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Mythology has been a rich source of information, no matter which perspective you are looking at it from. For archaeologists, it gives an understanding of historical events that legends are based on; for scientists, it provides insights into animal species no longer with us and geological events that took place. Mythology has been used to keep us entertained, understand the world around us, and ensure the past never dies. It is also a means of social control. 

Japanese mythology is rich and varied. They recount stories of deities, spirits, demons, monsters, animals, and legendary humans who struggled to overcome immense obstacles ... the list is endless. 

Most of the myths that have survived through the ages come from the Kojiki (Records of Ancient Matters) and the Nihon shoki (Chronicles of Japan), the former being dated back to 712, and the latter from 720. These books recounted the origins of Japan’s social elite and were specifically compiled to strengthen their control. Creation myths, in particular, have always been used to assert control over society, and we can easily see this in the creation myth of Japan and being a great source of entertainment. 

Although the legends in the Kojiki and the Nihon sohki were dated to have been compiled in the sixth century, their contents are considered much older. Buddhism and Shintoism are the two main religions of Japan even today and have influenced myths since their emergence. The country’s mythology has also been influenced by India, China, and Korea, leading to an incredibly rich array of deities, stories, and mythical creatures. 

Shintoism has been the main source of inspiration for Japan’s mythology. The religion includes a vast range of deities that represent elements of nature, (such as the sun, the moon, the ocean, etc.) and spirits, known as kami. 

However, a wide range of creatures are drawn from other religions and cultures, which were passed down through the generations, told by wandering storytellers that would print depictions of their tales on kamishibai paper. Each region of the country boasts its own legendary beings, creating a rich tapestry of myths that still entertain us today. 

Buddhism was introduced into Japan via Korea in the sixth century, where it was widely accepted by the noble class. However, many ordinary citizens did not welcome it as warmly, since its principles were far too complex. Initially, Shintoism and Buddhism clashed, but soon enough, the two came together, and many of the deities worshipped in one were soon incorporated and revered in the other. This created a pantheon of deities that had roles in both Shinto and Buddhist practices, giving new life to the country’s religious beliefs. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One: Sources of Japanese Mythology 

[image: image]


Although several sources recount the myths and legends of ancient Japan, the two earliest and most drawn upon sources we have are the Kojiki and the Nihon shoki. 
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Meaning’ Records of Ancient Matters’, the Kojiki is regarded as the earliest written record in Japan. The earliest copy dates back to 712 CE by Ono Yasumaro, a scholar of the imperial court, who was tasked with providing a genealogy of the earliest emperors and empresses, from Empress Suiko (628), right back to the creation of the world. As a result, it is believed that much of Shintoism is based on legends and myths from the Kojiki. It is written using Chinese characters to represent Japanese phonetics, since no written records of a spoken Japanese language nor alphabet had been created at that time. In addition, some of the deities and other figures were heavily influenced or borrowed from Chinese and Korean faith systems. 

Later on, Moto-ori Norinaga (1730 – 1801) wrote the Annotation of the Kojiki, which was made up of 49 books. The first English translation of the Kojiki was published in 1882. 

The Kojiki is not considered an accurate record of Japan’s earliest history. It was commissioned to create a ‘legitimate’ line of succession from the sixth and eighth centuries to Amaterasu, the sun goddess. At the time, oral traditions were constantly being altered and modified to suit the needs of political agendas and potential usurpers. Emperor Temmu (r. 672 – 686 CE) ordered the record to be created, although he died before it was completed. The work focuses on the genealogy of previous rulers and certain influential families (uji), such as the Yamato clan, along with Shinto mythology. 

The Kojiki is comprised of three books: the gods, legendary hero-emperors, and then historical rulers. It tells of how Japan and its surrounding islands came into being and then the following Age of Gods before all the deities departed the country so that mankind could rule it. The book states there are around eight million kami (deities and spirits), although it should be noted that the number is usually equated with infinity. These gods and spirits live throughout the country, within temples and shrines, in rivers, seas, lakes, trees, mountains, forests, houses, and graveyards. Some are benevolent and kind, while others are mischievous or even evil. 

Many of the kami in the Kojiki are often violent. There are numerous myths that recount parents killing their children or siblings murdering each other, and there are instances of incestuous relationships. These stories mirror the dark times in which they were written when families would turn on each other for political or monetary wealth. Even though, these events can still happen today, their repeated presence in these myths suggests it to be a frequent occurrence of the time period. However, it is hard to follow because it does not follow an established structure, nor does it have a fixed main character or a theme to tie it all together. 

When it comes to the reigns of the early historical rulers of Japan, it has often been believed that the records are not entirely accurate or reliable. Indeed, it was also believed that the Japanese used the foundation of the state – usually around 660 BCE – so that the country could be seen as equal to China and Korea, which had their own respective kingdoms established at the time. However, in the last few centuries, scholars have been able to confirm some of the details presented in the Kojiki by looking at Korean and Chinese sources. 
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Known as the Chronicles of Japan, the Nihon soki is the second oldest record of ancient Japan. It features a wide range of historical records on the earliest history, including creation myths, the earliest deities and spirits, and a genealogy of the early royal family. As such, it is one of the best sources of information that we have. 

In both the Kojiki and the Nihon shoki, Japan’s early Imperial Family members were regarded and historically recorded as gods. For example, the word tenno (天皇), which means Emperor of Japan, translates to ‘heavenly emperor.’ Therefore, this document is of great significance when looking at the relationship between early Japanese religion and the state. 

After the publication of the Kojiki in 712, Prince Toneri ordered the creation of another historical record. Five more were created, with the Nihon shoki finished in 720 and the most significant. At the time it was written, there were numerous domestic and foreign conflicts challenging the Imperial Court, which led to the book being created. 

Because of this, there was a real need to assert a legitimate claim to maintain power in Japan. To do this, the Kojiki established that the Imperial Family were the descendants of the sun goddess of Japan by interweaving traditions, folk tales, oral traditions, and other important cultural aspects into a strong, politically based mythology. Additionally, the Nihon shoki focused on asserting a powerful national identity to rival that of its neighbors, China and Korea. This was done by centering the country around the Imperial Family. 

The Nihon shoki features a variety of texts that focus on diplomatic relations with other countries, how Japan was viewed as a country by them, and their politics. There are fascinating sections on delegations arriving from Silla and Paekche from Korea and the Sui and Tang dynasties in China, along with articles on Chinese migrants to Japan and the arrival of Buddhism in Japanese culture. The contents begin with the mythological period and finish with the reign of Empress Jito (r. 686 – 697), which was written in classical Chinese characters and set out chronologically. It consists of 30 volumes, with an additional book consisting of a genealogical table. 

Unfortunately, this last volume has since disappeared since its inception. The books were gifted to Empress Genshou (r. 713 – 724), the 44th empress of Japan and one of only eight female rulers. Prince Toneri (676 – 735) was the main editor of the Nihon shoki, who wrote much about his father, Emperor Temmu (r. 672 – 686). This document is the only mention of Emperor Temmu, and because of such, the accuracy is questionable. However, it does show that Emperor Temmu was the first ruler to be assigned the title ‘tenno’ in life rather than after his death. 

Buddhism arrived in Japan in 538 during the rule of Emperor Kinmei (r. 509 – 571) with the arrival of Korean nations from Paekche. Scholars believe that the court held a genealogy of the Imperial Family, known as a Teiki, and a summary of the elite clan’s traditions and history called a Kuji. Sadly, these
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