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Part One: Official and Unofficial Narratives 
1. Native Japanese religious traditions 

a. organized Shinto 
b. folk religious belief and need 

2. Imported religious traditions 
a. Organized Buddhism 

1. nonself, no permanent soul 
2. everyone is reborn many times in one of 6 realms of existence or “destinies” (gati), and 
there is a way to ritually direct your store of good karma toward particular destinies, such as 
a heaven or a realm where a buddha resides. 
3. There are many different heavens and many different hells, but all the beings reborn there 
have a fixed and limited lifetime, so none are permanent states of existence. 
3. There are 49 days between death and conception and this is when most rituals pertaining 
to death are done. This is because the dead person’s karma can change in this interim. 
4. One postmortem destination has dominated Japanese religious culture since 9th century: 
the Pure Land of Amida Buddha. A great many art objects depict aspects of this conception: 
how you die, how you are reborn there, what the buddha looks like, your state of mind 
before you die, etc.  
5. Enormous number of different categories of occult beings in Buddhism, most stemming 
from popular Indian culture. In Buddhist scripture, all of them can be converted, and 
sometimes the buddha himself has been reborn in their state to convert others.  

b. Beliefs in popular Buddhism 
1. near universal appeal of Amida’s Pure Land in all sects of Buddhism. 
2. family has obligation to prevent its members from being reborn in bad/unfortunate 
destiny. there are many activities connected with this 
 a. ordaining the dying or dead individual 
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 b. reciting scripture before home altar and dedicating merit to the deceased. 
 c. paying a priest to perform rituals in honor of the deceased on death anniversaries, up 
to 100 years later.  
3. In Japan, demons and ghosts are not always dangerous. Some are depicted as simply 
being clueless, in need of “the dharma” to educate them. many stories about people talking 
down demons, priests converting them. 
 

Part Two: What the Art History Shows Us 
1. Shinto Visual Imagery   

a. Statues of deities first appear in Heian period; most modeled on Buddhist icons 
1) Gongen, especially Zao Gongen. 
2) A few deities 
3) most forms based on Buddhist precedent. 

b. Paintings begin in Kamakura period (1185-1333) 
c. onryō = tormented human spirits in the occult world 
d. kami (deities), local and national, individually and in pantheons, in mandala forms usually 
defined by the tradition of a local shrine. 

2. Buddhist Visual Culture 
a. Buddhism brought statues to China from India and Chinese continental styles dominate 
Japan for first 300 years.  
b. Late Heian and Kamkura periods mark Japanese forms, some utterly iconic, some hyper-
real 
c. Kamakura period explosion of new art forms 
d. Large temples included “art office” to supervise image creation 

3. “Monsters” in Popular Religion take many different forms. They are often stupid and only 
dangerous because they are emotionally unstable. They are scary to look at but not necessarily to 
be feared. If you talk to them, they can become your friends, or if not you can talk them out of 
their fierceness, even steal their stuff.  

a) tengu 
b) oni 
c) gongen 
d) yōkai 
e) tsukumogami 
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Shinbaku Books (2018) 



 6 

Spectres: 100 
Japanese 
Triptychs 
(Ukiyo-e 
Master Series) 
Tales of 
Japan: 
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Folk Tales 
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Hokuseido. First published 1961. 
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Goodwin and Joan Piggott 
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“Cracking Cauldrons 
and Babies on 
Blossoms: the 
Relocation of 
Salvation in 
Japanese Hell 
Painting” 

Caroline 
Hirasawa 
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