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‘A captivating read. It was a delight to dive into Japanese landscape, history and traditions with such a vivid array of characters. Erica and Laura are masterful storytellers who have brought Japanese folktales and poetry to life.’

Wendy Shearer

‘Beautifully told, evocative tales that capture the wonder of winter and bring Japanese folklore to life with care and respect.’

Dee Dee Chainey, author of
A Treasury of British Folklore

‘Hesketh and Sampson’s sumptuous folk tales are full of wit, wisdom and 気 – life energy. These beautifully crafted wintry tales will make you shiver, ponder, and belly laugh, and will enrich your understanding of humanity. Essential bedtime reading.’

Alexandra Corrin-Tachibana,
author of Skinship

‘Elegantly written with beautiful illustrations, Hesketh and Sampson’s compelling collection offers a fresh take on traditional Japanese folktales. Each of these atmospheric stories could be accommodated within the time of a typical commute or a short break, providing some magic and wonder to the reader’s day.’

Emily Midorikawa, author of
A Tiny Speck of Black and Then Nothing

‘This mesmerising book occupies a mythical landscape of strange and beautiful happenings: a man falls in love with a woman made of ice, the kindness of hospitality is richly rewarded, a demon comes disguised as a tricksy old woman, emperors are the direct descendants of gods, enchanted mirrors reflect grief, hope and love, untrustworthy cats are born from ashes, robes are woven from spider webs, and seductive shape-shifting foxes have nine tails. Written with great skill and tenderness, full of heart-gladdening poetry and epic adventures.’

Bernadette Russell, author of
Conversations on Kindness
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Preface

Welcome to Moon, Snow, Blossom. This book offers retellings and reimaginings of some of Japan’s many wintry tales, by turns mysterious, scary and beautiful. The tales have been arranged to take you through the season, from the very end of autumn to the cusp of spring, and we hope you find them good company.

Before you dive in, we wanted to introduce ourselves, a formality known as jikoshoukai (self-introduction). We are two writers and friends living in London. Erica grew up speaking Japanese with her mother, and spent many school holidays with family in Tokyo, Sendai and Okayama. She is now a published poet and editor, and loves to incorporate Japanese poetic forms in her work. She is also a mother, attempting to raise her English child with some knowledge of their Japanese heritage despite living on the other side of the world. Laura, meanwhile, is British-Caribbean and came to Japanese culture and language as an adult. She has been practising the ancient theatre form of noh for over fifteen years, and spends several months of each year in Japan, training and working on new productions with Theatre Nohgaku. She has a master’s degree in Japanese Studies, and is also a performance storyteller in English, drawing inspiration from story traditions around the world.

This is our first book together, and we found that our different perspectives on – and experiences of – Japan made for very fruitful and interesting conversations as we selected the tales and thought about how to retell them for a new audience.

Japan is more of a cultural melting pot than you might think. Though the vast majority of the population are ethnically Yamato, there are significant indigenous and minority groups with their own languages and traditions. We have tried to honour some of that diversity in our selection. This country is home to multiple religions and belief systems – principally Shinto, Buddhism and Daoism – which have influenced one another back and forth over the centuries. And it is a country of many climates, spanning from Hokkaido in the far north with its deep snow and subarctic forests to the humid, subtropical islands of Okinawa where even midwinter is mild and dry.

Even though we both speak and read some Japanese, neither of us would claim to be fluent, so when researching Moon, Snow, Blossom we mostly drew on existing translations, often comparing multiple versions to find our own way into the tales. We owe a debt of gratitude to translators such as Royall Tyler, Laurel Rodd, Burton Watson and Noriko Reider, as well as of course nineteenth-century scholars such as Lafcadio Hearn and John Batchelor. We also explored texts in Japanese, many sourced from the brilliant library at SOAS University of London. You’ll find a list of sources in the bibliography at the back of the book.

We were fascinated by how some stories morphed across time and between artforms, with images and archetypes passed down orally, or formalised in noh plays or in classical texts such as the Kojiki and The Tales of Ise, and of course more recently reimagined in TV and computer games. We have nodded to this by telling some of the tales in unusual forms and from different angles. And we should say that we’ve also used our own imaginations: storytelling is a living artform, and stories are kept alive for future generations when we tell them in new and resonant ways.

Speaking of resonance, poetry plays an important role in several of these tales, both in their plotlines and in their preservation. In honour of this connection we have organised the book into thirty-six chapters, to echo the structure of a kasen renga, a thirty-six-verse poetry sequence form innovated by the great seventeenth-century poet Matsuo Bashō. You’ll find a folklorish kasen renga running through the book, with a verse at the start of each chapter.

We hope you enjoy this journey through the winter season.

Erica Hesketh and Laura Sampson
October 2026
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This morning I heard wing-beats, a honking fanfare: winter’s arrival.
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The Icicle Wife

In Aomori (the northernmost prefecture of Honshū, Japan’s largest island), winters get – and stay – so cold that whole waterfalls freeze into magnificent cascades of icicles. Along its famous Oirase Gorge, so many of these ‘icicle falls’ form that they have become a major tourist attraction, and their beauty is admired as if they were giant art installations or elements of a still-life painting, caught in suspended animation. In the mountains, ice renders some roads difficult to navigate and tiny wind-formed icicles can encase whole trees, creating opaque white standing shapes that look strange enough to be nicknamed ‘snow monsters’.

No wonder, then, that one of the best-known old stories set in this landscape is one of icicles, and loneliness, and the admiration of winter’s stark, otherworldly beauty.

*

When Shigama heard the high honking and strong wingbeats of the tundra swans flying in from the north-west, he marvelled at their majestic beauty, but he also felt a sadness suffuse through his heart. The arrival of the tundra swans over the mountains of Aomori meant only one thing: winter. The mountain passes through the beech forests would soon become impassable, pathways would be heaped with snow and ice, and his small hut would be cut off from visitors and passers-by until the spring thaw. When he was a boy growing up here, it wasn’t so bad; winter was a time for huddling around the fire with his mother and father, telling stories in the evenings and building beautiful sculptures in the deep snow around their home during the days. But now he was a man, his parents were long gone and his winters were solitary and silent – clearing snow and cutting firewood each day, spending the nights looking out of his window at the moon.

One evening, Shigama was just about to blow out the last candle and go to sleep when something glinted in the corner of his eye from outside the window. Intrigued, he peered closer and saw that it was the moonlight refracting through a huge icicle, which tapered, long and elegant, from the house’s eaves almost to the ground. In the light, its heart glowed blue, and the crystal patterns within reminded him of distant stars – things he could wonder at but never understand. He opened the door to get a better look – and the beauty of the icicle pierced his heart with longing. In that moment he raised his eyes to the clear night sky and wished, ‘If only I had a wife as magnificent and unknowable as this icicle, to keep me company in this lonely place, I would have everything I needed!’ He sighed, closed the door, blew out the candle and went to bed.

That night, he dreamed of a tall, pale woman who shone like moonlight on snow, like the blue heart of an icicle, whose smile warmed his heart with a heat he had never known before. He felt himself draw closer, until he could feel her soft breath on his neck, and the nearness of her sent shivers through his body. She leaned toward him . . .

. . . and he awoke, just before dawn, to the howl of a snowstorm, and a banging on wood. Must be a shutter come loose, he thought, going to the window. But all he could see outside was a whirl of white snowflakes driving and bouncing off the glass. The banging seemed to be coming from the door. Strange, nobody visits at this time of year – but is that a faint voice? Perhaps someone caught in the storm? When he opened the door, snow gusted in like a cold fur cloak; when it cleared there was a figure standing in the doorway, draped in layers of greys and whites and blues. The figure of a woman!

‘Please, come in and take shelter!’ he cried over the wind.

‘Thank you,’ she said, simply, and stepped inside. Her voice sounded familiar . . . and when her white fur hood fell down to reveal long, black hair, smooth snow-lit skin and gently smiling eyes, all he could do was gape. Surely this couldn’t be the woman he had dreamed of? Silence gathered in the moment between them before he noticed the room was getting colder.

‘How rude of me, please come and sit down by the fire, I’ll close the door.’

But the woman must have been warm under all those furs, because she took a place as far away from the fire as possible, and insisted she wasn’t cold. Shigama stole glances at her whenever he could. Her face and figure reminded him of all the stark beauties of winter.

But if her beauty was sharp and cold, her manner was the opposite. She told him stories that made him laugh, and when he did the same, her laughter was like music to his heart. They talked all day – first about the weather, then about daily life, then about their hopes and fears for their futures. They were so deep in conversation that Shigama did not notice the snow had stopped falling – not until she stood and began to put on her coats again saying, ‘The storm has passed. I suppose I must be going on my way.’

Shigama stood, rushed over, and caught her hand in his. ‘Please, stay a little longer!’

Then their eyes met, and each saw the other. She did not need to say ‘yes’ because her eyes, and then her hands, and then her lips, said it for her. They spent that night together, and by morning – though neither said anything aloud – Shigama’s heart was calling her ‘wife’ and it was clear to him that hers called him ‘husband’. She would stay; he hoped she would stay forever. They sat side by side and looked out of the window at the blue-tinged icicles hanging from the eaves, sparkling in the white morning sun. Shigama knew he would never be the same again. He had found his jewel. Now his heart, and his house, also belonged to her.

Winter deepened, and the new couple began their new life. They chopped wood together and Shigama could not help but marvel at how strong and straight her arms were for one so tall and slim. When they held hands, hers were always cold, even though on their long walks through the snow-covered forests she was more likely to remove layers of clothing saying she was too hot. And as much as Shigama enjoyed their days, and the long conversations they had about everything, anything they could think of, he looked forward most of all to their nights, when he could hold her in his arms and whisper words of love into her ears in his bed, which was now their bed. She only ever slept with the thinnest of sheets to cover her; in the mornings, it was only ever him rolled up in the warm blankets.

One of Shigama’s favourite things to do after a long, cold day was to soak his body in a hot bath. He had built a room especially for bathing and spent hours each evening heating water to fill the tub. He was so full of bliss that it was many weeks before he noticed that his new wife never seemed to need to bathe, even though much of the work they did together left them sweating and dirty. He began to worry. Was she afraid of water? Was she not concerned about catching diseases? Too embarrassed to ask her directly, he began to mention, more and more often, how wonderful it was to bathe, how relaxing, how marvellous! But whenever he did, she just smiled that smile that had first captivated him, and he fell into her arms and forgot everything else.

But one day, when the water was heated for the bath and their evening meal was done, he took a deep breath and said, ‘Wife, I’ve been thinking – it is unkind of me to always take my bath first. Perhaps it is a trial for you to share water I have already used. Please, you go first today!’

‘Oh no my love, it is only right that a wife should follow her husband. Do not worry about me.’

‘No, I’ve made up my mind. Today, I will not bathe until you have done so first. I absolutely insist!’

‘Very well,’ she replied. Shigama was so relieved, he did not notice her usual smile fade and disappear as she walked into the bathroom and shut the door behind her.

Shigama busied himself around the house while he waited for her – it made sense to let her enjoy a good soak after so long. He chopped wood, and swept and tidied until the house was absolutely spotless. Then, he sat and looked out of the window, until the moon rose high above the beech forests around their home. It had been hours! He began to worry – perhaps she had fallen asleep, or worse, injured herself stepping in or out.

‘Perhaps she needs me!’

He called through the door, but there was no answer. So, carefully – if she had fallen asleep he would lift and carry her to bed rather than wake her – he opened the door. Then his face went pale because she was not there. Not in the bathtub, nowhere in the room. All that was there was a pile of half-melted shards of ice, glowing blue-white in the lamplight.

When the swans flew back north-west at the end of winter, Shigama was alone once more. In the months and years that passed after that, he often wondered if he had dreamed it all. But the memories remained – warm as the smile of the woman whose beauty surpassed that of any icicle he would ever see again.
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A guest should never wander where they are not invited.
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The Out-of-bounds Outhouse

There is a famous baby song that translates roughly as:


Tanuki of Genkotsu Mountain,

Suckles on the breast and has a little sleep,

Carried on your front, carried on your back,

And the same again tomorrow!



The tanuki, or Japanese raccoon dog, is an animal that lives only in Japan, and appears in a great many folk tales and songs. Imagine a cross between a raccoon, a dog and a small bear, with a fluffy tail about as long as a classroom ruler. Tanuki are usually stripey-brown in colour, and in the stories they are often mischievous and tricksy, with a penchant for shapeshifting.

The following story isn’t set anywhere in particular, but let’s say it takes place in the shadow of Genkotsu Mountain, on the northern island of Hokkaido, where the summers are mild but by November daytime temperatures are in the low single digits.

*

A tanuki had taken up residence in the outhouse of a certain temple. According to his nature, he loved nothing better than to play tricks on anyone who went to relieve themselves, and things got to the point where the head priest had to declare the whole outhouse out of bounds.

One early winter morning, a group of young boys were visiting the temple for a memorial service. The head priest said to them, ‘You are guests in this building but please be aware that the outhouse is completely out of bounds.’

Of course, this piqued the curiosity of one of the boys, whose favourite thing was to go where grown-ups told him not to. When the priest had left to attend to some important tasks, the boy crept over to the outhouse and gently pried open the door.

It looked ordinary enough. ‘Aww, it’s just a regular old outhouse,’ said the boy, disappointed. He squatted down to do his business, feeling the sharp November air against his legs. But just then, a small white hand appeared out from under him and gave his buttocks a little rap-a-tap-tap, then a soft stroke.

‘What the—’ shouted the boy, and leapt up. When he looked to the outhouse entrance he saw two hideous floating heads, one of a man and one of a woman, dangling and sniggering. This made the boy fall over with fright. He crawled out of the outhouse as fast as he could. He dived under a futon blanket in the temple and crouched there, shivering. The other boys gave him a look but let him be.

A short while later the boy heard the clop-clop of wooden clogs, and thought, ‘Oh no, the head priest is back.’ He waited under the futon blanket, not quite ready to face the chastisement he knew was coming.

A voice came from above him: ‘Child, I’m back. You didn’t by any chance go to the out-of-bounds outhouse, did you?’

The voice was scratchier than the boy remembered – it put him in mind of a cat. But he didn’t want to keep the head priest waiting so he replied in a small voice, ‘Yes.’

The voice said, ‘Ah. And did a small white hand reach up and slap and stroke your backside?’

The boy, reddening, said, ‘Yes.’

The voice continued, ‘And when you looked up, did you see the disembodied heads of a man and woman, dangling and laughing?’

‘Yes,’ said the boy.

‘Ah. Did they look a bit like this?’ said the voice, and when the boy lifted his head above the futon blanket he saw the heads, laughing all over again and swooping down towards him like deranged bats.

‘Aaarrrghhh!’ screamed the boy, and dived back under the futon blanket, to the great delight of the other boys.

A few minutes later there was another set of wooden clogs, and a different voice. ‘Child, I’m back.’

When the head priest heard no reply, he lifted the futon blanket to find the boy out cold, having fainted. He slapped him awake, then said, ‘What did I tell you about not going to the out-of-bounds outhouse? The clue is in the name. Don’t ever do that again!’

And the boy didn’t need telling a third time.
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Is it better, then, to be swallowed by the storm or to appease it?
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Brave Man of Yamato

If you’re lucky enough to be in Japan in November, you may catch the famous Tori-no-ichi (Rooster Market) Festival, which takes place across the country but has its origins at the Ōtori Shrine in Asakusa, Tokyo. Starting at midnight and lasting twenty-four hours, the festival is a riot of colour and sound, with hundreds of stalls selling food, drinks and gifts, including ornately decorated rakes to ‘rake in’ good luck. The festival was first celebrated in the Edo period (1603–1868), so that’s a lot of rakes and a lot of good luck over the years!

But where did this tradition come from? This next tale is a version of a story familiar to all Japanese children, that of Yamato Takeru. If you are into your anime, you may be familiar with the 1994 series that transposed the story to outer space. Yamato Takeru has also turned up as a hero or baddy in computer games from Age of Empire to Fate/ Samurai Remnant. But his story was first written down in the Kojiki and the Nihonshoki, the two oldest surviving books from Japan (both from the eighth century).

*

If we follow the thread of Japanese emperors back, back and back, nearly as far as the gods from whom they were descended, we find Emperor Keikō, the twelfth ruler of these islands. Emperor Keikō was ambitious, and spent his reign expanding his family’s territory, often travelling away from their seat in Yamato (known today as Nara).

Now Emperor Keikō had two sons by his first wife, whom everyone referred to as Big Mortar and Little Mortar. Big Mortar was indolent, and often neglected his duties, while Little Mortar was so devoted to his father that he sometimes scared him with his intensity. One day, Emperor Keikō noticed that Big Mortar had not turned up in the court for a while, so he sent Little Mortar to summon him. When Big Mortar laughed in the face of his younger brother, Little Mortar flew into a rage and killed him, then tore off his limbs, which he brought back to show his father.

Emperor Keikō, shocked at Little Mortar’s brutality but also impressed with his filial piety, decided to send his son out into the regions to subdue enemies and rebels, putting his violent tendencies to good use – and keeping him away from other family members. He gave his son the moniker ‘Yamato Takeru’, which means ‘Brave Man of Yamato’, and thus began an odyssey of sorts. In the south, Yamato Takeru disguised himself as a woman and seduced the Brave Man of Kumaso, before murdering him on their wedding night and subduing the Kumaso people with a triumphant poem. In the west, Yamato Takeru challenged the Brave Man of Izumo to a duel, but secretly swapped his foe’s sword for a wooden blade before mercilessly running him through, thereby capturing Izumo for the imperial family.

Yamato Takeru returned home a hero. Emperor Keikō was pleased with his son, proud even. On the other hand he didn’t want him hanging around the court with his murderous urges. So he sent him out again, to the north-east of Honshū where the Emishi people lived.

This time, Yamato Takeru’s wife, Ototachibana-hime, travelled with him. Now, you may be surprised to hear such a violent man had a loving marriage, but he did. When he looked into the calm face of his beloved wife, Yamato Takeru felt all the world’s cruelty melt away, and everything was more . . . manageable. As for her part, Ototachibana-hime could see through her husband’s furious demeanour to the soft and vulnerable boy inside. They were made for each other.

Their entourage reached the edge of a great body of water, known today as Tokyo Bay. Eager to cross it before nightfall, they hired a fleet of boats – but when they were right in the middle of the bay, a mass of black clouds suddenly appeared over the water and a fierce storm, harsher than a hundred winters in one, began to rage. Terrified, Yamato Takeru and his entourage cowered in their boats. But Ototachibana-hime stood tall and calmly looked out over the churning water.

‘This storm is the work of Watatsumi, the sea god, who requires a sacrifice. Let him take me,’ she said.

Yamato Takeru was aghast. Before he really understood what was happening, his entourage was gently lowering his wife into the rough waves. The storm immediately cleared, leaving the water eerily quiet. No one spoke for the rest of the crossing.

How do you recover from such a loss? Yamato Takeru and his men continued north-east, and eventually found the Emishi people, whom they subdued just as effectively as they had subdued everyone else. But Yamato Takeru’s heart was broken, and his body was numb, and in his mind’s eye all he could see was the face of his wife, slowly then quickly disappearing under the surface of that cursed bay. He lost all interest in fighting, and he began writing more poetry, of the philosophical kind.

On their way home, Yamato Takeru stopped at a mountain called Mount Ibuki to hunt boar. He spotted a particularly handsome animal and shot it with his bow and arrow, but the boar managed to escape, leaving a trail of blood in the day’s fresh snow. What Yamato Takeru didn’t realise was that the boar was actually the kami (god) of that mountain, and that by injuring it he had sealed his own fate.

Over the next few days, Yamato Takeru began to succumb to a strange illness. He grew pale and his body weakened alarmingly fast. His men tried to keep him in good spirits, but he only recited sad poems, staring at them with a haunted expression. Finally, after reciting the saddest verse they had ever heard, he simply stopped breathing.

The men built a tomb and laid Yamato Takeru’s body inside. Immediately, a great white bird rose up from the tomb and flew south, passing over Yamato, where Emperor Keikō looked up and let out a heavy sigh, knowing that his son had left the mortal world.

To this day there is a network of shiratori (white bird) shrines across Japan. And to this day no one really knows what to make of the story of the young prince who inspired them. Was he a hero? Or was this a cautionary tale? What are we meant to learn from his example? Perhaps all we can agree on, at the end of a cold night in November, is that it is better to have good luck than bad luck, whatever we choose to do with it. And that it’s never too late to get into poetry!
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In the woods an old woman beckons, a glint in her eye.
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Three Charms

Many folk tales seem to exist solely to frighten children into being obedient. Japan’s folklore is full of stories of dangerous yōkai (monsters) who lurk in every dark forest, behind every forbidden door, and on every lonely mountain path, hungry for the taste of human flesh. With their red skin, huge bodies and sharp teeth, oni (often translated as ‘demons’ or ‘ogres’) are perhaps the most recognisable. Others are more complex, less predictable, but just as hungry if they choose to be so. Our favourite of these is the mountain crone Yamauba (also known as Yamamba): a creature who often goes about in the shape of an old lady – a disguise for something far more powerful. In many folk tales she behaves with the uncomplicated cannibalistic hunger of an oni, but in others she is a shape-changing sorceress or exiled goddess, as fearsome and capricious as her Slavic counterpart, Baba Yaga. In this story, she is a little of them all.

*

Once upon a time, in a certain temple on the slopes of a certain mountain, there lived a novice monk named Tarō, who loved mushrooms. Like all the other monks in the temple, he had chores, which he completed diligently and well – for the most part – but whenever he got the chance, he would volunteer to go up the mountain and collect enough mushrooms to feed everyone. The other novices, who struggled with the temple’s strict vegetarian diet, were always grateful. Mushrooms, with their chewy texture
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