children’s Limbo (sai no kawara 賽の河原), a hell for deceased children that also 

came to play a prominent role in the popular consciousness in the seventeenth century.  

 

The Origin of the Great Buddha at Tōdai-ji Temple 

   

Daibutsu no go-engi 大仏の御縁起 (The Venerable Origins of the Great Buddha) is an 

otogizōshi written by an unknown author during the late Muromachi period. The text’s 

preoccupation with the supernatural provenance of the Great Buddha (Daibutsu 大仏) of the 

Tōdai-ji Temple also makes it a type of jisha engi 寺社縁起 (a story about the origins of a temple), 

a mytho-history of divine origins (engi) employed in temple-based preaching and fund-raising. As 

 
41 Some pronounce kanjin as kanshin. Approximately fifty Kumano Mandalas are known to survive today. A 
Kumano Mandala comprises the six realms of heaven, humans, ashura (world of never-ending battle), animals, 
hungry ghosts, and hell, and the four sacred worlds of buddhas, bodhisattvas, sravakas, and pratyekabuddhas. 
Dominated by ghastly images of the tortures of hell, the paintings are large, colorful, and vividly gruesome tableaux; 
they measure some 130 by 140 centimeters, are painted on paper (rather than silk) with a coarse and inexpensive 
pigment known as doro enogu 泥絵具, and were employed as props in more than a century of picture-based 
preaching and storytelling by itinerant female proselytizers (Kumano bikuni 熊野比丘尼, or Kumano nuns) who 
were loosely affiliated with the three-site Kumano shrine complex on the remote Kii Peninsula in central Japan. 
Extensive research has been done on these images. See, for example, Ogurisu 2004 and Nei 2007. For discussions of 
Kumano bikuni, see Ogurisu 2004, Ruch 2002, Kuroda 1989, Hayashi 1984, and Hagiwara 1983.  
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scholars have noted, the engi literature provides fertile ground for investigations of the historical 

consciousness and rationality animating the episteme within which Japanese religious discourse 

operated.42 

As an engi narrative closely related to storytelling and preaching, Daibutsu no go-engi is a 

story about reigen 霊験 (miraculous efficacy). Surviving in seven manuscripts ranging from the 

late sixteenth century to the seventeenth century,43 Daibutsu no go-engi tells of a Nara period 

empress’s journey to hell and back. Upon her death, the wife of Emperor Shōmu (701-756), 

Empress Kōmyō 光明皇后 (701-760), falls into hell as a consequence of her sterility but returns 

to life in the year 735 and describes what she saw. The narrative proceeds in this manner: After the 

empress passes away, the emperor has a Great Buddha statue cast and a commemorative service 

conducted for the Buddha as part of his memorial service for the empress. The merits earned by 

these deeds save the empress from hell and bring her back to life. The tale ends with the resurrected 

empress describing the hell landscape and the torments she suffered there in blood-curdling 

detail.44 The following is the first complete English translation of this key text: 

 

The Venerable Origins of the Great Buddha at Tōdai-ji Temple  

 

In the forty-fifth generation of benevolent sovereigns, under the reign of Emperor Shōmu, 

in the twenty-fifth year of his reign, when the Emperor was about to reach his natural end, 

whenever he inquired about the start of construction of Tōdai-ji, he said, “Even if one could 

drain the water of the ocean through the hole in a needle, it would be very difficult to chant 

Amida’s Holy Name. I was therefore wondering, are there any means by which I can finish this 

project and attain Buddhahood after I should pass away?” 

On this occasion, the Chief Adviser to the Emperor reported, “In ancient times, when 

Shakyamuni Buddha was an ordinary man, he made the daughter of Minister Suppabuddha his 

queen, and she gave birth to Rāhula. Also, among all the buddhas of past, present and future, 

how many of them were born without women? (None.) To attain Buddhahood depends on the 

 
42 Ryūichi Abe, “Revisiting the Dragon Princess,” 30-31. 
43 The extant seven manuscripts can be categorized as falling into any of four major groups of textual variants, 
which nevertheless share the same storyline. See Minoura Naomi’s study, 3-5.  
44 「大佛之緣起」（天和写本）in Muromachi jidai monogatari 6, 456. 「ふつせつ大ふつの御えんき」,「東
大寺大仏之縁起」in Muromachi jidai monogatari 6. 
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merits and virtues of one’s mind.” Because the Chief Adviser to the Emperor was determined to 

persuade him, the Emperor took his advice. In this way, the daughter of the Chancellor was made 

the Empress. That night her father, the Shining Guardian Minister, had a dream. He said, I saw 

the moon and the sun rise above the lush five-leaved pine, and shine over Japan. The mother (of 

the Empress) also said, “Since the birth of this princess, she has seen (in a dream) a light shining 

down from the heaven of non-perception45 to the bottom of the earth, encompassing her body, 

which by itself illuminated Japan. Everyone said this was a propitious sign that this princess 

would become the Empress of Japan. 

Within seven days, the Emperor decreed that she was to be his empress. The Emperor’s 

wisdom was like that of the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī (the bodhisattva of wisdom), but when he saw 

the princess, he felt it was hard to be apart from her for even a single moment. In the meantime, 

heavenly beings descended from heaven, played a variety of biwa, and taught secret koto songs.  

The princess was therefore also particularly keen on (the music of) stringed and woodwind 

instruments. She was fascinated by flowers in the spring, enchanted by the moon in autumn; the 

scarlet maple leaves blown by the wind, the faint sounds of insects, such things captivated her 

mind and soul. Without thinking of enlightenment and rebirth in the Pure Land, she spent every 

morning and evening together with the Emperor.  

As time passed by, the only thing the Empress lamented was that they had no children. She 

and her father, the Chief Adviser to the Emperor, spent a fortune in treasure to offer up prayers 

wherever they could. 

Among the deities they prayed to, they wanted to offer to the Great God of Kasuga (Kasuga 

Daimyōjin) six hundred copies of the Large Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in gold paint. But while 

they made a pledge to make such an offering, it was not fulfilled. The Empress became more and 

more despondent. 

She then worshiped and chanted the Lotus Sutra day and night. Someone who looked like 

one of the ten demon daughters in the Lotus Sutra appeared, standing by her pillow, and said, 

“Although your casting five limbs to the earth46 in worship evokes pity, there is no sign that it 

will have any effect.  

 
45 非相天 
46 五躰投地. It is a gesture showing great admiration by prostrating oneself on the ground. 
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The reason is that you were once a ten-foot-long snake on Mount Shosha in Harima 

Prefecture. Because you ate the egg of a bird, you have not been able to bear children in this life. 

However, since you approached the Buddha Hall, listened to the chanting of sutras, based on 

your precious thoughts, you were reborn in this body. Although multiple lives have passed, it is 

impossible for you to have children. I make my appearance here so that you will abandon hope.” 

 The Empress was startled, “How miserable I am! I did not even escape suffering in hell, let 

alone other people who were intoxicated with the liquor of Avidyā (affliction and ignorance) in 

this life without knowing their previous lives.” Filled with dread, the Empress became more and 

more weary of this world. 

The time was the third month. Viewing the scattered cherry blossoms, the Empress recited 

these lines: 

To take in the views, of the fleeting color 

of cherry blossoms, 

who can escape 

from the wind of transience? 

The Emperor, sobbing and shedding copious tears, chanted, 

In this world the fading people 

are indeed pitiful; 

though the flowers have fallen 

they will bloom again. 

Time went by and it was not long before it was the seventh month. Feeling the cold autumn 

wind biting her body, the Empress became seriously ill and collapsed.  

The Emperor, in deep sorrow, looked at the heavy dew on the reeds and chanted, 

Crossing over mountains by day, 

getting up to travel at night; 

since the autumn reeds are covered with heavy dew, 

I am unable to tread a path through them. 

The Empress, hearing this, chanted, 

Speedy wind 

makes grass and leaves wither; 

Like the dew drops on leaves, 
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my body grows hopeless. 

How sad it all is! 

As her illness grew worse, on the seventh day of the seventh month in the fifth year of 

Tenpyō era (the year 733), the Empress set off on the path to the Yellow Spring.47 

Alas, it was sad indeed! From high nobles and courtiers to commoners, all were equally 

frightened, so they worshipped and turned to the buddhas and deities. Taking advantage of their 

preoccupation, a messenger from King Enma broke into the southern hall of the imperial palace, 

seized the empress’s hair, and dragged her away. 

Ox-head and horse-head guardians of the underworld, together with Avo-raksasa, the 

demons of Hades, tied a thousand ropes to her jade hairpin, and beat her snow-white skin 

violently with iron rods to force her onwards, the demons pressing her without letup. The people 

of this world could not stand to watch this scene. 

Even though the King was not present, the messenger from Enma rebuked the Empress as 

she traveled this unfamiliar path, yelled at her, and beat her with numerous rods while shedding 

red tears. The guardians of hell gripped her hair and pulled her head back towards them, held a 

bronze needle close to her eyes, and pressed her onwards at every step. 

The Empress screamed, “I am a miserable woman. I deserve this pathetic fate, but please 

forgive me. This is too painful.” 

The guardians of hell grew angrier, undid and then destroyed ten coils of hair on the right 

side of her head. The Empress was unable to cry for help. Thinking it was all over and that she 

was powerless (to change the situation), even though it was utterly against her wishes, she 

entered the place (hell). 

While they were taking a break for a minute, the guardians of hell said, “Why did you 

scream so wildly? Listen, the guardians of hell do not have bodies (i.e. they are non-corporeal 

beings), but are produced by your distress. The rods we are beating you with do not exist—you 

are being beaten by the rods in your mind.” 

Three hundred and seventy times, they secretly escorted her, passed through valleys and 

over mountains, and arrived at a place called Shide no yama (Mountain of Death).48 There she 

 
47 黃泉ノ古郷ノ路 
48 死出ノ山 
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was not alone. There were numerous other sinners; their crying and screams were like a thousand 

oxen bellowing at the same time. 

They escorted her to a place called the Sanzu River.49 In that place was a demon fifteen feet 

tall, whose body seemed to be tinged with red, who stripped clothes from a thousand people. 

There were three bridges over the Sanzu River, the first a silver bridge, the second a bronze 

bridge, and the third one gold.  

The gold bridge was for people who had done good deeds; the silver bridge was for people 

whose virtue was average; the bronze bridge was for people who lacked all virtue. 

On the bronze bridge, blades were inserted seamlessly into the body; there was a constant 

fire, and the burning of bodies was endless. One would be escorted back (to the proper bridge) if 

one went to the upper bridge; one would be escorted back (to the proper bridge) if one went to 

the lower bridge; they would not be chased on the bridge with blades. Here the waves were four 

hundred and twenty feet high. The water current was rapid and as hot as boiling water.  

What kind of karma was it? The poor Empress, for her whole life, had not committed any 

sin; and no matter how much remorse she showed, it was revealed that she had no core of virtue 

and was thus escorted across the river to Enma’s Court.50 

On the thirty-fifth day after the Empress’s death, King Enma saw a prayer that she had made 

in the Johari Mirror51 that holds the memory of the past. Although she had pledged to offer six 

hundred copies of the Large Perfection of Wisdom Sutra to the Kasuga Daimyōjin God, this 

ambitious wish had not been accomplished yet. If accomplished, her sojourn in hell would be 

temporary. But the most important thing was that she did not have a single filial son and without 

a son she would fall back into hell. 

Meanwhile, Emperor Shōmu grieved unendingly over the Empress’s death, 

Despite an abundance of care,  

so many days go on and on; 

Your residence was closed. 

The Emperor grieved so much that all the buddhas of the past, present and future became 

mournful. From the Western Paradise three buddhas descended from the sky, turned into 

 
49 三途ノ河 
50 閻魔ノ帳 
51 浄被利ノ鏡 
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courtiers, and offered their condolences to the Empress. They persuaded the emperor to cast a 

Buddha statue made of gold and silver with a height of one hundred and sixty feet. 

After the imperial edict had already been announced in all provinces, people collected gold 

and bronze for the statue, but they were unable to cast the statue. The court sent envoys all the 

way to China and India to find someone who could cast the statue. Finally they found eighteen 

engravers from India. 

The envoys brought back the engravers. The engravers, following five different formulas, 

prepared seven statues in a day and a night. They casted the statues within seven days and 

polished them within three days. After they finished casting the statues, they were about to return 

to India when they were rewarded with thirty cart loads of gifts.  

The casting started on the twenty-ninth day of the ninth month in the ninth year of 

Tenpyō era (the year 737)52, and the polishing was finished on the tenth day of the tenth month. 

The eighteen engravers then disappeared into the night. People looked for their traces and found 

that they did not take their food, nor had they touched the thirty carts of treasure. 

Then the Emperor and courtiers began to realize that these people were incarnations of 

buddhas and bodhisattvas. They were astonished and paid reverence. 

The Emperor was looking for an officiating priest for the commemorative service to mark 

the completion of the statue. He had a dream telling him that the officiating priest for the 

commemorative service would descend from the Tōriten Heaven53. The Emperor consequently 

summoned the courtiers, announced that there would be a ritual service, and picked an 

auspicious day. As they were preparing for the ritual, at the Hour of the Dragon (7-9 am), people 

heard the sound of music from the clouds, saw purple clouds trailing in the sky, and smelled an 

exotic fragrance. A thousand beams were casted from sky, and all the vegetation turned gold in 

color.  

Over the next two hours the earth shook, five-color flower rain fell from the sky so much 

so that everyone was buried in flowers. Also, a lotus flower grew out of the earth. Under three 

hundred beaded banners, seven palanquins inlaid with gold and silver, carrying people with jade 

crowns, entered the heavenly palace. From the Emperor to the ministers and courtiers, everybody 

shed tears expressing the depth of their deep faith. 

 
52 天平九年丁亥 (but the sexagenary circle for天平九年is丁丑, the year of丁亥 is 天平十九年) 
53 the Trāyastriṃśa heaven, or the heaven of the thirty-three 
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From the first palanquin, a Buddhist priest about twenty-four or twenty-five years old 

stepped out and came up to the Emperor. He seemed to be the chief Brahmin monk, whose name 

was recorded in Genkō shakusho (Genkō Era Biographies of Eminent Priests).54 He was 

followed by a monk of about thirty years old wearing long silk robe. His name, also in the Genkō 

shakusho, was Buttetsu 佛哲. 

A gorgeously dressed man, who was twenty-four or twenty-five years old, appeared. That 

eminent monk had eighteen attendants holding jade banners with white canopies. The exalted 

man parted the crowd to make his way to the Emperor and said, “The king of Japan, called 

Emperor Shōmu, out of grief for his deceased empress, cast a one-hundred-and-sixty-foot tall 

Birushana Buddha depicting Dainichi Nyorai (Skt. Mahāvairocana) in Tōriten Heaven. I heard of 

the commemorative service. I am a monk form China’s Tiantai Mountain 天台山. 

I don’t want to expound on the Buddhist doctrines; I come here only to be an officiating 

priest.” The Emperor, leaning his head forward, listened carefully, left the seat, pressing the 

palms of the hands together, said: 

“ It is indeed proper. If one prays to such a saint of great virtue, one can be exempt from 

the sins of one kalpa. Let’s make a pact.”  

So the officiating priest preached, starting from past accounts of the Buddha and extending 

to the future appearance of the Buddha in the world to save sentient beings, making everything 

perfectly clear. Upon hearing the sermon, even insentient beings, the grass and the trees, were all 

quiescent and happy; all the more for the human beings. How could such preaching not arouse in 

them compassion? 

In the audience, there were thirty-five courtiers, fifty-eight ladies-in-waiting, three hundred 

seventy-three attendants who were aroused to aspire for enlightenment. Countless were the other 

people whose faith was encouraged and who took vows. 

If one asks who this officiating priest was, he was Shaka Nyorai (Shakyamuni Tathāgata). 

His mind and words were beyond reach. 

The wind of wisdom was blowing, the swift clouds of transience dispersed, the moon of 

absolute reality appeared, the darkness of the obscure long night turned to light. How could one 

 
54 the earliest comprehensive history of Japanese Buddhism, compiled in 1322 by the Zen monk Kokan Shiren 虎関
師錬 (1278-1346), who was a founder of Gozan literature. The book was written entirely in Chinese following 
Chinese models.  
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have any doubt about renunciation and liberation from illusions and sufferings? The five hundred 

monks were 500 arhats, the ten boys holding banners were ten rākṣasas. 

The sound of the sermon was heard up to the highest heaven and down to the bottom of the 

avīci hell. Bright lights radiated in the ten directions, illuminating the dullness of a world with no 

beginning. As the commemorative service began, the Johari Mirror in King Enma’s court 

reflected clearly the one hundred and thirty-six hells burning in flames. 

The guardians of hell made a clamor, causing King Enma to look in the Johari Mirror and 

see Emperor Shōmu of Japan casting a great Buddha for the Empress’s memorial service, with 

the revered Śākyamuni arriving as the officiating priest and preaching at the commemorative 

service. As a consequence the cauldron of hell55 into which the Empress was about to fall into 

broke open.  

King Enma summoned Kushōjin, the official of hell who kept records of the sinners,56 and 

said: “Cross out from the tablet the wrongdoings that this woman committed, go find her quickly 

and let her return to the world of the living.” The guardians consequently came forward with the 

woman whose body was half-burned. 

The four heavenly kings57 appeared and said, “How can we possibly send her back in this 

condition? Let’s have her be reborn in another body so that she can return to the human world.” 

The Deva King said, “Of course you are right. That woman helped to cultivate Japan’s foremost 

source of virtue. How can we not feel compassion for her? Since the commemorative service was 

unprecedented, we shall send her back promptly.” 

The woman returned in her original body, wearing a jade crown, accompanied by six 

Kushōjin (innate spirits) and two boys, sitting on a jade palanquin. When she entered Nara 

Tōdai-ji temple’s west gate, people asked, “Who are you?” 

 
55 地獄ノ釡 
56 九将神 
57 四天王. The four guardian gods (Skt. catur-mahā-rājakāyikāḥ) who protect the four quarters of the universe. 
Indraʼs external ‘generals’ who dwell each on a side of Mount Sumeru, and who ward off from the world the attacks 
of malicious spirits, or asuras, hence their name 護世四天王. Their abodes are their four heavens 四天王天 catur-
maharāja-kāyikas; and they are: 
in the east Dhṛtarāṣṭra 持國天; Deva who keeps (his) kingdom; color white; 
in the south, Virūḍhaka 增長天; Deva of increase and growth, color blue; 
in the west 廣目天 Virūpākṣa—the broad-eyed (also ugly-eyed) deva (perhaps a form of Śiva); red; 
in the north Vaiśravaṇa 多聞天, the deva who hears much and is well-versed; yellow; name Vaiśravaṇa, or 
Dhanada; he is a form of Kuvera, the god of wealth. 
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“I am the empress of Emperor Shōmu. I have been on a journey of impermanence,” she 

replied.  Thinking that this could not be real, the courtiers reported to the Emperor. The Emperor 

was astonished and shed tears of joy. 

The Empress, who had passed away fifteen years ago, returned to this world in her physical 

body and met the Emperor—something never heard of in China or India. The high officials 

believed staunchly and announced that this was a miracle. 

The Emperor also thought that no sermon could be better than this. Since the story of the 

Empress was unprecedented, he listened earnestly to her story. 

The Empress said, “People in this world, as they read the sutras, treatises, and sagely 

teachings, were converted to Buddhism. I really saw with my own eyes and heard the cause of 

the Great Buddha’s commemorative service. A long time ago, the honored Śākyamuni descended 

from heaven to cast twenty-five bodhisattva statues. From the seventh day to the hundredth day 

after death,58 there are many paths after the third year passes.59 

There were nine-storied, seven-storied, and five-storied pagodas, and thirteen-storied 

pagodas as well. The palace of King Enma60 was forty ri (about 156km) in circumference, 

surrounded with silver walls. Inside were five hundred palaces, eighty-four thousand demons 

gathered at the four gates, and ninety-eight thousand demons yelling and holding spears thrust at 

the sinners. These demons were like rose-tinted clouds. 

In the north, there was an island of approximately sixteen jō (about fifty-six yards). This 

was the abode of Enma, the Deva king61. It had five hundred palaces, eighty-four gates inlaid 

with the seven treasures. There was a one-hundred-jō (about 303 meters) tall mirror here, which 

was as clear as water. All evil activities committed in the human world were reflected in this 

mirror. 

On the left and right sides of the Enma king were five thousand eight hundred Four 

Heavenly Kings, who distinguished between good and evil actions. Also, there were three 

hundred and seven thousand Kushōjin62 reading the tablets. The hell I fell into was called the 

 
58 初七日から百ケ日まで（追善供養） 
59 The third-year anniversary, like the seventh day and the hundredth day, is also an important point in time for 
holding a memorial service. 
60 閻魔法王 
61 the Deva king in this text refers to Enma (perhaps because Enma also belongs to the Deva category) 
62 倶虫神 
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Avīchi Hell (Abi jigoku).63 This hell was twenty jō wide, and thirty jō deep. It had fifty-one 

cauldrons. There was someone making a fire with an empty head, twenty-one eyes, and nine 

hands. 

Demons in hell made fire with saw-like sticks. The height of the fires burning down and 

rising up was one hundred and thirty jō. The height of the smoke was one hundred and eighty jō. 

The sound of fires burning was like hundreds and thousands of lightning bolts striking at once to 

destroy mountains. The sound of water boiling resounded in the sky. The tearful cries of the 

sinners inside the cauldrons were like ninety-eight thousand thunder bolts roaring at the same 

time. 

This was the hell for those who had denigrated the teachings of the Great Vehicle of 

Buddhism. There was a hell more horrible than this one, called Muken jigoku, the Hell of 

Incessant Suffering.64 People who fell into this hell, with their heads downwards and feet 

upwards, were like arrows being shot from bows. One day in the Hell of Incessant Suffering was 

the same as two thousand seven hundred and two years in the world of human beings.  

It was a long journey that caused me to worry. We came to a hell for those who injured 

their parents or damaged Buddhist sutras. After I left this hell, there were another one hundred 

thirty-six hells. After that there were thirty thousand seven hundred and fifty-three hells, which 

were for those who engaged in Buddhist services but did not have dutiful sons.  

During the first three years, there were four thousand eight hundred demons, ninety-eight 

thousand of them holding spears, pressing the sinners impatiently in various ways. Women who 

had seduced the precepts-keeping monks were tied and hung upside-down, cut apart with saws 

from the hip to the top of their heads. 

For those who burned halls and people’s houses, the demons fried them on an iron drain 

board that was ten jō high, put up an iron grid, and kindled fire rapidly under it. For those who 

took creatures from mountains and rivers and sliced their bodies and for those who took bird 

eggs, the demons peeled off their skins from head, pierced them with skewers, and grilled them. 

For those who had misled people with lies, who were god in tongue and the devil in the 

heart, the demons put them into an iron mortar, pounded them and smashed them into pieces, 

took what remained and put them into boiling water to make an extract. 

 
63 阿鼻地獄 
64 无間地獄 
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And for those who got involved in disputes, taking away other people’s precious things 

forcibly without the owner’s consent, the demons put them into an iron castle and boiled them 

down. Their blood was squeezed out of their body like oil. 

And those who used their eloquent speech to arrange and plan for endless crimes, abetting 

others to do wrong, were tied up by demons with seven ropes, suspended, and had a three-feet 

long serpent inserted into their mouth which emerged from the body in all directions.  

The monks and shrine priestesses who ignored the sagely teachings of scriptures and 

treatises, took other people’s belongings, had no discretion, embezzled the property of shrines 

and temples, and accepted alms, were turned into seven-color serpents. Their heads were buried 

into boiling excrement. They bit each other while others bit them, and they ate each other. 

And for those who were not polite to or dutiful to their parents, those who injured their 

teachers, stole things from deities and buddhas, took things from other people and kept them, 

those who blocked the road, removed a bridge, let go of a boat, those who got up in the morning 

and committed evil activities or who indulged in various things in the evening—for such people, 

their experience in hell was beyond description. Their experiences were exactly the same as 

those found in the accounts of hell recorded in Ōjōyōshū (Essentials of Rebirth in the Pure 

Land).65 

Then, the officiating priest for the commemorative service explained Amida’s vows, “The 

three characters of Amida, are the gathering of epithets, as many as the eighty thousand grains of 

sand in the Ganges River. And for the word called Namu, one should, with great zeal in 

seven days, purify one’s body for twenty-one days, and pray to these two characters three 

thousand three hundred and thirty times. To put it together with the three characters Amida, it is 

called the Nenbutsu (the recitation of the holy name of the Buddha), by which the perfect 

enlightenment of forty-eight vows66 is achieved.” 

The merits of the recitation of the name of the Buddha were explained in sutras. It is said 

that the merit generated by a single invocation of Amida’s name is greater than building five 

thousand golden halls and making offerings.” 

On her way leaving (Tōdai-ji temple), the Empress once again went back (to the temple) 

and worshiped the earthly body of Nyorai Buddha at the dharma assembly for the Great 

 
65 往生要集 
66 the forty-eight vows of Amida 
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Buddha’s commemorative service. “For the pitiful Empress’s merit,” (the Emperor) said, and 

paid respect thrice. The Empress paid respect to the Emperor for ten times. 

Since the Empress cultivated the path to Buddhahood until the age of eighty-three years in 

order to attain the rebirth that she long-wished for, she was granted three-days of leisure time in 

hell. 

The Empress added, “As the Great Buddha’s commemorative service began, I saw the 

burning flames in the Avīci Hell turned into cool breezes. Wondering what merit I had earned, I 

was happy. Though the guardians of hell got angry and beat me with iron rods, the points of their 

spears were made of lotus blossoms and did not do any harm to my body. When the guardians of 

hell saw this, their voices became more agreeable. 

A historical account said that there was someone who died at the same time as the Empress. 

That person was a seller of firewood from Fukakusa.67 Since he was a good person, the Jizō 

bodhisattva68 guided him across the golden bridge. 

Seeing this, the Empress said, “Ah, how shameful my negative destiny in this dark realm! 

He was a humble woodcutter. Though I was a woman, I was the first lady for the whole country 

and obtained the dragon of the four seas. 

I had the karma of previous lives. While I was on the ten good stages,69 I was less than a 

pariah. It was so sad.” She cried and screamed. 

The guardians of hell answered, “You had good karma from previous lives and were given 

high standing, but you were proud of the happiness of this life and did not know of the sufferings 

in the next world.” 

Then the Empress asked, “What kind of meritorious act did the firewood seller 

accomplish? What kind of sin did I commit?” 

The guardians answered, “That firewood seller, wasting away among the morning dews in 

the deep grass at Fukakusa (Deep Grass) in Fushimi, walked around in the mountains to cut 

firewood. Leaving the Shirakawa River in Kyoto, he was weather-beaten, ye he sold firewood to 

sustain his life from day to day. As for his few possessions, he scarcely spent money to benefit 

himself. Instead, he took out one or two cents to make offerings of food to Buddhist 

 
67 Fukakusa, literally means “deep grass,” is the name a secluded country village to the south of Kyoto in the 
Fushimi district. 
68 地蔵菩薩 
69 十善ノ位 
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practitioners, and to pray for peace and comfort in the present life as well as auspicious 

circumstances for rebirth.” 

Then the Empress said, “In this dark realm, people who have no sins are most honorable. I 

was ensconced in the spring flowers at The Gate of No Aging70 and in the autumn moon in the 

Hall of Violet Clouds.71 I displayed my figure. My body was covered with all sorts of silk, and 

my face was decorated with all sorts of make-up. 

I didn’t know the misery of the common people of the four seas. I didn’t understand the 

sorrow of the courtiers in the imperial court. As for the eighty-four thousand sutras widely 

circulated in the world, I had never listened to a single sentence. As for the Buddha’s teachings 

through all space and time, I was not respectful to a single verse. 

I was only contented with the luxury of this life, while the firewood seller was rewarded. 

His untainted wholesome roots72 prepared him for the future. I was ashamed in front of the 

officials of hell and Avo-raksasa, the demons of Hades. I was deeply aggrieved and was stunned 

and frightened. 

If I knew of such things when I was in the world of human beings, I would have carried out 

meritorious acts. I did many things, but none were helpful. How pitiful! No matter noble 

or menial, one should hear the Dharma of the Buddha to form wholesome roots. 

By chance I obtained a human body, which was difficult to get. But I let the rare chance of 

hearing the Buddha Dharma pass by, and I wasn’t impressed by compassion and faith, and I 

returned to my origins by the dark path.73 Perhaps the branches of mistaken views once again 

damaged my root. Moreover, since I might end up bearing the torments of the Realms of hell, of 

the hungry ghost, and of the ever-battling warriors (Asura), I was in total despair.  

This life of mine was a transient dream. I passed my time idly in the world, traveled on the 

eternal dark path in vain.74 I was very stupid. Feeling ashamed and repentant, I gradually 

extinguished my karmic hindrances. 

 
70 不老門 
71 紫雲殿 
72 無漏ノ善根 
73 冥途ノ旧里. Since rebirth in Buddhism is an endless cycle called saṃsāra, here the phrase simply means that she 
used to have a bad rebirth in the Six Realms (she used to be a snake in her previous life), and now she is having 
another bad rebirth (falling into hell). Both the animal realm and hell are among the three “evil paths” (Skt. akuśala-
gatīḥ). 
74 永キ暗路 
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The Kannon75 Bodhisattva came and preached, “All sentient beings, if you hear my name, 

you will escape suffering and attain liberation. Also, I decided to compassionately endure 

suffering on behalf of others and to let others be free and at ease in hell.”76 The Jizō bodhisattva 

came and said, “When a person who has committed many crimes and falls into a hell, if that 

person hears the name of the Amida Buddha, the raging fire will become clear and cool.” As he 

preached, the Jizō stepped into a cauldron in hell. 

The demons thought, “The Jizō bodhisattva must be making a mistake.” As he reached the 

bottom of the cauldron, the cauldron broke. The Jizō bodhisattva had pushed one hundred thirty-

six times with the handle of his staff, breaking the cauldron of hell which was 500 jō in height. 

With his feet in the air, he immediately guided the Empress.  

These were all the results of the merits of the Great Buddha’s commemorative service. The 

event was recorded on a fifteen-foot-long tablet, which was sent to the Four Heavenly Kings and 

Kushōjin. When the Kannon Bodhisattva arrived, the Deva King, that is to say, King Enma left 

his seat to meet Kannon, “Since the commemorative service for the Great Buddha accumulated 

so much merit, we should let this woman go back to the human world immediately.”  

The guardians of hell lifted the points of their spears and threw them away. Kushōjin took 

the Empress’s hand and led her before the Deva King (King Enma). 

The Deva King said, “The Great King of Japan! He conducted a memorial service for his 

wife that was unmatched in his generation. His kindness was profound. From heaven to the 

world of human beings, who can escape impermanence? In the end, everyone will pass away and 

enter the three unfortunate forms of rebirth.77  

In no time, let this woman take a three-day rest,” the king said. Restored to my original 

figure, I came back,” the Empress said. Hearing this, the people wept and thought, “As a rule this 

would not occur, but this has indeed taken place,” but to say this would be quite stupid.  

The commemorative service continued for seven days. At that time, purple clouds trailed in 

the sky from the west. Twenty-five bodhisattvas quietly listened to the music. Under the eyes of 

thousands of people, the officiating priest ascended above the clouds. Many buddhas filled the 

capital. People saw the light in the clear sky. 

 
75 観世音, Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara 
76 大悲代受苦 
77 三途二入ヘキ 
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On the other hand, from the East Nations of Illumination,78 the Samantabhadra bodhisattva 

and Mañjuśrī came riding on a lion and elephant and prayed and bowed to the Great Buddha 

with a bow. The Emperor also prayed with a bow, saying, “For the pitiful Empress’s merit.” 

The wise Major Councilor prayed to the Great Buddha as the Black Mountain.79 

Eventually, he felt ashamed, renounced secular life, and worshipped the original body of the 

Buddha. 

As he grieved over his hindrances from harmful behavior, he confined himself in a temple 

for seven days. At dawn, he received the teaching (by the Buddha). “In the past, you were a foot-

long fish in Vārāṇasī.80 After you drew monastic water to be offered to the Buddha, heard the 

voice of invocation, you were reborn as a fisherman in the country of Yuima (Vimalakīrti), 

pulling rope to make a living. Since you chanted Buddha’s name in spite of yourself at the 

Amida Hall when you put down the rope, you were born in this body. 

However, since you were not enlightened, in order to awaken you, I made my appearance. 

Now you should worship me,” the Buddha said. The Major Councilor saw the great light 

radiating from between the (Buddha’s) eyebrows, and was astonished. At dawn, he started to 

worship, saw that (the Buddha) vividly and worshipped (the Buddha).  

Also, the cloistered Chief Minister went to worship the Great Buddha. As the night 

advanced, a boy appeared. He asked, “Who are you?” The boy replied, “Why is it that you don’t 

visit in the daytime, but came alone late at night?”  

The cloistered Chief Minister said, “I act in this way because in the daytime, the attention 

of others made me feel shameful.” 

“Well, who are you and why do you come here?” the Chief Minister asked. “I am (one of) 

the ten demon daughters in the Lotus Sutra. I came here in order to teach you. You should chant 

the Buddha’s name. Among all the virtuous deeds, there is nothing better than chanting the 

Buddha’s name. When someone chants the Buddha’s name, the three bodies of the Buddha will 

appear.  

 
78 東方照明國. Both Samantabhadra and Mañjuśrī are from the East: the Samantabhadra bodhisattva is from the 
East Country of Ratna-tejo'bhyudgata (東方寶威德上王佛國), and Mañjuśrī is from Vaidūryanirbhāsā (the East 
Pureland). Here the phrase might just be a general term referring to the East buddha-lands. 
79 黒山: A place in the center of Mt. Sumeru where the light of day and moon never reaches. The lowest state of 
consciousness. 
80 波羅奈國: One of the sixteen major states of ancient India. It was here in Sarnath where Śākyamuni first taught 
the content of his enlightenment experience to the original five disciples. 
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One body of the Buddha, holding a lotus flower, pays homage to the practitioner thrice, 

informs the buddhas of the ten directions, and makes the person happy. One body of the Buddha 

sprinkles clear water on the person’s head and cleans away the afflictive defilements. One body 

of the Buddha stretches out his hand of great concentration, wisdom, and pity,81 and pats the 

person on the head. It is as if the Buddha looks after them with compassion as if they were his 

only children. 

Also, in order to sweep māras (evil demons) and non-Buddhists far away, these three 

buddhas will depart for forty yojanas away. But by one invocation or ten invocations, they will 

come back a thousand, ten thousands, and a million times. In an instant, one day, three days, or 

seven days, the person who chants the Buddha’s name will be transported to a rebirth on lotus 

flower. 

Also, the multiple recitation of the Buddha’s name will make the lotus of nine levels of the 

West bloom. Amida Buddha will see this. If the flower blooms, it will not wither for eighty-

thousand years or innumerable eons. But if one suddenly loses one’s temper, (the flower will) 

disappear like ice yielding to the morning sun. 

At that time, demons and spirits will appear and slash at that person. One demon will 

aggravate the afflicted mind (of that person). All the vows will become empty. In the next life, 

blades will grow on Shide no yama (Mountain of Death). 

If one loses temper ten times, seventy blades will grow out. If one loses temper for one day, 

seven hundred blades will grow and cut one’s body. 

Also, if one commits a crime, one demon will appear. If a crime is committed ten times, ten 

demons will appear. 

Hundreds of millions demons do not leave the person for a moment during their journey in 

the dark realms. One demon will hit a person with a rod thirty times. One hundred demons will 

hit a person with rods three thousand times. 

When such rods hit a person, the pain penetrates the body, and the person will be broken 

into five parts on the ground. The suffering is unbearable and intolerable. Sins as little as saliva 

spit out when one lies down on one’s back, even accumulated hundreds of millions up to 

innumerable eons, will all disappear and vanish based on the merits of recitation of the Buddha’s 

name.” 

 
81 The three virtues for Buddha by which he achieves enlightenment and wisdom and saves all beings 
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The Chief Minister dared not doubt and listened closely. “Until the end of your life, you 

should behave as I said.” The boy said this and left. 

In homage to the one who preaches in the Western Paradise, Amida Nyorai, Kannon, and 

Seishi (Mahāsthāmaprāpta), the minister said with fear to the holy crowd of buddhas and 

bodhisattvas, “I obtained a human body, which was difficult to get. Though I encountered 

Buddha’s teachings by chance, I was not diligent in going forward and zealously following the 

Buddha’s teachings. Instead, I spent my days and nights in vain, and probably would have gone 

to the three negative destinies82 absent-mindedly. 

However, Amida had a deep karmic connection with us. In order to save the sentient beings 

in this defiled age, he made the original vows. As long as one knows the original intention of 

Amida, even if they became sinners who commit heinous crimes, he will save the sentient beings 

who chanted his name for a single instant because of the original vows that he made. 

From now on until the end of my life, I will keep this in mind from morning till night. All 

day long and all through the night, I will not be negligent.” 

 

Attached: About the Bishop Who Fundraised to Build Tōdai-ji 

 

(Rōben’s biography) 

In Ōmi Province, Shiga Prefecture, there was a woman who prayed to the Kannon 

Bodhisattva and conceived a baby boy. When the boy was two years old, the mother put him in 

the shade of the tree while she was picking mulberry leaves.  

Without knowing what was happening, an eagle flew down, snatched the boy, and left. The 

mother was horrified, lamented, and sought information on the eagle’s whereabouts. She looked 

into places as remote as the sky, ran around in search in every province. Thirty-three years 

passed since she left her hometown.  

Now she was exhausted, and thinking of returning to her hometown, she took a boat on the 

lake, rowing the boat at night. There was a storyteller in the boat. While she listened, the 

storyteller was telling such a story: “A miraculous thing in the world, this is the story of the 

 
82 三途. The three unfortunate forms of rebirth (or san equ三惡趣, san edao 三惡道) as hell (diyu 地獄), hungry 
ghost (egui 餓鬼) and animal (chusheng 畜生). See Mohe zhiguan 摩訶止觀, a major text for the Tiantai/Tendai 
school 天台宗. It is the record of a series of lectures given on meditation by Zhiyi 智顗, the compilation of which 
by his disciple Guanding 灌頂 was completed in 594. (T 1911.46.37c9). 
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bishop Rōben, who right now is the Primal Vow Bishop for the construction of the Great 

Buddha. 

He does not have parents. As his teacher, bishop Gien,83 said, when he paid homage to the 

shrine of Kasuga Daimyōjin, there was an eagle at the roadside, raising an astonished child. 

Hearing the cry, a crowd gathered and saw a boy. The eagle saw people and flew away. 

Rōben is called the provisional manifestation of Benzaiten,84 Śāriputra, and Pūrṇa 

Maitrāyaniputra.85 He is said to be the teacher of Emperor Shōmu, and the fundraising saint for 

the Great Buddha.86 

Hearing this, the mother thought, “Oh, how glad I am! This is my son!” Immediately she 

went to Nara, entered Tōdai-ji temple, told the monks, “This bishop is my son.” 

People said, “Nun, your assertion that this bishop might be your son will never be validated. 

This being the case, if you described this on a tablet and placed it on the way which he will 

certainly pass, he will definitely see it and decide.” So they taught her. The nun was pleased, 

made people write the tablet and placed it, standing beside it.  

One day, the bishop went to worship the (Kasuga) Daimyōjin, came close to the tablet and 

read it. He was overjoyed, turned to the nun and said, “I didn’t know who my parents were. I 

have paid homage to the Daimyōjin to pray for this many times, but today I suddenly 

encountered you. Nonetheless, do you have any mark on your son?” 

The nun said, “When a child is very little, since nothing intervenes, who will have marks on 

their child? But I prayed to Kannon, and as a preparation, I put a 1.56-inch87 statue of Kannon 

into the charm around my son’s neck. When the eagle took him, he was wearing it. It should be 

you as a child.” 

With tears trickling down his eyes, the bishop said, “When I was seven years old, my 

teacher, Bishop Gien, said to me, ‘You didn’t know, but you should view this statue as though 

you were seeing your parents. It must be your parents who made you wear this.” Ever since I 

took the statue from the charm, it followed me everywhere. Is it this one?” He took out the 

 
83 義淵 (643-728) 
84 智恵弁才 
85 富楼那尊者: One of the ten principal disciples of Śākyamuni, famous for his eloquence in preaching the Dharma. 
86 大佛ノ勧進聖 
87 一寸二分 : 0.12 feet, 3.96cm 
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statue. The mother was choked with tears, said, “No doubt, it is this one.” The bishop rejoiced 

that he encountered his own mother. The sleeves of his robe were wet with tears. 

Seeing this, all people, no matter whether they were monks or the laity, were moved to 

tears. The whole story could be found in the Genkō Shakusho (Genkō Era Biographies of 

Eminent Priests)88 in Priest Kokan’s handwriting.  

Right now I really worry about this logic. Emperor Shōmu in previous life was Prince 

Shōtoku, who spread Buddha-dharma from the beginning. The priest as his teacher and the chief 

donor of the teacher were provisional manifestations of Kannon. 

However, he cast the Dharma-body of Birushana Buddha89, which was also the reward 

body, worshipped the original vows of Birushana Buddha and of Amida in particular. The 

officiating priest was Śākyamuni in his response body. One Buddha was endowed with three 

bodies. The reason for his manifestation was clear.  

Nonetheless, he worshiped and learned from the exposition of the teachings of Śākyamuni, 

one who teaches the secular world, and was awaken. Kannon manifested in the form of the 

Empress, preached after that, expounded the logic of the principle of karmic retribution, the 

meaning of the hindrance of harmful behavior and transmigration, and showed these to the 

sentient beings of the latter age. 

As for the long-cherished wish to cooperate with others to lead them into the truth, the 

practice of distorted cultivation for everything, for instance, at the time when Śākyamuni was in 

this world, there were Madam Vaidehī’s90 awakening and Prince Ajātaśatru’s91 undutifulness to 

 
88 元亨釈書, Japan’s first comprehensive history of Buddhism, compiled by Kokan Shiren, a priest of the Rinzai 
Zen school of Japan, in the second year of the Genkō Era (1321-1324) in the late Kamakura period. It contains the 
bigraphies of some four hundred eminent priests who lived during the seven hundred years or so following the 
introduction of Buddhism to Japan. It also contains chronological tables of Japanese Buddhist history from 540 to 
1221. 
89 毘盧舎那佛, Mahāvairocana (Tathāgata) 
90 韋提希夫人: The wife of King Bimbisāra 頻婆沙羅 of Magadha, and the mother of Ajātaśatru 阿闍世. When the 
king was imprisoned, she asked the Śākyamuni to preach, and he responded by delivering the sermon of the Guan 
wuliangshou jing 觀無量壽經. Throughout the sutra, Vaidehī and Ānanda serve as the main recipients of the 
sermon, which consists of a series of instructions on how to contemplate in a way that will bring rebirth into the 
Pure Land. At the end of the sutra, she receives assurance from the Buddha that she will be reborn in the Pure Land. 
She also appears in the Lotus Sutra. (DDB) 
91 阿闍世: ‘Enemy before birth;’ (Pāli Ajātasattu) the name of a ruler of Rājagṛha in Magadha 摩竭陀 at the time of 
Śākyamuni. His father, Bimbisāra, is said to have sought to kill him as ill-omened. When grown up he killed his 
father and ascended the throne. At first inimical to Śākyamuni, later he was converted and became noted for his 
liberality; died circa 519 BCE. (DDB) 
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his parents. Though one is agreeable and the other is in an adverse condition, these are nothing 

but skillful means. 

However, Śākyamuni and Kannon directly appeared in our court, giving benefit to sentient 

beings by explaining the Dharma. What kind of skillful means can surpass this? (None.) If one 

sees men and women in black and white robes (i.e. Buddhist clerics and laymen) in the defiled 

age, then they make all the more vows, have deep and sincere compassion, have deep resolution 

to make Buddha-dharma prosper and flourish, even the latter age should be equal to a time when 

there is a buddha in this world. One should practice assiduously.  

…and so forth. 

 

Tatsune 龍音 (with signature) on the twentieth day of the twelfth month in the first year of the 

Tenna period (A. D. 1681) 

 

Unfulfilled Reproductive Responsibility 

 

The construction of hell in Daibutsu no go-engi employs some of the motifs found earlier in 

the three tales of women who fall into Tateyama hell contained in Hokke genki and Konjaku 

monogatari shū. First, as in the Tateyama stories, Daibutsu no go-engi shows that the salvation of 

a deceased female protagonist depends on the proper performance of rituals by members of their 

family: the queen is saved by the rituals (the commemorative service for the Great Buddha) 

performed by her husband. Second, as in Konjaku 14:8, “About the Wife of a Scholar of the Etchū 

Province Who Fell into Tateyama Hell After She Died,” Daibutsu no go-engi also emphasizes 

motherhood. In this regard, Daibutsu no go-engi inherits some of the themes of the earlier 

narratives of women in hell. 

However, the story also shows the new concerns of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 

which include attention to new groups of women and the new concerns they had. Daibutsu no go-

engi is a unique text among the late Muromachi “hell-tour tales,” not only for the heroine’s royal 

status but also because it is a jisha engi (story about the origins of a temple) that centers on a 

woman’s infertility. The text is explicit. The main reason the empress falls into hell is that she has 

no children:  
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The most important thing was that, because she did not have a single filial son, which was 
regarded as a grave sin, she was damned to Avīci hell. 
なによりも、ひとのけうし（孝子）なければ、おほきなるつみなりとて、あひの

ちこくへをとされたり。92 
The most important thing was that, because she did not have a single filial son, she finally 
fell into hell. 
何ヨリモ、一人ノ孝子ナキコソトテ、軈而堕地コク。93 
 

Even though the narrator in Daibutsu no go-engi remarks that the hell landscape is “exactly the 

same as the accounts of hell recorded in Ōjōyōshū,”94 Genshin’s tenth-century Ōjōyōshū does not 

bring up the issue of women’s infertility, nor does he mention women being condemned to hell for 

being barren. And of the early medieval tales of women falling into hell, none touches upon the 

issue of women lacking descendants. So what explains Daibutsu no go-engi? To date, the only 

scholarship on this narrative is Minoura Naomi’s 2001 article and Ishikawa Tōru’s appendix to the 

facsimile reprint of one manuscript,95 both of which are primarily textual studies on variant 

manuscripts. Why then does the issue of having heirs become so important in this text and in other 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century hell-tour tales? Who are the producers, storytellers, and 

transmitters of such tales, and for what audience, in what medium, to what ends? A thorough 

investigation is clearly needed. 

 

The Hell of Barren Women 

 

At the beginning of Daibutsu no go-engi, Emperor Shōmu asks his Chief Counselor an 

apparently simple question: “Even if one could use the hole in a needle to drain all the water in the 

ocean, it would still be very difficult for me to chant Amida’s name—which causes me to wonder: 

is there any way I can attain Buddhahood by finishing this project after I die?”96 The advice of the 

chief counselor was that the emperor must get married, just as Shakyamuni Buddha once did. 

Accepting his retainer’s counsel, the emperor marries the daughter of the Minister of the Grand 

General and makes her his empress. The chief counselor’s solution implies a relationship between 

 
92 「ふつせつ大ふつの御えんき」in Muromachi jidai monogatari 6. 
93 「大佛之緣起」（天和写本）in Muromachi jidai monogatari 6, 452. 
94 Same as note 2. 
95 The manuscipt is a reproduction of a handwritten copy from the mid-Tokugawa period. The appendix is only three 
pages long. Ishikawa Tōru, Muromachi monogatari eiin zōkan 14 Daibutsu no go-engi. Tokyo: Miyai shoten, 2003. 
96 慶応義塾図書館蔵1681写本, 「大佛之緣起」（天和写本）in Muromachi jidai monogatari 6, 449. 
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marriage and the attainment of Buddhahood: marriage is the means by which one secures 

descendants, and having living descendants who will make offerings to their ancestors is essential 

if the deceased is to attain Buddhahood.  

As time passed, however, the Empress became anxious about the fact that she had produced 

no children. She and her father spent a fortune sponsoring prayers and pledged to offer six hundred 

copies of the Large Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in gilt ink to Kasuga Daimyōjin (God of Kasuga). 

Then one night the reason for her infertility was revealed to her in a dream by jūrasetsunyo (the 

Ten Female Demons)97: 

 

She then worshipped and chanted the Lotus Sutra day and night. Someone who looked like 
one of the Ten Demon Daughters in the Lotus Sutra appeared, standing by her pillow, and 
said, “Although you may evoke pity, prostrating yourself in your devotions, it will be to no 
avail. The reason is that you were once a ten-foot-long snake living on Mount Shosha in 
Harima Prefecture. Because you ate the eggs of a bird, you were not able to have children in 
this life. However, since you approached the Buddha Hall, listened to the chanting of sutras, 
and harbored noble thoughts, you were reborn in this body. Although you have lived multiple 
lives, it is impossible for you to have children. I make my appearance here only so that you 
will abandon this desire.” 
又朝夕奉誦、法華経ノ十羅刹女ト、ヲホシクテ、御枕ノ上ニ立奇テ、給フ様ハ、

汝五躰投地申処、不便ナレ共、其シルシナシ 
其故ハ、汝昔、幡摩ノ國書写山ニ、一丈ノ蛇ニテ在シカ、鳥ノ卵子ヲ、ヱ食トセ

シ程ニ、今生ノ子、無キ物也、去共御堂ノ上ニ近付キ、御経ノ音ヲ聴聞、貴思ニ

依、左様ノ身ト生タリ、多生曠劫ヲ、経ルトモ、子ト云物、在マシキナリ、思切

ト示現在98 
 

According to the Ten Female Demons, the empress’s inability to conceive children was karmic 

retribution for devouring the eggs, or children, of birds in her previous life as a snake (hebi 蛇). 

Having been a snake, an inherently evil creature, her condition remained that of one who has 

sinned.99 In some other instances (which I will discuss in chapter 4), the snake is regarded as a 

 
97 The Ten Female Demons, who are introduced in the “Daranihon” (Skt. Dhāranī), the twenty-sixth chapter of The 
Lotus Sutra, swear to uphold and protect the Lotus Sutra: “The ten rakshasa daughters, along with the Mother of the 
Devil Children, her offspring and attendants, all proceeded to the place where the Buddha was and spoke to the 
Buddha in unison, saying ‘World-Honored One, we too wish to shield and guard those who read, write, accept, and 
uphold the Lotus Sutra and spare them from decline or harm. If anyone should spy out the shortcomings of these 
teachers of the Law and try to take advantage of them, we will make it impossible for him to do so.’” See 
Engendering Faith: Women and Buddhism in Premodern Japan, 345. 
98 慶応義塾図書館蔵1681写本, 「大佛之緣起」（天和写本）in Muromachi jidai monogatari 6, 450. 
99 For studies of snake imagery in setsuwa, see W. Michael Kelsey, “Salvation of the snake, the snake of salvation: 
Buddhist-Shinto conflict and resolution,” in Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 8: 83-113. Yi Yean, “Tokubetsu 
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“licentious (jain 邪淫)” creature, one that can serve as a symbol of attachment to worldly desires 

and the innate evil and lust that women are charged with in Buddhist narratives. This point is 

illustrated in the many setsuwa stories in which lustful women turn into serpents.100 In Daibutsu 

no go-engi, the empress’s previous incarnation as a snake not only suggests the original sin of 

being born as a woman. It also explains why she is barren: having devoured the children of other 

creatures in her previous life, she is destined never to have children in this one.  

According to Bernard Faure, three distinct ideological elements came to be connected into a 

relatively coherent discourse on women in Japanese Buddhism: the political/ontological theory of 

the Five Obstacles (五障, Ch. wuzhang, Jp. goshō); the social notion of the Three Dependences 

(三從, Ch. sancong, Jp. sanshō or sanjū); and the biological/religious concept of the blood 

taboo.101 These elements justified the institutional submission of women: women are excluded 

from sacred places (nyonin kekkai 女人結界), or even from paradise and Buddhahood.102 The 

theory of the Five Obstacles is probably the most influential of these three elements.103 The 

expression “Five Obstacles” refers to the five types of rebirth that are beyond what women can 

achieve: rebirth as the god Brahma, as the god Śakra, as Māra, as a universal monarch (Wheel-

Turning King, cakravartin), or as a buddha.104 Faure points out that at first the Five Obstacles were 

understood as only a set of restrictions that were technical or juridical in nature. It is only later that 

they came to be read as due to moral and ontological inferiority, and associated with moral 

 
kikō nyonin to hebi to no sōgū o meguru setsuwa: Nihon ryōiki to Konjaku monogatarishu ni okeru hebi no torae 
kata 特別寄稿 女人と蛇との遭遇をめぐる説話—『日本霊異記』と『今昔物語集』における蛇のとらえ方
.” Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 68: 243-49. 
As Kelsey and others show, the snake can also be a good god in some other contexts. 
100 For example, in the otōgi zōshi “Akimichi,” a faithful wife fears that she will be reborn as a snake should she 
have sexual relations with anyone but her husband. Also see Virginia Skord Waters, “Sex, Lies, and the Illustrated 
Scroll: The Dōjōji Engi Emaki.” Monumenta Nipponica, vol. 52, No. 1 (Spring, 1997): 59-84. 
101 Faure: 62. 
102 Regarding the assertion that there are no women in the Pure Land, see the Lotus Sutra, trans. Hurvitz 1976: 407; 
and the Sukhāvatīvyūhopadeśa (無量壽經優波提舍願生偈, T. 26, 1524:232) by Vasubandhu.  
103 The Five Obstacles are also mentioned in Majjhima-nikāya, trans. Horner 1975-77, 3: 109. Other sources include 
the Aṅguttara-nikāya 1.15: 12-16; the Madhyamaāgama, T. 26: 607b; the Ekottarāgama, T. 2, 125; 757c; the 
Mahīśāsakavinaya, T. 22, 1421: 186a; the Chaoriming sanmei jing, T. 15, 638: 541-42; the Lotus Sutra, T. 9, 262: 
35c (trans. Hurvitz 1976: 201), and the Dazhidulun 2, 9, 56. On this question, see also: Nagata 1985, Iwamoto 1980: 
82; Horner 1975:291; Kajiyama 1982: 56-57; and Heidegger 1995: 10-14.   
104 The locus classicus is the Lotus Sutra, T. 9, 262: 35b-c. This concept is referred to in a number of Buddhist 
writings, and is mentioned and then refuted in the “Devadatta” (twelfth) chapter of the Lotus Sutra. This refutation 
takes place through the example of the dragon king’s daughter who instantaneously attains Buddhahood, 
overcoming the most difficult of all five obstacles, when challenged by Shāriputra, who maintains that this is 
impossible for women confronting any of them. The gods Śakra, Māra, and others are described as divine ranks 
rather than individual deities. See also: Kasahara 1975; Oguri 1987; and Groner 1989: 53-74. 
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characteristics of women—such as deceit, greed, vanity—which were themselves both the causes 

and consequences of negative karma.105 

Faure also mentions that through its linkage to karmic causality and biological inferiority, the 

rhetorical use of the Five Obstacles changed over time. Whereas in early Buddhism the theory of 

the Five Obstacles was merely a limitation on women’s upward spiritual mobility, in medieval 

Japanese Buddhism they came to represent the outright exclusion of women from buddhahood and 

sacred places. This motif was coupled during the Kamakura period with the patriarchal notion of 

the Three Dependences, a notion that seems to have predated Buddhism in both India and China.106 

It is nevertheless Buddhism that appears to be responsible for its dissemination in medieval 

Japan.107 For instance, in the Commentary on the Sutra of Infinite Life (Muryōjukyō shaku 無量寿

経釈), Hōnen 法然 (1133-1212) notes that, internally, women have five obstacles, externally, three 

dependences.108 The same idea appears in such Buddhist texts as the Dazhidulun 大智度論 (The 

Treatise on the Great Perfection of Wisdom), the Yuyenü jing 玉耶女經 (Scripture on Young 

Woman Yuye),109 and the Huayan jing 華嚴經 (The Flower Garland Sutra).110 In Japan, the 

discourse on the Five Obstacles was influenced by autochthonous notions and received a 

distinctively Japanese spin. This semantic drift results in part from the Japanese interpretations of 

the Chinese character zhang 障 (Jp. shō), read as sawari, a term that means“ obstacle” but also 

connotes“ passion” (a moral flaw) and “menses” (a biological, and eventually karmic, flaw).111 

 
105 Faure: 62-63. 
106 The “Three Dependences,” also known as the “Three Obediences” or “Three Submissions,” was a code of 
conduct derived from Brahmanism and Confucianism that required women to obey their parents in childhood, their 
husbands after marriage, and their sons in old age. Faure mentions that Indian women were expected to live in 
complete subservience to their parents in childhood, to their husbands after marriage, and to their sons after the 
death of their spouses. In the Laws of Manu, for example, we find clearly expressed the idea that the women must be 
under the tutelage of a man (father, husband, son) at all ages. See The Laws of Manu, V, 148, in Sacred Book of the 
East xxv, 195; Doniger and Smith 1991: 115; see also Nakamura 1973: 70. Likewise Confucian teachings 
emphasized the “Three Dependences” or “Three Followings,” a term found in the Yili (Book of Rites). See Faure 63. 
107 Faure points out that although the expression “Three Obediences” is already found in the Liezi, its first 
appearance in Japanese literature seems to be in the Genpei jōsuiki. See Faure 350, note 38. 
108 See Hōnen’s Commentary on the Guan wuliangshou jing, in Hōnen, Ippen, NSTK ed., 53. 
109 A scripture from early Indian Buddhism that teaches the path of virtuous behavior for women. 
110 See Yuyenu jing, T. 2, 142: 864; Huayan jing, T. 10, 293: 790; and Dazhidulun 99, T. 25, 1509: 748b. See also 
Nagata 1989: 14. 
111 Faure mentions that in the Daikanwa jiten, for instance, shō 障 is translated as hedateru or hedate (“to separate,” 
hence “a wall”), and this remains close to the original meaning in the Lotus Sutra passage. But according to the 
Nihon kokugo daijiten, the term sawari 障りmeans not only to present an obstacle, but also the passion and offences 
(tsumi 罪) that hinder awakening, actions for which there has to be retribution (zaishō 罪障), troubles caused by 
war, epidemics, natural calamities, and, finally, menses (the “monthly hindrance,” tsuki no sawari 月の障り). 
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This drift paved the way for reinterpretations carrying the sense of moral and biological defilement. 

As a result, the expression “Five Obstacles” became a standard way of referring to the allegedly 

deep sin and pollution of women. 

In Daibutsu no go-engi, the empress was reborn with that status due to her merit in “listening 

to the chanting of sutras” when she was a snake. Yet the karmic consequence of her having 

consumed bird’s eggs prevented her from having children. This allegedly karmic sin was so deep 

that her unfulfilled pledge to offer six hundred copies of the Large Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in 

gilt ink to Kasuga Daimyōjin was insufficient for her to gain a favorable rebirth—and so she falls 

into hell. The verdict by Enma, the lord of hell, was that, despite the fact that the empress was 

entitled to return to life to fulfill her prayer to Kasuga Daimyōjin, she was condemned to hell for 

her infertility: 

 

On the thirty-fifth day after the empress’s death, Enma saw in the Johari Mirror the empress 
offering a prayer.112 Although she pledged to offer six hundred copies of the Large Perfection 
of Wisdom Sutra to Kasuga Daimyōjin, this ambitious vow was never fulfilled. She should 
return to the world, but since she did not have a single filial son, in the end it was necessary 
that she fall into hell.  
乃至五七日ニ、浄被利ノ鏡ニ一願在リ、春日大明神ニ、大般若六百部書テ、奉リタ

リシカトモ、其ヒホヲ未解、シカラハ、暫コソ、アランツレ 
又娑婆ニ帰ヘシ、何ヨリモ、一人ノ孝子ナキコソトテ、軈而堕地コク113 
 

The belief that in the end a childless woman is condemned to hell, no matter how much merit she 

might have attained, places all the blame for infertility on the woman.  

Umazume (石女, stone woman) or mumazume (不生女, sterile woman) is a derogatory term 

that was widely used from the late twelfth through the late nineteenth centuries114 for infertile 

women or women struggling to conceive. It reflects a persistent prejudice: that women rather than 

men are responsible for failing to produce children. According to the Dai Kan-Wa jiten 大漢和辭

典, the character 石 stands for “uselessness.”115 No such expression can be found in the Japanese 

 
Although the first meaning remains close to the Chinese, the others deviate from it considerably, and have a 
meaning akin to fault, crime, or sin (tsumi 罪). See Faure 350, note 42. 
112 浄被利ノ鏡 
113 「大佛之緣起」（天和写本）in Muromachi jidai monogatari 6, 452. 
114 Naoko Takemaru, Women in the Language and Society of Japan: The Linguistic Roots of Bias, 101. 
115 “役に立たない意味を表はすことば”. See Morohashi Tetsuji, Dai Kan-Wa jiten, Tokyo: Taishūkan Shoten, 
1955, 60.  
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language to denote men’s infertility. Another example is the kotowaza 諺 proverb “Kashite sannen 

konaki wa saru 嫁して三年、子なきは去る (A wife should leave her husband if she fails to bear 

a child within three years of marriage),” which is to say, giving birth to children is one of a 

woman’s domestic obligations; failure to fulfill it gives her husband the right to repudiate her.116 

 

India, China, and Japan: History of umazume 

 

The provenance of the term umazume is unclear. Usually written with the characters 石女, 不

生女, or 不産女, this Japanese word probably had Chinese origins. The word shinü 石女 (literally, 

“stone woman”), employing the same two Chinese characters used to write umazume, makes its 

appearance in the Tang dynasty Chinese translation of Treatise on Mastering Logic (Skr. Nyāya 

praveśatāka śāstra, Ch. Yinming ruzheng lilun 因明入正理論),117 completed in 647: “to say that 

someone’s speech is self-contradictory is like saying ‘my mother is a stone woman.’”118 In similar 

fashion, the “Viewing Sentient Beings” chapter of Kumārajīva’s (Ch. Jiumo Luoshi 鳩摩羅什, 

344-413) translation of the Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa Sūtra (Ch. Weimojie suoshuo jing 維摩詰所說經) 

uses the word to describe things that do not exist: “like the footprints a bird leaves in the sky (when 

it flies); like a stone woman has a baby,” a way of explaining that the Buddha views sentient beings 

as a magician looking at the illusions he has created.119 The Chinese version of Mahāyāna 

Mahāparinirvāṇa Sūtra (or Nirvana Sutra, Ch. Dabanniepanjing 大般涅槃經) translated by the 

Central Indian monk Dharmakṣema (Ch. Tan Mochen 曇無讖, 385-433) contains the following 

sentence: 

 
For example, a stone woman originally lacks the attributes of having children. Even with the 
energy attained as a result of religious practice and uncountable causes and conditions, giving 
birth to a child is impossible. It is the same with the mind. If one’s mind originally lacks the 

 
116 Takemura Naoko, Women in the Language and Society of Japan: The Linguistic Roots of Bias. Jefferson, N.C. : 
McFarland, 2010, 101. See also Kaneko, 1995. 
117 The Treatise on Mastering Logic is a book written by Śaṅkarasvāmin 商羯羅主 (ca. 500-560) in Sanskrit. It 
discusses the “science of logic” (Skr. hetuvidyā), one of the five knowledges (Skr. pañcavidyā) of ancient India. It 
was first translated into Chinese by the Chinese Buddhist monk Xuanzang 玄奘 (fl. C. 602-664) in the year 647. 
118 Yinming ruzheng lilun 因明入正理論 (T. 32:11c): “自語相違者，如言我母是其石女.” 
119 Weimojie suoshuo jing 維摩詰所說經book 2 (T. 14:547b), “Chapter on Looking at All Sentient Beings” 
(guanzhongsheng pin 觀眾生品): “如空中鳥跡，如石女兒.” See the “石女” entry in Ciyi, et al., eds. Foguang 
dacidian 佛光大辭典. Gaoxiong: Foguang chubanshe, 1989, 2112.  
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attribute of craving, then even should myriad conditions come to pass, there is no ground from 
which a craving can grow. 
譬如石女，本無子相，雖加功力，無量因緣，子不可得。心亦如是，本無貪相，雖造

眾緣，貪無由生。120 
 

The word shinü is not only employed by the Chinese translators of Sanskrit scriptures; it can also 

be found in the writing of Chinese Buddhist literati. In his Buddhist treatise Jingzhuzi 凈住子 

(Introduction to Pure Conduct for Devotees Who Dwell in Purity and Quietude), the Southern Qi 

prince and literatus Xiao Ziliang 蕭子良 (460-494) notes in the chapter “Path to Cultivate the Field 

for Monks”121 that if one quarrels with one’s benefactors or family, “it leaves a mark of burning 

blood, not far from being a stone woman.”122 In “One Hundred Dharmas for Wenhao” 寄文浩百

法 (subtitled “(he who) recently wanted to be swathed in a fur coat in order to practice Chan” 間

欲擁毳參禪),” a Buddhist poem composed by the Tang dynasty poet and Buddhist monk Qiji 齊

己 (863-937) says of practicing without the power of understanding that “even if an iron ox has 

real horns, it is useless; even if a stone woman can bear a child, it will be a malformed fetus.”123 

Moreover, the “opportune words” (jiyu 機語) of the Chan school often use shinü as a parallel for 

muren 木人 (wooden man), underlining their detachment from deluded consciousness and an 

original nature that is without artifice. For instance, the Song dynasty Jiatai pudenglu 嘉泰普燈

錄 (Jiatai-era Extensive Record of the Transmission of the Lamp), a work consisting of biographies 

and quotations of the Chan patriarchs and prominent monks by the Chan Buddhist monk 

Zhengshou 正受 (1146-1208), contains the word “a stone woman dances to the melody of 

 
120 Beiben Dabanniepanjing 北本大般涅槃經 book 25 (T. 12:515b). This sentence is used to explain the idea of 
xinben wuxi 心本無繫 (unfettered mind, Skr. niṣpratibaddha-cittatā) in the sutra. 
121 See Xiao Ziliang 蕭子良, Nanqi jinglingwang ji 南齊竟陵王集 book 2, in Zhang Pu張溥 ed., Hanwei liuchao 
baisan mingjia ji 漢魏六朝百三名家集, published in 1892 (善化藍田章氏重刊本). The eight fields for cultivating 
blessedness (ba futian 八福田) include the fields for buddhas (fotian 佛田); saints (shengren tian 聖人田); 
monks/nuns (seng tian 僧田); preaching monks (upâdhyāya) (heshang tian 和尙田); teachers (ācārya) (sheli tian 闍
黎田); father (fu tian 父田); mother (mu tian 母田); the sick (bing tian 病田). Buddhas, saints, and monks/nuns are 
termed reverence-fields (jing tian 敬田); the sick are compassion-fields (bei tian 悲田); the rest are grace- or 
gratitude- fields (en tian 恩田). Fanwang jing 梵網經 T.1484.24.1007a15. See Digital Dictionary of Buddhism 
(hereafter abbreviated as DDB).  
122 奉養僧田門二十七: “熱血之相可尋，石女之倫不遠.” 
123 “鐵牛無用真成角，石女能生是怪胎.” 
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longevity, a wooden man sings the song of peace.”124 “A stone woman dances and a wooden man 

sings” becomes a Buddhist metaphor for living a free, unfettered existence, devoid of intellectual 

discrimination (fenbie 分別), implying that the profound truth of the Buddha transcends anything 

the minds of human beings can achieve.125  

The meaning of this word shinü 石女 is elucidated in a number of Chinese Buddhist texts. 

Song dynasty Buddhist monk Yuan Zhao 元照 (1048-1116) in his Sifenlü xingshichao zichiji 四分

律行事鈔資持記 (A Sub-commentary of the Commentary on Conduct and Procedure of 

Dharmaguptaka-vinaya) explains that “A stone woman is one whose pudendum is obstructed and 

[therefore] unavailable for coitus.”126 The Southern Song Buddhist monk Fayun 法雲 in his 1157 

translation treatise Fanyi mingyi ji 翻譯名義集 (Collection of Meanings and Terms in Translation) 

contains this entry: “shantiluo 扇提羅: Refers to shinü 石女. A condition resulting from the lack 

of male or female sexual organs.”127 Interestingly, Fayun mentions shantiluo (Skt. ṣaṇḍhilā),128 a 

word that appeared early in Foshuo weicengyou yinyuan jing 佛説未曾有因縁經 (T. 754), a 

translated text129 ascribed to the Southern Qi Buddhist monk Tanjing 曇景 (fl. ca. 479-502) 

containing the famous story of “the five neuters” (wu-shantiluo 五扇提羅).130 An interlinear note 

 
124 Pudenglu 普燈錄 book 5 (卍續137:52a): “石女舞成長壽曲，木人唱起太平歌.” See the “石女” entry in Ciyi, 
et al., eds. Foguang dacidian 佛光大辭典. Gaoxiong: Foguang chubanshe, 1989, 2112. The “Lamp” in the title 
refers to the “Dharma,” the teachings of the Buddhism. 
125 See the “木人歌石女舞” entry in DDB.  
126 Sifenlü xingshichao zichiji 四分律行事鈔資持記 book 2 (one of two “二之一”): “石女者，根不通淫者.” See 
T. 40:287c. The book is Yuan Zhao’s sub-commentary on Daoxuan’s commentary of Dharmaguptaka-vinaya. 
127 “扇提羅: 此云石女。無男女根故。” Fayun 法雲, Fanyi mingyi ji 翻譯名義集 (7-book version, published in 
1628) book 2, “renlun 人倫”, 25a. Cf. Fayun, Fanyi mingyi ji (20-book version), book 5, 234-235; T.54:1083a. 
128 An alternative rendering of the word in Chinese is chantiluo 闡提羅. 
129 Though the text itself says Tanjing “translated” (譯) it, I suspect it is also possible it is an apocryphal text 
composed in China, because I was unable to locate the original sutra from which Tanjing made his translation. Mohe 
moye jing 摩訶摩耶經, another translation Tanjing is supposed to have done, has been questioned by Utsuo Shōshin 
撫尾正信, who argued that the text was composed in China between 443 and 479. Utsuo makes his argument on a 
number of grounds, including anomalies in the bibliographic record; differences in phraseology and terminology 
from another translation attributed to him, the Weicengyou yinyuan jing 未曾有因緣經; and the ambiguity of the 
circumstances surrouding the hypothetical translation. See Utsuo Shōshin 撫尾正信, “Makamaya kyō ni kansuru 
gigi 摩訶摩耶経漢訳に関する疑義” in Saga Ryūkoku gakkai kiyō 2, 1954: 1-28. 
130 “The five neuters” (wu-shantiluo 五扇提羅) story appears in Book 1 of Weicengyou yinyuan jing 未曾有因緣經 
in an account  of four shinü 石女 (stone women) responsible for carrying the Queen’s sedan-chair who were 
wrongly accused of stealing a precious pearl belonging to the Queen and were whipped by eunuchs for the offense. 
The Buddha asked Ananda to halt the punishment, telling him that the women were the Queen’s teachers (shi 師) in 
a previous life. Book 2 of the text then recounts in detail the story of “the five neuters” (wu-shantiluo 五扇提羅), 
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says: “What shantiluo stands for is what Chinese people call a ‘stone woman (shinü 石女).’ (This 

kind of person) is referred to as a stone woman because she has neither male nor female sexual 

organs.”131 This story of “the five neuters” later became quite influential. For example, Mohe 

Zhiguan 摩訶止觀 (The Great Calming and Contemplation), a major Buddhist doctrinal treatise 

based on the lectures given by the Chinese Tendai school patriarch Zhiyi 智顗 (538-597) in 594, 

states that those who are trapped by greed, aversion, and delusion are “like the five neuters: these 

are the arousal of hellish intentions, traveling the path to the hells of fire.”132 This phrase is also 

probably the earliest expression of a connection between barren women and hell of which I am 

aware. 

In summary, the Chinese word shinü 石女 refers to a woman with a hypoplastic, or 

incomplete, vagina. It is noteworthy that all the above-mentioned texts are Buddhist. Li Qinpu 

remarks that the profound Buddhist background of shinü “makes it difficult to believe it is an old 

Chinese idea.”133 The evidence that I have found lends support for this point of view. The Foguang 

dacidian 佛光大辭典 (Foguang Buddhist Dictionary) indicates that the Chinese word shinü is 

translated from vandhyā or bandhyā in Sanskrit, and vañjhā in Pali, and refers to infertile women 

who cannot engage in coitus.134 Apparently, what the word stands for was originally an Indian 

concept that was translated into the Chinese as“ shinü 石女” as Buddhist texts made their way to 

China. While the term occurs in Indian Buddhist sutras, where it serves mostly as a metaphor (for 

example, vandhyā-putra, “son of a barren woman,” indicating an impossibility or non-entity), 

Chinese Buddhist literati contributed to its being used in other ways. The earliest extant account 

connecting barren women with hell appeared in a sixth-century Chinese Tiantai 天台 school 

Buddhist treatise. Although the origin is obscure, I conjecture that the word “shinü 石女” was 

 
originally five evil nuns who were pretending to cultivate themselves. They were reincarnated as shinü in karmic 
retribution for their idleness and indolence. 
131 扇提羅者漢言石女無男女根故名石女 
132 Mohe Zhiguan book 1: “如五扇提羅者。此發地獄心行火途道.” The term huotu dao 火途道 derives from the 
Buddhist concept of jiufu yituo 九縛一脫 (nine states of bondage and the one state of liberation). The nine states are 
the hells of fire (huotu dao 火途道), of blood (xuetu dao 血途道), of swords (daotu dao 刀途道); asuras (axiuluo 
dao 阿修羅道), men (ren dao 人道), devas (tian dao 天道), māras (moluo dao 魔羅道), nirgranthas (nijian dao 尼
犍道), form and formless states (sewuse dao 色無色道). These are all saṃsāric states, i.e., of reincarnation. See 
Zhiguan fuxing chuanhong jue 止觀輔行傳弘決 T 1912.46.162c23. 
133 Li Qinpu 李勤璞, “Yixue yu fojiao: hanyi wubunü sixiang de xingcheng 醫學與佛教∶漢醫五不女思想的形成,” 
33-34. 
134 See Ciyi, et al., eds. Foguang dacidian 佛光大辭典. Gaoxiong: Foguang chubanshe, 1989, 2112. 
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probably transmitted to Japan via Buddhist scriptures that had been translated into Chinese, and 

thus the Japanese word umazume was written with the characters 石女, referring to “産まず女” 

(a woman who does not procreate). The connection between barren women and hell in Chinese 

Tiantai Buddhist treatises was further expanded by Japanese Buddhist practitioners into the idea 

of “barren women hell” (umazume jigoku 石女地獄/不産女地獄) in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries.135 

In Japanese, the word 石女 is also read as ishime, shakunyo, or sekijo. While the Chinese 

word shinü refers to women who are unable to have children due to vaginal hypoplasia, the word 

umazume in Japanese has a more nuanced meaning: it signifies women who are unable to 

reproduce, but not necessarily due to any anatomical defect. An early example can be found in 

Gukanshō 愚管抄 (A Fool’s Exegesis on Historical Events), an historical and literary work about 

the history of Japan composed by the Tendai Buddhist priest Jien 慈円 (1155-1225) in 1220. In 

that account, Takahime 隆姫 (995-1087), the wife of Fujiwara no Yorimichi 藤原頼通 (992-1071), 

was called “barren” (mumazume): 

 

Go-Sanjō’s Imperial mother was Yōmei-mon In (Go-Suzaku’s Empress), Emperor Sanjō’s 
daughter—not Yorimichi’s. Yōmei-mon In’s own mother was Michinaga’s second daughter 
[but this made Go-Sanjō’s maternal relationship to Yorimichi rather remote]. Moreover, after 
Go-Suzaku was enthroned in 1036 [Yorimichi’s adopted daughter Genshi became Go-Suzaku’s 
Secondary Empress]. Genshi’s father was Prince Atsuyasu (son of Emperor Ichijō and Minister 
of Ceremonies), and her mother was a daughter of Prince Tomohira. Now Yorimichi was also 
Prince Tomohira’s son-in-law, having taken the Prince’s daughter Takahime as his principal 
wife. But since Takahime was barren, Yorimichi came to favor Minamoto Teishi (d. 1053), a 
Lady-in-Waiting known as Shin no Myōbu by whom Yorimichi had several sons. Takahime 
was very jealous and had the first three given up for adoption.  
後朱雀院ノキサキニテ。陽明門院〔禎子〕ヲハシマスハ。三條院ノ御ムスメ。御母

ハ御堂ノ二女〔妍子〕ナリ。ソレニ後ニ一條院ノ御子ノ式部卿宮敦康親王ノ御ムス

メ〔嫄子〕ハ。御母ハ具平親王ノ御女也。宇治殿ハ具平親王ノムコニトラレテ。ソ

ノ御ムスメ〔隆子〕北政所ニテヲハシマシケレド。ツイニムマズメニテ。御子ノイ

デコザリケレバ。進ノ命婦トテ候ケル女房ヲヲボシメシテ。多クノ御子ウミ奉リケ

 
135 I have also noticed a pattern: although there is no variation in translators’ use of the word “shinü 石女” when 
translating Indian scriptures (such as Yinming ruzheng lilun 因明入正理論, Dabanniepanjing 大般涅槃經, and 
Weimojie suoshuo jing 維摩詰所說經), all the above-mentioned Chinese Buddhist monks who used the word “shinü 
石女” in their own treatises are from southern China. I am not aware that this has been noted previously, so further 
resarch may be required, but such a regional difference may not be mere coincidence.  
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ルヲ。イタクネタマセ給テ。ハジメ三人ヲバ別ノ人ノ子ニナサレニケリ。136 
 
As the Daibutsu no go-engi clearly suggests, the sin of infertility (umazume no tsumi) is the 

direct cause of the empress’s descent into hell. Accounts of a “Barren Women’s Hell” (umazume 

jigoku 石女地獄 or 不産女地獄) first appear in Japan around the sixteenth century. In the 

otogizōshi narrative Chōhōji yomigaeri no sōshi, for example, hell is a purgatory into which are 

cast “those who burn with aversion (shin-i 瞋恚), infertile women (mumazume むますめ), and 

those who tell people to drop dead.”137 Saitō Kenʼichi points out that the interposition of “infertile 

women” between the other two types of people seems abrupt, which suggests that the word 

mumazume might have been added later.138 Nonetheless, since the manuscript was transcribed in 

1513 (according to the postscript), it remains one of the earliest accounts of umazume jigoku or 

the Hell of Barren Women. 

Another early example is the sixteenth-century Fuji no hitoana sōshi 富士の人穴草子 (The 

Tale of the Human Cave on Mount Fuji), one of the several Muromachi period tales of human 

travelers’ journeys to hell and back. Rooted in the medieval Buddhist storytelling and proselytizing 

tradition, this narrative emphasizes in particular the sins and sufferings of women. In the story, 

Nitta no Shirō Tadatsune 仁田四郎忠常 is sent by the shogun Minamoto no Yoriie 源頼家 (1182-

1204) to explore the cavern located in Mount Fuji, where he meets the Great Asama Bodhisattva, 

who appears in the shape of a snake and guides him through hell as well as the realms of animals 

and hungry ghosts. He returns seven days later and begins to tell the shogun and provincial lords 

of his experience in the netherworld. Because in doing so he has broken his vow to the Bodhisattva 

not to tell anyone of his experience for three years and three months, he dies before he finishes his 

story.  

Among the many realms of the netherworld through which Tadatsune passed was a series of 

hells in which he saw women being punished. The Boddhisattva tells him why this was, his words 

 
136 Gukanshō 愚管抄4, Go-Sanjō 後三条: “その御むすめ北政所にておはしましけれど、つひにむまずめに
て、御子のいでこざりければ.” The translation is from The Future and the Past: A translation and study of the 
Gukanshō, 75. 
137 “しんいおこかすもの、むますめ、したにて人をしねかしなと々いふもの” in Chōhōji yomigaeri no sōshi 
長宝寺よみがへりの草紙, transcribed in 1513 according to the postscript to the manuscript; typset in Iwamoto 
Yutaka, Jigoku meguri no bungaku, 1979, 279-295. 
138 Saitō Kenʼichi seems to be the only scholar to have examined the history and imagery of the umazume jigoku 石
女地獄 in a separate book chapter, and I build my arguments in this section on the foundation of his pioneering 
work. See Saitō, “石女地獄について” chapter 7 in Kodomo no chūseishi, 196-214. 
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proving quite revealing as to how barren women were viewed: 

 

“It’s an infinitely terrible sin for a woman to be childless, and a horrible sin for a woman with 
only one child not to bear any more. 又、子なき物とて、罪の深き事、限りなし。又一人
もちたる物、後に子を産まさる女も、罪深し。 
Also, it’s very sinful for a woman not to have her monthly period. If such a woman grows 
wealthy and continues to fail to plant good karmic roots—if she wants more than she already 
has, or wants to wear more robes than she’s already wearing—then when she dies, she’ll be 
like leaves blown from a tree. If you have wealth like that, your first thought should be for the 
next life, and you should plant good roots. People with children are likely to receive some 
benefit in the world to come, although it depends of course on the children. And even so, there 
aren’t many children who pray frequently enough to extricate their parents from the depths of 
hell.”139 
又女の、月の障りなきも斯くのことし。かやうの者ともは、引き返て富貴なり。善

根はせすして、持ちたる上にも持たはやと思ひ、着たる上にも着重ねはやと思ひし

かとも、死して後は、風に木の葉散るかことし。されは、此やうにあらんときは、

後生を一大事に思ひて、善根をせよ。子とも持ちたる人も、子によるへけれとも、

それは少しも後生のたねなり。た々し、親の浮かぶほと弔ふ子、まれなり。140 
 

A similar remark about childless women is made in the 1627 woodblock-printed version of the 

Fuji text: “Also, a wife who does not have a single child could be thrown into Avīci Hell. (She) 

should pray for her next life.”141 Intriguingly, the Iwase bunko version of the Fuji text, which was 

presumably transcribed prior to 1627, goes beyond the 1603 text in identifying women’s [fertility 

or] infertility as a sin: 

 

“Also, it’s an infinitely terrible sin for a woman to be childless. A woman with only one child 
is called umazume and and will fall into Avīci Hell. A woman who does not give birth to a 
single child is called kara-onna (empty woman) and will also fall into Avīci Hell.” 
又子なきもの々罪の深き事、一人持ちたるはうまずめとて無間におとさる々。一人

 
139 R. Keller Kimbrough, “(Translation) The Tale of the Fuji Cave,” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies [Online 
only: 1-22] (the 1603 Fuji text translation), 16. Later, the Fuji text further underlines the importance of having 
children: “The Ten Kings would ask, ‘Did you have a child in the human world?’ Those who answered yes would be 
taken from the demons and set to the side; those who answered no would be dropped right down into the Hell of No 
Respite.” Kimbrough, in note 54, indicates that the 1627 Fuji text explains that because sinners with children might 
receive prayers from the human world, the Ten Kings delay their judgment until such prayers have (or have not) 
been received (*until thirteen years had passed. According to the text; “if by that time the sinners had still not 
received any prayers, they would be released to the demons, who, sad to say, would drop them into the Hell of No 
Respite.”). (Kimbrough, 18) 
140 1603 manuscript (慶長八年写本) in Akagi bunko 赤木文庫 Collection. 
141 “又子を一人も持たざる女房が、無間におとさる々もあり。能々後生を願ふへし.” 1627 woodblock-
printed edition (寛永四年版本) in Akagi bunko Collection. 
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も産まさるはからおんなとて、これも無間に沈むなり.142 
 

As we can see here, the idea of condemning a woman’s infertility and labeling it as a grave sin that 

will be punished by removal to hell was already extant by the late sixteenth century. These texts 

also suggest that having one child was not enough to prevent a woman from being considered 

barren.  

The illustrated woodblock-print version of the Fuji text does not include any images, 

indicating that the Hell of Barren Women had not yet fully been envisioned. The visual imagery 

for umazume jigoku probably developed slightly later than the other new gendered hells of the 

sixteenth century. It appears, for example, in Yata Jizō maitsuki nikki e 矢田地蔵毎月日記絵 

(Paintings of the Origins and History of Jizō at Yatadera Temple) from that period.143 The 

handscroll shows the Jizō bodhisattva guiding a figure (presumably the viewer of the scroll) 

through different realms of the netherworld every month of the year, alleviating the suffering in 

each one, and eventually leading us to the Pure Land. The handscroll has illustrations of Children’s 

Limbo (sai no kawara 賽の河原), Blood Pool Hell (chi no ike jigoku 血池地獄), and the Hell of 

Two Wives (futame jigoku 両婦地獄), but it includes no images of a Barren Women’s Hell. It was 

not until Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara 熊野観心十界曼荼羅 (Kumano Mind Contemplation 

Ten Worlds Mandala) portrayed a set of gendered sub-hells that the imagery of the Hell of Barren 

Women was fully fleshed out.  

 

Imagery of the Hell of Barren Women 

 

The pictorial imagery of the Hell of Barren Women (umazume jigoku) in the late sixteenth 

century Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara (hereafter Kumano Mandala) is complex.144 None of these 

mandalas are identical, yet there are standard motifs. As the name suggests, Kumano Mandala 

 
142 Iwase bunko version 岩瀬文庫本. See Saitō Ken’ichi, Kodomo no chūseishi, 201. 
143 Yata Jizō maitsuki nikki e 矢田地蔵毎月日記絵 in Shinshu Nihon emaki zenshū 新修日本絵巻全集 29, Tokyo: 
Kadokawa Shoten, 1980. 
144 An early pictorial rendering of the Hell of Barren Women appears in the sixteenth-century Chōgakuji scroll, but 
it is not found in contemporaneous works such as the Nara National Museum Yata Jizō engi handscroll, which 
features both the Blood Pool Hell and the Hell of Two Wives (with the two tormentors still in full snake form). This 
and other factors have led scholars to see the Hell of Barren Women as having been conceived at a later date than 
the other two hells. See Saitō, Kodomo no chūseishi, 199-202. 
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depict the ten worlds of enlightened and non-enlightened existence. The “standard” (teikei 定型) 

variety often depicts in its upper section the “hill of age” (oi no saka 老いの坂), which illustrates 

the temporal course of human life, beginning with a baby on the right and ending with old age and 

death on the left. Immediately below the crest of the hill is the world of buddhas, represented by 

Amida in the center. Below it is the ideograph for kokoro 心, or “heart-mind.” Thin red lines 

connect the kokoro to each of the ten worlds, suggesting the Kegon Buddhist concept of “hear-

mind only” (yuishin 唯心), according to which all the ten worlds are emanations of the human 

heart-mind.145 A typical example from the Daien-ji 大円寺 temple version (fig. 2) depicts in the 

upper left quadrant the Hell of Barren Women, where two women are using lamp wicks to dig up 

bamboo roots. A stand of five bamboo stalks is seen in the center, their white roots twisted and 

intertwined, partially above ground. The two women, who are dressed in white, are sitting on their 

knees, on either side of the image. The woman on the left is holding wicks in one hand while 

burying her face in the other, and she is weeping, while the woman on the right is leaning forward, 

apparently intent on the labor of digging up bamboo roots. The ground is red, which immediately 

conjures for the audience an association with the Blood Pool Hell.146  

 

 

Fig. 2   Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara (Daien-ji version) 

 

 

Detail: The Hell of Barren Women in Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara (Daien-ji version) 

 

By the seventeenth century, this image had become a standard trope. As a haiku in Haikai 

ruisenshū 俳諧類舩集 (1676) put it, “the task of barren women is to use a wick to dig up bamboo 

 
145 As Kuroda Hideo has explained (2004, 109-10), the lines also suggest the Tendai Buddhist concept of ichinen 
sanzen 一念三千 (three thousand in a single thought), according to which all phenomena (represented by the 
number 3000) are contained within the single human heart-mind. Kuroda writes that one of the implications of this 
idea is that “any ordinary person possesses the potential to attain Buddhahood,” and that it is therefore “up to the 
individual heart or mind whether a person falls into jigoku [hell], or is able to attain Buddhahood.” Kuroda asserts 
that the Kumano Mandala “was centered around such a doctrine.” See Kuroda Hideo, The Kumano kanshin jikkai 
mandara and the lives of the people in early modern Japan, trans. Haruko Wakabayashi, in Practicing the Afterlife: 
Perspectives from Japan, ed. Formanek, Susanne, and William R. LaFleur, 101-20. Vienna: Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004. 
146 Saitō Ken’ichi, Kodomo no chūseishi, 199. 
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roots.”147 Chikamatsu Monzaemon’s (1653-1725) Shume no hōgan Morihisa 主馬判官盛久 (The 

Stablemaster of Police Lieutenant Morihisa), a jōruri (puppet theater libretto) published in the late 

seventeenth century (fig. 3), contains similar verbal and visual depictions of the Hell of Barren 

Women, indicating that it had already become a topos in theater performance. 

 

This is the Hell of Barren Women. Women are wasting away in the bamboo grove, and their 
slender figures are seen staggering about. How pitiful they are! Working with stripe-patterned 
lamp wicks in their hands and darkness in their hearts, they dig up the roots of the glaucous 
bamboo, clinging to the small shinodake canes and ceaselessly shedding tears.  
是はまた不産女の地獄、竹の林に衰へて、影もよろよろたよたよと、辿りよンろば

ふ哀れさや、千筋の灯心手操りもて、心の闇に呉竹の、竹の根を掘る篠竹の、杖に

縋りて泣くばかり。148 
 

 

Fig. 3  Illustration of Kumano bikuni engaged in picture-based preaching in Shume no hōgan 

Morihisa (1686) 

 

In addition to the play just mentioned, descriptions of the Hell of Barren Women can be found 

in other seventeenth-century puppet theater librettos, indicating the conventions of this sub-hell 

had been widely accepted and assimilated into popular entertainment by that time. In Suwa no 

honji Kaneie すわのほんぢ兼家 (The Original Ground of Suwa Deity Kaneie), a kojōruri (old 

puppet theater libretto, 1646) about Kōga Saburō 甲賀三郎, a legendary character associated with 

the Suwa region, the ground on which the Hell of Barren Women rests is described as “frozen 

bright red.” The description (below) matches the red ground found in the umazume jigoku in 

Kumano Mandala. 

 

Crossing the riverbed, there was a woman about twenty years of age who was using a 
lampwick as a stick, trying to dig up bamboo roots that had been growing out of the ground for 
ages, but the ground was frozen bright red and looked like a mirror. In a loud voice, the woman 
suddenly cried out, “Ah, how my body aches and how dizzy I feel! Even breathing is painful!” 
At this, a crowd of demons appeared and said, “Woman! When you were in the human world, 

 
147 The “ne 根” entry in Haikai ruisenshū 俳諧類舩集 (published in 1676): “灯心をもちて竹の根をほるハうま
ずめの業也.” 
148 Shume no hōgan Morihisa 主馬判官盛久 maki 4, in Chikamatsu zenshū 近松全集, vol. 1, Tokyo: Iwanami 
shoten, 1985. 
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you had your husband’s complete attention. But not only did you fail to bear him a single child; 
you had a miscarriage! It is for those faults that you suffer these misfortunes.” 
さて其川らを打過て、と有さらへを見給へは、廿ばかりの女房が、灯心を杖につ

き、としふれたる竹の根を、ほらんほらんとしけれ共、土は紅蓮にとぢられて、鏡

を見るがごとく也。あら苦しやめまひやな、むね苦しやといふま々に、声を上てそ

泣きにける。か々りける所に、悪鬼あまた立出、やあ女、汝は娑婆に有し時、夫の

まなこをたふらし、一子ももたぬのみならす、子を産みながす咎により、か々る難

儀にあふぞかし。149 
 
The origins of these descriptions went back at least to the sixteenth century, with a possible 

connection to the proselytizing tradition. Tengu no dairi 天狗の内裏 (The Palace of the Tengu), 

an otogizōshi narrative about the otherworldly journey of Minamoto no Yoshitsune (1159-1189), 

a hero of the Genpei War (1180-1185), is a work that is thought to date from the early sixteenth 

century and survives in numerous lavish picture scrolls and woodblock prints. The story recounts 

the education Yoshitsune received as a teenager from a tengu 天狗 (“Heavenly Dog”; a half-bird, 

half-human creature) at tengu’s hidden palace on Mount Kurama, and his wanderings through the 

realms of hell, hungry ghosts, and ashura, led by the Great Tengu, and eventually to the Western 

Pure Land to see his late father, who had died fighting the ruling Taira clan during the Heiji 

Rebellion. In the sixth paragraph of an eleven-column manuscript (jūichi-dan shahon 十一段写

本) of Tengu no dairi dating to the sixteenth century, Yoshitsune pays a visit to umazume jigoku, 

where, again, women are condemned to dig bamboo with their bare hands:  

 

Speaking of this hell, there is a bamboo grove about twenty fathoms in length. The demon 
wardens make the sinners each take a purple bamboo hoe [in their hands] and it barks a 
command at them: “Pull up the bamboo trees in this grove and be quick about it! If you do, 
you will have no difficulty achieving rebirth in the Pure Land. Just dig! Dig!” How pitiful! 
Whenever the sinners attempt to uproot the bamboo in this grove, their purple bamboo hoes 
break, and they are forced to dig with their bare hands. Blood from every one of their ten fingers 
flows like tangled red string. 
扨、その地獄と申せしは、長さ廿尋の竹有り、しちくの鍬を取りもたせ、いかに罪

人ども、この竹を、はようほれ、これを掘りたる事ならば、なんなく、じょうどへ

渡すべし、只ほれほれと、かしゃくする むざんやな、罪人ども、この竹を掘らんと
すれば、しちくの鍬も、つきはてて、さうのれんて、のけにけり、十のよ（ゆ？）

 
149 Suwa no honji Kaneie すわのほんぢ兼家 (1646), in Yokoyama Shigeru ed., Kojōruri shōhonshū 古浄瑠璃正本
集, Vol.1, Tokyo: Kadokawa shoten, 1964.  
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びより出る血は、ただ紅の糸を乱するごとく也150 
 

As Keller Kimbrough mentions, Yoshitsune’s journey in Tengu no dairi is a strange, 

otherworldly odyssey even in the diverse genre of Muromachi fiction, in which extraordinary, 

supernatural, or otherwise improbable journeys are the norm. “It seems to function allegorically, 

both as an extended tour of other worlds and as a metaphorical tour of Yoshitsune’s psyche, 

allowing the troubled youth to reach a decision about whether to take monastic vows or to take up 

arms and fight the Taira.”151 The fact that a tengu leads Yoshitsune on this peculiar peregrination 

is intriguing, because tengu are usually depicted as troublesome opponents of Buddhism, best 

known in medieval sources for misleading people—particularly by conjuring visions of other 

worlds—rather than guiding them or helping them on their way. As the Great Tengu’s guidance in 

this story ultimately results in Yoshitsune’s abandonment of the monastic path, he seems to succeed 

where many other tengu in other tales fail.152 In this sense, the Hell of Barren Women, like other 

sub-hells Yoshitsune tours, can also be a vision of other worlds, a stop in the metaphorical tour to 

perplex Yoshitsune. This is particularly interesting, considering the fact that the character for 

kokoro (心 ,“heart-mind”) has a prominent place in Kumano mandara, which was used by itinerant 

female proselytizers, suggesting all the ten worlds, including hell, are emanations of the viewer’s 

heart-mind. Of the extant versions of Tengu no dairi, the eleven-column manuscript is the longest, 

and it shows signs of revision and augmentation, for example, in the episodes about the Hell of 

Barren Women and Children’s Limbo (sai no kawara), that distinguish it from other manuscripts. 

It also contains colloquial language and dialect, evidence that the narrative probably circulated 

orally before it was transcribed.153 A relic of a largely undocumented proselytizing tradition, it 

 
150 馬詰地獄; see Tengu no dairi 天狗の内裏 (jūichi-dan shahon 十一段写本) in Muromachi jidai monogatari 
taisei 9, 613. One can assume these episodes were added after the completion of Tengu no dairi. The extant eleven-
column manuscript was probably transcribed in the mid-Edo period, and the retouched parts added sometime in the 
Muromachi or early Edo periods. Scholars believe this version was first transcribed in the latter half of the 
Muromachi. Cf. Kawamura Kunimitsu: 204. Little is known about the story’s origins, but scholars agree that, based 
on the language of its earliest versions, it must have circulated orally before it was transcribed. See “The Palace of 
the Tengu” in Monsters, Animals, and Other Worlds: A Collection of Short Medieval Japanese Tales, 124-125. 
151 Keller Kimbrough and Haruo Shirane eds., Monsters, Animals, and Other Worlds: A Collection of Short 
Medieval Japanese Tales (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 124-5. 
152 Ibid., 124-5. 
153 Shimazu Hisamoto proposed in 1928 that the tale was an adaptation of Book 6 of Virgil’s Aeneid (in which 
Aeneas travels to the underworld and meets his dead father, Anchises, who prophesies his future), but while it is true 
that the two works share similar plots and narrative structures, the question of influence remains unresolved. See 
Shimazu Hisamoto, Kinko shōsetsu shinsan (Tokyo: Chūkōkan, 1928; repr., Tokyo: Yūseidō, 1983), 609–15. 
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shows that the Hell of Barren Women and other new configurations of hell had become part of late 

medieval street-preaching and popular Buddhist entertainment. 

Because its fast growth is reminiscent of the speed at which children grow, bamboo is 

associated with fertility and is regarded as a symbol of family prosperity. The “birth in the bamboo 

grove” (chikurin-shussei-dan 竹林出生譚) is a familiar plot motif in East Asian literature. The 

Shining Princess (Kaguya-hime) in the tenth century Taketori monogatari 竹取物語 (The Tale of 

the Bamboo Cutter) is discovered as a baby inside the stalk of a glowing bamboo. The legend that 

Ono no Takamura 小野篁 (802-852), an early Heian period courtier, scholar, and poet, renowned 

particularly for his erudition in Chinese, was an official at Enma’s palace appears in a number of 

setsuwa from the late Heian period: every night he would climb down a well to enter hell and help 

Enma in the underworld court.154 Takamura, whose name literally means “bamboo grove,” is said 

in legends to have been born after his mother mated with a bamboo shoot in a the middle of a 

grove.155  “The Origin of Matsutake dōji” (Matsutake dōji engi 松竹童子縁起) depicted in the 

Shidoji engi 志度寺縁起 hanging scrolls, composed in the first half of the fourteenth century, tells 

a similar story of a woman who becomes pregnant in a dream and gives birth to a son in a grove 

of pines and bamboos.156  

 
154 In Konjaku Monogatarishū 今昔物語集 (20:45), there is a tale entitled “How Ono no Takamura Showed Mercy 
and Saved Minister Nishisanjō” (Konjaku monogatari shū, 309-11). According to this story, Fujiwara no Yoshisuke 
of Nishisanjō suddenly passes away, and sees Takamura seated among the officials of the underworld in Enma’s 
palace. In a similar story in Gōdanshō 江談抄, Takamura is identified more specifically as the second official 
(myōkan 冥官) at Enma’s court, and saves his friend Fujiwara no Takafuji, who had died a sudden death (Gōdanshō, 
577-78). These two late Heian tales, both from the twelfth century, are the oldest surviving examples of Takamura 
legends associated with the court of Enma. In both stories, an acquaintance of Takamura’s dies and goes to the court 
of Enma. There he finds Takamura, who is serving as an official. Takamura recognizes the deceased and intercedes 
with Enma, and the man is restored to life. Again, in the fifteenth-century Sangoku denki 三国伝記 (Sangoku denki, 
284-85), Takamura is described as an incarnation of the third official of the Palace of Enma. His body serves the 
Imperial Court while his spirit travels to the afterworld. 
155 For studies on Takamura-chikurin-shussei-dan 篁竹林出生譚, see Komine Kazuaki 小峯和明, “Take kara 
umareta Takamura” 竹から生まれた篁 in Okutsu Haruo 奥津春雄 ed., Nihon bungaku: gogaku ronkō 日本文
学・語学論考, Kanrin Shobo, 1994; Morishita Yōji 森下要治, “Ono no Takamura no tanjō: Takamurayama 
Chikurinji engi wo yomu” 小野篁の誕生—「篁山竹林寺縁起」を読む, in Inaga Keiji 稲賀敬二, Ronkō Heian 
ōchō no bungaku 論考平安王朝の文学, Tokyo: Shintensha, 1998. About chikurin-shussei-dan in east Asia, see 
Matsumoto Nobuhiro 松本信広, “Chikurin seitan-dan no genry ū” 竹林生誕譚の源流, in Toa minzoku bunka 
ronko 東亜民族文化論攷, Tokyo: Seibundō Shinkōsha, 1968; Itō Seiji 伊藤清司, Kaguya hime no tanjō かぐや姫
の誕生, Tokyo: Kōdansha, 1973; Kin Bunkyō 金文京, “Chikurin-jin kō” 「竹林神」考, in Chugoku koten 
shōsetsu kenkyū dōtai 中國古典小說研究動態 6, Tokyo: Kyūko shoin, 1994; Ding Li 丁莉, “Taketori monogatari 
to chugoku no take denshō ” 「竹取物語と中国の竹伝承, in Nishō: daigakuin kiyō 大学院紀要・二松 13, 1999. 
156 Shidoji engi 志度寺縁起 book 5, “Matsutake dōji engi 松竹童子縁起.” 
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Just as bamboo represents fertility, its roots symbolize origin and serve as an emblem of 

kodane 子種 (literally, “seeds of descendants”). Infertile women who fail to secure kodane are 

condemend to engage in unending pursuit of them after death in hell,157 as described in the 

Mukyūkai Library manuscript of Fuji no hitoana sōshi 富士の人穴草子 (The Tale of the Human 

Cave on Mount Fuji): 

 
If the wife does not give birth to a child, the husband calls the wife umazu (infertile). The 
punishment is extremely severe. She falls into a myriad of hells. Those who do not give birth 
to children are regarded as unfaithful and sinful. … Nearby there was a gate made of black 
iron. There were what seemed to be thousands of wives gathered around the entrance. A rākṣasa 
appeared and said, “Those who come to the entrance of this gate are all infertile. You do not 
have children, and that’s why you come to this gate.” The demons said, “Hey, you wives, listen! 
Here are three black bamboo trees. Try to dig them up by the roots, and in due time you will 
have the seeds of descendants (kodane 子種).” The women happily dug away at the bamboo 
tree roots, but were unable to find the so-called seeds of descendants. Moreover, the women 
were told to pour water over themselves, and as they did so, it became fire shooting up from 
their bodies into the sky… 
女房の子壱人もうまさるは、夫を不産と言、罰の深き事限りなし。万地獄へ落ちる

なり。子を不産るは売女とて罪深し。（中略）方原を見れば黒鉄の御門有り。此口

へ女房とも千万人ともなくあつまりて、其時あら羅刹の申様は、此門の口へ来る者

うまずならては来たらず。汝子をは持ぬかと申せは、子といふもの持申さず故此門

へ参候と申は、鬼とも申様は、いかに女房承はれ、爰に三本のしちく竹有り、此竹

の根をほりて見よ、汝の子種有ほとにといふ、悦ひ竹の根をほりてみれは、子種と

いふものなし。さらは水を掛けてみよと申せは、水を掛れは我身みやう火となり天

に上り…158 
 
This description of women in hell provides a possible explanation as to why barren women would 

be punished in this way: the underlying message of digging bamboo roots is to attain kodane, a 

mission the women had failed to accomplish before they died and would continue to prove 

impossible for them to accomplish in the afterlife.  

Saitō Ken’ichi points out that the wick is a metaphor for impossibility, one that can already 

be found in the early sixteenth century Keio University Library manuscript of Tengu no dairi.159 

 
157 For examples of the connection between birth and fertility, see Saitō Ken’ichi, Kodomo no chūseishi, 207-210. 
158 Saitō: 209-210. Fuji no hitoana sōshi 富士之人穴 (manuscript preserved in the Mukyukai Library 無窮会図書
館写本). See Koyama Issei 小山一成, Fuji no hitoana zōshi: kenkyū to shiryō 富士の人穴草子—研究と資料. 
Tokyo: Bunka Shobō Hakubunsha, 1983. 
159 Tengu no dairi 天狗の内裏 (“old manuscript” 古写本) in Muromachi jidai monogatari taisei 9, 551-575. Saitō 
Ken’ichi, Kodomo no chūseishi, 201. 
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The tengu in this text demonstrates his magical power by suspending a temple bell on a wick (と

ふしみにて、鐘をつり). The image of a barren woman using a lamp wick to dig up bamboo 

roots probably stems from this association of a wick with something that is impossible or extremely 

difficult to do. The saying “using wicks to dig up bamboo roots” (灯心で竹の根を掘る), based 

on the Hell of Barren Women imagery, appears in Ihara Saikaku’s 井原西鶴 (1642-1693) 

ukiyozōshi (浮世草子, “books of the floating world”) Ukiyo eiga ichidai otoko 浮世栄華一代男 

(The Man Who Flourished in the Floating World, published in 1693). The phrase stands for an 

exercise in futility: “No matter how hard one strives in the afterlife o dig up bamboo roots with a 

wick, it won’t work” (たとへ又世に灯心にて竹の根をほらさるることもままよ扨).160 

The basic idea here is that infertile women who fail to obtain the sought-after “seeds” in this 

world have no choice but to continue pursuing them in the netherworld. As Wakita Haruko has 

suggested, during the late medieval period, the Japanese view of motherhood shifted from one that 

held that the child (even after birth) was a part of the mother’s body (boshi ittai 母子一体) to one 

that saw the fetus or child as an entity independent of the mother, exemplified by the funerary 

practice of postmortem fetal extraction. As the late medieval period gave way to the early modern, 

mother and child became two distinct beings. Wakita points to the maxim “The belly’s just 

borrowed goods (hara wa karimono 腹は借り物),”161 which was popular during the early modern 

period and which represents the culmination of a trend toward an emphasis on paternal (rather than 

maternal) ownership of the child.162 As Hank Glassman points out, “from around the sixteenth 

century on, there was an incipient insistence that the fetus is a separate entity from the woman who 

carries it.” As women became more and more narrowly defined as mothers, they also lost their 

claim to the status of genitrix (female progenitor), ironically enough, and were reduced to mere 

vessels to effect male reproduction.163 Similarly, Sawayama Mikako has traced the changes in 

attitude towards childbirth and women’s bodies that took place over the course of the early modern 

period. By looking into the view of childbirth represented in mid-Tokugawa-period illustrated 

versions of Kumano no honji 熊野の本地 (The Original Ground of Kumano) and the late 

 
160 Ukiyo eiga ichidai otoko 浮世栄華一代男 book 414: “たとへ又世に灯心にて竹の根をほらさるることもま
まよ扨,” in Teihon Saikaku zenshū 定本西鶴全集14, Tokyo: Chūō Kōronsha, 1953. 
161 Wakita Haruko, “Bosei sonchō shisō to zaigōkan,” in Bosei o tou, vol.1 (Kyoto: Jinbun Shoin, 1985), 203. 
162 Ibid., 187-193, 203. 
163 Glassman: 176. 
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seventeenth-century manual for women’s health Onna chōhōki 女重宝記 (Precious Treasury for 

Women), she finds grounds for suggesting that such iconography contributed to the development 

of the idea of the fetus as an independent entity, no longer a part of the mother’s body and instead 

existing as a separate human being.164 This shift was closely tied to the changing place of women 

in families, with wives becoming ever more closely identified with the interests of their husbands’ 

families and their birthing bodies becoming merely a corporeal resource.165 In the late medieval 

and early modern periods, the father becomes the provider of the “seeds,” while the mother serves 

as a growth medium and nurturing vessel.166 As Glassman puts it, “It represents one of the final 

chapters in a process that began with the transformation of noble and warrior-class women from 

daughters into wives during the Kamakura period. Religious ideologies surrounding pregnancy 

and childbirth are always, of course, intimately related to kinship beliefs.”167 

In ancestral cult practices, which are key to Chinese Buddhism and Chinese Buddhist death 

rituals, women must become mothers if they are to be saved. For example, the Yulanpen Sutra 

(Yulanpen jing 盂蘭盆經) and The Buddha Speaks the Sutra on Offering Bowls to Repay Kindness 

(Foshuo baoen fengpen jing 佛說報恩奉盆經), the two earliest canonical sources, probably dating 

from the fourth or fifth centuries, on the subject of the founding of the Yulanpen ritual (The 

Ullambana; Jp. Obon), both begin with a description of Mulian entering into meditation to save 

his parents and “to repay the kindness [they had shown] in nursing and feeding him.”168 The 

ancestral cult is based on the mutual dependence of ancestors and descendants. In this relationship 

of reciprocity and filiality, the descendants are enjoined to make offerings to aid their ancestors as 

a way of “repaying the kindness” (baoen 報恩) parents show to children by bringing them into the 

world and nurturing and supporting them through childhood. Since descendants are indispensable 

 
164 Sawayama, Shussan to shintai no kinsei, 265-270. See also Ochiai Emiko, “The Reproductive Revolution at the 
End of the Tokugawa Period,” in Hitomi Tonomura, Anne Walthhall, and Wakita Haruko, eds. Women and Class in 
Japanese History (Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, University of Michigan, 1999), 194-198; and Toda 
Ritsuko et.al., Childbirth in Japan: Past, Present, and Future (Tokyo: Birth International, 1990), 72. 
165 Shussan to shintai no kinsei (Tokyo: Keiso Shoin, 1998), esp. 213-216. See Hank Glassman, “At the Crossroads 
of Birth and Death—The Blood Pool Hell and Postmortem Fetal Extraction.” in Death and the Afterlife in Japanese 
Buddhism, 176. 
166 Carol Delaney has demonstrated the cultural influence in monotheistic religious systems of the idea that the 
father supplies all of the genetic material for a new life in the form of his “seed.” This agricultural metaphor of 
human reproduction reduces the role of the mother to that of a growth medium, the “soil.” See her Abraham on 
Trial: The Social Legacy of Biblical Myth (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998); and The Seed and the Soil: 
Gender and Cosmology in Turkish Village Society (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991). 
167 Glassman: 176. 
168 The Yulanpen Sutra, T. 685 vol.16: 779a; Foshuo baoen fengpen jing, T. 16 vol. 686, 780a. 
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to this relationship, one of the most important roles married women play is to maintain familial 

lineage by giving birth, particularly to boys, who become heirs to the family estate. As a result, the 

emphasis within the efforts of women to achieve salvation in Chinese hells and then later in 

Japanese gendered hells is almost always on their being mothers, actual or potential. For instance, 

the Ketsubonkyō 血盆経 (The Blood Bowl Sutra) describes the biology of female reproduction as 

polluted and sinful,169 but its hero is Mokuren, a saving son. That is to say, the role of the woman 

is as the mother whom the hero goes to save. Again, the shift in the Japanese view of motherhood 

from mother and child as one entity to mother and child as separate beings during the late medieval 

period is a shift towards regarding the mother as a body available for use by her husband’s family 

and as a vessel for male reproduction. It was due to this change that the Hell of Barren Women 

came to be conceptualized and represented, as an illustration of the lesson that motherhood is a 

woman’s passport to salvation, and failure to be a mother is a passport to hell.170 

 

Royalty Fallen into Hell 

 

The most prominent textual precedent for “royalty falling into hell” is Emperor Daigo (885-

930; r. 897-930) in the thirteenth century Kitano tenjin engi emaki 北野天神縁起絵巻 (The 

Illustrated Legends of the Kitano Tenjin Shrine). According to the picture scroll, the Heian poet 

and scholar Sugawara no Michizane 菅原道真 (845-903) was falsely accused of treason by 

Emperor Daigo and sent into exile, where he died. A series of natural disasters and plagues befell 

the capital after his death and caused the deaths of his detractors, which led people to believe that 

Michizane’s spirit was exacting revenge. Michizane was eventually deified as Tenjin. The 

Metropolitan Museum set of Kitano tenjin engi emaki tells the story of Nichizō 日像 (1269-1342), 

a mendicant who dies and visits hell, where he meets Emperor Daigo, who is suffering as 

punishment for treating Michizane unjustly. The spirit of the deceased emperor tells Nichizō how 

to pacify Michizane’s vengeful spirit so that he can be relieved of his torments, remarking “In Hell 

 
169 The Blood Bowl Sutra exists in many forms. Some Japanese adaptations associated the origin of the Blood Pool 
Hell with the sins of a jealous woman. Women who had been transformed into serpents as a result of their jealousy 
were depicted as residing there as well. Most often the sutra was invoked for the sake of deceased mothers. 
170 Glassman: 195 
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the sinless one is lord, and there is no talk of nobility or commoner.”171 The motif of the emperor 

receiving postmortem judgment goes all the way back to the Tang dynasty Chinese story of 

“Emperor Taizong’s Descent into Hell” (taizong rumin 太宗入冥). The earliest extant account of 

this story appears in Chaoye qianzai 朝野僉載 (Comprehensive Records from Court and 

Countryside), a “brush notes” (biji 筆記) collection of stories written by Zhang Zhuo 張鷟 (ca. 

660-740) in classical Chinese. It provides a brief description of the descent of Emperor Taizong (r. 

627-649) into hell after his sudden death, and his subsequent return to life.172 An expanded version 

of the story can be found in the vernacular and prosimetric Dunhuang bian-wen 變文 

(“transformation text”) narrative Tang Taizong rumin ji 唐太宗入冥記 (“The Tang Emperor 

Taizong’s Descent into Hell,” ca. 906). Dating from the late Tang, the Dunhuang manuscript 

S.2630 preserved in the British Museum describes how, cast into hell for his previous sins, 

especially for killing his two brothers and imprisoning his father, the emperor is put on trial in the 

underworld by King Yama. There he meets his former retainer Cui Ziyu 崔子玉, who has become 

the registrar of hell, and he demands that Cui change his record and restore him to life. After taking 

the emperor on a tour of hell and examining the meritorious acts he performed in the course of his 

life, Cui finally accepts the offer of a high-ranking ministerial post in return for adding ten years 

to the emperor’s life.173  

In the Ming dynasty, this story came to pivot around Taizong, the Dragon King of the Jing 

River, and Taizong’s chancellor Wei Zheng 魏徵 (580-643).174 In Wu Cheng’en’s Xiyou ji 西遊記 

(Journey to the West, ca. 1560-80), the Dragon King of the Jing River seeks Taizong’s help after 

being sentenced to death by Heaven. Taizong promises to spare the dragon’s life, but he fails to 

fulfill his commitment because Wei Zheng executed the dragon in a dream. As a result of this 

failure, Taizong is summoned to the Courts of Hell.175 This launches Xuan Zang 玄奘 on his 

 
171 Hagiwara Tatsuo, ed., “Kitano tenjin engi,” in Jisha engi (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, Nihon Shisō Taikei, 1975), 
161. 
172 Zhang Zhuo, Chaoye qianzai, book 6. 
173 The full story is translated in Arthur Waley, Ballads and Stories from Tun-huang, 165-174. Soymie discusses this 
story and other examples in “Notes d’iconographie chinoise,” part 2, 147-170; see also part 1, 72-73. 
174 The Dragon King already appeared in “Weizheng mengzhan jinghe long 魏徵夢斬涇河龍,” which was included 
in the early Ming dynasty Yongle dadian 永樂大典 (Yongle Encyclopedia). It also appears in the later Xi you ji 西
遊記, Cuilian baojuan 翠蓮寶卷, as well as Sichuan operas Tangwang you difu 唐王遊地府 and Zhan long tai 斬
龍臺. 
175 Xi you ji 西遊記, Chapter 10 “老龍王拙計犯天條 魏丞相遺書託冥吏”. 
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journey to the West. After the emperor returns to the human world, he asks Xuan Zang to perform 

the ritual for the Assembly of Water and Land (shuilu dahui 水陸大會). After it was performed, 

Xuan Zang was prompted by the Guanyin (Jp. Kannon) bodhisattva to go on a pilgrimage to collect 

Buddhist scriptures. As probably the earliest prototype for the “royalty falling into hell” motif, the 

story of Emperor Taizong and the Dragon King makes frequent appearances in later Chinese Ten 

King paintings.176 The one respect in which it is drastically different from the Nichizō story in 

Kitano tenjin engi emaki is that in the Chinese story of Taizong, the occurrences make the 

emperor’s entering and leaving hell both seem to be dependent on Taizong’s dealing with his 

interpersonal relationships and social networks: in Xiyou ji, he enters hell owing to an unfulfilled 

promise he made to the dragon, and he leaves hell thanks to having a personal connection with 

Cui. The emphasis on interpersonal relationships in hell is an important characteristic in this and 

other Chinese hell narratives, to which I will return in my last chapter. 

Another example of an empress’s death in Japan is Danrin kōgō kusōzu 檀林皇后九相観 

(Nine Stages of Decomposition of Empress Danrin).177 Though the deceased Empress Danrin 

(786-850) 178 in Danrin kōgō kusōzu does not fall into hell as Empress Kōmyō does in Daibutsu 

no go-engi, the story underscores the theme of death as the great equalizer. Empress Danrin was 

the empress consort of Emperor Saga (786-842). A devout Buddhist and the founder of the Danrin-

ji Temple, she is said to have been extremely beautiful and distressed by the extent to which her 

beauty often brought her unwanted attention and even distracted Buddhist practitioners from their 

learning. She died in the year 850 at the age of sixty-five. According to legend, she committed 

suicide and left orders that her body be left unburied and flung into the streets so that people would 

see her decaying corpse and be forced to contemplate the impermanence of life and beauty. The 

early Edo period Danrin kōgō kusōzu from Saifuku-ji temple collection depicts her as an attractive 

young aristocratic lady and delineates nine stages in the decomposition of her body: (1) directly 

after death (shinshi-sō 新死想);179 (2) skin discoloration and bloating caused by gas as her body 

 
176 See Vincent Durand-Dastès, “The Lady with the Snake Body: ‘Empress’ Chi Hui’s Story in Vernacular 
Literature and Ten king’s Scrolls.” (conference paper) intervention au colloque international La traversée des landes 
des trépassés: récits, rituels, images / Journeys across the realm of the Dead: Narratives, rituals and images, Paris, 
INALCO, 19-20 May 2016. 
177 Danrin kōgō kusōzu, preserved at Saifukuji temple, Kyoto; also see an eighteenth-century Japanese scroll in the 
Honolulu Museum of Art, ex. Richard Lane Collection. 
178 Tachibana no Kachiko 橘嘉智子, daughter of Tachibana no Kiyotomo 橘清友. 
179 There is one preceding scene: the empress’s impending death. 
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begins to decompose (bōchō-sō 肪脹想); (3) the loss of blood and other fluids (kechizu-sō 血塗

想); (4) the shedding of skin, marbling, caving in of the abdominal cavity and exposure of internal 

organs (hōran-sō蓬乱想); (5) scavenging by animals as her body further decomposes (tanshoku-

sō 噉食想); (6) the start of skeletonization and the disappearance of soft tissue (shoo-sō青瘀想); 

(7) the completion of skeletonization (hakkotsuren-sō 白骨連想); (8) the scattering of remains 

(kossan-sō 骨散想); (9) final decomposition of the corpse, leaving nothing but an old burial mound 

(kofun-sō 古墳想).180 The use of the female body as an object of desire in Danrin kōgō kusōzu 

reflects the male gaze. Created by men for men, these images allowed meditation on the decaying 

female corpse, thereby aiding celibate monks in their efforts to liberate themselves from sexual 

desire by providing them with a form of aversion therapy.  

One major attraction of Danrin kōgō kusōzu is its way of portraying death as an equalizer, 

transcending social position and hierarchy. By making the empress (an object of veneration) the 

object of Buddhist “corpse contemplation” and even giving it a tinge of the erotic-grotesque, 

Danrin kōgō kusōzu adds a degree of theatricality to the story. “The royalty falling into hell” plot 

in Kitano tenjin engi emaki and Daibutsu no go-engi probably had a similar effect on its 

audience.181 Combining vernacular storytelling and dramatic elements, the narrative of “royalty 

falling into hell” became an effective vehicle for the propagation of certain Buddhist ideas. 

 

Kumano Nuns 

 

The depiction of the empress in Daibutsu no go-engi as a “stone woman” indicates the 

possible influence of preaching by Kumano bikuni itinerant nuns who told the story of the Hell of 

Barren Women (umazume jigoku) and other gendered hells. The return to life of the barren 

deceased empress as a result of her husband’s good works, the casting of the Great Buddha statue, 

also suggests a connection between memorial services and kanjin 勧進 (fund-raising) activities in 

the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.  

 
180 See Danrin kōgō kusōzu. For more discussion of kusōzu, see Yamamoto Satomi, Kusōzu shiryō shūsei: shitai no 
bijutsu to bungaku, Tokyo: Iwata shoin, 2009. 
181 For a paper on Tang Taizong rumin ji, see Conan Dean Carey, “In Hell the One Without Sin Is Lord” Sino-
Platonic Papers, 109 (Oct., 2000), 6; Kawaguchi Hisao, “The Materials of Duhuang bianwen and Japanese 
Literature: The Record of Emperor Taizong of Tang Entering the Hell and Kitano Tenjin Engi 敦煌変文の素材と
日本文学―唐太宗入冥記と北野天神縁起.” Bukkyō bungaku kenkyū 5. 
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Kumano bikuni 熊野比丘尼 (Kumano nuns) were itinerant female proselytizers loosely 

affiliated with the three-site Kumano religious complex.182 Traveling throughout the country, these 

mendicant nuns were active in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as both proselytizers of the 

Kumano faith and fund-raisers. In their picture-based preaching and storytelling, they employed 

Kumano Mandala, a group of large, colorful paintings depicting the ten worlds of the enlightened 

and unenlightened. Usually dominated by gruesome images of hell, these paintings consist of the 

six realms of heaven, humans, asura (a realm of anger and constant war), animals, hungry ghosts, 

and hell, and the four sacred worlds of buddhas, bodhisattvas, śrāvakas, and pratyekabuddhas, and 

each of the six realms is marked by a red torii 鳥居 gate. In these paintings, hell is the most 

expansively illustrated realm. Unlike the representations of hell in earlier images, Kumano 

Mandala included the Hell of Barren Women (umazume jigoku 不産女地獄), the Hell of Two 

Wives (futame jigoku 両婦地獄), Blood Pool Hell (chinoike jigoku 血池地獄), and Children’s 

Limbo (sai no kawara 賽の河原), which transformed the medieval Japanese hell landscape.183  

In the absence of oral transmission of Kumano bikuni’s sermons, the iconographic mandalas 

as well as textual and visual records provide clues to how the new hell configurations in the 

Kumano Mandala were to be understood. One example appears in the hanashi-bon 噺本 

(collection of humorous stories) Shikata banashi 私可多咄 (Storytelling with Gestures), 

composed in 1659 by Nakagawa Kiun 中川喜雲 (1636-1705). The narrator describes Kumano 

bikuni explaining the Hell of Barren Women in the paintings to an audience of women and 

children: 

 

In former days, Kumano nuns hung up the paintings, explained that this was the place for 
women who didn’t give birth to children and who had to dig up bamboo roots (take no ne 竹
のね) with candle wicks after death. Upon hearing this, women and children shed tears 
together. After the nun finished etoki picture-explaining, the audience asked the nun whether 

 
182 For more discussion of the Kumano bikuni, see Ogurisu Kenji小栗栖健治, Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara 熊野
観心十界曼荼羅, Tokyo: Iwata Shoin, 2011. Also see Barbara Ruch 2002, Kuroda 1989, Hayashi 1984, and 
Hagiwara 1983. 
183 Ogurisu points out that the features of Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara compared to ordinary kanjin jikkai zu 観心
十界図 include: 1) Oi no saka 老ノ坂, 2) Segaki kuyō 施餓鬼供養 (based on the legend of Mokuren 目連 saving 
his mother from hell), 3) the Hell of Barren Women (umazume jigoku 不産女地獄), 4) Blood Pool Hell (chinoike 
jigoku 血池地獄), 5) the Hell of Two Wives (futame jigoku 両婦地獄), 6) Children’s Limbo (sai no kawara 賽の河
原), and 7) Shijūkunichi no mochi 
四十九日餅. See Ogurisu: 161. 
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a woman who had given birth to children but did not nourish them was the same as one who 
hadn’t given birth. The nun answered, “Such a sin is lighter than infertility. In this case the 
woman is allowed to use not wicks but the hollow stems of rush weeds to dig up bamboo 
roots. How fitting this is!” 
むかしくまのびくに絵をかけて、是は子を生まぬ人、死で後とうしみをもちて、

竹のねをほる所なりといふをきく、おなご共なみだをながし、さてゑどきすみて

後びくににとふやうは、子をうみてもそだたぬものは、うまずとおなじ事かとい

へば、比丘尼こたふるは、それはうまずよりすこしつみあさし、さればとうしみ

はゆるして、たけのねをいがら184にてほらするといふたは、よいかげんな事な

り。185 
 
An audience of women and children for the Kumano nuns’ picture-based preaching also appears 

in Sumiyoshi jinja sairei-zu byōbu 住吉神社祭礼図屏風 (Festival of Sumiyoshi Shrine), a 

seventeenth-century painted screen in the Freer Gallery (fig. 4). Here, during a festival at the 

shrine, a nun sits beside a bridge, using a hanging scroll painting to preach to a group of women 

and children who have gathered around her. She uses a pointer to indicate the Chinese character 

for heart (kokoro 心) at the center of the painting, which contains many features of the Kumano 

kanjin jikkai mandara.186 

 

 

Fig. 4  Kumano nun preaching with the aid of a scroll painting. Detail from the Sumiyoshi jinja 

sairei-zu byōbu. Courtesy of the Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.: 

Gift of Charles Lang Freer, F1900.25. 

 

In the 1687 ukiyozōshi 浮世草子 (books of the floating world) Kago mimi 籠耳 (The Basket’s 

Ears) (fig. 5), a popular fiction written by Namura Jōhaku 苗村常伯 (1674-1748), Kumano bikuni 

seem to be disparaged as mountebanks in the episode “In hell, too, the proceedings depend on 

money” (jigoku no sata mo zeni 地獄沙汰銭). The narrator scorns the proselytizer-nuns who make 

 
184 いがら: 藺殻 
185 Hayakawa Junzaburō 早川純三郎, ed., Kinsei bungei sōsho 近世文芸叢書 vol.6, Tokyo: Kokusho Kankōkai, 
1911; See Ogurisu: 140. 
186 Caroline Hirasawa mentions that the image she uses is one of the possible precursors to Kumano kanjin jikkai 
mandara. The sun and moon occupy familiar positions above the hill of the aging, which bends over the character 
kokoro 心 (“heart”). A sampling of hells (including hells for women), motifs of hungry ghosts, warriors, Enma with 
his tools for measuring sin, and a fire cart appear, but other essential components of standard Kumano kanjin jikkai 
mandara are missing, such as the torii and the rite for hungry ghosts. See Hirasawa, Hell-bent for Heaven, 102.  
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money by enticing the audience with etoki picture-telling of the story of the Hell of Barren Women 

Hell and the Hell of Two Wives. 

 
Kumano nuns describe the conditions of hell through paintings, make hanging scroll paintings, 
and engage in etoki picture-telling to tempt women and children. They describe the Hell of 
Barren Women and Hell of Insanity from Two Wives,187 and come to a perfunctory conclusion 
to their etoki picture-telling. If women and children still want to listen and beg for more, the 
nuns will say “Give me 120 mon (money) for a votive candle and I will give you an etoki 
picture-tale.” The audience reaches to the bottom of their rosary bags to find more money. The 
Kumano nuns then let these women hear the etoki picture story of the Blood Pool Hell, the 
Hell of Needles, and the like. The nuns preach these things in a way that arouses women’s 
interests only to secure money from them. Therefore one can say “in Hell too the proceedings 
depend on money.” 
くまの比丘尼、地獄の体相をゑにうつし、かけ物にしてゑときし、女わらへをたら

す、かのうまずの地ごく、両婦ぐるひの地ごくハ、たやすくゑときせぬを、女子ど

もなを聞たがりてしよもふすれバ、百廿文の灯明銭をあげられよ、ゑときせんとい

へば、われもわれもと数珠袋のそこをたたき、銭をだしあわせてきけバ、又血の地

ごく針の地ごくなどと云事をいひきかせ、女の気にかかるやうにゑときして、ひた

と銭をとる、これより地ごくのさたも銭とハいふ也。188 
 

 

Fig. 5  Illustration of Kumano bikuni engaging in picture-based preaching in Kago mimi (1687) 

 

As the above passage suggests, Kumano bikuni availed themselves of the new gendered sub-hells 

to attract a new female audience, and their prime motivation was to raise money (kanjin). The 

picture-based preaching and storytelling activities of these traveling nuns were central to the 

promulgation of the new women’s hells in the late medieval and early Edo periods. As Hank 

Glassman points out, the Blood Pool Hell “only became a real place, capturing the imagination, 

when collectively recreated through public storytelling.”189 As the nuns reworked and elaborated 

the iconography and stories of the women’s hells, they also enlisted underworld figures such as 

Datsueba 奪衣婆, or the “clothes-snatching hag,” in the otogizōshi Tengu no Dairi. Moreover, the 

 
187 Hell of Insanity from Two Wives (futame gurui no jigoku 両婦ぐるひの地ごく) is the alias of the Hell of Two 
Wives. 
188 The episode is “In Hell too the proceedings depend on money” (jigoku no sata mo zeni 地獄沙汰銭). Sō Densai 
艸田齋, Kago mimi 籠耳, book 4:2, Tokyo: Beizandō, 1938-1939; see Ogurisu: 142. 
189 Hank Glassman, “At the Crossroads of Birth and Death: The Blood-Pool Hell and Postmortem Fetal Extraction,” 
in Death and the Afterlife in Japanese Buddhism, ed. Jacqueline I. Stone and Mariko Namba Walter (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 2008), 184. 
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Kumano nuns’ performances contributed to the generation of a variety of redemptive practices. As 

Glassman puts it, “women were responsible for their own salvation and had to take steps in this 

life to avoid punishment in the next.” “From at least the sixteenth century, women were called 

upon to take an active part in the Ketsubonkyō faith—copying texts, viewing images, preaching—

involved as both consumers and producers.”190 In the first part of the early modern period, monks 

of the Jōdo sect actively preached the salvation of women, and then Sōtō Zen monks became the 

Blood Bowl Sutra’s most active proponents from the middle to the end of the Edo period.191  

 

Buddhist Propaganda and Etoki Storytelling 

 

The story of Rōben 良弁 (689-774), entitled “About the Bishop Who Raised Funds in Order 

to Build Tōdai-ji Temple” (Tōdai-ji zōryū kanjin sōjō no koto 東大寺造立勧進僧正之事), which 

is attached to the 1681 Daibutsu no go-engi manuscript,192 links the manuscript to etoki storytelling 

and fund-raising. Rōben, also known as Ryōben, was a monk of the Kegon sect and clerical founder 

of Tōdai-ji temple in Nara.193 In 733, he oversaw expansion and construction of Kinshō-ji temple 

(present-day Hokkedō Hall at Tōdai-ji) and the massive bronze statue of Vairocana Buddha which 

was built under the patronage of Emperor Shōmu. Rōben was made the founder (first chief priest) 

of Tōdai-ji temple, while Gyōki 行基 (668-749) was recruited to organize the kanjin campaigns to 

solicit donations. Why is this story of Rōben attached to Daibutsu no go-engi? What does this story 

tell us about women’s salvation and the text’s production, circulation, consumption, and 

patronage? 

“About the Bishop Who Raised Funds in Order to Build Tōdai-ji Temple” recounts the story 

of Rōben’s reunion with his mother. According to the widely circulated legend, Rōben was 

snatched and carried off by an eagle as a young baby and then dropped off onto a pine tree in front 

of what is now the Nigatsu-dō Hall at Tōdai-ji. There he was raised as a monk and it was there that 

 
190 Ibid. 185. 
191 Duncan Ryūken Williams, The Other Side of Zen: A Social History of Sōtō Zen Buddhism in Tokugawa Japan 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005), 51. For a discussion of the use of sutras, amulets, and certificates 
used to save women from the Blood Pool Hell in Tateyama, see Hirasawa, Hell-Bent for Heaven, 137-81. 
192 The 1681 manuscript of Daibutsu no go-engi 大佛之緣起 (Tenwa shahon 天和写本; preserved at Keiō Gijuku 
Toshokan) in Muromachi jidai monogatari 6, 449. 
193 His name is also written as 良弁、朗弁、良辨、朗辨. According to tradition, he was born either in Ōmi 
Province in present-day Shiga Prefecture or Sagami Province in present-day Kanagawa Prefecture. Sagami is 
considered the more likely location. 
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he was reunited with his mother thirty years later.194 As the first chief priest of Tōdai-ji temple, 

Rōben can be found in engi painting scrolls such as the sixteenth century Tōdai-ji engi 東大寺縁

起 (The Origins of Tōdai-ji Temple) and the fifteenth century Shukongōshin engi 執金剛神縁起 

emaki (The Origins of Vajra-Wielding Gods). Stories about him are recorded in such texts as book 

one of the Tōdai-ji yōroku 東大寺要録 (Digest of Tōdai-ji Temple, 1106), book six of the 

Hōbutsushū 宝物集 (Collection of Treasures, 1177-81), and book five of the Shasekishū 沙石集 

(Sand and Pebbles, 1283).195 By the time of the 1322 Genkō Shakusho 元亨釈書 (Genkō Era 

Biographies of Eminent Priests), which contains a biography of Rōben, the tale of his being 

abducted by an eagle when he was still a baby had already taken shape.  

One of the earliest extant “child raised by eagle” (washi no sodateko 鷲の育て児) tales is the 

ninth story in the first fascicle of Nihon ryōiki, entitled “How A Baby Was Carried Off by An Eagle 

and Reunited with His Father in Another Province” (Midoriko washini torarete hitokunini 

chichiniaukoto uru kotonomoto 嬰児鷲に擒られて他国に父に逢うこと得る縁), which is a 

prototype of the “child raised by an eagle” or “child abandoned by an eagle” (washi no suteko 鷲

の捨て児) motif in Japanese Buddhist setsuwa literature. The plot of the Ryōiki story starts with 

an eagle snatching and carrying an infant off to the top of a tree in a remote province. Later, the 

nest of the eagle falls out of the tree with the baby in it. The baby is discovered and raised by foster 

parents. After many years, the biological father of the child travels to a remote province and they 

are miraculously reunited.196 The “child raised by an eagle” story type hews to this basic plot in 

every known version, the only exception being the final reunion, which can be between the child 

and its biological mother or father or both parents. Another typical example is Konjaku 26: 1, 

entitled “Story of the Eagle That Carried Off a Young Baby from Tajima Province” (Tajima no 

kuni nishite washi mizuko wo tsukamitorerukoto 於但馬国鷲爴取若子語).197 The protagonist of 

the Konjaku tale is a little girl, but the plotline of this story follows the same conventions as the 

“child raised by an eagle” narrative. Stories of Rōben being spirited away by an eagle when he 

 
194 In one version of the story, Rōben had worn an amulet of Kannon Bodhisattva since he was a baby, and his 
mother recognized it when she made a pilgraimage to Nara. Records of the Ministry of Justice in Nara at the time 
actually record Rōben as having been raised as a monk since infancy, but offer no further hint as to his origins. 
195 See “耆老相伝云” in Book 1. 
196 Keikai, Nihon ryōiki 1:9 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1996), 21-22. 
197 Konjaku monogatari shū 3, NKBZ 37, 457-459. This story in Konjaku is the same story as the stories of Rōben in 
Fusō ryakuki 扶桑略記 book 4, Mizukagami 水鏡 book 2, and Shasekishū 沙石集 book 5. 
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was a baby also appear in engi literature such as the fourteenth-century Daisen-ji engi 大山寺縁

起 (The Origins of Daisen-ji Temple) and the 1545 Nigatsu-dō engi 二月堂縁起 emaki (The 

Origins of Nigatsu-dō Hall), a story later adapted into Nigatsu-dō rōben sugi no yurai 二月堂良

弁杉由来 (The Origin of the Rōben Cedar at the Nigatsu-dō Hall) for the puppet theater and 

kabuki.198 Since the eagle that carried him away is believed to be a golden eagle, Rōben is also 

called Kinshū Dōji 金鷲童子 (“Golden Eagle Child”) in Daisen-ji engi, or Kinshū Sennin 金鷲仙

人 (“Golden Eagle Immortal”) in Hōbutsushū, Konshū basoku 金熟優娑塞 (“Golden Eagle 

Upāsaka”) in Fusō ryakuki 扶桑略記, and Konjū basoku 金鷲優娑塞 (“Golden Eagle Upāsaka”) 

in Nihon ryōiki Book 2, No. 21.199 

The story of Rōben and the eagle had already been widely circulated by the sixteenth century. 

The 1536 Tōdai-ji engi hanging scroll (fig. 6) portrays a huge golden eagle and a child under a 

cedar tree in the upper middle of the painting. The child, dressed in a white robe, is sitting under 

the tree with his palms together, in an attitude of devotion. Similarly, in the Tōdai-ji mandara 東

大寺曼荼羅 hanging scroll (fig. 7), the huge golden eagle and Rōben as a young dōji (child) 

occupy the upper middle-left part of the painting. The eagle is standing under a cedar tree right in 

front of the Nigatsu-dō Hall, and the dōji is facing it, with a Shukongōjin 執金剛神 (vajra-wielding 

deity) standing behind him.  

 

 

Fig. 6   Tōdai-ji engi, sixteenth century 

 

 

Fig. 7   Tōdai-ji mandara, Edo period 

 

In the story of Rōben attached to the 1681 Daibutsu no go-engi manuscript, the narrator 

declares that the story is copied from another book: “The whole story can be found in the Genkō 

 
198 The play “Nigatsu-dō Rōben Sugi no Yurai” was originally written for the puppet theater (bunraku) and staged 
for the first time in February 1887 in Ōsaka at the Hikorokuza. It was adapted for Kabuki in 1898, staged in June 
1898 at the Minamiza and in October 1898 at the Nakaza. 
199 Keikai, Nihon ryōiki 2:21 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1996), 93-94. 
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Shakusho 元亨釈書 (Genkō Era Biographies of Eminent Priests)200 in Priest Kokan’s 

handwriting.” It is intriguing that despite the fact the story is not new, it has a new title, “About 

the Bishop Who Raised Money in order to Build Tōdai-ji Temple,” which calls Rōben a kanjin 

sōjō 勧進僧正 (fund-raising bishop) for the construction of Tōdai-ji. As the clerical founder of 

Tōdai-ji, Rōben was not precisely a kanjin sōjō, however. He was in charge of Tōdai-ji as the first 

chief priest during the construction of the Great Buddha, while it was actually Gyōki 行基 (668-

749) who was recruited to organize the kanjin campaign to solicit donations. For a story about a 

Tōdaiji-related kanjin sōjō, why choose a story of Rōben instead of Gyōki? And why this particular 

tale? 

First of all, the act of attaching a story with a title such as this to the Daibutsu no go-engi text 

illustrates how closely related engi literature, kanjin campaigns, and etoki picture-telling were. 

During the Muromachi period, the collapse of the Ritsuryō 律令 system201 and the weakness of 

the court gave rise to kanjin campaigns, since the temples were no longer able to attract sufficient 

support from the court. Money for the constructions of temples, shrines, Buddha statues, bridges, 

and temple bells almost all depended on the donations they solicited.202 In Daibutsu no go-engi 

story, the emperor cast the statue of the Great Buddha for the empress’s memorial service. He held 

a dharma assembly and commemorative service, which earned merit for the empress so she could 

be brought back to life. Since the main focus of the story is the miraculous efficacy of Tōdai-ji’s 

Great Buddha statue, however, it is my conjecture that the text was created by kanjin monks for 

the purpose of raising funds for the temple. This would explain why a Tōdaiji-related kanjin sōjō 

(fund-raising bishop) story was attached to the text. 

Daibutsu no go-engi indicates that the salvation of women was a community concern. In 

instances such as the ones just described, the target audience for the storytellers and fund-raisers 

probably included women. The Rōben story was attached to the Daibutsu no go-engi because 

 
200 Genkō Shakusho 元亨釈書, Japan’s first comprehensive history of Buddhism, is compiled by Kokan Shiren, a 
priest of the Rinzai Zen school of Japan, in the second year of the Genkō Era (1321-1324) in the late Kamakura 
period. It contains the biographies of some four hundred eminent priests who lived during the seven hundred years 
or so following the introduction of Buddhism to Japan. It also contains chronological tables of Japanese Buddhist 
history from 540 to 1221. 
201 The ritsuryō system is based on the shōen (荘園 or 庄園) system; the shōen system passed out of existence 
around the middle of the fifteenth century, when villages became self-governing units, owing loyalty to a feudal lord 
(daimyō) who subdivided the area into fiefs and collected a fixed tax. 
202 Tokuda Kazuo, Otogi-zōshi kenkyū お伽草子研究 (Tokyo: Miyai Shoten, 1990), 130. 
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Rōben contributed to the construction of the Great Buddha statue and was one of the founders of 

the temple. It is a story that centers on the karmic bond between mother and son, a theme closely 

associated with the socio-historical roots of the Hell of Barren Women during the late medieval 

period. As I have shown, the issue of securing heirs had become crucial for Daibutsu no go-engi 

and other sixteenth- and seventeenth-century hell-tour tales. In the Rōben story, Rōben’s mother 

reunites with her lost son thirty years after his disappearance. The story highlights the unbreakable 

bond between mother and son and underlines the idea that the salvation of women lies in their role 

as mothers, actual or potential.  

During the late medieval period, the target audience for kanjin also expanded. Beginning in 

the mid-sixteenth century, the Kumano bikuni evolved into machi bikuni 町比丘尼 and began 

preaching to townspeople. Ogurisu Kenji points out that in the Tenbun era (1532-1555), the so-

called “degenerate age” (masse末世), the activities of the Kumano nuns changed. Before the 

Tenbun era, their etoki preaching took place mainly in the home (ie 家)—the inner chambers of 

kachū 家中 (warrior family-related communities) of kingoku 近国 (provinces close to Kyoto). 

After the Tenbun era, due to declining audiences, they turned into machi bikuni, conducting kanjin 

campaigns in towns and in the street, catering to the crowds they attracted in temples, shrines, and 

other public places. 

To sum up, the religious, historical, and social contexts of Daibutsu no go-engi’s production 

shows that the audiences of for Buddhist proselytizing expanded during the late Muromachi and 

early Edo periods. Women’s salvation became a community concern, and Daibutsu no go-engi 

may have been produced in part for a female audience. I conjecture that the 1681 Daibutsu no go-

engi manuscript includes the story of Rōben because this engi text was created by kanjin monks 

who engaged with a larger audience that included women. As a result of the shift in the Japanese 

view of motherhood during the late Muromachi period, the importance of heirs became an issue 

on which these sixteenth- and seventeenth-century hell-tour tales hinged. In these tales, in scroll 

and screen paintings of the time, new sub-hells, some of them specifically for women, began to 

emerge, and a vivid picture of the ways in which they were configured came to be widely 

disseminated. The recurrent motif throughout, particularly in the Hell of Barren Women, was that 

motherhood was a woman’s passport to salvation. 
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Chapter Three 

The Serpentine Queen and the Chinese Tale of Empress Xi Hui Turning Into a Python 

 

The story of the snake queen (i.e., Empress Kōmyō) in Daibutsu no go-engi and the Chinese 

tale of Empress Xi Hui transformed into a python (Xishi bianmang 郗氏變蟒) both associate an 

empress, a woman of the highest rank in the secular world, with a serpent, a creature whose 

attributes are generally viewed as negative from a Buddhist perspective. Both narratives are 

stories of salvation. For these and other reasons, the two texts are worthy of comparison. 

Stories of Empress Xi Hui 郗徽 (468-499) turning into a python can be found in a large 

number of Chinese texts from the seventh century on.203 Xi Hui, the first wife of Xiao Yan 蕭衍, 

Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty, never actually became an empress. She died young, before 

her husband ascended to the throne, but despite this misfortune, narrative tradition regards her as 

an empress, and refers to her “Empress Xi.” The History of the Southern Dynasties (Nanshi 南

史, 659) includes one of the earliest versions of the story of how she turned into a dragon-

serpent:204 

 

The Empress was very jealous. When she died, she transformed into a dragon-serpent and 
entered the well that was located in the imperial harem. She came to the Emperor in his 
dreams, sometimes in the form of a dragon-serpent, emitting colorful lights. When the 
Emperor happened to be feeling under the weather, the dragon-serpent would agitate the 
water and create turbulent waves. Workers built a palace on top of the well, placed piles of 
clothing in the palace, and constantly made offerings to her of silver windlasses and food in 
gold jars. Because of her jealousy, the Emperor never took another woman as his Empress.  
“后酷妒忌，及終，化為龍入于後宮井，通夢於帝。或見形，光彩照灼。帝體將不
安，龍輒激水騰涌。於露井上為殿，衣服委積，常置銀鹿盧金瓶灌百味以祀之。故

帝卒不置后。”205 
 

 
203 The ancient pronunciation of the surname 郗 is Chi. Here I use the modern pronunciation of this surname.  
204 The Chinese character used in the text is long 龍. Usually translated as “dragon,” it can be regarded as a general 
term for serpentine creatures. I believe the creature long in these texts about Empress Xi is actually closer to nāga—
a snake-shaped demigod who can create clouds and rain. Rather than “dragon,” I think “dragon-serpent” is the more 
precise translation. For more on this creature, see the next chapter of my dissertation. 
205 Nanshi 南史 book 12. The story can also be found in Zizhi tongjian 資治通鑑 “Records of Liang” (liangji 梁紀) 
and Liang shu 梁書. 
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The story of Xi Hui’s metamorphosis became very popular and was retold from the seventh 

through the nineteenth centuries. The following passage from the Extensive Records of the 

Taiping Era (Taiping guangji 太平廣記, 978) juan 418, cited in Wei Shu’s 韋述 Book of the 

Two Capitals (Liangjing ji 兩京記, 722) from the Tang dynasty, is a more detailed depiction of 

how it came to pass that Lady Xi transformed into a poisonous dragon-serpent:206 

 

Empress Xi was of a jealous nature. When Emperor Wu had just ascended the throne, he 
did not have time to confer the title of Empress on her. She therefore became angry, and 
suddenly jumped into the well in the courtyard of the palace. People ran to save her, but the 
Empress had already transformed into a poisonous dragon-serpent, breathing smoke and 
flames up to heaven. No one dared to approach her. For a long time, the Emperor gave 
himself over to lamentation, and it was for this reason that he conferred the title of 
Heavenly Dragon King on the Empress and built a shrine for her on top of the well.  
郗皇后性忌妬。武帝初立，未及冊命，因忿怒，忽投殿庭井中。眾趨井救之，后已

化為毒龍，烟焰沖天，人莫敢近。帝悲歎久之，因冊為龍天王，便於井上立祠。207 
 
Although these use the word long 龍, a character always translated as “dragon,” the creature in 

the texts is actually closer to a nāga—a snake-shaped demigod who can cause clouds to appear 

and rain to fall.208 Xi’s extreme jealousy, it is said, caused her to transform into a dragon-serpent 

after her death. Later texts express this differently, employing words such as she 蛇 (“snake”) 

and mang 蟒 (“python”) to refer to the dragon-serpent, but I believe all these terms refer to the 

same creature.  

The story of Xi Hui later became part of the Mulian opera (Mulianxi 目連戲) in southwest 

China, which is a setting of the story of Mulian rescuing his mother. According to Vincent 

Durand-Dastès, there are three cardinal stories of the Ten Kings’ “theater of the dead,” which 

appear everywhere in late imperial Ten Kings paintings. They depict 1) Mulian saving his 

mother from hell, 2) the King Dragon of Jing River criticizing Emperor Taizong of Tang in hell, 

and 3) Xi Hui turning into an enormous snake and complaining to her husband Emperor Wu of 

 
206 The Song dynasty Shuilu yiwen 水陸儀文 is the first text to name Emperor Wu of Liang and priest Baozhi as the 
founders of the Rituals for Water and Land; the Yuan dynasty Shishi jigu lue 釋氏稽古略 (T. 2037) also mentions 
the story of Lady Xi turning into a python; In the Ming dynasty, a preface containing the story of Xi Hui turning into 
a python was added to the Cibei daochang chanfa 慈悲道場懺法; see Vincent Durand-Dastès, “The Lady with the 
Snake Body.” 
207 Taiping guangji Book 418. 
208 The story of the nāga girl from the Lotus Sutra was a popular vehicle for speaking about female salvation.  
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Liang.209 One reason that the story of Lady Xi gained such popularity is that the legend is said to 

be the source of the Water and Land Rites (shuilu zhai 水陸齋), also known as the Dharma 

Assembly of Water and Land (shuilu fahui 水陸法會) or Unrestricted Assembly (wuzhe dahui 

無遮大會). All these names signify that when performed, the rites provide spiritual care to all 

sentient beings, whether they live in the water or on land. The service is often performed at 

temples, is presided over by high monks, and is credited as one of the most elaborate and 

grandest rituals in Chinese Buddhism (and also in Chinese Daoism). The main purpose of the 

Water and Land ceremony is to invite beings from higher realms (such as bodhisattvas and 

deities) to help beings in the lower realms (such as hungry ghosts) find relief from their 

suffering. It is one of the most important Chinese rituals whose object is saving the souls of the 

dead (including deceased family members and ancestors, hungry ghosts, the wandering and 

unconnected dead or other special dead, with a particular focus on this last category) and is said 

to be able to impart to participants as well as to the deceased the greatest merit. Taking seven 

days as a period, the Water and Land Rites can be performed for up to forty-nine days. Like the 

Yulanpen 盂蘭盆 (Jp. Urabon) rituals, in which hungry ghosts are offered nourishment, the 

Water and Land Rites also include an “apportionment of food” (shishi 施食 or shi egui 施餓鬼) 

section. The rituals originated in the Tang or early Song dynasty and became prominent and 

popular from the time of the Southern Song dynasty (1127-1279) onward.210 It is believed that, 

 
209 “Theater of the dead” was recently defined by Hong Jeehee in connection with the Song-Yuan period. According 
to Vincent Durand-Dastès, the common features of these three are: 1) they are all stories of being rescued from hell; 
2) they are all linked to important salvation rituals (patronized by an important emperor in the case of Taizong and 
Wudi); and 3) they all are part of Mulian Xi’s drama of southwest China. See Vincent Durand-Dastès, “The Lady 
with the Snake Body: ‘Empress’ Chi Hui’s Story in Vernacular Literature and Ten king’s Scrolls.” (conference 
paper) intervention au colloque international La traversée des landes des trépassés : récits, rituels, images / Journeys 
across the realm of the Dead : Narratives, rituals and images, 19-20 mai 2016, INALCO. 
210 Liu Xiangguang 劉祥光. “Shuilu fahui, Huang lu zhai yu songwang yishi de jingzheng 水陸法會、黃籙齋與送
亡儀式的競爭,” in Songdai richang shenghuo zhong de busuan yu guiguai 宋代日常生活中的卜算與鬼怪. Taibei: 
Zhengda chubanshe, 2013: 191-252. As Liu Xiangguang indicates, during the Song dynasty, the Water and Land 
Rites were held by the imperial court as well as by the lay Buddhists and people from the gentry class. The Water 
and Land Rites conducted by the imperial court were mainly for the salvation of deceased emperors, empress 
dowagers, soldiers, and commoners killed in wars; the Water and Land Rites held by the gentry were mainly for the 
salvation of their deceased ancestors and family members. See Liu Xiangguang, 200, 210. For research on the Water 
and Land Rites, also see Daniel B. Stevenson, “Text, Image, and Transformation in the History of the Shuilu fahui, 
the Buddhist Rite for the deliverance of Creatures of Water and Land,” in Cultural Intersections in Later Chinese 
Buddhism, ed. Marsha Weidner (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2001), 30–70. These rites were frequently 
sponsored by lay Buddhists and local officials and sometimes served “to mediate and mitigate the tense relationship 
between officials and local cults” as officials used them to appease local spirits. Edward L. Davis, Society and the 
Supernatural in Song China (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2001), 174-76; Natasha Heller, “From Imperial 
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to save the empress-turned-into-a-snake, Emperor Wu of Liang asked the monk Baozhi 寶志 to 

write and perform the Jeweled Repentance of Emperor Liang (Liang huang baochan 梁皇寶懺, 

also known as Cibei daochang chanfa 慈悲道場懺法, Sutra of the Repentance Ritual of Great 

Compassion), the repentance ritual (chanfa 懺法, or confessional ritual) that has been regarded 

as the source of the Water and Land Rites since the Song dynasty.211  Therefore just as the 

Yulanpen ritual is believed to have developed from the story of Mulian saving his mother, the 

Water and Land Rites are regarded as having arisen out of the legend of Lady Xi turning into a 

python and Emperor Wu of Liang creating the Jeweled Repentance ritual in response. Regarding 

the date of the Jeweled Repentance of Emperor Liang and whether it was truly composed by the 

order of Emperor Wu of Liang, the opinions of scholars vary. The consensus is that it dates to no 

later than Tang dynasty (618-907), though the earliest extant edition is a thirteenth-century 

edition.212 

The Water and Land Ritual Manuals (Shuilu yi 水陸儀) of Yang E 楊鍔 (active 998-1085),  

from the Song dynasty, is the first text to link the Rituals for Water and Land to Emperor Wu of 

Liang. According to this text, the Emperor initiated the ritual because a monk appeared to him in 

a dream and asked him to do so. The earliest extant, detailed version of the “Empress Xi Hui 

turning into a python” legend linking the ritual to the empress-turned-into-a-snake narrative 

appears in the Liuchao shiji bianlei 六朝事跡編類 (Categorized Records of Historic Landmarks 

of the Six Dynasties, 1160), a book written by Zhang Dunyi 張敦頤 (1097-1183) that has as its 

focus the history and historic landmarks of Nanjing, the capital of the Six Dynasties.213 In the 

 
Glory to Buddhist Piety: The Record of a Ming Ritual in Three Contexts,” in History of Religions, Vol. 51, No. 1 
(August 2011), 59-83. 
211 Cibei daochang chanfa 慈悲道場懺法 (Sutra of the Repentance Ritual of Great Compassion): the contents of 
Cibei daochang chanfa (or the Repentance of Emperor Liang) is mainly repentance for conduct that violates monks’ 
vows, such as drinking and eating meat, but also includes other offenses such as being unfilial. Legend has it that the 
repentance ritual described in this sutra was instituted by Emperor Wu of Liang (464–549) to deliver his deceased 
wife from an unpleasant reincarnation as a python. Printed sutras usually took the form of accordion-fold books, and 
they often featured an illustrated frontispiece.  
212  The earliest extant edition of the Repentance of Emperor Liang appears in the Tripiṭaka Koreana (Ch. Gaoli 
dazangjing 高麗大藏經, Kr. Koryŏ Taejanggyŏng, lit. Goryeo Tripiṭaka) or Palman Daejanggyeong ("Eighty-
Thousand Tripiṭaka"). It is a Korean collection of the Tripiṭaka (Buddhist scriptures, and the Sanskrit word for 
"three baskets"), carved onto 81,258 wooden printing blocks in the 13th century. It is also one of the earliest extant 
collections of the Tripiṭaka. See Xu Liqiang 徐立強, “Liang huang chan chutan 「梁皇懺」初探,” in Zhonghua 
foxue yanjiu 02 (1998), 177-206. 
213 This is a collective term for the six Chinese dynasties that all maintained national capitals in Jiankang 建康 (i.e., 
Nanjing). The six were: Eastern Wu (222-280), Eastern Jin dynasty (317–420), and the four southern dynasties (420-
589). 
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section entitled“ Supernatural Phenomena”is the story “Lady Xi Transformed into A Snake” 

(Xishi huashe 郗氏化蛇),214 said to be taken from the “preface of the Repentance of Emperor 

Liang” (Liangwu chan xu 梁武懺序), a text I will discuss below. The same book, in the section 

on monasteries, mentions that the Luyuan-si monastery 鹿苑寺 in Nanjing has a “grotto of Xi” 

郗氏窟, which likely alludes to the story of Empress Xi as well.215 In the Yuan dynasty, a 

 
214 Liuchao shiji bianlei 六朝事跡編類, Book 2, Chapter 9 “lingyi men 靈異門” (靈異門第九): For several months 
after Empress Xi died, the Emperor mourned her. During the day, he was at times melancholy; at night, he had a 
heavy heart and was unable to sleep. One day, when he was in his bedchamber, he heard a rustling outside. He 
looked and saw that it was a python alternately coiling and crawling towards the palace, its head always facing the 
Emperor, its eyes glittering, and its mouth opening and closing. The Emperor was greatly alarmed and frightened. 
With no place to hide, he had no alternative but to rise quickly and speak to the snake: “My palace is well-guarded, 
not a place a reptile such as you would inhabit. You must be an evil monster. Is your intention to bewitch me?” 
Speaking the language of human beings, the snake replied to the Emperor: “This python is the deceased Lady Xi. 
When I was alive, I was jealous of all the women of the imperial harem. I was cruel and venomous. Whenever I got 
angry, I became so consumed with rage that I would break things and kill people. Because of these sins, I was 
condemned to become a python. There is no food for me to fill my empty belly, no cave for me to shelter my body. I 
am suffering from hunger. I cannot endure it any longer and yet I am powerless. As a reptile, I am bitten by bugs. 
The bitter suffering my body experiences is intense, like sharp knives stabbing my body. Transformed into. a 
python, not an ordinary snake, I am not discouraged by the dimesnsions of your imperial palace. Having in mind 
your deep affection for me in times gone by, I reide in this ugly body, and reveal myself to you. I earnestly hope that 
you can provide the merit necessary to save me.” On hearing this, the Emperor was deeply touched and lamented. 
He continued to ask the python questions for a time, and then it was gone. The next day, the Emperor called a large 
number of monks together at the imperial court. He announced the reason (for the gathering) and asked the monks, 
what is the most virtuous action that be performed so that the Empress can be rescued from her suffering? Baozhi 
replied, “It cannot be done without worshipping the Buddha and expressing repentance.” The Emperor agreed, 
searched threough the Buddhist scriptures, recorded his name, expressed the wisest ideas he could find in august 
langauge, and completed the expression  of his repentance in ten books. All (the ten books of repentance) were 
excerpts seleclted from the Buddha’s words after removing those that were redundant. The repentance rituals were 
performed for the sake of Lady Xi. On another day, (the Emperor) smelled a strong, exotic fragrance in her palace 
chamber. The scent was enduring and beautiful. At first, he did not know where it came from. But when the 
Emperor looked up, he saw a heavenly being that was graceful in its manner. (The heavenly being) told the 
Emperor: “I am the reincarnation of the python. Thanks to the Emperor’s beneficence, I have already been born in 
the Trāyastriṃśa heaven. Now I appear in my original body to make a positive identification.” She expressed her 
thanks zealously and departed. This story can be found in the “preface of the Repentance of Emperor Liang” 
(Liangwu chan xu 梁武懺序). 
郗氏梁武帝皇后也崩數月帝常追悼之晝則忽忽不樂宵乃耿耿不寐居寢殿聞外騷宰蘇骨切勃宰穴中出也聲視

之乃見一蟒盤躃上殿睒式冉切說文云暫視貌晴呀香牙切張口貌口以向於帝帝大驚駭無所逃遁不得已蹶然而
起謂蛇曰朕宮殿嚴警非爾蛇類所生之處必其妖孽欲祟朕邪蛇為人語啟帝曰蟒則昔之郗氏也妾以生存嫉妬六
宮其性慘毒怒一發則火熾矢射損物害人死以是罪謫為蟒耳無飲食可實口無窟穴可庇身饑窘困迫力不自勝又

鱗甲有蟲唼子合切嚙五狡切肌肉痛苦甚劇若加錐刀焉蟒非常蛇亦復變化而至不以皇居深重為阻耳感帝平昔

眷妾之厚故託醜形骸陳露于帝祈一功徳以見拯拔也帝聞之嗚呼感激既而求蟒遂不復見帝明日大集沙門於殿

庭宣其由問善之最以贖其苦誌公對曰非禮佛懺滌悃欵不可帝乃然其言搜索佛經錄其名號兼親抒睿思灑聖翰

撰悔文共成十巻皆採摭佛語削去閒詞為其懺禮又一日聞宮室內異香馥郁良久轉美初不知所來帝因仰視乃見
一天人容儀端麗謂帝曰此則蟒後身也蒙帝功徳巳得生忉利今呈本身以為明驗也殷勤致謝言訖而去此見梁武

懺序 
215 Chapter 11: siyuan men (寺院門第十一) 
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Buddhist text entitled Shi shi ji gu lüe 释氏稽古略 (An Outline of Historical Research into the 

Śākya Family Lineage, T.2037) by monk Juean 覺岸 includes sketches the legend: the words of 

the empress-turned-into-a-snake led Emperor Wu of Liang to ask Baozhi to invent the 

repentance ritual that was to bear his name. With the help of the ritual, Lady Xi eventually 

“turned into a heavenly being, thanked the Emperor in the sky, and departed.”216 These examples 

demonstrate that the Lady Xi story and its strong connection to the repentance ritual (which is 

believed to be the origin of the Water and Land Rites) were already quite well known by the 

fourteenth century.  

Although the main text of the Penance of Emperor Liang does not mention Xi Hui, during 

the Ming dynasty a short “biography” (zhuan 傳) was added to the text of the Penance of 

Emperor Liang, which retells the legend of Empress Xi Hui. The text is entitled “Biography of 

the Repentance Ritual of Great Compassion” (Cibei daochang chanfa zhuan 慈悲道場懺法傳, T. 

1909). The word mang 蟒 (“python”) is used in the text to refer to the empress-turned-into-a-

snake. Compared to the earlier short accounts, this “biography” is more elaborate in its 

description of its characters’ dispositions, life, and interaction, and lays the foundation for the 

archetype for later Xi Hui narratives: 

 
This Repentance is what the Emperor Wu of Liang collected for Empress Xi. Several 
months after Empress Xi died, the Emperor continued to mourn her. During the day, he 
was melancholy from time to time; at night, his heart was heavy and he was unable to 
sleep. One day, when he was staying in his bedchamber, he heard a rustling outside. He 
went to see what it was and found a python coiling and slithering towards the palace, its 
head always facing the Emperor, its eyes glittering, and its mouth open. The Emperor was 
greatly alarmed. With no place to run to and hide, he had no alternative but to rise quickly 
and address the snake: “My palace is well-guarded and therefore not a place that you, a 
reptile, could inhabit. You must be an evil monster. Do you want to bewitch me?” 
Speaking the language of human beings, the snake replied to the Emperor: “This python is 
the deceased Lady Xi. When I was alive, I was jealous of the women in the imperial harem. 
My nature was cruel and venomous. Whenever I grew angry, I became so filled with rage 

 
216 Cibei chanfa 慈悲懺法: “When Emperor Liang was the Provincial governor of Yongzhou, his wife Lady Xi died 
due to her jealousy nature. She turned into a giant python and entered the palace. She appeared in the emperor’s 
dream, and asked him to save her. The emperor read the Buddhist scriptures, made her ten books of Sutra of the 
Repentance Ritual of Great Compassion, and invited monks to perform the repentance rituals. The Lady transformed 
into heavenly beings, thanked the emperor in air and left. The repentance rituals were disseminated in the world. It 
was called Repentance of Emperor Liang (梁帝初為雍州刺史時。夫人郗氏性酷妬既亡。至是。化為巨蟒入後
宮 。通夢於帝求拯拔。帝閱佛經為製慈悲道場懺法十卷。請僧懺禮。夫人化為天人。空中謝帝而去。其懺
法行於世。曰梁皇懺).” 
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that I would break things and kill people. For these sins, I was condemned to become a 
python. There is no food that will fill my empty belly, no cave that will shelter my body. I 
am suffering from hunger and know not what to do. I cannot bear this existence any longer 
and yet I am powerless. As a reptile, I am bitten by insects. The bitter suffering my flesh 
experiences is intense, like sharp knives piercing my body. A transformed python, not an 
ordinary snake, I am not discouraged by the how long and wide the imperial palace may be. 
Having in mind the deep affection your bore me in days past, I remain in this ugly skin and 
reveal myself thus to you. I earnestly hope that you can attain the merit necessary to save 
me.” On hearing this, the Emperor was deeply touched and he gave in to lamentation. He 
continued to ask the python questions, and then it was gone. On the next day, the Emperor 
called a great number of monks together at the imperial court. He announced the reason 
(for the gathering) and asked what the most virtuous action that could be performed might 
be in order to rescue the Empress from her suffering. 
… 
此懺者。梁武帝為皇後郗氏所集也。郗氏崩後數月。帝常追悼之。晝則忽忽不樂。

宵乃耿耿不寐。居寢殿聞外有騷窣之聲。視之乃見一蟒，盤躄上殿。睒晴呀口，以

向於帝。帝大驚駁，無所逃遁，不得已，蹶然而起，謂蛇曰：「朕宮殿嚴警，非爾

蛇類所生之處。必其妭孽，欲崇朕耶？」蛇為人語，啟帝曰：「蟒則昔之郗氏也。
妾以生存嫉妒六宮，其性慘毒，怒一發則火熾矢射，損物、害人死。以是罪，謫為

蟒耳。無飲食可實口，無窟穴可庇身。饑窘困迫，力不自勝。又一鱗甲則有多蟲唼

嚙，肌肉痛苦，其劇若加錐刀，為蟒，非常蛇，亦復變化而至。不以皇居深重為阻

耳。感帝平昔眷妾之厚，故託醜形骸，陳露於帝，祈一功德，以見拯拔也。」帝聞

之，嗚呼感激，既而求蟒，遂不復見。帝明日大集沙門於殿庭，宣其由，問善之最

以贖其苦。217 
 

The story ends with the monk Baozhi performing the repentance ritual for the Empress. The 

snake Empress, with an exotic fragrance filling the room, then appears before the Emperor with 

the graceful bearing of a heavenly being. She tells him that she has been born in the Trāyastriṃśa 

heaven (忉利天) thanks to his beneficence. 

Due to the wide circulation of the Jeweled Repentance of Emperor Liang (aka. Sutra of the 

Repentance Ritual of Great Compassion) and its close connection to the Water and Land Rites, 

the “Lady Xi turning into a python” (Xi shi bian mang 郗氏變蟒) story, in the form of a brief 

biography attached to the main text and disseminated with the main text of Jeweled Repentance 

of Emperor Liang, became a recurrent motif in Chinese literature and arts. The Jeweled 

Repentance provides the earliest extant illustrations of the legend. The scene of the snake 

praying to Priest Baozhi and Emperor Wu for its salvation appears as early as the early 

 
217 Cibei daochang chanfa zhuan 慈悲道場懺法傳, T. 45:1909. 
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fourteenth century in the frontispieces (fig. 8). One noteworthy detail is that the Empress’s snake 

body and her human body are depicted separately in these early illustrations. As the illustrations 

below show (fig.s 8 and 9), the Empress is portrayed as a serpent to the lower left, while her 

human body is shown separately above in the center, on a cloud fleeing from the serpent.218 The 

spirit of the Empress floats free of the mouth of the snake, ascending heavenward on a cloud (fig. 

10). The composition indicates that the Empress will become a heavenly being, leaving behind 

the snake body into which she had been reincarnated.  

“Lady Xi Turning into A Python” later became one of the standard motifs in the late 

imperial Ten Kings paintings of southern China, especially those used by Daoist ritual specialists 

who performed the rituals to effect salvation from hell (such as the podiyu 破地獄,“ breaking 

hell”). The Daoist breaking hell rituals are similar to the Buddhist rituals for saving those who 

fall into hell through rites and helping them escape their suffering. The ceremony includes the 

chanting of prayers to awaken the deceased and enable them to rid themselves of their 

attachment to delusions so that they can attain liberation from hell and ascend to heaven. In the 

Daoist breaking hell rituals, Water and Land paintings (shuilu hua 水陸画) are used that are 

customized for these rituals, often containing illustrations of “Lady Xi Turning into A Python.” 

The late imperial Ten Kings scrolls make extensive use of scenes taken from history and/or 

literature and drama of well-known journeys taken by celebrated historical or mythical figures 

(such as Mulian, Lady Xi, and Taizong of Tang) to the underworld. In most of these paintings, 

Empress Xi is pictured with a snake with a human head who appears before a monk and the 

Emperor to beg them for salvation.219  

 

 

Fig. 8   Frontispiece to Sutra of the Repentance Ritual of Great Compassion (Cibei daochang 

chanzuifa 慈悲道場懺罪法), Xixia scripture dated 1302, Hangzhou 

 
218 In the Ming and Qing illustrations for the vernacular novels, the Empress is usually depicted as a snake without a 
separate human body. It is probably because the illustrations for the vernacular novels are not as complicated and 
detailed as the Jeweled Repentance of Emperor Liang illustrations due to their limited space. 
219 Since there are two types of narrative in the texts of the stories of Xi Hui, there are two ways of depicting them in 
Ten Kings scrolls: one is as a scene of piety and salvation, the other is as a scene of punishment and ghostly 
revenge. For depictions of the snake queen Xi Hui in Chinese Ten Kings paintings, most scenes are of the first type: 
the snake appears before Priest Baozhi and Emperor Wu to beg them for salvation. (But other scenes, directly taken 
from the theater, stress the ghostly revenge dimension of the story, showing concubines Miao and Jin asking for 
justice.) For more on this, see Vincent Durand-Dastès, “The Lady with the Snake Body.” 
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Detail 

 

Fig. 9   Frontispiece to Sutra of the Jeweled Repentance of Emperor Liang of Great Compassion 

(Cibei daochang Lianghuang baochan 慈悲道場梁皇寶懺), carved at the Shuimu Temple in 

Yunnan, 1545, Ming dynasty. 

 

Fig. 10  Frontispiece to Sutra of the Repentance Ritual of Great Compassion (Cibei daochang 

chanfa 慈悲道場懺法) , dated 1615, Ming dynasty.  

 

 

The close connection between the serpent empress and the salvation ritual for the dead is 

also emphasized in Feng Menglong’s 馮夢龍 (1574-1646) vernacular novel Stories Old and New 

(Gujin xiaoshuo 古今小説), also known by its later name Stories to Enlighten the World (Yushi 

mingyan 喻世明言). In this collection of short stories published in Suzhou around 1620, a story 

entitled “Empress Wu of Liang Returns to the Land of Extreme Bliss Through Ceaseless 

Cultivation” (Liang Wudi leixiu gui jile 梁武帝累修歸極樂)220 in fascicle 37 not only points out 

the direct link between the salvation of the Empress and the Jeweled Repentance of Emperor 

Liang, but also equates the repentance ritual of Emperor Wu of Liang with the Yulanpen 盂蘭盆 

Ritual (Ullambana; Jp. Urabon; the term used in this text is Yulanpen dazhai 盂蘭盆大齋, lit. 

“The Grand Rites of Yulanpen”), a Buddhist ceremony in which food offerings are made in an 

 
220 Gujin xiaoshuo is the name for the first woodblock printed edition of Feng Menglong’s Yushi mingyan 喻世明言
, which is also called Quanxiang gujin xiaoshuo 全像古今小説. It is considered to be pivotal in the development of 
Chinese vernacular fiction. The story entitled “Liang Wudi leixiu gui jile 梁武帝累修歸極樂” in Book 37 tells the 
following story:  
There was an earthworm (qusha 曲蟮) in Priest Datong’s room in Qianfosi Temple. It was reborn as Puneng 普能, a 
handyman at Guanghuasi Temple. After Puneng died, he was reborn as Huang Furen 黃復仁, son of a wealthy man 
in Xuyi 盱眙. When Huang grew up, he married the daughter of Supreme Commander Tong. Both Huang and his 
wife were devout believers in Buddhism. Dying together, Huang was reborn as Xiao Yan, Emperor Wu of Liang, 
and his wife Lady Tong was reborn as Elder Zhi 支長老. After Xiao Yan became emperor, he was drawn to the 
practice of Buddhism. He built the Tongtaisi Temple for Elder Zhi and became a monk himself, but he was later 
redeemed by his courtiers. In the rebellion of Hou Jing 侯景, Xiao Yan was held in captivity, and eventually died 
without gaining his freedom.  
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effort to save the spirits of the dead suffering in hell, especially those of one’s ancestors.221 In the 

narrative, Emperor Wu of Liang dreamed about a great serpent in a cave, who identified herself 

as Empress Xi. Because, she said, she had a “jealous, poisonous heart” in her prior life, she had 

been made to inhabit the body of a serpent after death as karmic retribution. She pleaded with the 

Emperor to conduct Buddhist services to enable her to escape her woes. The next day, the 

Emperor conferred with the monks to arrange for the performance of the Yulanpen Ritual and 

composed the Jeweled Repentance. The Yulanpen Ritual is enacted for hungry ghosts who have 

no one to provide them with alms, and the Jeweled Repentance of Emperor Liang is composed 

for Empress Xi to repent for her evil karma and to teach others about her sins. Thanks to the 

ritual and the sutra (the Jeweled Repentance), sinners in the netherworld were able to 

immediately obtain salvation from all their sins, and in so doing empty hell of its inhabitants. 

The Emperor then dreamed that Empress Xi, dressed as she had in the past, joyfully came to 

thank him. She told him that thanks to the power of the Repentance, she had escaped her serpent 

body and been reborn in the heaven. The Emperor also dreamed that millions of prisoners in hell 

prostrated themselves in thanks, telling him that they were able to gain release from hell due to 

his virtuous actions.222 

 
221 The Yulanpen (or Obon in Japan) ghost festival is held on the fifteenth day of the seventh month of the lunar 
calendar. It has flourished in China and Japan ever since the seventh century. For sstudy on the Chinese Yulanpen 
rituals, see Stephen F. Teiser, The Ghost Festival in Medieval China, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1988. 
222 The original text reads: “……到一座大山。山有一穴，穴中伸出一個大蟒蛇的頭來，如一間殿屋相似，對

着梁主昂頭而起。梁主見了，吃一大驚！正欲退走，只見這蟒蛇張開血池般口，說起話來，叫道：“陛下休

驚，身乃郗后也。只為生前嫉妒心毒，死后變成蟒身，受此業報。因身軀過大，旋轉不便，每苦腹飢，無

計求飽。陛下如念夫婦之情，乞廣作佛事，使妾脫離此苦，功德無量。”原來郗后是梁主正宮，生前最妒，

凡帝所幸宮人，百般毒害，死于其手者，不計其數。梁主無可奈何，聞得鸧鹒鳥作羹，飲之可以治妒，乃

命獵戶每月責取鸧鹒百頭，日日煮羹，充入御饌進之，果然其妒稍減。后來郗后聞知其事，將羹潑了不

吃，妒復如舊。今日死為蟒蛇，陰靈見帝求救。梁主道：“朕回朝時，當與汝懺悔前業。”蟒蛇道：“多謝陛

下仁德。妾今送陛下還朝，陛下勿驚。”說罷，那蟒蛇舒身出來，大數百圍，其長不知几百丈。梁主嚇出一

身冷汗，醒來乃南柯一夢，咨嗟到曉。 
  次日朝罷，與眾僧議設盂蘭盆大齋，又造梁皇寶懺。說這盂蘭盆大齋者，猶中國言普食也，蓋為無主

餓鬼而設也；梁皇懺者，梁主所造，專為郗后懺悔惡業，兼為眾生解釋其罪。冥府罪人，因梁主設齋、造

經二事，即得超救一切罪業，地獄為彼一空。夢見郗后如生前裝束，欣然來謝道：“妾得陛下寶懺之力，已

脫蟒身生天，特來拜謝。”又夢見百萬獄囚，皆朝着梁主拜謝，齊道：“皆賴陛下功德，幸得脫離地獄。” 
The story of Xi Hui turning into a serpent appears in several other Ming Dynasty vernacular novels, including “Shi 
li luohan di shisan” 施笠羅漢第十三 in Biographies of the 24 Arhat who found the Way (Ershisi zun dedao luohan 
zhuan 二十四尊得道羅漢傳, 1604), “Ji meihua gui nao xige 寄梅花鬼鬧西閣”, one of the three introductory tales 
in Xihu erji 西湖二集11 towards the very end of Ming dynasty, and The coming from the West of Emperor Wu of 
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Because of its close connection to the Water and Land Rites, the story of Xi Hui not only 

became part of the Mulian opera in southwest China but also appears in a number of 

performative genres.223 In those genres, the scene with the serpent Queen is paired with the scene 

of the Dragon King of the Jing River, who in the netherworld court accuses Emperor Taizong of 

Tang of failing to help him avoid being beheaded.224 As noted earlier, the story of the serpent 

Queen and the Dragon King, together with the story of Mulian saving his mother from hell, 

become two of the three “cardinal stories” of the Ten King’s “theater of the dead.” For example, 

the gaoqiang 高腔 opera versions of the Hua Mulian 花目連 ( “‘ flowery ’Mulian”, i.e., extended 

Mulian opera) of southwest China include Liang zhuan 梁傳 (Memoirs of Liang) and Xiyou 西

遊 (Journey to the West) plays that can be added to the main Mulian opera during a festival. Two 

scenes taken from these plays are Xishi bianmang 郗氏變蟒 (“Lady Xi Turning into A Python”) 

and Zhan long tai 斬龍台 (“The Scaffold for Beheading the Dragon”). Almost all of the late 

imperial Chinese Ten Kings scrolls have images of these three “cardinal stories,” largely because 

they constitute a link between a venerated figure of elevated status (Mulian as one of the closest 

disciples of the Buddha; Xi Hui as an empress; Taizong as an emperor) and the performance of 

an important salvation ritual (Yulanpen in the case of Mulian; the Water and Land Rites in the 

case of Taizong and Emperor Wu).225  

Juxtaposing Daibutsu no go-engi with the story of “Lady Xi turning into a python,” one can 

see that these two major serpentine queens, one from Japan and one from China, have features in 

common. In both narratives, the empress assumes the appearance of a snake, which is associated 

with sin, as a mark of woman’s sinful nature. Moreover, the sins both commit are rooted in 

family relationships. The Japanese empress is unable to conceive children, which caused her to 

fall into hell after death. The Chinese story of Empress Xi pivots on the relationship between 

 
Liang (Liang wudi xilai yanyi 梁武帝西來演義, 1673) Chapter 40. See Vincent Durand-Dastès, “The Lady with the 
Snake Body.” 
223 For example, “Precious scroll of Emperor Liang” (Liang huang baojuan/baozhuan 梁皇寶卷寶/傳, 1876 at the 
latest); acts “The Jealousy of Lady Xi (Chi)” (Xishi cu 郗氏醋) and “Lady Xi turned into a snake” (Xishi bian mang 
郗氏變蟒) in Chuan Opera (川劇 Gaoqiang 高腔) play Qingyun gong 慶雲宮 (The Qingyun Palace); acts 
“Shooting at the heart of the flower” (Tanda huaxin 彈打花心) and “Xishi turned into a snake” (Xishi bianmang 郗
氏變蟒), two of the three acts of the play “The Story of Liang” (Liangzhuan 梁傳), in Chenhe Gaoqiang Mulian 
quan zhuan 辰河高腔目蓮全傳. See Vincent Durand-Dastès, “The Lady with the Snake Body.” 
224 As I mentioned earlier, in Wu Cheng’en’s Xiyou ji 西遊記 (Journey to the West), the Dragon King of the Jing 
River seeks Taizong’s help after being sentenced to the death penalty by heaven. 
225 See Vincent Durand-Dastès, “The Lady with the Snake Body.” 
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wife and husband in a manner that condemns the jealousy of Lady Xi. Both empresses are saved 

thanks to the actions of their husbands, who arrange for monks to perform salvation rituals on 

behalf of their deceased wives (the commemorative service for the Great Buddha for Empress 

Kōmyō’s memorial service; the Water and Land Rites for Lady Xi). Both stories end with a 

scene that combines piety, salvation, and rebirth. 

Nevertheless, a close examination of the texts reveals significant differences. First, the 

reasons for punishment and for the snake body are not the same. The snake queen in Daibutsu no 

go-engi is punished for being an egg-devouring snake in her previous life, whereas in the 

Chinese story Empress Xi transformed into a snake after death on account of her jealous nature. 

While Daibutsu no go-engi highlights the inherent evil of the snake and the fallibility of the 

female body, the Chinese story of Xi Hui correlates the serpent with the jealousy of women. 

Moreover, this jealousy, an alleged weakness in woman’s nature, is largely manifested after her 

death. 

In Daibutsu no go-engi, the Japanese empress recounts in the first person, from the 

perspective of the dead, her sojourn in the netherworld. By contrast, the Chinese stories are told 

from the perspective of the Emperor Wu of Liang and other living people. The perspective of the 

Chinese story calls attention to what the living witness and do. For example, in The History of 

the Southern Dynasties, the onlookers see the python stirring the water of the well to “create 

turbulent waves”; the snake appears in the emperor’s dream, suggesting that it is the emperor 

who relayed the information about the empress turning into a snake. In Book of the Two Capitals, 

people see the Empress transforming into a poisonous python “breathing smoke and flames up to 

heaven” so that “no one dared to approach her.” The Sutra of the Repentance Ritual of Great 

Compassion story begins with a description of the unhappiness of the Emperor after the death of 

the Empress, and continues with his reunion with her: when he meets the snake in the palace, he 

“was greatly alarmed,” had “no place to run to and hide,” and therefore initiates a dialogue. In all 

these narratives, the feelings and reactions—people’s fears, the Emperor’s sorrow, bewilderment 

and lamentation, as well as the final conferral of the title of Empress and her reappearance in his 

dream—are all observed from the perspective of the living. 

Although the two queens are saved by Buddhist rituals, in the Japanese narrative the 

Empress is brought back to life in this world “in her original form,” whereas in the Chinese 

stories, the Empress ascends to heaven. In Daibutsu no go-engi, the Empress was a snake at first, 
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and was then reincarnated as a barren woman in this life. The text includes a detailed description 

of her “world-weary” palace life: playing musical instruments, composing poems, and being 

“fascinated by flowers in the spring, enchanted by the moon in the autumn,” “without thinking of 

enlightenment and rebirth in the Pure Land.” Condemned for devouring egg in her previous life 

and suffering infertility and impiety in this lifetime as a result, the Empress constantly pays the 

price for her deeds in her previous life. Memories of her past life and of this one are 

consequential, as life is the result of earlier karma acts. Since the salvation ritual washes away 

her bad karma, the Japanese Empress is finally resurrected and recovers her human form.  

By contrast, the Chinese Empress Xi was already a woman at the beginning of the story, but 

is deprived of her female body after death as she is transformed into a python. Eventually, she 

becomes a “heavenly being,” ascending to heaven. The fact that Empress Xi does not necessarily 

need to return to human form indicates that the postmortem body is not the prime concern of the 

storyteller. The transformation of the Empress into a snake indicates that the protagonist pays the 

price of her excessive jealousy, but the focus is more on how her postmortem transformation 

impacts the audience of living people.  

To sum up, Daibutsu no go-engi and stories of Empress Xi Hui highlight major differences 

in focuses. The stories of Empress Xi are more concerned with the feelings of the living and with 

observations of the living, while the deceased protagonist in Daibutsu no go-engi calls attention 

to the entirety of her experience. Although Empress Kōmyō eventually returns to the world of 

the living, the depiction of her in that world and her conversations with her husband puts the 

emphasis on her karma. In other words, life in the Japanese story is represented as an 

accumulation of karma and then its elimination, which involves memories of the past life and 

this one. By showing that all past occurrences are of consequence, the Japanese narrative of 

Empress Kōmyō draws attention to past desires, human weaknesses and attachments, suggesting 

the importance of overcoming them in order to achieve future well-being. By contrast, the 

Chinese stories of Empress Xi emphasize how death and the postmortem transformation of the 

dead affect the audience and in general all those who are still alive, in the process demonstrating 

that the dead remain closely connected to the world of the living.   
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Chapter Four 

The Hell of Two Wives: Transformed Women and the Jealousy of Joint-Wives 

 

In the two previous chapters, I considered how serpent imagery literally took shape as a 

means of revealing women’s beastly inner nature in Daibutsu no go-engi and the Chinese stories 

of Xi Hui. In this chapter, I begin by taking up a related topic, the motif of “the woman who 

transforms” (henshin suru onna 変身する女, or more specifically, ryūja to kesu onna 龍蛇と化

す女 (woman who becomes a dragon-serpent),226 drawn from the Lotus Sutra and found in texts 

from the eleventh-century Hokke genki to the mid-sixteenth-century Dōjō-ji engi. I investigate 

how the connection between women and the dragon-serpent body was established, and how this 

animalized or reptilian female body is related to the question of desire. I argue that the entwined 

threesome found in the Hell of Two Wives, one of the new sub-hells that emerge in the late 

medieval period, in which two serpent women coil themselves around one man, not only 

exemplifies domestic betrayal and resentment but also a condemnation of lust, jealousy, and 

resentment, which are all gendered specifically female. 

 

Women-Dragon-Serpents in the Buddhist Canon 

 

The association between snakes and women has a long history in Japan. Although the 

“Devadatta” chapter of the Lotus Sutra describes the transformation of the Dragon (Skt. nāga) 

King’s daughter into a man who achieves enlightenment, the associations of female with serpent 

are largely negative in Buddhist contexts. For example, in response to a query regarding how to 

overcome greed, the third- or fourth-century Indian Buddhist text The Treatise that Accomplishes 

Reality (Ch. Chengshi lun 成實論, Skt. Satyasiddhi-śāstra, Jp. Jōjitsu ron) explains, “Avarice 

always occurs in impurity. This is just like women. Women’s bodies and minds are unclean, like 

a poisonous snake plastered with excrement (fentu dushe 糞塗毒蛇) that can bite and can 

defile.”227 Such Buddhist emphasis on women’s bodies and minds as sources of defilement 

 
226 I borrow the term “ryūja to kesu onna 龍蛇と化す女” from Abe Yasurō, Yuya no kōgō: chūsei no sei to seinaru 
mono (Nagoya: Nagoya Daigaku Shuppankai, 1998), 318-342. 
227 Chengshi lun, T 32:310b. 
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helped to establish a cautionary connection between women and serpents. It was a connection 

that was naturalized through repetition in numerous texts and enforced in narratives such as that 

of the Dragon Princess episode in the Lotus Sutra, even when it was asserted that salvation was 

also a possibility for women-dragon-serpents.228 

In both Chinese and Japanese cultures, there was a tendency to group dragons (ryū 竜or龍) 

and serpents (ja 蛇) together. Dragons in East Asia have long been associated with royal power 

and the ability to control the elements.229 Snakes are considered a minor type of dragon or 

alternatively a small dragon. The two creatures share many of the same mythological traits: both 

are associated with water and fertility, which are both powerful and potentially frightening. The 

term nāga in the Buddhist canon, usually translated as “dragon” in Chinese, literally means 

“snake” in Sanskrit. Nāga refers to a serpent deity, or a member of a class of mythical semi-

divine beings, half-human and half-cobra, as its iconography suggests. The obscure distinction 

between snake and dragon generates the phrase “dragon-serpent” (ryūja or ryōda 龍蛇) in the 

East Asian cultural sphere, a comprehensive term for both dragon and serpent. Here I use the 

broad idea of “dragon-serpent,” which Japanese scholars frequently employ in their examination 

of women’s transformation into serpentine beings,230 in order to discuss the view of the female 

body as reptilian.  

One of the most celebrated stories in the Lotus Sutra is the episode featuring the eight-year-

old daughter of the Dragon (Skt. nāga) King Sāgara in the “Devadatta” chapter, which is chapter 

12 in the Kumārajīvas translation.231 When the disciples of the Buddha express doubt that 

 
228 On women and serpents, see, for example, Tanaka Takako, Akujo densetsu no himitsu, 159-226; Tsutsumi 
Kunihiko, Nyonin jatai; and Bernard Faure, Power of Denial, 91-99 and 316-23. Tanaka observes that the conflation 
of women with snakes in Japan developed from the end of the Heian period into the Kamakura period, when women 
began to be seen as impure and sinful. While both men and women were once seen as having a nature that was 
basically snake-like—or as having snakes residing inside their bodies—later the perception formed that snakes 
represented the true, evil nature of women alone. Tanaka, Akujo densetsu no himitsu, 184. 
229 M. W. de Visser, The Dragon in China and Japan (Amsterdam: Johannes Muller, 1913); Robert des Rotours, “Le 
culte des cinq dragons sous la dynastie des T’ang (618-907),” in Melanges de sinologie offerts a monsieur Paul 
Demieville (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1966), 261-85; and Michael Loewe, “The Cult of the Dragon 
and the Invocation for Rain,” in Chinese Ideas about Nature and Society: Studies in Honour of Derk Bodde, ed. 
Charles Le Blanc and Susan Blader (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1987), 195-213. For two Japanese 
overviews of the Chinese dragon in the history of art, see Hayashi Minao, Ryū no hanashi—zuzō kara toku nazo 
(Tokyo: Chūkō shinsho, 1993); and Ikegami Shōji, Ryū no hyakka (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 2000). For a study of dragon 
and Buddhist rainmaking rites, see Brian O. Ruppert, “Buddhist Rainmaking in Early Japan: The Dragon King and 
the Ritual Careers of Esoteric Monks,” in History of Religions, Vol. 42, No. 2 (Nov., 2002), 143-174. 
230 For example, Abe Yasurō has a chapter entitled “Women who transform into dragon-serpents” in his book Yuya 
no kōgō: chūsei no sei to seinaru mono (Nagoya: Nagoya Daigaku Shuppankai, 1998), 318-342. 
231 T.262, 9.1-62. 
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women can achieve Buddhahood, Sharihotsu (Skt. Śāriputra) says that there are “five 

obstructions” (Jp. goshō 五障) for women: that they are unable to become Brahmā, Indra, Māra, 

a cakravartin, or a Buddha.232 Nevertheless the eight-year-old Dragon Princess achieves 

Buddhahood before a large assembly after she offers the Buddha her legendary jewel (whose 

worth is equal to that of the entire universe). Upon doing so, she tells her audience to use its 

supernatural power and watch her attain Buddhahood. “Within a flickering instant in time, the 

Dragon Princess transforms herself into a man, completes all bodhisattva practices, travels to the 

Spotless World in the south, sits on the jeweled lotus seat, realizes the complete unsurpassed 

Bodhi, has his body adorned with thirty-two major and eighty minor auspicious marks, and 

preaches the exquisite dharma (of the Lotus Sutra) for all sentient beings in the ten 

directions…”233  

The Lotus Sutra is a text closely associated in Japan with the salvation of women. In the 

ninth-century Nihon ryōiki (Miraculous Tales of Japan) 3:9, Fujiwara no Hirotari travels to the 

underworld, where he is summoned by his wife to the court of King Enma. Suffering after she 

died in childbirth,234 the wife insists that her husband should bear equal responsibility and suffer 

for the next three years, just as she has suffered for the past three. Hirotari escapes this fate by 

promising to copy the Lotus Sutra in her behalf.235 The episode of the Dragon Princess in the 

Lotus Sutra “Devadatta” chapter is famous because of the change of sex of the dragon girl and 

her attainment of Buddhahood. Many scholars have discussed the significance of the Lotus Sutra 

 
232 For a general discussion of the five obstructions and their implications for Japanese poetry and poetics, see 
Kamens (1993), 393-94, 401. 
233 Fahua jing, T 9:35c; and Leon Hurvitz, trans., Scripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma (The Lotus 
Sutra), 183-85. In the Sanskrit version, her sexual organs vanish and are replaced by male sexual organs, but such 
explicit detail is absent from Kumārajīva’s translation. See the passage translated from Sanskrit into English in Max 
F. Muller, ed. and H. Kern, trans., The Saddharma-Pundarika, 253. 
234 To die before being delivered of one’s child has long been considered a moral sin in the context of Japanese 
Buddhism, but there are also some counter-examples. A counter-example to the Ryōiki story can be found in Ōe no 
Masafusa’s (大江匡房, 1041-1111) Zoku honchō ōjōden 続本朝往生伝. In this tale, a woman who died in 
childbirth in the first month of 1101 appears later to a friend in a vision confirming her rebirth in the Pure Land. Her 
face and body were as they had been, but she looked like a bodhisattva and was dressed as a gagaku performer. See 
Nishiguchi Junko, “Shinshūshi no naka no josei,” in Nihonshi no naka no josei to bukkyō, ed. Shinshū Bunka 
Kenkyūjo (Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 1999), 191-92. Also, in the Nihon ōjō gokurakuki by Yoshishige no Yasutane, a woman 
who dies one month after giving birth is welcomed to Pure Land to the strains of music; see Peter Weltzer, 
Yoshishige no Yasutane: Lineage, Learning, and Amida’s Pure Land (Ph.D. diss., University of California, 
Berkeley, 1977), 244. 
235 Kyoko Motomochi Nakamura, Miraculous Stories from the Japanese Buddhist Tradition: The “Nihon ryōiki” of 
the Monk Kyōkai (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1973), 233-234; Nihon ryōiki 3:9, Nihon koten 
bungaku taikei (hereafter NKBT) 70, ed. Endō Yoshimoto and Kasuga Kazuo (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1967), 338-
345. 
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to women’s salvation in Japan. For example, Katsuura Noriko’s research shows the importance 

of the sermons on the Lotus Sutra and indicates that memorial services for deceased women had 

long been centered around the Lotus Sutra.236 Hank Glassman, in his research on the doctrines 

and rituals relating to the cult of Blood Pool Hell, also mentions that ceremonies for women’s 

salvation had long tended to focus on the Lotus Sutra, in addition to the Urabonkyō and other 

versions of the Mokuren scripture that were copied in the fifteenth century.237  

In medieval Japan, there are two discourses centering on the Dragon Princess’s attainment 

of Buddhahood: one is the henjō nanshi-ryūnyo jōbutsu 変成男子-龍女成仏 (transformation 

into a man - attainment of Buddhahood) discourse, the other is resistance to or critique of this 

idea of transformation.238 Regarding the story’s reception in medieval Japan and modern 

academia, Ryūichi Abe points out that almost all modern scholarly inquiries into this issue have 

focused on two concepts: henjō nanshi 変成男子, the transformation of a woman into a man, 

which is said to enable her to complete all requisite bodhisattva training at lightning speed; and 

ryūnyo jōbutsu 龍女成仏, her instantaneous attainment of Buddhahood in a distant Buddha-

world in a southern corner of the universe.239 Henjō nanshi-ryūnyo jōbutsu discourse usually 

emphasizes the body of the woman as a source of defilement that must be transcended or erased. 

For example, Caroline Hirasawa notes that when the Dragon Princess experienced a change from 

female to male in the process of becoming a buddha, there is no description of the disappearance 

of the princess’s dragon features. This indicates that the challenge the protagonist must overcome 

in this story is not her animality (which is taken up by later commentaries) but her sex.240 

 
236 On women’s salvation, hell, and sermons on the Lotus Sutra, see Katsuura Noriko, Onna no shinjin (Kyoto: 
Jinbun Shoin, 1995), 209-240. 
237 Hank Glassman, “At the Crossroads of Birth and Death: The Blood Pool Hell and Postmortem Fetal Extraction.” 
in Death and the Afterlife in Japanese Buddhism, 178-179. The use of the Ketsubonkyō seemed quite novel during 
the fifteenth century. 
238 In the “Uji jūjō” books of the Tale of Genji, there are examples that treat the idea of the “five obstructions” with 
cynicism and suspicion (Kobayashi 1987). Similarly, Princess Senshi (964-1035) in her poetry expresses the view 
that the belief in the five obstructions itself is a hindrance to women’s spiritual progress (Hosshin wakashū, 396). 
For more on this, see Ryūichi Abe, 43. The Dragon Princess’s sudden change of sex and transformation into a 
buddha have long been the focus of study for scholars. See, for example, Yoshida Kazuhiko, “Ryūnyo no jōbutsu” in 
Ōsumi Kazuo, Nishiguchi Junko ed. Shirīzu josei to bukkyō 2, Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1989, 45-91; Tanaka Takako, 
“Koten bungaku ni miru ryūnyo jōbutsu” in Kokubungaku: kaishaku to kanshō (1991.5), 135-140. 
239 Ryūichi Abe, “Revisiting the Dragon Princess: Her Role in Medieval Engi Stories and Their Implications in 
Reading the Lotus Sutra,” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, Vol. 42, No. 1, Engi: Forging Accounts of Sacred 
Origins (2015), 27-70. 
240 Caroline Hirasawa, Hell-Bent for Heaven in Tateyama Mandara: Painting and Religious Practice at a Japanese 
Mountain (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 110. 
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According to the henjō nanshi-ryūnyo jōbutsu discourse on this episode, women can be saved 

only thorough devotion to the Lotus Sutra, and even then they first must be reborn as men. 

However, Ryūichi Abe indicates, such a reading is a deviation from the sutra because the dragon 

girl’s sexual transformation is only an expedient. The Dragon Princess as presented in the Lotus 

Sutra is proof that genuine enlightenment can be realized regardless of one’s physical 

appearance or sex. The Dragon King’s daughter is presented not as a sufferer but as a leader 

among bodhisattvas, one who manifests unusual salvific power, and showcases the possibility 

that all beings can master the teaching of the Lotus Sutra.241 

In either case, the sudden change of sex calls attention to the issue of the body, of bodily 

transformation. The “dual body” of the Princess, her female as well as her reptilian body, 

represents a double obstruction, that was thought needed to be overcome in order to achieve 

spiritual progress. It is also why the henjō nanshi-ryūnyo jōbutsu discourse focuses on henjō 

nanshi (“becoming a man”) and ryūnyo jōbutsu (“dragon girl attaining Buddhahood”). At the 

same time, the Dragon Princess stands as proof that genuine inner enlightenment can be realized 

regardless of physical appearance or sex. In this sense, I do not consider that the two scholarly 

discourses are in complete opposition.  

In my opinion, the Dragon Princess has a dual character. When she is introduced in the 

text, she is a great bodhisattva at the stage of non-retrogression (bu tuizhuan不退轉, Skt. 

avinivartanīya) introduced by Mañjuśrī; on the other hand, she has the inferior status of a 

dragon-serpent. In East Asian cultures, the dragon-serpent has a kind of duality. As already 

noted, dragons in East Asia have long been associated with kingship and supernatural powers, 

and thus have acquired a degree of divinity. Considered a “minor dragon” (C: xiaolong 小龍), 

the snake share such divinity. For example, in Chinese mythology, Nüwa 女媧, the mother 

goddess who is credited with creating human beings and repairing the Pillar of Heaven, is 

 
241 Ryūichi Abe, 40-41. Abe mentions the Sanlun master Jizang 吉藏 (549-623) in his celebrated Lotus Sutra 
commentary Fahua yishu 法華義疏 (T no.1721, 34.592b) and the Faxiang School master Kuiji 窺基 (632-682) in 
his Miaofa lianhuajing xuanzan 妙法蓮華經軒贊 (T no. 1723, 34.816c) both identify the princess as a bodhisattva 
of the tenth bodhisattva stage. It is noteworthy that Kuiji lists the princess’s status as a nonhuman, a female, and a 
child among her sixteen virtuous powers which enabled her to achieve enlightenment in a short moment of time. 
That is, like the celebrated goddess in the Vimalakīrti Sutra (T no. 475, 15.547c-548a), the Dragon Princes 
represents the Mahayana philosophical stand of nonduality, in which it is asserted that the ability to attain 
Buddhahood has nothing to do with a practitioner’s physical appearance, whether male or female. 
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depicted as a snake with a human head in early Chinese texts.242 Literary accounts depicting the 

powers of dragon-like creatures can be traced to the Indian subcontinent, where Buddhist 

scriptures depicted serpent-deities (nāgas) that guarded the Buddha and Buddhist treasures such 

as relics and sutras.243 They also, on occasion, depicted serpent-deities who were antagonistic in 

character, such as the nāga king who tried to burn the Buddha and created a superior fire by 

means of samādhi, subduing the deity and placing him in his begging bowl.244 In other words, 

there is a thin line between divinity and evil in the dragon-serpent, since it possesses both. 

While the Lotus Sutra asserted the possibility of salvation for women-dragon-serpents, it 

also resulted in a pattern of representation that used the imagery of dragon-serpent to visualize 

“sinful obstructions in women” (nyonin zaishō 女人罪障), and established a cautionary 

connection between women and the dragon-serpent body. Afterwards, such connections between 

the “sinful obstructions in women” and the danger of serpentine tendencies in women became 

associated with jealousy and lust. For example, in the 129th section of the second volume of the 

eleventh-century Japanese Miracles of the Lotus Sutra (Dai-Nihonkoku hokekyō genki 大日本国

法華験記, 1040-1043, commonly known as Hokke Genki), in a story titled “The Bad Woman in 

Muro-gun County, Kii Province,” a young widow attempts to seduce a practitioner on a 

pilgrimage to Kumano and transforms into a dragon-serpent to chase the man. This is the earliest 

extant account of the later widely known Dōjō-ji legend.245 As Tsutsumi Kunihiko points out, the 

 
242 “The Heavenly Questions” (Tian wen 天問), a piece contained in the classical Chinese poetry collection Chu Ci 
楚辭 attributed to Qu Yuan of the third or fourth century BCE, contains this sentence: “Nüwa (the goddess who 
creates the body of the human beings) has a body. Who made her a body?” During the Eastern Han dynasty, Wang 
Yiwrote: “It was said that Nüwa has a human head and the body of a snake.” The Classic of Mounatins and Seas 
(Shanhai jing 山海經) says: “There are ten deities, who are called ‘Nüwa’s intestines’…” Guo Pu’s (276-324) 
commentary from the Eastern Jin period says: “Nüwa, the goddess who was in charge of the world in the ancient 
period, has a human head and the body of a snake. She metamorphoses seventy times in one day, and her belly turns 
into these deities.” The first text to declare that Nüwa is half-human, half-snake is the Basic Annals of the Three 
Sovereigns in Addition to the Records of the Grand Historian (Bu Shiji sanhuang benji 補史記三皇本紀) by Sima 
Zhen (679-732), which also says that “Nüwa…has a snake’s body and a human head.” 
243 The best-known narrative concerning a nāga in early Buddhism was that of the nāga king Mucalinda, who 
protected the Buddha from wind and rain for seven days under the Bodhi tree. Nāgas constituted the second of the 
eight classes of deities and demi-deities who protect Buddhism, and the I depicts eight nāga kings who protect the 
faith (T.9, no. 262: 2a). In Buddhism, it was believed that the nāgas enjoy wealth, and once converted to Buddhism, 
they protected the treasures of the tradition. For a discussion of their position in Buddhist popular religion, see 
Lowell W. Bloss, “The Buddha and the Nāga: A Study in Buddhist popular religiosity,” History of Religions 13 
(1973): 37-53. 
244 For a useful analysis of representations of nāgas in early Buddhist canonical literature, see Kumoi Akiyoshi, 
“Nāga kō,” Mikkyō bunka 160 (1987): 13-34.  
245 “Kiinokuni murogun ashiki onna” in the third volume of Dai-Nihonkoku hokekyō genki. 
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Dragon Princess episode in the Lotus Sutra initiates the use of the dragon-serpent as a means to 

visualize “sinful obstructions in women” in Japanese tales, in setsuwa accounts, and in shōdō 唱

導 (preaching).246 Tsutsumi mentions that when Asai Ryoi’s 浅井了意 (1612-1691) 1688 kange-

bon 勧化本 (book of Buddhist sermons), called Kanjin nenbutsu shū 勧信念仏集 (A Collection 

of Passages on Nenbutsu and Encouragement of Faith), mentions the Dragon Princess story in 

the “Devadatta” chapter of the Lotus Sutra, it says that the Dragon Princess was not a reptile but 

a woman first. Owing to the jealousy and hatred she felt for her husband’s second wife, she 

jumps into a pond, assumes the body of a reptile and becomes a poisonous snake. Later on, as 

instructed by Mañjuśrī, she cultivated Buddhist merit as she followed the teachings of the Lotus 

Sutra, and was consequently reborn as the Dragon Princess. The latter half of the plot reverses 

the events of the Dragon Princess episode in the Lotus Sutra.247  

From the Kamakura period through the beginning of the early modern era, tales of the 

patriarchs of the new Buddhist schools incorporated the story of the Dragon Princess in their 

preaching. Most of these tales are of women who are transformed into dragon-serpents due to 

karmic hindrances, receive guidance from monks, and then attain salvation and liberation. 

Examples of such tales include the tale of Shinran 親鸞 (1173-1263) saving a giant snake (daija 

saido 大蛇済度), propagated by the Shin Buddhist sect;248 the story of Nichiren 日蓮 (1222-

1282) helping a snake-woman on Mt. Minobu to attain rebirth, which was propagated by the 

Nichiren school and later became well known because of the Noh play Genzai shichimen 現在七

面 (The Dragoness of Seven Mask Pond); and the legend of Banzuii 幡随意 (1542-1615) 

enlightening a dragoness at Zontō-ji 善導寺 temple in 1582 (ryūnyo kyōka dan 竜女教化譚), as 

propagated by the Jōdo (Pure Land) school.249 The traditional Dragon Princess narrative 

becomes a miracle motif used to glorify the patriarchs and demonstrate the efficacy of the 

storytellers’ sect, especially since women’s salvation had become a community concern. 

 
246 Tsutsumi: 279. 
247 Tsutsumi: 151. 
248 Daija saido (大蛇済度, “salvation of a giant snake”) is described as a history of Renge-ji temple in Tochigi 
prefecture. For studies of this story, see Nogami Takahiro 野上尊博, “Shinran den ni miru Kashima shinjin: Shinran 
jōnin Daija saido engi wo tsūro to shite” 親鸞伝にみる鹿島神人--親鸞聖人大蛇済度縁起を通路として, in 
Denshō bungaku kenkyū 伝承文学研究 36 (1989.5), 52-67. 
249 Tsutsumi: 297. For the story of Banzuii enlightening a dragoness at Zontō-ji, see Banzuii shōnin shokoku 
gyōkeden 幡随意上人諸国行化伝, book 1. Tsutsumi provides in his book a chart of other legends of the founding 
of temples associated with the salvation of dragon-women; see Tsutsumi: 307. 
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Tsutsumi Kunihiko’s research shows that Sōtō Zen priests, as they were extending their power 

and building new temples around the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, employed the story of 

the Dragon Princess and other stories about the salvation of dragon-serpent women to advocate 

the efficacy of the Sōtō Zen sect. For example, the salvation of a dragon-serpent woman is 

described as a history of the Yūtaku-ji 永沢寺 temple in Sanda in Hyōgo Prefecture. The Sōtō 

Zen priests in the late medieval and early modern period used a combination of etoki 絵解き as 

well as the physical evidence of “snake scales” (uroko 蛇鱗), as part of their sermons (shōdō 唱

導).250 The Dragon Princess episode in the Lotus Sutra, in other words, provided material for 

later Buddhist setsuwa and was thereby assimilated into popular literature. The result is that the 

dragon-serpent body became a sign of women’s allegedly evil nature.251 

 

Transformed Women in Buddhist Setsuwa 

 

As Tanaka Takako indicates, “The view of the serpent as a figure of women’s evil nature 

was occasioned by the development of notions of female defilement and Buddhist sin from the 

end of the Heian period to the Kamakura period.”252 It was believed that the female body was 

innately susceptible to changes in shape, and women had a particular tendency toward serpentine 

hybridity or metamorphosis. Women who transform into snakes in Buddhist setsuwa are also 

often associated with carnal desire. This type of tale (in which a woman transforms into a snake), 

like that of the Dōjō-ji woman, usually features Buddhist redemption of the transformed woman 

at the end of the story. 

Japanese literature is filled with stories about the relationship of the serpentine woman to 

shūnen 執念 (“obsession” or “excessive attachment”). In these stories, the serpentine shape is a 

warning against sins such as jealousy and excessive attachment. For example, in the twelfth-

century Tales of Times Now Past (Konjaku monogatari shū 今昔物語集, c.1120) 13:43, a girl 

who is obsessively drawn to plum flowers becomes a snake.253 In 31:10 from the same 

collection, a jealous wife appears to her husband in a dream while he is with another woman. 

 
250 Tsutsumi: 297. 
251 Tsutsumi: 279. 
252 Tanaka Takako, Akujo-ron (Tokyo: Kinokuniya Shoten, 1992), 180. 
253 Konjaku 13:43. SNKT 35:273-75. 
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There is no snake in the tale, but the postscript adds, “How profound are the sins of the first 

wife! Jealousy is a grave sin. [Jealous people] always transform into snakes.”254 Metamorphosed 

women who pursue fleeing men also became a set motif found in texts ranging from the 

eleventh-century Dai Nihon hokke genki through the mid-sixteenth-century illustrated handscroll 

The Origin of Dōjō-ji (Dōjō-ji engi 道成寺縁起). 

The Dōjō-ji textual cluster is probably the best-known example of the “transformed 

woman” motif. In this narrative, a woman named Kiyohime becomes obsessed with a monk 

called Anchin, turns into a serpent, and pursues him to his destruction. This tale first appeared in 

Hokke genki and was subsequently retold in Konjaku, Genkō Era Biographies of Eminent Priests 

(Genkō Shakusho 元亨釈書, 1332), and many later texts.255 In these early iterations, the story 

tells of a woman who, driven by passion and jealousy, turns into a serpent and invades a temple’s 

sacred precincts, and concludes when the merit attained through Buddhist practice eventually 

allows the priest to save or enlighten the serpent. The mid-sixteenth-century illustrated 

handscroll Dōjō-ji engi depicts a dramatic chase scene.256 Halfway through her pursuit, the 

woman’s bare legs appear from under a disheveled kimono, while her head takes the shape of a 

fire-breathing dragon-serpent (fig. 11). Later illustrations show a Dōjō-ji monk dreaming of the 

woman-dragon-serpent and her male victim reborn together as entwined snakes, and later dreams 

of their rebirth in separate heavens.257 

 

 

 
254 Konjaku 31:10. SNKT 37: 459-61. 
255 Konjaku 14:3. The story is entitled “How a Monk of Dōjō-ji in Kii province copied the Lotus Sutra and brought 
salvation to serpents.” It is part of a group of some thirty tales extolling the miraculous powers of the Lotus Sutra. A 
similar story can be found in the thirteenth-century Collections of Tales Old and New (Kokon chomonjū古今著聞集, 
1254) 20. NKBT 84: 538-39. The text recounts a story of a jealous wife turning into a snake and fastening onto a lay 
priest’s penis on his visit to a lover. Later, in Genkō Shakusho, the priest being chased is identified as Anchin from 
Kurama.  
256 There is a great deal of research on this scroll and on the Dōjō-ji legend. See, for example, Uchida Masanori, 
“Dōjō-ji engi ekotoba no seiritsu” in Zoku nihon emaki taisei 13, Chūōkōron-sha 1982; Hayashi Masahiko, “Dōjō-ji 
engi no kotoba to kaiga”; Tokuda Kazuo, “Dōjō-ji engi emaki no saisei”; and the introduction and translation by 
Virginia Skord Waters, “Sex, Lies, and the Illustrated Scroll.” There are many interpretations of this tale in later 
literature, illustrated handscrolls, and theater. On the Noh play in comparison with other renditions of the story, 
along with an analysis of the place of snake-women in these stories, see Susan Blakeley Klein, “When the Moon 
Strikes the Bell.” 
257 The prototype of this handscroll may date back to the early Muromachi period. See Dōjō-ji engi, 24. Hirasawa, 
127. 
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Fig.11 Woman transforming into a dragon-serpent. Detail from Dōjō-ji engi. Ink and color on 

paper. 

 

The snake-woman in Dōjō-ji engi, as a women-dragon-serpent, possesses both aspects of 

divinity and evil. In Abe Yasurō’s research on women who metamorphose into dragon-serpents, 

he points out that Dōjō-ji engi has a “sacred” as well as a “sexual” mythological structure similar 

to that of the Kegon engi 華嚴縁起 (The Origins of the Kegon Sect). The two narratives share 

deep commonalities. One cannot simply read them as one being evil and the other good, or one 

non-Buddhist and one taking refuge in Buddhism. He further indicates that “return from the 

pilgrimage” (gekō 還向), an essential practice realted to the pilgrimage to Kumano recorded in 

Shozan engi 諸山縁起 (The Origins of Many Temples), helps to elucidate the dual character of 

the snake-woman in Dōjō-ji engi. Gekō, also written in the characters 下向, is a ritual consisting 

of a series of tests administered by gods and buddhas wherein the ascetic practitioners encounter 

all manner of “diabolical obstructions” (mashō 魔障). Upon seeing such horrific sights, the 

practitioners perform a harae 祓 (words read as part of a purification rite), which transforms the 

diabolical obstructions into buddhas and deities.258 The she-devils (kijo 鬼女), including wicked 

women who turn into snakes, are among the harmful obstructions in the gekō that practitioners 

must overcome. These she-devils become sacred as they are eventually saved and attain 

enlightenment owing to the power of the ascetics. Abe argues that the female protagonist of the 

Dōjō-ji engi has such “duality” (ryōgisei 両義性): since she can be regarded as both a 

“diabolical obstruction” to the monk’s pilgrimage to Kumano and a provisional manifestation of 

the divine.259 Abe’s argument overlaps with the one I wish to make, that the Dragon Princess in 

the Lotus Sutra has a dual character. Just like the Dragon Princess, who is at once a dragon-

serpent and an enlightened being, there is an ambiguous line between divinity and wickedness in 

the serpent- woman in the Dōjō-ji legend. In the Dōjō-ji engi emaki, the woman can be seen as a 

hōben 方便, a temporary means of enlightening the audience. This dual character is related to the 

hybrid serpent-women in the Hell of Two Wives, which I will discuss later. 

 
258 Tokutarō Sakurai 桜井徳太郎, Jisha engi 寺社縁起 (Nihon shisō taikei 20), Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1978. 
259 Abe Yasurō, Yuya no kōgō: chūsei no sei to seinaru mono (Nagoya: Nagoya Daigaku Shuppankai, 1998), 318-
342. 
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By the late medieval period, the connection between the innate jealousy of the woman and 

her serpentine proclivities also overlapped with demonic images. In Noh and Kyōgen theater, 

vengeful dead or living female figures wore demon masks: namanari 生成 (vengeful spirit 

before becoming a hannya 般若), chūnari 中成 (a hannya in the midst of a transformation), and 

honnari 本成 (or shinja 真蛇, full transformation). These masks all possess two sharp horns, 

metallic eyes, and a leering mouth, and reflect a characteristically medieval perspective, in which 

a person overcome with resentment or intense rage finally becomes incapable of remaining 

human and transforms into a demon. Baba Akiko indicates that each of these masks was 

associated with snakes, each representing a different degree of serpentine nature.260 The mask 

hannya stands for “half snake” (hanja), while the mask honnari, which is used in the play Dōjō-

ji to represent the woman’s final state, represents a complete transformation into a serpent. As 

we can see, by the late medieval period the serpent image had become deeply imbedded in and 

overlapped with the demon as a representation of a deranged woman.261 

 

Serpent-Women in New Sub-Hells 

 

Serpent imagery also appears in the constellation of new sub-hells related to women that 

emerged in Muromachi period painting. In many of the Kumano mandalas that depict women 

drowning in Blood Pool Hell, they are portrayed as horned snakes. Also, the Hell of Two Wives 

was visualized as two serpent-women coiling their bodies around a lone man with whom they 

had become involved in a triangular relationship. These sub-hells for women came to be widely 

known as the result of the efforts of traveling nuns known as Kumano bikuni and of Buddhist 

temples that produced stories about women for whom particular funerary practices had to be 

conducted if they were to be saved from these sub-hells.262  

Satoko Shimazaki points out that during the early modern period, redemptive stories of this 

type were gradually displaced by more sensational works, which were “interested solely in the 

violent eruption of a woman’s physical nature…[and] dropped the sections exploring female 

 
260 Baba Akiko, Oni no kenkyu (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobo, 1988), 252-55. 
261 Satoko Shimazaki: 166. 
262 See, for example, the episode “In hell, too, the proceedings depend on money” (jigoku no sata mo zeni 地獄沙汰
銭) in Kago mimi (Sō Densai, Kago mimi, Tōkyō: Beizandō, 1938-1939) that I discussed in chapter 2. 
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salvation or demonstrating the power of Buddhist pacification.” As Shimazaki argues, “the 

connotations of serpentine imagery gradually shifted from a general stigmatization of the female 

body toward a more specific condemnation of lustfulness, jealousy, and resentment—all 

gendered specifically as female.”263 For example, the entry for the word “serpent” in 

Accompanying Boat (Haikai ruisenshū 俳諧類舩集, 1676), a handbook of “associated words” 

used in haikai, includes associations such as “death,” “the other world” (higan 彼岸), and 

“excessive attachment” (shūnen). The notes add, “they say that a living spirit always turns into a 

snake and travels.”264 This association between serpents and jealousy found its way into various 

genres of popular literature and theater. 

 

The Iconography of the Hell of Two Wives: Fuji no hitoana sōshi  

 

The Hell of Two Wives (or Hell of Two Women, futame jigoku 両婦地獄), also called Hell 

of Insanity from Two Women or Two Wives (futame gurui jigoku 二妻狂地獄), is a sub-hell 

related to jealousy and to the serpentine proclivities of women. In this sub-hell, two hybrid 

serpent-women coil tightly around a helpless man who carried on with both of them while he 

was alive (fig. 12, center, and fig. 13).265 Kumano mandara helped to disseminate this image 

during the Muromachi and Edo periods. In most versions, serpent-women in the Hell of Two 

Wives and Blood Pool Hell occupy the lower-right corner, inside or next to the torii gate to the 

Animal Realm (chikushōdō 畜生道), which can be read as a comment on the inherently bestial 

nature of women. Combining the bodies of humans and beasts, the hybrid serpent-women in the 

Hell of Two Wives both suffer, undergoing postmortem metamorphosis into snakes, and enact 

punishment, tormenting the man. The Hell of Two Wives could be called a hell for the man, 

whose two-timing has resulted in karmic entanglement and torture, but the women’s half-human, 

half-serpentine appearance would have been recognized by female viewers as a warning to them 

about the consequences of jealousy and attachment, the two sins most often associated with 

 
263 Shimazaki: 168. 
264 Takase Baisei, Ruisenshū [Haikai ruisenshū] (Kyoto: Terada Yoheiji, 1676), I:68 ura. 
265 On this hell see, for example, Tsutsumi Kunihiko, Kinsei Bukkyō setsuwa no kenkyū, 178-207. 
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women. This perspective, together with the emergence of this sub-hell and its placement among 

other sub-hells, made it one of the new hells for women in the late medieval period.266 

 

 

Fig. 12  Depiction of hell. Detail from the Sōshinbō [B] 相真坊 Tateyama mandara (42). 

Photography by Caroline Hirasawa.267 

 

 

Fig. 13 Hells for women. Detail from the Konzōin Tateyama mandara (33). Photography by 

Caroline Hirasawa.268 

 

No extant “Picture of the Insanity of Two Wives” (futame gurui zu 二妻狂図) motif has 

been found predating the one in the Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara.269 Although it is difficult to 

determine precisely when this pictorial motif developed, Tsutsumi Kunihiko points out that a 

1594 illustrated woodblock-printed edition of Jizō jūō kyō 地蔵十王経 (Jizō Ten Kings Sutra)270 

suggests the existence of a possible precursor, even though this print postdates an earlier 

illustration of the Hell of Two Wives (fig. 14). In the former, the section about the Palace of 

Songdi Wang 宋帝王 (Jp. Sōtei-ō, the third King of Hell among the Ten Kings of Hell) describes 

a sinner in hell whose body is torn apart by snakes. Caroline Hirasawa provides a detailed 

analysis of this image, which depicts a man trussed up in the rope-like bodies of two snakes. The 

head of one is poised above the face of the man, mouth wide open as if about to devour him. The 

 
266 Caroline Hirasawa, Hell-bent for heaven in Tateyama mandara: painting and religious practice at a Japanese 
mountain, 128. 
267 Hirasawa: 90. Sōshinbō 相真坊 is a temple lodge. Sōshinbō [A] and Sōshinbō [B] are renderings of the 
Tateyama Mandala. 
268 Hirasawa: 130. 
269 On the development of “Picture of Insanity from Two Wives,” see Tsutsumi Kunihiko, “Kumano kanjin jikkai 
mandara kanken,” 96-101. Also Tsutsumi, 149. 
270 Bussetsu Jizō bosatsu hosshin innen jūō kyō 仏説地蔵菩薩発心因縁十王経 (The Sutra on Jizō Bodhisattva’s 
Aspiration for Enlightenment and the Ten Kings; often abbreviated as Jizō jūō kyō 地蔵十王経, the Jizō Ten Kings 
Sutra), which is considered to have been composed in the twelfth century by an anonymous Japanese monk, based 
on the ninth-century Chinese scripture Foshuo yuxiu shiwang shengqi jing 仏説預修十王生七経 (Scripture on the 
Ten Kings). 
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text explains that “lustful behavior” (jain 邪淫) put him there.271 The snakes are not necessarily 

female, but the pictorial arrangement closely resembles the hybrid serpent-women in the Hell of 

Two Wives.272 Tsutsumi indicates that this pictorial motif, a man being tortured by two snakes in 

hell, was crucial to the development of the Hell of Two Wives iconography. In some  

interpretations of this section of the Jizō jūō kyō by early modern preachers, the two snakes are 

seen as the karma-result (gōka 業果) of the two women pestering a man. For example, Asai Ryōi 

浅井了意 (1612-1691), who is not only a kanazōshi writer but also a Jōdo Shinshū priest, 

annotates this section of the Jizō jūō kyō in his Bussetsu jūō kyō jikidan 仏説十王経直談 (Direct 

Account for Ten Kings Sutra), a 1683 annotation of Jizō jūō kyō, as follows: 

 
It is probably a deceased husband with two wives pestering him. If one asks: among hell 
images there is a scene of one man being trussed up by two human-head snakes; what kind 
of karma-result this is? It has long been said that woman is by nature jealous and fierce. 
Anger and resentment caused by such a nature have no limit. Jealous women are probably 
experiencing bad karma from a prior life.  
是蓋シ両妻ヲ聚シ男夫ノ亡人ニ桂ル。問、地獄ノ変相ニ人頭ノ両蛇アリテ一男子

ヲ縈フ。是何ノ業果ト為ル。通シテ曰、 女人ノ性ハ嫉妬強捍ナリ。嗔恨是ヨリ至
ラザル所口無シ。蓋シ妬婦ノ相ハ是レ宿習ノ冤業ニ似タリ。273 

 
Tsutsumi says that the shift from the image of snake heads to the image of jealous women seems 

small at first glance, but it represents a major transition from Buddhist scripture to popular 

Buddhism, in which the message is not an explication of scripture but an interpretation or 

critique of contemporary social mores.274 Instead of stressing karmic causality (as in Buddhist 

scriptures), the Hell of Two Wives places particular emphasis on marriage and domestic 

relations, reflecting the everyday concerns of ordinary people.  

 

 

 

 
271 Tsutsumi:148. On this illustration, also see Hashimoto Naoki, “Bussetsu Jizō bosatsu hosshin innen jūō kyō no 
kanpon ni tsuite,” 142. 
272 Hirasawa: 128. 
273 Tsutsumi: 150. Bussetsu jūō kyō jikidan, Book 6, preserved in in Ōtani University Library. I take the original text 
from Tsutsumi 150. 
274 On this development, see Tsutsumi Kunihiko, “Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara kanken,” 96-101. 
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Fig. 14   Illustration of the section on Palace of Songdi-Wang (the third King of Hell among the 

Ten Kings of Hell), in the 1594 illustrated block-printed Jizō bosatsu hosshin innen jūō kyō地蔵

菩薩発心因縁十王経 preserved in Ōtani University Library 

 

Another text that helps us to understand the development of this image of the Hell of Two 

Wives is Fuji no hitoana sōshi 富士の人穴草子 (The Tale of the Human Cave on Mount Fuji), 

a Muromachi period otogizōshi that tells of a human journey to hell and back.275 Identified as 

one among the cluster of medieval “journey-to-hell” otogizōshi by both Tokuda Kazuo and 

Keller Kimbrough, this text provides a representative example of the late medieval visions of 

hell. In this story, the second Kamakura shōgun, Minamoto no Yoriie 源頼家 (1182-1204) gives 

his retainer Nitta no Shirō Tadatsune 仁田四郎忠常 a precious sword and orders him to take six 

men and explore the Fuji cave. In the cave, Nitta meets a giant snake, who claims to be the Great 

Asama Bodhisattva, the deity of Mount Fuji. In response to the Bodhisattva’s demand, he 

sacrifices his sword. In exchange, the Bodhisattva shows him the Six Realms and sends him 

home. The central section describes in detail Nitta’s experiences as he passes through the realms 

of hell, animals, and hungry ghosts. As Keller Kimbrough points out, Fuji no hitoana sōshi can 

be read as a catalogue of contemporary social transgressions and the punishments it was 

imagined would be exacted for them, emphasizing the purported sins and sufferings of women 

and bad priests. In addition to advocating faith in the bodhisattva Jizō and nenbutsu practice, Fuji 

no hitoana sōshi urges its audience to work hard, pay taxes, honor contracts, and “simply accept 

the world as it is.” The didactic content suggests it is rooted in medieval Buddhist storytelling 

and proselytizing tradition. Scholars such as Nishino Toshiko and Koyama Issei indicate that the 

story circulated in the medieval period in a number of oral repertoires.276 And Okami Masao 

 
275 As R. Keller Kimbrough indicates, the story was either inspired by a set of entries in the late Kamakura period 
historical chronicle Azuma kagami 吾妻鏡 (The Mirror of the East), or else shares a common source with it. Two of 
the earliest extant Fuji texts have been dated to 1603 and 1607, but the work is known to have existed in some 
written form from at least 1527, because the Kyoto courtier Yamashina Tokitsugu 山科言継 (1507-1579) records in 
a diary entry from that year that he presented a copy to “a new lady in the Handmaid’s Office,” at her request. See 
Tokitsugu-kyō ki 言継卿記, entry for the twenty-sixth day of the first month of Daiei 7 (1527). Cited in Ichiko 1998, 
76b.  
276 Kimbrough: 2-3. The origins of The Tale of the Fuji Cave are obscure. Nishino Toshiko has proposed that the 
story circulated in the medieval period in the oral repertoires of both zatō (blind minstrel priests), who are 
specifically praised within the work, and etoki bikuni (picture-explaining nuns), some of whom are known to have 
preached using elaborate paintings of heaven and hell, and who may have been married to zatō (Nishino 1971, 42a-
43b). Koyama Issei has argued somewhat more persuasively that the Fuji narrative was recited by medieval 
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argues that it became a katari-mono performed by etoki bikuni 絵解き比丘尼 (picture-

explaining nuns), the female itinerants who are known to have preached Buddhist dogmas using 

elaborate paintings of heaven and hell.277 

All extant recensions of Fuji no hitoana sōshi depict the Hell of Two Wives as a place 

where two women metamorphosed into snakes to torment a man.278 A recension thought to date 

from the latter half of the Muromachi period describes three poisonous snakes in hell. Two of 

them are female, and they wind around and attack the man, with whom they engaged in their 

previous life.279 The following passage is from a Keichō 8 (1603) recension, in which the two 

female snakes suck at the eyes and mouth of the male snake:  

 
The Bodhisattva led Nitta to a place where there were three snakes. Two of them were 
female, and together they wound around a third snake, which was male. The females 
sucked on the male’s eyes and mouth; their breath rose up a thousand feet in the air. 
“What’s happening here?” Nitta asked. “The snake in the middle was a man who kept two 
wives in the human world, enraging them both. They’ll suffer together like this for seven 
thousand three hundred years.”280 

 
Hirasawa mentions that compared to the above 1603 recension, which describes the male 

sufferer as a snake, the Kan’ei 4 (1627) woodblock print of Fuji no hitoana sōshi presents a 

picture closer to the common pictorial motif of the Hell of Two Wives. In the 1627 version of the 

 
yamabushi (mountain ascetics) and, possibly, mendicant miko (shamanesses, or shrine maidens) from the Mt. Fuji 
region (Koyama 1983, 38 and 48-50). 
277 Okami Masao, “etoki to emaki, e-zōshi” in Kokugo to kokubungaku 1954.8. 
278 For the extant recensions of Fuji no hitoana sōshi, Tsutsumi’s research mentions that 1) in the 1603 manuscript 
(collected in Muromachi jidai shōsetsu shū), the two women and the man all metamorphosed into snakes; 2) in the 
1632 block-printed edition (collected in Muromachi jidai monogatari shū 2), the women are depicted as hybrid 
creatures with female heads and snake bodies, coiling their bodies around the man; 3) the illustration in the 1650 
illustrated block-printed edition is the futame gurui zu image. (Tsutsumi: 153). For studies on textual variants, see 
Yokoyama Shigeru, Ōta Takeo ed., Muromachi jidai monogatari shū 2 (Ōokayama shoten, 1937); Nishino Toshiko, 
“Fuji no hitoana sōshi no keisei” in Ōtani joshidai kokubun 1 (1971): 38-48; and Koyama Issei, Fuji no hitoana 
sōshi kenkyu to shiryo (Tokyo: Bunka Shobō Hakubunsha, 1983). Koyama conjectures that the illustrated block-
printed edition is the sōshi version of the picture used in etoki with its text. 
279 Hitoana sōshi, 37. 
280 Fuji no hitoana sōshi, MJMT 11:438. The translation is from R. Keller Kimbrough, “Translation: The Tale of 
Fuji Cave” (online only), Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 33, no. 2 (2006): 11. Kimbrough’s translation is 
based upon an illustrated manuscript from the former Akagi Bunko archives with a colophon saying it was copied 
out in 1603. According to the Keiō and 1607 Fuji texts, the bodhisattva says that first he will show Nitta the realm 
of hell. The 1603 text says they visit the “animal realm” instead of the hell realm, which may be a mistake, 
considering that Nitta and the bodhisattva are again said to visit the animal realm later in the tale. “Seven thousand 
three hundred years” is from the 1607 Fuji text. In the 1603 text, the figure is“ten thousand three hundred, four 
thousand years,” which is an apparent mistake by the copyist. According to the Keiō and 1627 Fuji texts, the three 
snakes would suffer for 1,300 and 300 years, respectively. 
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illustration of Nitta’s tour of the Hell of Two Wives, the man, who retains human form, is caught 

between two hybrid creatures with female heads and snake bodies. The serpent-women flick 

their bright, red tongues, fight with each other over him, and then try to swallow him.281 In other 

words, the 1627 Fuji no hitoana sōshi provides a textual version of the images of the Hell of 

Two Wives found in the Kumano mandara painting. 

Images of the Hell of Two Wives also appear in the third Chōgaku-ji 長岳寺 scroll282 and in 

a woodblock-printed recension of Fuji no hitoana sōshi (fig. 15).283 

 

 

Fig. 15   Illustration of the Hell of Two Wives. From Fuji no hitoana sōshi, woodblock edition. 

Waseda University Library.284 

 

In the illustration, a man is tightly bound by the thick, rope-like serpentine bodies of his two 

tormentors. Their human heads face each other, their long hair streaming wildly, and horns 

protrude from their skulls.285 The overall structure of this image is almost identical to that of later 

images of the Hell of Two Wives. Koyama Issei has argued that the illustrated woodblock print 

of Fuji no hitoana sōshi is the prose narrative (sōshi) version of the paintings etoki bikuni used in 

their preaching. Possibly used by itinerant nuns as an aid in preaching, Fuji no hitoana sōshi’s 

close association with the Buddhist storytelling and proselytizing tradition explains why its 

illustrations are nearly identical to the images of the Hell of Two Wives in Kumano mandara and 

Tateyama mandara (fig. 16). 

 

 

 

 
281 Hirasawa 129. Fuji no hitoana sōshi, MJMT 11: 463. In a later parodic variation, two snake men taunt a third 
man. See Wankyū nise no monogatari, 98-99. 
282 For more on Chōgaku-ji hell paintings, see Takasu Jun 鷹巣純, “Meguri wataru akudō: Chōgakuji-bon rokudō 
jūō-zu no zuzō o megutte” めぐりわたる悪道―長岳寺本六道十王図の図像をめぐって, in Bukkyō geijutsu 211 
(1993): 39-59. 
283 The reproduction here is from a woodblock-print edition in the collection of the Waseda University Library. The 
printed sections do not contain publication information. Although the last page contains a hand-written note that this 
is the Kan’ei 9 (1632) edition, based on the textual content and illustrations, it is probably a Keian 3 (1650) edition. 
See Hirasawa: 213. 
284 Hirasawa: 128. 
285 Such as Okami Masao. See Tsutsumi: 153. 
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Fig. 16  Illustration of the Hell of Two Wives. From the Raigō-ji Tateyama mandara. 

 

The Hell of Two Wives: Development and Circulation 

 

A story depicting futame gurui zu (“Picture of Insanity from Two Wives”)286 can be found 

in the 1687 text Kiizōdanshū 奇異雑談集 (Collection of Extraordinary Stories), an Edo period 

collection of kaidan tales. No. 11 in the first volume is entitled “Two women who died in Etchū 

province turned into snakes and tied their husband’s hands,” a story that does not appear in the 

1687 woodblock-print edition. In the story, a man who had two wives in Etchū province died as 

a result of jealousy between the two women, whose deep grudge turned them into two snakes. 

The snakes tied both his hands, one taking the left and one the right, while also licking and 

jabbing at his face. When the man turned toward the right, he was attacked on his right side; 

When he turned toward the left, he was attacked on the left side. The two snakes darted his face 

in turn, day and night, without interruption. After six months, the man died. The moment he 

breathed his last, the two snakes vanished.287 

It is particularly intriguing that the story takes place in Etchū province, where Tateyama 

hell was thought to be located and where the picture-tellers (etoki) of the Tateyama mandara 

were active; the narrative was probably composed based on the pictorial motif of futame gurui zu 

(hereafter “insanity from two wives”). As Tsutsumi Kunihiko indicates, during the late 

Muromachi and early Edo periods, when this tale came into existence, the Tateyama shōdō 

(preaching) tradition, which prohibited illicit sexual behavior, already criticized men who had 

taken two wives. Examples of such criticism include the early modern period Raikō-ji Tateyama 

mandara, which contains the image of “Insanity from Two Wives.”288 Tsutsumi further 

 
286 Here I use the broader term futame gurui zu (“Picture of Insanity from Two Wives”), like Tsutsumi Kunihiko 
does in his book, to refer to the scene or the pictorial motif of two hybrid serpent-women coiling around a man who 
went back and forth between them while he was alive. I do not use the term futame jigoku or the Hell of Two Wives, 
because sometimes in the narratives (such as the Kiizōdanshū example) the scene does not necessarily take place in 
hell.  
287 The manuscript Kiizōdanshū, No. 11 of book 1. The reprinted text is in Yoshida Kōichi’s “Kiizōdanshū no 
koshahon ni mirareru shin setsuwa” in Gengo to bungee 1959.3. The original text is in the previous Obama Toshie 
collection. For research on this, see Fuji Akio, “Kiizōdanshū no seiritsu” in Komazawa kokubun, 1972.5. 
288 Raikō-ji Tateyama mandara in Tateyama mandara shūsei 1. 
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conjectures that Tō-ji temple monks may have participated in the formulation of Kiizōdanshū, 

and he contends the story probably came from shōdō materials disseminated on the street.289  

Oral transmission and preaching activities largely influenced the development and 

circulation of the Hell of Two Wives. Tsutsumi mentions that the inheritance of the Hell of Two 

Wives was mainly in the hands of Pure Land (Jōdō) sect itinerant priests who propagated it 

among commoners.290 Not derived from Buddhist scriptures and treatises, the Hell of Two Wives 

is a sub-hell produced by itinerant priests who used picture-explaining (etoki) as a means of 

preaching.291  

From the late Muromachi period to the mid-seventeenth century, the Hell of Two Wives 

became a widely-known hell landscape as well as a theme in popular literature and art.292 Tour-

of-hell tales that contain the “insanity of two wives” include illustrations of the 1657 printed 

kanazōshi book The Vigil at the Kitano Shrine (Kitano tsuya monogatari 北野通夜物語) and 

“Dōshaku zenshi” in Jikkai niga byakudō tōshaku zenshi 十界二河白道とうしやくぜんし, a 

1673 printed illustrated jōruri libretti published by Yamamoto Kuhē 山本九兵衛.293 Tsutsumi’s 

research discusses the development of the “insanity from two wives” motif from oral 

transmission to early modern literature. A common shōdō practice was to extract the essence of a 

story and use it as material in a sermon. For example, the “jealousy of joint-wives turning 

women into snakes” motif was used as material to create jisha engi 寺社縁起 such as Sesshuin-

engi 摂取院縁起 (the origins of the Sesshuin temple; also called jadōshin 蛇道心 engi). 

Narratives of Sesshuin-engi or “Monk Snake” (jadōshin) tales share a basic plot: Priest Jōjū 浄

住, the founder of the Sesshuin temple, was a lecherous man before he became a monk. He had 

an affair with his wife’s younger sister. Unable to stop their adultery, Jōjū’s wife became ill and 

died. After she passed away, her spirit turned into a small snake that coiled itself around Jōjū’s 

head, as the result of which Jōjū awakened and renounced the secular life. The snake was also 

 
289 Tsutsumi: 12. 
290 Tsutsumi: 19. 
291 About Kumano bikuni’s etoki activities, see Hayashi Masahiko, Nihon no etoki: shiryō to kenkyū (Tokyo: Miyai 
Shoten, 1982); Hagiwara Tatsuo, Miko to Bukkyō shi: Kumano bikuni no shimei to tenkai (Tokyo: Yoshikawa 
Kōbunkan, 1983). 
For Kumano bikuni, also see my chapter 2 of this dissertation. For the circulation, administrators, and audience of 
etoki, see Watanabe Shōgo, “Etoki to jigoku-e: so no rekishi” in Issatsu no Kōza henshūbu ed., Etoki, Tokyo: 
Yūseidō, 1985. 
292 Tsutsumi: 154. 
293 No. 4 “Dōshaku zenshi” contains description of Sai no kawara, etc. See Tsutsumi: 153. 
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saved owing to his repentance.294 “Monk Snake” (jadōshin 蛇道心) tales in the early modern 

period were a combination of the concept of “sinful obstructions in women” and “buddhas or 

bodhisattvas saving sentient beings.”295 

The late-medieval, preaching-centered shōdō stories were composed mostly for the purpose 

of advocating the beliefs of a particular sect, but later literary works dramatized and fictionalized 

the stories, changing them into entertainment-centered reading. When it comes to the early 

modern period, the shōdō element of these stories fades, while their more literary, entertainment-

oriented side comes to the fore. This kind of transition or transformation had a significant 

influence on the circulation and enjoyment of the Hell of Two Wives motif.  

Later, this motif came to be parodied. In ukiyo-zōshi (books of the floating world) from the 

Genroku era (1688-1704), the idea of the Hell of Two Wives is used as a tool to describe erotic 

(kōshoku 好色) life. By the early modern period, there even appeared a homosexual adaption of 

this motif, in which two male snakes wind themselves around a man. The karmic causation of the 

Hell of Two Wives was also taken up by kaidan (tales of the supernatural) writers and became a 

theme in later early modern fiction. For instance, descriptions of the fate of a man who has two 

wives can be found in many kanazōshi (kana booklet) and kange-bon (book of sermons) 

stories.296  

 
294 The Sesshuin temple is also called jadōshin-ji (Monk Snake Temple). An outline of the Sesshuin-engi can be 
found in the 1715 Sansen meiseki shi 山川名跡志, book 5; a more detailed version of the story is “Priest Jōjū 僧浄
住” in the 1689 Shibyaku ōjōden 緇白往生伝 book 2, included in Kasahara Kazuo 苙原一男 ed., Kinsei ōjōden 
shūsei 近世往生伝集成, Tokyo: Yamakawa Shuppansha, 1978-1980. Among its later adaptations, the most famous 
one is a tale in Inga monogatari 因果物語 (Tales of Cause and Effect), which tells a story about a man who leaves 
his wife to travel on business and takes up with another woman. When he heads for home and his mistress attempts 
to follow, he kills her while traveling by boat. Because of her intense attachment, she transforms into a snake, wraps 
around his waist, and taunts him. He flees to Kōyasan, where, once inside the sacred zone forbidden to women, she 
vanishes. After three years, he descends the mountain, but immediately finds himself in the same predicament, 
wearing the haranguing snake-woman like a belt. He decides to return home anyway, but the snake drowns him 
while he attempts to cross a lake by boat. See Inga monogatari (Hiragana-bon), 203-4. The earliest dated extant 
version of this text is the Katakana edition of 1661. For research on this topic, see Tsutsumi Kunihiko, “Inga 
monogatari jadōshin setsuwa wo megutte: shōdō to bungei no aida 『因果物語』蛇道心説話をめぐって—唱導

と文芸の間,” in Kinsei bungei 近世文芸 (43, 1985), 1-12. 
295 Sesshuin (also called jadōshin-ji, or Monk Snake Temple), is a nunnery of Jōdo Buddhism Chinzei lineage. It is 
also called Dragon Princess Mountain. 
296 Tsutsumi: 19. Kange-bon (sometimes referred to as dangi-bon), the novel-preaching genre, was particularly 
prominent in the publishing boom and thus the larger audience that developed for Buddhist teaching and 
performance, with roughly 500 such works published over the course of the Edo period. These works usually focus 
on themes as varied as simple explanations of scripture, homilies, accounts of anomalies and karmic causation 
(innen), legends of temple complexes, monastic hagiography, and birth in the Pure Land, all of which had existed 
since earlier eras but now informed anew by continental collections and made accessible to the general population. 
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Jealousy of Joint-Wives 

 

The admonition against lust has long been reflected in configurations of hell, as apparent in 

icons such as Tōyōrin 刀葉林 (The Woods of Sword-Leaves) in Genshin’s Ōjōyōshū.297 Both the 

Woods of Sword-Leaves and the late medieval Hell of Two Wives represent the female body as 

tormentor, but the entwined threesome in the Hell of Two Wives addresses not only the issue of 

lust, which is central to the Woods of Sword-Leaves, but also highlights jealousy as a female-

coded sin. In the Tōyōrin sub-hell, which emerged from the early medieval period, the body of 

the woman tempts and torments the man, but in the Hell of Two Wives, both man and woman 

are punished. That is to say, the two women in the Hell of Two Wives, turning into demonic 

snakes with horns, suffer as the result of the sin of jealousy.  

Jealousy is closely linked to kinship organization and social structure.298 In late medieval 

hell narratives, jealousy is also a cause for birth in Blood Pool Hell.299 Why then does the sin of 

jealousy start to appear in late medieval hells? A prominent feature of the late medieval sub-hells 

is to control and suppress surplus emotions. Love triangles involving a rivalry between two 

women may result in rage, jealousy, and guilt, driving them to emotional disfiguration. The 

hybrid serpentine shapes can then be read as a way to cast suspicion on the humanity of the 

women involved in such triangles. In early medieval Buddhist texts, the female becomes a tool 

of torment in Tōyōrin, an admonition against lust based on the belief in the original sin or lustful 

 
297 See the section on Shugō Jigoku in the upper book of Ōjōyōshū. 
298 Glassman, “At the Crossroads of Birth and Death—The Blood Pool Hell and Postmortem Fetal Extraction.” in 
Death and the Afterlife in Japanese Buddhism, 186. Glassman discusses the violence of death in childbirth, which, 
as he puts it, “was invariably the result of the jealousy of co-wives, that is, of senior wives against younger women.” 
He also mentions that the theme is found in many places, from The Tale of Genji to historical chronicles to Noh 
plays to otogizōshi. For Heian-period examples, see for example Edwin Seidensticker, trans., The Tale of Genji 
(New York: Knopf, 1977), 165-173; Richard Bowring, trans., Murasaki Shikibu, Her Diary and Poetic Memoirs 
(New York: Penguin, 1996), 43-99; and William H. McCullough and Helen Craig McCullough, trans., A Tale of 
Flowering Fortunes: Annals of Japanese Aristocratic Life in the Heian Period, 2 vols. (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1980), 227-308, 349-360. For the role of female jealousy in death in childbirth in Heian Japan, also 
see Doris Bargen, A Woman’s Weapon: Spirit Possession in the Tale of Genji (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 1997). See Glassman 202, note 37. 
299 Ibid. 187. Regarding death, jealousy, and reproduction, Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry have characterized the 
death ritual, which often aims at the regeneration of fertility, as an attempt at a solution to the “problem” of affinal 
and matrilateral relations in patrilineal societies; see “Introduction” in Bloch and Parry, eds., Death and the 
Regeneration of Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 1-44. In the same volume, also see James 
Watson, “Of Flesh and Bones,” 155-186. 
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nature of the female body. By contrast, the emphasis in the constellation of late medieval new 

sub-hells becomes the danger of emotional and mental weakness that is gendered female. 

Under the influence of such representations as the Hell of Two Wives, the image of the 

snake in early modern literature and theater became increasingly associated with eruptions of 

jealousy in a rivalry between two women. Instructional literature intended for women, such as 

the illustrated kanazōshi (kana booklet) The Cultivation of Ladies (Fujin yashinaigusa 婦人養

草, 1689), adapted representations of the Hell of Two Wives to illustrate the unintentional 

jealousy that women harbored, often without even realizing it. The Cultivation of Ladies contains 

an illustration of a scene in which a wife and a mistress, who outwardly seem to be on good 

terms, fall asleep and their hair turns into two snakes that begin fighting with each other (fig. 17). 

This scenario was based on Monk Karukaya (Karukaya dōshin 苅萱道心), a popular tale with 

Buddhist overtones, in which jealousy and rivalry were visualized through an evocation of the 

image of the Hell of Two Wives. A similar scene was featured in the puppet play Monk 

Karukaya, Souvenirs from Tsukushi (Karukaya dōshin Tsukushi no iezuto 苅萱桑門筑紫𨏍, 

1735), which was staged at the Toyotake Theater in Osaka. Meanwhile, the Dōjō-ji narrative also 

underwent a significant and parallel transformation during the early modern period: the emphasis 

of the narrative shifted away from the lustful nature of the female body to the theme of jealousy, 

which was foregrounded by the introduction of a second woman into the story. In her study of 

Edo period kabuki, Satoko Shimazaki mentions that this tendency was particularly evident in 

seventeenth-century plays, which often featured a scene in which a woman’s jealousy turns her 

into a serpent, which then dives into the water and swims away.300 Later examples of plays based 

on similar reinterpretations include Chikamatsu Monzaemon’s (1653-1724) puppet play 

Emperor Yōmei and the Mirror of Craftsmen (Yōmei tennō shokunin kagami 用明天皇職人鑑, 

1705) and Asada Itchō and Namiki Sōsuke’s puppet play The Scales of Dōjō-ji, a Modern 

Adaptation (Dōjō-ji genzai uroko 道成寺現在蛇鱗, 1742). In all these plays, one woman 

becomes jealous of another, reflecting a new interest in triangular relationships.301 

 

 

 
300 Semimaru 蝉丸 and Kazan no in kisaki arasoi 花山院后諍. Satoko Shimazaki mentions this type of water effect 
was particularly popular on the puppet stage. See Shimazaki: 305. 
301 Shimazaki: 169. 
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Fig. 17  The moment two women fall asleep with their heads on a go board, their hair turns into 

snakes that start to fight, in Baiu Sanjin, Fujin yashinaigusa (fascicle 4 ge, 29 omote). (Hirosaki 

Ichiritsu Hiromae Toshokan. Courtesy of the National Institute of Japanese Literature, Tokyo)302 

 

Even Ueda Akinari’s well-known “A Serpent’s Lust” (Jasei no in 蛇性の婬) from Tales of 

Moonlight and Rain (Ugetsu monogatari 雨月物語) was influenced by the Hell of Two Wives 

and reworked the traditional Dōjō-ji archetype by introducing a second woman (whose name is 

Tomiko). Akinari’s story, about a man pursued by an amorous and jealous serpent-woman 

named Manago, is an adaptation of “Madam White Eternally Subjugated Under the Leifeng 

Pagoda” (Bainiangzi yongzheng Leifengta 白娘子永鎮雷峰塔) in the Ming dynasty Chinese 

vernacular story collection Warning Words to Penetrate the Age (Jingshi tongyan 警世通言, 

1624) compiled by Feng Menglong (1574-1646). Feng’s story, which was based on the well-

known legend of the White Snake who lived in the West Lake, focuses on a serpent-woman who 

falls deeply in love with a man. Akinari’s rewriting foregrounds the theme of jealousy by 

introducing Tomiko, a second woman who usurps Manago’s place as the man’s wife.303 Akinari 

alludes to the Dōjō-ji engi emaki by using a monk from Dōjō-ji Temple to pacify Manago, but 

the emphasis in Akinari’s yomihon is the theme of a woman’s jealousy, which is not in the 

original Dojoji engi emaki. 

 

Family and Marriage in Transition 

 

The constellation of new sub-hells in the late Muromachi and early Edo periods is related 

to the major events in the lives of women, such as marriage and childbirth.304 The Hell of Two 

 
302 Shimazaki: 170. 
303 Shimazaki: 171. 
304 For instance, I mentioned earlier the ninth-century Nihon ryōiki story on Fujiwara no Hirotari, in which the 
husband Hirotari is portrayed as a partner in his wife’s fate and is expected to share in her suffering. Katsuura 
Noriko notes the contrast between this story and the late medieval Sangoku innen Jizō bosatsu reigenki 三國因緣地
蔵菩薩霊験記 (Miraculous tales from the three countries of karmic ties to Jizō), in which a wife’s death in 
childbirth is attributed to evil deeds in past lives. She indicates that death in childbirth was a family tragedy at the 
beginning of the medieval period but had become evidence of the sinful karma of the dead woman by the end of the 
medieval period (Katsuura, Onna no shinjin, 211, 237). Hank Glassman, in his research on women who died in 
childbirth and the doctrines and rituals relating to the cult of Blood Pool Hell, mentions the reception of 
Ketsubonkyō after the fifteenth century and the conversion of death in childbirth into a karmic sin by the dead 
woman. As he indicates, by the fifteenth century or so, the “earlier, somewhat vague association between 
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Wives places particular emphasis on the domestic relationship between husband and wife. As 

Satoko Shimazaki indicates, the image of two women fighting over a man became prevalent in 

the late medieval and early modern context because to a large extent it reflected domestic life in 

an age when perpetuating the household was of the utmost importance. During the medieval 

period, the uxorilocal marriage system, in which the man became part of the woman’s family, a 

widespread practice during the Heian period, gradually gave way to a virilocal yomeiri-kon 嫁入

り婚 system, in which the woman was incorporated into the man’s family.305 Wakita Haruko has 

shown that by the end of the fifteenth century, women of the samurai class had lost their 

inheritance rights and their interests had been subjugated to those of the family unit.306 The 

wife’s responsibility to produce an heir who could carry on the family line became paramount, 

especially in warrior households.307 Although polygamy was technically illegal in the early 

modern period, mistresses (shō, kakena, or mekake) became important members of samurai 

households, so if a wife failed to produce an heir, a mistress could do so instead. According to 

the cultural historian Mitamura Engyo, the wife in a samurai household was not only supposed to 

advise her husband to take a mistress, but she herself was in charge of selecting and 

recommending the proper candidate.308 Ihara Saikaku’s The Life of a Sensuous Woman (Kōshoku 

 
punishment in hell and death in childbirth or late pregnancy had developed into a well-articulated system of 
mythology and ritual practice. In the process of this development, the responsibility or blame for the ‘sin’ of death in 
childbirth came to rest firmly upon women themselves.” (Glassman: 180). 
305 Ibid., 171. William H. McCullough divided marriage systems into four types—“virilocal” (the woman lives with 
the man’s family), “uxorilocal” (the man becomes part of the woman’s family), “duolocal” (the husband and wife 
stay at their own houses), and “neolocal” (the man and woman live together apart from their in-laws)—in “Japanese 
Marriage Institutions in the Later Heian Period,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 27 (1967): 105. Joan R. Piggott 
suggests that the “Chinese-style patriarchal family paradigm, which was characterized by male privilege, 
virilocality, and patrilineality” had been adopted by middle- and upper-level aristocrats in Kyoto by the mid-
eleventh century (“A Comedy of Marriage and Family in Eleventh-Century Kyoto,” Nihon kodaigaku I [2009]: 51-
80). The virilocal marriage structure was promoted in medieval warrior society. 
306 Haruko Wakita, “Marriage and Property in Premodern Japan from the Perspective of Women’s History,” Journal 
of Japanese Studies 10 (1984): 73-99. Wakita is building on Takamura Itsue’s classic study of marital systems, 
Nihon kon’inshi (Tokyo: Shibundō, 1963). See also Hitomi Tonomura, “Women and Inheritance in Japan’s Early 
Warrior Society,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 32, no. 3 (1990): 592-623.  
307 Chie Nakane discusses the permeation of the notion of ie through all classes, in “Tokugawa Society,” in 
Tokugawa Japan: The Social and Economic Antecedents of Modern Japan, ed. Chie Nakane and Shinzaburō Ōishi, 
trans. Conrad D. Totman (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1990), 213-31. Recently, scholars have begun to 
devote more attention to women’s autonomy, noting the high proportion of women working outside the home and 
their responsibility for managing and running their households, but the basic picture remains rather bleak. See, for 
instance, Marcia Yonemoto, “Outside the Inner Quarters: Sociability, Mobility and Narration in Early Edo-Period 
Women’s Diaries,” Japan Forum 21, no.3 (2010): 389-401; and Bettina Gramlich-Oka, “Neo-Confucianism 
Reconsidered: Family Rituals in the Rai Household,” U.S-Japan Women’s Journal 39 (2011): 7-37. 
308 Mitamura Engyo, “Buke no kon’in,” in Mitamura Engyo zenshū (Tokyo: Chūō Kōronsha, 1975), 2: 340. 
Fujimoto Kizan notes in the section on shō (mistresses) in Shikidō ōkagami (The Great Mirror of the Erotic Way, 
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ichidai onna 好色一代女, 1686) includes a depiction of a “jealousy gathering” (rinkikō 悋気講), 

in which women get together to vent their jealousy, cursing their husbands and their husbands’ 

lovers. Toward the end of the early modern period, urban commoners began imitating the 

samurai practice of taking a mistress when a wife failed to produce an heir. During the first half 

of the early modern period, the shogun, daimyo, and high-ranking samurai kept their mistresses 

in the same houses as their wives, while wealthy merchants who were able to afford mistresses 

kept them in separate lodgings.309 Mitamura Engyo traced the practice of maintaining a second 

house for this purpose back to monks who could not officially have wives and popular kabuki 

female-role actors like Segawa Rokō I (1693-1749), who had to keep his off-stage life as a male 

concealed and visited his lover in a room he kept for her on the second floor of a teahouse.310 

Later, the mistress system spread to the lower classes, and even to servants and apprentices who 

could not afford a separate lodging but simply commuted to the woman’s house in a practice 

referred to as hangakoi (half-keeping a woman). Women who take the role of the mistress also 

appear quite often in the works of “sentimental fiction” (ninjōbon).311  

By the early modern period, warnings against jealousy (commonly denoted by the words 

rinki 悋気, shitto 嫉妬, and, more specifically, uwanari netami 後妻嫉妬, which refers to a 

wife’s jealousy toward a mistress or another woman) became a frequent feature of women’s 

educational texts. These warnings appear in both the instructional books that were known as 

ōraimono 往来物, which targeted adult women, and the moral guides for girls that were called 

jokun 女訓, both of which were widely published in the mid-eighteenth century. In these texts, 

late medieval Buddhist anecdotes about jealous women were sometimes used as cautionary tales. 

Asai Ryōi’s Models of Women from Japan (Honchō jokan 本朝女鑑, 1661), for example, states 

that “a jealous woman destroys the house” and cites the example of a wife in China who 

 
late seventeenth century) that if a wife becomes jealous of a mistress, she will not be able to manage the house. See 
Fujimoto Kizan, Shikidō ōkagami, ed. Noma Kōshin (Tokyo: Yūzan Bunko, 1961), 441. 
309 Ōtake Hideo, “Edo jidai no mekake,” in Bakuhan kokka no hō to shihai, ed. Ōtake Hideo and Harafuji Hiroshi 
(Tokyo: Yūhikaku, 1984), 507-34. The wooden gates that separated blocks were closed at night, so people were 
unable to move around freely. Hatamoto warriors (those in the direct service of bakufu [tent government]), who 
needed permission to spend a night outside their main residences, therefore had to keep their mistresses in their own 
houses with their official wives. The spread of mistresses among commoners both high and low is detailed in Buyō 
Inshi, Seji kenmonroku, ed. Honjō Eijirō and Takikawa Masajirō (Tokyo: Seiabō, 2001), 271-75. 
310 Mitamura Engyo, “Kakoimono no hanashi,” in Mitamura Engyo zenshū (Tokyo: Chūō Kōronsha, 1975), 11: 206. 
311 Terakado Seiken, Edo hanjōki, in Edo hanjōki Ryūkyō shinshi, ed. Hino Tatsuo, Shin Nohon koten bungaku taikei 
100 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1989), 156-62. The character Yonehachi in Tamenaga Shunsui’s Shunshoku 
umegoyomi is a good example. 
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murdered the baby of her husband’s second wife, thereby extinguishing the family line.312 

Similarly, the widely circulated The Treasure Box of Women’s Learnings (Onna daigaku 

takarabako 女大學寶箱, 1716) lists jealousy as one of the seven reasons for husbands to divorce 

their wives (shichikyo 七去).313 The constant circulation of injunctions against jealousy 

overlapped with older notions about the female body to promote a broad interest in female 

jealousy and reptilian transformation.314 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
312 Asai Ryōi, Honchō jokan, in Honchō jokan, vol. 2, ed. Kinsei Bungaku Shoshi Kenkyūkai, Kinsei bungaku 
shiryō ruijū, kanazōshi-hen 7 (Tokyo: Benseisha, 1972), 326. This page is a facsimile reproduction of fascicle 12, 16 
ura.  
313 Onna daigaku takarabako (1716), in Onna daigaku shū, ed. Ishikawa Matsutarō, Tōyō bunko 302 (Tokyo: 
Heibonsha, 1977), 34. The section on shichikyo is taken from the same entry in Kaibara Ekiken, “Joshi o oshiyuru 
hō” (vol. 5 of Wazoku dōjikun, 1710). The idea of shichikyo 七去 is from the Confucius idea qiqu 七去 (or qichu 七
出), the seven reasons for husbands to divorce their wives. The word qiqu 七去 first appears in Da Dai Liji 大戴禮

記 (Book of Rites by Dai the Elder) is a collection of ritual observations written during the Former Han period (206 
BCE-8 CE). It was compiled at the same time when the book Liji 禮記 (Book of Rites) took shape that later became 
one of the Five Confucian Classics (wujing 五經). Da Dai Liji mentions: “There are seven reasons for husbands to 
divorce their wives: 1) not obedient to the in-laws, 2) childless, 3) adultery, 4) jealousy, 5) disease, 6) talking too 
much, and 7) theft.” See the “Benming” 本命 chapter in Da Dai Liji. 
314 Shimazaki: 173-174. 
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Chapter Five 

Old Women as Keepers of the Borders: Datsueba and Meng Po 

 

I mentioned in chapter 2 that when in the late medieval period in Japan, Kumano bikuni told 

the stories and showed images of women’s hells, they also revisited and reworked underworld 

figures such as Datsueba 奪衣婆, who had appeared in Japanese stories from at least as early as 

the eleventh century. My goal in this chapter is to explore the kinds of contemporary issues and 

concerns that the new, revised representations of Datsueba addressed in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. And in the last section of the chapter, I offer a basis for a comparative 

perspective by analyzing the construction and reception in China of another female figure of the 

netherworld, Meng Po 孟婆 (Lady of Forgetfulness), in an attempt to throw light on the way these 

two elderly women evolved as figures in representations of hell produced in Japan and China, and 

to identify differences in what these representations tell us about how this world relates to the next.  

 

Early Stories of Datsueba: Renshū’s Journey to Hell and Back 

 

In the Japanese popular imagination of hell, as mentioned earlier, Datsueba 奪衣婆 

(sometimes also written in 脱衣婆) is a terrifying old woman who sits by the Sanzu River (sanzu 

no kawa 三途の川; River of Three Crossings), which people are supposed to traverse after they 

die. Showing no mercy, she robs the deceased of their clothes, and hangs the clothes on the 

branches of a tree called the eryōju 衣領樹 (Clothes-Receiving Tree). In some versions of 

Datsueba stories, she takes the clothes and passes them to her male counterpart Ken’e-ō 懸衣翁, 

who sits in the tree, and it is he who hangs the clothes. The eryōju serves as a scale for weighing 

the clothes, measuring the worth of past actions: the heavier the clothes, the heavier the sins the 

person who once wore them committed. The name Datsueba first appeared in Bussetsu Jizō 

bosatsu hosshin innen jūō kyō 仏説地蔵菩薩発心因縁十王経 (The Sutra on Jizō Bodhisattva’s 

Aspiration for Enlightenment and the Ten Kings; often abbreviated as Jizō jūō kyō 地蔵十王経, 

The Jizō Ten Kings Sutra), which is thought to have been composed by the twelfth century by an 

anonymous Japanese monk based on the ninth-century Chinese Foshuo yuxiu shiwang shengqi 
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jing 仏説預修十王生七経 (Scripture on the Ten Kings).315  

Datsueba in her persona as a watchwoman of the postmortem realm residing by the Sanzu 

River started to appear in Japanese Buddhist popular narratives in the eleventh century. The story 

relating to Renshū 蓮秀, which recounts the back-from-the-dead experience of a Buddhist priest, 

is an early example of the Datsueba myth integrated with the Japanese netherworld landscape. This 

tale was first included in the eleventh-century Hokke genki and was subsequently retold in 

Konjaku, later in the same century, and the Kannon riyaku shū 観音利益集 (Collection of the 

Benefits of Kannon Bodhisattva).316 As a setsuwa, the story was probably first transmitted orally 

and later written down. It was then retold, in a series of variations, which then again assumed 

written form. Employed as tools for religious education by Buddhist priests as a means to make 

Buddhism accessible to an audience that could not read, the multiple variants of the story evolved 

and served different purposes at different times. For example, the story in Hokke genki stresses the 

efficacy of the Lotus Sutra, while the variant in Kannon riyaku shū highlights the power of the 

bodhisattva Kannon (Avalokiteśvara). 

Known by a variety of titles, Hokke genki was compiled by the Tendai sect monk Chingen 鎮

源 sometime between 1040 and 1044 as testament to the superior efficacy of belief in the Lotus 

Sutra. It includes a story about a Buddhist priest called Renshū who is brought back to life after 

he dies because of his devotion to the bodhisattva Kannon. In the story, the protagonist encounters 

“a hag demon” (Ō-ki 嫗鬼) by the Sanzu River who attempts to snatch his clothes. However, four 

divine youths appear and stop her, claiming that the monk is a reciter of the Lotus Sutra and is thus 

protected by Kannon, and then escort him back to the world of the living: 

 
Priest Renshū317 was a resident monk in the Daigo-ji monastery.318 For many years, he 

practiced continuous chanting the Lotus Sutra every day without indolence. He also practiced 

 
315 Jizō jūō kyō has a description of “Seitofu Daiseiji-ji Shamon Zosen iutsu” 成都府大聖慈恩寺沙門蔵川述 
(described by Zosen, a priest of Daiseiji-ji Temple in Chengdu) at the beginning of the book. The Chinese scripture 
Foshuo yuxiu shiwang shengqi jing (Scripture on the Ten Kings, with the full title Foshuo Yanluowang shouji 
sizhong nixiu shengqi wangsheng jingtu jing 仏説閻羅王授記四衆逆修生七往生浄土経) has the same description. 
Zangchuan 蔵川 (Jp. Zosen) is a Tang dynasty monk. The Chinese Scripture on the Ten Kings is a Tang dynasty 
scripture, which is preserved at Dunhuang. Both the Japanese Jizō jūō kyō and the Chinese Scripture on the Ten 
Kings were in wide circulation in Japan at the time. 
316 Ozaki Kyūya 尾崎久彌 ed., Kanazawa bunko-bon Kannon riyaku shū 金澤文庫本觀音利益集 23, Kannon 
Tankōkai, 1939. 
317 The life of Renshū is unknown. In Kannon riyaku shū 23, his names is written in the characters 運秀. 
318 Daigo-ji 醍醐寺 temple in Kyoto. 



118 
 

continuous chanting of the Kannon Sutra. Every eighteenth day of the month,319 he observed 
the rules of restraint in eating. Retreated from the worldly path, though he had wife and 
children, he still relied his heart on the faith of the dharma-flower (i.e. Lotus Sutra) and the 
great vehicle (i.e. Mahāyāna Buddhism). Renshū chanted one hundred volumes of the 
Kannon Sutra every day,320 until he got seriously ill. Mentally disturbed by the painful 
suffering, he breathed his last, and his body turned cold. He entered the gate of the death at 
once. He left for the remote postmortem path, separated from the world of human beings and 
crossed the deep dark mountains and perilous peaks. The journey was distant, on which one 
could not hear birdsong but only had the kind of cruel and ferocious supernatural beings. 
After passing over deep mountains, there was a great running river. It was wide and deep and 
terrifying. There was a hag demon on the north bank of that river. Her appearance was ugly. 
She lived under a big tree. There were hundreds and thousands of clothes hanging on its tree 
branches. This (hag) demon saw the monk, asked him, “Now you should know this is the 
Sanzu River. I am the Hag of the Sanzu River. You should take off your clothes and give 
them to me so that you can cross the river.” 

At that time, four heavenly children suddenly arrived and said, “You, hag demon, why 
do you rob this monk’s clothes? This monk is a holder (believer/devotee) of the Lotus Sutra, 
a person who receives the support and power of the Kannon bodhisattva.” Right away the 
hag demon joined her palms to pay reverence to the monk. The heavenly children said to the 
monk, “This place is the postmortem path, where people who have evil karma come. You 
should return to your original land quickly, keep cleaving to the wonderful dharma, 
remember the Kannon bodhisattva by chanting his name, abandon birth and death, and be 
reborn in the Pure Land afterwards.” When Renshū was about to return, two heavenly 
children appeared and greeted him, said, “The Kamo Myōjin (Kamo god), who saw you 
walking on the postmortem path, dispatched us to accompany you on your return.” After one 
night passed, Renshū came back to life. His disease was cured. He enjoyed food and drink 
and was restored to his original health. With increased power of faith, he recited the Lotus 
Sutra, kept the Kannon bodhisattva in mind continuously. This does not grow weary even 
now. There were also many kinds of extraordinary dreams, which were not recorded in this 
story.  
沙門蓮秀は、醍醐の住僧なり。頃年法華を持して。毎日に懈倦することなし。

兼て観音を念持して。十八日に持斎せり。世路に牽かれて。妻子を具すといへど

も、心は猶し法華大乗を帰信せり。毎日に観音経一百巻を読誦せり。乃至重き病

を受け取りて。辛苦悩乱し。身冷え息絶えて、即ち死門に入れり。遙に冥途に向

ひて、人間の境を隔てたり。深く幽なる山、険難の高き峰を超えて、その途遼遠

なり。鳥の声を聞かず、僅に鬼神暴悪の類あり。深き山を過ぎ已りて、大きなる

流の河あり。広く深くして怖畏すべし。その河の北の岸に一の嫗の鬼あり。その

 
319 “The eighteenth day” is the ennichi 縁日 (days when people have a spiritual connection with Shinto or Buddhist 
deities) of Kannon bodhisattva. The Dunhuang version Dizang pusa shizhairi 地蔵菩薩十斎日 (Ten Purifying Days 
of Dizang/Jizō Bodhisattva) writes, “On the eighteenth day, King Yama descends; invoke the name of 
Avalokitêśvara Bodhisattva… observe the rules of restraint of eating and removing wrongs” (十八日閻羅王下念觀
音菩薩⋯⋯持斎除罪). 
320 Here “the Kannon Sutra” is a popular name for a chapter (chapter 25) in the Lotus Sutra entitled Guanshiyin pusa 
pumenpin 觀世音菩薩普門品 (Chapter of the Universal Gate of Avalokitêśvara Bodhisattva). It writes about how 
Avalokitêśvara Bodhisattva appears in this world to save the sentient beings. 
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形醜く陋しくして、大きな樹の下に住せり。その樹の枝に百千種の衣を懸けた

り。この鬼、僧を見て問ひて言はく、汝今当に知るばし。これは三途の河にし

て、我はこれ三途の河の嫗なり。汝衣服を脱ぎて、我に与へて渡るべしといへ

り。 
時に四の天童あり。忽ちに来り至りて言はく、汝嫗の鬼、争かこの僧の衣を奪

ひ取る。この沙門は、法華の持者にして、観音の加護したまふ人なりといへり。

時に嫗の鬼、合掌して僧を敬へり。天童、沙門に語りて言はく、ここはこれ冥途

にして、悪業の人の来る処なり。早く本の国に還り、能く妙法を持して、観音を

称念し、生死を捨て離れて、後に浄土に生まれよといへり。将て還る間、途中に

二の天童あり。来り迎へて云はく、賀茂明神、冥途に赴くを見て、将て還らしめ

むがために遣すところなりといへり。一夜を逕竟りて、即ち蘇生することを得た

り。病患を除き愈して、飲食を受け用ゐ。本の体を得了へぬ。倍信力を増して、

法花を読誦し、観音を持念すること、今に退かず。また多くの種の奇異の夢想あ

り。更にこれを記さず。321 
 

Konjaku 16:36, “How Renshū, a Daigo Priest, Came Back to Life by Devotion to Kannon” 

(Daigo-no-sō Renshū Kannon ni tsukaumatsurite yomigaeru wo uru koto 醍醐僧蓮秀仕観音得

活語), dating from the twelfth century, is a similar but later tale about Renshū’s experience on “the 

postmortem path” (meido 冥途). The following story, which focuses on miracles of Kannon, the 

bodhisattva of mercy, is probably based on the above Hokke genki story:  

 

At a time now past, in the Daigo monastery, there lived a monk named Renshū. Though 
he had wife and children, he diligently and for many years dedicated his service to the 
Kannon bodhisattva, chanting one hundred volumes of the Kannon Sutra every day. He also 
worshipped frequently at the Kamo Shrine. 

Before long, Renshū got seriously ill, and he was very much disturbed by the painful 
sufferings. After a few days, he died. After one night had passed, Renshū came back to life. 
He told his wife, “When I died, I crossed deep dark mountains and perilous peaks and went 
on a remote path. Traces of human beings were extinguished; I no longer heard the songs of 
birds. I only saw extremely terrifying supernatural beings. After passing this deep mountain, 
there was a great river. It was wide and deep and very terrifying. There was a hag on this side 
of the bank of the river. Her appearance was like a demon, which was extremely terrifying. 
She lived □□□ a big □□□□□. □□□□□ demon □□□□□ ‘This is the □□□□□□□ River. I am the 
Hag of the Sanzu River. You should take off your clothes quickly and give them to me so 
you can cross the river.’ 

At that time, as Renshū took off his clothes and prepared to give them to the hag, four 
 

321 Dai Nihonkoku Hokekyō genki 大日本国法華経験記 the middle book, story No.70 “Renshū hōshi” 蓮秀法師 in 
Ōjōden, Hokke kenki , Iwanami Shoten 1974 (Nihon shisō taikei 7), 138-139. I translated this passage myself. For a 
full translation of Hokekyō genki, see Yoshiko Kurata Dykstra trans., Miraculous tales of the Lotus sutra from 
ancient Japan: the Dainihonkoku Hokekyōkenki of Priest Chingen. Hirakata: Intercultural Research Institute, Kansai 
University of Foreign Studies, 1983. 
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heavenly children suddenly appeared, took away the clothes that Renshū was going to give 
to the hag, and said to the hag, ‘Renshū is a holder (believer/devotee) of the Lotus Sutra, a 
person who receives the support and power of the Kannon bodhisattva. You, hag demon, how 
could you possibly take away Renshū’s clothes?’ Right away, the hag demon joined her 
palms to pray in reverence to Renshū and did not take his clothes. 

Then the heavenly children instructed Renshū, said, ‘You should already know that this 
is the path of the afterlife, a place where people who have evil karma come. You should return 
to your original land quickly, keep chanting the Lotus Sutra, remember the Kannon 
bodhisattva by chanting his name and serve him all the more, abandon birth and death, and 
pray to be reborn in the Pure Land.’ When they were about to accompany Renshū back, two 
more heavenly children came to greet Renshū on the way, said, ‘We were dispatched by the 
Kamo Myōjin, who saw Renshū following the path of the afterlife and sent us to accompany 
him on his return.’ When I was thinking about it, I came back to life.” 

After that, his disease was immediately cured. He was able to eat and drink as usual. 
Also, he performed all daily movements well, just as he did before he got the disease. After 
that, he recited the Lotus Sutra and served the Kannon bodhisattva all the more. Also, he 
went to worship at the Kamo Shrine. 

Though other gods exist, the god of Kamo is a god who can even help people on the path 
of the afterlife. So the tale’s been told, and so it’s been handed down. 
今昔、醍醐二蓮秀ト云フ僧有ケリ。妻子ヲ具セリト云ヘドモ、年来懃ニ観音ニ

仕ケリ、毎日ニ観音品百巻ヲゾ読奉ケル。亦、常ニ賀茂ノ御社ニゾ参ケル。 
而ル間、蓮秀ガ身ニ重キ病ヲ受テ、苦ミ悩ム事無限シ。日来ヲ経テ、遂ニ死

ヌ。其ノ後、一夜ヲ経テ活ヌ。妻子ニ語テ云ク、「我レ死テ、尚ク322嶮キ峰ヲ超

テ、遥ノ道ヲ行キキ。人ノ跡絶テ、鳥ノ音ヲダニ不聞ズ。只極テ怖シ気ナル鬼神

ヲノミ見ル。此ノ深キ山ヲ超畢テ、大ナル河有リ。広ク深クシテ、怖シ気ナル事

無限シ。其ノ河ノ此方ノ岸ニ一人嫗有リ。其ノ形鬼ノ如ク也。甚ダ怖ロシ。一ノ

大□□□□□□□□323ニ居タリ。□□□□□□□衣ヲ懸タリ。而ル間、此ノ嫗ニ鬼□□□
『□□□□□□□□河也。我レハ此レ、三途河ノ嫗也。汝ヂ速ニ衣ヲ脱テ、我レニ令得
テ、河可渡シ』ト。 
其ノ時ニ、蓮秀衣ヲ脱テ、嫗ニ与ヘムト為ル間、四人ノ天童俄ニ来テ、蓮秀ガ

嫗ニ与ヘムト為ル衣ヲ奪取テ、嫗ニ云ク、『蓮秀ハ此レ法花ノ持者、観音ノ加護

シ給フ人也。汝ヂ嫗鬼、何ゾ蓮秀ガ衣ヲ可得キゾ』ト。其ノ時ニ、嫗鬼掌ヲ合セ

テ蓮秀ヲ敬テ、衣ヲ不得ズ。 
而ル間、天童蓮秀ニ語テ云ク、『汝ヂ此ヲバ知レリヤ。冥途也。悪業ノ人ノ来

ル所也。汝ヂ、速ニ本国ニ返テ、吉、法花経ヲ読誦シ、弥ヨ観音ヲ念ジ奉テ、生

死ヲ離レテ浄土ニ生レム事ヲ願ヘ』ト教ヘテ、蓮秀ヲ具シテ将返ル間、途中ニ亦

二人ノ天童来リ向テ云ク、『我等ハ此レ賀茂ノ明神ノ、蓮秀ガ冥途ニ趣クヲ見給

テ、令将返メムガ為ニ遣ス所也』ト云フ、ト思フ程ニ、活レル也」ト語ル。 
其ノ後、病忽ニ止テ、飲食スル事本ノ如シ。亦、起居軽クシテ前ニ不違ズ。其

ノ後ハ、弥ヨ法花経ヲ読誦シ、観音ニ仕ケリ。亦、賀茂ノ御社ニ参ケリ。 
神ニ在スト云ヘドモ、賀茂ハ冥途ノ事ヲモ助給フ也ケリ。此クナム語リ伝ヘタ

 
322 The character 尚 is a miswriting of the character 高. 
323 The characters are missing here due to the damage of text. 
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ルトヤ。324 
 

Even though both tales follow the same storyline and plot, Konjaku 16:36 reworks both the 

narrative and the religious connotations. The fact that Renshū is both a devout believer of the 

Kannon bodhisattva and a frequent visitor of the Kamo Shrine reflects the syncretism of kami and 

buddhas (shinbutsu shūgō 神仏習合) at that time. Unlike the Hokke genki account, story reveals 

the power of Kannon as well as the efficacy of the Kamo Myōjin 賀茂明神 (Kamo god).325  

The journey to the afterlife is told through the eyes and voice of the traveler Renshū. Both the 

Hokke genki and Konjaku texts use similar language to describe it as a remote place without any 

signs of human inhabitants. Although other tales in Konjaku tend to depict netherworld sojourners 

traveling in an open field when they are on the paths to the postmortem realm,326 the world after 

death in this story is portrayed as an otherworld with mountains, river, and nonhuman inhabitants.  

The only inhabitant of this world, which is “separated from the world of human beings,”327 is 

an old woman who claims to be “the Hag of the Sanzu River” (sanzu-kawa no onna 三途河の嫗). 

Interestingly, while the Hokke genki describes her as “a hag demon on the north bank of that 

river,”328 the Konjaku text says: “There was a hag on this side of the bank of the river. Her 

appearance was like a demon…”.329 Neither the word ba-ki 婆鬼 in Jizō jūō kyō nor the word ō-ki 

嫗鬼 in Hokke genki appears in the Konjaku text. Instead, Konjaku 16:36 refers to her as “a hag” 

(hitori no onna 一人嫗) whose “appearance was like a demon,” which indicates that she actually 

is not an oni 鬼 (demon). The shift in location from “the north bank” in Hokke genki to “this side 

of the bank” (konata no kishi 此方ノ岸) in Konjaku 16:36 is also intriguing. Does “this side of the 

 
324 NKBZ 日本古典文学全集 36, 284-286. I translated this passage myself. For English translation of Konjaku 
monogatari shū, see Yoshiko Kurata Dykstra’s works. This tale is in The Konjaku tales. Japanese section: from a 
medieval Japanese collection. 3 volumes. Hirakata: Intercultural Research Institute, Kansai Gaidai University 
Publication, 1998-2003. 
325 Kamo Myōjin 賀茂明神 refers to the enshrined deities of Kamo-jinja Shrine. Kamo Taketsunumi no Mikoto 賀
茂建角身命 and Tamayorihime no Mikoto 玉依姫 are the enshrined deities of Kamomioya-jinja Shrine (the lower 
Kamo Shrine), and Kamowake ikazuchi no Mikoto 賀茂別雷命 is the enshrined deity of Kamowake Ikazuchi-jinja 
Shrine (the upper Kamo Shrine).  
326 A number of tales in Konjaku tend to depict netherworld sojourners traveling in an open field when they are on 
the paths to the postmortem realm. For example, Konjaku 17:23 “依地蔵助活人造六地藏語” (346), Konjaku 17:28 
“京住女人依地蔵助得活語” (360), Konjaku 17:26 “買龜放男依地蔵助得活語” (355). 
327 The original text in Hokke genki: “人間の境を隔てたり.” 
328 その河の北の岸に一の嫗の鬼 
329 其ノ河ノ此方ノ岸ニ一人嫗有リ。其ノ形鬼ノ如ク也 
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bank” suggest the shore of the living world (shigan 此岸), in contrast to the other side of shore 

(higan 彼岸) of the dead? If so, it accentuates the image of the hag as a keeper of the border 

between the living and the dead. This location is also different from the Jizō jūō kyō setting, which 

puts Datsueba on the other side of the river. According to Konjaku 16:36, souls of the deceased 

meet the hag and take off their clothes on “this side of the bank” of the Sanzu River so as to get to 

the other side of shore to wait for judgment. By making the four divine youths take back Renshū’s 

clothes from the hag who “did not take his clothes,” the Konjaku tale implies that the not losing 

his clothes allows Renshū to return to the world of the living. The hag of the Sanzu River in the 

Konjaku tale is not merely a watchwoman on the border of the netherworld—she becomes border 

(between this world and the other world) itself.  

Hokke genki and Konjaku stories largely enrich Datsueba’s character and status. For example, 

the statement “the hag demon joined her palms to pay reverence to the monk” indicates that she is 

ranked lower than “a holder of the Lotus Sutra, a person who receives the support and power of 

the Kannon bodhisattva.” Meanwhile, the syncretism of kami and buddhas (shinbutsu shūgō 神仏

習合) becomes a prominent theme in these two narratives, especially the Konjaku tale. The 

description in the Hokke genki tale of Renshū continually chanting the Lotus Sutra and Kannon 

Sutra disappears in Konjaku 16:36. Instead, the Konjaku tale adds, “Besides, he also went 

worshipping at the Kamo Shrine frequently.”330 The first four divine youths Renshū encountered, 

who helped him to get back his clothes from the hag, are from the Buddhist side, while the extra 

two divine youths on his way back to the living world, who accompany him to return, are from the 

Kamo Myōjin side. This syncretism of kami and buddhas is an underlying feature of the medieval 

popular narratives of Datsueba. 

 

Clothes on Tree Branches: The Origin of Datsueba 

 

In the above two eleventh- and twelfth-century tales, “the Hag of the Sanzu River” does not 

have a specific name. Instead, we have the key attributes of Datsueba: old age, demonic 

appearance, location by the Sanzu River, and attempt to snatch clothes. To understand where this 

female gatekeeper of hell and its characteristics come from, we need to place this in comparative 

 
330 亦、常ニ賀茂ノ御社ニゾ参ケル 
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perspective, which has not been done before. 

The name Datsueba, as I mentioned earlier, first appeared in the twelfth-century Jizō jūō kyō 

地蔵十王経 (The Jizō Ten Kings Sutra) scripture. The Japanese Jizō jūō kyō, like its ninth-century 

Chinese archetype Scripture on the Ten Kings, describes the journey of the deceased in which they 

undergo a trial administered by a judge every seven days for the first forty-nine days after death, 

on the one-hundredth day, on the first month after the first full year, and on the third year after 

death.331 There are ten kings acting as judges of the underworld, each in charge of one court. 

Datsueba appears in the trial held by the King of the First River (初江王, Ch. Chujiang Wang, Jp. 

Shokō-ō), the second of the ten kings, who takes part in the judicial process: 

 
The second. The palace of the King of the First River (Śākya Tathāgata) 
The bend of the Head Burying River is beside the First River, connected to the 

government office, used for the ferry crossings. The large river in the front is the Head Burying 
(River). For the deceased to cross over, it is called the Ford of River Nai. There are three ferry 
crossings: the first is Torrent of Mountains and Waters, the second is Abyss of River Deep, the 
third is Ferry with Bridge. There is a big tree in front of the government office, called Clothes-
Receiving (Tree). Two demons live in the shadows of the tree. The first is called the Clothes-
snatching Hag, the second is called Clothes-hanging Male Troll. The hag demon admonishes 
the activities of theft, breaks two fingers of the dead who committed theft; the male troll 
demon hates the sin of unrighteousness,332 forcibly presses the head and feet of the dead who 
committed unrighteousness into a heap. A female sinner finds her first man, lets him carry her 
on his shoulders. The ox heads333 clasp iron cudgels to their shoulders, push the couple to 
cross the stream and they all gather under the tree. The hag demon strips the clothes from the 
deceased; the troll demon hangs the clothes on the branches of the tree. The high and low 
heights of the branches manifest the degree of the sins, which are reported to the next King’s 
court. 

At that time the Most Honored One Among Devas remarks such explanation in the verse 
says: 

During the second seven, dead people cross the River Nai; 
In hordes of a thousand and groups of ten thousand they step through the river’s waves. 
The ox heads who guide the way clasp cudgels to their shoulders;334 
The horse heads press people ahead with pitchforks on their waists. 
For those who made oxen suffer or ate oxen, the ox heads come; 

 
331 For the provenance of the Ten Kings, see Teiser’s The Scripture on the Ten Kings. 
332 Some scholars contend “the (sin of) unrighteousness” here refers to adultery (furin 不倫). See Ishida Mizumaro 
石田瑞麿, Minshū kyōten 民衆経典, (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobō, Bukkyō Kyōtensen 12, 1986), 204-208. 
333 Ox heads (Ch. niutou 牛頭). Together with “horse face” (mamian 馬面), ox heads are commonly depicted as 
guards in the underworld in Indian and Chinese sources; see Dunhuang suwenxue luncong 敦煌俗文學論叢, pp. 
217-22; Mochizuki, Daijiten, pp. 1266c-67a. 
334 The first half of this hymns is mostly the same as the correspondent hymns in the Chinese Scripture on the Ten 
Kings. I used Stephen F. Teiser’s translation of the Chinese hymns for the first three sentences. See Teiser, The 
Scripture on the Ten Kings, translation, 212. 
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For those who rode horses or made horses suffer, the horse heads come often. 
Without clothes, their bodies are hit by the suffering of coldness; 
The male troll demon with evil eyes bares his sharp fangs. 
第二初江王宮（釋迦如來） 
葬頭河曲，於初江邊，官廳相連承所渡。前大河即是葬頭，見渡亡人，名奈河

津；所渡有三，一山水瀨，二江深淵，三有橋渡。官前有大樹，名衣領。樹影住二

鬼，一名奪衣婆，二名懸衣翁。婆鬼警盜業，折兩手指；翁鬼惡無義，逼頭足一所。

尋初開男，負其女人，牛頭銕棒挾二人肩，追渡疾瀨，悉集樹下。婆鬼脫衣，翁鬼懸
枝，顯罪低昂，與後王廳。爾時天尊說是偈言： 
二七亡人渡奈河  千群萬隊涉江波 
引路牛頭肩挾棒  催行馬頭腰擎叉 
苦牛食牛牛頭來  乘馬苦馬馬頭多 
無衣寒苦逼自身  翁鬼惡眼出利牙335 

 
The Japanese Jizō jūō kyō text above introduces Datsueba as an underworld law-enforcement 

figure in associated with the second court, the abode of the King of the First River. However, the 

Chinese Scripture on the Ten Kings doesn’t mention her existence. In fact, the Chinese scripture 

simply includes a hymn describing the deceased attempting to cross the river, which mostly 

coincides with the first half of the verse in the Japanese text: 

 
The second. After seven days they pass before the King of the First River. 
The hymn goes: 
During the second seven, dead people cross the River Nai; 
In hordes of a thousand and groups of ten thousand they step through the river’s waves. 
The ox heads who guide the way clasp cudgels at their shoulders; 
The ghost soldiers who press people ahead raise pitchforks in their hands. 
第二七日過初江王 
讚曰 
二七亡人渡奈河  千群萬隊涉江波 
引路牛頭肩挾棒  催行鬼卒手擎叉336 

 
Juxtaposing the two scriptures, one can see how the Japanese text builds on the simple Chinese 

representation and refines it to encompass a whole new range of details. In the Chinese scripture, 

the King of the First River, named by his geographical significance, stationed at the River Nai 

(Naihe 奈河, or River of No Recourse), which the spirit of the deceased must cross. Both the 

“Head Burying River” (sōzuka 葬頭河) and the “Ford of River Nai” (nakatsu 奈河津) in the 

 
335 CBETA X01n0020 佛說地藏菩薩發心因緣十王經, 0404c10-c21. Punctuated and translated by myself. 
336 Translation from Stephen F. Teiser, The Scripture on the Ten Kings, 212. [Plate 5a] based on P.2003. 
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Japanese text refer to the River Nai. As a threshold dividing this world and the next, the river is a 

liminal space between life and death, between salvation and terror, between human and non-human 

realms. With the dissemination of the Scripture on the Ten Kings, the River Nai became one of the 

most significant topographical spots in the Chinese purgatory, or “underground prisons,” since the 

Tang dynasty.337 The Japanese Jizō jūō kyō text, which builds upon the Chinese Scripture on the 

Ten Kings, refines the narrative by specifying which people can cross the river at the three ferry 

crossings: at the shallows of a mountain stream, at the deep river, or by bridge. The description 

makes the River Nai (in China) the Sanzu River in Japan, literally meaning “River of Three 

Crossings”.338  

By the time the Japanese Jizō jūō kyō had been composed (the twelfth century), the theme of 

the Sanzu River had already appeared in Japanese literature. The words watari-gawa 渡り川 (“The 

River to be Crossed”) and mitsuse-gawa 三瀬川 (“The River of Three Currents”), antonomasia 

for the Sanzu River, are both utakotoba 歌詞 (poetic wording) in Heian period waka poetry, 

examples of which including the famous “The Three Currents” (mitsu-no-se みつの瀬) poem at 

the end of “The Morning Glory” (Asagao 朝顔) Chapter of The Tale of Genji (Genji Monogatari 

源氏物語). 

Although the origin of Datsueba is obscure, it is a product of Chinese influence. The Chinese 

Illustrations to The Scripture on the Ten Kings dated to the Tang dynasty already contained 

imageries of clothes hanging on tree branches, a prototype of the eryōju tree (衣領樹, Ch. yiling 

 
337 The Vaitarani River (Ch. 鞞多羅尼), the eighth satellite hell among the sixteen satellite hells of the Pratāpana 
hell (Ch. 大焦熱地獄), is considered as a possible origin of River Nai or the Sanzu River in later generation Ten 
Kings scriptures. This river also exists in Hinduism hells. It is described as a river full of charred corpses (eshao 惡
燒), floating corpses (epiao 惡漂), and evil snakes (eshe 惡蛇) that devour the sinners. See the “鞞多羅尼河” entry 
in Ciyi ed., Foguang dacidian 佛光大辭典, 6536. The section “鞞多羅尼河” in Zhengfa nianchu jing 正法念處經 
book 12 writes: “復有惡河。彼河名為鞞多羅尼。惡燒惡漂。彼處燒煮。皆悉爛熟。彼河熱灰。赤銅白鑞。

焰燃沸熱。百種千種。惡漂燒煮。如是燒煮。… 又彼比丘。知業果報。觀大焦熱之大地獄。復有何處。彼

見聞知。復有異處。所謂有河。其河名曰鞞多羅尼。惡燒惡漂。是彼地獄第八別處。衆生何業生於彼處。

彼見有人殺生偷盜邪行飲酒妄語邪見。樂行多作。業及果報如前所說。復有邪行。所謂有人。燒香索婦。

把手相付。彼婦無過。心生厭賤。强與作過。�與過已。猶故喜樂而共行欲。彼人以是惡業因緣。身壞命

終。墮於惡處。在彼地獄鞞多羅尼惡燒惡漂大河之處。受大苦惱。所謂苦者。如前所說活等地獄所受苦
惱。彼一切苦。此中具受。” (book 12, “Chapter on Hells” 8, 295) It is noteworthy that the passage in Zhengfa 
nianchu jing scripture does not have any description on an old woman. 
338 Both the “Head Burying River” (sōzuka 葬頭河) and the “Ford of River Nai” (nakatsu 奈河津) in the Japanese 
text refer to the River Nai. Alternative names of the river in Japan also include mitsuse-gawa 三瀬川 and watari-
gawa 渡り川. 
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shu, “Clothes-receiving tree”). Among the five extant Dunhuang Illustrations to The Scripture on 

the Ten Kings produced around the tenth century, both Pelliot chinois 2870 (fig. 18) and 4523 (fig. 

19), which are held at the Bibliothèque nationale de France, illustrate the scene of the deceased 

crossing a river at the second court, while their clothes are hanging on the branches of a tree by 

the riverbank.339 Stephen Teiser conjectures that the story behind this scene, including depictions 

of the Clothes-snatching Hag and Clothes-hanging Troll, must have circulated widely in medieval 

China, but in written sources it survives only in the Japanese Jizō jūō kyō text.340 It is nevertheless 

my conjecture that the hag and the troll, two figures missing from the Chinese illustrations, are 

Japanese inventions that build on the Chinese depiction of the tree. First, there is no mention of 

Datsueba in any extant Chinese text. Moreover, the addition of these two figures is very much the 

same as the addition of the three ferry crossings, which functions to refine the narrative by details. 

It is possible that the author of the Japanese Jizō jūō kyō text had seen some illustrations of The 

Scripture on the Ten King, and tried to make sense of the scene by adding details. For example, the 

imagery in P.2870 of the scene shows five figures attempting to cross the river. The dressed-up 

virtuous woman at the top crosses effortlessly by a bridge, the next three wading through shallows 

are nearly drowning, and the one on the left has already crossed.341 The Japanese Jizō jūō kyō text 

specifies the details of three ferry crossings. The two added figures, Datsueba (Clothes-snatching 

Hag) and Ken’e-ō (Clothes-hanging Old Man) explain the imagery of sinners’ clothes hanging 

from a tree on the riverbank. Using P.2870 as an example, one can see three pieces of clothing 

hanging on high and low branches of a tree by the river. The tree is actually a scale, says the 

Japanese Jizō jūō kyō text, which measures the worth of people’s past actions. This explains to the 

viewers how the tree in this scene comes to function. 

 

 

Fig. 18   Pelliot 2870 (illustration with text), ninth-tenth century 

 

 

 
339 For the discussion on the differences among these illustrations to The Scripture on the Ten Kings, see Stephen F. 
Teiser, The Scripture on the Ten Kings, Appendix 4, 228-229. 
340 Teiser, The Scripture on the Ten Kings, 33. 
341 In P.2003, the scene shows eight figures attempting to cross the river. The two at the top are nearly drowning, the 
virtuous woman crosses effortlessly by a bridge, the next three wade through shallows, and the two at the bottom 
have already crossed. 
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Fig. 19   Pelliot 4523 (illustration only), tenth century 

 

The vital task that Datsueba (and her male counterpart Ken’e-ō) undertake at the second court 

is helping the King adjudicate by collecting the evidence of their sin, which is reflected in their 

clothes. The fact that the assessment of the sinners’ clothes happens after they have crossed the 

river indicates that the river itself has a judgment function. Those who have committed severe sins 

are supposed to cross at a deeper point of the river. After they reach the other shore, their clothes 

are taken by Datsueba and then passed to Ken’e-ō, who hangs the wet clothing on the tree to 

inspect their weight. The more moisture the clothes have absorbed, the heavier the sins are.  

In the Japanese Jizō jūō kyō, Datsueba and Ken’e-ō appear as a male-female pair with equal 

power, while in later texts the Ken’e-ō figure gradually fades away and Datsueba becomes the 

single most prominent warden residing by the Sanzu River. Datsueba is more crucial than Ken’e-

ō, whose duty is to operate the tree-scale. The robe is not only an object to shroud one’s physical 

body and shield it from shame, it also always becomes the embodiment of a person (especially 

posthumously). For example, in the fourth story of Nihon Ryōiki 日本霊異記 (The Record of 

Miraculous Events in Japan, ca. 822), “On Prince Regent Shōtoku’s Showing Extraordinary 

Signs,” a story of Prince Shōtoku’s encounter with a beggar in Kataoka, the clothes hanging on 

tree branches becomes the embodiment of the beggar who is now gone.342 Accounts of the 

existence of “cenotaph containing clothes of the deceased” (yiguan zhong 衣冠冢) in ancient 

China dates back to the Han dynasty in Sima Qian’s Records of the Grand Historian (Shiji 史記), 

which claims that the ministers of the Yellow Emperor buried the emperor’s attire to make a 

cenotaph after he transcended to heaven.343 As a potential substitute for the body, clothes can 

 
342 Nihon Ryōiki story 4 “Shōtoku no ōmiko ayashiki shirushi arawa koto no moto 聖徳皇太子の異しき表を示し
たまひし縁” is a story of Prince Shōtoku’s encounter with a beggar in Kataoka. In the story, Shōtoku was traveling 
then he saw a starving beggar lying by the roadside. He took off his robe and covered him, but the beggar was too 
weak to answer. In sympathy for his plight the prince composed a song and then continued his journey. When 
Shōtoku returned from his journey, he saw the robe hanging on tree branches, but the beggar disappeared. (In 
another version of the story, the beggar died soon after the prince arranged for his burial. A few days later, the 
prince sent back a messenger because he believed the dead man to have been some sort of saint. The servant found 
that the corpse had disappeared from the sealed tomb and nothing remained save the prince’s robe left on top of the 
coffin.) 
343 The “Treatise about the sacrifice for Heaven and Earth” (fengshan shu 封禪書) in Records of the Grand 
Historian (Shiji 史記) writes: “其來年冬, 上議曰: 古者先振兵釋旅, 然後封禪。” 乃遂北巡朔方, 勒兵十餘萬, 還
祭黃帝冢橋山, 釋兵須如。上曰: ‘吾聞黃帝不死, 今有冢, 何也?’ 或對曰: ‘黃帝已仙上天, 群臣葬其衣冠。’”; 
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represent the identity of a person. Therefore, the deprivation of clothes can be considered a 

deprivation of social identity. Datsueba’s stripping off clothes functions not only as a trial but also 

as a denial. Datsueba’s clothes-snatching is punishment for bad deeds as well as a denial of this-

worldly status, identity, and property. This belief also engendered the Japanese custom of putting 

“ferriage” (watashi-sen 渡銭) in the coffins. Saikaku ōyakazu 西鶴大矢数 (A Great Number of 

Arrows by Saikaku), a 4,000-verse haikai 俳諧 linked verse sequence composed by Saikaku 

published in 1681, includes the stanza: “Here again the ferriage is taken, even while the hag at the 

shore of the Sanzu River is away.”344 Although the Jizō jūō kyō names three ferry crossings—

Torrent of Mountains and Waters, Abyss of River Deep, and Ferry with Bridge—the idea of 

crossing the Sanzu River by bridge had waned by the end of the Heian period. Later the Japanese 

gradually came to think that the ferryboat was the way to cross the Sanzu River. The “ferriage” for 

crossing the Sanzu River is “six mon coins” (rokumon 六文, also rokumon-sen 六文銭, or rokudō-

sen 六道銭). Putting six mon coins in the coffin became a funeral custom in Edo period, as people 

believed that those who fail to pay this netherworld currency (meisen 冥銭) or “ferriage” would 

be stripped of their clothes by Datsueba after death. 

I argue that the Jizō jūō kyō text is a Japanese invention based on a particular representation 

of female sinners, delineated in a passage inserted in the description of the duties of Datsueba and 

Ken’e-ō: “A female sinner finds her first man, lets him carry her on his shoulders. The ox heads 

clasp iron cudgels at their shoulders, push them to cross the stream and all gather under the tree.” 

(尋初開男，負其女人，牛頭銕棒挾二人肩，追渡疾瀨，悉集樹下) Since there is no mention 

of such configuration between man and woman by the River Nai in any extant Chinese text, 

“women to be carried by their first men when crossing the Sanzu River” should be considered an 

uniquely Japanese configuration, probably related to the uxorilocal marriage system widely 

practiced during the Heian period. In an age when the aristocratic women spent most of their time 

sitting in their residences, usually awaiting visits from the men, the view of love is largely shaped 

by the matrilocal culture in which the “woman waiting for the man to come.” The woman cannot 

escape the fate of being “one who waits” (matsu-mi 待つ身) even in the netherworld. 

 
The “Treatise on Sacrifices” (jiaozi zhi 郊祀誌) in Book of Han (Han shu 漢書) writes: “黃帝以僊上天, 群臣葬其

衣冠。” 
344 Saikaku ōyakazu 26: “爰は又とらひで置うか渡し銭 三途川原の婆は留守でも.” 
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Such traditional view of love is best exemplified by Heian period waka poetry, in which the 

words Watari-gawa 渡り川 (“The River to be Crossed”) and Mitsuse-gawa 三瀬川 (“The River 

of Three Currents”), antonomasia for the Sanzu River, are both used as utakotoba 歌言葉 (poetic 

language/wording). Tamura Masahiko indicates that, in poetic exchanges (zōtōka 贈答歌) between 

men and women, these two words join the motif of death with undying love and remake the Sanzu 

River as a place for posthumous reunion.345 While watari-gawa is a more common utakotoba than 

mitsuse-gawa, both words appear in extant poetic exchanges around the tenth century.  

One of the earliest examples of mitsuse-gawa is in the tenth-century Fu-no-dainagon dono 

haha ue shū 傅大納言殿母上集 (Collection of Great Minister Fu’s Honored Mother), the 

collection of the mother of Fujiwara no Michitsuna 藤原道綱母 (936-995). Mitsuse-gawa as a 

utakotoba became well known as a result of the “The Three Currents” (mitsu no se みつの瀬) 

poem at the end of “The Morning Glory,” Chapter 20 of The Tale of Genji (Genji Monogatari 源

氏物語), composed in the early years of the eleventh century: 

 
As I follow my longing for the departed,  
I fear not finding her shade on the banks of the Three Currents. 
亡き人を慕ふ心にまかせても 
影見ぬ三つの瀬にや惑はむ 
nakihito o shinou kokoro ni makasetemo 
kage minu mitsunose ni ya madowamu 
 

In this dokueika (独詠歌, waka composed without a specific addressee in mind), Genji 

expresses his sentiments towards his deceased lover: both the words “the departed” (nakihito 亡

き人) and “shade” (kage 影) refer to Lady Fujitsubo 藤壺, the high consort of Genji’s father and 

his lost love. Intriguingly, Genji indicates in the second line of this poem his fear of not being able 

to see Fujitsubo by the Sanzu River. Does this suggest that the author Murasaki Shikibu 紫式部 

was aware of the notion that “women needed to be carried by their first man when crossing the 

Sanzu River” in Jizō jūō kyō? Since Lady Fujitsubo’s “first man” (shokai no otoko 初開の男) is 

 
345 Tamura Masahiko 田村正彦, “Watasu otoko to matsu onna: kodai ni okeru Sanzu no kawa no shinkō ni tsuite 渡
す男と待つ女—古代における三途の川の信仰について”, 15-30; and “Sanzu no kawa ni matsu waru ‘shokai no 
otoko’ no zokushin 三途の川にまつわる「初開の男」の俗信” in Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 国文学解釈

と鑑賞 vol.75 No.12 (955, Dec 2010). 
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Kiritsubo Emperor 桐壷帝, she would have to be carried by the emperor according to this belief. 

Annotations by contemporary Japanese scholars are mostly based on the assumption of Murasaki 

Shikibu was aware of the “first man” belief. Inasmuch as a woman would be carried by her first 

man when wading through the Sanzu River, Genji would not be able to meet Lady Fujitsubo even 

in the netherworld.346 Genji fears that even if he, transcending life and death, goes to the banks of 

the Sanzu River in search of his departed lover, he is ineligible to meet her there. The second line 

shows the desperation behind this poem as well as a sense of powerlessness and loneliness. 

Examples of the usage of watari-gawa can be traced back to the tenth-century waka anthology 

Kokin wakashū 古今和歌集 (Collection of Japanese Poems of Ancient and Modern Times, often 

abbreviated as Kokinshū 古今集). The first poem of book sixteen, in the category of “Laments” 

(aishōka 哀傷歌), is composed by Ono no Takamura小野篁 (802-853) to mourn the death of his 

younger sister: 

 
Written while his younger sister passed away. 
いもうとの身まかりける時よみける 
May the crying tears become rain, drop on the river to be crossed 
If the water rises, you will come back. 
なくなみだ雨とふらなむわたり川 
水まさりなばかへりくるがに 347 
naku namida ame to furanamu watarigawa 
mizu masari naba kaeri kuru gani 

 
The “rain” in this poem implies shigure 時雨, the sudden, cold showers of late autumn and early 

winter. It is a motif in traditional waka poetry often associated with the grief caused by the memory 

of the dead. By drawing on this natural image traditionally associated with lament, watari-gawa 

渡り川 (“The River to be Crossed”) in this poem presents a landscape infused with the character’s 

feelings of loss and grief. “You will come back” transgresses the boundary of the netherworld, 

since the way across the Sanzu River is conventionally conceived by as a one-way trip of no return.  

Another important example is a zōtōka in Minamoto no Saneakira’s 源信明 (910-970) 

personal collection Saneakira shū 信明集 (Collection of Saneakira): 

 

 
346 Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei 新日本古典文学大系 (SNKT) 20, Genji monogatari 源氏物語 2, 1994. 
347 Kokin Wakashū, book 16, No. 829. 
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When Yukihira stopped visiting the Third Princess, she (wrote the following poem): 
行平が三君をたえたるころ、女 
I will spend a lifetime lamenting. 
As for the river to be crossed 
In the next world, who can teach me its depth?348 
わびつつも このよはへなん わたりがは 
後のふちせと たれにとはまし 
wabi tsutsumo konoyo haenan watarigawa 
nochi no fuchise to dareni towamashi 
 
(Yukihira answered with the following verse:) 
In this world, carrying and hiding you, I will cross over  
to the next world; your first man is the one you should visit. 
此よをば おひもかづきて わたしてん後は 
はじめの人を たづねよ349 
koyo oba oimo kazukite watashiten nochi wa 
hajime no hito o tazune yo 

 
The character se せ in the phrase nochi no fuchise 後のふちせ is a homophone for se 瀬, 

shallows. It is used as an engo (associative words) for kawa 川 (river) in watari-gawa as well as a 

kakekotoba (pivot word) for ōse 逢瀬 (“lover’s meeting”). In this poem exchange between 

Yukihira and the Third Princess, the Sanzu River is considered as a place for a lover’s meeting. 

Tamura writes that the association of watari-gawa and ōse makes the Sanzu River “a location for 

love.” The overlapping of the Sanzu River with love can also be found in Heichū Monogatari 平

中物語 (Tales of Heichū) No. 16, Fujiwara no Asatada’s 藤原朝忠 (910-967) private collection 

Asatada shū 朝忠集 (Collection of Asatada) poems 18 and 19, and Fujiwara no Shigeie’s 藤原重

家 (1128-1181) private collection Shigeie shū 重家集 (Collection of Shigeie) poem 344. In other 

words, as early as around the tenth century, the Sanzu River in classical Japanese poetry had 

transformed into a place of desire, a place guided by men for the lovers to travel across together.350 

This makes the Japanese understanding of the Sanzu River very different from the Chinese 

perception of the River Nai. 

 

Burial Robes and Placenta Cloth: Datsueba in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 

 
348 Poem 115. 
349 Poem 116. Yamato monogatari 大和物語 dan-111 (百十一段) is also pertinent to the “wabi tsutsumo” poem. 
350 See note 32. 
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In the sixteenth-century otogizōshi Chōhō-ji yomigaeri no sōshi 長宝寺よみがへりの草紙 

(Back from the Dead at Chōhō-ji Temple) and the seventeenth- century Fuji no hitoana sōshi 富

士の人穴草子 (The Tale of the Human Cave on Mount Fuji), Datsueba appears by the Sanzu 

River when the protagonists travel through hell. Here Datsueba displays some new features of the 

late medieval period. For example, the passage in the Fuji no hitoana sōshi: 

 
Looking toward the west, Nitta saw the Sanzu River, ten-thousand yojanas deep and wide. An 
old woman was stripping the passing sinners of twenty-five robes in accordance with their 
twenty-five types of sin. Those without robes were stripped of their skin, which the old woman 
hung on the limbs of a biranju tree and made into celestial feather gowns. The old woman 
was a manifestation of Dainichi Buddha.351 
 
Two things of this passage are particularly interesting: one is the syncretism of Datsueba and 

Dainichi Buddha, reflecting the syncretism of kami and buddhas as shown in earlier texts; the other 

is that this passage follows right after the paragraph describing sai no kawara 賽の河原 

(Children’s Limbo), a riparian place in hell where the souls of departed children do penance and 

wait for Jizō’s salvation. Fuji no hitoana sōshi is thought to contain the earliest reference to the 

Children’s Limbo, one of the late medieval new sub-hells. According to the 1603 version of the 

text, the Sanzu River, where Datsueba resides, is located west of the Children’s Limbo. Due to the 

geographical proximity of the two places, Jizō is sometimes pictured together with Datsueba. 

As I mentioned earlier, in the Japanese Jizō jūō kyō, Datsueba is paired with Ken’e-ō, her 

male counterpart. Such a male-female pair might have resulted in her being pictured with Enma or 

one of the other Ten Kings of Hell. Scholars such as Saka Chihiro have indicated that although 

Datsueba appears in the passages devoted to the second king Shokō-ō in the Jizō jūō kyō scripture, 

she is sometimes depicted with other Ten Kings of Hell in illustrations. For example, she is pictured 

with the first king Shinkō-ō 秦廣王 in the Nison-in bon Jūō zu 二尊院本十王図 (Nison’in version 

of the painting of the Ten Kings) and the Jōfuku-ji bon Jūō zu 浄福寺本十王図 (Jōfuku-ji version 

of the painting of the Ten Kings), and with the fourth king Gokan-ō 五官王 in the Dairaku-ji bon 

Jizō Jūō zu 大楽寺本地蔵十王図 (Dairaku-ji version of the painting of Jizō and the Ten Kings).352 

 
351 For pertinent passages, see Fuji no hitoana no sōshi, 436. 
352 Illustrations can be found in Jigoku yūran (Toyama-ken Tateyama Hakubutsukan 2001, 48, 50). 
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And in the hell painting preserved at Jufuku-ji 壽福寺 temple in Kawasaki City, Kanagawa 

Prefecture, Datsueba can be seen sitting in front of Enma.353  

In the sixteenth-century otogizōshi Chōhō-ji yomigaeri no sōshi 長宝寺よみがへりの草紙 

(also titled Yomigaeri no sōshi よみがえりの草紙 or Hirano yomigaeri no soshi 平野よみがえ

りの草紙), composed prior to 1513, Datsueba 

 
would strip evildoers of their burial robes and hang the garments on the branches of a biranju 
毘蘭樹 tree. The robes of the most sinful were the heaviest, causing even stout branches to 
bend to the earth. “Look at the weight of your crimes!” the old woman would shout, after 
which she would enumerate the evildoer’s transgressions and interrogate the person in a 
manner that was most frightening to behold.354 
 

In Japanese culture, occasions associated with death often employ white cloths and white 

garments, including burial robes and burial shrouds. In the late medieval visual materials such as 

the widespread Kumano Mandala, Datsueba is usually pictured as an old woman dressed in white, 

holding white cloths in her hands. As the above passage indicates, the white cloths held by 

Datsueba and hung on the trees beside her in hell paintings are usually interpreted to be burial 

robes or burial shrouds. White cloth, a metaphor associated with death, becomes a symbolic item 

associated with Datsueba. 

However, otogizōshi narratives of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries also offer another 

interpretation of this symbolic item. In Tengu no dairi (The Palace of the Tengu), an early 

sixteenth-century otogizōshi about the otherworldly journey of Minamoto no Yoshitsune 源義経 

(1159-1189), Datsueba presides over births and lends the newborn an item called the “placenta 

cloth” (enakin 胞衣/胞衣布; lit. placenta cloth or baby clothes). Each person must return this item 

to Datsueba when they meet her after death:355 

 
“Hey evil-doers, listen carefully! When you were born into the secular world, I lent you a 
placenta cloth. Now I have my duty by the Sōzu River, you must return the placenta cloth to 
me now. You can go after you give it back.” Datsueba said. Being told this, the sinners said, 
“When we lived in the secular world, we lived a poor life. At this time, the time when we were 

 
353 This illustration can be found in Enma tōjō (Kawasaki-shi Shimin Myūjiamu 1989, 3). See Saka: 215. 
354 The text of Chōhō-ji yomigaeri no sōshi is transcribed under the title Hirano yomigaeri no sōshi in Iwamoto 
Yutaka 岩本裕, Jigoku meguri no bungaku 地獄めぐりの文学, (Tokyo: Kaimei Shoin, 1979) 279-295. 
355 Hank Glassman, “At the Crossroads of Birth and Death: The Blood Pool Hell and Postmortem Fetal Extraction,” 
184-5. 
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living in the secular world, not to mention the baby cloths we wore, are things happened too 
long ago. Please examine and weigh what we have at hand and on our bodies, strip something 
to return to you instead. Please let us pass.” Hearing this, the hag said, “Oh you evil-doers, 
even if you were confused by desire, anger, and folly a lot in the secular world,356 there is still 
way to forgive your sins; But you went astray, and thus cannot be forgiven. Therefore I will 
strip the skins from your bodies.” Directly with her hands-on, she stripped off the skins from 
the sinners’ bodies, hung the skins on the biranju tree, which was a scene so horrible that one 
could hardly bear to look at it. 
いかに罪人，よつく聞け，なんちら，しやばへ生るゝ時，一枚宛，かしてやりた

る，ゑなきん（胞衣）は，此しやうつかか役にて有，なせ，いまに，返さんそ，

今，かへして行と，仰ける，罪人承り，我等，しやばへ生をなして候へ共，ひんに

生れ候へは，此度しやばを立時も，あまつさへ，産着たにもゑさりけり，如此はた

かにて，手と身計りて参りたり，何をぬひて，返しへし，御通シあれと云けれは，

うば，此よし聞召，あらはかなの罪人や，汝等こそ，しやばにて，とんしんちの，

まゆひか，おほければ，ゆるすといへる道も有，迷途にては，ゆるすといへる事は

なし，さあらは，身の皮成とも，ぬけやとて，直に手を掛，罪人身のかわをはきた

くる，ひらのじやうの木に，のしたり，ほしたり，被成しは，目もあてられぬ風情

也357 
 

Datsueba here claims that she is responsible for lending people enakin at childbirth and that 

evildoers must give their clothes back to her after death.358 Iijima Yoshiharu in his study of enakin 

contends that the white cloths hanging on the branches of the eryōju (Clothes-Receiving Tree) 

beside her are actually enakin.359 In this sense, Datsueba is associated with death as well as rebirth. 

Enakin (or enagi) usually refers to white baby clothes with a red collar made of silk cotton 

and kapok fiber, symbolizing the placenta.360 It is an emblem of societal “birth.” As something 

passing over the threshold from one stage of life to another, the enakin is a taboo subject requiring 

extra caution. The location for burying the enakin is often the same as the location for burying the 

miscarried fetus or still-born.361 The fact that the white cloth associated with Datsueba has two 

 
356 貪, 瞋 and 癡. The three basic afflictions from which all other afflictions are derived, which is also called “the 
three poisons” in Buddhism: : (1) desire, craving (貪欲 rāga); (2) anger, aversion (瞋恚 dveṣa); and (3) nescience, 
folly (愚癡 moha). 
357 Yokoyama Shigeru, Matsumoto Ryūshin eds., Muromachi jidai monogatari taisei 室町時代物語大成 12, 
Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 1973-1985. Examining the representations of Datsueba in written texts, Hara Chisato has 
organized written narratives on Datsueba and demonstrated diversity among them. See Hara (2011), 85–94, 98–99. 
358 For pertinent passages, see Fuji no hitoana no sōshi in vol. 9 of Muromachi jidai mono gatari taisei, 612. 
359 “The Biography of Gyōki” (Gyōki-den 行基伝) in the mid-Heian period Nihon ōjō gokurakuki 日本往生極楽記 
writes: “行基菩薩。俗姓高氏。和泉国大鳥郡人也。菩薩出胎。胞衣嚢纏。父母忌之。閣樹枝上。経宿見

之。出胞能言。収而養之.” 
360 See Kondō Naoya, Harai no kōzō 祓いの構造, (Ōsaka: Sōgensha, 1982), 98-102. 
361 Iijima Yoshiharu, “Enagi-warai no shinsō: reikon no kōtsū 胞衣笑いの深層: 霊魂の交通,” in Hikaku minzoku 
kenkyū 10 (September 1994): 36-64. 
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different interpretations as placenta cloth and as burial shrouds makes Datsueba a deity of double 

roles. Gorai Shigeru compares the Niga byakudō (Two rivers and a white path), the metaphor 

comparing the pursuit of rebirth in the Pure Land with crossing the two rivers connected with 

earthly desires,362 with the Nunohashi kanjōe 布橋灌頂会 (Cloth bridge consecration) ritual 

conducted by Ashikura-ji priests at Tateyama in Toyama prefecture,363 in which participants 

experience ritual rebirth by walking across a bridge that is overlaid with strips of white cloth.364 

This ceremony is regarded as a ritual enactment of death and rebirth which is believed to expiate 

bad karma, ensure health and happiness in life, and guarantee rebirth in the Pure Land.365 Saka 

Chihiro mentions that in the Edo period, pilgrims often wore a shroud and a pair of sandals, and 

held a plain wooden rosary when they performed the kaidan meguri ritual 戒壇巡り (lit. traversing 

the ordination platform), a death-resurrection ritual at the Zenkō-ji temple.366 She indicates that if 

one interprets the white cloths held by Datsueba and hung on the trees beside the uba halls in the 

Zenkō-ji Pilgrimage Mandala as burial shrouds,367 it may serve as evidence pointing to the custom 

of wearing ritual garb for kaidan meguri.368 

 
362 Two rivers: the river of giant waves symbolizing wrath, while the river of roaring flames symbolizing greed. It is 
believed that only those who contemplate on Amida Buddha with complete devotion are able to reach the Pure Land 
represented on the other shore by walking across the thread-like white path set in the middle of the two rivers. 
363 The Cloth Bridge Consecration ritual is depicted in some Tateyama mandalas. Led by monks, women dressed in 
white walk from the hall of Enma to the uba hall enshrining the principal deity of Ashikuraji, Ubason. Between the 
two halls is a bridge called Nunobashi (cloth bridge) that was built over the Uba Hall River (Ubadōgawa 姥堂川), 
and strips of white cloth are laid down on it to form a path between the halls (see Averbuch 2011). 
364 Gorai considers that at popular temples like Zenkō-ji, teachings must have been understood by followers through 
physical enactment rather than theoretical contemplation. Therefore, he speculates that a quasi-Cloth Bridge 
Consecration might have been conducted at Zenkō-ji in order to convey the teaching of Niga byakudō. According to 
his supposition, the main hall of the Zenkō-ji temple was compared with Amida’s Pure Land, and a hall representing 
the world of humans was built somewhere between the main hall and the main gate. A bridge connected the two 
halls, and the teaching of Niga byakudō was performed by walking on white cloth forming a path on the bridge 
(Gorai 2007, 498, 500–502). See Gorai Shigeru, “Zenkō-ji meguri” 善光寺めぐり, in Hijiri no keifu to shomin 
Bukkyō: Gorai Shigeru sakuhinshū, Dainishū 聖の系譜と庶民仏教—五来重作品集, book 2 (Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 
2007), 255-549. 
365 Saka: 212. Gorai also suggests the possibility that a quasi-cloth bridge consecration ritual used to be held at 
Zenkō-ji. Gorai considers that at popular temples like Zenkō-ji, teachings must have been understood by followers 
through physical enactment rather than theoretical contemplation. Therefore, he speculates that a quasi-Cloth Bridge 
Consecration might have been conducted at Zenkō-ji in order to convey the teaching of Niga byakudō. According to 
his supposition, the main hall was compared with Amida’s Pure Land, and a hall representing the world of humans 
was built somewhere between the main hall and the main gate. A bridge connected the two halls, and the teaching of 
Niga byakudō was performed by walking on white cloth forming a path on the bridge (Gorai 2007, 498). 
366 For kaidan meguri ritual, see Saka 213. 
367 The white clothes pictured with Datsueba in the Zenkō-ji Pilgrimage Mandala are thought to be burial shrouds by 
Fukuhara Toshio and by Nishiyama Masaru. See Ōsaka Shiritsu Hakubutsukan (1987, 137) and Nishiyama (1998, 
122). 
368 Saka 214. 
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The ritual enactment of death and rebirth can be understood as a journey to hell and back. As 

Saka mentions, during kaidan meguri, worshipers ritually enter hell and then come back to the 

human realm to start a new life. White cloths used in this ritual symbolize death as well as 

rebirth.369 She points out that while white cloths are often symbolic items associated with 

Datsueba, in ritual practices such as raigō-e rituals they also symbolize devotion to Amida Buddha, 

which is an essential condition for rebirth in the Pure Land.370 Saka further indicates that since 

Datsueba prepares people for the next life by giving them enakin, the twin images of Datsueba in 

the Zenkō-ji Pilgrimage Mandala may signify the ritual enactment of death and rebirth. Here 

Datsueba’s role of taking the clothes of the deceased in the Scripture of Jizō and the Ten Kings of 

Hell takes on a new dimension: by taking old clothes and giving new ones, she aids in the process 

of rebirth and salvation.371 

In sum, Datsueba, as described in the Jizō jūō kyō, is assigned to the task of taking the clothes 

from the deceased and sending them to hell. Here clothes are the lodging for people’s souls. By 

taking away the clothes, Datsueba becomes transitional point for the deceased from human to non-

human. On the other hand, as argued by scholars who have examined the relationship between 

Datsueba and uba-gami, such as Yanagita Kunio and Kawamura Kunimitsu,372 she also possesses 

characteristics of a fertility deity. The references to the white cloths in the late medieval otogizōshi 

narratives show that this symbolic item associated with Datsueba can be both a burial robe (burial 

shroud) and placenta cloth, which makes her a life-depriving deity as well as a life-giving deity 

that aids in rebirth. 

 
369 Saka 216. 
370 Saka: 210. The raigō-e ritual is a Pure Land Buddhist ceremony in which performers reenact the scene of Amida 
Buddha and his attending bodhisattvas descending to earth to take the deceased back to the Pure Land. In a variation 
of this ritual held at Taimadera temple in Nara Prefecture, a statue of Princess Chūjō (Chūjō hime 中将姫) is 
escorted by Amida’s attending bodhisattvas. She is first placed in the shabadō 娑婆堂 (hall of this world) 
representing the living world of humans, and the bodhisattvas come to welcome her from the gokurakudō 極楽堂 
(hall of paradise) representing the western Pure Land of Amida Buddha. Escorted by the bodhisattvas, a statue of 
Princess Chūjō is carried across the bridge called raigō bashi 来迎橋 to reach the gokurakudō (Gorai 2007, 501-
502). 
371 Saka 218. 
372 Considering their shared characteristics as fertility deities, Yanagita (1962) discusses the connection between 
Datsueba and a wide range of goddesses, including uba-gami. He argues that these female deities came to be 
perceived as Datsueba due to the popularity of Buddhism. Kawamura agrees with Yanagita that fertility deities are 
interchangeable with Datsueba. However, criticizing Yanagita’s interpretation of Datsueba as a mere manifestation 
of uba-gami, he emphasizes the significance of various beliefs and folk images in the development of Datsueba’s 
character. Kawamura also argues that her ugly, terrifying appearance reflected the unfavorable attitude toward 
women and femaleness in the social and religious spheres. For further details, see Kawamura (1994; 1996; 2010). 
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Yamauba and Uba-gami (Deity of Childbirth) Aging, Motherhood, and Death 

 

Datsueba is depicted as elderly woman who is allegedly virgin, carrying the characteristics of 

both old crone and virgin mother. Folkloric versions of stories of old hag or crone, such as the 

witch in the Grimm Brothers’ Hansel and Gretel and Baba Yaga of Russian folklore, have existed 

across many cultures for over at least thousand years. Many East European and Central Asian 

countries also have legends of old crone. In Japanese mythology, the Yamauba 山姥 (mountain 

crone) figure, a supernatural old hag of the mountains, is believed by some scholars to be the origin 

of Datsueba.  

Although her male counterpart yamaotoko 山男 (mountain man) was already in existence in 

the Nara period, Yamauba did not start to appear in literary materials until around the Muromachi 

period.373 For its early prototype, the Konjaku 27:15 depicts an oni (not termed yamauba) in the 

story titled “Sanseru onna minamiyamashina ni yuki oni ni aite nigetaru koto” 産女南山科に行

き鬼に値ひて逃ぐる語 (How a Woman with Child Went to South Yamashina, encountered an 

oni, and escaped). In the story, a young, pregnant woman secretly gives birth in the mountain hut 

of a seemingly kind old woman, only to discover that she is actually an oni who wants to eat her 

newborn baby. The medieval Noh play Yamamba 山姥 (Mountain Crone)374 text describes 

Yamauba as “a female oni (鬼, demon or ogre) living in the mountains.” The general image of 

Yamauba in the medieval period is ugly, old, and often regarded as evil, very similar to the 

grotesque image of Datsueba. Even nowadays, to many contemporary Japanese, the word yamauba 

conjures up images of an ugly old woman who lives in the mountains and devours humans. 

However, some literary works represent Yamauba as a nurturing character. For example, in the 

otogizōshi “Hanayo no hime 花世の姫 (Blossom Princess, ca. late Muromachi to early Edo 

period),” the princess, after having been abandoned by her stepmother in the mountain, is 

extremely frightened about encountering Yamauba because of the latter’s reputation for eating 

people. Nonetheless, the mountain crone actually puts the princess under her protection.375  

 
373 Komatsu Kazuhiko notes that the first appearance of yamauba in literary materials occurred in the Muromachi 
period (Kaisetsu, 428) 
374 Although the word has the same characters as yamauba, it is pronounced yamamba. 
375 See Noriko Reider, “Yamauba, the Mountain Ogress,” 66, in her book Japanese Demon Lore. 
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Yamauba’s multi-sided character illuminates the nature of Datsueba as an old hag. As 

Komatsu Kazuhiko points out, “just like legends of dumping the elderly in the woods (ubasute-

dan 姥すて譚), the ‘elderliness’ of old woman does not necessarily refer to their age, but calls 

attention to their extraordinary wisdom and resourcefulness.”376 Also the aging female body 

denotes the connection between aging and death, which make Datsueba fitting for her role as a 

border-keeper of the netherworld.  

Although the combination of an aging body and virginity seems incongruous, this 

combination reflects aspects of motherhood and divinity found in Datsueba. Virginity is a common 

characteristic of the wives of deities, such as Virgin Mary in Catholicism and the ancient Egyptian 

goddess Isis. Origuchi Shinobu argues that Yamauba was originally a virgin consecrated to a 

mountain deity. The maiden (Yamauba) nursed the male deity to health and later became his 

wife.377 As Hori Ichirō indicates, “In rural areas, the mountain deity is believed to be a goddess 

who gives birth to twelve children every year. She is therefore called Mrs. Twelve (Jūni-sama 十

二様), and her twelve children symbolize the twelve months of the year.”378 In the fifteenth 

century, the Zen priest Zuikei Shūhō 瑞谿周鳳 (1391-1473) wrote in his diary Ga’un nikkenroku 

臥雲日件録 (Diaries of Ga’un sanjin) that “the reason why a particular summer had lots of rain 

was because the yamauba (mountain hag) gave birth to four children, namely, Haruyoshi 春好 

(Good Spring), Natsusame 夏雨 (Summer Rain), Akiyoshi 秋好 (Good Autumn), and Fuyusame 

冬雨 (Winter Rain)”.379 The priest suggests that the yamauba’s multiple children causes the year’s 

abundant rainfall.380 Yamauba, an ogress who personifies old age, ugliness and infertility (due to 

her advanced age), is also paradoxically a prolific mother who also brings rain. 

As Noriko Reider points out, Yamauba may be identified as a two-sided primordial goddess, 

“the Great Mother, who brings fertility and wealth as well as death and destruction.”381 By the end 

 
376 Komatsu Kazuhiko 小松和彦, Tengu to yamauba 天狗と山姥 (Tokyo: Kawade Shobō Shinsha, 2000), 376 
377 “Okina no hassei,” Orikuchi Shinobu 1995, 363. 
378 Hori 1968, 167. 
379 “Kanshō I [1460], sixth month” in Dainihon kokiroku: Gaun nikkenroku (Tokyo Daigaku Shiryō Hensanjo, 
1961), 125. 
380 “Yamauba, the Mountain Ogress: Old Hag to Voluptuous Mother” in Noriko T. Reider, Japanese Demon Lore: 
Oni from Ancient Times to the Present 61-62 (Asian Ethnology 70/1, 2011).  
381 Noriko Reider, “Yamauba, the Mountain Ogress: Old Hag to Voluptuous Mother,” in Noriko Reider, Japanese 
Demon Lore: Oni, from Ancient Times to the Present (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 2010), 65. In 
medieval Europe, the pagan archetype of the Great Mother who always possesses two aspects is no less complicated 
as it falls under the hegemony of Christianity: the light side is represented by the officially-worshipped Virgin Mary, 
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of the medieval period, Yamauba was widely regarded as a frightening-looking old hag with an 

affinity for human flesh. At the same time, she was also known as a compassionate and caring 

mother of divine children or mother of children with supernatural strength such as Kintarō 金太

郎, a legendary super-child raised on Mount Ashigara who later became a loyal follower of 

Minamoto no Yorimitsu under the name Sakata no Kintoki 坂田金時.382 Legends of Yamauba’s 

child-eating and child-raising coexist, making her both a goddess and a demon. As Koida Tomoko 

indicates, Yamauba can be considered a miko who serves the mountain deity as well as a motherly 

goddess. She also has the character of Kishimojin 鬼子母神 (Skt. Hārītī), a protector deity of 

children and a female demon who eats children. Yamauba is regarded as a deity of childbirth, a 

deity for the protection of children, easy delivery, and happy child rearing, while at the same time 

she is a demon mother who eats people’s children.383 Although usually represented in the medieval 

period as an ugly cannibalistic demon ready to devour humans, a wrinkled old woman with a huge 

mouth, round eyes, and disheveled white-hair, Yamauba in the early modern period is sometimes 

portrayed as an alluring motherly figure who is physically attractive. In such ukiyo-e prints as 

Yamauba to Kintarō ennenmai 山姥と金太郎延年舞 (Yamauba and Kintarō, Dance) and 

Yamauba to Kintarō genpuku 山姥と金太郎元服 (Yamauba and Kintarō, Coming-of-age) by 

Kitagawa Utamaro 喜多川歌麿 (c.1753-1806), who produced about forty works on the theme of 

Yamauba and Kintarō,384 Yamauba’s youthful and beautiful female body, loving and voluptuous 

with long black hair and white skin, amply reveals her motherly love.  

The historical evolution of Datsueba is similar to the history of the complex and contradictory 

Yamauba. As we have seen, while Datsueba is referred to as “ona no oni” (婆鬼, hag demon) in 

 
and the dark side, excluded from the image of Mary and maintaining much of its pagan influence, degenerates into a 
witch. See Von Franz, Shadow and Evil in Fairy Tales 105, 1974, p.195. Marie-Louise von Franz interprets the 
witch in two of the Grimm Brothers’ fairy tales, The Two Brothers and The Golden Children, as an archetypal figure 
of the Great Mother and an archetype of the unconscious. Franz, Shadow and Evil in Fairy Tales 104. Also see 
Jacoby et al. 205-206. 
382 Noriko Reider, Japanese Demon Lore: Oni, from Ancient Times to the Present, 69. Also see Kawamura 
Kunimitsu’s 川村邦光 “Kintarō no haha 金太郎の母” in Komatsu Kazuhiko, Tengu to yamauba (Tokyo: Kawade 
Shobō Shinsha, 2000), 393. 
Kintarō’s real mother left the child in the wilds or died and left him an orphan, and he was raised by a yamauba (one 
tale says Kintarō’s mother raised him in the wilds, but due to her haggard appearance, she came to be called yama-
uba). In the most fanciful version of the tale, the yama-uba was Kintarō's mother, impregnated by a clap of thunder 
sent from a red dragon of Mount Ashigara. 
383 Koida Tomoko 恋田知子, Ikai e izanau onna: Emaki nara ehon o himotoku 異界へいざなう女: 絵巻・奈良絵
本をひもとく (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 2017), 30. 
384 Shimizu Christine, 231. 
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the twelfth-century Jizō jūō kyō, she also evolves into a figure that gives clothes before the birth 

of a human being, thus becoming a goddess of both birth and dead.385 King Enma (Enma-ō 閻魔

王) takes the role as a fatherly figure in hell, while Datsueba becomes a multi-sided mother figure. 

Kasuya Makoto points out that since Datsueba obtains wealth from the clothing she takes from the 

deceased souls, she is not merely an evil demon (akki 悪鬼); she also possesses the character of a 

deity of fortune and prosperity (fukutokujin 福徳神). In this sense, Datsueba has the double roles 

of both a plunderer and a benefactor.386 

According to Kawamura Kunimitsu, Datsueba can be regarded as a kind of midwife, as an 

arau on’na 洗う女 (literally, washerwoman), who has a connection with the deceased by washing 

and drying the clothes of the dead. She is also a kind of ubugami 産神 (deity of childbirth).387 

Koida Tomoko lists a group of old women lingering at the borders of other world, including: 1) 

the Hag of Sōzu River (Sōzuka no uba 葬頭河の姥) who sends children from other world to this 

world in Tengu no dairi (The Palace of the Tengu), 2) the two-hundred-years-old woman who 

washes clothes by the river and guides Minamoto no Yorimitsu to the demon’s palace in the 

otogizōshi narrative Shuten dōji 酒吞童子 (The Drunken Demon), and 3) the twenty-feet-tall 

Datsueba who appears in the Golden Prince’s tour of hell in Bishamon no honji 毘沙門の本地 

(The Local Stories of Bishamon).388 When a person dies, it is believed that they can cross the 

Sanzu River at three different spots depending on how they lived their lives. Children, however, 

are unable to cross since they have not accumulated enough experiences. Datsueba meets the souls 

of deceased children by the river, strips them of their clothes, and advises them to build a pile of 

pebbles on which they can climb to reach paradise. However, before the piles reach any significant 

height, the hag and underworld demons maliciously knock them down. By hiding the children in 

his robe, the Jizō bodhisattva saves them from having to pile stones eternally on the bank of the 

river. 

Datsueba’s two-sided character as washerwoman also suggests the misogi 禊, the ritual 

purification by washing the body. As Koida Tomoko writes, in the otogizōshi narrative Shuten dōji, 

 
385 “Onna no jigoku to sukui,” 35-37. 
386 Kasuya Makoto 加須屋誠, Jigoku meguri 地獄めぐり (Tokyo: Kōdansha, 2019), 43. 
387 Kawamura Kunimitsu, Jigoku meguri 地獄めぐり, Tokyo: Chikuma Shobō, 2000. 
388 Koida Tomoko, 32. 
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Minamoto no Yorimitsu and his companions encounter a young woman by the river, who is 

washing the bloodstained garment of the slaughtered princess. From her, they learn the route to 

the demon’s palace. Her image in the illustration, washing the bloodstained clothes while wearing 

a red robe and scarlet hakama (hibakama 緋袴), is, in Koida Tomoko’s view, reminiscent of “a 

miko who ritually washes away defilement” (kegare wo harau miko 穢れを祓う巫女). Although 

most versions of the Shuten dōji accounts portray her as a young maiden, the earliest extant 

manuscript Ōeyama ekotoba 大江山絵詞 (Illustrated Story of Mt. Ōe), a pictorial scroll composed 

during the Nanboku-chō period (1336-1392), depicts her as a two-hundred-years-old hag. Her 

image in the Ōeyama ekotoba illustration—an old woman washing clothes by the river at the 

entrance to the other world, hanging out laundry on tree branches—overlaps with the image of 

Datsueba, who strips off clothes from the deceased by the Sanzu River. The image of the old hag 

in Ōeyama ekotoba turned into a young maiden who is afraid of the demon, but her character as a 

washerwoman has been preserved. Her act of washing clothes by the river can be considered a 

misogi ritual at the boundary between this world and the other world.389 The image of “a miko by 

river who turns into an old hag” can be traced back to the early eighth century. In the chronicle 

Kojiki 古事記 (Records of Ancient Matters),390 a beautiful miko of Mount Miwa called Hiketabe 

no Akaiko 引田部赤猪子 was noticed by Emperor Yūryaku at Miwa River (Miwa-gawa 美和河, 

i.e. 三輪川) in Yamato Province. Afterwards, she remained a virgin as she waited for eighty years 

for the emperor to take her as a lover, and eventually she turned into an ugly old woman living in 

the mountains (like a yamauba). Komatsu Kazuhiko indicates that the Tamayori-hime 玉依姫 who 

“plays by the river” in Kamo engi 賀茂縁起 (The Origins of Kamo) as well as the washerwoman 

in the Shuten dōji story are riverside miko who conduct misogi (or mizu-sosogi 水滌ぎ), the ritual 

of purification in a broad sense.391 

 

Meng Po: The Lady of Forgetfulness in Hell 

 

I now introduce a comparative perspective on Datsueba by analyzing the construction and 

 
389 Koida Tomoko, 8-10. 
390 Yūryakuki 雄略記 in Kojiki. 
391 Komatsu Kazuhiko, Tengu to yamauba (Tokyo: Kawade Shobō Shinsha, 2000), 380. 
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reception of Meng Po 孟婆 (Lady of Forgetfulness) in China. Meng Po 孟婆 (Lady Meng, the 

Lady of Forgetfulness) is an old lady who resides by the River Nai (Naihe 奈河, or River of No 

Recourse) in the Chinese popular imagination of hell. Stationed at the Bridge of River Nai (Naihe 

Qiao 奈河橋, sometimes also written in 奈何橋; “Bridge over Troubled River” or “Bridge of 

Helplessness”), she gives the deceased her Five Flavored Tea of Forgetfulness (Meng Po tang 孟

婆湯 or mihun tang 迷魂湯, “brew of oblivion”), a brew that induces instant and permanent 

amnesia before they leave hell. The brew ensures that those who are ready to be reincarnated will 

lose all memory of their previous life or their experiences in hell, and be sent to be reborn in a new 

earthly incarnation having been purged of all previous sins and knowledge. Meng Po can be 

considered as the Chinese counterpart of Datsueba, because both of them are aged female border-

keepers of the periphery of hell.  

Meng Po first appears in hell in late Ming dynasty accounts. The seventeenth-century popular 

fiction Nanhai guanyinpusa chushen xiuxing zhuan 南海觀音菩薩出身修行傳 (Memoirs of 

Nanhai Guanyin Bodhisattva’s Entering the Mundane World and Practice) by Zhu Dingchen 朱鼎

臣 briefly mentions in Chapter 13 that there is a placed called the “Pavilion of Meng Po” (Meng 

Po ting 孟婆亭) in hell:  

 
The Ten Kings said, “Now that the Princess has toured the entire hell, we can use twenty-four 
pairs of hanging banners to send the Princess to cross the Bridge of River Nai, lead her to the 
pines where corpses are buried, make her revive after death and ascend to the upper realms.” 
The King Yama and officials of the Six Ministries all bid farewell at the Pavilion of Meng Po 
and left.  

Having travelled all over the netherworld and crossed the River Nai, 
Those to be sentenced to prison, with their karmic debts all cleared, 
Separate under the Pavilion of Meng Po,  
while the immortal wind soughing to incite the supreme harmony. 

十王曰：“既然如此，今公主地府皆已遊過，可著二十四對幢幡送公主過奈何橋，引
到密松林屍所，著他還魂，往升上界。”閻君與六曹俱在孟婆亭作別而去。  
遊遍陰司過奈何，獄囚冤債盡消磨。 
孟婆亭下相分手，颯颯仙風鼓太和。 

 
The “Pavilion of Meng Po” seems to be the last stop for the deceased in hell before being 

reincarnated, but its relation with the Bridge of River Nai is unstated in this account. It is probably 

an early prototype of Meng Po’s abode in hell, as its name suggests Meng Po is the master of this 

pavilion. The text does not mention her Five Flavored Tea of Forgetfulness (Meng Po tang 孟婆
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湯 or mihun tang 迷魂湯, “brew of oblivion”) that purges memory, which does not appear until 

the Qing dynasty (1644-1912). 

In the Yuli baochao 玉歷寶鈔 (Precious Record of the Jade Regulations), an illustrated tract 

that features the horrors of hell and that widely circulated in the nineteenth century, Meng Po first 

appeared in her now known figure of an 81-year-old unmarried vegetarian philanthropist who 

advocates the precept against killing and makes people forget their previous life. Influenced by 

both Buddhism and Daoism, this so-called “book that promote morality” (shanshu 善書, or 

quanshanshu 勸善書) allegedly recounted the experience of a Buddhist monk called Danchi 淡癡 

who toured the hell. The book was widely circulated and had a profound influence on the popular 

visions of hell. The following text is from an 1814 block-printed edition of Yuli chaochuan jingshi 

玉歷鈔傳警世 (Records and Tales of the Jade Regulations to Caution the World), one of the many 

versions of Yuli baochao under different titles392:  

 
Meng Po god: She was born in the Former Han (206 BC-9 AD). She had been reading 

Confucian books since childhood and Buddhist sutras since her prime. She did not think about 
past and future things. In the world, she only persuaded people to give up killing and to eat 
vegetarian food. When she reached eighty-one years old, she had white hair and youthful 
complexion, and remained a virgin all her life. She only knew her family name was Meng, 
therefore people all called her “Granny Meng Po.” She entered the mountains to practice the 
path of cultivation up to the Later Han (25-220). There were some people of the world who 
were able to know the things in previous lifetimes, improperly recognized their relatives in 
previous lifetimes, took pleasure in practicing trickery, and divulged the secrets of the 
netherworld. Therefore, Heaven issued an order to make Lady Meng the God of the 
Netherworld, and built a terrace pavilion called “banquet and forgetting” (yuwang 醧忘). The 
Terrace Pavilion of Banquet and Forgetting is allowed to select demon officials who carry out 
her commands. With the deceased souls sent to reincarnate humans by the Tenth Court, Meng 
Po uses medication from the mundane world to blend into a brew like wine, which branched 
into five flavors: sweet, bitter, pungent, sour, and salty. For all souls who return to this life, 
she distributes this brew for them to drink, so as to make them forget the things that happened 
in their previous lifetimes. When these souls are brought to the world of the living, they often 
have some disease: either drooling while thinking, or sweating while laughing, or shedding 
tears while contemplating, or getting angry while crying, or spitting while fearing. For those 
who had done good, she made their eyes, ears, noses, tongues, and four limbs more capable 
and sturdier than the past; For those who had done evil, she made them consume sense, spirit, 

 
392 Yuli chaochuan jingshi 玉歷鈔傳警世, the 1814 woodblock-printed version (嘉庆甲戌年刻本), from 
https://digital-beta.staatsbibliothek-
berlin.de/werkansicht?PPN=PPN3308101645&LOGID=LOG_0003&PHYSID=PHYS_0062&DMDID=DMDLOG
_0005 
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and vigor to gradually become weary bodies, and let them know in advance to make people 
repent and do good. 

The Terrace Pavilion is located at the Tenth Court, outside the six bridges in front of the 
Hall of the Underworld King. It is high and big like an abbot’s room, surrounded by one 
hundred and eight bungalows. There is a paved path leading to the east, which is only one chi 
four cun in width. For all the souls of men and women delivered here, the demons in the 
bungalows prepare cups for them to drink. Whether they drink much or little did not matter. 
If there were some cunning souls who refuse to drink the brew, they would be caught by the 
bush-hooks under their feet, and the demons would use copper pipes from the above to stab 
their throats to make them swallow in pain. When the souls finished drinking, they would be 
escorted by the demon officials, filed out on to a paved path, and be pushed onto the hemp-
tied Bitter Bamboo Floating Bridge (kuzhu fuqiao 苦竹浮橋). Beneath the bridge there is a 
ravine where red water flows. Viewed from the middle of the bridge, there are four lines of 
huge white characters written on the red cliff on the opposite bank: “It is easy to be a human, 
but hard to act like a human. Yet to be reborn as a human might be even harder. There is no 
difficulty for those who would be born in a place of happiness. Still it is not difficult to keep 
mouth and heart in harmony.” When the souls read these lines, two tall and huge demons jump 
out from the opposite bank, spring to the water surface separately. The spirits on both sides 
can hardly stand. One wears a black gauze cap, dresses up in a brocade coat, holds paper and 
brush pen in hands, with a sharp knife stabbed in his shoulder, instruments of torture hanging 
on his waist. He glares with wide-open eyes, roars with a violent laughter. His name is “Life-
is-Transient (Huo Wuchang 活無常)”. The other has a dirty bleeding face, wears a white coat, 
holds an abacus in hands, carries a rice bag upon his shoulders, with a string of paper money 
hanging on the chest. He contracts his eyebrows into a frown as if distressed, utters deep sighs 
one after another. His name is “Death-is-Predestined (Si Youfen 死有分)”. They urge and push 
the souls, making the souls fall into the red flowing water. Those who have little capacity for 
cultivation cheer at being fortunate enough to obtain human bodies. Those who have profound 
capacity for cultivation weep and lament at not having cultivated merits that transcend the 
mundane world when they were alive, and thus are difficult to break the faculty of suffering.393 
All the souls of men and women, as though if intoxicated or delusional, are thrown into houses 
to be reborn. The change of yin and yang (i.e. from the netherworld to the human world) makes 
the souls dizzy, with their bodies upside down and confined in the wombs. With both feet 
stamping against the purple river cart (i.e. human placenta), they try to get out of the womb. 
With the sound “Wah,”394 they are born as babies. With the passing of time, they greedily seek 
good flavors, thus neglect the lives of creatures. They gradually lose their thus-come Buddha-
nature, ungrateful for the mercy of the Emperor of Heaven, gods and buddhas. Having not 
thought about good endings or evil deaths395 or any kind of ending, they once again become 

 
393 “The faculty of suffering” (kugen 苦根) is one of the twenty-two faculties (ershier gen 二十二根; Skt. duḥkhin, 
duḥkhêndriya, duḥkha; Tib. sdug bsngal gyi dbang po) in Buddhism. 
394 huo 㘞 
395 e’si 惡死: fifteen evil deaths distinguished in no less than four types of fatal bewitchment. The Vast, Perfect, 
Unobstructed Dhāraṇī Sūtra of the Great Compassion Heart [Taught by] the Thousand-Armed, Thousand-Eyed 
Bodhisattva Guanyin (Qianshou qianyan Guanshiyin pusa guangda yuanman wu’ai dabeixin tuoluoni jing 千手千

眼觀世音菩薩廣大圓滿無礙大悲心陀羅尼經, an important Tantric work whose translation in Chinese is attributed 
to Bhagavaddharma (second half of the seventh century))—or, in short, the Sūtra of the Thousand-Armed—gives a 
detailed list of them: death brought about by gu poison (wei gudu haisi 為蠱毒害死); death caused by maledictions 
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ghosts that drag corpses. 
The above thirty lines are respectfully recounted and reported to the Emperor of Heaven 

by the scribe of the Terrace Pavilion of Banquet and Forgetting, and are compiled in the Yuli 
(i.e. The Jade Record Guidebook) to be sent around the lower (human) realm to inform all 
people. 
孟婆神：生於前漢。幼讀儒書，壯誦佛經。凡有過去之事不思，未來之事不想。

在世惟勸人戒殺、喫素。年至八十一歲，鶴發童顏，終是處女。只知自己姓孟。人故
皆稱之曰‘孟婆阿奶’。入山修真，直至後漢。世人有能知前世因者，妄認前生眷屬，
好行智術，露泄陰機。是以上天敕令孟氏女為幽冥之神，造築醧忘一臺。准選鬼吏使
喚。將十殿擬定，發往何地為人之鬼魂，用採取俗世藥物，合成似酒非酒之湯，分為

甘苦辛酸鹹五味。諸魂轉世，派飲此湯，使忘前生各事。帶往陽間，或思涎，或笑

汗，或慮涕，或泣怒，或唾恐，分別常帶一二三分之病。為善者，使其眼耳鼻舌四

肢，較於往昔，愈精愈明愈強愈健。作惡者，使其消耗意智神魄魂血精誌，漸成疲憊

之軀，而預報知，令人懺悔為善。 
臺居十殿，冥王殿前六橋之外。高大如方丈，四圍廊房一百零八間。向東甬道一

條，僅闊一尺四寸。凡奉交到男婦等魂，廊房各設盞具，招飲此湯，多飲少喫不論。

如有刁狡鬼魂，不肯飲吞此湯者，脚下現出鉤刀絆住，上以銅管刺喉，受疼灌吞。諸

魂飲畢，各德役卒攙扶從甬道而出，推上麻紮苦竹浮橋，下有紅水橫流之澗。橋心一

望，對岸赤石巖前上，有斗大粉字四行，曰：為人容易做人難，再要為人恐更難；欲

生福地無難處，口與心同却不難。鬼魂看讀之時，對岸跳出長大二鬼分開撲至水面，

兩傍站立不穩。一個是頭蓋烏紗，體服錦襖，手執紙筆，肩插利刀，腰掛刑具，撐圓

二目，哈哈大笑，其名‘活無常’。一個是垢面流血，身穿白衫，手捧算盤，肩背米
袋，胸懸紙錠，愁緊雙眉，聲聲長嘆，其名‘死有分’。催促推魂，落於紅水橫流之
內。根行淺薄者，歡呼幸得人身。根行深厚者。悲泣自恨在生未修出世功德，苦根難
斷。男婦等魂，如醉如癡，紛紛各投房舍，陰陽更變，氣悶昏昏，顛倒不能自由。雙

足蹬破紫河車，奔出娘胎，㘞的一聲落地。日久口貪滋味，勿顧物命。漸失如來佛
性，有負天帝神佛慈恩。不慮善終惡死何樣結局，而復又作拖屍之鬼矣！ 
以上三十行，係醧忘臺下書吏，謹敘附奏天帝並准纂載《玉歷》，通行下界知

之。396 
 

The Yuli baochao is one of the most widespread shanshu 善書 ( quanshanshu 勸善書, “book 

that promote morality”) in the Ming-Qing period. As a popular religious book written in classic 

language, its teachings represent the convergence of Confucian, Buddhist, and Daoist thought 

adapted to cultivate and enlighten commons. Those who were deeply read in Buddhist classics and 

 
cast by a nefarious being (wei e’ren yanmei si 為惡人厭媚死); death following an evil illness (e’bing 惡病); and 
death inflicted by perverse and malefic demons (xiegui e’gui 邪鬼惡鬼). T.1060, vol. 20: 107. See Christine 
Mollier, Buddhism and Taoism Face to Face: Scripture, Ritual, and Iconographic Exchange in Medieval China, 
Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2008, 65. 
396 See note 58. 
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scriptures constitute only a small proportion of Qing Buddhists, while most of the rest read or 

learned from shanshu, the popular morality books, which became their main sources of 

knowledge.397 These shanshu books were usually pamphlets obtainable for free at temples, 

hospitals and street corners. In the Qing period, the circulation of shanshu was almost comparable 

to Confucian classics such as The Four Books (sishu 四書) and The Five Classics (wujing 五經).398 

The Yuli baochao with illustrations and explications of the netherworld, is one of the most popular 

shanshu. The new vision of hell that the Yuli baochao created became far more popular than the 

visions of hell in Buddhist classics (such as Zhengfa nianchu jing 正法念處經 (The Sutra on the 

Meditation of the True Law) and Jingdu sanmei jing 淨度三昧經 (Samādhi-sūtra on Liberation 

through Purification)), which was accessible only to a limited number of few scholar monks. For 

example, Lu Xun 魯迅 (1881-1936), the most influential Chinese modern writer who was 

associated with the May Fourth Movement, in his 1926 essay “Transient” (wuchang 無常) 

describes in detail the Yuli baochao depictions about “Life-is-Transient (Huo Wuchang 活無常)” 

and “Death-is-Predestined (Si Youfen 死有分),” the two demon guardians who push the souls from 

the bridge outside Meng Po’s Terrace Pavilion of Banquet and Forgetting.399 

The Yuli baochao established Meng Po as an underworld goddess of forgetfulness and 

amnesia, who ensures that all the souls start with a clean slate when they are reborn. Memory of 

previous life is regarded as a transgression that “divulges the secrets of the netherworld” since it 

endangers the social order, putting pressures on the boundaries between the world of the living and 

that of the dead. Meng Po’s duty is to clearly separate those two worlds and punish any 

transgression of the boundaries. Her five-flavored brew makes the souls “forget the things that 

happened in their previous lifetimes” as well as make them “have a small amount of disease 

 
397 Sawada Mizuho, Jigokuhen, 23. 
398 The Four Books (The Great Learning, The Doctrine of the Mean, The Confucian Analects, and The Works of 
Mencius) and The Five Classics (The Book of Songs, The Book of History, The Book of Changes, The Book of Rites 
and The Spring and Autumn Annals). 
399 Sawada Mizuho, Jigokuhen, 23. Sawada Mizuho summarizes the nature of Yuli baochao as “the classic of hell 
for the common people.” For more on the shanshu 善書 genre, see Sakai Tadao 酒井忠夫, Zhongguo shanshu 
yanjiu 中國善書研究 (trans. by Liu Yuebing et al.), (Nanjing: Jiangsu renin chubanshe, 2010); You zi’an 游子安, 
Quanhua jinzhen: Qing dai shanshu yanjiu 勸化金箴——清代善書研究 (Tianjing: Tianjing renmin chubanshe, 
1999); “Minjian zongjiao de jingdian 民間宗教的經典” in Nakamura Hajime 中村元, Zhongguo fojiao fazhan shi 
中國佛教發展史 (trans. by Yu Wanju), (Taibei: Tianhua chubanshiye gufen youxian gongsi, 1984), 680-702; Fuma 
Susumu 夫馬進, Zhongguo shanhui shantang shi yanjiu 中國善會善堂史研究 (trans. by Yang Wenxin et al.), 
(Beijing: Shangwun yinshuguan, 2005). 
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respectively” when they are reborn. The main function of the five-flavored brew is to impose order 

on the cycle of rebirth.  

According to Yuli baochao, this tract was composed by the Song dynasty Buddhist monk 

Danchi 淡癡 and was copied and transmitted by his disciple Wumi 勿迷. Although some remain 

doubts about this statement and the time of compilation,400 most scholars, based on the study by 

the Qing scholar Li Zongmin’s 李宗敏,401 believe that the text was composed in the Song dynasty, 

perhaps even earlier than the twelfth-century Daoist scripture Taishang ganying pian 太上感應篇 

(The Grand Supreme’s Treatise on the Response of the Tao). According to his textual research, the 

author Danchi lived in the Liao Empire (ruled 907-1125 over present-day Northern and Northeast 

China), and the book was composed in 1030, handed down to Wumi in 1068, and published in 

1098. Editions have been published in 1794, 1810, 1816, 1844, 1855, 1877 and 1890, showing its 

widespread influence. By the reign of Emperor Jiaqing 嘉慶 of the Qing period (1796-1820), it 

had been regarded as being on a par with the Sansheng jing 三聖經 (Scriptures of the Three 

Sages),402 indicating that it had become a classic.403 With the wide circulation of Yuli baochao, the 

image of Meng Po and hell landscape it described started to take root in literary works from the 

late eighteenth century. 

 
400 “Introduction” in Wang Jianchuan 王見川, Lin Wanchuan 林萬傳 eds., Ming Qing minjian zongjiao jingjuan 
wenxian 明清民間宗教經卷文獻 9 (Taibei: Xinwenfeng chuban gongsi, 1999), 12. 
401 According to Li Zongmin, he has seen the Song Dynasty edition of Yuli baochao. However, scholars research 
show that his claim is not completely unquestionable. It is hard to determine the actual time of Yuli baocha’s 
completion before other strong evidences or earlier editions appear. See Hu Xuecheng 胡學丞, “Yin-yang yu lüfa 
zhijian: yi Yuli baochao wei zhongxin 陰陽與律法之間—以玉歷宝鈔為中心,” 2003. Regarding the Song Dynasty 
edition of Yuli baochao, also see Sawada Mizuho, Jigokuhen, 24-26. 
402 Sansheng jing 三聖經 (Scriptures of the Three Sages): Taishang ganying pian, Wenchang dijun yinzhi wen 文昌
帝君陰騭文 (Lord Superior Wen Chang’s Tract on the First Step Towards Non Abidance), and Guansheng dijun 
jueshi zhenjing 關聖帝君覺世真經 (Lord Superior Guan’s Awakening the World Sutra). 
403 The editions that are commonly seen today are editions of the Jiajing and Daoguang reigns (1796-1850). See You 
Zi’an 游子安, “Qingdai tushuo quanshanshu yu shehuijiaohua: yi Yuli Chaochuan weili 清代圖說勸善書與社會教

化: 以《玉歷鈔傳》為例,” in 2001 Haixia liang’an minjian wenxue xueshu yantaohui lunwenji 2001 海峽兩岸民

間文學學術研討會論文集, 179-181; also see You Zi’an, Shan yu ren tong: Ming Qing yilai de cishan yu jiaohua 
善與人同:明清以來的慈善與教化 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2005), 22. Guo Licheng (1984: 19, 26) recounts the 
tradition that the Jade Guidebook was carried to Sichuan province in the Liao dynasty (907-1125) by Danchi淡癡 
(lit. “Poor and Foolish”), who presented the text to Wumi 勿迷 (lit. “Be Not Misled”), who began distributing 
copies about 1098 or so. Leon Wieger (1913: 392), although not attributing it to the efforts of Poor and Foolish and 
Be Not Misled, also suggests that the underlying text was probably composed sometime during the (overlapping) 
Song dynasty. See Guo Licheng 郭立誠, “Chuantong mingtu guannian de yanbian” 傳統冥土觀念的演變 (The 
evolution of traditional Chinese views toward the netherworld), in He Haotian 何浩天, Shidian Yanwang: Wei Boru 
juanzeng 十殿閻王: 魏伯儒捐贈 (Ten kings of hades: The Vidor Collection) (Taibei: National Museum of History, 
1984), 15-26. 
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Goddess of Wind: The Origin of Meng Po 

 

Chinese scholar Bai Jianzhong writes that Meng Po was originally a goddess of wind, 

probably arose in the regions south of the Yangtze River.404 For example, Ming dynasty scholar 

Tian Yiheng 田藝衡 (1524-1574?) in his 1573 work Liuqing rizha 留青日札 (Diary Notes of Liu 

Qing)405 recounts a story from the old local gazetteer of Suzhou: Li Taotu 李騊駼, an envoy of the 

Northern Qi (550-577), asked Lu Shixiu 陸士秀 what kind of god Meng Po in the regions south 

of the Yangtze River was. Lu replied that Shan hai jing 山海經 (The Classic of Mountains and 

Seas) noted that the two daughters of Yao 堯 often made tours in the river, which were always 

accompanied by windy downpours. Since they were Yao’s daughters, they were called Meng Po.406  

Poems mentioning Meng Po can be traced back to the thirteenth century. Song dynasty poet 

Jiang Jie’s 蒋捷 (1245-1305) ci (lyric songs) poem “Jie pei ling ‧ chun 解佩令‧春” (Song of a 

Loosened Girdle: Spring)407 includes the verses: “the spring rain is like thread, embroidering the 

 
404 Bai Jianzhong 白建忠, “Shuo ‘Meng Po’ 説‘孟婆’,” in Gudian wenxue zhishi 古典文學知識 156 (2011. No.3), 
146-152. 
405 Tian Yiheng’s 田藝衡 Liuqing rizha 留青日札 (book 9, “Jiangnan you Meng Po 江南有孟婆”) writes: “北齊李
騊駼聘陳，問陸士秀: “江南有孟婆，是何神也。”士秀曰: “山海經雲: ‘帝之二女，遊於江中，出入必以風雨
自隨，以帝女故曰孟婆。’猶郊祀誌以地神為泰媼。” Also see Ming dynasty Chen Yaowen’s 陳耀文 (1524? -
1605?) Zheng Yang 正楊: “齊使李騊駼至江南問陸士秀曰江南有孟婆是何神也士秀曰山海經帝之二女游于江

郭璞注天帝二女尊之為神由此言之則孟婆也以天女尊之為孟猶郊祀志以地神為泰媼也騊駼曰僑南之辨無以

加焉談藪見蘇州舊志/按此云尊之為神不云風雨自隨也引之而遷就以證風誤漢書媼神蕃釐陸云泰媼亦誤” 
406 It is probably because the character meng 孟 means “first, grand”; However, the extant Shan hai jing doesn’t 
have any account related to Lu’s statement. 
407 Jiang Jie’s 蒋捷 (1245-1305) ci poem “Jie pei ling ‧ chun 解佩令‧春”: “春雨如絲, 繡出花枝紅裊。怎禁他孟婆

合皁。” Zhao Yanwei’s 趙彥衛 1206 biji (brush note) style book Yunlu manchao 雲麓漫鈔 (Loose Notes of the 
Cloud-covered Foothill) alludes to another Song dynasty poem: After Emperor Hui passed the throne to his 
predetermined successor, he often visited the Huai (modern-day Anhui Province) and Zhe (modern-day Zhejiang 
Province) areas. He used to compose a short ci poem called “Yueshang haitang 月上海棠 (Moonlight on 
Begonias)”. Its last line is “Meng Po should offer me some convenience.” The merit of luck and blessing (of the 
dynasty) probably came from this prophecy. Sayings that calls wind as Meng Po is not correct. Duan Gonglu’s 段公
路 Beihu lu 北戶錄 (Records of the Northern Seats) says: “The southerners pray to the boat gods, whose names are 
Meng Lao 孟姥 and Meng Gong 孟公.” (Emperor) Jianwen of the Liang dynasty in Chuanshen ji 船神記 (Records 
of Boat Gods) says: “(The boat gods are) also called Meng Gong (and) Meng Lao.” Liu Sizhen 劉思貞 says: “Yuan 
Ming 元冥 was an official of water. After he died, he became a water god.” Since ming 冥 and meng 孟 sound 
similar, (Meng) refers to Yuan Ming. (徽廟既內禪, 尋幸淮浙, 嘗作小詞, 名《月上海棠》, 末句云:「孟婆且與我
做些方便。」而隆祐保祐之功, 蓋讖於此。諺語謂風為孟婆, 非也。段公路《北戶錄》云:「南方祝船神，名
曰孟姥孟公。」梁簡文《船神記》云:「又呼為孟公孟姥。」劉思貞云:「元冥為水官，死為水神。」冥、
孟, 聲相似, 即元冥也。)” A variation of the “Yueshang haitang 月上海棠” (Moonlight on Begonias) poem 
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red delicate flower branches. How could it withstand Meng Po (i.e. wind blowing) so early?”408 

The Qing dynasty scholar Chu Renhuo 褚人穫 (1635-1682) mentions in Jianhu ji 堅瓠集 

(Collection from Hard Gorge) that “ancient people called wind god as Meng Po.”409 The 

eighteenth-century Kangxi zidian 康熙字典 (Kangxi Dictionary) explains: “Meng Po, a word from 

Song dynasty Bianjing (i.e. Kaifeng) brothels, means wind.”410 To sum up, the word “Meng Po” 

is used as an antonomasia of wind around the Song dynasty. Poets continued to use this word to 

refer to wind or wind god up until the Qing dynasty.411 

Due to insufficient evidence, it is hard to draw a conclusion as to why Meng Po, represented 

originally as a goddess of wind, came to be portrayed as a deity in hell. My conjecture, however, 

is that since in China at the time hell was commonly depicted as a bureaucratic system dominated 

by men (for example, the Ten Kings), a system, in fact, completely lacking a female administrator, 

a need had developed for such an administrator—in other words, a female deity in hell—when a 

larger female audience emerged by the time of the Ming dynasty. Regardless of whether the Yuli 

baochao was composed in the Song dynasty, textual evidence shows that Meng Po become widely 

known as an underworld deity from the seventeenth century on. And from the eighteenth century 

on, she and her famous brew of forgetfulness began to appear in a wide range of Chinese texts 

 
mentioned above can also be found in Ming dynasty Chen Yaowen’s 陳耀文 (1524? -1605?) Zheng yang 正楊 
(Rectification of Yang’s Book), a collection of the author’s scholarly notes of evidential research aiming to correct 
the Ming dynasty scholar Yang Shen’s 楊慎 (1488-1559) errors, appended with more detailed explanations of Meng 
Po’s origin: “Wind is commonly called Meng Po. Jiang Jie’s ci poem says: ‘the spring rain is like thread, 
embroidering the red delicate flower branches. How could it withstand Meng Po (i.e. wind blowing) so early?’ 
Emperor Hui of Song’s ci poem says: ‘Meng Po (offers me) a lot of convenience, making the boat spin to reverse 
direction.’ In the regions south of Yangtze River, there are strong winds in the seventh month, stronger than the 
bozhao 舶䑲 (row-a-boat wind). The country people passed on the myth that it was Meng Po flaring up. According 
to (legends), the Northern Qi envoy Li Taotu 李騊駼, who was sent to Chen 陳, asked Lu Shixiu 陸士秀 what kind 
of god Meng Po in the regions south of the Yangtze River is. Shixiu replied that Shan hai jing 山海經 (The Classic 
of Mountains and Seas) said the daughters of Emperor (Yao) often made tours in the river, which were always 
accompanied by windy downpours. Since they were the Emperor (Yao)’s daughters, they were called Meng Po. It is 
like Jiaosi zhi 郊祀志 (Treatise on Sacrifices)407 calls the Earth God as Tai Ao 泰媼 (Old Lady Tai). Although this 
saying is vulgar and rustic, it comes from somewhere.” ( 俗謂風曰孟婆  蔣捷詞云春雨如絲繡出花枝紅裊怎禁他

孟婆合皂  宋徽宗詞云孟婆好些方便吹箇船兒倒轉 江南七月間有大風甚於舶䑲野人相傳以為孟婆發怒 按北
齊李騊駼聘陳問陸士秀江南有孟婆是何神也士秀曰山海經帝之女遊於江中出入必以風雨自隨以帝女故曰孟

婆猶郊祀志以地神為泰媼此言雖鄙俚亦有自來矣) (Zheng Yang 正楊 book 4). 
 
409 Chu Renhuo 褚人穫, Jianhu ji 堅瓠集 book 2, Hangzhou: Zhejiang renmin chubanshe, 1986, 187. 
410 “孟婆, 宋汴京勾欄語, 謂風也。” 
411 The Qing dynasty poet Zhao Yi’s 趙翼 “On the Lake” (Hu shang 湖上) poem (No.2) writes: “連日狂飆捲地來, 
孟婆作意把花摧。” 
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written by literati. 

 

Forgetting the Unforgettable: Five-Flavored Brew of Forgetfulness  

 

Meng Po’s image derived from Yuli baochao as an underworld deity stationed in hell to give 

the deceased her brew of forgetfulness (Meng Po tang 孟婆湯 or mihun tang 迷魂湯, “brew of 

oblivion”) can be found mostly in fictional literature written by literati of the Wu 吳 dialect area 

(the regions south of the Yangtze River). Examples include the 1791 zhiguai 志怪 fiction collection 

Xie duo 諧鐸 (The Witty Bell), the 1820 biji (brush note) style book Wuxia yanlian 吳下諺聯 (The 

Proverbs of Wu), and the late eighteenth/early nineteenth-century satire fiction He dian 何典 

(From What Idiom). Meng Po here is an old lady who takes the role of the netherworld’s border 

keeper, running a place (not necessarily in the name of Yuwang Tai 醧忘臺, as Yuli baochao puts 

it) with the help of stewards. Her most important duty is the same as that described in Yuli baochao: 

“With the deceased souls having been decided to be sent to reincarnate as humans by the Tenth 

Court, (Meng Po) uses medications taken from the mundane world to blend a brew like wine but 

not wine, which branched out into five flavors: sweet, bitter, pungent, sour, and salty. For all souls 

who return to this life, (she) distributes this brew, so as to make them forget the things happened 

in their previous lifetimes.”412 

According to the Yuli baochao, Meng Po’s medication is also a precautionary measure to 

mentally purify the souls before their rebirth.413 Meng Po’s Brew (Meng Po tang) and the act of 

drinking by the dead become the focus in literary works from the late eighteenth century. Due to 

this shift of focus, Meng Po’s image changed from the grandmotherly figure of “Granny Meng 

Po” in Yuli baochao to an operator and administrator of the brew. Unlike Datsueba, the Japanese 

border keeper of hell who strips clothes from the deceased, Meng Po protects the border by using 

the brew of oblivion.  

 
412 The original text is: “將十殿擬定, 發往何地為人之鬼魂, 用採取俗世藥物, 合成似酒非酒之湯, 分為甘苦辛酸
鹹五味。諸魂轉世, 派飲此湯, 使忘前生各事。” 
413 The Yuli baochao says: “(Meng Po) uses medicaments took from the mundane world to blend into a brew like 
wine but not wine, which branched out into five flavors: sweet, bitter, pungent, sour, and salty. For all souls who 
return to this life, (she) distributes this brew for them to drink, so as to make them forget the things happened in their 
previous lifetimes.” 
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The earliest extant account of Meng Po’s Brew is the entry “Meng Po’s Brew” (Meng Po tang 

孟婆湯) in Qing Dynasty Wang Youguang’s 王有光 biji style book Wuxia yanlian written in 

1820.414 Although the term “Meng Po’s Brew” first appeared in Wuxia yanlian, it might have 

already existed before that and transmitted orally among the people. In the story, the first stop for 

the deceased to go is “The Cottage of Meng Po (Meng Po Zhuang 孟婆莊),” where they meet an 

old lady and three beautiful girls, who serve them the fragrant “Meng Po’s Brew” with slim fingers. 

In the text, Meng Po appears more like a mother figure, and the brew is more like tea instead of 

wine. The experience for the deceased souls is almost gentle and romantic until the ending:  

 
The first place for the deceased to go is the Cottage of Meng Po (Meng Po zhuang 孟婆莊). 
The constables escort the souls to pass outside the wall and go to the inner department to settle 
their cases. Their merits and demerits in prior lifetimes are recorded into the Book of 
Transmigration. When they are going to be reborn, the deceased still pass by this Tea House. 
There is an old woman who detains the souls and invites them in. Walking up the steps into 
the inner chamber, one can see the red railings and marble steps, painted rafters and carved 
beams, bead curtains rolled halfway up, and jade table put in the center. The old woman calls 
the girls. Three beautiful ladies step from behind the screen: Meng Jiang 孟姜, Meng Yong 孟
庸, and Meng Ge 孟戈, all dressed up pretty, wearing jade hairpins of Miaochang415 and gold-
threaded gowns, whisper “Sir,” and wipe the seats clean to let the souls sit. The maidservant 
brings the tea. The three beautiful ladies hold the teacups with slim fingers and send the cups 
to the mouths of the souls. Their hands make a crisp sound when touching the teacups. 
Accompanied by a strong pleasant smell, the situation is difficult for one to keep the hands 
off. As soon as the souls take the cup, they become dizzy and blurred. As the tea greatly 
quenches the thirst, they drain the cup with one gulp unwittingly. There is a spoonful of turbid 
water with mud at the bottom of the cup. When the souls raise their eyes, they see the old 
woman and the three beautiful ladies are all still-standing skeletons. The magnificent mansion 
with painted walls becomes abandoned wilderness. The souls cannot recall anything in their 
prior lifetimes. Falling to the ground with a startle, they become muddled children. This tea is 
Meng Po’s Brew (Meng Po tang 孟婆湯), which is also called Brew of Turbid-Water with 
Mud (nihun tang 泥渾湯) or Brew of Mystified (mihun tang 迷魂湯).416   
人死去第一處是孟婆莊，諸役卒押從牆外經過赴內案完結。生前功過，注入輪迴冊
內，轉世投胎，仍從此莊行過。有老嫗留進，升階入室，皆朱欄石砌，畫棟雕樑，珠
簾半卷，玉案中陳。嫗呼女孩，屏內步出三姝：孟姜、孟庸、孟戈，皆紅裙翠袖，妙

 
414 “Juan 3 xumu • Meng Po tang” 卷三續目•孟婆湯 in Shi Jichang 石繼昌 ed., Xiangyan jieyi; Wuxia yanlian 鄉
言解頤.吳下諺聯, Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1997.  
415 The word originates from the hairstyle (a single bun) of Miao Chang 妙常, the female protagonist of Ming 
dynasty chuanqi play Yuzan ji 玉簪記 (The Jade Hairpin) by Gao Lian 高濂. Miao Chang in the play is a Daoist 
nun. During late Ming and early Qing dynasties, women of the Wu-dialect area like this hairstyle. Miao Yu 妙玉 in 
Cao Xueqin’s Hong lou meng 紅樓夢 (Dream of the Red Chamber) also has this hairstyle. 
416 See note 85. 
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常笄，金縷衣，低喚郎君，拂席令之坐。小鬟端茶，三姝纖指捧甌送至，手丁丁然，

香氣襲人，勢難袖手。才接杯便目眩神移，消渴殊甚，不覺一飲而盡。到底有渾泥一

匙許，抬眼看時，嫗及三姝皆僵立骷髏，華屋雕牆，多變成荒郊，生前事一切不能記

憶。一驚墮地，即是懵懂小孩矣。此茶即孟婆湯，一名泥渾湯，又名迷魂湯。 
 
The above text from Wuxia yanlian is the earliest extant account of the term “Meng Po’s 

Brew.” Although it adds three young girls as Meng Po’s stewards, and the Cottage of Meng Po 

becomes “the first place for the deceased to go,” Meng Po’s dwelling is still a place the deceased 

must visit before their next reincarnation. 

However, compared with the Yuli baochao, the souls’ way of drinking the brew in Wuxia 

yanlian has drastically changed. According to the Yuli baochao, “For all the souls of men and 

women delivered to here, the demons in the bungalows prepare cups for them respectively to serve 

them this brew to drink. Whether they drink much or little did not matter. If there were some 

cunning souls who refuse to drink the brew, they would be caught in the bush-hooks appeared 

under their feet, and the demons would use copper pipes on the above to stab their throats to make 

them swallow out of pain.”417 The demon guardians physically torture the bodies of the deceased 

to force them to drink. Nevertheless, in Wuxia yanlian, the deceased are tempted to drink the brew 

voluntarily. Meng Po’s Brew is associated with beauty and youth of women, and the temptation of 

sensory stimuli causes the souls to “drain the cup with one gulp unwittingly”: “Three beautiful 

ladies step from behind the screen: Meng Jiang, Meng Yong, and Meng Ge, all dressed up pretty, 

wearing jade hairpins of Miaochang and gold-threaded gowns, whisper “Sir,” and wipe the seats 

clean to let the souls sit. The maidservant brings the tea. The three beautiful ladies hold the teacups 

with slim fingers and send the cups to the mouths of the souls. Their hands make a crisp sound 

when touching the teacups. Accompanied by a strong pleasant smell, the situation is difficult for 

one to keep the hands off.”418 Meng Po seems not only like the mother of the three girls but even 

like a procuress, considering the unusual hospitality of the girls towards the visitors. The situation 

of triple stimulation—vision (“red dress with green sleeves,” “jade hairpins of Miaochang,” gold-

threaded gowns, and “slim fingers” holding the cup), hearing (“whisper ‘Sir,’” “their hands make 

a crisp sound”), and smell (“a strong pleasant smell”)—allures the deceased to drink the brew 

 
417 凡奉交到男婦等魂，廊房各設盞具，招飲此湯，多飲少喫不論。如有刁狡鬼魂，不肯飲吞此湯者，脚下

現出鉤刀絆住，上以銅管刺喉，受疼灌吞… 
418 屏內步出三姝：孟姜、孟庸、孟戈，皆紅裙翠袖，妙常笄，金縷衣，低喚郎君，拂席令之坐。小鬟端
茶，三姝纖指捧甌送至，手丁丁然，香氣襲人，勢難袖手。 
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voluntarily. “As soon as the souls take the cup, they become dizzy and blurred. As the tea greatly 

quenches the thirst, they drain the cup with one gulp unwittingly. There is a spoonful of turbid 

water with mud at the bottom of the cup.”419 The alternative name of the brew, “Turbid-Water with 

Mud” (nihun 泥渾), is the near-homophone of “mystified” (mihun 迷魂), which implies both the 

turbidity of Meng Po’s Brew and the confused mind of the souls who “cannot recall anything in 

their prior lifetime.” 

This connection between Meng Po’s Brew and “turbid” was not invented by the author Wang 

Youguang; it had already appeared in eighteenth-century literature, for example, in Xie duo, a mid-

Qing dynasty zhiguai (lit. “documenting the strange”) collection composed by the famous 

dramatist Shen Qifeng 沈起鳳 in 1791. The book is composed under the influence of Pu Song’s 

蒲松齡 (1640-1715) Liaozhai zhiyi 聊齋誌異 (Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio), a 

masterpiece of short stories in classical Chinese, but centering more around stories of the Wu 

dialect area. A widely circulated and influential work, Xie duo has a high reputation ever since it 

was published.420 For example, Dai Yannian 戴延年, one of the author’s contemporaries, mentions 

in his Tuan sha lu 摶沙錄 (Records of Grasping the Sand) that “the book Xie duo is popular 

throughout the country.”421 Scholars such as Wu Mei 吳梅 (1884-1939), the renowned theorist of 

Chinese drama, also notice that Xie duo is a very popular work that “almost everyone, including 

women and children, knowns about it.”422 In Xie duo, a tale called “Meng Po zhuang 孟婆莊 (The 

Tavern of Meng Po)” pivots entirely around the brew called Meng Po’s original Brew “The Brew 

of Confusion (hundun tang 混沌湯)”:423 

 
Lanrui was a Handan424 female entertainer who plays lute. Her younger sister Yurui and 

their neighbor Student Ge were lovers who swore an oath of eternal fidelity.425 Ge’s family 
was poor. The procuress asked him for extravagant betrothal money to buy Yurui’s freedom, 

 
419 才接杯便目眩神移，消渴殊甚，不覺一飲而盡。到底有渾泥一匙許 
420 Jiang Ruizao 蒋瑞藻, Xiaoshuo kaozheng 小説考證 (Shanghai: Gudian wenxue chubanshe, 1957), 185. 
421 “諧鐸一書，風行海内”. See Zhu Yixuan 朱一玄, Ming Qing xiaoshuo ziliao xuanbian 明清小説資料選編 
vol. 2 (Jinan: Qilu shushe, 1989), 1247. 
422 “最播人口，幾婦孺皆知矣”. See Wu Mei 吴梅, Wu Mei xiqu lunwen ji 吴梅戲曲論文集 (Beijing: Zhongguo 
xiju chubanshe, 1983), 58. 
423 Shen Qifeng 沈起鳳, Xie duo 諧鐸 (book 8, 1792 edition photocopy), electronic resource from Beijing: Beijing 
Airusheng shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin (Zhongguo suwenku 中國俗文庫), 2011. Also Qiao Yuzhou 喬雨舟 ed., 
Xie duo 諧鐸, Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 2006. 
424 Handan 邯鄲: a nowadays prefecture-level city located in the southwest of Hebei province. 
425 Niebi meng 齧臂盟: swear eternal loyalty by biting each other’s arms, a solemn oath of lovers. 
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Ge was suffering for failing to pay the ransom for Yurui. Lanrui had intimate associations with 
many valued customers. She gave all the money she got from her customers to Ge so that he 
could pay gratuity426 to her younger sister. Ge felt grateful for Lanrui. Later, Lanrui died of 
tuberculosis. Ge was even more badly off. He not only dared not propose (to marry), it was 
quite embarrassing for his empty pockets even if to try to gain one night of happiness with 
Yurui. He was depressed since things went contrary to his wishes, and then he committed 
suicide for love. 

When he was sent to the underworld office, the King (Yama) pitied his innocence, 
ordered him to be reborn. He arrived at a place, where a hut was made by wisteria, and stones 
were used as sidetables. He saw hundreds of men and women fighting for the ladles, 
approaching the stove to drink. Ge happened to be parched, so he also went there. Suddenly a 
woman appeared from the back of the hut. Ge looked at her and found she was Lanrui. Lanrui 
was astounded and asked where he came from. Ge responded in detail. Lanrui said: “Since 
you died for love, how could my younger sister live alone?” Saying this she shed tears. Ge 
took a ladle and approached the stove.427 Lanrui waved her hands to prohibit him from 
drinking. Ge asked the reason. Lanrui waited until the drinkers all left and said: “You do not 
know? This is the Tavern of Meng Po (Meng Po zhuang 孟婆莊)! She went to congratulate 
Madame Kou on her birthday and commanded me to be in charge of the cups and ladles 
temporarily.428 If you slightly touch the remaining liquor, you will lose yourself, and there will 
be no way for you to return to life. While now you still have not forgotten your previous 
causes, why not run off and return before it’s too late, so that you can still fulfill the old 
promise with my younger sister?” Ge said, “It is difficult to rely on the old promise. There is 
no benefit to revive. What is it based on that you instruct me this way?” Lanrui said, “I will 
find a solution for you.” She then led Ge to the back of the hut, where numerous stone jars 
were arranged at the corner of wall. Lanrui pointed to the jars and said, “This is called the 
Brew of Increasing Wisdom (yizhi tang 益智湯), which makes whoever drinks it talented. 
This is called the Brew of Longevity (changming tang 長命湯), which makes whoever drinks 
it long-lived. This is called the Brew of Harmony (heqi tang 和氣湯), which makes whoever 
drinks it likable.” Ge asked, “What are these people drinking?” Lanrui laughed and said, “This 
is the Brew of Confusion (hundun tang 混沌湯), which is boiled with the Heart-Scorching 
Fire and Tear-Shedding Spring!” At last they reached a jar. Lanrui impelled Ge to drink. Ge 
asked, “What’s the name of this brew?” Lanrui said: “This is the Brew of Money (yuanbao 
tang 元寶湯). The reason why you are no longer excited by life is only because you lack this 
one thing!” Ge reluctantly took a few sips, but it was hard to swallow. Lanrui said, “Such a 
filthy thing was originally unsuited to enter a literati’s belly, but since money has the power 
to vent frustrations for true lover,429 this thing is not vulgar!” Ge showed signs of reluctance. 
Lanrui said, “I urge you to empty another cup of wine, for west of the Yangguan Pass you 

 
426 Chantou fei 纏頭費: to reward an actor with brocade headband. 
427 The usage of the character lu 爐 is the same as the character lu 壚 (the stove-shaped mound to put wine jars in 
front of the taverns in ancient times). 
428 Beibiao 杯杓: cups and ladles. The word refers to drinking wine. 
429 Later, Ge uses the money he gets from this “Brew of Money” to marry his lover, a thing that he was unable to do 
without money. 
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won’t come across any old friend.”430 Ge was amused, and reluctantly finished half of the 
brew. Lanrui said, “This should do it!” She then guided Ge to leave the hut, instructed him on 
the way back home. 

By that time Ge had been dead for five days. Since he did not have a coffin, his corpse 
was kept on the bed, with only an old kitchen-woman keeping vigil beside. The kitchen-
woman saw the corpse suddenly jump up, repeatedly shout that he had a stomachache, and 
start to vomit glittering mercury like a spring overflowing into the earth. Ge ordered the 
servant to gather dustpans and shovels, to dug down a few feet, whereupon they discovered 
much money.431 He headed to the procuress’s home in a rush. Yurui had stopped eating for 
three days after she learned the news of his death. Ge told them the truth. They were all 
overjoyed. He then took Yurui home as wife by using the money (to buy back her freedom 
from the procuress). Since he felt grateful for Lanrui’s kindness, Ge moved Lanrui’s coffin 
and buried her with a proper ritual. Afterwards, the Ge family multiplied its descendants, the 
family instructed the descendants to offer sacrifices and to sweep Lanrui’s tomb in spring and 
autumn, making it a permanent custom. 

The “Bell”432 said: 
Ten hu433 to measure the (quantity of the) pearls, a thousand li to spin a net; 
Without a chamber of gold at home, where should Ah Jiao be put?434 
Therefore you should know, how many poor scholars were buried alive in the land of 

warmth and tenderness. 
(For those whose) bodies sank into the ocean of lust, bones buried in the grave; 
Outside the Ghost Gate Pass, standing at a loss on their own; 
Where should they go to drink the Brew of Money after all? Alas! 
 
蘭蕊，邯鄲挾瑟倡也。妹玉蕊，與里中葛生有齧臂盟。生家貧，鴇母索聘奢，意

苦不遂。蘭蕊多貴客交，所得私金，悉以贈生，為妹作纏頭費，生德之。後蘭蕊病瘵

死，生益落寞。非但不敢言聘，即欲博一宵歡，自顧空囊，亦殊羞澀。願乖氣結，遂

以情死。投至冥府，王者憫其無辜，判令投生。至一處，牽蘿為棚，鋪石作几。見男

女數百輩，爭瓢奪杓，向爐頭就飲。生適口燥，亦往投止。忽一女子從棚後出，視

之，蘭蕊也。驚問所來，生具對。女曰：「君以情死，妹豈獨生！」言之泣數行下。

生取瓢就爐，女搖手禁勿飲。生詰其故。女俟飲者盡散，乃曰：「君不知耶？此盂婆

莊也！渠為寇夫人上壽去，令妾暫司杯杓。君如稍沾餘瀝，便當迷失本來，返生無

路。今乘不昧前因，何不及早遁歸，與吾妹仍諧舊約？」生曰：「舊約難憑，重生無

 
430 “勸君更盡一杯, 恐西出陽關無故人也。” It is a paraphrase of Tang dynasty poet Wang Wei’s 王維 poem “Wei 
Cheng qu 渭城曲” (Song of Weicheng: Farewell to Yuan Er on His Mission to Anxi). 
431 “Budong zun 不動尊” here refers to money. It is a term originated from the Buddhist term “Āryācalanātha” or 
Budong mingwang 不動明王. After the Song dynasty this term has been used as a vulgo for money because hiding 
money without using it is like Buddha who is “immovable (budong 不動).” For example, Song dynasty Tao Gu’s 陶
穀 Qing yi lu 清異錄 writes: “郎君家庫里許多青銅, 教做不動尊, 可惜爛了。”; The story “Chou daniang 仇大娘
” in Qing dynasty Pu Songling’s 蒲松齡 Liaozhai zhiyi 聊齋志異 writes: “夜與弟共發之, 石池盈丈, 滿中皆不動
尊也。” 
432 Duo 鐸 means bell. Here duo means the enlightening teachings derive from xie 諧 (“wit”). 
433 Hu 斛: a unit of measurement originally equals to 10 dou 斗, later 5 dou. One dou equals to 10 litres. 
434 An allusion to the story of Emperor Wu of Han claiming that he will keep (Empress Chen) Jiao in a golden house 
(jinwu cangjiao 金屋藏嬌). 
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益。卿將何以教我？」女曰：「當為君圖之。」遂引至棚後，見累累石甕，排列牆

隅。女指曰：「此名益智湯，飲者有才。此名長命湯，飲者多壽。此名和氣湯，飲者

令人歡喜。」生問：「若輩所飲者何物？」女笑曰：「此皆焦心火滴淚泉煎成之混沌

湯也！」末至一甕，女逼令生飲。生問：「何名？」女曰：「此元寶湯。君所以惡生

樂死者，只欠此一物耳！」生勉飲數口，格格不能下咽。女曰：「此等齷齪物，原不

宜入文士之腹，然緣此為有情郎吐氣，是物亦不俗矣！」生有難色。女曰：「勸君更

盡一杯，恐西出陽關無故人也。」生為解頤，勉盡其半。女曰：「可矣！」遂導生出

棚，指示歸路。 
時生死已五日，因無殮具，停屍牀上，惟一灶下嫗守視。見屍忽躍起，頻呼腹

痛，探喉大吐，勢如湧泉，熒熒然水銀入地。命儲畚鍤，坎地數尺，盈千募萬，其中

皆不動尊也。急詣鴇母家。玉蕊得生死耗，絕粒者三日。生吐其實，皆大喜。遂以金
聘之而歸。因感蘭蕊德，移其柩禮葬之。後葛氏子孫繁衍，命春秋祭掃，永著為例。 
鐸曰：「十斛量珠，千里結網。家無黃金屋，阿嬌從何處貯哉？因知溫柔鄉里，

坑煞幾多寒士。欲海沉身，泉台埋骨；鬼門關外，獨立茫茫。究竟元寶湯向誰家吃

也？嗟乎！」 
 

That “the Tavern of Meng Po” is used as the stage on which this satirical fiction takes place 

suggests that readers of the late eighteenth century were already familiar with Meng Po and her 

role in the underworld. Instead of saying the name Meng Po, the narrator uses qu 渠 (“she”), a 

simple third-person pronoun, suggesting that this figure had already become a topos.  

The focus of this story, like the above-mentioned 1820 Wuxia yanlian passage, is the brew 

and the act of drinking. However, the brew in this 1791 text is more similar to “a brew like wine 

but not wine” that Yuli baochao depicts, since phrases such as “stove” (lutou 爐頭) and “cups and 

ladles” (beishao 杯杓) are classic allusions of wine. However, unlike the brew in Yuli baochao 

“which branched out into five flavors: sweet, bitter, pungent, sour, and salty,” the brew in Xie duo 

branches out into five sorts. Besides the dangerous Brew of Confusion (hundun tang 混沌湯), the 

original Meng Po’s Brew that is boiled with the Heart-Scorching Fire and Tear-Shedding Spring,” 

the brew of the underworld generates four beneficial variations: The Brew of Increasing Wisdom 

(yizhi tang 益智湯), The Brew of Longevity (changming tang 長命湯), The Brew of Harmony 

(heqi tang 和氣湯), and The Brew of Money (yuanbao tang 元寶湯). The brew that the protagonist 

Ge drinks is The Brew of Money (yuanbao tang 元寶湯), a “filthy thing” that is “originally 

unsuited to enter a literati’s belly”—a satire of the literati’s love of money. In the end, Ge’s body 

becomes the source of the “filthy” money, as he “vomits glittering mercury like a spewing spring.” 

The satire is built upon the readers’ familiarity not only with the original function of Meng Po’s 



157 
 

Brew but also with other conventions of Chinese hell narratives such as the stress on interpersonal 

relations. In this story, Meng Po meets an acquaintance—“She went to congratulate Madame Kou 

on her birthday.” Hell is portrayed as a social occasion prioritizing the network of interpersonal 

relationships, a feature that can be traced all the way back to the story Tang Taizong rumin ji 唐太

宗入冥記 (“The Tang Emperor Taizong’s Descent into Hell,” ca. 906, which I discussed in chapter 

2), in which the emperor meets his former retainer in hell and escapes with the latter’s help. 

Compared with the depiction in Yuli baochao, the divine nature of Meng Po is weakened in this 

Xie duo story, while her human nature is enhanced. 

It is commonly believed that the five flavors of Meng Po’s Brew are sweet (gan 甘), bitter 

(ku 苦), pungent (xin 辛), sour (suan 酸), and salty (xian 鹹). Although I translate Meng Po tang 

as “Meng Po’s Brew,” it is not clear whether the character tang 湯 should be translated as tea, 

soup, or wine. The descriptions in Chinese texts make it seem to be a concoction of herbal 

medicine. By drinking Meng Po’s Brew, the deceased forget their social relations in their previous 

life. Meng Po serves as an important administrator in charge of socially organized forgetting. 

In “Meng Po Zhuang,” the existence of the elder sister Lanrui as a guide is crucial for Ge to 

avoid the danger of “forgetting previous causes” and “losing himself so there will be no way for 

him to return to life.” In order to repay her help in the netherworld, Ge conducts proper burial 

rituals for her after returning to life: “Since he felt grateful for Lanrui’s kindness, Ge moved 

Lanrui’s coffin and buried her with a proper ritual. Afterwards, the Ge family multiplied its 

descendants, the family instructed the descendants to offer sacrifices and to sweep Lanrui’s tomb 

in spring and autumn, making it a permanent custom.”435 Ge’s act of paying the debt of gratitude 

is of great significance to Lanrui’s afterlife salvation because she is a woman who died unmarried 

without descendants. The passage also shows a close association between Meng Po’s brew of 

forgetfulness and burial rites. In reality, the belief of Meng Po induces burial rites that prevent 

people from forgetting their family, which makes the tea leaf an important burial object. For 

example, according to the local gazetteers in Chengdu, Anhui, and Zhejiang provinces, putting tea 

leaves in the corpse’s mouth or/and hands became a widespread burial practice since people 

believed that the dead would not drink Meng Po’s Brew if they had their own tea to prevent them 

 
435 “因感蘭蕊德，移其柩禮葬之。後葛氏子孫繁衍，命春秋祭掃，永著為例。” 
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from being thirsty in the netherworld.436  

The tea leaf has been used as an offering in burial rites since ancient times.437 Stories of Meng 

Po’s Brew gave rise to the function of the tea leaf as a way for the deceased to retain a clear mind. 

Such tradition can be found in various regions of China. For example, in Zhonghua quanguo fengsu 

zhi 中華全國風俗志, the entry “Shouchun 壽春 superstition record” says, “People believe that 

after the mortal died, they must pass the Pavilion of Meng Po and have the Brew of Oblivion. 

Therefore, when they place the deceased in a coffin, they put a pack of tea leaves together with 

soil and ashes in the hands of the deceased. They believe that the deceased will not drink the Brew 

of Oblivion if they have this.”438 In Zhejiang region, when one’s relatives dies, the local people 

will put a silver ingot, a water caltrop made of dew leaves, and a pack of tea leaves in the mouth 

of the corpse, and chant: “You have sweet dew leaves in your hands, have red caltrop brew if they 

are thirsty.”439 They believe that in this way the deceased will not be confused by Meng Po’s Brew 

and will remember their family. 

In the “Song of Offering Tea” (xiancha ge 獻茶歌) of the Tujia ethnic minority group, the 

function of tea in helping the deceased to keep a clear mind is more evident. At the funeral, 

generally the son of the deceased will chant the funeral oration, the daughter will cry and present 

flower offerings, and the daughter-in-law will sing the Song of Offering Tea: “Father, please don’t 

drink the Brew of Oblivion of the netherworld; please come and drink the fine tea picked after the 

Yang-bird (yangque 陽雀, or cuckoo) starts to sing…Father, come drink a cup of tea with the 

guests to ensure that your descendants enjoy the glory…”440 The “Lyrics of Offering Tea” (xiancha 

ci 獻茶詞) prevalent in Daye of Hubei province are: “My dear mother, the red lacquer plate holds 

 
436 Weng Liang, chapter 9 “cha yu minsu” 茶與民俗 in Tu shuo zhongguo cha 圖說中國茶 (Tianjin: Tianjin kexue 
jishu chubanshe, 2013), 322-326. 
437 Evidences of tea leaf being used as funerary object have been found from the excavation of Mawangdui 馬王堆 
(lit. King Ma’s Mound), an archaeological site located in Changsha, China containing the tombs of three people 
from the Changsha Kingdom during the western Han dynasty (206 BC-9 AD). Ancient Chinese people believe that 
tea leaf has the function of desiccating, and it can absorb smell, which are good for the preservation of corpses. See 
Zhu Zizhen 朱自振, “Gongting yongcha zuoji shi heshi” 宮廷用茶做祭始何時 in Chaye tongxun 茶葉通訊 (1999, 
No.1), 45-47. Also Zhu Zizhen, Shen Dongmei ed., Zhongguo gudai chashu jicheng 中國古代茶書集成, Shanghai: 
Shanghai wenhua chubanshe, 2010. 
438 Hu Puan 胡樸安, the entry “Shouchun mixin lu” 壽春迷信錄 in Vol.2 book 5 in Zhonghua quanguo fengsu zhi 
中華全國風俗誌 (Shijiazhuang: Hebei renmin chubanshe, 1986), 472. 
439 Zhao Pulian 趙潽戀, “Zhongguo shaoshu minzu chawenhua yanjiu” 中國少數民族茶文化研究, Beijing: Minzu 
University of China (Master’s thesis), 2010, 61. 
440 Wang Congyuan 汪叢元 (1997): 120-25. 
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the bowl with a blue edging; I offer a bowl of Chuanqiong Tea for you to drink. My dear mother, 

don’t drink the Brew of Oblivion of the netherworld; drink the Chuanqiong Tea of this world 

(yangjian 陽間), my dear mother!”441 The lyrics stress that the purpose of the tea offerings at the 

funeral is to ask the deceased to bless their descendants as well as to ask them not to drink Meng 

Po’s Brew. As these examples indicate, the deceased go to live in another world after they die. On 

the way to that world, they become thirsty. To prevent them from being thirsty, the living offer tea 

to the dead or put tea leaves in their hands or mouths. 

In sum, Meng Po was originally a goddess of wind in the regions south of the Yangtze River 

in the Song Dynasty. Later in the Ming Dynasty, she started to be associated with hell. The Meng 

Po that we know today was produced around the mid-Qing Dynasty due to the wide circulation of 

Yuli baochao, an illustrated tract that features the horrors of hell, and was further elaborated by 

literati (for instance, in works of satire and parody in the Wu dialect area). The emergence of Meng 

Po in hell changed the landscape of hell: Yuwang-tai 醧忘台 or the “Terrace Pavilion of Banquet 

and Forgetting,” where Meng Po distributes the brew of forgetfulness, is specifically built for her 

by Naihe Qiao 奈河橋/奈何橋 (“The Bridge on the River Nai”). The two high-terraces in Chinese 

hell narratives, Yuwang-tai and Wangxiang-tai 望鄉臺 (“Terrace Pavilion of Overlooking the 

Hometown,” where the sinners bid farewell to the human world) at the end of the Huangquan-lu 

黄泉路 (“The Path of the Yellow Spring”), represent the memory of home and of forgetting 

respectively. 

While Datsueba watches over the dead on their way to the depths of hell to receive judgment, 

Meng Po takes care of their way out of hell on the way to reincarnation. Compared with Meng Po, 

the function of Datsueba lies more in the process of purification and punishment in the other realm. 

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, being a woman who takes away clothes from the deceased 

by river, Datsueba not only serves as a guide for the dead, but she also overlaps with the image of 

a washerwoman and is suggestive of the misogi purification ritual practiced by miko. Meanwhile, 

her clothes-snatching act as a punishment for evil deeds deprives the deceased of their worldly 

identities.  

 
441 Shi Yiyang 石義泱 (2009) : 115-16. The Chuanqiong Tea 川宆茶 is said to be the best local tea. By offering it to 
the deceased, the family hope the deceased will drink their tea instead of Meng Po’s Brew so as to avoid them from 
being confused by Meng Po. 
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In contrast to Datsueba’s stress on purification and punishment, Meng Po focuses on the 

transitional stage between death and the next life. The identity of Meng Po makes her a creature 

betwixt and between: she was a human being but turned into an underworldly deity. Meng Po’s 

liminal role is more relevant to the living rather than to the dead, since the forgetting she causes is 

only pertinent to the socio-interpersonal relationships and memories of one’s previous life. Meng 

Po erases those memories not because they are unimportant but because they are the most 

important of things. The fact that the deceased, before entering the cycle of transmigration, are 

forced to forget about the social relations and family ties that they had when they were alive 

indicates that these past memories are the most indispensable things for them. The deceased want 

to maintain the social relations and family ties, and so do their families (as the burial rites show). 

The story of Meng Po ironically shows a disinclination to forget about everything and be reborn 

as a totally new person. For those who are reluctant to be reborn as a new person, the way to get 

out of hell and return to the previous human life depends on the handling of interpersonal 

relationships (as shown by the examples of Emperor Taizong and Ge). 

As we saw in the analysis of Daibutsu no go-engi, the hell in this Japanese story was a 

Buddhist place of punishment and atonement for karmic sins of the past. The sojourn in hell (along 

with the rites carried out by the living) were the chief means of eliminating sins, a central concern 

for premodern Japanese. By eliminating the burden of sins, one could return, as empress Kōmyō 

does, to the living, that is to say, she returns to her previous human life. Significantly, the narrative 

does not follow Kōmyō as she is reincarnated in another life. In other words, the sphere of interest 

in the Japanese example is this world, not in reincarnation in one of the Six Realms. Hell is not 

someplace distant but someplace near. Furthermore, hell is not eternal damnation; it is only a 

temporary lodging while one atones and eliminates the burden of sin that one has accumulated. 

The cosmology in this Japanese story, in other words, does not follow the strict notion of karmic 

causality and cycle of rebirth and reincarnation; it is interested primarily in a life spent in this 

world. Resurrection occurs frequently: one dies, leaves this world, goes to hell, and comes back to 

this world. Memory in such a world view is critical since it is memory of one’s past, of 

accumulating and eliminating sin. Without the elimination of sin, one cannot have resurrection. 

Thus, as we have seen, the overlap with misogi, or lustration, which washes away sins. Misogi 

allows for a “reset.” To repeat, in Daibutsu no goengi the key is not rebirth but resurrection.  

By contrast, the hell as we see in the Chinese examples of Meng Po emphasizes the notion of 
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rebirth and reincarnation; death and hell are not only a means of eliminating sin, they are a 

transitional point between one life and the next. When people are in this transitional stage, they 

drink Meng Po’s brew as a preparatory measure before they set out for the next stage (enter the 

cycle of transmigration)—the brew helps them to forget their old social relations so that they can 

be reborn as another person or animal. While emphasizing the notion of rebirth and reincarnation, 

representations of hell in these Chinese narratives focus on life in this world, stressing 

interpersonal relationships and the maintenance of existing social systems (such as the judicial 

bureaucracy and Confucian family relationships) out of the traditional belief that “one must serve 

the dead as they were served when they were alive” (shisi rushisheng 事死如事生),442 a concept 

of life and death from pre-Qin China that preceded Buddhism and was not superseded by Buddhist 

ideology even after the arrival of Buddhism. “Serving the dead as they were served when alive” 

means that proper burial rituals must be carried out for the dead in the underworld as if they were 

living their daily lives in this world. Meng Po’s memory-erasing function paradoxically shows that 

the deceased souls in hell are not freed from the basic set of Confucian relationships (that were so 

important to both actual society and the Chinese literary works). In other words, the emphasis on 

forcibly making people forget in hell is exactly because the social relationships from the previous 

lives are considered unforgettable.  

In both Daibutsu no goengi and in the Meng Po stories of hell there is a heavy emphasis on 

the rituals (such as the transfer of merit to the dead) that need to be performed in this world. Both 

the Japanese and the Chinese examples show that the living wanted the deceased to keep a close 

connection with the world of the living; the way that close connection was maintained, however, 

was very different as was the view of life and death. In both the Japanese and the Chinese 

examples, the journey to hell is a process of death and rebirth, but the view of the death, the stay 

in hell, and the return to life signify very different things.  

 

 

 
442 “Doctrine of the Mean (Zhong yong 中庸) chapter 19” in Book of Rites (Li ji 禮記) writes: “They occupied the 
places (of their forefathers), practiced their ceremonies, performed their music, showed their respect for those whom 
they honored, and loved those whom they regarded with affection. Thus they served the dead as they served them 
when alive, and served the departed as they would have served them if they had been continued among them. This 
was the perfection of filial duty. (踐其位, 行其禮, 奏其樂; 敬其所尊, 愛其所親; 事死如事生, 事亡如事存, 孝之
至也。).” This concept of life is also closely connected to the Chinese yin-yang cosmology. 
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Afterword 

 

At the book stage, my plan is to add a last chapter called “Mother and Children in Hell,” in 

which I explore the mother-child relationship depicted in the new sub-hells that emerged in 

Japan in the late Muromachi period. This future chapter would examine what was viewed as the 

danger of parental attachment (aishū 愛執) and offers a new interpretation of the conception of 

childhood and motherhood that existed at the time. Sai no kawara 賽の河原 (Children’s Limbo), 

a topos at the heart of this future chapter, was one of the most often represented scenes in hell 

paintings in the Edo period. As a liminal and riparian abode for dead children, it became an 

iconic spot in tour-of-hell narratives in the seventeenth century. The earliest pictorializations of 

this hell are found in such works as the sixteenth-century Yata Jizō maitsuki nikki-e 矢田地蔵毎

月日記絵 (The Month and Day Picture Scroll of the Yata Jizō) and Jūō-zu (Ten Kings Painting) 

at Kōgaku-ji 向嶽寺, and these scenes were widely disseminated through Kumano kanjin jikkai 

mandara and other etoki fundraising campaigns.  

Examining Children’s Limbo in the seventeenth-century Fuji no hitoana sōshi and its visual 

representations in Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara, I will show that children in hell play a dual 

role: as beings in need of salvation and as saviors of their mothers. The annual urabon-e 盂蘭盆

会 (or sagaki-e 施餓鬼会, the festival for feeding hungry ghosts), an innovation of the early 

fifteenth century and an expansion of the central drama celebrated at Urabon, the descent of 

Mokuren to the otherworld to save his wicked mother, became a popular event towards the end 

of the Muromachi period. In Kumano Mandala, Children’s Limbo is in the central area directly 

below the depiction of the urabon-e, creating a visual contrast between this sub-hell and urabon-

e. By showing the boy conducting an urabon-e observance for his parents, the mandalas are 

stressing that it is the responsibility of a child to engage in tsuizen kuyō (追善供養), the act of 

making an offering to the spirit of the dead, to eliminate the sins of the deceased parents. 

Children who died before their parents were condemned to hell for failing to fulfill that 

responsibility.  
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I see a continuation from the story of “Mokuren saving his mother” to Kumano Mandala, as 

both can be interpreted as the story of mother, especially of a mother seeking salvation through 

her children. Juxtaposing such a story with the motif of the “neck pillory of the three worlds”—

the familial attachments which prevent one from attaining enlightenment—I argue that the dual 

role of children both as beings in need of salvation and as the saviors of their mothers reveals 

women’s ambivalence about children, as both their hope and their burden. This ambivalence is 

exemplified by the aphorism “children is a neck pillory of the three worlds” (ko wa sangai no 

kubikase 子は三界の首枷),443 which is also a recurring pictorial motif in the Chinese Ningbo 

Ten Kings paintings from the Song and Yuan dynasties and frequently copied in Japan. It 

appears in the foreground of the King Enma scroll in the thirteenth century Shōjuraigō-ji Six 

Paths paintings in a scene in which a hell warden leads a female sinner by a neck restraint, with 

an infant trailing behind. The infant is there to accuse its mother of abortion, infanticide, or 

neglect. I would like to discuss this together with the “mabiki-zu” or “weeding pictures” about 

mothers killing their children.444 

Women’s ambivalence towards their children is also revealed in otogizōshi texts. For 

example, the sixteenth-century Chōhō-ji yomigaeri no sōshi mentions that one must be detached 

from familial attachments, be liberated and attain enlightenment, and such attachments include 

not only those between husband and wife but also between parent and child. In the seventeenth- 

century Fuji no hitoana sōshi, the protagonist Nitta, in his tour of the underworld, encounters the 

animal realm and is given a warning: “This is what happens to children who are overly attached 

to their parents, and to parents who are overly attached to their stepmothers or stepchildren. They 

all fall into the animal realm.”445 

I have discussed the issue of the salvation of women as mothers as a recurrent motif 

throughout the new sub-hells as well as that of women and “excessive attachment” (shūnen 執

念). By adding the motif of familial attachments, the stories of Children’s Limbo, and stories of 

mothers seeking salvation from children, we can gain an even clearer and more complex picture 

 
443 This aphorism can be found in the Noh play Tenko 天鼓 (“The Heavenly Drum”), which is attributed to Zeami 
Motokiyo. 
444 “mabiki”: infanticide and abortion, collectively euphemized as mabiki (“weeding” or “pruning”) 
445 MJMT 11: 446a; 1603 Fuji text. 
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of the relationship between mother and child at this time by focusing on the new representations 

of hell. 

 As we have seen, in popular Japanese hell narratives, there are basically two ways to be 

saved from hell: one is metsuzai 滅罪 (lit. “elimination of sins”), to live in jigoku until such time 

as one is freed and can return to this world and one’s former life. The other is tsuizen kuyō, the 

offering made by the living to the deceased. The stories I have examined pivot on these two ways 

of escaping hell. Sometimes they take place simultaneously, as in Daibutsu no go-engi and other 

examples—the dead receive punishment in hell, while the living make offerings in their behalf—

to accelerate the process of purging their accumulation of sins. It is against this foundation that I 

have analyzed the new set of motifs of women in hell that emerged in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. I hope that in the process I have shown how closely related these 

representations of women in hell were to late medieval and early modern concerns of women.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



165 
 

Bibliography 

 
Abbreviations 
 
GR   Gunsho ruijū, edited by Hanawa Hokiichi. Third revision. 29 vols. Tokyo: Zoku Gunsho 

Ruijū kanseikai, 1959-1960. 

KST   Shintei zōho kokushi taikei, edited by Kuroita Katsumi et al. Kansei kinen version. 60 vols. 
(64 books). Tokyo: Yoshikawa kōbunkan, 1964-1967. 

MJMT   Muromachi jidai monogatari taisei, edited by Yokoyama Shigeru and Matsumoto 
Ryūshin. 13 vols. Tokyo: Kadokawa shoten, 1973-1985. (Two additional volumes were 
added in 1987-1988.) 

NKBT   Nihon koten bungaku taikei, edited by Takagi Ichinosuke et al. 100 vols. Tokyo: 
Iwanami shoten, 1957-1967. 

NST   Nihon shisō taikei, edited by Ienaga Saburō et al. 67 vols. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1970-
1982. 

SNKT   Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei, edited by Satake Akihiro et al. 100 vols. Tokyo: 
Iwanami shoten, 1989-2005. 

SNKZ   Shinpen Nihon koten bungaku zenshū. 88 vols. Tokyo: Shōgakukan, 1994-2002. 

ST   Shintō taikei, edited by Shintō Taikei hensankai. 120 vols. Tokyo: Shintō Taikei hensankai, 
1977-94. 

T   Taishō shinshū daizōkyō, edited by Takakusu Junjirō et al. 85 vols. Tokyo: Taishō Issaikyō 
kankōkai, 1924-1932. 

ZGR   Zoku gunsho ruijū, edited by Hanawa Hokiichi; revised by Ōta Tōshirō. Third revision. 33 
vols. (66 books). Tokyo: Zoku Gunsho Ruijū kanseikai, 1957-1959. Continuing vols. 34-
37 (one book each) were published between 1969-1972, and 3 supplementary vols. (15 
books) were added between 1957-1959 and in 1966. 

 
Primary Sources 
 

Apidamo jushe lun 阿毘達摩倶舎論 (Skt. Abhidharma-kośa; Jp. Abidatsuma kusha ron). By 
Vasubandhu (Ch. Shiqin). Translated by Xuanzang. T no. 1558, vol. 29. 

Banzuii shōnin shokoku gyōkeden 幡随意上人諸国行化伝. By Kanyo 喚誉. 5 vols. Published 
by Umemura Sōgorō 梅村惣五郎, 1755. 



166 
 

Beihu lu 北戸錄. By Duan Gonglu 段公路. 2 vols. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshu guan, 1927. 

Ben no menotoshū 弁の乳母集. By Fujiwara no Akirakeiko 藤原明子. GR 15. 

Bussetsu Daibutsu no go-engi. In vol. 6 of Muromachi jidai monogatari, edited by Yokoyama 
Shigeru. Tokyo: Koten bunko, 1964. 

Bussetsu Jizō bosatsu hosshin innnen jūō kyō 仏説地蔵菩薩発心因縁十王経. In vol. 150 of 
Wan xuzangjing. Taibei: Xin wenfeng chuban gongsi, 1976. 

Chang ahan jing 長阿含経 (Skt. Dīrgha Āgama; Jp. Jōagon gyō). Translated by Buddhayaśas 
(Ch. Fotuoyeshe) and Zhu Fonian. T no. 1, vol. 1. 

Chaoye qianzai 朝野僉載. By Zhang Zhuo 張鷟. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1979. 

Chengshi lun 成實論 (Skt. Satyasiddhi-śāstra; Jp. Jōjitsu ron). By Harivarman (Ch. Helibamo). 
Translated by Kumārajīva (Ch. Jiumoluoshi). T no. 1646, vol. 32. 

Chu Ci 楚辭. By Qu Yuan 屈原. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2010. 

Cibei daochang chanfa 慈悲道場懺法. T. 1909, vol. 45. 

Cibei daochang chanfa zhuan 慈悲道場懺法傳. T. 1909, vol. 45. 

Da dai liji buzhu 大戴禮記補註. Edited by Kong Guangsen, Wang Fengxian. Beijing: Zhonghua 
shuju, 2013. 

Daibutsu no engi 大佛之緣起 (Tenna-shahon). In vol. 6 of Muromachi jidai monogatari 室町時
代物語, edited by Yokoyama Shigeru. Tokyo: Koten bunko, 1964. 

Daibutsu no go-engi. See Daibutsu no engi. 

Dai Nihonkoku Hokekyō genki. By Chingen. NST 7. 

Dazhidu lun 大智度論 (Skt. Mahāprajñāpāramitā-śāstra; Jp. Daichido ron). Attributed to 
Nāgârjuna (Ch. Longshu 龍樹). Translated by Kumārajīva. T no. 1509, vol. 25. 

Dizang pusa shizhairi 地藏菩薩十齋日. T. 2850, vol. 85. 

Dōjōji engi. In vol. 24 of Zoku Nihon no emaki, edited by Komatsu Shigemi. Tokyo: Chūō 
kōronsha, 1992. 

Dunhuang bianwen ji 敦煌變文集. Edited by Wang Zhongmin 王重民 et al. Beijing: Renmin 
wenxue chubanshe, 1984. 



167 
 

Edo hanjōki 江戸繁昌記. By Terakado Seiken 寺門静軒. In Edo hanjōki Ryūkyō shinshi 江戸繁
盛記, 柳橋新誌, edited by Hino Tatsuo. Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei 100. Tokyo: 
Iwanami shoten, 1989. 

Fahua jing. See Miaofa lianhua jing. 

Fanyi mingyi ji 翻譯名義集. Edited by Fayun 法雲. T no. 54, vol. 2131. 

Foshuo baoen fengpen jing 佛説報恩奉盆經 (Jp. Bussetsu hōon hōbon kyō). T no. 16, vol. 686, 
vol. 780a. 

Foshuo dazang zhengjiao xuepen jing (Jp. Bussetsu daizō shōkyō ketsubon kyō). In vol. 87 of 
Wan xuzangjing. Taibei: Xin wenfeng chuban gongsi, 1976. 

Foshuo Mulian jiumu jing (Jp. Bussetsu Mokuren gumo kyō). In Miya Tsugio, “Mokuren gumo 
setsuwa to sono kaiga: Mokuren gumo kyō-e no shutsugen ni chinande.” Bijutsu kenkyū 
255 (January 1968): 175-78. 

Foshuo Yanluowang shouji sizhong nixiu shengqi wangsheng jingtu jing 佛説閻羅王授記四衆
逆修生七往生浄土經. See Foshuo yuxiu shiwang shengqi jing. 

Foshuo Yulanpen jing (Jp. Bussetsu urabon kyō). Translated by Dharmarakṣa. T no. 685, vol. 16. 

Foshuo yuxiu shiwang shengqi jing 佛説預修十王生七經 (Jp. Bussetsu yoshu jūō shōshichi 
kyō). In vol. 150 of Wan xuzangjing. Taibei: Xin wenfeng chuban gongsi, 1976. 

Foshuo yuyenü jing (Jp. Bussetsu gyokuya’nyo kyō). T no. 142, vol. 2. 

Fuji no hitoana sōshi. MJMT 11. 

Fusō ryakuki 扶桑略記. By Kōen 皇円. Tokyo: Yoshikawa kōbunkan, 2007. 

Gaki zōshi. In vol. 7 of Nihon no emaki, edited by Komatsu Shigemi. Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 
1987. 

Ga’un nikkenroku 臥雲日件録. By Zuikei Shūhō 瑞谿周鳳. In Dainihon kokiroku: Gaun 
nikkenroku 大日本古記錄: 臥雲日件録. Tokyo daigaku shiryō hensanjo, 1961. 

Genji monogatari 源氏物語. SNKT 20. 

Genkō shakusho. By Kokan Shiren. KST 31. 

Gōdanshō 江談抄. By Ōe Masafusa 大江匡房. SNKT 32. 

Gujin xiaoshuo 古今小説. By Feng Menglong 馮夢龍. 2 vols. Beijing: Renmin wenxue 
chubanshe, 1979. 



168 
 

Haikai ruisenshū 俳諧類舩集. By Baisei 梅盛. In Haikai ruisenshū, edited by Noma Kōshin 野
間光辰 and Esaka Hironao 榎坂浩尚. Osaka: Han’an Noma Kōshin sensei kakō 
kinenkai, 1969-1975. 

Han shu 漢書. By Ban Gu 班固. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2007. 

Hirano yomigaeri no sōshi. MJMT 9 (Tsu no kuni kake no kōri Hirano no Chōhōji yomigaeri no 
sōshi no koto).  

Hitoana sōshi. Transcription in Ishikawa Tōru, “Keiō gijuku toshokan-zō Hitoana sōshi kaidai, 
honkoku.” Mita kokubun 26 (September 1997): 31-44. 

Hōbutsushū (seven-fascicle recension). Attributed to Taira no Yasuyori. SNKT 40. 

Hokke genki. See Dai Nihonkoku Hokekyō genki. 

Honchō jokan 本朝女鑑. By Asai Ryōi 浅井了意. In Honchō jokan, vol. 2, edited by Kinsei 
Bungaku Shoshi Kenkyūkai. Kinsei bungaku shiryō ruijū, kanazōshi-hen 7. Tokyo: 
Benseisha, 1972. 

Hosshin wakashū 発心和歌集. By Senshi naishinnō 選子内親王. Tokyo: NetAdvance, 2014. 

Inga monogatari (Hiragana-bon). Based on a work by Suzuki Shōsan. In vol. 4 of Kana zōshi 
shūsei, edited by Asakura Haruhiko. Tokyo: Tōkyōdō shuppan, 1983. 

Iroha jiruishō (ten-volumes; Daitōkyū kinen bunko recension). In Muromachi shoki utsushi 
jikkan-bon Iroha jiruishō. 5 vols. (two fascicles per volume). Tokyo: Yūshōdō shuppan, 
1987. 

Jianhu ji 堅瓠集. By Chu Renhuo 褚人穫.Hangzhou: Zhejiang renmin chubanshe, 1986. 

Jigoku zōshi. In vol. 7 of Nihon no emaki, edited by Komatsu Shigemi. Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 
1987. 

Jizō bosatsu reigenki. In vol. 23 of Zoku Nihon no emaki, edited by Komatsu Shigemi. Tokyo: 
Chūō kōronsha, 1992. 

Jizō jūō kyō. See Bussetsu Jizō bosatsu hosshin innnen jūō kyō. 

Jushe lun. See Apidamo jushe lun. 

Kago mimi 籠耳. By Sō Densai 艸田齋. 5 vols. Tokyo: Beizandō, 1938-1939. 

Kannon riyaku shū 觀音利益集 (Kanazawa bunko-bon). In Kanazawa bunko-bon Kannon 
riyaku shū, edited by Ozaki Kyūya 尾崎久彌. Kannon tankōkai, 1939. 

Karukaya. In Sekkyōbushi: Sanshō dayū, Oguri hangan hoka, edited by Araki Shigeru and 
Yamamoto Kichizō. Tōyō bunko 243. Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1973. 



169 
 

Ketsubon kyō. See Foshuo dazang zhengjiao xuepen jing. 

Kitano tenjin engi 北野天神縁起. NST 20. 

Kiizōdanshū 奇異雑談集. In Kana-zōshi shūsei 假名草子集成, edited by Asakura Haruhiko 朝
倉治彦. Tokyo: Tōkyōdō shuppan, 1980-2017. 

Kojiki 古事記. Edited by Ō no Yasumaro. SNKZ 1. 

Kokin wakashū 古今和歌集. SNKT 5. 

Kokon chomonjū 古今著聞集. NKBT 84. 

Konjaku monogatari shū. 5 vols. SNKT 33-37. 

Li ji 禮記. 2 vols. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2017. 

Liaozhai zhiyi 聊齋志異. By Pu Songling 蒲松齡. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2009. 

Liuchao shiji bianlei 六朝事跡編類. By Zhang Dunyi 張敦颐. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011. 

Liuqing rizha 留青日札. By Tian Yiheng 田藝衡. Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1992. 

Miaofa lianhua jing (Skt. Saddharma-puṇḍárīka-sūtra; Jp. Myōhō renge kyō). Translated by 
Kumārajīva. T no. 262, vol. 9. 

Mizukagami 水鏡. In Mizukagami zenhyōshaku 水鏡全評釈, edited by Kawakita Noboru 河北
騰. Tokyo: Kasama shoin, 2011. 

Mohe zhiguan (Jp. Maka shikan). By Zhiyi. T no. 1911, vol. 46. 

Mokuren no sōshi. MJMT 13. 

Nanshi 南史. By Li Yanshou 李延壽. 6 vols. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975. 

Nihonkoku genpō zen’aku ryōiki. By Kyōkai (Keikai). SNKT 30. 

Nihon ōjō gokurakuki 日本往生極楽記. By Yoshishige Yasutane 慶滋保胤. Sonkeikaku zenpon 
eiin shusei 41-2. 

Nihon ryōiki. See Nihonkoku genpō zen’aku ryōiki. 

Ōjōyōshū. By Genshin. T no. 2682, vol. 84. 

Pudenglu 普燈錄. In vol. 137 of Wan xuzangjing. Taibei: Xin wenfeng chuban gongsi, 1976. 



170 
 

Qing yi lu 清異錄. By Tao Gu 陶穀. In Qing yi lu; Jianghuai yiren lu 清異錄・江淮異人錄, 
edited by Wu Shu. Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2012. 

Quanxiang gujin xiaoshuo 全像古今小説. See Gujin xiaoshuo 古今小説. 

Saikaku ōyakazu 西鶴大矢数. By Ihara Saikaku 井原西鶴. In vol. 11(ge) of Teihon Saikaku 
zenshū 定本西鶴全集, edited by Ebara Taizō 潁原退藏, Teruoka Yasutaka 暉峻康隆, 
Noma Kōshin 野間光辰 et al. Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 1975. 

Sangoku denki 三国伝記. By Gentō. In Sangoku denki. 2 vols. Edited by Ikegami Jun’ichi. 
Chūsei no bungaku. Tokyo: Miyai shoten, 1976 and 1982. 

Seji kenmonroku 世事見聞錄. By Buyō Inshi 武陽隱士. Edited by Honjō Eijirō 本庄榮治郎 
and Takikawa Masajirō 瀧川政次郎. Tokyo: Seiabō, 2001. 

Shanhai jing 山海經. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2009. 

Shasekishū. By Mujū. SNKZ 52. 

Shibyaku ōjōden 緇白往生伝. In Kinsei ōjōden shūsei 近世往生伝集成, edited by Kasahara 
Kazuo 苙原一男. Tokyo: Yamakawa shuppansha, 1978-1980. 

Shidoji engi 志度寺縁起. In Shidoji engie: Setouchi no tera o meguru ai to shi to shinkō to 志度
寺縁起絵: 瀬戶内の寺を巡る愛と死と信仰と, edited by Ōta Shōko 太田昌子. Tokyo: 
Heibonsha, 2019. 

Shiji 史記. By Sima Qian 司馬遷. Taibei: Taiwan shangwu, 1983. 

Shiji jing 世記経 (Jp. Seiki kyō). See Chang ahan jing.  

Shikata banashi. By Nakagawa Kiun. In vol. 1 of Hanashibon taikei, edited by Mutō Sadao and 
Oka Masahiko. Tokyo: Tōkyōdō shuppan, 1975. 

Shikidō ōkagami 色道大鏡. By Fujimoto Kizan 藤本箕山. In Shikidō ōkagami, edited by Noma 
Kōshin. Tokyo: Yūzan bunko, 1961. 

Shintōshū. Attributed to Agui. ST, Bungaku-hen 1. 

Shishi jigu lue 釋氏稽古略. By Juean 覺岸. T no 2037, vol. 49. 

Shuilu yiwen 水陸儀文. See Tiandi mingyang shuilu yiwen 天地冥陽水陸儀文. 

Shume no hōgan Morihisa. By Chikamatsu Monzaemon. In vol. 1 of Chikamatsu zenshū, edited 
by Chikamatsu Zenshū Kankōkai. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1985. 



171 
 

Suwa no honji Kaneie すわのほんぢ兼家. In vol. 1 of Kojōruri shōhonshū 古浄瑠璃正本集, 
edited by Yokoyama Shigeru 横山重 et al. Tokyo: Kadokawa shoten, 1964. 

Taiping guangji 太平廣記. By Li Fang 李昉. 10 vols. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2006. 

Taishang ganying pian (Jp. Taijō kannō hen). In vol. 46 of Zhengtong daozang. Taibei: Xin 
wenfeng chuban gongsi, 1977. 

Tateyama mandara shūsei 立山曼荼羅集成. Edited by Nagashima Katsumasa 長島勝正. 2 vols. 
Tokyo: Bunken shuppan, 1980. 

Tengu no dairi 天狗の内裏. MJMT 9. 

Tiandi mingyang shuilu yiwen 天地冥陽水陸儀文. Edited by Huang Yunxi 黃運喜, Zhang 
Lanshi 張蘭石. Taibei: Xin wenfeng chuban gongsi, 2017. 

Tōdaiji Daibutsu no engi 東大寺大仏之縁起. In vol. 6 of Muromachi jidai monogatari 室町時
代物語, edited by Yokoyama Shigeru. Tokyo: Koten bunko, 1964. 

Tokitsugu-kyō ki 言継卿記. By Yamashina Tokitsugu 山科言繼. Tokyo: Kokusho kankōkai, 
1914-1915. 

Ukiyo eiga ichidai otoko 浮世栄華一代男. By Ihara Saikaku 井原西鶴. In vol. 14 of Teihon 
Saikaku zenshū 定本西鶴全集, edited by Ebara Taizō 潁原退藏, Teruoka Yasutaka 暉峻
康隆, Noma Kōshin 野間光辰 et al. Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 1953.  

Uto’u. SNKT 57. 

Wazoku dōjikun 和俗童子訓. By Kaibara Ekiken 貝原益軒. In Yōjōkun; Wazoku dōjikun 養生
訓・和俗童子訓, edited by Ishikawa Ken 石川謙. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1991. 

Weimojie suoshuo jing 維摩詰所說經 (Skt. Vimalakīrti-nirdeśa-sūtra; Jp. Yuimakitsu shosetsu 
kyō). Translated by Kumārajīva. T no. 475, vol. 14. 

Xiangyan jieyi; Wuxia yanlian 鄉言解頤・吳下諺聯. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1997. 

Xi you ji 西遊記. By Wu Cheng’en 吴承恩. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2009. 

Xie duo 諧鐸. By Shen Qifeng 沈起鳳. Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 2006. 

Xuepen jing. See Foshuo dazang zhengjiao xuepen jing. 

Yamato monogatari 大和物語. GR 17. 



172 
 

Yanluowang shouji jing 閻羅王授記經 (Jp. Enraō juki kyō). In Du Doucheng, Dunhuangben 
Foshuo shiwang jing jiaolu yanjiu. Lanzhou: Gansu jiaoyu chubanshe, 1989. 

Yata Jizō maitsuki nikki e 矢田地蔵毎月日記絵. In vol. 29 of Shinshu Nihon emaki zenshū 新修
日本絵巻全集, edited by Umezu Jirō 梅津次郎. Tokyo: Kadokawa shoten, 1980. 

Yongle dadian 永樂大典. Compiled by Xie Jin 解縉. 11 vols. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2012. 

Yuli chaochuan jingshi 玉歷鈔傳警世. Attributed to Danchi zunzhe 淡痴尊者 (ca. 1030). 
Beijing: Wenyuan zhai, 1872. 

Zenkōji engi. ZGR 28a. 

Zhengfa nianchu jing (Skt. Saddharma-smṛty-upasthāna; Jp. Shōbō nenjo kyō). Translated by 
Prajñāruci (Ch. Boreliuzhi). T no. 721, vol. 17. 

Zheng Yang 正楊. By Chen Yaowen 陳耀文. 4 vols. Beijing: Beijing airusheng shuzihua jishu 
yanjiu zhongxin, 2014. 

Zhiguan fuxing chuanhong jue 止觀輔行傳弘決 (Jp. Shikan bugyō dengu ketsu). By Zhanran 湛
然. T no. 1912, vol. 46. 

Zizhi tongjian 資治通鑑. By Sima Guang 司馬光. 20 vols. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1956. 

Zoku honchō ōjōden 続本朝往生伝. By Ōe no Masafusa 大江匡房. Third revision. Tokyo: 
Zoku gunsho ruijū kanseikai, 2014. 

 

Secondary Sources 
 

Abe, Yasurō 阿部泰郎. Yuya no kōgō: chūsei no sei to seinaru mono 湯屋の皇后: 中世の性と
聖なるもの. Nagoya: Nagoya daigaku shuppankai, 1998. 

———. “Shōjin to ryūchi: Chūsei engi, setsuwa ni okeru hotoke no shintai” 生身と流血―中世
縁起・説話における仏と身体. In Bukkyō bijutsu ni okeru shintaikan to shintai hyōgen 
仏教美術における身体観と身体表現, ed. Kōzen Hiroshi, 15-22. Kyoto: Bukkyō 
bijutsu kenkyū Ueno kinen zaidan josei kenkyūkai, 2002. 

Abe, Ryūichi. “Revisiting the Dragon Princess: Her Role in Medieval Engi Stories and Their 
Implications in Reading the Lotus Sutra.” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 42, no. 
1, Engi: Forging Accounts of Sacred Origins (2015): 27-70. 

———. “Mantra, Hinin, and the Feminine: On the Salvational Strategies of Myōe and Eizon.” 
Cahiers d’Extrême-Asie 13 (2003): 101-125. 



173 
 

Ambros, Barbara. Women in Japanese Religions. New York: New York University Press, 2015. 

Averbuch, Irit. “Discourses of the reappearing: The reenactment of the Cloth-Bridge 
Consecration Rite” at Mt. Tateyama. Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 3 (2011): 1-
54. 

Baba Akiko 馬場あき子. Oni no kenkyu 鬼の研究. Tokyo: Chikuma shobo, 1988. 

Bai Jianzhong 白建忠. “Shuo ‘Meng Po’ 説‘孟婆’.” Gudian wenxue zhishi 156, no. 3 (2011): 
146-152. 

Bargen, Doris. A Woman’s Weapon: Spirit Possession in the Tale of Genji. Honolulu: University 
of Hawai’i Press, 1997. 

Bloch, Maurice and Jonathan Parry, eds. Death and the Regeneration of Life. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982. 

Bloss, Lowell W. “The Buddha and the Nāga: A Study in Buddhist Popular Religiosity.” History 
of Religions 13 (1973): 37-53. 

Bowring, Richard, trans. Murasaki Shikibu, Her Diary and Poetic Memoirs. New York: Penguin, 
1996. 

Brower, Robert Hopkins. The Konzyaku Monogatarisyū: An Historical and Critical 
Introduction, with Annotated Translations of Seventy-eight Tales, Ann Arbor, University 
of Michigan, 1952. 

Brown, Delmer M. and Ichirō Ishida. The Future and the Past: A Translation and Study of the 
Gukanshō, An Interpretative History of Japan Written in 1219. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1979. 

Butler, Judith. Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”. Abingdon, Oxon; New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2011. 

Carey, Conán Dean. “In Hell the One Without Sin Is Lord: Sino-Japanese Tales of Descent into 
the Underworld.” Sino-Platonic Papers, 109. Philadelpia, PA.: Dept. of Asian and 
Middle Eastern Studies, University of Pennsylvania, 2000. 

Chusid, Miriam. “Picturing the Afterlife: The Shōjuraigōji Six Paths Scrolls and Salvation in 
Medieval Japan.” Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 2016. 

Ciyi, et al., eds. Foguang dacidian 佛光大辭典. Gaoxiong: Foguang chubanshe, 1989. 

Davis, Edward L. Society and the Supernatural in Song China. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 2001. 

DDB   Digital Dictionary of Buddhism (http://www.buddhism-dict.net/ddb/), compiled and 
edited by Charles Muller. 1995-. 



174 
 

Delaney, Carol Lowery. Abraham on Trial: The Social Legacy of Biblical Myth. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1998. 

———. The Seed and the Soil: Gender and Cosmology in Turkish Village Society. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991. 

Douglas, Mary. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concept of Pollution and Taboo. London; 
New York: Routledge, 2005. 

Drixler, Fabian Franz. “Imagined Communities of the Living and the Dead: The Spread of the 
Ancestor-Venerating Stem Family in Tokugawa Japan.” In What Is a Family?: Answers 
from Early Modern Japan, edited by Mary Elizabeth Berry and Marcia Yonemoto. 
Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2019. 

Drott, Edward Robertson. Buddhism and the Transformation of Old Age in Medieval Japan. 
Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2016. 

Durand-Dastès, Vincent. “The Lady with the Snake Body: ‘Empress’ Chi Hui’s Story in 
Vernacular Literature and Ten king’s Scrolls.” Conference paper. Intervention au 
Colloque International La Traversée des Landes des Trépassés: Récits, Rituels, Images / 
Journeys Across the Realm of the Dead: Narratives, Rituals and Images. Paris, INALCO, 
19-20 May 2016. 

Dykstra, Yoshiko K., trans., Miraculous Tales of the Lotus Sutra from Ancient Japan: The 
Dainihonkoku Hokekyōkenki of Priest Chingen. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 
1983. 

———, trans., The Konjaku Tales. Japanese Section: From a Medieval Japanese Collection. 3 
vols. Hirakata: Intercultural Research Institute, Kansai Gaidai University Publication, 
1998-2003. 

Faure, Bernard. The Power of Denial: Buddhism, Purity, and Gender. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 2003. 

———. The Red Thread: Buddhist Approaches to Sexuality. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univerity 
Press, 1998. 

Franz, Marie-Luise von. Shadow and Evil in Fairy Tales. Zürich: Spring Publications, 1974. 

Fuji Akio 冨士昭雄. “Kiizōdanshū no seiritsu” 奇異雑談集の成立. Komazawa kokubun 9 
(1972.5): 93-111. 

Fukutō Sanae 服藤早苗. Heianchō no haha to ko: Kizoku to shōmin no Kazoku seikatsushi 平安
朝の母と子 : 貴族と庶民の家族生活史. Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 1991. 

———. Heianchō no onna to otoko: kizoku to shomin no sei to ai 平安朝の女と男: 貴族と庶
民の性と愛. Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 1995. 



175 
 

Fuma Susumu 夫馬進. Zhongguo shanhui shantang shi yanjiu 中國善會善堂史研究.Translated 
by Yang Wenxin et al. Beijing: Shangwun yinshuguan, 2005. 

Glassman, Hank. The Face of Jizō: Image and Cult in Medieval Japanese Buddhism. Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press, 2012. 

———. At the Crossroads of Birth and Death: The Blood Pool Hell and Postmortem Fetal 
Extraction. In Death and the Afterlife in Japanese Buddhism, edited by Jacqueline I. 
Stone and Mariko Namba Walter, 175-206. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2008. 

———. “The Religious Construction of Motherhood in Japan.” Ph.D. Dissertation, Stanford 
University, 2001. 

Gorai Shigeru 五来重, Nihonjin no jigoku to gokuraku 日本人の地獄と極楽. Kyoto: Jinbun 
shoin, 1991. 

———. Zenkōji meguri 善光寺めぐり. In Hijiri no keifu to shomin Bukkyō: Gorai Shigeru 
sakuhinshū, Dainishū 聖の系譜と庶民仏教—五来重作品集, 第二集, 255-549. Kyoto: 
Hōzōkan, 2007. 

Gramlich-Oka, Bettina. “Neo-Confucianism Reconsidered: Family Rituals in the Rai 
Household.” U.S-Japan Women’s Journal 39 (2011): 7-37. 

Guo Licheng 郭立誠. “Chuantong mingtu guannian de yanbian” 傳統冥土觀念的演變. In He 
Haotian 何浩天, Shidian Yanwang: Wei Boru juanzeng 十殿閻王: 魏伯儒捐贈, 15-26. 
Taibei: National Museum of History, 1984. 

Hagiwara Tatsuo 荻原龍夫. Miko to Bukkyō shi: Kumano bikuni no shimei to tenkai 巫女と仏
敎史: 熊野比丘尼の使命と展開. Tokyo: Yoshikawa kōbunkan, 1983. 

Hara Chisato 原知里. “Chūsei ni okeru Datsueba no juyō to ninshiki ni tsuite” 中世における奪
衣婆の受容と認識について. Etoki kenkyū 23 (2011): 83-101. 

Hashimoto Naoki. “Bussetsu Jizō bosatsu hosshin innen jūō kyō no kanpon ni tsuite: Tsuketari, 
eiin fukkoku.” Senriyama bungaku ronshū 30 (March 1984): 154-119 (sic). 

Hayakawa Junzaburō 早川純三郎 ed. Kinsei bungei sōsho 近世文藝叢書, vol.6. Tokyo: 
Kokusho kankōkai, 1911. 

Hayashi Masahiko 林雅彦. Nihon no etoki: shiryō to kenkyū 日本の絵解き: 資料と研究. 
Tokyo: Miyai shoten, 1982. 

———. Zōho Nihon no etoki: Shiryō to kenkyū 増補日本の絵解—資料と研究. Tokyo: Miyai 
shoten, 1984. 



176 
 

———. “Dōjōji engi no kotoba to kaiga: Etoki o shiza to shitsutsu.” In Sei to shi no zuzōgaku: 
Ajia ni okeru sei to shi no kosumorojī 生と死の図像学: アジアにおける生と死のコス
モロジー, edited by Hayashi Masahiko, 399-421. Tokyo: Shibundō, 2003. 

Hayashi Minao 林巳奈夫. Ryū no hanashi: zuzō kara toku nazo 龍の話: 図像から解く謎. 
Tokyo: Chūkō shinsho, 1993. 

Heller, Natasha. “From Imperial Glory to Buddhist Piety: The Record of a Ming Ritual in Three 
Contexts.” History of Religions, vol. 51, no. 1 (August 2011): 59-83. 

Hirano Jun. “Amida, Jizō, Kannon no sanzon-zō no seiritsu haikei ni tsuite: Etchū Tateyama 
shikō no ichi sokumen.” Kuri 12 (April 2002): 59-76. 

Hirasawa, Caroline. “The Inflatable, Collapsible Kingdom of Retribution: A Primer on Japanese 
Hell Imagery and Imagination.” Monumenta Nipponica 63, no. 1 (Spring, 2008): 1-50. 

———. “Cracking Cauldrons and Babies on Blossoms: The Relocation of Salvation in Japanese 
Hell Painting.” Artibus Asiae 62, no.1, (2012): 5-51. 

———. Hell-bent for Heaven in Tateyama mandara: Painting and Religious Practice at a 
Japanese Mountain. Leiden: Brill, 2013. 

Hong, Jeehee. Theater of the Dead: A Social Turn in Chinese Funerary Art, 1000-1400. 
Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2016. 

Hori, Ichiro. Folk Religion in Japan: Continuity and Change. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1968. 

Horton, Sarah. “The Influence of the Ōjōyōshū in Late Tenth- and Early Eleventh-Century 
Japan.” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 31, no. 1 (2004): 29-54. 

Hu Puan 胡樸安. Zhonghua quanguo fengsu zhi 中華全國風俗誌. Shijiazhuang: Hebei renmin 
chubanshe, 1986. 

Hu Xuecheng 胡學丞. “Yin-yang yu lüfa zhijian: yi Yuli baochao wei zhongxin” 陰陽與律法之
間—以玉歷宝鈔為中心. M.A. Thesis. National Chengchi University Graduate Institute 
of Religious Studies, 2003. 

Hurvitz, Leon, trans. Scripture of the Lotus Sūtra Blossom of the Fine Dharma. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1976. 

Ichiko, Teiji 市古貞次. Chūsei bungaku nenpyō: Shōsetsu, gunki, kōwakamai 中世文学年表 小
説・軍記・幸若舞. Tokyo: Tōkyō daigaku shuppankai, 1998. 

Iijima Yoshiharu. “Enagi-warai no shinsō: reikon no kōtsū” 胞衣笑いの深層: 霊魂の交通. 
Hikaku minzoku kenkyū 比較民族研究 10 (September 1994): 36-64. 



177 
 

Ikegami Shōji 池上正治. Ryū no hyakka 龍の百科. Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 2000. 

Inaga Keiji 稲賀敬二. Ronkō Heian ōchō no bungaku 論考平安王朝の文学. Tokyo: 
Shintensha, 1998.  

Ishida Mizumaro 石田瑞麿. Nihonjin to jigoku 日本人と地獄. Tokyo: Kōdansha, 2013. 

———. Minshū kyōten 民衆経典. Bukkyō Kyōtensen 12. Tokyo: Chikuma shobō, 1986. 

Ishida Mizumaro ed. Genshin 源信. NST 6. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1970. 

Ishiguro Kumiko 石黒久美子. “Kumano kanjin jikkai zu wo meguru jyosei hyōshō no kinō” 
「熊野観心十界図」をめぐる女性表象の機能. Etoki kenkyū 絵解き研究 18 (March 
2004): 23-52. 

Ishikawa Matsutarō ed. Onna daigaku shū. Tōyō bunko 302. Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1977. 

Ishikawa Tōru 石川透. “Keiō gijuku toshokan-zō Hitoana sōshi kaidai, honkoku.” 慶應義塾図
書館蔵『人あなさうし』解題・翻刻. Mita kokubun 三田国文 26 (September 1997): 
31-44. 

———. Muromachi monogatari eiin zōkan 14 Daibutsu no go-engi. Tokyo: Miyai shoten, 2003. 

Itō Seiji 伊藤清司. Kaguya hime no tanjō かぐや姫の誕生. Tokyo: Kōdansha, 1973. 

Iwamoto Yutaka 岩本裕. Jigoku meguri no bungaku 地獄めぐりの文学. Tokyo: Kaimei shoin, 
1979. 

Jacoby, Mario, Verena Kast, and Ingrid Diedel. Witches, Ogres, and the Devil’s Daughter: 
Encounters with Evil in Fairy Tales. Translated by Michael H. Kohn. Boston: 
Shambhala, 1992. 

Jiang Ruizao 蒋瑞藻. Xiaoshuo kaozheng 小説考證. Shanghai: Gudian wenxue chubanshe, 
1957. 

Kamens, Edward. “Dragon-Girl, Maidenflower, Buddha: The Transformation of a Waka Topos, 
‘The Five Obstructions.’” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 53 no. 2 (1993): 389-442. 

Kaminishi, Ikumi. Explaining Pictures: Buddhist Propaganda And Etoki Storytelling in Japan. 
Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2005. 

Kasuya Makoto 加須屋誠. Jigoku meguri 地獄めぐり. Tokyo: Kōdansha, 2019. 

Katsuura Noriko 勝浦令子. Onna no shinjin: tsuma ga shukkeshita jidai 女の信心: 妻が出家し
た時代. Kyoto: Jinbun shoin, 1996. 



178 
 

———. “Women and Views of Pollution.” Acta Asiatica no. 97, Special issue: Women in 
Japanese Buddhism: Focusing on the Ancient and Medieval Periods (2009): 17-37. 

Kawaguchi Hisao 川口久雄. “Tonkō henbun no sozai to nihon bungaku: Tō Taishū nyūmyōki to 
Kitano Tenjin Engi” 敦煌変文の素材と日本文学―唐太宗入冥記と北野天神縁起. 
Bukkyō bungaku kenkyū 5 (1967): 7-42. 

Kawamura Kunimitsu 川村邦光. Jigoku meguri 地獄めぐり. Tokyo: Chikuma shobō, 2000. 

———. Datsueba/Ubagami ko 奪衣婆/姥神考. In Nihon shūkyō e no shikaku 日本宗教への視
角, edited by Okada Jusei 岡田重精, 365-85. Osaka: Tōhō shuppan, 1994. 

———. “Onna no jigoku to sukui” 女の地獄と救い. In Onna to otoko no jikū: Nihon joseishi 
saikō III: Onna to otoko no ran: Chusei 女と男の時空—日本女性史再考III—女と男
の乱—中世, edited by Kono Nobuko 河野信子 and Tsurumi Kazuko 鶴見和子, 31-80. 
Tokyo: Fujiwara shoten, 1996. 

———. “Jigoku meguri no kokoro” 地獄めぐりの心. In Nihon bunka no genryū o motomete: 
Dainishū 日本文化の源流を求めて—第二集, edited by Ritsumeikan Daigaku 
bungakubu 立命館大学文学部, 101-16. Kyoto: Tosho shuppan bunrikaku, 2010. 

Kawasaki-shi Shimin Myūjiamu 川崎市市民ミュージアム, ed. Enma tōjō: enma tōjō ten 
kaisetsu zuroku 閻魔登場: 閻魔登場展解説図録. Kawasaki-shi shimin myūjiamu, 1989. 

Kelsey, W. Michael. “Salvation of the Snake, the Snake of Salvation: Buddhist-Shinto Conflict 
and Resolution.” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 8 (1981): 83-113. 

Kern, H., trans. The Saddharma-Puṇḍarika, or, The Lotus of the True Law. Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1965. 

Kimbrough, R. Keller. “Tourists in Paradise: Writing the Pure Land in Medieval Japanese 
Fiction.” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 33, no. 2, Varieties of Pure Land 
Experience (2006): 269-296.  

———. “Translation: The Tale of Fuji Cave.” Published online as a supplement to Japanese 
Journal of Religious Studies 33, no. 2 (2006): 1-22. 

——— “Preaching the Animal Realm in Late Medieval Japan.” Asian Folklore Studies 65, no.2 
(2006): 179-204. 

Kimbrough, Keller and Haruo Shirane, eds. Monsters, Animals, and Other Worlds: A Collection 
of Short Medieval Japanese Tales. New York: Columbia University Press, 2018. 

Klein, Susan Blakeley. “When the Moon Strikes the Bell: Desire and Enlightenment in the Noh 
Play Dōjōji.” Journal of Japanese Studies 17, no. 2 (Summer 1991): 291-322. 



179 
 

———. “Woman as Serpent: The Demonic Feminine in the Noh Play Dōjōji.” In Religious 
Reflections on the Human Body, edited by Jane Marie Law, 100-36. Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1995. 

Kobayashi Kazushige. “Hakusan mandara to seichi.” In Seichi to takaikan, vol. 3 of Bukkyō 
minzokugaku taikei, edited by Sakurai Tokutarō, 303-29. Tokyo: Meicho shuppan, 1987. 

Koida Tomoko 恋田知子. Ikai e izanau onna: Emaki nara ehon o himotoku 異界へいざなう女: 
絵巻・奈良絵本をひもとく. Tokyo: Heibonsha, 2017. 

Komatsu Kazuhiko 小松和彦. Tengu to yamauba 天狗と山姥. Tokyo: Kawade shobō shinsha, 
2000. 

Koyama Issei 小山一成. Fuji no hitoana sōshi: Kenkyū to shiryō 富士の人穴草子—研究と資
料. Tokyo: Bunka shobō hakubunsha, 1983. 

Kubo Naofumi, Etchū chūsei-shi no kenkyū: Muromachi, Sengoku-jidai. Toyama: Katsura 
shobō, 1983. 

Kumoi Akiyoshi. “Nāga kō.” Mikkyō bunka 160 (1987): 13-34.  

Kuroda Hideo 黒田日出男. Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara no uchū 熊野観心十界曼荼羅の宇
宙. In Bukkyō to Nihonjin, vol. 8: Sei to mibun 仏教と日本人8—性と身分, edited by 
Miyata Noboru 宮田登, 206-73. Tokyo: Shunjūsha, 1989. 

———. “The Kumano kanshin jikkai mandara and the lives of the people in early modern 
Japan,” trans. Haruko Wakabayashi. In Practicing the Afterlife: Perspectives from Japan, 
edited by Formanek, Susanne, and William R. LaFleur, 101-20. Vienna: Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004 

LaFleur, William. The Karma of Words: Buddhism and the Literary Arts in Medieval Japan. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983. 

———. “Hungry Ghosts and Hungry People: Somaticity and Rationality in Medieval Japan.” In 
Fragments for a History of the Human Body, edited by Michel Feher, Ramona Naddaff, 
and Nadia Tazi, 270-303. Cambridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 1989. 

Li Qinpu 李勤璞. “Yixue yu fojiao: hanyi wubunü sixiang de xingcheng” 醫學與佛教∶漢醫五
不女思想的形成. Yangsheng, yiliao yu zongjiao yantaohui lunwenji 「養生、醫療與宗
教」研討會論文集, 1-57. Taibei: Zhongyang yanjiu yuan lishi yuyan yanjiu suo, 2000. 

Liu Xiangguang 劉祥光. “Shuilu fahui, Huang lu zhai yu songwang yishi de jingzheng” 水陸法
會、黃籙齋與送亡儀式的競爭. In Songdai richang shenghuo zhong de busuan yu 
guiguai 宋代日常生活中的卜算與鬼怪, by Liu Xiangguang. Taibei: Zhengda 
chubanshe, 2013: 191-252. 



180 
 

Loewe, Michael. “The Cult of the Dragon and the Invocation for Rain.” In Chinese Ideas about 
Nature and Society: Studies in Honour of Derk Bodde, edited by Charles Le Blanc and 
Susan Blader, 195-213. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1987.  

Matsumoto Nobuhiro 松本信広. Toa minzoku bunka ronko 東亜民族文化論攷. Tokyo: 
Seibundō shinkōsha, 1968. 

Matsumura Takumi 松村巧.“Seiki kyō’ Jigokubon, yakuchū” 『世紀経』地獄品・訳注. In 
Jigoku no sekai 地獄の世界, ed. Sakamoto Kaname 坂本要, pp. 57-96. Hokushindō, 
1990. 

Meeks, Lori Rachelle. Hokkeji and the Reemergence of Female Monastic Orders in Premodern 
Japan. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2010. 

———.“Women and Buddhism in East Asian History: The Case of The Blood Bowl Sutra, Part 
I: China.” Religion Compass vol. 14 (2020): 1-16. 

———. “Women and Buddhism in East Asian History: The Case of The Blood Bowl Sutra, Part 
II: Japan.” Religion Compass vol. 14 (2020): 1-16. 

———. “Buddhist Renunciation and the Female Life Cycle: Understanding Nunhood in Heian 
and Kamakura Japan.” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 70.1 (June 2010): 1-59. 

“Survival and Salvation in the Heike monogatari: Reassessing the Legacy of Kenreimon’in.” In 
Lovable Losers: The Heike in Action and Memory, edited by Mikael S. Adolphson and 
Anne Commons, 143-165. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2015. 

McCullough, William H. “Japanese Marriage Institutions in the Heian Period.” Harvard Journal 
of Asiatic Studies 27 (1967): 103-67. 

McCullough, William H. and Helen Craig McCullough, trans. A Tale of Flowering Fortunes: 
Annals of Japanese Aristocratic Life in the Heian Period. 2 vols. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1980. 

Minoura Naomi 箕浦尚美. “Daibutsu no go-engi kō” 『大仏の御縁起』考. Machikaneyama 
ronsō 待兼山論叢 35 (2001): 1-14. 

Mitamura Engyo 三田村鳶魚. Mitamura Engyo zenshū 三田村鳶魚全集. Tokyo: Chūō 
kōronsha, 1975. 

Mochizuki Shinkō 望月信享. Mochizuki Bukkyō daijiten 望月佛教大辞典. Tokyo: Sekai seiten 
kankō kyōkai, 1974-1988. 

Mollier, Christine. Buddhism and Taoism Face to Face: Scripture, Ritual, and Iconographic 
Exchange in Medieval China. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2008. 

Morohashi Tetsuji. Dai Kan-Wa jiten. Tokyo: Taishūkan shoten, 1955. 



181 
 

Moto-Sanchez, Milla Micka. “Jizō, Healing Rituals, and Women in Japan.” Japanese Journal of 
Religious Studies 43, no. 2 (2016): 307-331. 

Mutō Sadao 武藤禎夫 ed. Hanashibon taikei vol. 4 噺本大系. Tokyo: Tōkyōdō shuppan, 1976. 

Nagata Mizu. “Butten ni okeru joseikan no hensen: Sanju, goshō, hakkeihō no shūen.” In Ōsumi 
Kazuo and Nishiguchi Junko, eds., Josei to bukkyō 2: Sukui to oshie, 11-44. Tokyo: 
Heibonsha, 1989. 

Nakamura Hajime 中村元. Kōsetsu Bukkyōgo daijiten 広說佛教語大辞典. Tokyo: Tōkyō 
shoseki, 2001. 

———. Zhongguo fojiao fazhan shi 中國佛教發展史. Translated by Yu Wanju. Taibei: Tianhua 
chubanshiye gufen youxian gongsi, 1984. 

Nakamura, Kyoko Motomochi. Miraculous Stories from the Japanese Buddhist Tradition: The 
Nihon ryōiki of the Monk Kyōkai. 1973. Reprint, Surrey: Curzon, 1997. 

Nakane Chie and Ōishi Shinzaburō ed. Tokugawa Japan: The Social and Economic Antecedents 
of Modern Japan, trans. Conrad D. Totman. Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1990. 

Narazaki Muneshige 楢崎宗重 ed. Zaigai hihō: Ō-Bei shūzō ukiyoe shūsei 在外祕宝 : 欧米收
藏浮世絵集成. Tokyo: Gakushū kenkyūsha, 1969. 

Narita Mikikazu 成田樹計. “‘Konjaku monogatari’ dai jūnana ni okeru Jizō zōzō no kudoku” 
「今昔物語集」第十七における地蔵造像の功徳. Taishō daigaku daigakuin kenkyū 
ronshū 17 (1993):193-203. 

Nei Kiyoshi and Yamamoto Shigeo, eds. Kumano bikuni o etoku. Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 2007. 

Nienhauser, William H. ed. Tang Dynasty Tales: A Guided Reader. Singapore; Hackensack, 
N.J.: World Scientific, 2010. 

Nihonshi no naka no josei to bukkyō 日本史の中の女性と仏教, edited by Shinshū Bunka 
Kenkyūjo 真宗文化研究所. Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 1999. 

Nishino, Toshiko 西野登志子. “Fuji no hitoana sōshi no keisei” 「富士の人穴草子」の形成. 
Ōtani joshi-dai kokubun 大谷女子大国文 1 (1971): 38-48. 

Nishiyama Masaru 西山克. Seichi no sōzōryoku: Sankei mandara o yomu 聖地の想像力: 参詣
曼荼羅を読む. Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 1998. 

Ogurisu Kenji 小栗栖健治. Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara no seiritsu to tenkai 熊野観心十界
曼荼羅の成立と展開. Tokyo: Iwata shoin, 2011. 



182 
 

———. “Kumano kanjin jikkai mandara zuzō no seiritsu katei o megutte: Shiga-ken Kōzenji-
bon o chūshin ni” 「熊野観心十界曼荼羅」図像の成立過程をめぐって——滋賀
県・興善寺本を中心に. Ōmi chihō shi kenkyū 36 (2004): 3-18. 

Ōgushi Sumio 大串純夫. “Kenkyū shiryō: Hōjōji jissaidō no jigokue” 研究資料: 法成寺十斎堂
の地獄絵. Bijutsu kenkyū 美術研究 176 (1954): 96-102. 

Okami Masao 岡見正雄. “Etoki to emaki, e-zōshi” 絵解と絵巻, 絵冊子. Kokugo to 
kokubungaku, vol. 23, no. 8 (1954): 445-460.  Okutsu Haruo 奥津春雄 ed., Nihon 
bungaku: gogaku ronkō 日本文学・語学論考. Tokyo: Kanrin shobo, 1994. 

Origuchi Shinobu 折口信夫. “Okina no hassei” 翁の発生. In vol. 2 of Origuchi Shinobu Zenshū 
折口信夫全集, edited by Origuchi Shinobu zenshū kankōkai. Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 
1995. 

———. “Netami no hanashi” 嫉みの話. In vol. 7 of Origuchi Shinobu Zenshū, edited by 
Origuchi Shinobu zenshū kankōkai. Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 1995. 

Ōsaka Shiritsu Hakubutsukan 大阪市立博物館, ed. Shaji sankei mandara 社寺参詣曼荼羅. 
Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1987. 

Ōtake Hideo. “Edo jidai no mekake.” Bakuhan kokka no hō to shihai, edited by Ōtake Hideo and 
Harafuji Hiroshi, 507-34. Tokyo: Yūhikaku, 1984. 

Piggott, Joan R. “A Comedy of Marriage and Family in Eleventh-century Kyoto: Fujiwara no 
Akihira’s Shinsarugakuki.” Nihon kodaigaku 1 (2009): 51-80. 

Reider, Noriko. Japanese Demon Lore: Oni, from Ancient Times to the Present. Logan, Utah: 
Utah State University Press, 2010. 

Rotours, Robert des. “Le culte des cinq dragons sous la dynastie des T’ang (618-907).” 
Melanges de sinologie offerts a monsieur Paul Demieville, 261-85. Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1966. 

Ruch, Barbara. “Woman to Woman: Kumano bikuni Proselytizers in Medieval and Early 
Modern Japan.” In Engendering Faith: Women and Buddhism in Premodern Japan, 
edited by Barbara Ruch, 537-80. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Center for Japanese 
Studies, 2002.  

———. “Coping with Death: Paradigms of Heaven and Hell and Six Realms in Early Literature 
and Painting.” In Flowing Traces: Buddhism in the Literary and Visual Arts of Japan, 
edited by James H. Sanford, William R. LaFleur, and Masatoshi Nagatomi, 93-130. 
Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1992. 

Ruch, Barbara, ed. Engendering Faith: Women and Buddhism in Premodern Japan. Ann Arbor: 
Center for Japanese Studies, University of Michigan, 2002. 



183 
 

Ruppert, Brian O. “Buddhist Rainmaking in Early Japan: The Dragon King and the Ritual 
Careers of Esoteric Monks.” History of Religions, vol. 42, no. 2 (2002): 143-174. 

Saitō Ken’ichi 斉藤研一. Kodomo no chūseishi 子どもの中世史. Tokyo: Yoshikawa kōbunkan, 
2003. 

Saka Chihiro 坂知尋. “Bridging the Realms of Underworld and Pure Land.” Japanese Journal 
of Religious Studies 44, no. 2 (2017): 191-223. 

Sakai Tadao 酒井忠夫. Zhongguo shanshu yanjiu 中國善書研究. Translated by Liu Yuebing et 
al. Nanjing: Jiangsu renin chubanshe, 2010. 

Satō Hiroo 佐藤弘夫. Shisha no yukue 死者のゆくえ. Tokyo: Iwata shoin, 2008. 

Sawada Mizuho 澤田瑞穗. Jigokuhen: Chūgoku no meikaisetsu 地獄変: 中国の冥界說. Kyoto: 
Hōzōkan, 1968. 

Sawayama Mikako 沢山美果子. Shussan to shintai no kinsei 出産と身体の近世.Tokyo: Keisō 
shobō, 1998. 

Seidensticker, Edwin, trans. The Tale of Genji. New York: Knopf, 1977. 

Shimazaki, Satoko. “The End of the ‘World’: Tsuruya Nanboku IV’s Female Ghosts and Late- 
Tokugawa Kabuki.” Monumenta Nipponica, vol. 66, no. 2 (2011): 209-246. 

———. Edo kabuki in Transition: From the Worlds of the Samurai to the Vengeful Female 
Ghost. New York: Columbia University Press, 2016. 

Shimazu Hisamoto 島津久基. Kinko shōsetsu shinsan 近古小説新纂. Tokyo: Chūkōkan, 1928; 
repr., Tokyo: Yūseidō, 1983. 

Shimizu, Christine. “Kintaro to Yamauba.” In vol. 7 of Ukiyo-e Masterpieces in European 
Collections. Narazaki, Muneshige, et al., eds. Tokyo: Kodansha, 1990. 

Shimizu Kunihiko 清水邦彦, “Kenkyu nōto: Nihon ni okeru hōkō bosatsu shinkō no hatten” 研
究ノート：日本における放光菩薩信仰の展開. Hikaku minzoku kenkyu 16 (1999): 
175-183.  

Shirane, Haruo. The Bridge of Dreams: A Poetics of The Tale of Genji. Stanfrod: Stanford 
University Press, 1987. 

Shirane, Haruo, ed. Traditional Japanese Literature: An Anthology, Beginnings to 1600. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2012. 

Skord Waters, Virginia. “Sex, Lies, and the Illustrated Scroll: The Dōjōji Engi Emaki.” 
Monumenta Nipponica 52, no. 1 (Spring, 1997): 59-84. 



184 
 

Sorensen, Joseph. “Poetic Sequence as Personal Salvation: Saigyō’s Poems ‘Upon Seeing 
Pictures of Hell.’” Japanese Language and Literature 46, no. 1 (April 2012): 1-45. 

Soymié, Michel. “Notes d’iconographie chinoise: les acolytes de Ti-tsang.” Arts Asiatiques 14 
(1966): 45-78; 16 (1967): 141-70. 

Stevenson, Daniel B. “Text, Image, and Transformation in the History of the Shuilu fahui, the 
Buddhist Rite for the deliverance of Creatures of Water and Land.” In Cultural 
Intersections in Later Chinese Buddhism, edited by Marsha Weidner, 30–70. Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press, 2001. 

Takamure Itsue 高群逸枝. Nihon kon’inshi 日本婚姻史. Tokyo: Shibundō, 1963. 

Takase Shigeo. Kodai sangaku shinkō no shiteki kōsatsu. Vol. 3 of Takase Shigeo bunkashi 
ronshū. Tokyo: Meicho shuppan, 1989. First published 1969 by Kadokawa shoten. 

Takasu Jun 鷹巣純. “Meguri wataru akudō: Chōgaku-ji-bon rokudō jūō-zu no zuzō o megutte” 
めぐりわたる悪道―長岳寺本六道十王図の図像をめぐって. Bukkyō geijutsu 211 
(1993): 39-59. 

Takemura Naoko, Women in the Language and Society of Japan: The Linguistic Roots of Bias. 
Jefferson, N.C. : McFarland, 2010. 

Tamura Masahiko 田村正彦. Egakareru jigoku, katarareru jigoku 描かれる地獄, 語られる地
獄. Tokyo: Miyai shoten, 2015. 

———. “Watasu otoko to matsu onna: kodai ni okeru Sanzu no kawa no shinkō ni tsuite” 渡す
男と待つ女—古代における三途の川の信仰について. Koten bungei ronsō 古典文藝
論叢 3 (March 2011): 15-30. 

———. “Sanzu no kawa ni matsu waru ‘shokai no otoko’ no zokushin” 三途の川にまつわる
「初開の男」の俗信. Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 国文学解釈と鑑賞 75, no. 12 
(Dec 2010): 94-102. 

Tanaka Takako 田中貴子. “Koten bungaku ni miru ryūnyo jōbutsu.” 古典文学にみる竜女成仏
. Kokubungaku: kaishaku to kanshō 56, no. 5 (May 1991): 135-140.  

———. “Akujo” ron 「悪女」 論. Tokyo: Kinokuniya shoten, 1992. 

———. Akujo densetsu no himitsu 悪女伝說の秘密. Tokyo: Kadokawa shoten, 2002. 

Teiser, Stephen F. The Ghost Festival in Medieval China, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1988. 

———. The Scripture on The Ten Kings and the Making of Purgatory in Medieval Chinese 
Buddhism. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1994. 



185 
 

———. Reinventing the Wheel: Paintings of Rebirth in Medieval Buddhist Temples. Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2006. 

Toda Ritsuko et.al., eds. Childbirth in Japan: Past, Present, and Future. Tokyo: Birth 
International, 1990. 

Tokuda Kazuo 徳田和夫. Otogi-zōshi kenkyū お伽草子研究. Tokyo: Miyai shoten, 1990. 

———. Egatari to monogatari 絵語りと物語り. Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1990. 

———. “Kumano bikuni no bungeizō” 熊野比丘尼の文芸像. Yukyū 悠久 24, 1986. 

———. “Dōjōji engi emaki no saisei” 『道成寺縁起絵巻』の再生. Yūraku to shinkō no 
bunkagaku 遊楽と信仰の文化学 1 (2010): 243-264. 

Tonomura, Hitomi. “Women and Inheritance in Japan’s Early Warrior Society.” Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 32, no. 3 (1990): 592-623.  

Tonomura, Hitomi, Anne Walthhall, and Wakita Haruko, eds. Women and Class in Japanese 
History. Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, University of Michigan, 1999. 

Toyama-ken Tateyama Hakubutsukan 富山県立山博物館 ed. Jigoku yūran: jigoku sōshi kara 
Tateyama mandara made: kaikan 10-shūnen kinen shiryōshū 地獄遊覧: 地獄草紙から
立山曼茶羅まで: 開館 10周年記念資料集. Toyama-ken Tateyama hakubutsukan, 
2001. 

Tsutsumi Kunihiko 堤邦彦. Kinsei bukkyō setsuwa no kenkyū: shōdō to bungei 近世仏教說話
の研究:唱導と文芸. Tokyo: Kanrin shobō, 1996. 

———. “Inga monogatari jadōshin setsuwa wo megutte: shōdō to bungei no aida” 『因果物
語』蛇道心説話をめぐって—唱導と文芸の間. Kinsei bungei 43 (1985): 1-12. 

———. Nyonin jatai: hen’ai no Edo kaidanshi 女人蛇体: 偏愛の江戶怪談史. Tokyo: 
Kadokawa shoten, 2006. 

Uchida Masanori 内田賢德. “Dōjōji engi ekotoba no seiritsu” 『道成寺縁起』絵詞の成立」. 
Zoku Nihon emaki Taisei 続日本絵巻大成13, Tokyo: Chūō kōronsha, 1982. 

Utsuo Shōshin 撫尾正信. “Makamaya kyō ni kansuru gigi” 摩訶摩耶経漢訳に関する疑義. 
Saga Ryūkoku gakkai kiyō 2, 1954: 1-28. 

Visser, Marinus Willem de. The Dragon in China and Japan. Amsterdam: Johannes Muller, 
1913. 



186 
 

Wakita Haruko. “Women and the Creation of the Ie in Japan: An Overview from the Medieval 
Period to the Present.” Trans. David P. Phillips. U.S.-Japan Women’s Journal English 
Supplement 4 (1993): 83-105. 

———. “Bosei sonjū shisō to zaigyōkan: Chūsei no bungei o chūshin ni.” In Wakita Haruko, ed. 
Bosei o tou: Rekishiteki hense 1: 172-203. Kyoto: Jinbun shoin, 1985. 

———. “Marriage and Property in Premodern Japan from the Perspective of Women’s History,” 
Journal of Japanese Studies 10 (1984): 73-99. 

Waley, Arthur, trans. Ballads and Stories from Tun-huang: An Anthology. London: George Allen 
and Unwin, 1960. 

Wang Jianchuan 王見川, Lin Wanchuan 林萬傳 eds. Ming Qing minjian zongjiao jingjuan 
wenxian 明清民間宗教經卷文獻 9. Taibei: Xinwenfeng chuban gongsi, 1999. 

Watanabe Shōgo. “Etoki to jigoku-e: so no rekishi.” In Issatsu no Kōza henshūbu ed., Etoki, 
Tokyo: Yūseidō, 1985. 

Waters, Virginia Skord. “Sex, Lies, and the Illustrated Scroll: The Dōjōji Engi Emaki.” 
Monumenta Nipponica 52, no. 1 (Spring, 1997): 59-84. 

Weltzer, Peter. “Yoshishige no Yasutane: Lineage, Learning, and Amida’s Pure Land.” Ph.D. 
Dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 1977. 

Weng Liang 翁良. Tu shuo zhongguo cha 圖說中國茶. Tianjin: Tianjin kexue jishu chubanshe, 
2013. 

Williams, Duncan Ryūken. The Other Side of Zen: A Social History of Sōtō Zen Buddhism in 
Tokugawa Japan. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005. 

Wu Mei 吴梅. Wu Mei xiqu lunwen ji 吴梅戲曲論文集. Beijing: Zhongguo xiju chubanshe, 
1983. 

Xiao Dengfu 蕭登福. Dunhuang suwenxue luncong 敦煌俗文學論叢. Taibei: Taiwan shangwu 
yinshu guan, 1988. 

Xu Liqiang 徐立強. “‘Liang huang chan’ chutan” 「梁皇懺」初探. Zhonghua foxue yanjiu 02 
(1998): 177-206. 

Yamada Shōzen 山田昭全. Saigyō no waka to bukkyō 西行の和歌と佛教. In vol. 4 of Yamada 
Shōzen chosakushū 山田昭全著作集. Tokyo: Ohfū, 2012. 

Yamamoto Satomi 山本聡美 ed. Kusōzu shiryō shūsei: shitai no bijutsu to bungaku 九相図資料
集成: 死体の美術と文学. Tokyo: Iwata shoin, 2009. 



187 
 

Yanagita Kunio 柳田國男. “Imouto no chikara” 妹の力. In Teihon Yanagita Kunio shū 定本柳
田國男集 9, 164-66. Tokyo: Chikuma shobō, 1962. 

Yi Yean. “Tokubetsu kikō nyonin to hebi to no sōgū o meguru setsuwa: Nihon ryōiki to Konjaku 
monogatarishu ni okeru hebi no torae kata” 特別寄稿 女人と蛇との遭遇をめぐる説話
—『日本霊異記』と『今昔物語集』における蛇のとらえ方. Kokubungaku kaishaku 
to kanshō 68 (2003): 243-49. 

Yokoyama Shigeru 横山重 ed. Muromachi jidai monogatari 室町時代物語 vol. 6. Tokyo: 
Koten bunko, 1954-1966. 

Yokoyama, Shigeru 横山重 and Matsumoto Ryūshin 松本隆信, eds. Muromachi jidai 
monogatari taisei 室町時代物語大成. vol. 11. Tokyo: Kadokawa shoten, 1983. 

Yonemoto, Marcia. “Outside the Inner Quarters: Sociability, Mobility and Narration in Early 
Edo-Period Women’s Diaries.” Japan Forum 21, no. 3 (2010): 389-401. 

Yoshida Kazuhiko 吉田一彦. “Ryūnyo no jōbutsu” in Shirīzu josei to bukkyō 2, edited by Ōsumi 
Kazuo, Nishiguchi Junko, 45-91. Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1989.  

Yoshida Kōichi 吉田幸一. “Kiizōdanshū no koshahon ni mirareru shin setsuwa” 「奇異雑談
集」の古写本に見える新説話. Gengo to bungei vol. 1, no. 3 (1959.3). 

Yoshitani, Hiroya. “Tales on Mt. Tateyama-Naraka: Their Transformation and Meaning.” 
Komatsu tanki daigaku ronshū 9 (March 1997): 37-49. 

———. Hakusan, Tateyama no shūkyō bunka. Tokyo: Iwata shoin, 2008. 

You zi’an 游子安. Quanhua jinzhen: Qing dai shanshu yanjiu 勸化金箴——清代善書研究. 
Tianjing: Tianjing renmin chubanshe, 1999. 

———. “Qingdai tushuo quanshanshu yu shehuijiaohua: yi Yuli Chaochuan weili” 清代圖說勸
善書與社會教化: 以《玉歷鈔傳》為例. In 2001 Haixia liang’an minjian wenxue 
xueshu yantaohui lunwenji 2001 海峽兩岸民間文學學術研討會論文集, 179-181. 

———. Shan yu ren tong: Ming Qing yilai de cishan yu jiaohua 善與人同: 明清以來的慈善與
教化. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2005. 

Zhang Jiahao 張家豪. “Cong Dunhuang ben Tang Taizong rumin ji lun Xi you ji zhong ‘Taizong 
rumin’ gushi zhi yunyong” 從敦煌本《唐太宗入冥記》論《西遊記》中「太宗入
冥」 故事之運用. Dunhuang xue vol. 31 (March 2015), 47-63. 

Zhang Pu 張溥 ed., Hanwei liuchao baisan mingjia ji 漢魏六朝百三名家集. Shanhua Lantian 
Zhangshi chongkan ben 善化藍田章氏重刊本, 1892. 



188 
 

Zhu Yixuan 朱一玄. Ming Qing xiaoshuo ziliao xuanbian 明清小說資料選編 vol. 2. Jinan: Qilu 
shushe, 1989. 

Zhu Zizhen 朱自振. “Gongting yongcha zuoji shi heshi” 宮廷用茶做祭始何時. Chaye tongxun 
茶葉通訊 (1999, no.1): 45-47.  

Zhu Zizhen, Shen Dongmei ed. Zhongguo gudai chashu jicheng 中國古代茶書集成. Shanghai: 
Shanghai wenhua chubanshe, 2010. 

 

 


