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INTRODUCTION

Myths are humanity’s oldest stories – our way of making sense of nature, existence and the many mysteries of life. While Ancient Greek or Norse myths may be some of the most well-known, Japan’s mythology offers a worldview unlike any other: one where gods, humans and nature coexist in living harmony. To explore these stories is to glimpse how the Japanese people have long understood balance, beauty and belonging in the world around us.

This book invites you on a whirlwind tour through Japan’s mythical landscape – from the divine creators Izanagi and Izanami to radiant goddesses, terrifying monsters and incredible dragons! Along the way, you’ll see how these ancient stories still echo in modern Japan: in Shinto shrines and rituals, seasonal festivals, protective charms and even in the national symbols that represent the country.

Japanese mythology is not only Japan’s heritage – it’s part of humanity’s shared search for knowledge and meaning. As you discover the many deities and heroes of Japanese mythology, prepare to be inspired, occasionally shocked and ultimately amazed by these timeless tales.
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Japanese mythology grew from two vast sources: the spiritual traditions of Shinto and Buddhism and the landscape of Japan itself. The mountains, seas and changing seasons inspired stories that explained nature’s power and humanity’s place within it. Myths from Korea, the Ainu and Okinawa also contributed to this rich heritage. Passed down through generations of farmers, priests and storytellers, these tales reveal how the divine and the everyday once intertwined. In this chapter, you’ll explore how Japan’s myths began, the ancient texts that recorded them and the lasting connection between Shintoism, nature and harmony.
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Shinto is a Way that is practised every morning and
 evening, in the acts of daily life, by every individual 
from the emperor to the common people.

Shinto scholar Watarai Nobuyoshi 
(1615–1691 CE)

Japan’s oldest spiritual tradition is Shinto, meaning “the way of the gods”. Thought to be thousands of years old, it grew from communal rituals, seasonal festivals and local legends passed on through oral storytelling. Unlike many religions, Shinto has no single founder or sacred text. Instead, it is a set of beliefs and myths rooted in the idea that the divine exists within everything.

At the heart of Shinto are the kami – spirits that exist naturally everywhere from mountains, rivers and trees to animals and ancestors. These spirits are not distant gods but living presences in the natural world, reflecting Japan’s deep reverence for harmony between nature, agriculture and local communities.

The earliest Shinto myths explained the origins of the gods and the land, stories which came to life through worship and ritual. These practices formed the spiritual foundation of Japan.
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The world is vain and illusory, and 
the Buddha’s realm alone is true.

Prince Shōtoku (574–622 CE) 

Buddhism began in India over 2,500 years ago with the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, who taught that although life contains suffering, liberation is possible through compassion, mindfulness and wisdom. By releasing attachment and desire, one can achieve a state of clarity and peace (enlightenment).

Buddhism entered Japan from the sixth century onward via China and Korea, traditionally dated to 538 or 552 CE when it was formally presented at the Yamato court. It flourished in the eighth century under Emperor Shōmu, who sponsored temple construction across the country and commissioned the colossal Great Buddha at Tōdaiji in Nara. 

Rather than replacing native beliefs, Buddhism blended with Shinto, and Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples often stood side by side. Shinto came to be concerned with earthly life and the natural world, while Buddhism introduced ideas of the soul and the afterlife, including karma and rebirth. Over time, the two systems grew intertwined and transformed Japan’s mythological landscape.
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Japanese mythology was shaped by Shinto, Buddhism and centuries of storytelling. Shinto provided the gods and sacred landscapes; Buddhist ideas brought concepts of karma, the afterlife and spiritual balance. Over time, these beliefs blended into three main forms of storytelling, each preserving, teaching and entertaining in its own way:

Official Myths

The earliest written myths, such as the Kojiki (712 CE) and the Nihon shoki (720 CE), were commissioned by the imperial court to record the origins of the gods, the islands of Japan and the divine ancestry of emperors. Rooted in Shinto belief, these texts gave religious and political structure to imperial authority, legitimizing rulers and defining rituals and the sacred order of the world.

Folk Tales

Outside the court, oral legends (setsuwa) spread across villages and regions. Farmers, travellers and monks shared stories of spirits, shapeshifting animals and moral lessons, often rooted in Shinto’s reverence for nature. Many folk tales also absorbed Buddhist ideas, weaving in themes of compassion, karma and the consequences of one’s actions.



Ghost Stories

The third great stream of myth came from the supernatural. Ghost stories, or kaidan, often reflected Buddhist teachings about the afterlife. One famous tradition, Hyakumonogatari Kaidankai (The Gathering of One Hundred Supernatural Tales), began as a samurai test of courage before spreading to people across Japan during the 1600s. Participants would tell eerie tales by candlelight, extinguishing one candle after each story until the room fell into darkness and supernatural beings were summoned, including death spirits (see page 104). These spooky tales explored the mystery of death. Causing chills up the spine, they certainly helped listeners cool down on hot summer nights!
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The Ainu are the indigenous people of northern Japan, especially Hokkaido, with a culture that stretches back thousands of years. They have their own language, oral traditions and a spiritual world rich with kamuy – spirits that dwell in animals, plants, rivers, fire and even tools.

Ainu mythology reflects a profound respect for nature and the belief that all living things share a spiritual connection. Their worldview is deeply animistic, seeing the divine in every part of the natural world.

As Japanese mythology and Shinto evolved, some of these Ainu ideas – especially the sense that nature itself is alive with spirits – may have shaped local folklore and ritual practices, particularly in northern regions. The echoes of Ainu spirituality continue to enrich Japan’s broader mythic landscape.


The Owl God

In Ainu mythology, the owl god Chikap Kamuy watches over villages and brings good fortune. Owls are seen as messengers between humans and the spirit world, symbols of wisdom and divine presence.
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The Ryukyu Islands (including Okinawa) developed a rich and distinctive mythology shaped by centuries of seafaring life and cultural exchange with China, Japan and other nearby regions. Once an independent kingdom, the islands were incorporated into Japan in the seventeenth century, but their beliefs retained a unique voice within the Japanese spiritual landscape.

There are variations between the islands, but at the heart of all Ryukyuan mythology lies a deep reverence for ancestors and the spirits of nature. The ultimate ancestors are said to be Utin (Heaven), Ryuuguu (the sea) and Jiichi (Earth). The creation story tells of Amamikyu, a goddess who descended from Heaven to form the Ryukyu Islands and give life to their people. She is still honoured as the mother of the Ryukyuan world.

Many tales explore the close relationship between gods, ancestors and the living, reflecting the belief that all existence is connected. These traditions, with their focus on ancestor veneration and harmony with nature, enriched Japan’s broader spiritual heritage and echoed the Shinto idea that the divine resides within all things.





[image: ] The Kojiki [image: ]

Long before anything was written down, Japan’s myths lived in the voices of storytellers. Around fires in humble households and in royal courts, tales of gods, spirits and creation went from one generation to the next. As centuries passed, different regions began to tell their own versions. People across the islands honoured their own deities and lived by distinct legends. Then, a devastating fire in 645 CE resulted in the loss of two major official records: Tennoki (an imperial genealogy) and Kokki (National Record).

A few decades later, Emperor Tenmu recognized the danger of losing these traditions forever. He ordered a gifted court attendant, Hieda no Are – renowned for their extraordinary memory – to learn and preserve the ancient tales. After Tenmu’s death, Empress Genmei instructed the noble scholar Ō no Yasumaro to record what Are had memorized. The result was the Kojiki (Record of Ancient Matters).

Completed in 712 CE, the Kojiki became the foundation of Japanese mythology. Blending myth, poetry and song, it tells of the birth of the islands, the creation of gods and goddesses and the divine descent of Japan’s first emperors. The text is filled with divine quarrels, heroic battles and moments of sorrow and beauty.



At first, the Kojiki circulated mainly within the imperial court. Focused on the ruling clans, it also helped shape the rituals and beliefs that became central to Shinto (the native religion of Japan). While the Kojiki’s language and archaic script made it difficult for later generations to read, its influence endured quietly until the eighteenth century, when the scholar Motoori Norinaga devoted 35 years to his monumental 44-volume commentary, the Kojiki-den, completed in 1798.

Today, the Kojiki stands as one of Japan’s greatest cultural treasures. It’s a living bridge between myth and history and a record of the spirit that continues to shape Japanese identity.
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While the Kojiki captures the vivid drama of Japan’s gods and early rulers, the Nihon shoki takes a broader, more formal approach. Completed in 720 CE, just eight years after the Kojiki, it was compiled under the guidance of Prince Toneri with the assistance of the scholar Ō no Yasumaro. Intended as Japan’s first official national history, it drew on multiple sources to record myths, legends and early political events in a way that could be understood across East Asia.

Written entirely in classical Chinese, the shared scholarly and diplomatic language of the region, the Nihon shoki chronicles the origins of Japan from the creation of the islands and the deeds of the gods to the reigns of emperors up to the early eighth century. Many stories overlap with the Kojiki, but the Nihon shoki presents them in an orderly historical style, linking divine myths directly to the imperial lineage and the early political structure of Japan.

Because of its structure and depth, the Nihon shoki became Japan’s first official chronicle and a reference for centuries of scholars, historians and rulers seeking to understand the nation’s past. It has been invaluable not only for the study of mythology but also for insights into early statecraft, literature and the shaping of Shinto belief.



Less dramatic than the Kojiki yet wider in scope, the Nihon shoki emphasizes continuity of imperial authority and the divine origins of the nation.


A Date to Remember

The Nihon shoki records Japan’s imperial dynasty as beginning in 660 BCE with Emperor Jimmu. Most scholars agree that this (unverifiable) date and the founding emperors are mythical. The year was probably chosen for its significance in the Chinese calendar at the time. This symbolic date linked the imperial family and the nation to ancient traditions.
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Unlike monotheistic religions, Shinto has no absolute divide between good and evil. Instead, it teaches that humans are fundamentally good and naturally pure and that misfortune or suffering (aki) comes from spiritual imbalance or from malevolent forces.

At the heart of Shinto and Japanese mythology are the kami – sacred beings that exist in all things. The word kami is often translated as “spirit” or “deity”, but its meaning is far broader. Kami can refer to natural forces, landscapes, ancestral spirits or even qualities such as growth, creativity and courage
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