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I. Introduction:

When wanting to understand Japan and their culture as a modern day society, it is

imperative to understand their background and beliefs regarding folklore and mythology. Since

culture is imperative to people and their ancestors because of the traditions and practices that

have been passed down through generations, coming to know how those came to be can assist

greatly in comprehending one's ancestry and where they originate from. Mythology is a window

towards how a wide variety of culture came to be, and is especially true when understanding

Japan, because there are numerous complex myths within the Japanese mythological world.

There are also a profound number of gods and goddesses, with each having had their own

critically important role to play in creating the world that is known today, and some of those very

traditions many people hold dear to them were influenced or created in some way by those

deities. Japanese mythology is a crucial factor in learning about the modern culture and society

of Japan because it allows one to view how culture and mythology inform and reflect off each

other, as well as showcasing the historical pasts of those that live with them.

II. Japanese Mythological Background

The Creation Myth:

In order to understand Japan’s culture, folklore, and mythology, it is imperative to start

from the beginning. Almost all information that is available regarding Japan's customs,

traditions, history and myths come from two texts called the Kojiki, and Nihon Shoki. These

chronicles document and embody the basis of Japanese mythology and Shinto beliefs, and the

creation myth and birth of the Japanese archipelago are described at the beginning of each of the

books. The creation of Heaven and Earth, or Tenchi-kaibyaku, is the creation myth of Japan and

describes the birth of the celestial world and earthly world. The myths state that at the beginning
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of the cosmos and universe everything was shapeless and beaten. There was a form of matter

called “chaos,” which permeated everything. However due to the motion of light particles the

heavens started to form. This birthed what is called Takamagahara, otherwise known as the High

Plain of Heaven. The heavier particles could not rise, so they took the shape of a mass known as

Earth, which resides below Heaven.1

Appearance of the First Gods:

Once Takamagahara occured and Heaven and Earth were created, the first five gods

appeared. They were known as the Kotomatsukami, hence the word “kami,” which can be

defined as a deity within the Shinto religion. Eventually however, these kami moved into hiding

within Takamagahara. After the Kotomatsukami, there was another group of gods called

Kamiyonanayo, which translates to “The Seven Generations of the Age of the Gods.” In

Japanese folklore and tales, there is a term called hitorigami. This means that a god appears

spontaneously instead of having a partner, meaning they essentially have no gender. The first two

generations of Kamiyonanayo were hitorigami, and the final five were brother and sister married

couples. The last two deities from the Kamiyonanayo were Izanagi and Izanami, and they were

said to be the ancestor to an insurmountable amount of kami.2 Some of the most prominent,

important, and influential gods and goddesses within Japanese mythology and Shinto beliefs are

Izanagi and Izanami, who created the world and countless other heavenly beings as well as being

the first deities, Amaterasu, the sun goddess who was quite well known as heaven’s ruler, whose

grandson was the first emperor of Japan, Tsukuyomi who is Amaterasu’s brother, as well as the

god of the Moon, and Susanoo, known as the storm god and brother of Amaterasu. He had a

2 Wheeler, 2021.

1 Wheeler, Joshua. “Everything You Need To Know About Japanese Mythology.” Guidable, 4
June. 2021,
https://guidable.co/culture/everything-you-need-to-know-about-japanese-mythology/. Accessed
28 October 2021.

https://guidable.co/culture/everything-you-need-to-know-about-japanese-mythology/
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large quarrel with his sister causing him to be banished from Heaven. There is also

Ninigi-no-Mikoto, who was the grandson of Amaterasu. He was sent down to Earth to rule.3

Once Earth was created, it is stated that Japan was a place without any order, and that deities

were sent to govern the world.4 Those deities were Izanagi and Izanami, who were responsible

for the birth of the Japanese archipelago.5 Learning about the myths of Japan is important

because it highlights the foundational beliefs that are woven throughout the country, and can

allow people to prepare for the future by first learning about their past through religious and

spiritual means.

III. Nature and Religion in Japanese Culture:

Nature:

A large part of Japanese culture and folklore revolves around nature because a substantial

number of Japanese gods (kami) were created from objects of nature.6 This highlights that the

significance of the natural world in the Japanese mind and beliefs has a sizable influence in the

past and modern day of Japan. In Japanese myths, it is said that nature descended from the gods,

which is evident in the creation myth. These connections cause Japanese people to regard nature

highly and treat it with harmony, as they also feel a spiritual connection with it. This can be

greatly shown in regards to gardening in Japan, in particular rock gardening, which conveys their

belief about living together with nature.7 Also, because nature has a very major part in Japanese

7 Niccolai, Alessandro. “The Japanese Culture's Relationship with Nature.” The Alessandro
Niccolai Website, 21 Feb. 2015,
www.alessandroniccolai.com/2015/02/21/the-japanese-culture-s-relationship/. Accessed 8 Dec
2021.

6 Haynes, 2021.
5 Wheeler, 2021.

4 Haynes, Ian. “Why Is Japanese Mythology Important?” Superprof, 14 February. 2021,
www.superprof.com/blog/why-is-japanese-mythology-important/. Accessed 28 October 2021.

3 Roberts, Jeremy. Japanese mythology A to Z. Infobase Publishing, 2010. Accessed 28 October
2021. Pg XV.

http://www.alessandroniccolai.com/2015/02/21/the-japanese-culture-s-relationship/
http://www.superprof.com/blog/why-is-japanese-mythology-important/
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mythology and culture, it is a large representation of change, decay, and growth. This is shown

with fire, as volcanoes can represent the sudden and violent anger of nature, whereas swords can

showcase the culture aspect and the potential for the different actions people can take in society,

be it violent or not. Swords were more widely used in earlier eras rather than the modern day, but

blacksmiths and craftsmen stand to be examples that long lived traditions are still alive today.

Many objects in Japanese folklore were born from the element of fire, and certain deities display

affinity with it, such as Kagustsuchi, who is the god of fire in Japanese mythology.

Japan has large areas which are covered with many trees, which causes everyday living to

revolve largely around the material of wood. However, it is not only being near all of the wood

that causes it to have importance, as it is also because of the values placed on nature as a whole.

Wood is quite abundant within Japan, which is why it is the main material for all sorts of

buildings, whether they be sacred or not. Japan can have brutal weather, meaning many dry

winters, wet summers, typhoons, and geological events. As a result of this, many buildings are

made out of wood that shrink and swell with all different types of conditions, and this becomes

extremely appropriate to be able to adapt to all sorts of circumstances regarding weather.

However, wood is not only used for practical reasons, as it is also seen as a living being even

after it’s death.8 Some trees, such as pine trees, can even be a ward against evil spirits and bad

luck, and are largely seen near Shinto shrines, negating the possible effects of bad fortune. In

Shinto, which is Japan's original religion, they regarded trees as divine and revered them, as a

means by which the gods descended to earth. This can also be tied into Buddhism, which was

later adopted into Japan. It is said in Buddhism that the Buddha attained enlightenment in nature

8 Kennedy, Corinne. “The Magic of Trees: Architecture and Woodworking in Japan.” Seattle
Japanese Garden, 30 Oct. 2017,
www.seattlejapanesegarden.org/blog/2017/6/14/the-magic-of-trees-architecture-and-woodworkin
g-in-japan. Accessed 6 December 2021.

http://www.seattlejapanesegarden.org/blog/2017/6/14/the-magic-of-trees-architecture-and-woodworking-in-japan
http://www.seattlejapanesegarden.org/blog/2017/6/14/the-magic-of-trees-architecture-and-woodworking-in-japan
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beneath a tree,9 which is an immense indicator symbolizing how vitally important nature is

within modern societies that reflect on their pasts and embrace their myths and culture.

Shinto and Introduction to Buddhism:

Shinto is Japan's native belief system and is one which even predates historical records.

All of the aspects that have evolved and developed to accumulate and create Shinto revolve

around the Japanese land, nature, seasons and their relation with the people that live their lives in

harmony within the peacefulness of nature. As stated before, kami, meaning a divine spirit, can

dwell in the natural world, and can be prominent in objects of nature such as trees, large

mountains, waterfalls, as well as celebrations of the highlights of each season, which can be

called Matsuri (festivals). Within Shinto beliefs also resides the ideas of purification, which

represents overcoming the effects of death and decay.10 Shinto is a belief that is extremely in tune

with the ideas of the natural world, and the Japanese showcase that by coexisting with nature and

respecting all of the historical myths and folklore that comes along with it.

When Buddhism was first introduced into Japan, it did not end up causing the

abandonment of Shinto, which was their first belief system. In a sense they combined, and each

religion adopted multiple ideas from the other. For instance, some Buddhist figures gained

certain Shinto identities, and Shinto kami were believed to try and attain Buddhist

enlightenment. Since the Japanese were not required to abandon their original Shinto beliefs, that

is one reason Buddhism was able to appeal to a large variety of individuals.11 Here there is a

large relation between multiple cultures and religions, yet also expresses the ways in which other

religions can cooperate. One way in which the two belief systems were able to blend was

11 Hammer, 2021.

10 Hammer, Elizabeth. “Shinto.” Asia Society, 2021, https://asiasociety.org/education/shinto.
Accessed 2 November 2021.

9 Kennedy, 2017.

https://asiasociety.org/education/shinto
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because of an idea called “Shinto with two faces.” This was created by a Buddhist monk named

Kūkai, also known as Kōbō Daishi. This idea caused it to be possible to compare gods from

Shinto folklore to gods and goddesses from Buddhist mythology. One example of this is the

Japanese deity named Amaterasu, who is the celestial sun goddess. She was equated to the

Buddhist divine being named Vairocana, whose name translates to “sunlike.”12

Japanese culture and their main values have a large relation to their deep, harmonious

relationship with nature, and it would not be considered an exaggeration to say that it was one of

the most important factors in establishing Japanese ideals, myths, and the foundation for many

different areas of culture within the country.

IV. Overarching Culture and Values in Japan

Craftsmanship and its Importance:

Craftsmanship is also a large profession and hobby for many people within the country of

Japan. The Japanese word “Shokunin” can be translated as “craftsman” or “artisan”, and deeply

expresses the meaning of making something to one's utmost ability. In more recent times,

Japanese people all across the country commit so much of their time to protect and pass down

certain forms of traditional craftsmanship to the younger generations, and it is something that has

been important in Japan for many generations. Some of the things that are produced include

buildings and architecture with wood, gold foil production, glass crafts, etc.13 Passing down these

crafts and artisan skills can be related to mythology because many gods and myths have to do

with craftsmanship, and creation in other forms such as Tenchi-kaibyaku, which was the creation

of Heaven and Earth. Craftsmanship can also include all of the beautiful shrines and temples that

are prevalent throughout Japan, and their history can go back hundreds to even thousands of

13 JAPAN Educational Travel. “Traditional Culture.” JAPAN Educational Travel, 20 June 2019,
https://education.jnto.go.jp/en/why-japan/traditional-culture/. Accessed 28 October 2021.

12 Roberts, Pg XVI.

https://education.jnto.go.jp/en/why-japan/traditional-culture/
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years. Daily life in Japan can involve visiting certain shrines, and it is part of Shintoism

throughout the country, although now religion is less widely celebrated. Visiting a shrine can be

a way to quietly reflect, and is ingrained into many peoples backgrounds. The culture and

background of these shrines and temples are extremely connected in the daily life of every

Japanese person, and their ancestors, serving as an important link to the past for those that live in

the country during the present day.14

Family and Ancestors:

Within Japanese culture, family arrangements and important deities that those families

celebrate are critical to being able to understand some of what goes into how families

commemorate certain aspects of myths, and the many different traditions that households honor

help in learning that. Almost all Japanese homes that regard their mythological roots highley

have some sort of an altar where the various spirits and deities (kami) that are important to the

family are celebrated and honored. The kami that are connected with the family ancestors go into

the past quite far, reaching hundreds of generations, meaning that they can go all the way back to

the days when Japan was just beginning. Another important and helpful fact to remember is that

many people, mainly in Japan, believe that humans are descended from the gods. This divine

connection on such a spiritual level is one reason why honoring ancestors is so important in

many Asian societies, cultures, and families, especially within Shinto beliefs in Japan.15 Family

units in Japan are traditionally called “Kazoku,” which are composed of a mother, father and

their children. Usually the Kazoku live with their elderly parents, however, recently certain

15 Roberts, Pg 3.
14 JAPAN Educational Travel, 2019.
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aspects of this tradition have leaned towards more modern arrangements.16 This has shifted

through generations and has begun to erase parts of the past regarding household arrangements.

Ancestors are traditionally extremely well respected figures within their families, and this

also connects with temples and shrines, due to the fact that they are so deeply intertwined in

daily life with families and their ancestors, leading to a link to the past and connections to past

generations.17 Ancestors play quite a large role within the culture of Japan and have to do with

multiple Shinto beliefs. Many individuals feel a strong link to their ancestors and preserve this

link in a multitude of different ways. In Japan, as well as other Asian cultures, ancestors are

honored with small shrines in homes, as well as ancestor tablets, and even offerings, thus greatly

emphasizing their importance. The celebration of ancestors is an important part of many Shinto

traditions, as it helps tie society together even in the modern day.18

Celebrations and Traditions:

“Matsuri,” translating to “festival,” are widely participated in throughout Japan. They are

derived from Shinto religion, and are closely tied to Japanese people’s religious and spiritual

beliefs. These festivals also commemorate certain seasonal or historical events, as well as the

shrines deity, therefore making these festivals quite a big deal in the country because of the many

important things that are revered, remembered, and celebrated during them.19 One example of a

Matsuri celebration is the Shogatsu Matsuri, which can symbolize the coming and hope of good

fortune for the new year. It takes place January 1st-3rd and during those three days, numerous

worshippers visit Shinto shrines to ask kami for good luck and fortune regarding the approaching

19 JAPAN Educational Travel, 2019.
18 Roberts, Pg 7.
17 JAPAN Educational Travel, 2019.

16 Panicker, Vimal. “Japanese Culture and Tradition: Japanese Translation.” Globalization
Partners International, 8 March. 2021,
www.globalizationpartners.com/2017/12/11/japanese-culture-and-tradition/. Accessed 28
October 2021.

http://www.globalizationpartners.com/2017/12/11/japanese-culture-and-tradition/
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new year.20 There is also the Awa dance, which is believed to have originated from a Japanese

Buddhist priestly dance. Awa dance is also called the Ahou dance, translating to “fool’s dance”

in Japanese. It is more often than not accompanied by Japanese instruments including shamisen

lute, taiko drums, and the kane bell.21

V. Other Cultures and Their Mythologies

Greek Mythology:

In Greek mythology, there are many different gods and goddesses, called the Olympians.

Zeus was the God of the sky, and is often depicted with lightning or an eagle. He was the

supreme deity of the Ancient Greek Pantheon as well as being more well known as the King of

Olympus. He also has two brothers, named Poseidon and Hades. Poseidon is the god of the sea,

whereas Hades is the god of the underworld, and all things death related.

In Greek mythology, Hades is more often than not viewed as a threatening being in the

minds of ancient Greeks, to the extent where they dislike even speaking his name.22 This is not

surprising considering Hades' status and lore within the society of Olympus and Greek

mythology, being the god of death and the underworld as well as the one who claims human

souls. Hades is an especially prevalent figure in modern culture in general, because Greek

mythology is so popular around the world, and he is usually portrayed as a villain in fictional

works such as books and films.23 This can be attributed due to how he is the god of the

underworld which can be thought of as the darker and unpleasant side when it comes to Greek

folklore. Hades has a reputation for being a relatively harsh, hostile, and stern god, therefore

23 “Hades”, 2016.

22 “Hades.” Gale In Context Online Collection, Gale, 2016. Gale In Context: High School,
link.gale.com/apps/doc/ETRQPE781014128/SUIC?u=watkinson&sid=bookmark-SUIC&xid=ea
29e10c. Accessed 14 Dec. 2021.

21 JAPAN Educational Travel, 2019.
20 Roberts, Pg 46.

http://link.gale.com/apps/doc/ETRQPE781014128/SUIC?u=watkinson&sid=bookmark-SUIC&xid=ea29e10c
http://link.gale.com/apps/doc/ETRQPE781014128/SUIC?u=watkinson&sid=bookmark-SUIC&xid=ea29e10c
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prompting Greeks to not want to speak his name or even build temples in his honor like they

would for other gods. In the past they believed that speaking his name would bring misfortune to

them.24

Some believe that although Hades was a main god in Greek culture, he ended up having a

pessimistic effect on Greek society. This, as well as the ways he stood out in certain myths, has

influenced how Greeks worship him in the past. Even though Hades was the one who was

represented as the god of the underworld, and death in a sense, there was another god named

Thanatos, who was more the embodiment and personification of death itself. Although Hades is

a large deity within Greek mythology, he was not the only one who was a well known individual

in the underworld. To get into the underworld one has to pass the river Styx that they came

across when they die. They need to pay the ferryman Charon, who would then allow them

passage to pass into the domain of the underworld. When a person dies, a coin called an obul

would be placed inside the mouth of the dead individual allowing them to successfully pay

Charon. Romans also adopted certain parts of Greek mythology as well when they conquered

Greece, including the gods and their history, though under different names.25 For instance, Hades

was known as Pluto, Zeus is called Jupiter, Poseidon is known as Neptune, etc. All gods have

their own counterparts per say. Greek mythology and the deities within it are quite influential,

not only in their own culture, but others as well, which is shown heavily in the Romans case.

Norse Mythology:

Norse mythology originates from Scandinavian mythological structure around the time of

the Viking age, and has extremely well known gods and goddesses surrounding it, such as Odin,

25 “Hades”, 2016.
24 “Hades”, 2016.
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Thor, Loki, Tyr, Frigg, Hel, Heimdall, Freyr, and Freyja. Those are just a few of the numerous

deities that encompass all of Norse mythology and the culture that permeates it.

There are many themes and underlying meanings in folklore and mythology, and one

such example in Norse myths is human consciousness and the opinions and beliefs that circle it.

In Norse mythology, the world tree, or, Yggdrasil, connects to all of the realms in Norse folklore.

Modern day beliefs of human consciousness relate to this immensely because different parts of

the world tree can intersect with the inner workings and desires of the human mind. Each world

and realm could be a metaphor for different parts of consciousness, whereas the certain beings

and deities that dwell within each realm act as the different behaviors and ambitions that humans

can have.26 This really emphasizes the connection between myths and the deeper parts of the

human mind, conscious and subconscious, and it is important to think about because of how

many myths relate to the creation of humans as a species. In the 19th century, Norse myths

became widespread, and this was when people began referencing these deities, especially in

Scandinavia. Also, understanding more depth about the mind can aid in comprehending more

complex aspects of certain myths that deal with creation and how things came to be. An example

for how certain worlds can represent human consciousness and emotion is the world

Svartalfheim, also known as Niðavellir. It is the home of the dark elves/dwarves. The world itself

can be described as dark and gloomy, which can symbolize an overarching feeling of sorrow. The

dark elves as one of the inhabitants can be shown  as more evil aligned, symbolizing greed and

desires that inevitably bloom within people.

26 Auger, Emily E. “The Echo of Odin: Norse Mythology and Human Consciousness.” Mythlore,
vol. 38, no. 1, fall-winter 2019, pp. 62+. Gale In Context: High School,
link.gale.com/apps/doc/A606942071/SUIC?u=watkinson&sid=bookmark-SUIC&xid=4a6c6874.
Accessed 15 Dec. 2021.

https://go.gale.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=Journals&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=MultiTab&hitCount=1&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=1&docId=GALE%7CA606942071&docType=Article&sort=Relevance&contentSegment=ZXBK-MOD1&prodId=SUIC&pageNum=1&contentSet=GALE%7CA606942071&searchId=R24&userGroupName=watkinson&inPS=true
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Odin is one of the principle and most important figures in Norse mythology, and was the

King of Asgard, as well as a powerful magician associated with rune magic. Odin has many wise

sayings, and they set down the foundation to put in place a valiant code to follow that highlights

the ideas of courage, revenge when it is called for, wit, wariness, etc. Religion also connects

largely to Norse mythology, as this “code” that Odin created can be compared with Ten

Commandments of Christianity, as they both represent certain beliefs strictly and thoroughly.27

Norse folklore connects significantly to beliefs of a modern day world, whether it be in religion,

human consciousness, or popular games and books, and one reason for that is because of the

many similar ideals humans in their mind and Norse myths embody.

VI. Conclusion:

Mythology plays a vital part in the lives of not only Japanese people, but many cultures

and people in modern society today. For Japan, this is largely in part due to how folklore is the

basis of much Japanese literature, art, entertainment, and that people still learn and pass down

information and stories about all of the myths regarding the gods and goddesses that have been

continuing through the ages. This can be shown with the traditional “kagura” dance, which is to

honor the divine beings at Shinto shrines and is also a part of a ritual. This can be traced all the

way back to the time when the goddess Amaterasu drew the dance in her cave.28 Greek

mythology has influenced how people see constellations, planets, designs with architecture, etc.

This displays not just the lasting effects of folklore, but also more concrete parts of society such

as mathematics and architecture. People are being educated in Norse myths even indirectly,

through popular games, shows, books, all the while learning about its unique characteristics and

effects on the modern day of Scandinavia. Mythology and all of the beliefs that can encompass a

28 Roberts, Pg 65.
27 Auger, 2019.
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society are now intertwined into its culture, whether or not people celebrate religion. This

emphasizes how many aspects of old myths have had a catalytic effect and are still affecting

people now in the present day.


