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Snake Worship in Chiangnan, China and in Japan

SUWA Haruo

Manago, the heroine of “Jasei no in” in Ugetsu Monogatari , a masterpiece by Akinari Ueda,

loves a human although she is a snake. She changes her appearance, follows the man and is
finally exterminated by Houkai, who is a Buddhist priest of Dojoji Temple in Kii Province. The
story reflects the Buddhist idea that snakes should be hated and that love between snakes and
humans should not be allowed. The idea that snakes should be hated is found in a novel in
colloquial Chinese in the Ming dynasty which is a source of the story. Akinari sympathized with
the idea and used the story in his novels. However, people in Yueh, which existed in the
Chiangnan district in China until the 3rd century, together with the people form Wu, worshiped a
snake as their God. Hakujaden (the story of the white snake), the theme of which is love between
a white snake and a human youth, and Jaroudensetsu (the legend of the snake), whose theme is
also love between a snake and a human, were created and spread everywhere in China by the
Yueh people. In such folk tales, we can find examples of snake worship, which cannot be seen in
stories such as the novels in colloquial Chinese created by the intelligentsia. The snake worship in
Chiangnan was probably introduced to Japan by Wu and Yueh immigrants. Snake shamanism,
which was found from the Jomon Era to the Yayoi Era in Japan, still exists in the Changnan
district. Jaroudensetsu in China turned into Japanese folk tales. Hakujaden, which crystallized
into ”Jasel no in”, was also introduced from China in early times and was turned into Japanese

folk tales.
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