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Date: 16 August every year
Location: Hikari town Musho, Sosa district, Chiba prefecture
Access: It takes 4.5 kilometers from Yokoshiba station (JR
Sobu line) Yokoshiba is about 1.5 to 2 hours from Tokyo by
train.

prologue
　It is often said that Japan is a country without religion.
Therefore, I have heard that when people from overseas asked,
“What religion do you believe in? “, Japanese people are often
at a loss for an answer, and are often surprised. Since this
site is about festivals, Shinto events often appear. This is
because  the  word  “Matsuri  (festival)”  originally  means  to
worship the deities. However, funerals and other events are
conducted under Buddhism. To be precise, some people say that
Confucian forms are also involved. In the New Year, we visit
shrines, in the summer we have a Buddhist event called “Obon
(the event that ancestors return at this time of year)”, and
in the winter we celebrate Christmas. There is also a joking



way of saying that. But on the other hand, there is this
story. A road side was troubled with garbage being thrown
away. As a countermeasure, the people concerned set up a small
“torii”  (a  gate  at  the  entrance  of  a  shrine,  used  as  a
landmark to indicate that from here it is the domain of the
gods). As a result, no more garbage was thrown away.
　In the first place, God and Buddha have been one and the same
in Japan since ancient times. Setsubun is an event held at
both shrines and temples. This happened because of the arrival
of Buddhism in Japan in the 6th century. The leaders of the
time were thinking, “As a civilized nation, we want to spread
Buddhism.” However, they could not force people to abandon
their original faith. So they came up with the idea that God
and Buddha are the same. They said that God is the temporary
form of Buddha in this country. This idea lasted until the
19th century.

New Year’s visit to a shrine
https://www.nishinippon.co.jp/item/n/651879/

https://www.nishinippon.co.jp/item/n/651879/


Christmas tree
https://haa.athuman.com/media/japanese/world/1570/

Hell
　However,  Buddhism  is  the  one  that  Japanese  people  have
believed in the most. Because it answered the biggest question
of all, “What happens when we die?” Buddhism say “there is
paradise and hell”. So the various schools of Buddhism have
competed to propagate the idea of how to avoid hell and go to
paradise. In the Christian world as well, there is a wide
variety of images of demons while there is little variation in
the designs of angels, and while most pictures of paradise are
just a line of Buddhas, there are many variations of hell
pictures. So many pictures of hell have been drawn and passed
down through the generations.

https://haa.athuman.com/media/japanese/world/1570/


Buddha
https://www.kyohaku.go.jp/jp/theme/floor2_2/f2_2_koremade/buts
uga_20150317.html

Buddha come
https://knyan.com/work/1105

https://www.kyohaku.go.jp/jp/theme/floor2_2/f2_2_koremade/butsuga_20150317.html
https://www.kyohaku.go.jp/jp/theme/floor2_2/f2_2_koremade/butsuga_20150317.html
https://knyan.com/work/1105


ogres in hell
http://www.gyokiji.org/jigokue.html  (Same  for  the  figure  on
the right)

boiling in an iron pot

　Blood Pond and Needle Mountain are probably the most common
images of hell that every Japanese person has heard once.

Kiraigo 鬼来迎~The Miraculous Legacy

http://www.gyokiji.org/jigokue.html


　And the various schools of Buddhism performed plays as well
as paintings and storytelling as part of their missionary
work. Most of them have fallen into disuse, but miraculously
the one here at Kosaiji 広済寺Temple has solely survived. It is
said that its origin dates back to the Kamakura period. It is
miraculous that this is the only place in Japan that still
retains this type of event, but what is even more surprising
is that there are currently only 25 houses in this area.

Main story
　

The  start  time  is  approximately  3:00  in  the  afternoon.
(However, since there are greetings at the beginning and so
on, the actual start time is around four o’clock.) It is
almost four kilometers from the station, and there are few
buses. The surrounding area is only rice fields as far as the
eye can see. However, on this particular day, the roads around
the entrance become congested because most people come by car.
So uniformed police are even serviced to control the traffic.



Musho district 虫生地区



venue

　The stage is a steep cliff covered with grass. In the past,
there was a building called “Jizo-do” there, which was used as
the stage, but the earthquake destroyed it. Nowadays, people
build the stage in a corner of the slope and use it by
covering the surrounding area with grass. There are about 60
chairs  lined  up  in  front  of  the  stage.  Behind  them  are
standing room only. And in the last row, many tripods with
cameras are lined up. After the greetings, the first event is
for the demoness to wish the child good health. In this event,
the demoness holds the child in her arms and shouts, “Go-o!”
　*It is one of the most famous events in this event, but there
used to be trouble over it. Parents would take pictures of the
demoness holding their children nearby. So far, this is a very
natural process. But then, an amateur photographer behind them
said, “You’re in my way. Get out of the way. This became a big
problem. Some people, especially retired elderly people with



high-end cameras do this. There is also a local train running
near here, which is very photogenic, but I see a number of
warning signs posted there as well. They say, “Please do not
obstruct  the  train  service,”  “Please  do  not  photograph
schoolchildren in an indecent manner,” etc. I once saw an old
man who boasted that he would change his personality if he got
a camera. This is one of the evils of the camera scene in
Japan. This has nothing to do with our readers, but I dare to
complain about it here.

1st stage ~The opening act

“Enma” judge of afterlife



　Suddenly there is a noisy sound and the curtain slips open.
The  play  was  about  to  begin.  The  noisy  sound  is  a  rare
instrument  called  a  “nyobatsu,”  which  looks  like  a  large
cymbal.
　Then the curtain slips open. The first character to appear is
“Enma”. This is like a judge who decides where the deceased
will go, and is the king of hell. Parents often tell their
children, “If you tell a lie, Enma will pull out your tongue.
He walks lifting his legs high and glares at the surroundings.

“Gusho-jin” recorder



　The next one is “Gushoujin”. He is like a scribe who rides on
a person’s shoulders and records all their good and bad deeds
before they die. Therefore, he has a writing brush in his
hand.



demoness “Datsue”



red ogre



blue ogre

And then there’s demoness called “Datsue-baba”, who appeared



earlier to pray for her child’s health. It is said that there
is a river called the “River of Sands” on the border between
this world and the other world. In front of that river is this
old woman. She is said to be a being who strips the dead of
their clothes.
　However,  since  the  Heian  period  (9th~11th  Century),  the
custom of sending coins to the dead has spread, as people
believe that if they give this woman six coins, they will be
able to have a safe boat ride. In the 16th century, there was
a famous warlord who used this six-mon coin as his banner to
show his determination to “hide his death at all times on the
battlefield. This is an aside episode, though. Let me return
to the main story.
　And finally, the red and blue ogres. They are the ones who
are actually responsible for blaming and punishing the dead in
hell. This is the all-star lineup of hell.

　



　Demoness and the ogres sue to Enma about how bad the deceased
was  in  life.  All  the  while,  the  king  sits  motionless.
Eventually, the Great King asks the Gushoujin by his side, “Is
this appeal correct? Gushojin replies, “This is a very bad
person”. This is end of the first act.

2nd stage ~Sai-no-kawara (Children’s Limbo)





　

　When the curtain opens again, it is time for the “Sai no
Kawara” scene. The “riverbank of Sai” is said to be the place
where the dead children go. The children just pile up pebbles.
If  the  stones  reach  a  certain  height,  they  will  go  to
paradise. However, just before the pile is completed, an ogre
comes and destroys it. Then they have to start all over again.
The reason children are forced to do such unreasonable things
is because it is considered the greatest misfortune to die
before their parents. Then the children pile up the stones
while saying “One for the father, two for the mother…”.





　”Don’t hate us, hate your parents” the ogres say. Suddenly,
the Jizo Bodhisattva appears. The Jizo scatters away the ogres
that are in his way and leaves with the children.

3rd stage ~The boiling hot iron cauldron
　





　The next act is the “boiling hot iron cauldron” scene. The
demons are tormenting the dead by placing them in the boiling
water.
“Is it boiled yet?” “No, not yet.”
　The point of this play is to show the inhumanity of the
demons.





　”That’s enough,” the ogres say as they pull the deceased out
of the cauldron and further beat him.

Mercy of Kannon Bodhisattva





　Then, the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara (Kannon) appears. He
appeals, “Free the deceased. But the ogres say, “This is a
person who has been judged as a villain by the court of Enma.
It is only natural to torment him. He has never visited a
shrine or temple in his life, nor has he given a single penny
to charity,” he, though an ogre, says in a strangely Buddhist
manner.





　

“What you say is true,” Kannon has to admit. But “I will take
his sins upon myself,” he says, leaving the stupa behind and
taking the deceased away.
The demons are frustrated, “So has he become a Buddha?” This
is the end of the whole story.





　

　The performance lasted about one hour. People were leaving in
waves.
The chairman of the preservation society told us the following
story. It is indeed very difficult for this small village to
maintain it. Above all, the biggest problem is the lack of
successors. However, recently, in addition to subsidies from
the  national  and  prefectural  governments,  there  are  young
people who are willing to help. Two of them are making their
debut today, he said.
This is a valuable art form that has been around since the
12th century. In other words, we can see the same performance
today as people did in that era. It is a miraculous event, and
I would like to end this article with the hope that it will
continue to be preserved in the future.



Report: Is “Edo Sato Kagura”
boring or not?
　　Hollywood movies are simply interesting. These movies are
made with huge production costs, using talent from all over
the world to focus solely on entertaining people. They can’t
be boring. However, human beings may think , “Well, they are
interesting”, but there’s not much left to enjoy. I want to
see something more social” and so on. Of course, Hollywood
movies can be empty, but the general image is one of great
entertainment. Deeper movies can be seen in the Cannes Film
Festival and the Venice Film Festival, for example. The film
which gets the grand prix at these festivals has an image of
the complete opposite of Hollywood. There are many films that
make you think after seeing them. Nevertheless, the strength
of their message can be a burden. In the worst case, it can
make you sleepy. Movie fans go back and forth between the two.

　In Japan, there is “Edo sato kagura” which is in the genre of
Kagura, a traditional performing art. It is almost exclusively
performed in Tokyo and the surrounding areas. But it is not
popular and is hardly known. It does not hold the elements of
entertainment like “Iwami kagura”, and it does not have a
local following like “Hayachine kagura.” These are held in
obscurity at the corner of a shrine in the Shrine Festival .
When I went to see a Edo sato kagura one day in Yokohama,
there were only a few people . This situation is not usual but
it  is  almost  always  held  in  such  conditions.  Many  people
aren’t aware it is being performed. Sometimes even the staff
of  the  shrine  doesn’t  know!  Although  it  gets  a  lot  of
influence from Noh, most Japanese people don’t differentiate
Edo sato kagura from Noh…. As I write this, I am becoming sad.

https://discoverdeeperjapan.com/2021/03/06/is-edo-sato-kagura-boring-or-not/
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Iwami Kagura

Edo sato Kagura



　Why isn’t “Edo sato kagura” popular? Is it really boring?
Isn’t it worth seeing? I will try to verify this now. Now, I
will give you a rudimentary knowledge about “Edo sato kagura”.
After that, I will teach you how to enjoy it.

History

Kanto region

Edo is the old name of Tokyo. The region that “Edo sato
kagura” is held is around Tokyo. Tokyo is located almost the
center of the main island called “Honshu (本州)”. This region is
called  “Kanto  (関東)”,  which  consists  of  seven  prefectures,
Gunma, Tochigi, Ibaraki, Chiba, Saitama, Kanagawa and Tokyo.
The Kanto region’s kagura was originally introduced from the
Izumo region (The Izumo region is the eastern area of Shimane
prefecture). The Shinto priest at Sada shrine in the Izumo
region learned “Noh” in Kyoto and he created the new art of
kagura.  This  is  the  origin  of  “Izumo  kagura”.  After  the
Introduction to the Kanto area, two styles developed. One
consisted  of  isolated  programs  and  rituals,  another  was
performed as a historical play like theater. The historical
play was performed by a professional group called “Shachu 社中”.
They perform Kagura in shrines after being invited. This is



the origin of “Edo sato kagura” today.

Where can we watch “Edo sato kagura” ?
“Edo sato kagura” is performed by professional groups called
“Shachu (社中)” today as well, so we can watch each festival at
shrines. Japan’s festivals are held most often in spring and
autumn, followed by summer, and least in winter. In spring,
the Japanese hope for a good harvest as they enter the rice
planting  season,  and  in  autumn,  they  give  thanks  for  the
harvest. The meaning of each festival is to pray for the
prevention of plagues in summer and for the revival of the sun
in winter. Generally speaking, spring and autumn festivals are
held in many places in Japan, but in eastern Japan, Kagura
tends to be performed in spring, while in western Japan, it
tends to be performed more in autumn or later.

A few more details
There are four shachu as national intangible cultural assets
in Edo-sato Kagura: Matsumoto (松本), Ishiyama (石山), Wakayama (若
山), and Mamiya (間宮) . In addition, there are several other
famous groups, such as Hagiwara (萩原) group. Each of them has
its own territory. For example, the Hagiwara group is invited
by shrines in the Shinjuku area, while the Mamiya group is
invited for festivals at shrines in the Shinagawa area. They
go out there and perform a kagura or simply enliven it with a
musical performance.

Edo sato Kagura is performed approximately three times a day.
Each performance lasts from about 30 minutes to no more than
one hour. In some cases, a related storyline is followed in
the  performance,  and  in  other  cases,  completely  unrelated
programs are performed. Sometimes the time is posted on the
stage, and sometimes there is no indication of the program.
And I think this is the biggest problem: after one program,
there  is  a  two-hour  gap  between  performances.  There  are
various reasons for this, such as the return of the portable
shrine that left the shrine, but many times I have seen people



who wanted to continue watching the show, but they got tired
of waiting because it didn’t start for a long time. I wonder
what can be done about it.

Another thing that may keep audiences away from Kagura is the
fact that there are some unique rules and regulations that are
not  communicated  to  the  audience.  For  example,  if  the
performer sits down and hides his face with a fan, it is a
sign that the performer is asleep. This is rather easy to do,
so you might be able to see it for the first time. However,
some techniques take a bit longer. For example, there is a
scene in which the servant is ordered by his master to fetch a
bottle of wine and other things, and for some reason the
servant dances his way out, which is a kind of “Hakobi (it
means carrying)” rule and has no deep meaning. It’s just a way
of giving the supporting actors a chance to show off their
skills or maybe it’s just a little break in a serious scene.
However, the characters seem to go so far out of their way
that it’s quite common for the audience to be confused.

Play of “Bohi joshi”
The  content  can  also  be  enjoyed  on
video→https://youtu.be/SwjTADLdDVI　and
https://youtu.be/fVu2-9KTDX8

So let’s take a look at one specific stage from here. The
program is “Bohijoshi (菩比上使)”. To put it simply, it is a play
about handing over the country in Japanese mythology. The lord
of  the  Ashiwaramizuho-no-kuni  receives  a  messenger  from
Amaterasu of the Amatsu-kuni (state), asking him to hand over
the country to the lord. In conclusion, three messengers come,
and in the end, the Lord is defeated by force and gives up　the
country.  (cf.  Reference  →Japan  mythology  and  history)  The
first messenger is known as “Ameno-Bodhi”. The title “Bohi” is
derived from the name of this messenger. In the mythology,
Bohi became a retainer after being pardoned by the lord of the

https://youtu.be/SwjTADLdDVI
https://youtu.be/fVu2-9KTDX8


country, but in the Kagura, the story goes that the lord’s
son, Takeminakata, tried to kill Bohi by getting him drunk.
Originally,  in  mythology,  Takeminakata  appears  when  he
confronts  the  third  messenger.  He  would  fight  the  third
messenger as a warrior against handing over his country. It is
clear that the story of Kagura is not entirely true to the
mythology.

　This  is  a  rather  common  performance,  and  I  will  try  to
compare the four Kagura groups. This time, I would like to
compare four Kagura companies: the Wakayama troupe, the Saito
troupe, the Hisaizu Shrine group, and the Hagiwara troupe.
(Hagiwara troupe only refers to the second half.) Except for
Hagiwara Shachu, the mask is basically the same. They are
probably based on the same mold

Takeminakata
　The first thing that happens is that Takeminakata appears.
They are all using Kyougen masks of the “Buaku” style.



Buaku 武悪 mask



Hisaizu shrine

Saito troupe



Wakayama troupe

Hagiwara troupe



Retainer (Modoki or Hyottoko)
　Next comes the servants, all of them are wearing masks with
the comical role of ” Hyottoko” (modoki). However, only the
Saito troupe has two people appear. The others just appear,
but this is the only one which the two of them first have
comic exchanges.

servant of Hisaizu shrine



servant of Wakayama groupe

two servants appear in Saito groupe



　　

Ameno-bohi
　Then comes the third character, Amenobohi, who also appears
in the title. All of the troupes use a mask based on a Noh
play called “Chujo”. However, only Hagiwara’s troupe uses a
different type of mask.

https://www2.ntj.jac.go.jp/dglib/contents/learn/edc9/kouzou/ma
sk_custome/mask/noumen10_b.html
Chujo 中将

https://www2.ntj.jac.go.jp/dglib/contents/learn/edc9/kouzou/mask_custome/mask/noumen10_b.html
https://www2.ntj.jac.go.jp/dglib/contents/learn/edc9/kouzou/mask_custome/mask/noumen10_b.html


Hisaizu shrine

Saito group



Wakayama group

Hagiwara group



　This mask was originally made for the role of a warlord who
met a tragic end, and features a carving on the forehead that
expresses melancholy. The use of this mask implies the tragic
end of this person. In this way, Edo kagura often uses masks
from Noh and Kyogen, which is one of the reasons why it is
difficult to distinguish it from Noh.
*One way to distinguish between Noh and Kagura is that Noh
uses a musical instrument called a tsuzumi (hand drum) and
includes a song called “utai (chanting)” as well as dialogues.
In Kagura, except for a few cases, there are no dialogues.
Basically, everything is performed in mute pantomime.
　

Musical accompaniment

Saito group



Wakayama group

　These  three  (four)  people  alone  will  proceed  with  the
performance. They do all their acting in mime. The musical
accompaniment conveys all the emotions and the mood of the
scene.  Most  of  them  consist  of  two  drummers  and  a  flute
player. There is no particular stage set, so it is difficult
to understand without knowledge of the original mythology.
Recently,  some  groups  have  begun  to  include  a  separate
commentary.

Confronting



A scene in which a character (in this case, Amenobohi) claps
his hands and calls out to people

Wakayama group



　After the introduction of the characters, the story begins



with a visit from “Amenobohi. The story begins with a visit
from  “Amenobohi”,  and  Takeminakata’s  retainer,  Modoki,
welcomes  him.  Modoki  opens  the  door  and  does  some  other
things. There is one more thing that is customary in Edo
Kagura,  the  clapping  of  hands  to  signal  that  someone  is
calling. This is a scene that is often seen. The Takeminakata
is  just  standing  there,  but  only  the  Wakayama  troupe’s
Takeminakata is holding up his fan as if in some kind of
alarm. Their faces are more expressive than the others, so
their movements are also more expressive.





　And then they meet. The scene of the first meeting is filled
with the feeling of tension, with both men bend their heads
back slightly. Eventually, Takeminakata offers to sit next to
him, and they finally sit down. Amenobohi then makes an offer
to give up the kingdom. In addition, the stance of Amenobohi
(and  consequently,  the  Amatsu-kuni)  make  audience  to  feel
their arrogance. Of course, there is no way Takeminakata will
accept this offer. He interrupts the meeting, and Amenobohi
leaves once.

Stratagem





　The Takeminakata side ponders what to do about the proposal,
which is not easy to accept. There is also a comical moment
when Modoki as retainer falls asleep while thinking about it.
If you look at it calmly, you may wonder why Takeminakata has
continued to use such an unreliable-looking retainer, but he
plays a very important role in the progress of the play.
Originally, Kagura was performed as a form of entertainment
for the common people. If it were only serious, it would not
be appropriate for a festival. Takeminakata comes up with a
ruse that is typical of him. He wanted to get him drunk and
beat him to death with one fell swoop. The action here is easy
to understand for both Takeminakata and Modoki.

I heard he loves drinking. So, just get him to drink more. And
when he’ s drunk…

While he’ s drunk?

you just kill him with one fell swoop.



Heee!

Don’t panic. It’s not like you’re going to be killed. You’ll
do it. Do you understand?

Hey, do I? Can I do it?



This is where the “carrying” scene comes in. It is a scene in



which the attendant simply brings in sake, but the dance is
accompanied  by  musical  accompaniment.  It  is  a  kind  of
entertainment  scene  and  has  no  deep  meaning.

Banquet



　And finally, the banquet begins. Amenobohi, who had been



holding fast to the suggestion, accepts the cup, saying, “Just
one cup.” As soon as he drank all of it, Modoki pours him
another  cup.  Bohee’s  face  shows  his  embarrassment.  “Don’t
hesitate,” Takeminakata said.



　Even Bohi, who has a confused expression on his face, reveals



his innate love of alcohol as the drinking continues. This is
a great example of good acting and masks that make you feel
the expressions on the face. At the end of the performance in
the  Saito  group’s  case,  Bohi  drinks  out  of  a  large  bowl
instead of a cup. In this kind of performance, you can feel
the expression on the face even though it is a motionless
mask. This is partly due to the quality of the masks and
partly due to the skill of the performers. The key to enjoying
Edo sato kagura is to be able to sense these small details.

Dance performance



　Finally, the drunken Bohi is in a good mood and begins to



dance.  Each  group  has  a  different  performance  of  the
drunkenness. In some troupes, Bohi stumbles when he stands up
or when he starts to dance. In the other troupes he stumbles
while  he  dances.  Let’s  enjoy  another  virtuoso  performance
here. Bohi then sat down and held a fan in front of his face.
This is a rule for staging a kagura performance where the
performer is said to have fallen asleep.



Takeminakata pulled out his sword to see whether he has been



really asleep. Finally, he ordered his retainer to “go ahead
and do it.” Bohi, as expected, sensed the presence and quickly
took action. He is not just a drunkard.

Battle
The  content  can  also  be  enjoyed  on
video→https://youtu.be/8WWPesEX0QY

https://youtu.be/8WWPesEX0QY










　 Takeminakata makes up his mind to accept that he has no



choice without fighting now that his opponent is awake. He is
not going to hand over their country so easily. Bohi pulls out
his sword, and Takeminakata says, “Well, then. you should
defeat my retainer first”. At this point, except for Saito
troupe, Bohi gets ready by tucking up the sleeves of his
kimono with a sash. The retainer makes a brave attempt to
fight,  but  gets  cold  feet  from  the  first.  He  is  easily
defeated,  but  it  is  admirable  that  he  still  makes  a  few
attempts. But he’s no match for Bohi. This is a comical scene
to ease the tension and entertain the audience. The retainer
runs back saying “I’m not a match for him”. At last, the
battle  between  the  two  is  about  to  begin.  The  battle  is
different in each troupe. One side kneels down to receive the
other’s sword, and now the other side. In such a way, an
extremely stylized battle unfolds. Noh does not have such
scenes, but rather is closer to the Kabuki style. Kabuki also
has a large influence on Kagura such as strike swaggering
pose. Finally, Takeminakata defeats Bohi. This is the same
performance in every troupe. When Bohi swings his sword down,
Takeminakata, a moment later, knocks it down from above.

Ending





　



After losing, Bohi gracefully admits defeat. The performing
style of this scene varies depending on the performing troupe.
One performer looks up at the heavens, while the other looks
down at their sleeves and laments. This comes from a fineness
of  masks  and  performer’s  acting.  It  is  not  a  showy
performance,  but  it  is  a  scene  where  you  can  enjoy  the
virtuosity of the performers. Quietly enjoying these small
parts is the peculiar feature of Edo Sato Kagura.
　

　Sure, it’s not fancy. This is not like a spectacle of Iwami
Kagura that uses fire and so on. Nor is it as groovy as
Hayachine Kagura. But it’s not just a matter of spending a lot
of money on a movie full of CG. There are many movies in which
you can enjoy the virtuoso performance. If you have a chance,
please take a look. A shrine festival makes you feel happy
just by being there. It’s not too late to find out if Edo sato
Kagura is boring or not after seeing it with your own eyes.


