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Ever since Yanagita Kunio (1875–1962) put the Tōno region on the map of

the Japanese cultural imagination with the publication of his Tōno

monogatari (Tales of Tōno [1910]), the name has been associated with a

rural culture retaining vestiges of pre-modern folk beliefs and practices.

When Yanagita first visited what was then Tōno Village in 1909, it was not

a single community in the physical sense, but rather, a Meiji Era (1868–

1912) geo-political consolidation of ten small hamlets within the broad

Tōno basin. Tōno was not particularly isolated in comparison to other rural

communities in Iwate Prefecture, a prefecture in the northeast of the main

island of Honshu. From roughly the early Edo Period (1600–1868) on,

Tōno’s economy relied heavily on agriculture, animal husbandry, and trade

with other districts.

Arguably, it was Tōno’s vital cultural and economic links with other

rural Iwate communities that enabled it to become a rich repository of

orally-transmitted stories, from local legends to fantastic, eerie, ribald and

humorous tales. Among a range of regional narratives, it was the bizarre,
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superstitious, and seemingly amoral tales assembled in Yanagita’s work that

supported the characterization of Tōno as the quintessentially isolated

cultural backwater.

Yanagita’s collection of one hundred and nineteen miscellaneous stories

effectively inscribed Tōno as a site of “authentic” folk culture untainted by

the homogenizing forces of modern nationalism and delineated its essence

as the antipode to Tokyo, the anti-modern, or as Marilyn Ivy describes,

“modernity’s uncanny other.”1 Ivy notes the way that Yanagita’s collection

of tales presented a vision of a backward culture hermetically sealed from

outside modernizing influences, and that over time, he came to view these

folktales as a window on the past that could reveal immutable aspects of

Japanese culture.

The ghostly and grisly nature of many of these tales has led Japanese

commentators to note how limited the inroads of “civilization and

enlightenment” had been in the Japanese outback. There is no doubt that

Yanagita wanted to use these tales as evidence, as it were, of a whole  stratum of

belief that persisted despite the increasing sway of the modern rational, and that

this persistence had a connection with what was enduringly Japanese.2

This essay explores how the modern Tōhoku-born author, Inoue Hisashi

(1934–2010), challenges some of stereotypes and assumptions associated

with Yanagita’s Tōno monogatari through his own novels, plays and essays.

This will also discuss how Inoue uses Yanagita’s canonical text as an

opportunity to explore the relationship between this text and the emergence

of Tōno as a symbol of backward folk culture on the periphery of the

modern Japanese state.

Embracing, Erasing, and Re-Tracing the Folk

Yanagita’s collection and a subsequent expanded edition, Tōno monogatari

shūi (Gleanings of the Tales of Tōno [1935]), tended to intensify the degree

of cultural difference between Tōno and mainstream Japan by emphasizing
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unusual folk practices and beliefs that seem rooted in irrational, shadowy

superstition precisely at a time when Japan was embracing the watchwords

of civilization and enlightenment (bunmei kaika).

The discovery, explication, and appropriation of folk culture in the

construction of modern national ideology has been discussed by numerous

scholars of nationalism including Gellner, Hobsbawm, Hutchinson, and

Nairn.3 Ernest Gellner describes this process as one in which the goals and

results of national ideology seem to be at cross-purposes and he notes that

[n]ational ideology suffers from pervasive false consciousness. Its myths invert

reality: it claims to defend folk culture while in fact it is forging a high culture; it

claims to protect an old folk society while in fact helping to build up an

anonymous mass society. … It preaches and defends continuity, but owes

everything to a decisive and unutterably profound break in human history. It

preaches and defends cultural diversity, when in fact it imposes homogeneity

both inside and, to a lesser degree, between political units. Its self-image and its

true nature are inversely related, with an ironic neatness seldom equaled even by

other successful ideologies.4

In the case of the Tōno region, the community’s contemporary self-

representation cannot be separated from the long-term ramifications of the

inscription resulting from the publication of Yanagita’s Tōno monogatari.

On the Tōno City official website, the Tōno citizen’s charter clearly reflects

that influence in the expression of their modern identity.

Tōno Citizens’ Charter

We establish this charter here in order to create and develop further this

wonderful treasure while maintaining pride in our traditional culture and

beautiful native land (kyōdo) that transcends time immemorial as “Tōno, eternal

hometown (furusato) of Japan.”5

The passage above encapsulates Tōno’s collective ideal to individuate

itself from the imagined national whole as the one and only “furusato of

Japan.” Tōno and the surrounding region comes to represent a boundary

zone of national culture; both as a bastion of unchanging “otherness” and a
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privileged source of that very same national culture. Paradoxically, Tōno is

conceptually linked to the nation through this privileging of its own place in

the genealogy of Japan’s national narrative. Tōno’s self-identification with

the rest of the nation seems both natural and self-interested, yet given the

often violent and irrational behavior of the locals depicted in many of the

tales, it seems unlikely that the average Japanese person would reciprocate

the feeling by embracing the notion of Tōno as the source of one’s national

culture or even envision a common bond in the first place.

A deep underlying awareness of the geographical and cultural margins of

the community seems reflected in many of the stories in Tōno monogatari.

In reading these tales that portray events occurring at the outer reaches of

the local community, one notices a deep sense of trepidation and suspicion

among the local people toward the unknown others who lurk in these nether

regions. This portrayal also marks the original local narrators of the tales as

primitive and uncivilized from the standpoint of mainstream Japanese

readers. The childlike fear of the unknown conveyed in many of the tales

confirms the reader’s suspicion that these rural people are hopelessly

superstitious and incapable of viewing the world from a modern scientific

perspective. Many of these accounts describe encounters between local

people and mysterious creatures or human-like figures who exist in the

shadowy, coterminous other world at the margins of the Tōno agricultural

basin. These uncanny tales are often highly allusive and stripped of

explanatory detail. Tale Thirty-One is one extremely terse example.

Every year in the Tōno district many children, especially girls, are kidnapped by

ijin.6

The term “ijin” means literally a “different person,” but it has a range of

nuances, some of them limited to specific contexts in Yanagita’s Tōno

monogatari. In the entry cited above, ijin is synonymous with yamaotoko, a

rough equivalent of the bogeyman in Western culture; a barbaric, sub-

human figure who is known for spiriting away women and children to the

depths of the mountains where they may never be seen or heard from again.

On the other three occasions where the term is used in the collection, ijin

denotes tengu (goblins), foreigners, and mountain gods.7 Of the various
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nuances associated with the term, the literal meaning serves as an imprecise

category under which all manner of semi-human and/or strange creatures

can be subsumed.

The excerpt below also suggests an attitude of hyper-provincialism in

which physical difference observed within the community is instinctively

conflated with ethno-cultural or even racial differences.

At Kashiwazaki in Tsuchibuchi village there is a household in which both parents

are definitely Japanese, and yet there are two albino children.

The children’s hair, skin, and eyes are just like Westerners. They are about 26 or

27 years old now and engaged in agriculture. Their pronunciation and accent are

also different from the people of the area. Their voices are thin and piercing.8

Although the term “ijin” is not used in describing the albino siblings

above, they are conceptually linked since their physical features are “just

like Westerners;” not only do their voices sound strange, but their speech

patterns mark them as outsiders from beyond the margins of the local

community. The stigma of difference is assigned to those individuals who

resemble humans, but show monstrous signs of deformity or more subtle

signs of difference that jeopardizes their acceptance as bona fide members

of the local community.

Mountain Men and Women at the Margins

Since ancient times there was a mountain road called Fuefuki-tōge (flute-blowing

pass) used to cross over from the Tōno district to Tanohama, Kirikiri, and other

places on the coast. The pass is also a shortcut from Yamaguchi Village to Mt.

Rokkōushi. In recent years, people going over the pass always encounter a

yamaotoko or yamaonna along the way.



78 Christopher A. Robins

Everyone grew frightened and there were fewer and fewer crossings. Finally, a

different road was opened in the direction of Sakaige-tōge (boundary-tree pass).

Now this road, which has a horse changing post at Wayama, has come to be the

only one used for crossing, even though it is over seven kilometers longer.9

Among a range of strange creatures and figures that appear in Tōno

monogatari, the yamaotoko seems central to understanding Yanagita’s

inscription of Tōno as a backward region in addition to the implicit links

with historically denigrated Tōhoku culture in general. The yamaotoko is

associated with the boundaries and mountain passes of the Tōno region, and

arguably, conflated in the popular imagination with the people of Tōno

themselves despite the fact that the majority of the local inhabitants did not

live in the mountains, but were primarily engaged in agriculture, animal

husbandry, and commerce in the broad Tōno basin.

In his preface to the original edition of Tōno monogatari, Yanagita

articulates one of his goals in writing the collection and he draws an implicit

distinction between the “flatlanders” (heichinin) who constitute his intended

audience and the “mountain people” (yamabito) who are both the source

and subject of the stories.

In the mountain villages of Japan, in areas yet deeper into the mountains than

Tōno, there must be countless other legends about mountain gods and yamabito. I

wish these legends could also be heard for they would not only make us who live

in the lowlands shudder, but would also provide a fresh start like The Legends of

Tōno.10

Like the term “ijin” used by the Tōno natives, Yanagita use of the word

“yamabito” conveys the literal and essential meaning of “a person who lives

in the mountains,” while also suggesting a broad category that might apply

to a range of individuals who live in the mountains—the marginal zone that

separates outsiders and others from the community. In an introduction to a

story about yamabito published in 1910 with the literary magazine, Shinchō,

Yanagita discussed the meaning of the Japanese word. He asserted that the

word yamabito had been in usage since ancient times and had often been

associated with tengu as well as mountain sages (sen’nin). Yanagita
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disagreed with this definition and presented his own interpretation:

“However, these definitions are incorrect; undoubtedly, in actual Japanese

language, this refers to people (minzoku) who live outside of our society,

that is to say, people who live a different lifestyle from us.”11 From this

perspective, the yamabito are not mainstream members of modern Japanese

society and therefore, can be conceptually linked with either the progenitors

of the Japanese people from ancient times or be viewed as members of a

related, but nonetheless, distinct regional culture or ethnicity.

Beyond the negligible semantic distance between the yamabito and the

yamaotoko, in Tōno monogatari both figures are linked by locale, and at

times, the behavior of the yamabito who is ostensibly “normal,” is not far

removed from the yamaotoko whom he encounters. The following excerpt

illustrates the way in which the identities of the yamabito and yamaotoko are

not always strictly delineated.

A yamabito lives deep in the mountains. A man named Sasaki Kahei, who is now

over 70 years old, still lives in Wano in the village of Tochinai.

When he was young he went far into the mountains to hunt, and came across a

beautiful woman seated on a distant rock combing her long black hair. The

complexion of her face was extremely white. Being bold and reckless, he took

aim with his gun, fired a shot and she fell to the ground. When he ran up to see,

she was a tall woman and her untied black hair was longer than her height.

Thinking of it as evidence for later, he cut a lock of her hair, looped it up, and put

it in his bosom. Soon he headed home, but along the way he felt too sleepy to

endure the long walk and so stepped into the shade and dozed off for a while.

While still on the border between sleep and waking, a man, also quite tall, drew

close, stuck his hand into Kahei’s bosom, took the loop of black hair and ran off.

At that moment he woke up. “It must have been a yamaotoko,” he said.12

The reader may be left wondering which of the two is more dangerous

and uncivilized: the yamabito or the yamaotoko? On occasions, the

yamaotoko is similar enough to locals that he can move about unnoticed in

the community. The “dreadful man” described below embodies a hybrid

identity of “otherness” that blends characteristics of the both yamabito and
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the foreigner. He seems human enough to impregnate a local woman whom

he has kidnapped, and yet, he transgresses the rules of society when he

cruelly eats or disposes of their offspring and seems to conspire with others

of his kind to commit potentially nefarious acts.

The daughter of a peasant from Kamigō village went into the mountains to

gather chestnuts one day and never returned. Her family, thinking she had died,

conducted a funeral ceremony using the girl’s pillow as a symbol of her. Two or

three years passed. One day a man from the village went hunting on the lower

part of Mt. Goyō and unexpectedly came across the girl in a cave which was

concealed by large rocks. They were both surprised and when he asked why she

was living there, she replied, “I came to the mountain to gather nuts and was

carried off by a dreadful man who brought me here. I have thought of escaping

but haven’t had a chance.

He asked, “What does he look like?”

“To me he looks like any ordinary person but he is very tall and the color of his

eyes is somewhat threatening. I have had several children, but he says that the

children don’t resemble him and are not his. They are perhaps eaten or killed, but

in any case they are all taken off somewhere.” Again he asked, “Is he really

human like us?”

“His clothing and appearance are quite common. Only the color of his  eyes is a

little strange. Once or twice between market days, four or five people just like

him get together, talk about something and then go off. Because he brings food

and things from somewhere, he must go into town. He may even return while we

are talking.”

It is said the hunter was frightened and returned home. More than twenty years

have passed since then.13

The mainstream Japanese readers can both identify with the fear of the

unknown “other” experienced by the yamabito, while at the same time, their

strange behavior and customs distinguish them as harboring values and
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attitudes of reference quite alien to contemporary Japanese life. Yanagita’s

self-identification with the “lowlanders” in the preface to Tōno monogatari

invites the typical reader to share in the author’s perspective as an individual

who is urban, modern, educated, and detached from the scenes being

described. In this sense, “lowlander” functions as a metonym for a modern

inhabitant of the imperial metropolis of Tokyo while antithetical nuances of

primitive aboriginal culture resistant to modernity coalesce around the term

“yamabito.”

Tōhoku as an Imagined Hinterland

Tales of yamaotoko and yamaonna resonate most deeply with the notion of

the Tōhoku region as retaining indigenous customs antedating the advent of

Yamato civilization. Yoshimoto Takaaki credits the yamaotoko and

yamaonna stories with evoking a fear of otherness that lurks in the

wilderness and harbors primitive customs. He notes how these accounts,

mediated via earlier generations, symbolize indigenous displaced ethnicities

such as the Ezo.14 These accounts of strange mountain folk were not unique

to Tōno nor to Tōhoku, but their more recent association with the Tōno

region, thanks to Yanagita’s original Tōno monogatari and his expanded

collection, Tōno monogatari shūi, capitalized on the pre-existing conception

of Tōhoku as a unique bastion of heterogeneous, uncivilized culture. This

view of Tōhoku is, in part, a generically constructed imaginary, but it has

far-reaching historical roots reinforced in literature and supported in

complex ways through archeological evidence as well as modern day

practices.15

With the rise of national consciousness and the development of a

Japanese national language following the Meiji Restoration (1868),

linguistic differences in Tōhoku were often viewed by government officials,

scholars, and educators as lingering obstacles to modernization. Speakers of

regional dialects in all of Japan were subjected to humiliating “regional

dialect punishment plagues” when they were caught using dialect in

schools.16 Even in the late Shōwa period (1926–1989) educators in Tōhoku
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where strongly urged to play pre-recorded tapes of stories for students in

elementary school in order to avoid exposing students to the regional

dialects of the local teacher.

Tōhoku stands apart from other well-known Japanese regional dialects in

that its various distinct dialects—some being mutually incomprehensible—

are lumped together into a single generically conceived category of

incomprehensibility disparagingly referred to as “zūzū-ben.” This term

suggests onomatopoeically a monotonous babble of sounds produced by the

typical Tōhoku speaker. It is also worth noting that a standardized version of

zūzū-ben has been used in literature by mimicking some of the common

verbal endings in Tōhoku and that this artificially constructed speech has

been assigned to characters in translations of Shakespeare’s play designated

as low-class servants or fools.17 The enduring stereotypes that link Tōhoku

with low class status were also exploited in Kurosawa Akira’s 1954 film,

Seven Samurai, when the peasants (hyakushō) speak a generic version of the

Tōhoku dialect in contrast to the standard modern usage of the samurai

based on Edo-Tokyo dialect. The stigma attached to dialect speakers from

Tōhoku reflects a much deeper well of prejudice than dialect speakers from

other regions. The general view of Tōhoku as a particularly backward region

has been reinforced in the mass media and strengthens commensurately with

modern nationalism and the burgeoning idea of a homogeneous Japanese

identity.

Just as “zūzū-ben” is an umbrella term for the highest imagined level of

incomprehensibility, in contrast to officially sanctioned standard Japanese,

the yamaotoko epitomizes the individual who lives outside the norms of

Japanese society and by extension, he symbolizes the antithesis of the

modern Japanese person. The imaginary yamaotoko lives in a state of nature

and is integral to very landscape itself. As Yoshimoto Takaaki has pointed

out, it is natural that we might associate the yamaotoko with the long-

vanished aboriginals whose spectral presence lingers on in the imagination.

Many physical reminders of the first inhabitants in Tōhoku were

noticeable to locals and visitors in the form of Ainu (aboriginal) place

names still in use, Ainu stone circles, and the remains of former Ainu

military forts. The seasonal mountain hunters or matagi are among the most

intriguing living links with aboriginal culture in present day Tōhoku. The
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matagi are plausibly the original yamaotoko ( o r yamando in Yamagata

dialect) who hunt bears and other fur-bearing creatures as they have for

countless generations. Women are barred by taboo from participating and

the male hunters make offerings to the guardian gods of the mountain before

beginning the hunt.18 The matagi have their own vocabulary of basic words

associated with the hunt and these terms have clear links to ancient

languages of the Japanese archipelago, including the aboriginal Ainu people

of Hokkaido.19

Tōno and Inoue Hisashi

Inoue Hisashi, an author perhaps best known as a satirist, engaged in a long

literary dialogue on the problem of Tōhoku identity in his plays, novels,

short stories, and essays. In his first major play, Nihonjin no heso (The

center of the Japanese people), performed at the Echo Theater in Tokyo in

1969, one sees Inoue’s early fascination with Tōno as a symbol of what Ōe

Kenzaburō has called the hate no hate—the penultimate periphery.20 In this

play within a play, seven average citizens who suffer from stuttering

conditions act out the life of a young woman named Helen Tenshin who was

born and raised in Tōno. Helen is the protagonist of the play and she plays

herself while the others play supporting roles in the portrayal of her life

story. As a burlesque stripper, it is not unusual that Helen has a foreign

name, but the fact that her surname follows her given/stage name in the

Western order underscores her exotic difference and suggests Tōno’s

inverted hierarchical status in relation to Tokyo where the play is set.

According to a Tokyo University professor of speech pathology, this

thespian exercise for the stuttering non-actors is designed as a therapy to

cure their speech impediments. In Scene One the speech pathologist,

Professor Wataya, plays the role of a train conductor as he reenacts Helen’s

departure from Tōno on her way to Tokyo. He lists each of the one hundred

and eleven train stations between Tōno and the final stop at Ueno Station in

Tokyo. Although Tokyo Station is arguably the very center of Japan since it

was built facing the Imperial Palace in the Meiji era, Ueno Station was the
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common destination for many Tōhoku laborers arriving in Tokyo for the

first time and it suggests that harsh reality.21 By reciting the names of each

and every station the conductor underscores the distance traveled from what

he calls, “the Tibet of Iwate.” In other words, Tōno is presented as the

ultimate inaccessible backwater within one of the most undeveloped and

isolated prefectures in Japan.

As a female stripper from Tōno, Helen Tenshin embodies the denigrated

social position of the Tōhoku native with their strong regional accents and

limited job prospects. An office worker who plays Helen’s father from Tōno

says of Tokyoites: “Tokyo people are evil; both men and women speak

standard Japanese (hyōjungo) and they wear neck ties and stockings.

They’re not going to listen to a country hick!”22 Unlike the other members of

the cast, Helen does not suffer from stuttering, but her “language affliction”

is her publicly reviled zūzū-ben (although Inoue has shown in other works

that Tōno has its own specific dialect) and she suffers from discrimination

and exploitation as she struggles to adapt to mainstream urban society. Her

struggles are like the others who have suffered painful traumas and

indignities. For example, the office worker who plays Helen’s father was a

graduate of Tokyo University who became involved in a corruption scandal

in a government ministry. After a failed suicide attempt he began to stutter

and couldn’t return to his previous office work. Another of Wataya’s

stuttering patients known merely as the “right-winger” began to stutter when

the emperor declared himself to be human after the surrender to American

and her allies in World War II. All of the cast members suffer from severe

personal humiliations that seem to be the source of their debilitating speech

handicaps. They all share psychic or physical traumas suffered in their

attempts to adapt to the tumult of modern Japanese society. Helen suffers

from a similar sense of humiliation and social maladjustment, yet her

situation reflects the mere fact that she was born in Tōno, the quintessential

symbol of Tōhoku backwardness.

Inoue Hisashi was born in southern Yamagata Prefecture and became

familiar with the Tōno region in the early 1950s. In 1953, Inoue entered

Jōchi University (also known as Sophia) where he began studying in the

German Department. As a youth from Tōhoku, his strong regional accent

marked him to Tokyoites as a country bumpkin and he claims to have
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suffered an unbearable sense of inferiority. After several months living in

Yotsuya in Tokyo, his feeling of alienation grew deeper and he was afflicted

by a kind of obsessive-compulsive behavior that involved counting random

objects and self-imposed taboos such as avoiding stepping on newspapers

and the cracks between street tiles. He recounted later that this deep feeling

of estrangement from Tokyo life and language also caused a severe

stuttering condition.23 At this time his mother was running an outdoor stall

selling yakitori (grilled chicken) in Kamaishi City, a bustling steel town and

fishing port about twenty miles east of Tōno.

In the early summer of 1953, Inoue withdrew from college and returned

to live with his mother in Kamaishi in an effort to recover from this speech

impediment and a kind of nervous breakdown. Inoue found a job working in

a tuberculosis sanitarium located near the coast to the north of the city and it

was during this time that he began to make trips inland to the Tōno region to

collect bills. Inoue recounts that he met people who expressed deep chagrin

that their local hero, Sasaki Kizen, had never received proper recognition for

his role as the original source of all of the stories in Yanagita’s famed

collection.

It was sad what happened to Sasaki Kizen, the one who presented the  original

stories to Yanagita Kunio. Sasaki apparently said, “I’ve been taken in by that

sensei again!” Sasaki couldn’t break his ties to Yanagita since he was an aspiring

novelist and he hoped to somehow use Yanagita’s connections. So every time

they met he couldn’t help but fawn over Yanagita and reveal that he had these

stories. When I was walking around Tōno collecting bills from individual people,

that story about Sasaki Kizen would come up, especially since he was the son of

a distinguished family. People would say things like, “that sensei from Tokyo

squeezed everything out of Sasaki. That sensei went on to become famous, but

our Kizen ended in failure.”24
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Sasaki Kizen, the Forgotten Storyteller

Tōno’s first great storyteller, Sasaki Kizen, spoke the Tōno dialect at home

and this was the language of the folktales that he heard while growing up.

Sasaki captured the attention of a number of aspiring and established writers

when he went to Tokyo as a twenty year old in 1905. He first shared his

stories of Tōno with Yanagita Kunio over the course of several nights in

February of 1909. At that time Sasaki was a young man with earnest literary

aspirations and he actively sought mentors and models that he could

emulate. Yanagita, a recently published author and eleven years his senior,

was introduced to Sasaki in November of 1908 by Sasaki’s roommate and

fellow Waseda University student, Mizuno Yōshū (1883–1947). Mizuno

was a writer and he grew so intrigued with Sasaki and his strange tales of

Tōno that he wrote a novella based on their acquaintance entitled, The

Person from the North Country. Mizuno’s fictional portrait of Sasaki

suggests a brooding and restless spirit.

The resident of this room would sleep ensconced there until late in the morning

and then he would open his gloomy eyes, pick up the newspaper and begin

reading while pushing back his straggly hair hanging over this forehead. …

When you looked at his face, it seemed like his blood was heavy and sluggish.

There was a depth to him that couldn’t be plumbed as if something were hidden

there. … He was certainly a lonely person. Even in the bright and upbeat

atmosphere of the city, it made you think that the heart of this dreamer born in

the North Country would never be shaken.25

Sasaki Kizen’s melancholic demeanor may have reflected his own

struggle to find a place in the world and make the transition from the

provincial world of rural Tōhoku to modern Japan. Aspects of Kizen’s own

upbringing in Tōno seem to echo to the ghostly and uncanny nature of the

stories he recounted to Yanagita. His father was a man named Kōraku

Shigetarō. The Kōraku family managed an inn for packhorse drivers at the

edge of a forest just below the Sakaige Pass. This pass was popular with
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packhorse drivers transporting seafood and other goods from the coast to

inland areas as far as the prefectural capital of Morioka.

Just before Kizen’s birth in 1886, Shigetarō dropped dead by the side of

the road after drinking sweet sake and eating mustard leaves. After heated

negotiations between the patriarchs of both families, it was decided that

Kizen’s mother, Take, would marry Shigetarō’s widowed younger brother,

Yōnosuke. In exchange, Kizen would be adopted into the Sasaki family as

the heir to the male line. He learned later about the actual circumstances of

his birth from his ne’er-do-well uncle on his adopted father’s side. This

uncle’s name was Nitta Otozō and he was known as a drunken idler who

built a little shack at the top of Sakaige Pass where he sold home-made sake

to packhorse drivers and traded stories. Otozō explained who his real

parents were and that his father was buried in the communal burial grounds

at Dannohana. He then described to the young boy in classic storyteller

fashion that he had seen his father recently.

Kizen, the other day I was going by Mt. Hachiman as the sun was sinking and it

was getting dark. It was just then that I ran into someone who came jogging in

little steps down a narrow path that runs deep into the mountains. I wondered

who it was and when I saw his face, sure enough, it was your dead father,

Shigetarō!26

In many respects, Kizen’s failure to achieve success as a published writer

during his lifetime only enhanced his popularity among the locals as a long-

struggling underdog emblematic of Tōhoku identity that tends to vacillate

between the shifting extremes of regional pride and national inferiority.

Kizen’s remains are interred in the same cemetery as his biological father,

located near his birthplace. Tōno monogatari describes the Dannohana

cemetery as a place where criminals were executed and in ancient times it

was allegedly an Ezo-yashiki or Ainu fortress. The text mentions that there

are a number of these aboriginal forts that remain as depressions in the

ground and that anyone who digs in those areas will be cursed.27
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New Tales of Tōno

When Inoue first read Tōno monogatari, he was struck not only by the way

that Yanagita had omitted the earthy humor of many tales from the region

around Tōno, but also how the tone and style did not capture the natural

rhythm of the local language used by the storyteller.

I felt that this wasn’t Tōno at all. In spite of the fact that Tōno really was  the kind

of place where one would expect ghosts to pop up, Yanagita’s writing style is so

overly terse that I felt that rather than a story, it seemed more like a chronological

table or annals—like an empty chronology of the Tōno area. This is why I

thought that I would try poking fun at Tōno monogatari at some point.28

In his semi-autobiographical Bildungsroman that covers this period in his

life, Hanaishi monogatari (Tales of Hanaishi [1978]), Inoue creates a

portrait of the Tōno region that is grounded in historical specificity (1953),

local culture, and quirky individual personalities. The novel, which is

partially written in regional dialect, is Inoue’s paean to Tōhoku culture—a

kind of nostalgic homecoming for his alter ego, the main character Natsuo.

Like Inoue himself, Natsuo suffers from a stuttering condition and an

identity crisis while living in Tokyo. Although it is his first time in Hanaishi

(Kamaishi), the language and culture is familiar enough to give him a deep

sense of relief and place him on the path to eventual recuperation.

Inoue’s novel is peopled by a motley cast of characters who provide

plausible representations of local culture while conveying universal human

qualities through their idiosyncrasies and foibles. Of particular interest is the

character known as Niwatori Sensei (Master Chicken). Niwatori Sensei

takes his name from an incident involving Prince Yasuhito (Chichibu no

Miya Yasuhito Shinnō [1902–1953]) visit to Hanaishi. Niwatori told the

prince a white lie in response to his indignant shock upon seeing the housing

for the workers at the local iron works. Niwatori saved his superior at the

iron works from embarrassment by saying, “I beg your pardon Sir, it’s for

chickens.”29
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Niwatori’s brush with the august surrogate of the emperor is a life-

changing event and he recounts the story ad nauseam whenever he is in his

cups at Natsuo’s mother’s yakitoriya. Although Niwatori doesn’t seem to

have any special aptitude for writing, he becomes inspired to write a

General History of Hanaishi (Hanaishi tsūshi) as well as a collection of

humorous sexy folktales from the region: Kurino monogatari (Tales of

Kurino). Niwatori’s lowly social status, lack of formal education, fawning

worship of the imperial family, and preoccupation with lewd stories sets him

up as an inverted parody of Yanagita Kunio. Kurino monogatari is

Niwatori’s conscious challenge to Yanagita’s Tōno monogatari. In his thick

local accent, Niwatori says of his collection of racy tales, “This is

scholarship (Kore-a gakumon su). Silly racy folktales are the key—How

shall I put it?—to shedding light on the consciousness beneath the mountain

people’s consciousness. This is a great undertaking that Yanagita Kunio

never touched upon.”30 He says that, in effect, if we look beneath the surface

of Yanagita’s Tōno monogatari, Kurino monogatari can be found hiding

underneath.

Later in the novel Natsuo learns that Niwatori is planning to compile his

anthology based on secondhand sources (matagiki) and he asks him, “Didn’t

Yanagita Kunio Sensei hear stories secondhand?” Niwatori bristles at the

mention of Yanagita’s name and he explains his own objectives in contrast

to the author of Tōno monogatari.

That famous author brought those stories to the public through the secondhand

ones that a guy named Sasaki Kizen heard from the people of Tōno. Natsuo, on

this topic, in books of folktales, it’s the secondhand stories that are the best.

When you write secondhand stories, this totally confusing, mystical atmosphere

comes out—the kind that you truly think is made up; the sort of lies that seem

real. That’s what I’m aiming for.31

When Natsuo asks Niwatori where he learned the horse trader’s tale that

he had just happened to overhear, Niwatori replies that he simply made it

up. Niwatori adds that when he went to Kurino (a fictional conflation of the

actual mining towns of Kurihashi and Hashino east of Tōno) he asked locals

if they knew of any sexy and interesting stories. When everyone just shook
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their heads, he found himself without a single piece for his prospective

collection. Nonetheless, he could not stand the idea of abandoning his plan

to write a ribald collection of folktales to rival Yanagita’s “totally stiff”

Tōno monogatari and he resolves to fabricate the entire thing from scratch.

Niwatori’s approach is an overt satire of Yanagita’s pretensions to accuracy

and truth articulated in his preface to Tōno monogatari. The following is an

excerpt from that preface.

All of the tales and stories here were told to me by Mr. Sasaki Kyōseki (Kizen)

who comes from Tōno. I have been writing the stories down as they were told to

me during his many evening visits since February 1909. Kyōseki is not a good

storyteller, but he is an honest person, and I have recorded the stories just as they

affected me without adding a word or sentence. I imagine there are hundreds of

other stories in Tōno just like these ones, and I sincerely hope they will be heard

in the future. In the mountain villages of Japan, in areas even deeper in the

mountains than Tōno, there must be countless other legends of mountain gods

and people (yamabito). I hope that these stories will be told and make the

flatlanders shudder.32

Yanagita seems confident in his own ability to convey the secondhand

tales as if they were “present day facts.” In his collection of stories

published in 1976, Shinshaku Tōno monogatari (New Tales of Tōno), Inoue

takes direct aim at Yanagita’s self-serving assertions with his own mock

preface to a collection of nine stories loosely based on folktales from the

Tōno region.

All of the following stories are ones that I heard from Old Man Inubuse Takichi,

a man from near Tono. Beginning around October 1953, they were written down

sporadically upon visits to Old Man Inubuse in his rock cavern. Although Old

Man Inubuse is a good storyteller, there is something a little dodgy about his

stories. Since I tend to stretch the truth myself, none of this can be taken word for

word. I think that near Tono there are probably hundreds of other stories like

these. Although I’m not particularly interested in hearing those other stories, I

think that these stories of mountain gods and people will make the flatlanders

bust their guts.33



Narrating Tōno: Yanagita Kunio, Sasaki Kizen & Inoue Hisashi 91

Many scholars have challenged Yanagita’s assertions in his preface,

noting that his phrase, “I have recorded the stories just as they affected me

(kanjitaru mama) without adding a word or sentence,” is disingenuous in

claiming to present the tales as a direct transcription of Sasaki’s speech.34

Inoue’s preface presents two key satirical contrasts, one between the

storytelling skills of his “native” informant, Inubuse Takichi and Yanagita’s

Sasaki Kizen, and the other highlights the first-person narrator’s dismissive

attitude toward the truth in a parody of Yanagita’s own claims. In

Yanagita’s preface he implies that he is not only a more effective storyteller

than Sasaki, but that his transcription of the tales is accurate to the extent

that he wrote them down “just as they affected me without adding a word or

sentence.” In other words, Yanagita suggests that he recorded everything

that he heard in a way that mirrored his subjective response to Sasaki’s

recounting of the tales. He also claims that while the reader can trust

Sasaki’s sincerity in conveying the essence of these stories to the best of his

ability, they should ultimately rely on him to present the stories in the proper

literary style and tone.

Inoue’s preface parodies Yanagita’s pretensions to transcendent literary

truth when the first-person narrator, who serves as both Inoue’s alter ego

and Yanagita’s inverted comic persona, states that his source, Inubuse, is

indeed a good storyteller, but not to be trusted. The first person narrator

makes clear that, like Niwatori Sensei in Hanaishi monogatari, neither

Inubuse nor the narrator himself should be trusted to tell the unvarnished

truth. Just as Inoue earlier criticized Yanagita’s writing style in Tōno

monogatari as overly “terse” and like “an empty chronology of the Tōno

area,” Inoue argues that exaggeration and elaboration are essential to

successful storytelling. In other words, telling stories is the art of

fabrication. Inoue mock preface also reflects his skepticism toward the idea

of objective truth being conveyed through the medium of language—

irrespective of the intentions or authenticity of the storyteller. In his epic

satirical novel, Kirikirijin (The Kirikirians [1981]), Inoue underscores the

problem of linguistic ambiguity in literature by writing the entire text in

both standard Japanese and local dialect simultaneously.35

In the first story from Shinshaku Tōno monogatari, the first-person

narrator, a young college student working in a tuberculosis sanitarium to the
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east of Tōno, meets the local storyteller, Inubuse Takichi. Inubuse begins by

telling a tale about his harrowing encounter with a yamaotoko in the wilds

outside of Tōno. He became lost during a snowstorm at night in the

mountains when he came across a solitary house. The woman refused to let

him in until her husband returns. We learn later that her husband is a rude

local hunter, similar in appearance to Miyazawa Kenji’s (1886–1933)

matagi figure, Kojūrō in “The Bears of Mt. Nametoko,” but devoid of

humanity.

“I followed the woman’s line of sight and spied a single man. The man was just

about to cut across the yard. He was wearing a sleeveless bear hide and a hat of

woven rushes. A woodmen’s machete was tucked into his waist and a dark

glimmering gun hung from his right hand. He was not particularly tall, but his

shoulders were broad and his build was sturdy. He pointed the barrel of the gun

at the end of my nose.

‘What’s going on? Who’s he?’

‘It seems he lost his way,’ replied the woman.

‘He asked if he could spend the night but I told him that I couldn’t give an

answer until you returned.’

“I bowed down on both knees in the snow.’

‘Please, let me stay just one night. I’ll leave early in the morning and won’t be

any trouble. It’s rude to mention it, but I plan to give you something as a sign of

my gratitude.’

“The man looked me over for some time. His eyes were horrible. You could say

they were like a snake’s—cold and half-dead looking.”36

The woman tells Inubuse that the mountain man had kidnapped her years

earlier while he was working in a circus in Asakusa (Tokyo) biting off the

heads of snakes and chickens. After returning to the mountains with his
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captive, he has killed all the men who tried to rescue her. Once he kills his

victims, he cuts out their livers and sells them in the town as medicine for

invalids. This serves as a dark parody of Miyazawa’s bear hunter on the one

hand while suggesting the heartless barbarity of Yanagita’s yamaotoko. The

man’s previous occupation in the Tokyo freak show suggests his sub-

human, pariah-like status within Japanese society.

The marginalized identity of the yamaotoko is underscored in a play by

Inoue that deals with the life and art of Miyazawa Kenji: The Iwate Theater

Train (Iihatoubo no geki ressha). In this play that primarily takes place

aboard a train going between Tokyo and Tōhoku, the figure of Miyazawa’s

fictional yamaotoko from “The Mountain Man’s April” is riding on the train

and is tricked into being purchased by a slave-trader (hitokai) who makes

him work in a traveling circus. When business becomes slow, the slave-

trader who owns the circus plans to sell the yamaotoko as a forced laborer to

a Hokkaido coal mine. This implicitly links the economically exploited

mountain man with other colonial subjects during the Pacific War who were

forced into slave labor and sexual servitude. The yamaotoko manages to

escape with the help of companions from Tōhoku—including the younger

brother of Fuchizawa Kojūrō, Miyazawa’s fictional bear hunter. The

yamaotoko, who has now gained a mainstream voice since learning how to

speak standard Japanese, decries his situation: “This world is a living hell.

All I’ve been thinking about is how can a person escape from this hellish

world? The conclusion I’ve reached is, ‘You have to dedicate your life

completely to serving others.’”37 Thus the spectral and stereotypically

barbaric yamaotoko becomes humanized and enlightened at the same time.

In another story entitled, “The Reflection on the Water,” in Shinshaku

Tōno monogatari, Inoue introduces a hirsute, hermit-like character who is

also called the yamaotoko. In this tale, Inubuse has escaped from an iron ore

mine where he was forced to work as a coolie in lieu of serving prison time

for a crime. He is being pursued by one of the foremen and the yamaotoko

provides Inubuse with refuge.

“When I pulled open the door there was a person inside. He was a wild and

wooly yamaotoko with long hair and a heavy beard. He was warming his hands
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before the irori fire. The fire had glowing embers and above it was a great iron-

hooked arm with a cast iron kettle hanging down.

‘Someone’s after me. Could you please hide me somewhere?’

“I said this with my hands pressed together, pleading with the yamaotoko.

‘Please, I beg of you.’

“The yamaotoko stared at me with smoldering eyes.

‘Who’s this person chasing you?’

‘It’s a foreman from the Nakabashi Mine. He’s a beast known by the nickname,

“Sawamatsu the Demon.” If he catches me, he’ll beat me within an inch of my

life.’

‘Sawamatsu the Demon, eh?’

“The yamaotoko slowly fondled the beard on his chin and then he gave it a big

tug. This was his way of saying that he’d go along.38

Just before the yamaotoko helps Inubuse evade and ultimately kill the

evil supervisor from the mine, we learn that the yamaotoko is actually a man

named Kaneda; the only other person known to have successfully escaped

from the mine where slave laborers, mainly from Korea, were forced to

work in brutal, inhuman conditions. Here Inoue links the history and local

economy of Tōno with national and international historical forces as Kaneda

and the narrator from near Tōno are treated as colonized subjects of the

Greater Japanese Empire. Symbolically, both of the men take revenge upon

their oppressors and recover their individual identities; identities long

marginalized from mainstream society.

In this way, Inoue shows that many preconceptions regarding the

backward nature of Tōhoku culture are centered on fantasies of the

yamaotoko; the dreadful man in Inubuse’s dream, Miyazawa’s harmless and
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uncivilized mountain hunters, and Kaneda, the escaped slave-laborer.

Inoue’s mix of fantastic and historically grounded local elements tends to

create a distinction between the storytellers—the people of Tōhoku—and

the stories being told. Inoue’s work allows us an opportunity to appreciate

the substance and circumstances surrounding the creation of Yanagita’s

Tōno monogatari while considering the long term impact of its success on

the people of Tōno and the Tōhoku Region in general. Inoue’s goal is not to

denigrate Yanagita’s accomplishment, but rather, to celebrate the largely

forgotten role of Tōno’s local hero, Sasaki Kizen, while highlighting the rich

diversity of local culture that inevitably lies hidden behind any literary

representation.
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