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The History and Folklore of Mitama Ceremonies

OMOTO Takahisa

The concept of ancestor spirits cherished by the Japanese has been considered as an important
issue in folklore studies. In his book “Senzo no Hanashi” (Story of Ancestors), Kunio Yanagida
suggested the existence of three spirits: the spirit of an ancestor, the spirit of the newly deceased, and
the spirit of the deceased who left no relatives behind. His theory has served as a basis for subsequent
studies on the Bon Festival and the Mitama Festival (ancestral worship rituals in August and around
January, respectively). First, this article examines the terminology of the word “ancestor spirit.” The
word was hardly used by Yanagida, who collectively called the three spirits “mitama” (the spirit of the
deceased). In fact, it is often inappropriate to interpret folklore phenomena or historical documents
with the concept of ancestor spirits. While keeping this in mind, this paper studies historical
documents regarding the Mitama Festival at the end of each year in the Heian to Kamakura Period
(794-1333), such as “Makura no Soushi” (The Pillow Book) and “Tsurezuregusa” (Essays in Idleness).
The Mitama Festival described in these materials is related by many researchers with the New Year’s
offerings to mitama (ancestor spirits) in eastern Japan; however, after careful examination, this article
points out that the New Year’s Day was a day to make offerings to the spirits of the newly dead coming
back to this world, rather than to honor the spirits of ancestors. Moreover, this article casts doubt
on the view that the Mitama Festival in the Heian to Kamakura Period was transmitted without any
interval to the present custom of the New Year’s offerings to mitama in eastern Japan. Moreover, this
paper indicates that differences between regions across Japan in ceremonies and rituals to remember
the deceased around January, such as the New Year’s offerings to mitama in eastern Japan, hotoke
no shogatsu (a ritual after the third day of the New Year to remember the dead) in the Chugoku
Region and mi-shogatsu (a ritual on the day of the Snake in early December to remember the dead)
in the Shikoku Region, were caused by the reluctance of people to remember the deceased on the
New Year’s Day. Thus, indicating regional differences by taking a global view of folklore phenomena
all over Japan, as well as actively referring to historical documents, this paper presents a preliminary
analysis based on comparison. More specifically, this paper suggests a new comparative study method
to clarify the background factors, such as historical movements and social effects, based on the

analysis of folklore distribution in the country.
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