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There has been a shift in how the relationship between Japanese women and the other 

world is portrayed in Japanese popular culture:  the shift is important because it reflects societal 

beliefs that have undergone a drastic alteration.  This previously unsuccessful and death-ridden 

relationship has recently seen the addition of successful endings in the 1980s.  This shift can be 

seen in both literature and folk tales. According to Ian Reader, folk tales can be regarded as folk 

religion, which in turn reflects the beliefs of the common people.
1
  As such, ancient tales and The 

Legends of Tono can all be seen as representing contemporary beliefs of the other world by the 

people.  Folklore recorded in the Kojiki and Fudoki can be read as reflecting societal beliefs, and 

the shift seen in my sources can therefore reflect a change in society.  More modern literature 

also illustrates a belief in the other world, as can be seen in works from the 1980s, such as 

Kitchen and Alseep by Banana Yoshimoto, as well as in manga.  All of the stories I will examine 

below feature a relationship between Japanese women and the other world.  Looking at literature 

may help us to better understand religious changes in modern society, by investigating the 

mangas and literary depictions of successful relationships. 

The shift in how relationships between Japanese women and otherworldly beings were 

portrayed occurred after World War II when the need for a woman to marry to secure her future 

began to diminish.  This can be seen in literary and visual works from the 1980s, 1990s, and 

2000s. During this period, women progressively became more educated and more independent 

and thus began to postpone marriage.  Since they no longer needed to depend on men to support 

them, women began to focus on romantic love and happiness, not obligation and duty.  As 

Sumiko Iwao notes, “Among Japanese, young, single, and highly educated women tended to 

                                                           
1
 Japanese Religions Past and Present, 44-45. 
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regard the romantic aspects of marriage as more important.”
2
  Women began to aim for a 

romantic, passionate, love-filled marriage, and sought to avoid marriage as a social contract. 

  During the American Occupation, reforms were made to simplify and improve the 

structure of both the divorce and marriage systems, and marriage choice was freed from the 

control of the family and given to the individuals themselves.
3
  Due to a decrease in childhood 

deaths, family sizes increased, but when grown, more children moved away to create their own 

nuclear families.  The shift in family structure and power of the family head led to more freedom 

of the youth to do as they wish.  Parents, even if strongly opposed to the marriage, could not 

legally stop their children from marrying once they were of age.  The element of overcoming 

familial restrictions and obligations found in recent popular literature is reflected by the social 

shift in how the other world is portrayed.   

This new power of the young individual is not a rejection of tradition, but the freedom to 

adhere to it or not, according to individual preference.  The three-generation households did not 

disappear in favor of nuclear households.  Instead, more nuclear households were created, while 

the numbers of traditional three generation households stayed constant.
4
  When combined with 

the economic freedom Japanese women found from the ability to support themselves, a 

separation from their family for the sake of a happy romantic life and marriage was now possible.  

Women from the 1980s began to separate themselves from their traditional roles and the familial 

restrictions that came with them, and in doing so found themselves able to, among other things, 

pursue a love filled romance. 

                                                           
2
 The Japanese Woman, 71. 

3
 Divorce in Japan, 147. 

4
 Divorce in Japan, 153. 
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This shift can be observed in society and also emerges in literary and visual products 

beginning in the 1980s.  These more recent products still have traits associated with the ancient 

works, such as women acting as a bridge between worlds.  These works most notably illustrate 

the depictions of Japanese women who have a relationship to the other world.  Earlier literary 

and folkloric representations of women who have a relationship with the other world stress the 

incompatibility between this world and the other world, making the merging of women and the 

otherworldly being unsuccessful.  More recent works from the 1980s to the 2000s suggest that a 

woman’s role as a bridge to the other world could in fact result in a successful merging of the 

two worlds.  The shift that I am describing began to take place in the 1980s, as can be seen in 

what I will call transitional works, for example, in stories by Banana Yoshimoto, and the anime 

Vampire Princess Miyu OVA (original video animation).  These works show a rebellion against 

how the relationship between Japanese women and the other world was previously depicted.  

These works do not end in a completely happy and successful way, as do the mangas I will later 

discuss.  They still have elements of the ancient past, such as the attitudes towards the other 

world and familial duties that cannot be cast off, and so must be endured, regardless of the 

consequences for the happiness of an individual.  The mangas that I will analyze are Inuyasha 

(1996-2008) and Her Majesty’s Dog (2001-2006).  Both of these mangas show the female 

protagonist’s separation from her blood family and end with the successful merging of the two 

worlds by an otherworldly being and a Japanese woman.  These mangas do not deny the attitudes 

of the past, which oppose the relationship, but include them to show the protagonist’s defiance 

against them.  The mangas show the characters’ family histories, which include unhappy 

relationships between the other world and Japanese women.  Thus, the differences between 

traditional and modern attitudes are shown more clearly.  Japanese shamanesses, according to 



Irreconcilable Worlds-4 

 

 

Carmen Blacker, a scholar of Japanese religion, would go on journeys to the other world.  These 

journeys could be taken physically to a sacred site, or the shamaness could stay physically in one 

place and send her spirit to the other world.  The journey was a necessary part of women acting 

as a bridge between the two worlds and can be seen incorporated into the plots of the novels and 

mangas.  Kagome, the protagonist from Inuyasha, must go on a physical journey to the past to be 

with Inuyasha, the demon that she loves.  In the other manga I am referencing, Her Majesty’s 

Dog, the protagonist Amane goes on a physical journey to the island where she performs rituals 

as her family’s priestess, although she also goes on a spiritual journey later in the series.  The 

spiritual journey that Amane takes is of short physical distance, but by sending her soul out of 

her body and crossing to the other world she is able to enter the tree that her family seals the 

demons into.  Journeys do not necessarily need to be a great distance and can be accomplished 

by projecting the other world onto this world.
5
   This can also be seen in the story “Asleep,” 

where Terako is not very far from home when she has her encounter with Mrs. Iwanaga’s 

disembodied spirit.  Masks also has a journey element when Yasuko lures Ibuki to Meiko’s 

house and he slips in and out of consciousness while he is sleeping with Harume, though he 

initially believes it to be Yasuko. 

The stories that end successfully can be described as ending happily because the 

protagonist is able to have a successful romantic relationship, while still acting as a bridge to the 

other world.  These tales end without the death of the woman and with a hopeful tone.  However, 

in the relationship between Japanese women and the other world, as seen in ancient sources such 

as the Kojiki (712) and Fudoki(713), even when women end up married to otherworldly beings, 

violent deaths occur as a result.  More recent works such as Masks (1953) draw closely on the 

                                                           
5
 Catalpa Bow, 22.  
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themes found in these records.  The Legends of Tono is a twentieth century collection of folklore 

that I am using to show that the modern world still draws on the past representations of the 

relationship between Japanese women and the other world.  Even though it was compiled in the 

early twentieth century, the relationships were depicted in a similar manner as in 712, with the 

Kojiki.  This illustrates that the shift was not spread out over hundreds of years but took place in 

a relatively short period of time, two decades.  Fudoki, compiled by order of the government are 

collections of tales and information from the provinces in ancient Japan.
6
  The Kojiki was created 

for the imperial Japanese court as a record of ancient matters including the imperial origin, 

folklore, and historical narrative.
7
  Both of these sources are useful because they illustrate ancient 

folkloric traditions that later stories can be seen to draw upon. 

 

Transitional stories, like Kitchen, have elements of unsuccessful and successful merging 

of the two worlds.  Though the protagonist is able to have the relationship that she desires, there 

is still a less hopeful atmosphere at the end.  Even though the possibility for a happier, more 

hopeful future is alluded to, it is never seen in the story.  For a story to end with a successful 

merging of the other world and the ordinary world, both of the romantically involved characters 

need to be alive, together, and have hope for the future. 

Although many of the stories that I have examined, from both ancient and modern times, 

are concerned with relations between Japanese women and ghosts or deities, the female 

protagonists of the tales can be seen as mediums due to the fact that all of them interact with 

                                                           
6
 The specific collection of Fudoki  that I am using are found in The Records of Wind and Earth; a 

translation of multiple Fudoki by Michiko Aoki. 
7
 Kojikji; Translated by Donald Philippi, in the translators introduction on page 3 the Kojiki is defined.   
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numinous beings.  Carmen Blacker uses “numinous” to describe the “other world” that the 

beings inhabit.  The “other world” is separate from the human world and must be journeyed to, 

either physically or spiritually.  In this way I will use “other world” and “otherworldly beings” to 

describe the numinous beings, qualities, and locations found in my sources.  “Numinous” 

includes ghosts, gods, and humans with unusual powers; this description fits the beings that 

Japanese women are in a relationship to in the stories.
8
  The reason I use the term “otherworldly 

being,” and not “supernatural being,” is because “supernatural” implies that there is a “natural” 

counterpart that is being seen in a superior way.  I do not want to imply that there is a “natural” 

counterpart, since some of the beings I will include in my usage of “otherworldly being” belong 

completely to a different world, where by being part of the “other world,” they are “natural” 

rather than “unnatural.” 

 

Pre-Transitional Works  

Ancient Tales 

First, to identify specifically when the shift occurred and illustrate the type of shift it was, 

I will discuss the tales that show the ways that the relationship between Japanese women and 

otherworldly beings were traditionally depicted.
9
  In both the ancient tales and the more modern 

                                                           
8
 The word “numinous” comes from the scholarship of Rudolf Otto, the word stems from “numen,” 

defined as spirit or divine power identified with natural phenomena, objects, and places that have no 

strict moral implications.  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-rational Factor in 

the Idea of the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational (1936), 1, 5-6. 
9
 I am using “tradition” as defined by Eric Hobsbawm to be invented by a society often to harken to past 

glory, whether or not it is factual.  I am working with my sources as reflections of what the society 

thought in the past and with my more modern sources drawing on that past as “traditional” depictions 

of the relationship that they then change.  Inventing Tradition, 1-3.   
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works that draw from them, the mediums, a broader group that shamanesses fall under, are the 

women in the relationship with an otherworldly being found in these stories.   

A shamaness in ancient Japan was a woman who served as a link to the other world and 

was thus separated from her old life and society.  She might still be in the village but would no 

longer be part of the community in the same way she had been before.  A shamaness could be 

regarded as married to the deity she communicated with, because, in some cases, she would 

bring the deity into her body.  Carmen Blacker, a scholar of Japanese shamanism and religion, 

states that these women would even be considered dead to their family since she had moved to a 

different mode of existence through interacting with the other world.  She became the bridge 

between the other world and her original world—but to do so, she would be wholly given to the 

deity: “becoming a divine figure herself, dead to her old familiar life.”
10

  There was no specific 

age that a woman had to be to become a shamaness or act as a medium.  Sometimes the woman 

only had the connection for a short while and then returns to her previous life having 

accomplished the goal of the otherworldly being.   

The tale I am citing below is from the Fudoki, translated in Records of Wind and Earth 

by Michiko Aoki.  In the tales found in these works, included among the records of geography 

and products of each province, are examples of women in a relationship with an otherworldly 

being that ended unhappily.  One example of marriage to an otherworldly being can be found in 

the Hitachi no Kuni Fudoki when a woman marries a man who has been visiting her, but finds 

out that he is in fact an otherworldly being.  Even so, she still agrees to marry him and becomes 

pregnant, but gives birth to a snake.  As the snake grows, she tells it that it must leave, the snake 

                                                           
10

 The Catalpa Bow, 123. 
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child becomes enraged.  In his anger he kills her brother and turns into a hill, unable in the end to 

ascend to be with his father.
11

   

The second collection of ancient tales I am citing are found in the Kojiki.  Its tales of 

women in relationships with otherworldly beings and marriages tend to depict an unsuccessful 

merging of the two worlds and are thus unhappy.  The tales end badly even when the tales of 

marriage are between the elite deities that founded the royal line and Japan itself.  One such tale 

is the Kojiki’s version of the Mount Miwa tale.
12

 In this tale, a woman unwittingly marries a 

snake deity.  After this union, the deity, who went on to kill the population of the area, almost 

entirely to extinction, eventually meets his descendent from the child he bore with this woman 

and is calmed.
13

  Although he is eventually pacified, his rage stems from the relationship he had 

with the woman.   

Tales of marriage in both of these works usually are devoid of any mention of positive 

emotion, such as love.  There are tales that end in mutual sacrifice like the love story called the 

“pine grove of two lovers,”
14

—but these lovers are never married.  Even though they love each 

other and are finally able to meet, when faced with being seen together by their families they 

choose to become pine trees.  Since they cannot be together even though they finally met, this 

story does not end happily.  These tales can be interpreted as cautionary tales against marriage 

for love at the time of their recording, because, as a societal product, the tales are reflective of 

the people and beliefs that created them.  

 

                                                           
11

 Records of Wind and Earth, 66. 
12

 Kojiki, 203-204. 
13

 Kojiki, 201-202. 
14

 This story is found in the Hitachi no Kuni Fudoki of the Records of Earth and Wind on 62-64.  
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Late Traditional Works 

The Legends of Tono  

Even though the tales in The Legends of Tono were gathered almost 1200 years after the 

Kojiki was written, there are still many similarities in both the types of stories and the 

unsuccessful attempts to bring the two worlds together.  In 1909, after meeting someone from 

Tono the previous year, Yanagita Kunio decided to travel to the region himself to learn the lore 

of the area.  Out of this adventure a collection of tales were gathered into one volume called The 

Legends of Tono, which, though written in 1910 is made up of much older tales.  The tales 

included in it were not compiled for the government, and as such the book includes tales of the 

common people that are not related to lineages of great families.
15

  This book shows a perception 

of the other world that is written in a less official manner than that of the Fudoki and Kojiki. As a 

result, The Legends of Tono illustrates that the negative portrayal of women in a relationship to 

the other world was not exclusive to one level of society, but can be found in court lineages as 

well as in commoner’s society.  The Legends of Tono has many examples of women acting as a 

bridge to the other world.   

In the tales, average villagers are described frequently as having encounters and 

relationships with the other world.   In some tales, kidnapped women are forced to marry a being 

who will not let them leave and eats all of their children.
16

  The kidnapped women in these tales 

are found by a relative or a fellow villager, but when found, they cannot leave the otherworldly 

being’s side, even if he eats and kills the children they bear him.  There are also accounts in this 

                                                           
15

 The stories in both the Fudoki and Kojiki often can be seen as having a political agenda as well as 

justifying the lineage of important families. 
16

 The Legends of Tono, 14-15. 
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book which state that large numbers of peasant girls are kidnapped each year by ijin.
17

 This 

shows that these relationships were not unusual or uncommon, although they never ended well.   

There are also tales of women bearing otherworldly children while within the village, as 

can be seen when a woman gives birth to a child with webbed hands after falling asleep by the 

river.  Once born, the child showed evidence of its otherworldly heritage in its deformed 

appearance, and consequently, had to be killed and buried by the villagers to prevent such a 

creature from living in the village.
18

  It is revealed that her mother also had the same experience, 

and those children were dealt with in the same manner.  Thinking that these women were being 

visited by a kappa, a type of water sprite, the villagers had attempted to protect them but failed.  

Children born with birth defects could be seen through this specific tale, which in turn can give 

us insight into society of time that the tales came from. 

In yet another story, there is a romance between a woman and a horse.  This relationship 

is referred to as a marriage and also ended poorly: her father killed the horse, and in her grief, the 

woman took its head and flew into the night.
19

  This shows that marriage did not require both 

parties to be human: even though the father hated it, he still recognized his daughter’s marriage, 

and he was forced to kill the horse to end it.  This tale narrates the origin of a local deity that was 

still revered when the stories for The Legends of Tono were gathered.  Nevertheless, this story 

shows how the relationship, even when in regards to a local deity, ended unhappily.  Although 

The Legends of Tono is a more recent account of folklore than is found in the Kojiki and Fudoki, 

                                                           
17

 Ijin are described as being ghosts, goblins, mountain men, foreigners, or strangers.  Literally it means 

“outsider.”  The Legends of Tono, 27. 
18

 The Legends of Tono, 35-36. 
19

 The Legends of Tono, 42-43. 
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those more recent accounts still depict the relationship between Japanese women and the other 

world in the same unhappy manner.  

 

Masks 

 In Masks, published in 1953, we can see that the negative portrayal of the relationship 

between Japanese women and the other world continues even into the postwar period.  The 

United States’ occupation of Japan had ended and the economy began to grow.  In this time of 

growth and movement towards the future traditions were being reexamined, one such tradition is 

the relationship between Japanese women and the other world.  However, this novel depicts a 

dark relationship between women and the other world.  Death and possession play a crucial part 

in Masks, which illustrates the women’s unhappy and perilous role in bridging two worlds.  

Meiko, the mother in Masks, acts as one of the bridges to the other world.  As the story 

progresses it is revealed that she is manipulating events to orchestrate the return of her son’s soul, 

which, though successful still ends in tragedy.   

When she was younger, Meiko had written about women being misunderstood in their 

relationships with the other world and its inhabitants.  Her obsession with the otherworld 

continues to grow when her lover dies.  Eventually, this obsession causes her son, Akio, to flee 

from her, which results in his death, despite her wish for him to remain close to her.  Akio’s 

death then leaves his widow, Yasuko, in the care of his mother.  These past events are revealed 

through the plot of Masks, and Meiko’s motive is revealed at the conclusion as being regaining 

her son and continuing the family bloodline.  To regain Akio, Meiko even sacrifices Harume, her 

daughter and his twin sister, forcing Harume to give birth to a child at the cost of her life.  This 
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was a necessary sacrifice, according to Meiko, because to continue the bloodline she would need 

her blood daughter to bring back the soul of her blood son.  The plot of the novel revolves 

around Yasuko being manipulated by Meiko, so that Yasuko’s suitor, Ibuki, impregnates 

Harume.  Yasuko has no love for Ibuki, but is forced by Meiko to feign affection and then coerce 

his unknowing participation in Harume’s impregnation.  Ibuki was not aware of the part that 

Meiko was having him play due to the confused state that he was forced into, so that he thought 

he was sleeping with Yasuko, when in reality he was sleeping with Harume.   

Harume is described as being otherworldly in both beauty and countenance, and as such, 

can be seen as having her own independent and stronger connection to the other world.  Using 

her daughter, Meiko was able to, in a sense, bring her son back to life.  The child is thus a 

success, and the scheme also establishes Yasuko as the mother of the child as well as the 

successor to Meiko’s club, as Meiko wished.  Given the circumstances of the birth, Yasuko was 

full of pity for the child and Harume, who died giving birth, and so, out of pity, decided to fulfill 

Meiko’s request to be the child’s mother: “Yasuko felt so sorry for the poor thing that she 

offered to bring it up as her own.”
20

  Yasuko only had a connection to the numinous through 

Meiko, and did not act as a bridge herself.  But, by playing the role that Meiko prescribed to her, 

against her own wishes, Yasuko’s personal happiness is destroyed by the child’s otherworldly 

conception and her fate is sealed.   

Meiko also used herself as a direct connection between the normal world she lived in and 

the spirit world from which she needed to pull her son’s spirit.  Meiko’s need to continue the 

family line and therefore regain her lost son drives her to connect with the other world in order to 

retrieve his soul.  Yu, Meiko’s house keeper since before Akio and Harume were born, observes 

                                                           
20

 Masks,139. 
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that Meiko “was determined to see this child brought into the world, in spite of anything I could 

say.”
21

  Even though Meiko’s goal was accomplished, and the child indeed bears a strong 

resemblance to Akio, Meiko is not happy.  None of the characters are happy in the end—least of 

all Meiko, whose fight to reclaim what she had lost for so long still left her without her long lost 

lover and her son.
22

  This does not grant Meiko happiness because she has regained neither her 

lover nor the position of mother to her newly-reborn son’s soul.  Thus, after all of her effort and 

bridging the two worlds to achieve the retrieval of her son’s soul, with Yasuko acting as mother 

to the baby, Meiko is left with nothing.  This story is evocative of Noh, since ghosts are usually 

included in Noh plays as well; this reinforces the otherworldly aspects of Masks since it uses 

Noh through the story to provide a deeper understanding of Meiko, who is depicted as practically 

emotionless, as if she embodied a Noh mask herself. 

The concluding scene of Masks shows Meiko holding a Noh mask depicting the Fukai 

face that has the “somber and grief laden look of a woman long past the age of sensuality.”
23

  

The Fukai mask represents Meiko’s inability to become the mother of her “revived” child.  The 

Noh masks play an important role of reflecting the emotions of the women in Masks.  Harume’s 

face is portrayed to be the same as an expressionless and timeless Noh mask; this description 

adds to her characterization as a bridge between the worlds, since she seems to partially belong 

to the other world.  All of these masks depict unhappy expressions and carry with them the 

weight of all the plays into which they have brought unhappiness. 

The ancient records, titled Fudoki and Kojiki, The Legends of Tono, and even Masks 

show romance and death combining with the other world to create an unsuccessful ending.  All 

                                                           
21

 Masks,140. 
22

 Masks, 141.  This is described as “bitter vengeance”  in Masks; Meiko is fighting death and what it has 

taken from her, but after finally being able to win against death and bring the soul of her son back, her 

victory and vengeance are complete but she is still not happy. 
23

 Masks, 138.                       
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of these works depict tales where a Japanese woman acts as a bridge to the “numinous” other 

world through romantic relationships, and as such, the women act as mediums.  Whether they are 

in a relationship with an otherworldly being, or are interacting with the other world in order to 

restore a relationship, the protagonists of these traditional stories are all unhappy or unsatisfied in 

the end.  This helps to illustrate that even with the accomplishments that could be achieved 

through associating with the other world, in the end, the merging of the two worlds was always 

unsuccessful and unfulfilling for those involved.   

   

Transitional Period 

Vampire Princess Miyu OVA, Asleep, and Kitchen were all published in the 1980s during 

a time of prosperity and the occult boom in Japan.  These works show a gradual shift from the 

unhappy tales that ended in death or stigmatization, to a more neutral ending without the death of 

the protagonist but lacking the true happiness required for a successful merging of the two 

worlds.  Miyu, the main character of Vampire Princess Miyu, is alive at the end of her story, but 

is still unable to escape her familial duty or find love, and thus cannot be happy.  Published in the 

same decade, the stories in Asleep and Kitchen provide their protagonists with a happier ending 

than Miyu’s.  However, some of these stories still do not end with complete fulfillment of the 

protagonist’s wishes.  

 

Vampire Princess Miyu OVA 
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Vampire Princess Miyu OVA (original video animation) was a set of four animated 

videos that were made for selling directly to anime fans and not for televised broadcast.
24

  In the 

last episode of the series Miyu is revealed to be tied so thoroughly to family and duty that she 

has no chance for love.  During her awakening as a vampire, she resists her otherworldly side 

and her mother repeatedly says that Miyu is human, and Miyu herself renounces any desire to 

become a vampire.
25

  Afterwards, Miyu thinks that it is impossible to have a relationship with a 

human because she has become fully part of the other world.  The words of her mother linger in 

her mind—that by loving a human she (her mother) destroyed him—and thus, Miyu sees her 

parents’ tragedy as an example of what love between an otherworldly being and a human would 

ultimately result in, unhappiness.  Due to this, the impossibility of romance between Miyu and a 

boy she likes saddens her.  Nonetheless, she carries on her dutiful hunt of the shinma, 

otherworldly beings that have escaped to the human world to prey on humans, so that she can 

ultimately free her parents.  She follows her familial duty even though she wishes that she could 

be human and love a human, as can be seen when she discovers she has feelings for a schoolmate 

in episode two (“A Banquet of Marionettes.”)  Miyu is baffled in this episode by the romance 

between a human boy and a female shinma.  She, at this point, reveals that she too wishes she 

could have a relationship, but finds theirs unacceptable because it bridges two worlds—even 

though she was attracted to the same boy as the shinma. 

  

                                                           
24

 This is what differentiates this series that I am focusing on that consists of only four episodes and the 

larger version of the same tale made for television in 1997 (eight years after the OVA version was 

completed.)  Due to the time required to produce an animated episode the OVA, though released 

almost the same time as the manga would have required more work and thus has to have been started 

earlier.  Therefore this is the earliest version of the story. 
25

 The back story for the origin of the current Miyu, as presented in the rest of the plot, is found in 

episode four “Frozen Time.” 
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“Asleep” 

In sharp contrast to Miyu, the protagonists of Banana Yoshimoto’s works have more 

positive experiences with the other world and happier endings.  “Asleep,” a short story in a book 

of the same name, centers around a woman named Terako and Mr. Iwanaga, who are in a 

romantic relationship with each other.  Mr. Iwanaga can have this relationship even though he is 

married because his wife in in a coma and her family says he should move on.  Terako quits her 

job so that she could have more free time to be with Mr. Iwanaga, but she begins to lose her 

sense of self as a result and cannot help but constantly sleep.  One morning, when she feels 

particularly disturbed over not waking up, even to answer a phone call, she goes on a walk and 

through the mist meets with Mrs. Iwanaga.  Since Mrs. Iwanaga is in a coma then this encounter 

must be with her disembodied spirit, and thus is otherworldly.  Mrs. Iwanaga tells her to get a job 

and to be more active for her own sake and health and not to focus solely on Mr. Iwanaga.  In 

this way the wife helps Terako by telling her to focus on herself more, and that by doing so she 

will have a happier successful relationship.  After following her advice, Terako is able to have a 

better life and relationship even while breaking from the expected role of women to cater to men 

and put them first.   

Terako herself acts as a medium, as can be seen by her encounter with Mrs. Iwanaga 

during the liminal state she fell into when she slept.  This can also be seen when she begins 

sleeping for progressively extended periods of time, Terako also begins to feel closer to her 

friend who recently died.  Only the intervention of Mrs. Iwanaga on Terako’s behalf prevents her 

from falling into a sleep from which she would not be able to wake from as herself, doomed to a 

semi-conscious half existence.  The romantic relationship in this story in not between a woman 

and an otherworldly being, however, it is Terako’s encounter with the other world that, in fact, 
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saves the romantic relationship that she has with Mr. Iwanaga.  This illustrates a positive 

portrayal of women as mediums and that the encounters they have with the other world can be 

beneficial to them. 

 

“Night and Night’s Travelers” 

In one of the stories in Asleep, “Night and Night’s Travelers,” the main character, a girl 

named Mari, and her cousin, Yoshihiro, began a romantic relationship with each other despite 

the objections of her family.  However, when Yoshihiro died, Mari was still connected to him 

and could sense that Yoshihiro’s sister, Shibami (the narrator), had met with him.  This is the 

only instance in the story that Mari sees Yoshihiro as if he were in a real location—even though 

it is not he who Shibami had met, in reality, but his illegitimate son.  Shibami encountered 

Yoshihiro’s child who no one had known about, by a previous girlfriend.  This child had such an 

uncanny resemblance to Yoshihiro that Shibami was taken greatly aback.  When Mari asked 

Shibami about the encounter, Shibami could not bring herself to tell Mari the truth.  This adds an 

element of hopelessness to the story for Mari: Yoshihiro was gone forever and she could not 

even glimpse his resemblance in the face of his child.  Though Mari would not have taken kindly 

to the fact that the child was another woman’s, she grasps frantically for anything left of 

Yoshihiro and would not have let that stop her from wanting to see the child had she known of 

his existence.   

Mari’s role as a bridge to the other world only comes after the loss of Yoshihiro, and ties 

her to his son through the vision of Shibami’s encounter.  Though Shibami did not mention 

seeing any child, or anything related to Yoshihiro, Mari had a vision while she was sleeping that 
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Shibami had met with him.  The location that is described by Mari is the exact location where 

Shibami met the young boy who is revealed to be Yoshihiro’s son.  This is the single most 

important part of the story, and sets the tone for the worlds to combine successfully as well as 

establishes Mari as a bridge to the other world.   

The element of losing a loved one who is reborn later, can be found in both this story and 

in Masks.  In both of these stories, there is a child born who has an otherworldly quality.  

However, in Masks the child was conceived on purpose, while in “Night and Night’s Travelers” 

the child was an accident.  The ending of Mari’s story is unhappy and unsuccessful because there 

is no closure to the romantic relationship between her and the deceased Yoshihiro, therefore the 

merging of the two worlds was not successful.  By continuing to dream about him, and 

remaining oblivious to the existence of his child, she is left with no means to move on and is 

trapped in the past with the tragedy of her loss. Unlike in Her Majesty’s Dog, a manga that will 

be discussed later, Mari is not able to escape her family and is also unable to have the romance 

she wished for.  The ending is not as negative as that of Masks; Mari still has a romantically 

unfulfilled and unsuccessful ending. 

 

“Kitchen” 

The final transitional work I will discuss is Banana Yoshimoto’s story “Kitchen.”  The 

main character of this story, Mikage, lived with her grandmother, who was her last living relative.  

When her grandmother dies, she moves in with Yuichi and his transgender father, Eriko, who 

decided to become a woman after his wife passed away.  Therefore, Yuichi is considered strange 

by his peers, and once Mikage moves in with him it becomes apparent that his strangeness is due 
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to his father.  Thus, Eriko makes Yuichi appear as partially “other.”  By changing gender, his 

father had created an abnormal family environment.  This environment allowed for the 

possibility of otherworldly encounters, which now to seem completely ordinary and not 

unexpected, such as the shared dream and the quirks of Yuichi’s personality.  The abnormal 

happenings that occur while Mikage lives with Yuichi, such as a shared dream that both of them 

can remember, happen because of the environment that Yuichi’s father, Eriko, created.   

However, Mikage still plays an important role in these events as a bridge to the 

otherworld by acting as a medium, since although Eriko created an environment in which a 

shared dream could take place, it was only after Mikage moved in that the dream occurred.  It 

seems that the importance of Mikage is that she is biologically a woman—it seems as if even 

with the presence of Eriko, a man who became a woman, a complete connection to the other 

world cannot be established.  Yuichi accompanies Mikage in the dream, but on his own he would 

not be able to share dreams.  Because of this, it is clear that Mikage and her own connection to 

the otherworld are the primary source for the dream.  Eriko still retains some importance 

however, after Mikage moves out and later hears of Eriko’s death she once again becomes close 

with Yuichi.  Though Mikage can sense things such as Yuichi’s location, without Eriko the same 

environment won’t allow her to have shared dreams.   

The experiences that Yuichi and Mikage shared built a bond between them that is left at 

the end as an allusion to a successful future romantic relationship.  “Kitchen” thus has a happier 

ending than Masks because it ends with the beginning of a relationship and the healing of 

wounds, whereas in Masks, the wounded characters are left confused and hurt in the end.  In the 

past, a relationship between a person so seemingly belonging to the “other world” as Yuichi and 

a woman that is a bridge to that world would not have been able to end happily.  In this story, 
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Banana Yoshimoto shows that a woman in a relationship that includes otherworldly interactions 

is not strange.  In fact, this relationship with otherworldly elements helps to heal both Mikage 

and Yuichi, so that together they can begin a romance while recovering from Eriko’s death.   

This ending is starkly different from how the traditional stories discussed previously ended.   

 

Post-Transition Works  

By contrast, in the more modern stories, such as the mangas Inuyasha and Her Majesty’s 

Dog, the endings are unambiguously successful and happy.  These endings are happy because 

they show the female protagonist, who serves as a connection between the two worlds, and a 

numinous being in a successful romantic relationship.  Unlike the instances of such a relationship 

in the Fudoki and Kojiki, these relationships do not result in death or unhappiness.  Furthermore, 

in these stories, the female protagonist is still included in the community and remains a member 

of her family—though her family is redefined as a self-created one, and not one defined by blood 

relationships.   

In traditional Japanese society, the women who served as a link to the other world were 

separated from their community.  She would become a shamaness if she was still in the village, 

but would no longer be part of the community in the same way she had been before.  The woman 

would in fact be considered dead to her family because she had started a new life, a new mode of 

existence.
26

  In the cases when the woman did not come back from her encounter with the 

numinous being, she was presumed to have been eaten or killed by it as can be seen in the tales 

from The Legends of Tono.  However, in the stories found in the mangas, the women are in a 
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place that they are happier to be in than in their previous lives, and did not end up isolated from 

society.  The Fudoki, Kojiki, and The Legends of Tono are tales collected from the people of 

particular locations, so then they can be said to represent the societal beliefs of the respective 

time and place that they were compiled in.  Therefore, we can compare these beliefs to those 

reflected in modern fiction. 

Some mangas can be read as modern folklore in the same way that the tales from Tono 

can be read as reflecting traditional beliefs.  Mangas often draws explicitly and implicitly from 

themes of stories found in ancient Japanese works, such as the Kojiki and the Fudoki.  The tales 

found in The Legends of Tono can also be found in mangas.  This further illustrates how modern 

stories found in mangas have deeper roots in works of folklore and the tales recorded in ancient 

Japan.  For example, the manga Inuyasha is set in medieval Japan and depicts mountain demons 

and other anthropomorphic otherworldly beings.  Beings similar to these can also be found in the 

Fudoki and the Kojiki.  When these beings are mentioned in ancient works or in The Legends of 

Tono it is no great leap to think that they contributed to ideas about the relationship between 

Japanese women and the other world during their time and reflected the older traditional beliefs 

with the older tales as well.  These ancient folk tales can be seen as reflecting beliefs of the time 

and society; in the same manner, modern works can be seen as reflecting modern folklore and 

folk belief. 

In both of the mangas I will discuss below, a romantic relationship between a woman and 

an otherworldly being that is depicted as successful at the conclusion of the work.  Inuyasha was 

serialized from 1996 to 2008, but even from the beginning of the series in 1996, the successful 

merging of the two worlds at the conclusion was foreshadowed by a caring, though initially 

strained, relationship between Kagome and Inuyasha.  Her Majesty’s Dog has a female 
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protagonist who is possessed due to the actions of her family, which were carried out in the name 

of perpetuating tradition.  She not only slays her possessing god in the end, but is also able to at 

last have a relationship with the demon that she loves.  Even though she was born possessed, and 

so was a bridge between both the human world and the other world from birth, she is still able to 

have a bright and hopeful future with the Hyoue, a being from the other world.  Both of these 

stories end successfully, and the protagonists are free to pursue the otherworldly being who they 

love. 

 

Inuyasha 

 In Inuyasha, the protagonist Kagome goes on a journey back in time and meets 

Inuyasha—a half demon—who will eventually become her lover.  At this point she bridges the 

human world and the other world, a connection that will persist even when she crosses back 

through a time-traveling well and returns to the present.  

Kagome lives in a shrine that has a direct link to the past through its well, but only she 

can travel successfully through this well.  One day, at the beginning of the story, she accidentally 

falls down the well and crosses into medieval Japan, which is full of otherworldly beings.  By 

going on this journey, she is separated through both space and time from her blood-related 

family, and then creates a new family in the world she crosses into.  She creates her new family 

by gathering companions on her quest to save their world and her loved ones.  In the end, she 

vanquishes the evil being that is threatening their world, and is able to have a love-filled 

relationship with Inuyasha, the half demon.   
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At the end of the series, Inuyasha and Kagome are in a loving relationship, despite all of 

the otherworldly hindrances that they both had to overcome.  Inuyasha’s heritage as a “half-

breed” reveals that his mother was a human woman who had a loving relationship with his father, 

(a full demon), but that relationship ultimately ended in both death and unhappiness for each of 

Inuyasha’s parents.  These two stories are closely linked and are placed in direct contrast, 

highlighting even more strongly the happiness that Inuyasha and Kagome have at the end.  The 

two stories also help to illustrate that, even within the manga’s fictional world, happy and 

romantically fulfilling relationships between women and otherworldly beings are a recent 

occurrence.  

 

Her Majesty’s Dog 

While Inuyasha focuses on the female protagonist as an individual separate from her 

family, Amane, the protagonist in Her Majesty’s Dog, is surrounded by familial obligations and 

restrictions.  Before the start of the series, Amane was able to win a little freedom from her 

family by going to school away from her home, where the story begins.  With her guardian 

demon, Hyoue, she is able to be semi-independent at the beginning of the story; but as the plot 

progresses, her family exerts more control over her and she is finally forced back to her isolated 

home island to serve as a spiritual leader for her family.  As her family begins to tighten its hold 

on her future, she begins to resist and then comes to the realization that she loves her 

otherworldly companion, Hyoue.  With the help of her self-created family and her circle of 

friends, by the end of the series, her love for Hyoue is able to overcome the dominating power of 

her family and her predetermined fate.   
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Her fate to serve the family as a spiritual leader is avoided when, in front of the villain of 

the story, her uncle—who more broadly represents failed resistance
27

 to the family’s traditions—

she kills the otherworldly being that had lived inside of her from birth.  In breaking from family, 

tradition, and her predetermined role, Amane is able to thus free herself and Hyoue from the fate 

they would have had to suffer and they are able to pursue their love for each other.    

As was also the case in Inuyasha, the protagonist of Her Majesty’s Dog is the first in her 

family to have a happy relationship with the other world.  Amane’s mother had an otherworldly 

being cast into the fetus growing inside of her womb by the family.  This is the cause of unhappy 

endings of both of her parent’s lives: her father was killed by an otherworldly being and her 

mother was driven insane because of the unnatural pregnancy and birth.  With this as the 

background to the story, the successful merging of the two worlds becomes even more powerful.  

Despite otherworldly beings having caused the death of her loved ones, Amane still loves 

Hyoue—an otherworldly being himself—and rebels successfully, unlike her mother, against the 

wishes of the family.  She severs the tie she has to her family by killing the otherworldly being 

that had been cast into her as a fetus.  At the same time she saves Hyoue from the control of her 

old family by proclaiming her love for him, and both are ultimately free and able to do what they 

would like with their lives.   

Both of these mangas reflect older traditions based in folk beliefs and traditional family 

roles, as well as show how these traditions have changed.  According to Ian Reader, folklore 

plays a role in religious professions, by creating a demand for solutions to problems that have an 

otherworldly origin, such as when a malevolent folkloric figure would need exorcising, and 
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when a religious professional should be consulted and called upon to solve the issue.
28

  The 

common people who practice these beliefs in their daily lives and pass on the lore and traditions 

play a part in shaping larger religions and affecting society as a whole.
29

  In the modern world 

both literature and mangas play a role in reflecting folkloric beliefs.  Therefore, changes in how 

mediums are perceived, and the relationship between women and the otherworldly beings in 

literature seem to reflect a shift in common beliefs and attitudes about the other world and 

women. 

 

Causes for the Shift 

Published in the late 1980s, Banana Yoshimoto’s Kitchen and Asleep both have happier 

endings than Masks.  Therefore, I see the shift beginning to occur in the 1980s.  This means that 

the renewed occult boom of the 1990s and events like the sarin gas attacks in the Tokyo subways, 

carried out by Aum Shinrikyo members, do not occur at the right time to be a cause of the shift.  

Looking to studies of Japanese office ladies during the 1980s and 1990s, I have found changes in 

women’s attitudes that parallel the increase in successful endings.  Even though the economic 

bubble bursting may also have caused the need for stories of hope and perseverance, the most 

prominent changes in attitude relate to marriage.  Women no longer had to depend on men to 

provide for them and were not required to marry to guarantee their future.  With their practical 

need for marriage removed, women were free to search and wait for a man with whom they 

could have a romantic marriage.  
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Family in Masks (1953), the works from the 1980s by Banana Yoshimoto, and both 

mangas from the 1990s and 2000s, is an important factor for the endings of the stories because 

the way that family is portrayed in these works helps to illustrate a parallel change to that of the 

unsuccessful and successful merging of the two worlds.  Masks illustrates the fear and mistrust, 

that is also found in The Legends of Tono, between a family and its members who have 

connections to the other world.  This illustration is reinforced when the story shows Yasuko’s 

inability to escape her familial obligation to her mother-in-law, even to the detriment of her own 

romantic endeavors.   

Previously, women had the duty to marry in order to continue the family line by giving 

birth to heirs.  This mentality is seen in Masks when Meiko uses herself as a connection to the 

other world in order to bring her dead son back to life.  The need for a male heir was thus 

prioritized over her daughter-in-law’s wish for romantic love.  In Vampire Princess Miyu, Miyu 

also has a familial obligation to save her parents and cannot turn away from this duty even to 

pursue her own happiness.  In both Masks and Vampire Princess Miyu OVA, the family and 

familial obligations cannot be escaped even when this escape is greatly desired.  For Miyu, her 

existence revolves around her old family, her parents who she must fight to free, and not a 

possible romance between her and a human who might create a new family.  Yasuko, from 

Masks, wishes to marry Mikame, but obeys her mother-in-law’s wish for her to seduce Ibuki in 

order to further Meiko’s goal for the sake of the family. 

The family in Kitchen, however, is created by Mikage and does not rely on blood 

relations so it can include both Yuichi and his father.  This can also be seen more clearly in the 

two manga series, where both female protagonists consider people they encounter to be their 

family, depending on how close they feel to them.  In Her Majesty’s Dog, the female protagonist, 
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Amane, is actually at odds with her blood kin, and the villain of the story is revealed to be her 

own family.   

The role of families in marriage has shifted in society as well.  Previously, Japanese 

mothers had pressured their children to marry for the sake of the family, and to produce heirs.  

However, as in the mangas, now Japanese children are breaking away from their family to 

pursue love.  In some cases, mothers even push their children to leave home for a better future 

elsewhere.
30

  Both the mangas Inuyasha and Her Majesty’s Dog have female protagonists that 

break away from their family to pursue the otherworldly beings that they love.  The protagonists 

in the collections Kitchen and Asleep, as well as the mangas Her Majesty’s Dog and Inuyasha, all 

create their own family apart from their own blood related kin.  Some of these new families are 

separated by location—the manga Inuyasha also shows a separation of time—while others are 

separated from their original families by death or divorce.  In all these works the protagonists 

leave their old families to create new families.  The mangas in particular show the family in a 

different light than do ancient works and traditional works that draw closely from them.  Both 

the recent and transitional works show family as something women can create, where the 

protagonists choose whom to include.  Family is therefore not defined by familial obligation and 

duty, but by love and caring.      

The positive depiction of romantic relationships between woman and otherworldly beings 

is also new.  In the traditional tales, even marriage between deities did not end well, as can be 

seen with the founding deities of Japan: Izanagi and Izanami.  After Izanami gave birth to the fire 

deity she died due to being burned in the process.  Having died, she traveled to the land of the 

dead, Yomi.  Her death is not the only reason that the marriage between the two deities is 
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unsuccessful and ends unhappily; it is also because Izanagi wished to return Izanami to the world 

of the living.  After going to retrieve her, he disobeys the rule not to face her, and is so disgusted 

at her new appearance that he decides to leave her.  Izanami, having been shamed by him, sends 

the “hags of Yomi” after him, and when they fail she attempts to pursue him herself to carry out 

her vengeance.  At last, the story comes to a close when Izanagi blocks the cave entrance with a 

boulder sealing his wife inside, and with this their relationship ends.  This tale of the founding 

deities of Japan ends in heartbreak and death—Izanami is dead and will kill one thousand people 

each day.
31

  This founding tale ends unhappily for both of the deities as well as for the people 

who will die in the conflict between them.  This is one of the stories that provide the contrast that 

the later stories need in order to depict a truly successful ending with the merging of the two 

worlds. 

The old system of family power structure can still be seen in Masks, Meiko could not 

bear to have her son leave her even when he died.  Yasuko married into Meiko’s house and 

became obliged to obey Meiko, even when it was against her own wishes.  Even though Meiko is 

able to obtain her son again and create a three generation household, in doing so, she sacrificed 

Yasuko’s potential happiness and even Harume’s life.  In the story “Kitchen” by Banana 

Yoshimoto, however, a new home is created away from where both Mikage’s and Yuichi’s 

families had been.  In “Night and Night’s Travelers,” also by the same author, the restrictions 

placed by the family on both Mari and Yoshihiro caused Yoshihiro to die.  By forcing the two 

lovers to meet secretly the family caused Yoshihiro’s death, since he died on his way to a secret 

meeting.  Mari loved him in life and acted as a bridge to him after he was dead.  Her love could 
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not be stopped by the family even though he was dead, although his death is an element that 

gives this story an unsuccessful ending.  

In Japan, during the period after World War II women experienced greater social freedom 

than they had previously been able to exercise.  These social changes culminated in the 1980s 

and the literature began to reflect the changes that had taken place, and were continuing to 

evolve.  The increasing independence of women during this time gave them the option to 

postpone or avoid marriage for survival, in favor of romantic marriage.  The shift in family 

structure that began when young Japanese women moved away from the rural areas also 

occurred at this time.  Parents had less control over their children’s lives and forced marriages 

could be more easily avoided.  The familial obligations women were expected to carry out 

became easier to evade in favor of a happy and successful romantic marriage.  

Depictions of relationships between Japanese women and the other world began to shift 

in the 1980s.  Early in this change, unhappy relationships were portrayed with more hope for the 

future.  Later, in the 1990s and 2000s, stories began to have truly happy romantic endings 

between otherworldly beings and Japanese women.  Drawing on ancient tales, and more modern 

works that reflect similarly unsuccessful endings, the contrast to recent works becomes clear.  

However, the tales in which the two worlds do not merge successfully did not completely 

disappear—still, successful endings have become more prevalent.  Since folk tales can be 

regarded as part of folk religions, which in turn reflect beliefs of the time, then the literary, visual, 

and animated sources I have cited can show a societal change when compared to those that came 

before.  When society and societal beliefs change then the cultural products of the time, literature 

and folklore, will change as well to reflect new ideas.  Folklore can be seen as a societal 
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manifestation of religion.  Therefore, manifestations of folklore in popular literature can be seen 

as representations of some religious elements.   
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