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Summaries

Folklore’s “Narrative” of Death and Life:
Concerning the Ninety-ninth Legend of the Tono
Monogatar:

‘Toru Hasegawa

Recently, the Great East Japan Earthquake that caused untold casualties and
deaths, caused many people in the Tohoku region, which was the area hardest hit,
to experience the loss of loved ones. This means that there are naturally people
who now have to live in face of these countless dead. In this sense, present Japan,
as a society, might have to become engaged in “mourning work.” If “to go into
mourning” refers to grieve over a dead person by deeply engraving the loss (and
the accompanying pain or sadness) into one’s heart, then should human culture
and society not incorporate “something monumental” that possesses this function
of mourning? The original meaning of “monument” is “something that lets one
remember.” This shows that what is meant is not merely a formality, such as a
memorial. A community as a cultural community is held together by the inherent
omnipresence of bonds that bring to mind memories of the dead within the
community. That means, the community possesses a rich spiritual landscape, or
in other words an archive of views on life and death, as its ethical basis for dealing
with the dead.

Among those who have investigated the location and form of the soul in
Japan was the ethnologist Yanagita Kunio, who philosophized about the direction
in which the modern Japanese were developing. What lay at the foundation of

Yanagita’s ethnology were the folk legends of the Tohoku region and those of the
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town Tono in particular. His work Tono Monogatari (The Legends of Tono) from
1910 is a collection of these stories, which he heard from local resident Sasaki
Kizen. In Tono Monogatari, Yanagita excavated the memory of actual people whose
memory is normally lost to oblivion, presenting their raw selfs in an unaffected way.
Thus, is Tono Monogatari not a requiem or elegy in the form of “folklore™?

In the ninety-ninch legend of the collection, a man who has lost his beloved
wife and child to a tsunami one evening encounters the ghost of his wife. However,
this is not a typical ghost story, but instead the story of a man who is crushed by
grief at che sight of his wife trying to be reunited with her another lover in the
afterlife. Simultaneously, by recounting his vivid experience in a straightforward
manner, it is also the “story” of how the “life” of this worried man is led towards
“salvation and forgiveness.” It is a story that not only brings peace to the soul of
the wife/deceased, but also to that of the husband/living. It may be said that Tono
Monogatari, which collects the folk cales of the Tohoku region as narratives of life,
is a cultural legacy that excavates the remainders of those who lived and died as
“ordinary people.” By re-reading Tono Monogatari as elegy, it might be able to gain
a sense of mourning that inquiries into the circumstances of the dead anew. The tale
of the ghostly encounter in legend ninety-nine represents a truly “lived reality” that
becomes visible through the narrative of those left behind in the world of the living.
Tono Monogatari is a “monument” depicting the form of life of real Japanese who
lived and live in Tohoku.
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