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The March of Dancing Skeletons:
/.en Vernacular-sermon Picture Scrolls
and Their Development

Koma Tomoko

Translated by Jeffrey KnoTT

ity, found everywhere from T-shirts and rings to characters appearing in

Japanese anime. That the charm of such motifs is one felt by people
across different eras is clear from Edo-period #kiyo-¢, where one finds frequent
examples of skeleton pictures rendered with realistic detail, as in the Soma no
Sfuru-dairi TS DOHMNZE of Utagawa Kuniyoshi #JIED;, or the Hajo hakkotsu
zazen-zn W L E MR of Maruyama Okyo ILIG%E. And while skeletons
have always been symbols of death, impermanence, or even evil, there is also no
shortage of pictures showing skeletons up and about, moving in the manner of
the living, with something of a comical or humorous air. Yet when, and how, did
such skeleton imagery, in its many guises from the loveable to the heroic, first
come into usage?

Stories featuring skeletons have existed in significant numbers from ancient
times. In the early Heian-period Buddhist tale collection Nihon rydiki H A FEL,
for example, one story has a skull taking vengeance upon the man who had killed
him. Yet for all its universal character, found beyond Japan in narratives from
every corner of the world, by and large it is a motif whose dominant elements
are negative. In Japanese texts, skeletons of a more cheerful aspect begin to ap-
pear only with the advent of the Muromachi period. One such example is found
in a work of otggi-zoshi (a Muromachi-period tale genre) bearing the title Genchii
soda-ga %] EFTTH].

In this work we find depicted a lively dinner party populated entirely by skele-
tons, whom we see beating drums, playing the flute, and dancing with abandon.
The scene occurs within the story-in-a-story of Genchsi soda-ga, the narrative
frame of which involves a travelling monk who falls asleep one day inside a tem-
ple, only to dream of long conversation with the skeleton of a woman who has
come out of her grave to meet him. The conversation narrates the woman’s life,
portrayed throughout by accompanying pictures as the life of a skeleton—all

Today, the iconography of skeleton or skull motifs enjoys a broad popular-
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characters being drawn as skeletons—from her embraces with her husband, to
that husband’s death, to his removal to the cremation fields, to the woman’s own
taking of religious vows and, at last, to the subsequent Buddhist dialogues she
pursues. It is a playful visual expression of the principle of shdji ichinyo H5E—HN
(“life and death, one and the same”)—the idea that beneath the skin, human be-
ings are all nothing but skeletons, showing no difference between male and female,
indeed no difference between life and death. The sense of the Zen phrase used
in the title, genchi soda (“amid illusion, hit with grass [i.e. to make one wake up]”),
is that the skeleton dream-figures of the text enlighten the reader about reality’s
own true “emptiness” (k# Z). From this, as well as from the substance of the
Buddhist dialogue in the work’s latter half, the picture scroll appears to be a ver-
nacular sermon, designed to convey the teachings of the Zen school.

One of the four known extant textual witnesses of the Gencbsi soda-ga allows it to
be dated as far back as the Muromachi period: a valuable medieval picture-scroll
manuscript (now in codex form) surviving in the collections of Kakuman-ji
Temple #5iii<F in Osaka. This is the text previously introduced by Okami Masao
] B IE#, bearing a transcribed colophon dated to Koryaku HEJE 2 (1380).! The
work also appears in Kanmon nikki HFHHEL, the diary of imperial prince
Go-suko-in Sadafusa %536FE HI (1372-1456), under a “Catalog of Various
Tales” (sho-monogatari mokurokn 5EWIEE H$%) found in a verso-side entry dated to
Oei ik 27 (1420)—a corroborating indication that the work existed at least by
the early Muromachi period, and was read then among the nobility.

At a later period, this work was split in half and adapted, gaining an association
with the name of the famous Rinzai monk Ikkya Sojun —R5EHE (1394-1481).
The two resulting works were published, respectively, under the titles 1&&yz gaikotsu
— K415 (Ikkyt and the Skeleton) (Figure 1) and Ikkyi mizukagani —KIKE
(Ikkya’s Water Mirror). In these versions, however, the emphasis was less on the
teachings of Zen, and more on the abundant comic potential of the skeleton
figures themselves.

These anthropomorphized skeletons seem to have charmed people, and
helped along by the popularity of Ikkya, the texts became popular enough to see
several printings over the course of the Edo period. Yet even as such reception
though printed books with illustrations steadily increased, new copies of picture
scrolls continued to be produced as late as the Bakumatsu period, as in the case
of the picture-scroll manuscript of Ikkyi gaikotsu, copied in Koka 50 4 (1847),
that survives in the Ryukoku University Library. Probably this continued long
life in picture-scroll format is accounted for by the underlying Buddhist dialogue-
text having taken as its subject something as fantastic, and as given to striking
visuals, as an animated human skeleton.

In addition to the text’s artistic presentation of skeleton pictures, another aspect

! See Okami Masao, “‘Genchii sodaga’ honkoku” [£JHFEFTHE] #1%], ed. Nakamura Yukihiko
hakase kanreki kinen ronbunshu kankokai HUR 522 18- &R0 & SCERTIAT S, in Kinsei bungakn:
sakka to safnhin FHESLF L VER EA/EM (Tokyo: Chio Koronsha, 1973).
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Figure 1. Scene of a skeleton banquet. From [kkyi gaikotsn —KE%E, Pub. Edo period.
(Imanishi Yiichiro 4 Pi#i— R, Private Collection).
https: i.org/10.2 1002

of the Genchit soda-ga worth noting is the depiction of a Buddhist dialogue
between two nuns that occurs in the work’s latter half, valuable as a reflection of
actual discourse among contemporary Zen-sect nuns. This, considered alongside
the work’s fulsome use of both Muromachi-period didactic verse sermons and
terminology taken from Zen goroku #$% texts, has led the Genchi soda-ga to be
classified as a hggo-emaki F:iE#7% (a genre of vernacular-sermon picture scrolls),
and one designed, moreover, for a female readership. Later in the Edo period, this
female Buddhist dialogue was not only adapted, becoming the work Ikkyz
mignkagami, but also had an influence itself on the kana-zishi work Ninin bikuni
“ A iJE (Figutre 2), penned by the S6t6 monk Suzuki Shosan $5RIE=
(1579-1655).

In Ninin bikuni, the wife of Suda Yahei ZHH 7RI{#, after the death of a certain
beautiful widow, goes every seven days to see with her own eyes how the widow’s
body, left exposed in the fields, decomposes to become gradually nothing but
white bones. This leads to her enlightenment on the principle of impermanence,
and to herself becoming a nun, one who eventually, as the story portrays it,
achieves rebirth in paradise as the fruit of her devotions. Setting aside its clear


https://doi.org/10.20730/100249806

Koipa

e

7Y
Sh

(<]
%M!‘{*@\J\)S%

A

QWEL > g

&
Tt

._'xb—«.nﬁ._»

,\.ﬁwj

N S S g T

Y
PR

\}I\J\"_d

@

N

i

A F oy RS

-

opioy

R

LY

Sl o
N SR RR oA O

8

5
| &L %E”J ‘“E‘L}?. A
Lepitares TL
i 2 :
b Ty ' .
| 2 i

gl
e v

Figure 2. Scene of a woman in dialogue with a skeleton. From Ninin biknni — NI LB [“Two
Nuns”], Pub. early Edo period. (National Institute of Japanese Literature).
https://doi.org/10.20730/200004107

relationship to Su Dongpo’s #H ¥ (1036-1101) poem on decomposition, Nine
Phases (Jinxiang shi TUAHFE, ]. Kuso shi), Ninin bikuni also betrays the influence of
Genchii soda-ga, not only in its structuring concept—coming to enlightenment
about impermanence though dialogue with a skeleton—but also in its own
opening’s direct allusion to that of the earlier work. A similar process can often
be seen at work in kana-zoshi of the early Edo period, with several texts being
based on such Muromachi vernacular-sermon picture scrolls, whose content
they selectively modified and adapted, in a very concrete manifestation of con-
temporary “interactions of knowledge” (chi no kotsi H1DZE ).

To turn, then, the question around: what was it about the Muromachi era that
felt a need for such skeleton story-illustrations? In the background to their
production there are various influences that might be adduced, in particular
Song-period skeleton illustrations from China, and the popularity of those
otogi-z0shi works now called zruimono FFEY) (“non-human” pieces)—stories cen-
tered on anthropomorphized flora and fauna. These story illustrations were of
course an expedient, used to expound Zen’s difficult teachings in ways people
could more readily understand. Nonetheless skeletons, simply through their


https://doi.org/10.20730/200004107

The March of Dancing Skeletons 89

association with such pictures, came to acquire a new image among people.
And so it is to the skeletons of these story illustrations, first appearing in the
Muromachi period, that we trace the roots of the modern, more humorous,
more loveable skeleton type, which continues to dance on in our own day and

age.



