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 One of the most popular forms of literature in Japan is that of “kaidan.,” literally 

meaning “strange story,” during the Edo period, but over time “kaidan” has come to 

specifically mean stories of “yūrei,” or “Japanese ghosts.” Many Western academic 

studies concerning kaidan thus far are concerned with the genre’s shift from religious 

didactics to secular entertainment. This is an important evolution to keep in conversation 

with this project; However, this study will argue that ghosts work as Edo symbols for 

failing boundaries within an isolationist society. Two of the main texts in this project are 

translations by Lafcadio Hearn, being “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” and “Jikininki.” The other 

two main texts used are translations of “Banchō Sarayashiki” by Zack Davisson. In my 

study, I identify breaches of boundaries within social order in these texts using the aid of 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s “the grotesque,” Julia Kristeva’s “abject horror,” and Jacques 

Derrida’s “hauntology.” 
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INTRODUCTION

 Prior to 710, there was a tradition in Japan to move the capitol whenever one 

emperor died and was ascended by another. This was in order to evade the jealous will of 

the former emperor’s ghost (Davisson 23). Through this now defunct tradition, ghosts can 

be seen as more than mere lore, but as part of a cultural narrative with a determinism that 

affects the lives of readers and listeners. In modern times, the determining function of the 

ghost can be seen in the controversy of the famous Yasukuni Shrine, a site that signifies 

the importance of ghosts in Japanese politics and history. Yasukuni hosts the spirits of 2.5 

million Japanese war dead. However, over 1,000 of these souls are war criminals from 

World War II (23). Any time a Japanese politician pays respects in Yasukuni, political 

tension boils from China and Korea out of sensitivity for the soldiers’ victims. As ghosts 

are pivotal to the political history of Japan, it should be no surprise that their abundance 

in Japanese literature reflects this. 

One of the most popular forms of literature in Japan is that of “Kaidan.” The most 

literal translation of “Kaidan” (怪談) is “strange story.” The word was used most 

liberally with this definition during the Edo period, but over time it has come to 

specifically mean stories of yūrei (幽霊), or “Japanese ghosts,” though the kanji literally 

means “dim spirit.” When “kaidan” is used today it often invokes an archaic connotation 

as opposed to the derivative, modern cinematic genre of j-horror (Ｊ-ホラー). However, 

the Japanese cultural symbol of dead spirits long predates the kaidan terminology. For 
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example, twentieth century academic Umehara Takeshi established what has come to be 

called “the Umehara Theory,” which states that “the pacification of vengeful spirits” is 

the most consistent theme to persist from the origin of Japanese civilization to its 

modern-day state (Davisson 61). Similarly, author Lafcadio Hearn coins the “Rule of the 

Dead,” stating in Japan: An Attempt at Interpretation that “Most striking did [the 

Japanese] formulate the rule of the dead over the living. And the hand of the dead was 

heavy: it is heavy on the living even today” (qtd. in Davisson 63). These two theories, 

one which argues that the dead must be pacified, the second which argues that regardless 

of pacification the dead take precedence over the living, together suggests that a respect 

and service to the dead greatly affects Japanese lifestyles and even influences major 

political events in Japanese history (i.e. moving a capitol for fear of a jealous, deceased 

emperor [23]). 

 Zack Davisson, a leading modern English translator of kaidan, claims that “Death 

and the dead are as essential to Japanese storytelling as love and marriage are to Western 

traditions; perhaps even more so” (23). The contrast between the two cultural narratives 

of death and love that Davisson suggests, accounts to some degree for the exotification of 

one culture to another. The casual Western glance at Japanese anime, video games, and 

TV commercials often results in the viewer judging Japan to be a nation of the weird, 

even as the fanatical Western stare fetishizes this weird. I am not particularly interested in 

explanations for what makes Japanese culture different from that of the West or any 

dissection of the weird in that context. Rather, I would like to engage more with what the 

Japanese consider weird in Japan. That is why this project will focus on Edo-centric 

(1603-1868) works, due to the time-period’s semantic fluidity between the strange and 
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the ghostly evident in kaidan. I will use the word “kaidan” in this thesis to not only 

invoke the literal semantics of the word’s kanji1 (“dim spirit”), but to also make use of its 

archaic connotation to the “strange story.”  

Many Western academic studies concerning kaidan thus far are concerned with 

the genre’s shift from religious didactics to secular entertainment. This is an important 

evolution to keep in conversation with this project. However, this study will argue that 

the ghost works as an Edo symbol for failing boundaries within an isolationist society. In 

the early stages of this project before articulating this argument, I located a four functions 

of kaidan established by Japanese-American scholar, Noriko T. Reider, in her Asian 

Folklore Studies article “The Appeal of Kaidan, Tales of the Strange.” These appeals 

include 1). “fascination with the grotesque,” 2.) “plausible explanations for unexplainable 

occurrences,” 3.) “attraction to the exotic,” and 4.) “social commentary” (Reider 266). 

While these are well-articulated functions of the genre, I have identified one other feature 

that encapsulates all four of Reider’s. This feature refers to the allure of the genre’s 

tendency to present a failure of boundaries. As will be seen in my three chapters, the 

application of any of Reider’s functions inevitably yields this feature. 

While Noriko Redier’s “The Appeal of Kaidan, Tales of the Strange” is not a 

primary work in this project, it has directed me to a theoretical work that better suits the 

content of my study by her mention of Mikhail Bakhtin’s grotesque realism. Rabelais and 

his World is a scholarly work in which Bakhtin uses François Rabelais’s Gargantua and 

Pantagruel to assess social order with the grotesque. While Bakhtin’s ideas convey a 

symbolism that disrupts class boundaries, I believe that the literary modes he identifies 

                                                           
1 Kanji are logographic Japanese language characters. 
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are not unique to the time-period and culture he analyzes. In my study, I identify 

grotesque symbols of regeneration and consumption, as well as utilize Bakhtin’s 

distinctions between connotations of the upper and lower stratum, but within the context 

of selected kaidan stories. I hope to prove that the grotesque is regenerative because the 

boundary between stratums is one that collapses. For example, I demonstrate in Chapter 

Two that Okiku’s well and the Banchō mansion respectively represent lower and upper 

stratums. While the two quadrants are physically separated from one another, the lower 

stratum penetrates the upper when Okiku’s ghost is renewed in the well and proceeds to 

haunt the mansion.  

In this work, I also use Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection 

for her use of the abject horror. Kristeva refers in the essay to abjection as a revulsion 

experienced by humanity when a boundary between self and other is compromised during 

signification. One example in which I identify this particular failure of boundaries is in 

Chapter Three. In this chapter, I use the abject as something that is literally grotesque2 in 

the description of the Jikininki, but I also discuss it as Musō Kokushi’s reaction of horror 

to the living cannibalistic corpse. The Jikininki itself represents a primal order that cannot 

be signified by semantics. It is alive and dead. It is a shape with no shape. It is a creature 

that penetrates boundaries by not subscribing to one and this earns its status as abject. 

Lastly, there is one chapter in which I use Jacques Derrida’s concept of 

“hauntology” from Spectres of Marx to convey how even though the past is being used as 

an exotic time-period that is foreign to the present, there is no actual barrier between the 

two as the past always haunts the present, especially in the case of socio-political events. 
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There are other theoretical concepts more commonly used with horror and fantasy that I 

could have turned to, such as Freud’s uncanny or Gennep and Turner’s liminality, but I 

did not feel that these works would contribute as well as Bakhtin, Kristeva, and Derrida 

would.  

Even though the primary texts I will be examining are all Japanese tales, I am not 

using any Eastern theoretical works to examine them with. While there are literary 

studies on kaidan written by Japanese scholars, few have been translated to English. I 

understand the problematics of flattening a Japanese text through outside cultural lenses. 

It would be faulty, however, to argue for the appropriateness of using only Japanese 

frameworks as I can still only view them as a Westerner. 

The original sources for the primary texts used in this study are from the Edo 

period. The English translations, however, are not. This should not be surprising, as 

cultural exportation to English-speaking countries was not common while strict 

isolationist policies were in place. These included a “seclusion-on-pain-of-death” policy 

by which no Japanese citizen was permitted to leave Japan, nor was any foreigner 

permitted entry either (Gunn 151). Two of the main texts in this project, the subjects of 

my first and third chapters, are translations by Lafcadio Hearn. The first is “Mimi Nashi 

Hōichi” (耳なし芳一), commonly known in English as “Hōichi the Earless,” which is 

the story of a talented, blind biwa player. The biwa player lives in the Akama shrine near 

the shore of Shimonoseki, where he is haunted by the ancient Heike clan that violently 

rips his ears off. I discuss this in my first chapter. My third chapter also regards one of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
2 When I refer to something as “literally grotesque” I mean grotesque in its more colloquial usage without 
the more loaded attributes of Bakhtin’s theoretical terminology. 



6 

Hearn’s translations, called “Jikininki” (食人鬼). “Jikininki” is about a priest who stays 

in a remote village for a night and witnesses a spectral demon consume a human corpse. I 

have translated this work before, but I am using Hearn’s translation since mine is based 

on a Japanese translation of his English one.  

The decision to include two works by Hearn was somewhat influenced by the 

peculiarity that Hearn’s English collection Kwaidan: Stories and Studies of Strange 

Things is considered the Japanese standard for kaidan. As Zack Davisson states in his 

book, Yūrei: The Japanese Ghost, “Say ‘yūrei’ to a Japanese person, and the response is 

almost always ‘Lafcadio Hearn.’ Go to a bookstore in Japan, ask the clerk for a book 

about yūrei, and the first thing put into your hands will almost always be a copy of 

Kwaidan: Stories and Studies of Strange Things” (53-54). Although Ueda Akinari’s 

collection, Ugetsu Monogatari, contends with Hearn’s as the most famous, Hearn’s is 

still the most common. However, the fact that most Japanese versions of the stories in 

Hearn’s collection are Japanese translations of his English ones presents an interesting 

literary dynamic in the aftermath of isolation. After so many years of embargo on contact 

with foreigners, it is ironic that a foreigner would get to decide the diction and tone of 

one of Japan’s most important genres. While I pick Hearn over Akinari, I do include a 

comment from Akinari about the authorial intent of setting stories in the past. I also 

include Hearn because his celebrity is that of a figure without national boundaries, as he 

was born in Greece, but lived in Wales, Ireland, the United States, and Japan for several 

years each (54). His biography also resists social boundaries of the time, as he was 

illegally married to a black woman in New Orleans. There is also a liminality to his 

identity as he died in Japan where he was known as “Koizumi Yakumo.” Japan knows 
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him as “the wondering ghost,” so these anecdotes about his life add another layer of 

commentary about boundaries. Much like the literary ghost cannot be contained by the 

thanatoligical boundaries, the translator cannot be contained by the boundaries of 

nationality. 

My second chapter focuses on the legacy of Okiku-san (お阿さん). Three 

translations by Zack Davisson are mentioned from sources originating in 1557, 1712, and 

1758. My close-readings, however, focus on the 1712 and 1758 translations since the 

former one predates the Edo period. While there are many different versions of the Okiku 

story, they all include a servant or mistress, usually named Okiku, who breaks a 

cherished plate and is thrown into a well to die. Okiku then haunts the estate from the 

bowels of the well. The Okiku legend is the most famous of the three chapters’ contents. 

Oiwa-san (お岩―さん), the ghost of 1825 kabuki play, “Yotsuya Kaidan (四谷怪談),” 

may be more famous than Okiku-san, but Okiku is selected for a complicated relation to 

space. Whereas Oiwa and most other yūrei may travel to haunt their victims, Okiku is a 

jibakurei (地縛霊), “A yūrei inextricably bound to its place of death” (214). Even as a 

ghost that is bound to a well, its boundaries are still shattered as its wrath is manifested 

outside of the well. Ultimately, I picked the Heike spirits, Okiku-san, and the Jikininki to 

display three very different ghosts. The fact that they can all be considered yūrei but 

follow different rules elicits another boundary-defying property of the genre. 

My primary method of organizing the chapters is by text. One chapter focuses on 

“Mimi Nashi Hōichi,” one on Okiku, and one on “Jikininki.” Each of these chapters is 

then organized by different story elements in order to demonstrate something about 

boundaries. In the Okiku chapter, for example, I first discuss a subversion of the 
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boundary between Bakhtin’s upper and lower stratum that I identify in the story’s setting. 

Then I discuss ways in which an element of the story penetrates the world of the reader. 

Following this discussion, I examine how the presence of foreign goods present in the 

story represent an anxiety regarding national boundaries and class boundaries. There is 

also a subchapter of this introduction that serves as a historical exposition. My conclusion 

aims to propose new avenues of scholarship on the kaidan genre. 
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Brief Exposition on Isolationism in Japan and the Publication History of Kaidan 

 The primary texts selected for this study are ones translated from sources in the 

Edo period of Japan. I have selected this period for the famous isolationist policies that 

the boundary dynamics of the grotesque and weird call attention to. The Edo period is 

marked by the establishment of Edo as the capital city, which would later be called 

“Tokyo” (Totman). This follows Tokugawa Ieyasu being appointed shōgun by Emperor 

Goyōzei. The shōgun’s role as the political leader of Japan while the Emperor serves as 

figurehead is also a defining characteristic of the Edo period. Two shōguns later, 

Tokugawa Iemitsu grew nervous about encroaching Western ideologies, so he banned 

foreign travel as well as foreign literature with a series of edicts between 1633 and 1639, 

known as the sakoku edicts (Laver 113). There are believed to be two major points of 

rationale behind this. One is that foreign religions could subvert the political stronghold 

that the Tokugawa government held with Neo-Confucianism. The other is the anxiety 

over the tendency for European powers to colonize territories new to them. The final 

edict was passed after the Shimabara Rebellion of 1638, an uprising in which many of its 

leaders were Christians converted by the Portuguese (24). This is what marks the 

beginning of deliberate Japanese isolation. However, it should be noted that China and 

Holland were permitted to continue limited trade at Nagasaki (Gunn 151). While the 

isolationist policies would allow Japanese culture to grow on its own accord, it is hard to 

imagine that even the minimal contact with these two foreign countries could not result in 

some form of cultural contamination. The Japanese word for these isolationist policies is 
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“sakoku (鎖国),” meaning “locked country,” which ironically would enter the Japanese 

lexicon two centuries later from the translation of a German history piece on Japan (151). 

The isolationist period initially saw economic perks, such as booming craft 

production. This included the woodblock printing press that replaced the briefly used 

metal type influenced by the Korean printing press of the sixteenth-century (Keene 3). 

Wood could more efficiently be shaped into Japanese kanji since they are much more 

detailed than Korean characters (Davisson 36). The woodblock system was also used for 

ukiyo-e paintings. Much like the Japanese language characters that would be shaped on 

paper or fabric with woodblocks, ukiyo-e were paintings in which the details are 

imprinted using a similar methodology. While oral narration is a long tradition of 

Japanese story-telling, the ability to mass-produce a work in print allowed an audience 

beyond the audible range of a narrator to access a story as well. While the Tokugawa 

government aimed to seclude the islands of Japan from the rest of the world, its domestic 

aims were to unite the country. Major highways for horses and sea lanes for ships were 

established that connected urban and rural spaces. Merchants, performers, travelers, and 

priests could now disseminate information and art between locations that may have been 

previously inaccessible (Reider 266).  

While the Shōgunate demolished spacial boundaries in this era, it built very rigid 

ones between social classes. While the shōgunate and emperor retained most political 

control, there were lords known as “daimyō” who served below them but above everyone 

else (Howell 21). There was a four-tier hierarchy of class beneath the daimyō. The class 

tier system was a product of the Tokugawa bias for neo-Confucianist ideals that stressed 

governing hierarchy, morality, and education. One’s class was not contestable. The most 
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privileged of the four was the samurai. Education was highly accessible to the samurai 

since the ideology of neo-Confucianism would expect someone in a high government 

position to be wise, mannered, and honest. The second tier is often translated to “peasants” 

but includes mostly farmers. Craft workers were located beneath farmers, and merchants 

occupied the lowest tier. The reason merchants were placed lower than farmers and 

artisans was because the ability to sell goods was not as respectable as the act of 

producing them. Merchants did often become richer than the other class members and 

obtain many possessions with their wealth. However, they could not use their wealth to 

obtain political power. Anyone with occupations considered less than pure than that of a 

merchant would be considered too lowly to occupy a class worth mentioning and 

therefore had none. These civilians would be viewed and treated as outcasts. What I hope 

to reflect in my close-readings of ghost stories from this period is that the horror in Edo 

art and literature often highlights the injustice of such rigid order by subverting these 

boundaries of class. 

The Edo period is when “kaidan” enters the Japanese lexicon as a genre term, but 

supernatural stories, and even ghosts specifically, are present in Japanese stories for 

centuries prior. The first recorded canonical work to contain a ghost story was published 

in 823 (Reider 82). Nihon Ryōiki (日本霊異記) marks the beginning of the setsuwa (説

話) genre, collections of Japanese folklore and legends (Davisson 33). All of the stories 

contained in Nihon Ryōiki contain simple linear plots with the intention of informing 

audiences about the rewards and punishments of karma. Konjaku Monogatarishū (今昔

物語集) is another early collection from the twelfth century containing transcriptions of 

strange and supernatural tales from India, China, and Japan (34). The most famous 
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classical Japanese work, Genji Monogatari (源氏物語), contains chapters involving 

spirits and strange happenings and appears in 1010 (Reider 81).  

Supernatural and strange tales would not be labeled with the word “kaidan,” 

however, until 1627. Shōgun Tokugawa Iemitsu fell remarkably ill rendering him bed-

bound. His doctor was a Confucian scholar named Hayashi Razan (Davisson 35). In 

order to entertain Iemitsu during his sickness and immobility, Razan translated several 

mysterious stories from China to read to the shōgun. The collection of stories Razan 

transcribed would become known as Kaidan Zenshō (怪談全書). One primary and one 

secondary aspect of this work would merit a new genre worth labelling. For one, unlike 

the setsuwa, this collection is written with the intent to entertain rather than to employ 

religious didactics. Secondly, the stories are written in a manner conducive to oral 

narration. I assign the first aspect as primary since Ueda Aikinari’s Ugetsu Monogatari 

(雨月物語) (1776) uses a higher register of style and is still considered kaidan. 

Meanwhile, scary stories shared by warriors during the civil wars of the sixteenth century 

are performed in oral tradition but cannot be kaidan because their intent is to build 

courage (Reider 87). This means that there is less leeway in the intention than the diction 

when identifying the genre.  

With a new printing press that would allow mass production and a new economy 

that would allow greater consumption, kaidan stories would quickly become a widely 

digested product for its secular intention, palatable diction, and accessible length. One of 

the first kaidan collections available in wide release was Inga Monogatari (因果物語). 

Two versions of the collection were released (Davisson 36). There was a more Buddhist 
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centric version printed in katakana script. The other version, which was printed in 

hiragana3, contained illustrations and simpler language. The hiragana one was devoid of 

religious morals. Print kaidan was not the only medium that tales of yūrei were shared 

through in this time period, however. Kabuki was a tremendously popular host for 

specters, as was artwork. During the eighteenth century, visual art would establish the 

most pervasive image of the Japanese ghost. Ōkyo Maruyama illustrated The Ghost of 

Oyuki (お雪の幻) using the features which would be replicated by several artists and 

come to form a criteria for the popular, standard Japanese ghost (see fig. 1). Zack 

Davisson describes this as “a pale-faced, white-robed person with long black, disheveled 

hair and no feet” (37).  

                                                           
3 Hiragana and katakana are two different Japanese scripts based on syllables. They are phonetic, not 
logographic. Today, katakana is used to write all foreign words.  
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Figure 1. The Ghost of Oyuki. Ōkyo Maruyama. 1750. 
<https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6b/Oyuki.jpg> 

Before Maruyama’s yūrei appeared in 1750, post-mortem spirits were most often 

indistinguishable from living characters until the narration revealed them to be ghosts in a 

dramatic ending. It is peculiar that Maruyama’s imagery of ghost would surface after a 

century-long ban on western literature, given that this new apparition is not far off from a 

typical Western ghost.  

The spirits of my study do not reflect the floating, white-robed, Japanese ghost 

that is most often thought of. Although my second chapter features Okiku-san who is 

most often portrayed in such a way, the two narrations featured here do not describe her 

as such and are published before the Oyuki-like depiction of her begins to circulate. The 

fact is that ghosts featured in all three of my chapters are vastly different; None of which 
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meets the eventual criteria (white robes, floating, no feet, etc.) for the standard yūrei. This 

suggests that ghosts, or at least their living counterparts, were symbols able to strongly 

resist boundaries of definition during the isolationist period of Japan. This is a time 

period when the word, “ghost” or “yūrei,” would likely conjure a wider variety of images 

with possible traits in the listener’s mind, as opposed to today in which there is a much 

more standard and defined image of ghost. 

Kaidan also penetrate boundaries of reality for the Edo audience in a means to 

explain real oddities. A characteristic encompassing all kaidan is the acceptance that 

these are true stories (38). Whether they are actually true, they are intended to be believed 

by readers, listeners, or viewers. The nation-wide love for scary, supernatural tales would 

lead to a popular game known as “hyakumonogatari kaidankai” (百物語怪談会) or “a 

gathering of a hundred weird tales.” To be played, a group of individuals must light one-

hundred candles and place them in one room. This must take place at night. Each 

individual must tell a frightening tale and then put out a candle. If the group is brave 

enough to put out the final flame, it is believed they will be visited by something 

supernatural in the dark. The game is first mentioned in a nursery tale collection in 1660 

(39). Some theorize that the game is modified from a Buddhist ritual in which one-

hundred stories are told over one-hundred days resulting in a miracle. Due to the game’s 

popularity, it became common to include “hyakumonogatari” in the title of kaidan 

collections (40). The first and most popular to do so was titled, Shokoku Shin 

Hyakumonogatari, which is translated to One Hundred New Tales of Many Countries. 

Just as the title implies, Shokoku was a collection of foreign tales. The collection was 

released forty-four years after the ban on international travel and the importing of foreign 
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literature. The success of Shokoku Shin Hyakumonogatari lends to a yearning for the 

exotic present in isolationist Japan, and illuminated by the kaidan legacy. It seems 

appropriate that a collection of foreign stories should be immensely popular right after a 

mandated isolation from foreign literature.  

The age of isolationism in Japan began its halt in 1853 when United States Navy 

Commodore Matthew Perry used naval military power to force trade with the United 

States. Trade remained limited, however, until power was restored to Emperor Meiji in 

1868. This marks the end of the Edo period, making way for the Meiji restoration. If the 

Edo period is punctuated by the end of isolationism, and the kaidan genre is marked by 

this time period, then logically isolationism should provide some insight into Edo art. 
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CHAPTER ONE: MIMI NASHI HŌICHI

耳なし芳一 

In this chapter I examine “Mimi Nashi Hōichi (耳なし芳一),” the first entry in 

Lafcadio Hearn’s compilation Kwaidan: Stories and Studies of Strange Things. I will 

refer to the story’s elements of a spectral presence, sensory deprivation, and anecdotal 

nods while complementing these with theoretical works of Bakhtin, Kristeva, and Derrida. 

This will lead to a discussion of boundaries regarding temporal stages of culture, notions 

of piety, and restrictions on art.  

“Mimi Nashi Hōichi,” in English means, “Hōichi the Earless,” or “Earless Hōichi.” 

Each of Hearn’s translations corresponds to stories of different sources, but “Hōichi” has 

been identified as derivative of a tale by Isseki Sanjin from the collection of Gayū Kidan 

(臥遊奇談) published in 1782 (Miyata).  The story initiates with an expository 

introduction detailing the historical clash between the ancient Heike (平家) and Genji (源

氏) clans, known as the Genpei War, specifically focusing on the Battle of Dannoura 

(Hearn 3). Dannoura is the strait separating the Southern Japanese islands of Kyūshū and 

Honshū, where the Heike people “perished utterly.” Hearn specifies in his translation that 

the historical battle took place seven hundred years prior, but the Edo publication by 

Isseki Sanjin indicates that Hōichi is living some centuries ago. This is also in Hearn’s 
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translation. After hundreds of years, the Heike clan haunt the titular character, Hōichi, a 

very talented player of the Japanese biwa instrument who happens to be blind. 

 Features of horror and violence present in Hearn’s translation function on face-

value as narrative devices for a thrilling ghost tale. However, these features are also 

illuminating for their function in grotesque realism. Norkio Reider cites Mikhail 

Bahktin’s grotesque realism as “a transfer to the material level, to the sphere of earth and 

body in their indissoluble unity....Degradation here means coming down to earth, the 

contact with the earth as an element that swallows up and gives birth at the same time....it 

has not only a destructive, negative aspect, but also a regenerating one” (269). Since to 

degrade is to renew at the earthly level, that which is grotesque is inherently regenerative. 

The historical context of the Heike people provides a dynamic to the story that is 

grotesque in the literal sense of the word’s horror and therefore the regenerative sense.  

Though few Heike survivors escaped to Gokanosho (Bartok), most members 

unscathed by the Genji clan committed suicide by drowning in the strait (Sadler 309). 

While tragic, this self-inflicted death is not a moment of finality, but of renewal, when 

considering it as an occurrence of the grotesque. In Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World, 

when identifying symbolic categories for bodily images, he assigns the womb to “lower 

stratum” (395). Earlier he invokes the womb when referring to the Earth as “an element 

that devours, swallows up (the grave, the womb) and at the same time an element of birth” 

(21). In a similar fashion, not only do the Heike people in Hearn’s translation descend 

into the Earth’s waters towards death, but they emerge from it onto the shores as new 

immortal spirits. Here the Earth acts as a deep grave and a watery womb, simultaneously. 
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 Bodily themes persist in “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” that can be similarly examined 

through Bakhtin’s concept of the grotesque. The climactic horror of the tale occurs when 

a Heike samurai ghost forcibly removes Hōichi’s ears and “From either side of his 

head, the blind man felt a thick warm trickling” (Hearn 19). In Bakhtinian logic, ears are 

“an open” as opposed to “a penetrative” body part. Either category is responsible for 

producing crude materials. Bakhtin describes bodily fluid ejection as “something 

intermediate between earth and body” (175). The relation of the body to the earth is the 

transaction of birth and death, therefor this intermediacy is a regenerative space for the 

ejection to occur. This can be evidenced with Hearn’s closing statement, “But from the 

time of his adventure, he was known only by the appellation of Mimi-nashi-Hōichi: 

‘Hōichi the Earless,’” (20). Until the final moments of the narrative, Hōichi’s most 

defining features are his blindness and remarkable biwa skills. It is the removal of his 

ears which grants him an epithet, fame and wealth, and the title of the story. Even though 

Hōichi’s eyes do not interpret light in the way that other humans’ eyes do, they still 

function as “an open” by means of excretion in this scene. According to Bakhtin, “The 

grotesque is interested only in protruding eyes…It is looking for that which protrudes 

from the body, all that seeks to go out from beyond the body’s confines. Special attention 

is given to…all that prolongs the body and links it to other bodies or to the outside world” 

(316-317). The blood from Hōichi’s head and the tears from his eyes are permitted 

contact with the world through the violent removal of these body parts.  

Not only does this scene portray a grotesque occurrence in terms of Bakhtin’s 

human body features, but it is also grotesque in Bakhtin’s sense of the grotesque as a 

“lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract” (19). Norkio Reider puts this 
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degradation in conversation with carnival laughter and then applies it to a seventeenth 

century kaidan portraying “a parody [or degradation] of a deity…[who] has neither a 

nose or eyes” (269). Just as Reider identifies the degradation in the missing senses of a 

deity, I also find similar modes of degradation in the story of Hōichi. In Hōichi’s story, 

however, degradation does not occur by parodying that which is “high” or “spiritual,” but 

by occupying it with violence. The setting of “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” is in a temple, a 

sanctimonious stage to be defiled with horror. Sanctity serves as a catalyst and remedy 

for violence, though, causing a regenerative space. Hearn’s translation informs us that  

It was in order to appease those dead that the Buddhist temple, Amidaiji, 

was built at Akamagaseki. A cemetery also was made close by, near the 

beach; and within it were set up monuments inscribed with the names of 

the drowned emperor and of his great vassals; and Buddhist services were 

regularly performed there, on behalf of the spirits of them. After the 

temple had been built, and the tombs erected, the Heike gave less trouble 

than before; but they continued to do queer things at intervals,—proving 

that they had not found the perfect peace. (4-5) 
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Figure 2. Akama Shrine (shrine built to appease Heike spirits). Photographed by Travis Finch. Copyright 2016 by 
Travis Finch. June 2014. 

The temple is constructed for the purpose of alleviating restless Heike spirits (see fig. 2). 4 

While the narrator asserts that the presence of the religious space had somewhat 

succeeded in calming the spirits, he or she concedes that it has not been an overwhelming 

success and the narrative even indicates that this space ignites present violence in its 

attempts to subdue past violence. After learning that Hōichi has been secretly performing 

for the spirits at night, the priest of the temple (and therefore an agent of the religious 

space) warns Hōichi, “By once obeying them, you have put yourself in their power. If 

you obey them again, after what has already occurred, they will tear you in pieces” (16). 

In order to protect Hōichi from the spirits, the priest and other agents of the temple write 

the Buddhist sutra, Hannya Shin Kyō5 (般若心経) all over Hōichi’s body to render him 

invisible to the spirits. The priest and his acolytes fail, however, to cover Hōichi’s ears, 

                                                           
4 It may also be worth noting in Figure 2, that the Akama shrine abides to a traditional color scheme of 
Chinese temples (red and gold) rather than Japanese temples (grey and brown). 
5 The Sanskrit sutra known as Prajñāpāramitāhṛdaya, is the most popular Buddhist scripture. In English, it 
is often called the Heart Sutra, but the Japanese title Hannya Shin Kyō, translates to “Transcendent 
Wisdom.” 
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and so they are ripped off by a Heike samurai spirit when observed as strangely floating 

with no body attached. The conflicting attempts between the priest and the Heike spirits’ 

attempt to moderate Hōichi seem to present a boundary between the commands of piety 

and the requests of secularity. Ultimately, the priest’s attempts to protect Hōichi from that 

which is otherworldly and which invades the temple backfires. 

What is peculiar about the priest’s warning, however, is that there is no other 

indication that the spirits actually intend to harm Hōichi, other than the priest’s word. The 

narrator does state early on that the ghosts occasionally try to sink ships or drown 

swimmers, but the Heike seem generally pleased with Hōichi for his performances. The 

only reason the samurai tears the ears off of Hōichi’s body is for “proof that the august 

commands have been obeyed, so far as possible” (18). The samurai needs to prove to his 

emperor that he could not bring Hōichi to perform on this night, as he could only find two 

ears. Had Hōichi performed one last time, he might have actually been rewarded as the 

ghost emperor promised and released unharmed. If this is the case, then the priest is at 

fault for interfering the ghosts’ cathartic consumption of Hōichi’s art. The priest and 

acolytes are certainly at fault, however, for the incompetence with which they applied the 

“Hannya Shin Kyō” to Hōichi’s body. The forced removal of Hōichi’s ears is grotesque, 

especially in its means of body symbolism, but the incompetence of the priests is 

grotesque in that it is the degradation or “lowering” of a “high, spiritual” space. A 

boundary is subverted between the spiritual and the secular on a localized level in the 

story, but this also reflects a wider shift in artistic practice. As supernatural tales were 

once used to reinforce religious pedagogy, they were now being used for entertainment 

purposes. The thrilling ghost tale of Hōichi’s encounters takes place in a spiritual setting. 
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There is a sense that religious doctrines can no longer retain hold over all art, just as a 

religious sutra cannot protect from an invading ghost. 

The moderation of art and its intended function for audiences points to another 

boundary subverted in the kaidan genre: that between the world of the text and the world 

of the reader. Noriko Reider quotes Bahktin: “The work [i.e. Tale] and the world 

represented in it enter the real world and enrich it, and the real world enters the work and 

its world as part of the process of its creation, as well as part of its subsequent life, in a 

continual renewing of the work through the creative perception of listeners and readers” 

(274). Reider goes on to claim that readers of the Edo period found “kaidan materials 

interesting, and to some extent realistic” as a “society in which beliefs in the supernatural 

were quite familiar.”  

This belief and familiarity with the supernatural lends to a function of kaidan in 

which the stories operate as “plausible explanations for unexplainable common 

occurrences.” In the case of “Mimi Nashi Hōichi,” “the real world” already enters the 

world of “the work” by lending its historiographic information on the deceased Heike 

tribe. The work enriches the real world not only by extending this history with a spectral 

dynamic, but by ascribing explanations about the local marine biology of Honshū. A crab 

species unique to Shimonoseki, where the tale takes place, can be identified by what 

appears to be a scowling humanoid face on its shell (see fig. 3). The narrator of “Mimi 

Nashi Hōichi” notes that “the strange crabs found there, called Heike crabs, which have 

human faces on their backs…are said to be the spirits of the Heike warriors” (Hearn 3-4). 

The species is even named, “Heikegani (平家蟹),” which means “Heike crab.” Even 

though the sentence about the crabs is fleeting, it renders the tale as an etiological 
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explanation for why the heikegani have shells resembling faces and therefore allows the 

work to enrich the real world. 

 

Figure 3. Heikegani (crab species) in Shimonoseki. Photographed by Travis Finch. June 2014. Copyright 2016 by 
Travis Finch.  

Now the assigned vessels for the spirits of a defunct clan that is the Heike, these 

crabs with scowling shells serve as a reminder of cultural erasure. This reminder 

continued to permeate into the Edo period and beyond as isolation is serendipitously 

established out of fear of foreign encroaching cultures. It is no coincidence that the 

historical violence and always potential future would be through abjection, cast off into 

that of an animal, which the symbolic order indicates is lower than human. Julia Kristeva 

describes the abject in Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection as the moment in which 

“identity, system, order,” are all disrupted by “something rejected from which one does 

not part” (4). In order to defend against this moment of abjection, “societies have marked 
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out a precise area of their culture in order to remove it from the threatening world of 

animals or animalism” (13). In the historical context of the Heike-Genji conflict, the 

Heike clan is a relic removed from Edo-period Japan. As the victors, the Genji clan are 

naturally selected to proliferate culture. Edo-period Japan is then more derivative of the 

Genji. However, the Heike haunts the cultural mindset, even if merely through narrative. 

This haunting serves as a reminder that the Heike fate is met with tragedy, a means of 

cultural elimination that could happen again. Since this tragedy is murder, which Kristeva 

associates with animalism, the haunting Heike are repressed into the animal symbol of 

crabs, where the tragic reminder is safe from disrupting symbolic order. What 

complicates this, however, is that the Genji are responsible for the murder of the Heike. 

This presents the other possibility that the Heike are not cast into animalism out of horror, 

but out of guilt.  

Evolutionary biologist Julian Huxley theorizes that the heikegani persist out of 

artificial selection since “those crabs with a more perfect resemblance to a warrior’s face 

were less frequently eaten than others,” meaning that after generations of Japanese 

fishermen returning the face-bearing crabs to the sea, enough crabs with this feature 

would proliferate into their own species (Martin 32). It is not necessarily clear if this 

tradition of sparing the heikegani dates back to the Edo period; however, othering the 

extinct Heike culture in the form of spirits does.6 Guilt is present in this abjection but this 

is also not simply an act of grief. Murder is the primal repressed object which can allow 

the audience of Isseki Sanjin’s period to flourish economically. The death of the Heike 

                                                           
6 Lafcadio Hearn’s translation, published during the Meiji period, mentions the crab species in a reference 
to his own outside research. Isseki Sanjin’s original source in Japanese was still about Heike ghosts, and of 
course, predated by similar oral traditions and by the construction of the temple. 
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marked the beginning of a six-hundred-year-long shōgunate structure (Shinoda 3). In a 

discussion of Heike culture, a latter culture is faced with the primal object that is vital to 

itself. This makes animalism regenerative as it creates and destroys. Therefore, the 

symbolic order malfunctions at this paradoxical point and abjection occurs. 

While the animalization of the Heike illuminates abject functions in Edo 

explanations for certain environmental phenomena, it may also function as a 

mystification of the past, or as an attraction to the exotic. Whether out of guilt for erasing 

an entire culture or out of anxiety about modernity, it is possible that the desire to 

preserve the Heike through their artifacts, the temple, a cemetery after-the-fact with no 

bodies, and through these crabs, comes from an exotification that is often projected from 

subjugator onto subjugated. Since the story is circulating in the Edo period when Japan is 

experiencing a more fluid exchange of bodies between rural and urban spaces than before 

(Reider 266), there could be a desire to recover an authenticity of the older Japan that 

stands in contrast to the changing landscape. The newfound absence of waring 

prefectures would allow a romanticization of this past while not having to experience its 

violence.7  

The story of “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” also fulfills the most primary narrative 

function of ghost stories: to haunt, and in this may complicate the temporal boundaries 

between present and past. Jacques Derrida states in a work titled Specters of Marx that 

“To haunt does not mean to be present, and it is necessary to introduce haunting into the 

very construction of a concept. Of every concept, beginning with the concepts of being 

and time. That is what we would be calling here a hauntology” (202). The Oxford English 



27 

Dictionary defines “ontology” as the “science or study of being” and to “haunt” as to 

“practice habitually…” “Being” implies something that is present while “habitually” 

implies something that happens on more than one occasion. Combining “haunt” with 

“ontology” makes perhaps the embodiment of present progressive tense. While 

something that habitually occurs does not occur constantly, and something that is being 

may be indefinite, something hauntological is something that is present without always 

being present. Since the word “haunt” is used with the cultural connotation of the dead, 

and something can only be dead that is in the past, it can be said that hauntology occurs 

when the past is still present. While Derrida’s essay mainly discusses a haunting of 

Marxism in Europe, the concept of hauntology speaks more broadly to an idea that any 

political or social event is immediately spectral. It always remains present even once it is 

in the past. As previously mentioned, the elimination of the Heike marks the end of one 

period and the beginning of another. In regenerative fashion, this becomes a spectral 

moment. It forever haunts. 

The past is a common entry point for the exotic in kaidan, particularly in kaidan 

during the Edo period. Early during this period, the Tokugawa shōgunate forbade any 

Japanese travel beyond Korea or the Ryukyu Islands (modern day Okinawa) (Toby 3). 

Foreign trade also became curtailed to China, Korea, the Ryukyu Kingdom, and Holland 

(6). After years of strict regulation on national borders, special boundary spaces become 

the exotic focus in many instances of art, whether they be temporal or supernatural 

boundaries. The Heike spirits in “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” occupy a boundary space that is 

both temporal and supernatural. They act as an artifact of expired culture and exist in a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
7 The Edo period was preceded by the Sengoku Period, in which Japanese states warred for over 100 years.  
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liminal state that is not quite alive or dead. Derridean logic posits that the boundaries of a 

temporal exotic are inherently spectral as they cannot be accounted for by the past (dead) 

or present (alive) binary. They must exist as both.  

This liminal space of the Heike is also separated from the self by Hōichi’s limited 

senses. Hōichi’s lack of sight lends to the Heike’s duality as well. While the Heike are 

dead spirits routinely visiting Hōichi, only being able to hear them renders them alive to 

his understanding. Applying the concept of hauntology, however, what is dead is always 

alive. Establishing lack of sight as a sensory barrier only calls attention to the boundaries 

between the living and the dead. 

Sensory deprivation in “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” accounts for another boundary 

breach in the moderation of expression. Sensory deprivation serves as an allegorical 

device for politics of censorship in the tale of Hōichi. Ueda Akinari, author of the 

eighteenth century kaidan collection Ugetsu Monogatari (雨月物語) writes regarding 

Edo literature, “considering the force of current time, and fearing the displeasure of the 

people of high rank, an author would set the story as an affair of the past to veil the 

present” (qtd. in Reider 275). This is precisely the cautionary measure taken to not only 

center the tale of Hōichi on the haunting of actual events seven hundred years prior, but 

to also set the main narrative “some centuries ago” (Hearn 5). The allegorical effort, 

however, is first presented with Hōichi’s blindness. Hōichi acts as the only converser 

with the dead Heike, and yet he cannot view them because of his visual impairment. 

When the servants of the temple discover Hōichi playing for the court of spirits, they can 

only view the spirits as fires rather than in any distinguishable human form. Their 

interpretation of the exotic boundary space is regulated. In turn, the spectral gaze upon 
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the living world is regulated by rendering Hōichi invisible with the Buddhist sutra. There 

is then a double-sided boundary of vision or lack-there-of between these two spaces. 

Politically, this may suggest that an attempt to regulate viewpoints and narratives is a 

short-sided gesture for all parties involved. 

However, this shared lack of vision doesn’t prevent the spectral contamination on 

the living, as Hōichi’s authorities are unable to mask him completely. Upon attempt, 

these authorities fail to eclipse Hōichi’s ears and therefore fail to cover one sense of 

receiving information. Even after his ears are torn off, it is not suggested that Hōichi 

becomes deaf. “The blind man felt safe,” when the priest cries out to him afterward, “At 

the sound of his friend’s voice” (19). This scene could be a subtly subversive statement 

about political censorship. The Tokugawa’s edicts were particularly strict in regards to 

monitoring the production of art, but the governmental structure didn’t have the means to 

acutely reinforce censorship (Kornicki 350-351). Erotic works and satirical pieces were 

simply published with fake names in required colophons, and sometimes included 

instructions to be sold ‘under-the-counter.’ Legal boundaries fail to seclude art from 

disseminating. In the story of Hōichi, authorities fail to censor Hōichi by using art, while 

in reality, authorities fail to censor art by using law. However, the fact that all characters 

involved are blind in some variation presents a short-sightedness. The Self cannot 

regulate the Other if it is blind to alternate viewpoints.
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CHAPTER TWO: TALES OF OKIKU-SAN 

物語のお阿さん

 In this chapter I analyze translations of “Banchō Sarayashiki (番町皿屋敷)” or 

“Plate Mansion of Banchō” 8 in order to illustrate a collapse of boundaries between class 

structure and between isolated cultures. As with “Hōichi the Earless,” Bakhtin’s 

symbology of the grotesque helps illustrate this breach.  

“Banchō Sarayashiki” is one of the most famous ghost stories in Japan and 

perhaps the most famous of all besides Yotsuya Kaidan (四谷怪談)9. It is a legend that 

has been told in countless forms and mediums and is often referred to in English as 

“Okiku and the Nine Plates.” One of the earliest written transcriptions of the oral story 

was recorded in 1557 by Chikuso Nagara (Davisson 199). The most famous version is a 

kabuki play by Okamoto Kido, which debuted in 1916 (118). However, due to my focus 

on boundaries and spectral spaces of the Edo period, this chapter will primarily draw its 

                                                           
8 Banchō is an area in Tokyo. However, while the story is generally referred to as “Banchō Sarayashiki,” 
the two versions used in this chapter take place in Ushigome and Himeji. “Sarayashiki” means “Dish 
Mansion.” 
9 Yotsuya Kaidan debuted as a kabuki play in 1825 and was written by Tsuruya Nanboku IV. It is usually 
translated as The Ghost Story of Yotsuya. The story focuses on Yotsuya Oiwa’s ghost exacting revenge on 
her husband, Tamiya Iemon. Oiwa-san is perhaps the most famous Japanese ghost. This is possibly due to 
setting the story in the house of a commoner rather than a temple or mansion, or to the special effects of the 
play. There is a small, peaceful (and rather hard to locate) shrine dedicated to Oiwa-san on the property of a 
suburban home in Tokyo. However, upon visiting the shrine, I was profusely assured by the caretaker 
living in the residential house where it was located that the real Oiwa-san was a caring woman with a 
loving relationship with her husband. The caretaker then gave me a short document claiming that the 
fictional story exaggerated elements about Yotsuya Oiwa for the sake of a palatable ghost story.  
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analysis from the leading modern compiler of kaidan, Zack Davisson’s translations of 

Madako Shishido in 1712 and of Baba Bunko in 1758. 

 Versions of “Okiku and the Nine Plates” are often attached to real Japanese 

castles with generations of history. In every version, a beautiful maidservant, often 

named “Okiku (お阿),” is painfully punished for the fracture or misplacement of a noble 

family’s cherished plate. In most cases the Okiku figure dies in a well, but in all versions 

her spirit continues to haunt the mansion premises. Often she is granted vengeance by 

having the power of exacting physical repercussions on the living. 

 “Banchō Sarayashiki” exhibits regenerative features of the grotesque. This is 

particularly visible in relation to the earth. Davisson’s translation of Shishido’s story in 

1712 portrays the Okiku figure, though unnamed in this version, as the mistress of a 

samurai named Hattori (197). The mistress persistently beats death despite Hattori’s 

wife’s attempts to murder her for the fracture of one of the household’s valuable plates. 

The mistress bests starvation and after being strangled by the wife awakens inside a 

coffin. The translation specifically uses the word, “revived.” I am yet to find Shishido’s 

original text which Davisson translated. The Japanese word may have been “生き返る” 

or “ikikakeru” (dictionary form) which means “to revive; to come to oneself; to be 

restored to life.” The first “revival” of the mistress occurs within the earth then as she is 

buried in a coffin. She is strangled once again by four men hired by the wife, after which 

she is “bur[ied]…in an unmarked grave” (198). While it is not explicitly stated that the 

mistress rises from the grave once more, it later occurs that “the wife’s throat began to 

swell. She could no longer swallow food, and even had difficulty breathing” (198). A 

doctor who arrives to heal her “could find no cause for her condition, and decided it must 
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have been the onryō of the mistress coming for revenge.” “Onryō (怨霊)” translates to 

“vengeful ghost or apparition.” In both cases of revival, the earth remains the exit and 

entry point to reality for the physical body and the postmortem spirit both. It remains so 

in other versions as well. 

 Bunko’s incarnation of Okiku portrays this regenerative, grotesque process of the 

earth in a way that is much more similar to that of “Mimi Nashi Hōichi.” In this version, 

Okiku is a maidservant to the samurai Harima of the Aoyama clan (196). As punishment 

for breaking one of the ten treasured plates, Harima’s wife orders one of Okiku’s fingers 

to be cut off, specifically the right middle finger. Before the punishment can be inflicted, 

however, Okiku escapes her confinement and commits suicide by plunging into a well 

and drowning (197). This well and its function in the story conveniently fits Bakhtin’s 

lower stratum, which represents what is earthly as opposed to the heavenly upper stratum. 

A body of water serves as a lower-stratum for the Heike ghosts in “Mimi Nashi Hōichi,” 

but Okiku’s well is even more appropriate as its watery depths are located within a 

circular opening making it much more womblike. Water in the earth acts, as in the other 

story, as a grave and womb with Okiku’s spectral presence first emerging as a voice 

echoing from the well. The literal womb is also a regenerative symbol, though, as 

Harima’s wife gives birth to a child missing the right-hand middle finger. This mimics 

the earlier event in which Okiku’s assigned punishment was to lose her right-hand middle 

finger, before she escapes. 

 In every version of “Banchō Sarayashiki,” there is a topography consistent with 

Bahktin’s map of cosmic and bodily connotations. The upper-stratum is associated with 

heavenly connotations while the lower-stratum more earthly (Bahktin 21). It is already 
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established that the coffin and well are located in the regenerative apparatus of the lower-

stratum. The coffin is especially consistent with Bahktin’s claim that “Degradation digs a 

bodily grave for new birth” (21). The only character to enter these spaces is one of a 

designated lower social rank or class than the surrounding main cast. Above the earthly 

womb and grave is the mansion or castle, a semiotic space of wealth and nobility.  

Bahktin’s idea that the lower-stratum interrupting the upper-stratum is a 

subversion of the social system is not unique to the Europe that he applied it to. It is 

evident in the literature of Edo Japan as seen in the Okiku figure’s haunting of the more 

noble class. This is an important subversion since the Tokugawa meant to keep strict 

boundaries in place between social classes. In Bakhtin’s work, he refers to “a bodily 

grave” in regards to degradation stating that, “it has not only a destructive negative aspect, 

but also a regenerative one” (21). In Bunko’s edition, the haunting begins with Okiku’s 

voice emitting from the well. The narrator states that “Soon, the sound of her voice could 

be heard echoing throughout the mansion, counting the plates” (Davisson 197). In this 

moment the lower-stratum ejects the discarded, or the abject, as a means to penetrate the 

upper-stratum. The process is regenerative as not only does the specter of the earth begin 

to occupy the “upward” society, but begins to embody it, while forcing the upper to 

embody the lower as well. For example, the most famous visual depiction of Okiku is the 

ukiyo-e painting by Katsushika Hokusai in his 1830 series, Hyakumonogatari (百物語). 

It features the specter of Okiku emerging from the well with a body that is constructed 

out of the nine plates (see fig. 4). Okiku’s body also takes on a serpent-like shape in the 

image. Perhaps Okiku-san is also disrupting patriarchal order by embodying the phallic 

image within the lower-stratum of the womb-like well. The white shape emitting from the 
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mouth could then be interpreted as ejaculatory fluid, perhaps impregnating the upper-

stratum. 

 

Figure 4. Okiku-san. Katsushika Hokusai. December 1830. 
(The text in the upper left-hand corner of Figure 6 says “Sarayashiki. Hyakumonogatari. Katsushika Hokusai”) 
<https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/28/Hokusai_Sarayashiki.jpg> 
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The plates in the story are often described with adjectives translated as “treasured,” 

“cherished,” or “precious.” What makes these plates significant is that they were 

specifically cherished or treasured by the wealthy family. As explained in my 

introduction, Japan was finally unified during its isolationist years allowing for an 

increase in craft economy. The fact that a craft such as these plates could be so cherished 

by a wealthy family places them in a status unreachable by lower-income families. The 

fragility of the plates in the story is important in symbolizing a desire for breach in this 

wealth division. The value of these plates is essentially the main catalyst for the events in 

the narrative, second to the wife’s jealousy. The plates are deemed more valuable than the 

life of a mistress or maidservant since breaking the tenth one costs her life. Zack 

Davssion’s translation of Shishido’s text reads, “The wife would not take money, but 

insisted that the mistress replace the broken plate. As the plates were quite old and rare, 

the wife knew this was an impossible task” (197). The translation of Bunko’s text reads, 

“Harima’s wife was furious, and said that since Okiku had broken one of the ten plates it 

was fair to cut off one of Okiku’s ten fingers in return” (196). To express such a prized 

symbol of the noble upper-stratum as an emerging body from the womb or grave, as 

Hokusai’s painting does, is a grotesque insult to social hierarchy. I believe that this 

inverts that which is sacred (valuable plates) and that which is discarded (Okiku’s body). 

Similarly, Bakhtin says regarding the degradation of an object, it is “not merely hurling it 

into the void of nonexistence…but…hurl[ing] it down to the reproductive lower 

stratum…Grotesque realism knows no other level” (Bahktin 21).  The specter of Okiku 

forces the upper-stratum to embody the lower-stratum in the former text by causing the 

wife and her conspirators to die of similar causes as the mortal Okiku. This is 
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accomplished in the latter text in the birth of the child with the missing finger. While this 

wife does not die in childbirth, she and her family are cursed into poverty. Socially then, 

the “upward” moves “downward” as “the cursed Aoyama family were forced to forfeit 

their territories and holdings” (Davisson 197). 

While the realm of the discarded penetrates the realm of the noble in the narrative, 

the legend itself penetrates the real, living world that its audience experienced. The oral 

circulation of the Okiku legend heightened in 1795 due to issues with ground water in 

Japan (Roberts 102). There was at this point allegedly a sudden increase in worms 

appearing in well-water. The worms were said to be silk-covered and contained 

segmented bodies. At some point the worms became associated with Okiku as she is said 

to have died in a well in most versions. The story then has a regenerative, grotesque 

function beyond its textual boundaries as the belief spread that the well-worms were a 

mass reincarnation of Okiku. The bugs were even named “okikumushi (お阿虫),” or 

“okiku bug.” Though they were never seen again (Davisson 199), Hokusai’s illustration 

of Okiku’s body as plates is also noticeably segmented, which is often interpreted as a 

reference to the segmented body of okikumushi. Much like the Heike spirits and their 

crab counterparts, Okiku’s spirit is repressed into a state of animalization. Okiku-san, 

however, is a force that always returns from the earth after death. Able to embody both 

valuable plates and lowly bugs, Okiku-san is a symbol of the fragility of class boundaries 

and cannot remain repressed.  

The regenerative property present in Okiku-san’s animalization also yields an 

unexpected intersectionality between the grotesque and the abject. The Oxford English 

Dictionary lists the etymology of “grotesque” as originating from a French noun 
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“crotesque” and later Italian “grottesca.” The primary definition is listed as a noun 

reading: “A kind of decorative painting or sculpture, consisting of representations of 

portions of human and animal forms, fantastically combined and interwoven with foliage 

and flowers.” In the folklore of Okikumushi, she is both human and animal represented 

by segments, which is synonymous for “portions.” Even the word “okikumushi” reflects 

this as it is “Okiku” and “bug” combined. There is even an element of foliage combined 

as the Japanese name “Okiku” means “Chrysanthemum” (Davisson 113). There is still an 

interweaving of human, animal, and earth at play. Even though Okiku-san is meant to be 

abjected into a state of animalization, her spectral form arguably resists the boundaries of 

categorization. The well seems like an appropriate place to be abjected to, since it is a 

void empty of order. It is her supposed fracturing of a cherished symbol that encourages 

the noble class to discard her into this place. 

The value of the cherished plates in the story is mostly attributed to their exotic 

origins. Shishido’s Okiku story from 1712 almost immediately identifies the plates as 

originating in Nanking, a city in Eastern China (Davisson 197). While the later version 

does not specify the geographical origin, porcelain is one of China’s greatest cultural 

exports. As mentioned in the previous chapter, placing these stories in the past is not just 

an attempt to evade censorship, but also an attempt to create or stabilize an authentic past 

in the face of a changing political landscape. The mystification of China as an authentic 

past10 is explicitly documented in the Edo period. Historian Takeshi Yamaguchi states 

regarding the Edo period that “There was a general feeling that China’s many mysteries 

were not easily rationalized or comprehended by Japan’s standard of reality” (qtd. in 

                                                           
10 Much of Japan’s traditions and customs evolved from older Chinese ones.  
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Reider 275). Noriko Reider adds to this that “Since the Japanese in the Edo era were 

strictly banned from travel abroad, their adoration for China and its mysterious aura about 

which they heard or read much would have been greatly enhanced.” There was also a 

prominent academic push to study Chinese art and literature as classical texts and the 

Tokugawa shōgunate’s endorsement of Neo-Confucianism was present as well (257).  

The fracture of a special Nanking plate is perhaps a resistance to the use of Neo-

Confucianism to justify systematic classism, especially because the plate represents 

nobility. While kaidan typically function with an attraction to the exotic, they do not 

necessarily have to contain an endorsement of it. Since the event of breaking the tenth 

plate leads to the torture of the mistress or maidservant, which then leads to the haunting 

of the noble mansion, this can be read as a celebratory disruption of a classist hierarchy. 

While it could be seen as cathartic for the oppressed class, the nobility may see the 

fracture as a frustration with the stagnation of isolation. It is true that there was a surplus 

of arts at the time, but these specific plates represent an imported pleasure that could not 

be replaced during the ban on foreign travel and trade. In most kabuki versions of the 

story, one of Okiku’s superiors breaks the plate and blames her for the mishap (Roberts 

102). In this case, there is a more sensitive dynamic of the shōgunate’s influence at play. 

By the Neo-Confucian standard, the access to education grants the samurai social 

privileges over other classes (Hayashi 23-25), but as Reider’s anecdotes in a historical 

exposition piece called “Emergence of the Kaidan-shū” state, “the samurai class made up 

about five or six percent of the whole population” while “commoners…the vast majority 

of the total populace, were generally excluded from the fief schools” (95). Therefore, the 

lower class suffers but only because the Shōgunate’s values dictate that their class 
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designates them to. The Shōgunate’s manipulation of foreign ideologies to punish a lower 

class for something that the Shōgunate itself has caused can then be mirrored in this act 

of a samurai or samurai’s wife framing his or her servant for his or her own actions.  

The attraction to the exotic is seemingly inseparable from “Banchō Sarayashiki’s” 

function as social commentary. The grotesque and explanatory functions are equally 

compatible with its social message. The grotesque womb of a well harbors the torment of 

an oppressed class and rebirths as a subversive force that challenges the rigid class 

structure of Edo Japan. Any real castle in Japan with a well on premises has its own 

Okiku story to accompany it (see fig. 5). This is one way in which the work enters the 

world of the audience and vice versa. This is a hauntological relationship. Even though 

“Banchō Sarayashiki” is not based on a specifically recorded historical event in the way 

that “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” is, it is spectral at its moment of incarnation. As the well is a 

symbol of the lower-stratum, the tortured, and the abject, its inclusion in any castle is an 

intrusion on the upper-stratum, the nobility, and the privileged. The latter is haunted by 

the former in every instance that a well occupies a mansion.  
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Figure 5. Okiku's Well at Himeji Castle. Photographed by Travis Finch. July 2014. Copyright 2016 by Travis Finch.  

The fact that “kaidan” literally translates to “strange story” allows for one 

property to permeate at the center of every tale in the genre: They all are inhabited with 

weird spaces. The fixation of the weird space is what occurs when national or cultural 

boundaries are enforced so rigidly. The well is a cavity that reaches beyond the boundary 

of the earth. The plates are artifacts that reach from the boundary of a nation or of a 

present time. The specter is a presence that reaches from a boundary of the corporeal and 

the living. Evidence that this is correlated with isolation can be found in the fact that the 

earliest written version of the story by Chikuso Nagara does not include the regenerative 

boundary of the well, or the exotic porcelain plates, or an explicit description of Okiku’s  
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(Hanano in this version) return from the state of death (Davisson 199). It is during the 

Edo period of isolation that these elements become canonized.
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CHAPTER THREE: JIKININKI 

食人鬼

In this chapter, I utilize the story of “Jikininki (食人鬼),”11 particularly its titular 

creature and themes of liminality, to discuss the boundaries of categorization and power 

relations. I rely on Bakhtin and Kristeva’s writing. 

“Jikininki” is another tale translated by Lafcadio Hearn in the compilation 

Kwaidan. While Hearn does credit a handful of “old” collections in the compilation, 

Ueda Akinari’s Ugetsu Monogatari (雨月物語) is not listed. However, a story featuring 

similarities to “Jikininki” appears in Ugetsu, called “Aozukin” (青頭巾), which translates 

to “Blue Hood,” referring to a garment worn by a demon in Akinari’s version. Hearn’s 

“Jikininki” refers to the title of the demon in the story, “a person-eating ghost” as the 

kanji spells out. The ghost that consumes the dead is a concept continued from the 

Buddhist figure of the “hungry ghost.” Hearn may have translated a work derivative of 

Akinari’s, but it most likely originates from an Edo tale, as it is set in the Mino Province 

(Hearn 65) rather than the modern day Gifu Prefecture. 

“Jikininki” follows the story of a Zen priest named “Musō Kokushi (夢想国師)”12 

on his excursion through unfamiliar, mountainous territory. After being “harshly refused” 

                                                           
11 A Japanese speaker would naturally read “食人鬼” as “shokujinki;” “Shokujin” meaning “cannibal” and 
“ki” reading as “demon.” In this context, it is “Jikininki,” though. 
12 The kanji for “Musō” literally means “dream.” This may be intentional given the tale’s themes of lucidity.  
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lodging by a hermit priest in the mountains, Musō is permitted to stay in a neighboring 

village on the night that an elder has passed away (Hearn 65-66). The elder’s son explains 

that on the night of a death, it is custom for the locals to leave the village, while the body 

remains with offerings. The son goes on to inform him that, “Strange things always 

happen in the house where a corpse has thus been left” (67). They permit Musō to stay, 

however, as he is a priest and therefore has “no fear of demons or evil spirits.” During his 

stay with the body he witnesses a “vague and vast” shape enter and eat it. This shape is 

revealed to be the Jikininki. 

The consumption of the dead is the most memorable and detailed scene of the 

story and clearly demonstrates kaidan’s attraction to the grotesque. Bakhtin discusses the 

grotesque often in relation to carnival consumption in his critical work, Rabelais and His 

World. Bakhtin interjects his own description of ceremonious feasting as “the triumph of 

life over death” to articulate that “death and food are perfectly compatible” (283). When 

consumption occurs, “The victorious body receives the defeated world and is renewed.” 

It is a regenerative process, even though food is considered “one of the most simplified 

festive expression[s] of the ambivalent lower stratum,” making it company to the 

grotesque body (171). Grotesque consumption is at play in “Jikininki.” Death and food 

appear more than compatible—they are synonymous. The food is that which is dead. 

However, the Jikininki also invites the model of grotesque consumption in a manner that 

Bahktin does not explicitly anticipate.  

The Jikininki’s dietary habits elicit a case of consumption by the body that is also 

a consumption of the body. This is simply by virtue of its cannibalistic nature. This 

greatly complicates Bakhtin’s model in that the creature is an antithesis of regeneration. 
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The characters that Bahktin analyzes are vital bodies replenished by their intake of rich 

food. The Jikininki is a dead body that consumes other dead bodies and yet, after 

consumption, continues to be dead. Furthermore, the narrative ends with the specter of 

the man who turns into Jikininki finding peace by vanishing and leaving a gorinishi (五輪

氏) (funeral monument)13 behind to mark its finality (Hearn 73). However, the nature of 

the Jikininki as a spirit once human can be interpreted as regenerative. When Jikininki 

reveals in hermit form at the end that he is “obliged to eat upon the corpses that die in this 

district,” it is not clear if this consumption prolongs his existence. If this were the case, 

then the consumption would have a more clearly regenerative aspect, but other traditional 

descriptions of the Jikininki spirit, such as the Buddhist hungry ghost, suggest that it eats 

out of lust, greed, and masochism. 

The consuming and consumed corpse are what make the Jikininki the most 

grotesque, in the literal sense of the word (like “gross or “hideous”), of the three spirits in 

this study. It is not just grotesque by Bakhtin’s symbolic standards, it is physically 

repulsive. Julia Kristeva refers to the encounter with a corpse in Powers of Horror as “the 

utmost of abjection” (4). While a literal corpse plays a large role in Hearn’s translation, it 

is the Jikininki that plays the role of the corpse encounter that Kristeva describes in all its 

abject grandeur. The literal corpse is respected as the villagers call it an “honourable 

body” (Hearn 68), while the narrator calls the Jikininki “dim and awful” (70). The abject, 

and therefore the corpse as its greatest symbol, “is something rejected from which one 

does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object” (Kristeva 4). 

                                                           
13 This kind of fixture is usually called “Gorintō (五輪塔).” The “gorin” reads as “five rings” while “tō” 
reads as “tower.” However, Hearn choses to replace “tō” with “ishi,” meaning “stone.” Perhaps Hearn 
makes this decision so his anecdotal translation can emphasize to Westerners that the five parts are stones. 
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The village law obliges the town to part from the honorable body. The body is known to 

vanish while the Jikininki is a fixed invader whose ritualistic visits are something the 

town order cannot secede from, even though it is so repulsive no locals can risk gazing 

upon it.  

The body eater functions congruently with the abject as “Imaginary uncanniness 

and real threat, [that] beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.” If the ominous spirit is 

plugged into the “threat” in this equation, then the “us” must equal the body. The anxiety 

represented in the consumption scene is not only of the implication that “us” will all be 

consumed by abjection, but our surrounding cultural artifacts will as well. Hearn 

translates, “And the monstrous Thing, having thus consumed the body, turned to the 

offerings, and ate them too” (69). Abjection is “a passion that uses the body for barter 

instead of inflaming it” (Kristeva 4). It is the collapse of all symbolic order when the 

body becomes as edible as its surroundings. Anxiety of such an event is fitting for the 

setting of Hearn’s translation as well. Hearn describes the villages as “less than a dozen 

farm-cottages” (66). While he does not specify the publication date of the source 

translated, the collections cited in the introduction are Edo pieces and so is the older tale 

in Ueda Akinari’s Ugetsu which features a similar passage (iii). Farmers exploited by 

daimyōs, feudal lords that served under the Shōgun, rioted during this particular period, 

especially in the 1730’s, 1780’s, and 1850’s (Ohnuki-Tierney 37). Damiyos were 

required to take 40% of peasants’ rice yield as tax, which peasants worked early morning 

to late night to produce. This was often violated however when daimyōs would take more 

than required leaving little for farmers. In a riot near Osaka, southwest of the modern-day 

Gifu prefecture where “Jikinki” takes place, farmers destroyed the property of 866 
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wealthy individuals after demands for cheaper rice (38). For months following, rice raids 

and uprisings occurred near Edo (modern day Tokyo) targeting daimyōs and wealthy 

citizens. Rice was a detrimental resource to the farmer class as can be seen in the abuse of 

its production leading to such incidents. 

It is not far-fetched to assume the original source material from which “Jikininki” 

was translated was crafted with knowledge of these disturbances. The Jikininki can 

certainly represent the greed of local authorities. The creature’s suffering existence fits 

since the daimyōs’ disruption of fair rice production ultimately harmed themselves by 

means of retaliation. Perhaps the commoditization of the farmer in Edo Japan is akin to 

oblivion since the categorization (or order) of subject and object are interrupted by means 

of abjection. The constructed narrative in which the villagers cannot face the horrid abject, 

but the reader is granted permission to gaze, lends to the fascination with the grotesque. 

There is a pleasure in seeing something too horrible to be seen that somewhat reflects the 

masochist tendencies of the Jikininki. 

“Jikininki” functions in a peculiar way regarding how “the work…enter[s] the 

real world and enrich[es] it” (Reider 274). In the story’s finale, the hermit form of the 

Jikininki makes a request to protagonist Musō: “Now, revered Sir, let me beseech you to 

perform a Ségaki-service” (Hearn 72). “Segaki (施餓鬼)” refers to a Buddhist service 

meant to relieve a tormented hungry spirit. The last two syllables refer to the word, “gaki 

(餓鬼),” of which its two characters respectively yield “hungry” and “demon” when 

adjacent. The literal definition of the word is exactly compatible with this mythological 

etymology. Colloquially, however, “gaki” is now a pejorative term usually translated to 

“brat,” implying a child that is spoiled. This particular dialogue between Jikininki and 
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Musō is unique for this function of kaidan in that rather than functioning as an origin 

piece for the concept of greed, it shows the final extents to which it can grow. The 

Jikininki is the hyperbole of greed or its final stage. 

As mentioned in previous chapters, the isolation of Edo Japan stimulates a desire 

for cultural import. This manifests in a penetration of boundaries between Japanese and 

Chinese culture. The Japanese word, “gaki,” derives from the Chinese word, “èguǐ,” 

which contains the same kanji, “餓鬼.” It also means, “hungry ghost.” The Chinese 

hungry ghost may reside in Hell or linger to haunt earthly spaces, forever seeking food 

and water (Teiser 125). “Their voluminous bellies can never be filled…They are always 

tormented by furious hunger…Some devour fire and tear the flesh from dead bodies” (qtd. 

in Teiser 125). The hungry ghost is imported to China from India and consequentially 

Japan through Buddhism from the Sanskrit concept of “preta” (DeCaroli 95). The preta 

are the karmic retribution for greedy individuals. Buddha’s punishment is for preta to 

wander, consuming the most vile substances while never satisfying their hunger. 

Similarly, Zack Davisson defines the Japanese gaki as “those who died obsessed with 

jealousy and greed, with consuming possessions. Their obsession with material things 

becomes their torture after death, as they are filled with a hunger and a thirst that they can 

never satiate” (214). The weight of shame is also something that all three of these cultural 

concepts of greed share. The gaki, èguǐ, and preta all desire to consume that which 

humiliates them. The Jikininki in Hearn’s tale does not depart from the gaki in any way. 

The creature explains to Musō in their final exchange, “A long time ago, I was a priest in 

this desolate region…I thought only of the food and the clothes that my sacred profession 

enabled me to gain. And because of this selfish impiety I was reborn immediately after 
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my death, into the state of a jikininki” (Hearn 72). He is also “ashamed” and wishes “to 

escape from this horrible state of existence” (71-73). 

The terror and excitement of “Jikininki” are embodied by the figure imported 

from alternate cultures. The Jikininki is not only exotic because of its origins from 

beyond national borders. It is also exotic for its liminal status. The primary residence of 

the hungry ghost in Buddhist cosmology is the Hungry Ghost Realm but there are many 

that haunt the earth (Gregory 116). The titular creature’s mythological history is located 

in a reality exotic to the realm of the reader and of Musō. There are signs in Hearn’s text 

that point to a borderless nature. For one, Musō finds Jikininki’s hermitage illuminated 

“by the last rays of sun” (65). The home of the creature is revealed to the protagonist 

during the process of sundown or twilight. The placement between day and night 

signifies the creature as one with a betwixt nature. The villagers also reveal that they 

literally cannot see the hermit’s house (70-71). The fact that Musō can see it is telling of 

the creature’s nature as something that should not be in this plane but leaks through for 

certain eyes. Its in-between status is also accented by the toggling between the 

appearance of a hermit and of a Jikininki. Hearn describes the creature as a “Shape, 

vague and vast” which moves “noiselessly” (69). Its actual shape transcends the limits of 

categorization. It can only be a “Thing.”  

The liminal state of the Jikininki’s shape also invites the abject into conversation 

with the function of the exotic. Kristeva refers to the abject as “The in-between, the 

ambiguous, the composite” (4). Hearn’s descriptions of the creature as having few 

physical details and a noiseless entrance are in line with this ambiguity. The entity’s 

hermitage found in twilight accounts for the in-between, as does the fact that it is present 
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to some and absent to others. The entity’s visual representation that switches between old 

man and “monstrous Thing” finalizes it as composite. However, the most unique aspect 

of Jikininki in regards to horror stories is the threat it poses to the dead—or rather the 

threat it does not pose to the living. When Musō encounters the entity, he is not in danger 

of being devoured by the shape. When the village warns him it is said that “nobody, 

except a priest, would dare to remain here tonight” (Hearn 67). It is not said that anyone 

has ever died or been injured from the occasion, only that “Strange things always happen 

in the house where a corpse has been left.” Kristeva’s theoretical work dictates that the 

most abject, that which is in most need of discard, is “what disturbs identity, system, 

order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules” (4). What makes the Jikininki 

terrifying is its defiance of these markers. It disturbs identity in its collapse of 

categorization, unable to manifest as any clear shape or thing. As Hearn’s narrator 

describes, it is “vague and vast” (69). It is not even clear if the Jikininki is separate or 

synonymous to gaki. It betrays system and order by eating not to replenish but to 

continue suffering. It does not abide by borders as it transcends the human and spirit 

realm. It penetrates the house just as Kristeva describes “death infecting life” (4). Lastly, 

according to Buddhist cosmology, the exotic borders it hails from, the Hungry Ghost 

Realm, is lower than that of the Animal Realm (Gregory 116). This makes the creature 

even more abject than the Heike crabs or Okiku bugs, which are lower than human for 

being animal.  

The other tales that are used in this study are not as overtly didactic in their 

function of social commentary as that of “Jikininki” is. “Jikininki” is a cautionary tale, 

flexing a strong Buddhist pedagogy of shedding ego and material desire. The moral is 
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that to consume too much will only lead to suffering as one will always desire more. As 

mentioned earlier, the setting of a village of many farmers presents the possibility that 

this is directed toward the daimyōs who demand more than they need. This speaks to the 

fact that the spirit must feed on its offerings without the company of those who provided 

them. Given so much religious context, there may be fingers pointed at the Buddhist 

community as well. The Jikininki was once a priest itself and was corrupted for abusing 

his holy status. This would account for the fact that the younger priest must relieve the 

older one of his sins and torment, indicating that a new generation of Buddhists must 

repair a state brought on by the previous generation. The tale could be a social 

commentary on how individuals or certain priests abuse the merits, rhetoric, or traditions 

of Buddhism for personal gain. It could also be directed toward the shōgunates for 

abusing religious ideologies when lobbying them. It does not reject Buddhism entirely, 

though, as the horror is something that the priests can fix.
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CONCLUSION

While the titles selected in this study are chosen partly for their aesthetic 

differences in representations of Japanese ghosts, there are several other spirits from Edo 

literature that are equally distinct. My assertion that kaidan point to a fracture of 

boundaries must also be tested against a larger survey, if possible. Perhaps kaidan with 

less overt horror elements can complicate the mode of the grotesque in the genre. While 

kaidan inherently penetrate boundaries of the reader since they are meant to be taken as 

fact, there may be stories containing other interesting penetrative functions not addressed 

here. These three tales chosen are also dissected for their subtle presence of exotica. 

Perhaps tales from Shokoku Hyakumonogatari may be more explicit in its exotic 

elements from foreign cultures and this may give different insight. With all so many 

stories of different subject matter, there is much more social commentary to explore. 

 I hope that future research may also determine whether the boundary breach is as 

central in supernatural and scary stories predating the kaidan genre in Japan. One can 

assume a different criteria may be established since most of these stories from the Heian 

period and others are not composed with the intent to “appeal” but more so to edify. 

Equally important to studying the predecessors to kaidan is the analysis of the genre’s 

derivatives. A vastly more popular Western scholarship exists on j-horror film and horror 

manga than that of anything predating the Shōwa period. Much of this scholarship 

reconciles the horror as a product or process of a post-nuclear tragedy civilization, but I 
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hope that in my thesis I have portrayed that many elements of horror—ghosts, excessive 

vengeance, cannibalism, mutilation, animal transformations, desecration of the corpse—

have existed long before the tragedies of World War II. 

 While the reading of modern Japanese horror in context with nuclear tragedy is 

valid and logical, I hope to see more research developed on to what extent isolation 

affects the many yūrei, yōkai, and perhaps even kaiju of today. In other words, are the 

modern ghosts and monsters of Japan in any way a hauntological product of the past 

isolationism? I believe many other aspects of modern Japanese society are. The katakana 

script, for example, is explicitly used to write foreign words (Tomoda). With this 

providing the option to mangle any English word into Japanese syllabary, many Japanese 

words are dropping out of colloquial usage in favor of katakana counterparts at an 

advancing rate, which causes controversy among Japanese language purists (Bryson 185). 

I suspect this form of attraction to the exotic to be an explicit product of isolation 

aftermath. I also mention in the introduction that I have chosen two stories from Lafcadio 

Hearn’s collection, because I find the canonization of his English translations to be 

similarly complicated in terms of highlighting the tension and attraction between Japan 

and outside cultures.  

 Some research does assess modern Japanese horror and its relationship to post-

isolationism, but I would like to see if it can be more explicitly discussed using the 

language of boundary breach. The modern tales across all mediums are significantly 

more grotesque than the ones in this study’s time period. I believe there is much to be 

said about the ways in which the text enters the world of the reader regarding more 

modern Japanese horror. There are urban legends that claim to be real, for example, that 
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may provide a listener with a set of rules to follow in the event that he or she encounters 

the same event in real life. Ringu (リング), perhaps the most famous j-horror film, does 

not explicitly present itself as true story but penetrates the viewer’s boundaries in several 

ways. The film features a haunted VHS tape that takes seven days to kill anyone who 

watches it. The cause of death is murder by Sadako (貞子), an Okiku-like ghost, who 

crawls from a well and through a TV screen. To view the film, one must also view what 

is on the VHS tape by proxy, which leaves the viewer with a fear that he or she may be 

confronted by Sadako in seven days. More heavy-handed is the fact that within the 

narrative, Sadako literally crosses the boundaries of her medium to reach viewers. I 

believe that this echoes the para-narrative element of the Edo game hyakumonagatari, in 

which something supernatural will visit the listener by means of telling stories. Exotic 

elements in modern Japanese horror may range from alien kaiju that come from other 

planets to monsters that are simply inspired by western myths. The interpretation of any 

should yield a different result due to isolationism having ended long ago, but the 

interpretation may still be related to the isolationist past. Once again, there will be infinite 

interpretations for social commentary but they may have less to do with Edo politics, or 

they may still be haunted by such. 
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Glossary of Foreign Words and Names 

This is an index of all foreign words and names that appear in the study. I speak 
Japanese at an intermediate level and provide my own personal translation of all 
Japanese concepts, as well as the appropriate Japanese script. These have been verified 
by an instructor in Japan, Emi Yamamoto, who is a native speaker. However, the words 
“èguǐ,” “Nanking,” and “Zen” come from Chinese, while “preta” and “sutra” are 
Sanskrit terms. For these two sets of words, I had their definitions and script forms 
verified by my graduate peers Ruiyi Lu and Advitiya Sachdev who are respectively fluent 
in Chinese and Sanskrit. ~` 

Akamagaseki (赤間関): The town where “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” takes place; Modern day 
Shimonoseki; also known as Bakan. 

Akama shrine (赤間神社): Shrine where “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” takes place. 

Amidaiji (阿弥大寺): Another name for the Akama shrine. 

Aoyama (青山): Clan that Okiku serves in the 1758 version of “Banchō Sarayashiki.” 

Aozukin (青頭巾): “The Blue Hood.” Story in Ugetsu which features some similarities 
to “Jikininki.” 

Baba Bunko (馬場文耕): Author of the 1758 transcription of “Banchō Sarayashiki.” 
This may not have been his actual name, but title as a professional storyteller. 

Banchō Sarayashiki (番町皿屋敷): Main story analyzed in Chapter 2 regarding the 
legends of Okiku-san. 

Biwa (琵琶): Japanese lute. 

Chikuso Nagara (永良竹叟): Author of the 1557 transcription of “Banchō Sarayashiki.” 

Daimyō (大名): Feudal lord that serves under the shōgun. 

Dannoura (壇ノ浦): Strait separating the Southern Japanese islands of Kyūshū and 
Honshū where the Heike and Genji had their final battle. 

Edo period (江戸時代): Japanese history between 1603 and 1868 characterized by the 
Tokugawa shōgunate rule. 

Èguǐ (餓鬼): Hungry ghost in Chinese mythology 
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Gaki (餓鬼): Hungry ghost in Japanese mythology. In its colloquial, pejorative use it 
means “brat.” 

Gayū Kidan (臥遊奇談): Kaidan collection by Isseki Sanjin identified as containing the 
source material for Lafcadio Hearn’s translation of “Mimi Nashi Hōichi.” 

Genji (源氏): Clan that eliminated the Heike in battle 

Genji monogatari (源氏物語): The Tale of Genji. Most famous Japanese classical work 
of literature written by Shikibu Murasaki. It should be noted that “Genji” in the title 
refers to a character named “Hikaru Genji,” not to the historical Genji clan. 

Genpei War (源平合戦): War between the Genji and Heike clans. The Genji victory 
marks the beginning of feudal Japan. 

Gifu (岐阜): Prefecture located on the island of Honshū where “Jikininki” takes place. 

Gokanoshō: Town on the island of Kyūshū where some Heike survivors escaped to. 

Gorinishi (五輪氏): Japanese funeral monument made of five stones.  

Goyōzei-Tennō (後陽成天皇): Japanese emperor from 1586-1611. 

Hanano (はなの): Okiku-like figure in the earliest written version of “Banchō 
Sarayashiki.” 

Hannya Shin Kyō (般若心経): Transcendent Wisdom or Heart Sutra. Most popular 
Buddhist scripture. Written on Hōichi to cloak him from ghosts. 

Harima (播麿): Samurai whom Okiku serves in 1758 version of “Banchō Sarayashiki.” 

Hattori (はっとり): Samurai whose mistress is the Okiku figure in the 1712 version of 
“Banchō Sarayashiki.” 

Hayashi Razan (林羅山): Confucian scholar, Tokugawa Iemitsu’s tutor and physician, 
and author of Kaidan Zenshō. 

Heian period (平安時代): Japanese history between 794-1185 and characterized by rule 
of the Fujiwara clan. 

Heike (平家): Japanese clan of samurai also known as the Taira clan. Were eliminated 
by the Genji clan in the Genpei War. Heike are the spirits that haunt Hōichi. 

Heikegani (平家蟹): Species of crab believed to contain the spirits of fallen Heike 
warriors due its shell which resembles a scowling face. 
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Hiragana (平仮名): Script used to write Japanese words phonetically. 

Honshū (本州): Largest and most populated island of Japan. All analyzed stories in this 
study take place on Honshū. 

Hyakumonogatari (百物語): Katsushika Hokusai’s 1830 painting collection which 
includes the famous illustration of Okiku-san emerging from a well. 

Hyakumonogatari kaidankai (百物語怪談会): “Gathering of a Hundred Weird Tales.” 
Game in which many candles are lit and each one is put out as scary stories are told. 

Inga monogatari (因果物語): Early kaidan collection released in one Buddhist-centric 
version, and one version more secular. 

Isseki Sanjin (一夕散人): Author of the source material for Lafcadio Hearn’s “Mimi 
Nashi Hōichi.” 

J-Horror (Ｊ-ホラー): Modern horror in Japanese pop culture.  

Jibakurei (地縛霊): Yūrei bound to its place of death. 

Jikininki (食人鬼): Corpse eating ghost and the titular creature of the story that the third 
chapter in this study focuses on. 

Kabuki (歌舞伎): Classical Japanese dance drama. 

“Kaidan” (怪談): Strange stories often referring to stories about ghosts. 

Kaiju (怪獣): Giant monsters in Japanese film. The most famous is Godzilla. 

Kaidan Zenshō (怪談全書): Compilation of strange Chinese stories translated by 
Hayashi Razan for the sick Tokugawa Iemitsu. 

Kanji (漢字): Logographic script used to write Japanese words. 

Katakana (片仮名): Script used to write foreign words using Japanese phonetics. 

Katsushika Hokusai (葛飾北斎): Author of the Okiku painting in this study as well as 
The Great Wave off Kanagawa, the most famous ukiyo-e painting. 

Koizumi Yakumo (小泉八雲): Lafcadio Hearn’s Japanese name. 

Konjaku monogatarishū (今昔物語集): Twelfth century collection containing 
transcriptions of strange and supernatural tales from India, China, and Japan 

Kwaidan (怪談): Lafcadio Hearn’s translated collection of kaidan stories.  
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Kyūshū (九州): Island south of Honshū 

Madoka Shishido (宍戸円喜): Author of the 1712 version of “Banchō Sarayashiki.” 

Manga (漫画): Japanese comics. 

Meiji-Tennō (明治): Japanese emperor from 1867-1912. His real name was Mutsihito. 

Meji period (明治時代): Period of Japanese history between 1868 and 1912 and 
characterized by the rule of Emperor Meiji. 

Mimi Nashi Hōichi (耳なし芳一): Main story analyzed in Chapter 1 regarding Hōichi 
the earless and the Heike spirits. 

Mino (美濃): Part of modern day Gifu prefecture. 

Musō Kokushi (夢想国師): Protagonist of “Jikininki.” 

Nagasaki City (長崎市): Japanese port city where foreign traders had the most contact 
before isolationism. 

Nanking (南京): City in Eastern China. Origin of valued plates in Madako Shishido’s 
version of “Banchō Sarayashiki.” The literal Romanization is “Nánjīng.” 

Nihon ryōiki (日本霊異記): Didactic collection of supernatural tales. Marks the 
beginning of setsuwa genre. 

Noriko Reider (のりこレイダー): Author of “The Appeal of Kaidan: Tales of the 
Strange.” 

Oiwa-san (お岩さん): The most famous Japanese ghost. 

Okamoto Kikō (岡本綺堂): Author of the most famous kabuki version of “Banchō 
Sarayashiki.” 

Okikumushi (お阿虫): Bugs that briefly inhabited Japan’s well systems and were 
thought to be a mass reincarnation of Okiku-san. 

Okiku-san (お阿さん): Famous ghost figure and central character of “Banchō 
Sarayashiki.” 

Ōkyo Maruyama (円山 応挙): Author of The Ghost of Oyuki painting. 

Onryō (怨霊): Vengeful and malicious ghost. 

Osaka (大阪): Second largest and most famous city in Japan. 
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Oyuki-san (お雪さん): Ghost depicted by Maruyama. First Japanese ghost to be drawn 
with a gown and no legs. 

Preta (पे्रत): Hungry ghost in Indian mythology. 

Ringu (リング): Popular j-horror film from 1998 based on a novel by Kōji Suzuki (鈴木
光司) from 1991. Often said to be derivative of “Banchō Sarayashiki.” 

Sadako (貞子): Okiku-like figure in Ringu. 

Sakoku (鎖国): Isolationist policies 

Samurai (侍): Military nobility no longer present in Japan. 

Segaki (施餓鬼): Buddhist service meant to relieve a tormented hungry spirit. 

Setsuwa (説話): Collections of Japanese folklore and legends. 

Shimonseki (下関): The town where “Mimi Nashi Hōichi” takes place. 

Shōgun (将軍): Japanese military dictator. 

Shokoku hyakumonogatari (諸国百物語): Collection of foreign strange tales. 

Shōwa period (昭和時代): Japanese history between 1926 and 1989 and characterized 
by the rule of Emperor Hirohito. 

Sutra (सूत्र): Collection of ancient and medieval Indian aphorisms. While sutras may be 
Hindu collections, the ones referred to in this manuscript are Buddhist. 

Tokugawa Iemitsu (徳川家光): Shōgun from 1623-1651. 

Tokugawa Ieyasu (徳川家康): Shōgun from 1542-1616. 

Tokyo (東京): Largest and most famous city in Japan. 

Ueda Akinari (上田秋成): Author of Ugetsu monogatari 

Ugetstu monogatari (雨月物語): One of the most famous kaidan collections. 

Ukiyo-e (浮世絵): Woodblock paintings. 

Umehara Takeshi (梅原猛): Japanese philosophy scholar and academic. 

Yasukuni Shrine (靖国神社): Shrine to honor Japanese war dead. 

Yotsuya Kaidan (四谷怪談): The most famous Japanese ghost story. 
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Yōkai (妖怪): Japanese monster. 

Yūrei (幽霊): Japanese ghost. 

Zen (禪): Sect of Buddhism that originated in China, was influenced by Taoism, and 
exported to Japan. The literal Romanization is “chán.” 
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APPENDIX 

SAMPLE PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL 

 

 

 

 

In regards to Figure 1: 

 

 

In regards to Figure 4 
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