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Japanese King Yama lllustrations from Kamakura to Edo Period
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Abstract

According to the Japanese folklore as well as to the Buddhist mythology,
it is believed that the karma of every soul must be brought to judgment and after
that assigned the realm to reincarnate by King Yama, the ruler of the underworld.
The portrait of King Yama has been created since Kamakura period and appeared
in many published books in Edo period as a character of the tale. Anyhow the
research that focuses only on the pictures of King Yama or on publications, which
are likely to be well-known by commoners in Edo era has been rarely conducted.
Therefore, the objective of this research is to analyze the development of King
Yama illustrations between Kamakura to Edo period, in order to comprehend the
changes of the portrait, including the social influences that have been left in each
time frame.

The illustrations of King Yama in this research were collected mostly from
exhibition catalogues, National Diet Library’s online database and National Institute
of Japanese Literature’s microfilm documents. Moreover, to examine the colour
of some monochrome data, the field works were also carried out, yet there are
4 pictures not available to indicate its colour. At present, among 161 examples,
there are 23 Kamakura-Nambokuchou period’s works, 23 Muromachi period’s
works, and 115 Edo period’s works.

According to the evidence from Medieval period, not only the lord can be
characterized as a strict judge of the dead as seen in a number of paintings such
as Juu-ou-zu, but also as someone who respects Buddhism. If Buddha, Bodhisattva
or a Buddhist appears in front of him, He will welcome them and pay his respect.
In Muromachi period, unlike the style of arts in the previous era, the pictures of
him holding a brush in his hand were more popular. This kind of setup provided
a strong image of a judge.Using “brush” as an instrument, might relates to the
increasing popularity of legal papers usage among civilians since the late
Kamakura period, and the increase of literacy rate among warrior class as well
as the group of merchants.

In modern times (Kin-sei), while accepting earlier style, the changes can
be seen as well. From 115 Edo period’s examples, the number of the brush as

an implement was decreased. The people at that time were given more access
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to basic education at Terakoya. Even for ordinary people, “document” had become
more available and comprehensible; therefore, the belief that only authority was
associated with an action of “writing” or any form of “literacy” was not as remarkable
as in the earlier age. For the new characteristic of King Yama, the original
appearance and motifs can be recognized, whereas the character was developed
to be someone who has some difficulties in his land, or who was attacked by

other characters.

Keywords: 1. King Yama. 2.Juuou. 3.Hell. 4.Japanese Art. 5. Japanese

Culture.
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