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Ⅸ.  Folkloristics 

A Folkloristic View of the Japanese People’s Perception of Nature 

through a Collective Idea of Animals in Some Trans-Special 

Matrimony Folklores31 

 

Mitsuo Namoto (translated by A. Taki) 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The humans have acquired unprecedented material prosperity with 

industrialization as a stepping stone whereas they have allowed the accumulation 

of environmental problems such as environmental pollution, environmental 

deterioration, resource shortage, the population problem, the North-South problem 

and so on.32  

As these problems loom more serious, people today have been trying to find 

in the interrelation between humans and nature in traditional societies a clue to 

what attitude to take toward nature in the future. Furthermore, they have been 

more interested than before in the people living in the traditional societies, for 

example, how they utilized nature, what their daily living was, and what local 

culture they formed. To sum up, how people in the past perceived their 

surrounding nature has become a great concern of people living today.33 

   Against the background of such actual concern among people today, I will, in 

what follows, explore, especially by focusing on folklores of trans-special 

matrimony between humans and animals, how people living in the Japanese 

islands have perceived nature. 

   Folklores, since they are recited among people as orally transmitted 

literature, are transmitted only if in accordance with the values and the world 

views in a local society where they are transmitted and if not, either brought into 
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oblivion or transformed into a tale in such accordance.34 And once in oblivion, a 

folklore, just under oral transmission, is never succeeded by the following 

generation. 

 In contrast, once accepted in a local society, a folklore continues to include 

lessons for the local living.35 Specifically, the audience, while repeatedly told who 

becomes happy, who meets a miserable end and what they have done for their 

results etc, are expected to inscribe in the heart of the mind, and conform to, the 

impregnated values and worldviews,36 whereas the storytellers work  to continue 

to reconfirm the values and worldviews of the local society.37 

For these reasons one can justifiably assume that if one scrutinizes tales in 

which animals behave one can find there what animals were for the people 

interacting with the animals, and thereby, what nature was for them, and 

therefore, how they thought they should behave toward animals and nature.    

 

2. Folklores with Reverence for Nature 

 

Among all the folklores transmitted in Japan to date, there are animal tales, 

the tales in which animals appear and they are recorded all over the country. All 

the animal stories tell that animals described there lead a life as we humans do, 

interact with us as if they were our co-habitants living in the world shared with us, 

and are very often benefactors, as described in the Shitakiri Suzume 

(Tongue-Mutilated Sparrow) or the Tsuru Nyobo (Crane Mistress), who will do us 

affluent favors if we do not even go wrong in contacting them.38 

                                                
34

 Kawamori (2000: 12-18) wrote that folklores, censored by what is called an ethnic society, which, though 

relatively closed, maintains its own social tradition, are sometimes accepted and sometimes deleted.  
35

 Folklores include elements suggesting lessons because they are to fulfill the requirements of the ethnic society 

(Ozawa (1974: 35-55)). 
36

 In a society adults take the role of arranging that children’s behavior conforms to the society’s expectation. 
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In contrast, if one is arrogant toward animals or deceives them, those stories 

tell, he or she usually will meet a miserable, and even atrocious, end, as the old 

woman who deceives a sparrow does in the Shitakiri Suzume.39 

Interpreted in the symbolical topography of Japan, the mountain area 

which wild animals inhabit, far away from the human resident area in the 

countryside, is the area where divinities preside; in addition, a sparrow as in the 

Shitakiri Suzume and a crane as in the Tsuru Nyobo are mountain resident 

divinities themselves or their heralds. In folk beliefs, those who grant us affluence 

are visitors from the outside, that is, divinities resident in the mountain and the 

water far away from the human resident area. 40  Komei Sasaki, Japanese 

folklorist, says in his thesis that people have believed that the mountain divinity 

rules the whole of the mountain and that under its rule and auspices they are 

working and living in their daily life, and in conclusion also says that people have 

fostered the view of nature and religion in which they awe and revere the divinities, 

believing the mountains as their residence and worshiping those mountains.41 

In accordance with those scholarly views workers active in the mountain 

area actually believe that the divinity resides deep in the mountains and conduct a 

variety of rituals. 

For example, a mountain worker called a matagi, who lived by hunting 

animals, especially bears, deep in the mountains, showed his reverence to nature, 

saying about bears living all the year in the mountain, “[Bears live (bracket 

Namoto’s)] nearest to the mountain divinity among the mountain beasts, wiser in 

the mountain than humans. …They have the power to survive in nature on their 

own. That’s stunning!”42  

Those who used to interact closely with the mountain believed that animals 

were very cordial fellows living in the same community and that they were to be 

respected because they were gifted with the capability of living in nature all 

through their life. 

                                                                                                                                       
“They must be honest, piteous toward animals, or among all other characteristics, good-natured, for which 

affluence offered is a reward.” 
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 From these actual mountain workers’ recorded words, one could justifiably 

assume that our ancestors kept in close relationship with nature and animals and 

the divinities’ resident area. On this assumption one could also explain why 

animals in folklores are described as very close to us. 

 Kunio Yanagida, folklorist in Japan, in his work entitled Life in the 

Mountain enumerates a number of cases that people keep their livelihood in the 

mountain, one of which is a story of a boy protected under the custody in Soshu 

(Kanagawa Prefecture today (bracket the translator’s)). Yanagida describes of his 

life, “He is not in the shortage of food all the seasons: in spring he eats a variety of 

tree shoots row while in winter he eats grass roots he digs out. Some of them taste 

good. As it becomes cold, he patches leaves with a small animal’s skin for his 

clothing. …”43 

Uchiyama, Japanese philosopher, reports that in a Gumma Prefecture 

mountain village where he lives, there used to be customs called “Yama Agari” 

(Going up the Mountain), according to which when a villager was reduced to 

poverty by a debt or something like that, he went up the mountain and lived there 

for some years while some capable member in his family went to town to find a job 

and paid the debt; and the debt settled, he came down to the village and retrieved 

the original life. 

 If you do not keep your household in nature, you might critically regard the 

customs Yama Agari as a miserable escape from the debt collector but villagers 

have found his temporary mountain life amenable, Uchiyama reports. People at 

that time, when they went to the mountain, were capable of cutting down a tree 

and instantly building a hut. Every one had skills and wisdom by which to utilize 

the benefits from the mountain.44  

I can hardly identify at what chronological time in the past these cases were 

but in so far as I interpret the cases collected at least in folkloristics, I have good 

reason to conjecture that people living in the past, since they utilized mountain 

resources widely in their life, found mountains to be an area more familiar than 

people living in modern life. 

 

3. Folklores with Betrayal to Nature 
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In most of the Japanese folklores, as argued before, the main human 

character gains riches because he or she is kind to the animal character contacted. 

However, in some of them, despite being very cruel to the animal character, the 

main human character becomes happy. 

Let me take the Macaque Matrimony for example. This folktale begins with 

an old man at a loss for the completely dried rice paddy spreading in front. His 

family’s downfall looms with no water to be let in and therefore no young plant to 

be transplanted in the paddy. A macaque spots and comes to the poor old man. He 

proposes to marry a daughter in reward for water irrigation. The old man jumps at 

the offer. The macaque lets in water all over the vast rice paddy and marries in 

reward the youngest daughter of his. He returns home with her.45  

The story makes a turn, however. Three days after the marriage the 

macaque is very kind to offer to visit the old man with her. Asked what is the gift 

she recommends, the wife proposes a rice cake he pounds in the mortar. The 

macaque faithfully follows her recommendation and starts for the old man’s home 

bearing a heavy mortar on the back. When they go by a valley, the wife asks for a 

pretty flower. He climbs up to the end of a thin branch until the branch breaks and 

he falls down to death at the bottom of the valley.46            

Folklorists have read in the Macaque Marriage a lesson that one cannot 

forget the austerity of the past agriculture that forced farmers to request for help 

from the last one they wanted to request, that children must devote themselves to 

their parents even by sacrificing themselves, and that one can never be happy 

without devoting oneself to one’s parents.47 

However, compared with the other animal folklores transmitted in Japan, it 

is rather extraordinary that an innocent macaque is deceived and at last killed by 

a human young wife who marries him in accordance with the contract that one of 

the daughters shall be married to him on condition that he irrigates water to the 

dried rice paddy for her father. The young woman, the story goes, leads a happy 

life in the end, as she should not in the other folklores. She should pay a divine 

punishment in a normal folklore. 

                                                
45

 The macaque appearing in front of the old man is a superman or some one belonging to the world of the 

others than humans, such as divinities and monsters; in other words, the macaque is, one can reasonably say, a 

resident not in the human world but in the other world (Komatsu (1985: 149)). 
46

 Seki (1988: 72-76). 
47

 Komatsu (1985: 144). 
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Why should the young woman kill the kind and good-natured macaque? 

Komatsu explains the reason as follows: “The story suggests to the audience the 

firm bond between the old man and his daughter. The bondage furthermore 

implies the bondage among people in the human world in general, which the 

folklore under discussion implies is in opposition to the equivalent exchange 

between the worlds of the human and the other species, that is, between labour in 

the paddy and a woman. … The reason that the youngest daughter despite the two 

elder sisters’ refusal willingly accepts the father’s request is no doubt the pleasure 

in rescuing, and devoting herself to, the parent, not in marrying a macaque. … 

Here the structure of the story with respect to the relation between the other 

species’ and the humans’ worlds shifts from the relation between the macaque and 

the old man to the matrimonial relation between the macaque as husband and the 

youngest daughter as wife. The youngest daughter, dissatisfied with the position of 

a macaque’s wife, attempts to evade her husband. At this point, the focus of the 

story shifts from the matrimonial relation to the rivalry in shrewdness, and 

specifically, a husband’s stupidity and his wife’s shrewdness. This opposition is 

transformed into the opposition between the bad in stupidity and the good in 

shrewdness, that is, the opposition between good and bad [according to the 

standard in the human world (bracket Namoto’s)]. Therefore, as is a necessary 

consequence of the story, the evil is extinguished whereas the good wins (i.e., the 

good gains life).”48 

However, is it not that people living in Japan used to extend pray, awe, 

thanks to nature and cohabit with nature, as shown in the folkloric testimonies 

recorded in Japan? And is it not that as described before, the matagis, who kept 

their livelihood by moving swiftly in the mountain and hunting animals, never 

believed that animals were stupid or unwise? 

In addition, mice, macaques and sparrows, very often appearing in folklores, 

the so-called the other species, are never described as evil. Good-natured old men, 

many of the animal folklores represent, are always sincerely kind to the other 

species and the latter do good in reward to the former and everything goes well. 

All the same, it is the brutal fact that the Macaque Marriage, a story, 

despite with a cruel betrayal to nature, telling at the end “They lived happily ever 

after,” has been transmitted widely in our country. 

                                                
48
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How could one consistently interpret Japanese people’s view of nature 

presupposed in the two types of the Japanese animal folklores, one with reverence 

for nature and the other with betrayal to nature? 

Let me begin, as a clue to the problem, with a villager’s story of rice paddy 

culture I heard during my enquiry survey conducted in Tsugaru District, the 

northeast area of Japan. It runs: “The most important work at the beginning of 

rice paddy cultivation in spring is to separate distinctly the kuro of the rice paddy.” 

The kuro is a division and path between rice paddies. The work is to cut with 

farming implements such as a spade or a cutter called tachi a trench as deep as 

possible between the areas for cultivation and for kuro. The villager adds, “The rice 

paddy comes to be separated from the surroundings and as a result, weeds can 

hardly enter the rice paddy.” In my research paper at that time I wrote, “The 

villager’s testimony implies that the spring initial work aims to distinguish 

between the rice paddy and the weeds, that is, between artifice and nature. That is 

an expression of the relation between the human and nature in our country, I 

propose.”49 

    Still now I hereby propose again as a clue to the present problem that there 

exists a certain “trench” between the human and nature in Japan although 

animals are described as people’s co-habitant mate in many of the folklores. I will 

argue for this proposal in what follows. 

 

4.  The Crane Mistress, a Folklore with the Animal’s Politeness toward the  

    Human 

 

Let me restart with a typical animal matrimony folktale with an opposite 

ending, the Crane Mistress, for the purpose of reconsidering the relation between 

the human and the animal, and furthermore, the background against which both 

The Macaque Marriage and The Crane Mistress are transmitted in Japan. 

The Crane Mistress, a story of a rescued crane’s requitement by both 

marriage and texture weaving has become one of the most popular folklores in 

Japan since the dramatist Junji Kinoshita adapted the original folklore to a 
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folklore drama entitled the Yu-zuru (Night Weaving Crane). It is transmitted 

widely in Japan with one hundred and ten versions recorded at present.50 

The story begins with the scene in which a young man, hurrying home to 

celebrate the New Year Day, meets a band of people in a browl over a crane they 

catch. The young man decides to buy the crane with all the annual wages he gains 

by hardworking at town. This bird must hold its life dear as he does; its parents 

must be waiting for it as his parents are for him. Then he lets go off the crane he 

buys.  

The crane rescued by the young man simulates itself quickly into the form of a 

‘beautiful’ woman, visits his home, and persuades him to marry her. 

Then, while living decently and happily with the young man, the crane in 

disguise of a woman, in requitement for his rescue, secretly weaves textiles with 

the feathers she pulls from the body and arranges that he goes to town to sell her 

products. 

However, these happy days do not last long. The crane, left no means to 

manage to keep her secret, finally confesses to be the bird he rescues. At last she 

flies away leaving him and his parents to lament the parting. However, after a full 

three years of pulling her feathers, she does not have enough feathers to keep 

flying up in the sky. In the end, all the power exhausted, she falls down to death.51     

This story might sound completely different from the story I discussed 

before, the Macaque Marriage, but these two stories have something in common. 

That is a trans-special matrimony, the one between the human and the animal as 

another species. 

In the Macaque Marriage, a macaque marries an old man’s youngest 

daughter but in this story the relation is inverted. A crane appears to a young man 

and marries him. On the other hand, the macaque comes near to the human in no 

disguise whereas the crane steals into the human society in disguise of a human. 

In contrast, the macaque in the Macaque Marriage, although he helps the 

old man at a loss and devotes himself to pleasing his youngest daughter as his wife, 

behaves always in the form of macaque as if he were of the same species as the 

human. The crane in the Crane Mistress interacts with humans condescendingly 

and politely whereas the macaque, though kind and simple, seems reserved 
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comparatively too little in entering into the human world. Furthermore, the crane, 

deplored for her death, is ritually buried whereas the macaque is deceived and 

killed.  

What raises these differences is not directly clear but the key seems to me to 

be the difference in whether or not animals in the folklores under discussion, when 

entering into the human world, simulate themselves to humans.52 The difference 

in simulation on the boundary to go beyond, if it were Ariadne’s thread, would be 

traced further into something deepest in the structure, that is, as it were, the 

collective and fundamental way the ancestors of the Japanese people interacted 

with animals in the real world. 

 

5. The Interaction between the Realms of the Human and the Animals 

 

   Japanese people today are alienated from nature53 but their ancestors as 

argued before interacted with nature with great awe. They believed that the world 

inside the mountains was different from the world where they lived. Life and work 

in such a mountain world forced people to hold an adamant faith and to abide by a 

highest discipline.54 

For example, the matagis, powerful trailers in the mountain world, are said 

to make a request for excuse, saying “Please permit me to tread around in your 

mountain”, when stepping beyond the boundary between the mountain and the 

human resident area.55 

                                                
52

 N. Kawamori (2000: 32-33) summarises that whereas a hetero-special wife leaves the human world when she 

betrays herself, a hetero-special husband is deceived and killed in human snares. However, he does not explain 

why.  
53

 According to Kawakita (1979: 214), culture lies in between the environment and the humans and is the layers 

multiply including the humans, composed of technology directly acting on nature to the values and worldview 

attached to society and the humans. The reason why people living in the modern society have come to find 

themselves deeply alienated from nature is not only that the humans and nature have been more discriminated in 

distance but also that the layers of culture have come to be more multiplied. 
54

 There used to be a mark for the division of area by which to separate the area above as the divine world from 

the area below as the secular world (Obayashi (1983: 47)). 
55

 See Namoto (2005: 179). Hunters living in Village Akatani, Echigo District, on the mid-coast of the sea of 

Japan, marked as a boundary between the mountain and the human resident area a small shrine of the mountain 

divinity on the way and when stepping into the mountain for hunting, prayed for their safety and rich game with 

a lit candle extended to the divinity; in addition, it was the rule for them to speak in the mountain language once 

they stepped into the mountain area the divinity ruled (Obayashi (1983: 47)).    
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And once they stepped in, they stopped speaking in their ordinary language, 

the so-called plain or field language, nora kotoba, and instead began to speak in 

the mountain language. In contrast, when coming back to their resident area, they 

used only the plain language and abhorred the mountain language.56 If someone 

mistakenly used the plain language in the mountain, he was obliged to purify 

himself in water.57 

The evidence for the discrimination in the past mountain workers’ language 

use implies that the Japanese people’s ancestors believed that the mountain is a 

different world from where the humans live. Accordingly, they entered into the 

different world in order to work only when necessary and they did only to a 

necessary extent. In addition, the come-and-go over the boundary was strictly 

limited. That is how the Japanese people’s ancestors interacted with nature. 

For example, Chiaki Koike, matagi in Yamagata Prefecture, northeast of 

the Japan main island, said, “In the Miomote hermit, when you hunt a bear, you 

bring it to the village after you peel its skin  and disband its limbs in the 

mountain. And before you distribute the game, you do mi-dori, that is, you scale 

flesh off the bone. That is the orderings you should keep. According to the 

mountain codes you shall not bring into the village the whole body of a bear. If it 

were inevitable, you should make its skin bare or in such disguise. That is the rule. 

… Why you mustn’t bring in the whole body is because you mustn’t do to a bear as 

you do to the human body. When an accident falls to some villager, his or her body 

is brought into the village as it is. The rule is also the case with other kinds of the 

game.”58       

Another example is that people occupied with the field burning as firing 

work in the mountain, prayed before starting their job to the mountain divinity 

and conducted a ritual requesting for the permission to utilizing the land.59 

From these folkloristic cases one can reasonably conjecture that people often 

perceived the world in the middle of the mountain as the one different from the 

human resident area. The Japanese people’s ancestors would have lived by coming 
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 The wood-cutters working in the mountain are reported to have used the mountain language (Chiba (1993: 

173)). 
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and going over their boundaries although they were rigorously discriminated as 

completely different realms.  

If this conjecture is right, one could propose a tentative solution to the 

problem I raised before on the difference between the crane in the Crane Mistress 

and the macaque in the Macaque Marriage. For the reason of the above-mentioned 

transcendence and discrimination in the Japanese people’s ancestor’s collective 

and fundamental perception of nature, the Crane Mistress had to simulate herself 

to a human and once she betrayed herself, she had to leave there as quickly as 

possible. Likewise, Princess Kaguya returns to the lunar world and Lady Snow 

leaves her man. On the other hand, the old man in the Tongue-Mutilated Sparrow 

and Taro of Urashima, both travelling in another world, eventually return to the 

human world. 

For the same reason, although in contrast in the story’s ending, the 

macaque in the Macaque Marriage had good reason to be killed; he was so simple 

indeed as to miss the deep “trench” between his and the human world which he 

should know better than to go beyond. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The cohabitation between the humans and nature as Uchiyama, living in a 

mountain village, describes it,60 lasts certainly at the rhythm at which both 

mutually hearken to each other’s breathing.  

However, they could both live happily only in so far as they are so 

discriminated as to abide by the rule of abstaining from entering into each other’s 

world. The macaque, missing the rule, is deceived to death whereas the crane, 

much committed to the rule, leaves her husband and dies a tragic death but 

receives reverence in her burial. 

Under a closer scrutiny, the two trans-special matrimony folklores proffer a 

lesson that the animals and the humans, although seemingly living closely in the 

common environment, yet since in reality living discriminately, should not enter 

into the heart of the other’s world each other. 
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However, the lesson from the two folklores aside, how people behave toward 

the animals living in a different world varies considerably among areas and 

periods.  

As the results of an analysis of the Macaque Marriage Ozawa answers how 

the Japanese people used to think of nature, saying, “The folklore implies how 

much caution they took against the mysterious power rising from the natural 

environment surrounding them. They demarcated distinctively the boundary 

between the natural environment surrounding them and their own world.”61 

True, it is the fact that in many of the areas in Japan the Japanese people, 

mostly farmers long since, have been much concerned to prevent invaders from 

nature as the surrounding world from plundering their harvest. In those areas, 

animals such as a macaque in the Macaque Marriage and a crane in the Crane 

Mistress would have been those the humans have to absolutely exclude as 

invaders. 

It is also noteworthy that in many areas of Japan the invaders to the local 

people’s daily life, whether humans from another world or hetero-special living 

things, have been customarily welcomed as guests, but these customs imply that 

people have potentially feared them and supposed that if they abuse the invaders 

they will be retributed by the mysterious powers.62 In other words, they are to be 

interpreted to imply that they subconsciously entertain toward the invaders 

enmity and intention to murder.63      

These hypotheses I proposed above might well explain why Japanese people 

have exhaustively destroyed and exploited nature since the post-war restoration 

and the period of rapid economic growth thereafter. They have felt no hesitation. 

For example, despite that the local forestry culture was radically transformed by 

completely replacing natural forests with cedars and Japanese cypresses without 

considering the local biological conditions, local people have felt no remorse. 

Suppose you have cut down all the forests and left bold hills all around your local 

area or suppose you have replaced all the natural trees with an artificially 

designed forest.64 There would already have been no such world left as an area 

alienated from ordinary people where workers, such as matagis, who are expert in 
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traditional special technique, are only admitted. In consequence, there would be no 

divinity to worship and no animals to observe carefully and respect. There would 

not have been nature as opposed to the humans and therefore no obligation to 

protect nature. This consequence would have been intensified also by the 

fundamental condition in Japan that the Western conceptual scheme of nature as 

opposed to the human being has not appeared in the history of Japanese 

thoughts.65  

I must here mention in passing an animal matrimony folklore with a 

trans-special marriage perfected, a tale of the marriage between a killed horse and 

a girl, reported in Yanagida’s Tono Monogatari (Tales Transmitted in Tono).66 I 

cannot discuss its tale in the details but I tentatively add that there can be another 

tradition in the history of Japanese thoughts in which people living in the area 

where such a tale is transmitted may perceive animals differently from the people 

living where the types of folklores I discussed here are transmitted. 

In conclusion, the attempt above to deduce from only two folklores what the 

Japanese people used to perceive nature may sound too foolhardy but I believe 

that I will fulfill such deduction more profoundly by analyzing against the 

background of the natural environment, the local works for livelifood and the 

history in a given local area the values and worldviews inherent in the locally 

transmitted folklores. This paper, I hope, is the beginning of this future project. 
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