
The Spirit World of Kyoto
Japanese People and

the Yokai Culture of Monsters and Demons

日本人と妖怪文化“京都の異界”

Section from “Kodai-ji Temple's Illustrated Night Parade of One Hundred Demons”: �is scroll was commissioned as part of the 400th anniversary of Kodai-ji Temple. It depicts objects 
with connections to the temple, such as the temple bell and a broom, as well as the ox-drawn carriage used by Kita no Mandokoro Nene, which have all transformed into demons and 
spirits, as they walk around the town at night. �e latter part of the scroll shows the monsters �eeing in surprise as the sun rises while a monk chants. (Artwork by Yoichiro Tanaka) 

It may come as a surprise to hear that Kyoto is surrounded by a world of spiritual beings. “�e Illustrated 
Night Parade of One Hundred Demons” scroll is the generalized art form of cultures from the spirit world, 
combining Kyoto’s natural environment, its stories, art scrolls and processions.

When Kyoto became the capital in the Heian period, the surrounding mountains were perceived as masses 
of darkness where one could encounter mysterious and unusual happenings, eerie sounds and phenomena, 
unpleasant smells, and unknown animals. People feared the souls of the living and the dead; monsters such 
as “kappa” (water demons) and “tengu” (winged supernatural beings with red, long-nosed faces); oni 
(ogres); and animals thought to possess strange powers, such as foxes, raccoon dogs, snakes and cats; and 
referred to them as “yokai” (monsters) or “mononoke” (vengeful spirits). In particular, “oni” were a kind of 
spiteful and superhumanly strong yokai that tormented humans in Hell.

When the Heian period started in 794, it was believed that those who died while holding a grudge 
returned as malevolent spirits. �is religious belief thrived, and led to the creation of the Gion Festival as a 
puri�cation ritual. By the year 1000, aided by famine, plague, earthquakes, �oods and the in�uence of Bud-
dhism, monks were able to spread the word of the “End of the World” theory of “Mappo-shiso” and the idea 
of a rebirth in paradise as taught by Amida Buddha. Evidence of this is the establishment of Byodo-in 
Temple as a result of more and more people believing in the Buddhist Pure Land, and the rise of paintings 
depicting Hell. A�er death, whether one would go to Hell depended on Enma, the King of Hell, passing 
judgment on the sins of one’s past life. In Hell, ogres would in�ict pain on humans. Jizo Bodhisattva, who 
worked to ease human su�ering in Hell, was worshipped as a savior. Meanwhile, “Yurei” (ghosts) were the 
departed spirits of the dead appearing in this world, taking a shadow-like form of the deceased. Typical 
burial spots in Kyoto were located east of the Kamo River in Toribeno, and the Rendaino region around 
Mount Funaoka. Around such places, one can �nd connections to the dead or to Hell, including Rokudo 
Chinno-ji Temple, with its well, said to be a passage to Hell; the Minatoya candy shop with its famous ghost 
story; and Senbon Enma-do (Injo-ji Temple), which enshrines the King of Hell. Abe no Seimei, an onmyoji 
specialist in magic and divination, could control ogres. �e “Gozan no Okuribi” bon�re festival, held every 
year on August 16th, is a memorial service for deceased family members. �e famous “Tale of Genji” was 
also born in the same period, later made into a scroll that started the whole culture of the illustrated hand-
scroll.

�e culmination of all these cultures from the spiritual realm can be found in “�e Illustrated Night 
Parade of One Hundred Demons” scroll. �e Higashiyama area used to be known for being such a spirit 
world, but as the Edo period began around 1600, more and more people started visiting. Now, Kodai-ji 
Temple has become a popular sightseeing spot.
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