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Introduction
Entering the Academy Museum’s Hayao Miyazaki
exhibition, I was absolutely floored by all the whimsy,
enchantments, and mysticism I encountered. There is an
interesting-looking tree, atmospheric My Neighbor: Totoro
music playing all throughout this magnificent experience,
funny little Kodama tree spirits appearing and disappearing
into the walls, and a special poem dedicated to the great
forest spirit from Princess Mononoke. From all this, the
Academy Museum exhibition made it very clear to me that
Hayao Miyazaki is quite invested in his creature characters,
so it was only appropriate to take a look at their
importance by analyzing what it is about them that allows
them to impart wisdom unto viewers and other characters.
I specifically narrowed my focus down to what it is about
five crucial creature characters that allows the to impart
wisdom about consumerism, greed, and gluttony. So,
without further ado, I, Janice Hill, present: The Folklore of
Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away
P.S., Everything is illustrated by me!

The Asian Dragon
In Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away, audiences and the character of Chihiro are
introduced to a graceful and magical creature character named Haku. Haku is shown to
be a long, furry Eastern dragon who is trapped by the wicked hold of a witch named
Yubaba. Yubaba is the owner of a bathhouse for the spirit realm and she enslaves Haku,
making him forget who he truly is, abusing him, and always taking something from him
rather than giving. This represents consumerism, something Hayao Miyazaki was never
fond of. According to author Susan Napier, in her book titled Miyazaki World: A Life
in Art, “Miyazaki wanted to send a message in Spirited Away. He leaves the distant
world of the past to direct his anger at contemporary Japan” (199-200). Miyazaki makes
sure to strongly express his disdain for industry and money by making Yubaba, a
business owner, look like a dirty rat that profits from her workers and in her greed,
refuses to acknowledge their efforts. During her adventures in the spirit realm, Chihiro
decides enough is enough and embarks on a quest to help Haku free himself from
consumerism’s or Yubaba’s hold, and recover his true identity as a water-bending
mythical creature. Haku goes through hell and back to accomplish this, but throughout
his fight, he demonstrates tenacity, wit, openness, curiosity, and friendliness to return to
his true self. He eventually succeeds in liberating himself, and although it may seem like
it is Chihiro who has done everything here, it is Haku who is able to, by acting out his
character traits, impart the wisdom unto Chihiro and viewers that states it takes character
to break free from the grip of consumerism and rediscover oneself in the process. These
traits that Haku uses to impart said wisdom are rooted in his folkloric aspect. Haku is an
Asian dragon, and according to Eastern folklore, the Asian dragon is a long, serpentine
creature that is believed to be a hybrid combination of different animals. It has the talons
of a rooster, the body of a snake, the head of a horse, the ears of an ox, and the paw
pads of a tiger. According to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, in their article titled
“Recent Acquisitions,” “each of those animals has a symbolical significance which is
generally known by the Japanese” (33). The source further elaborates on this by
explaining that the ox represents patience or tenacity, the tiger represents intelligence or
wit, the horse represents openness or open-mindedness, the snake represents curiosity,
and the rooster represents benevolence or friendliness. Folklore is the foundation of
Haku’s weapons of success and tools for giving his wisdom to viewers and Chihiro-his
character traits.
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The Dōsojin Statue
Continuing my journey through the Hayao Miyazaki exhibition, I
happened to stumble upon a lovely image of the two-faced stone spirit
that guards the entrance to the spirit realm of Spirited Away. I could
not help but be fascinated by its strange, rotund appearance, so I
wanted to explore the importance Hayao Miyazaki placed on this
particular creature character. Audiences and Chihiro are both
introduced to the stone spirit in the earlier scenes of the film and are
caught off guard by the aura it emits. Chihiro was frightened by it and
did not wish to enter through the mysterious tunnel leading to the spirit
realm. According to Japanese language expert Yoshiko Okuyama in her
book titled Japanese Mythology in Film: A Semiotic Approach to
Japanese Film and Anime, this “double-faced stone creature” is one of
the “signs signifying the territory of kami-the Japanese deities in the
natural world” (99). In the context of Okuyama’s words, the stone spirit
has the job of being the kind of sign that aims to warn someone to
prevent them from bringing harm to themselves and others. In the
context of Spirited Away, the stone spirit works to warn Chihiro, her
parents, and the audience to not enter a spirit realm where
consumerism and its lackeys, greed and gluttony, run amok. Chihiro’s
parents and Chihiro ignore this warning and pass through the tunnel,
giving way to the story of Chihiro being trapped by Yubaba and losing
her parents to greed and gluttony. The stone spirit imparts its wisdom
stating warnings against consumerism should never be ignored by acting
out its purpose, which is a given by the folklore of Dōsojin statues.
According to Japanese religious studies scholar Alīse Eishō Donnere,
in his article titled “Finding a Place for Jizō: A Study of Jizō Statuary in
the Buddhist Temples of Sendai,” Dōsojin statues serve “to delineate
the boundaries of a temple, sacred spaces within a temple, as well as the
border between mundane and supramundane worlds” (151). Dōsojin
statues, like the Janus stone spirit of Spirited Away, protect and allow
individuals to know they should not trespass beyond a certain point and
that they are at the doorsteps of a supernatural realm much like the one
in Spirited Away. The stone spirit has its purpose equipped by folklore,
and it uses its purpose to impart its specific, aforementioned wisdom
unto Chihiro, her parents, and viewers.

Fig. 3. Noh Mask

The Noh Mask
There was some point in my time at the Hayao Miyazaki exhibition where I
thought about the masked anomaly from Spirited Away known as No-Face. It
seemed to me, from all the music, images, and the poems, that Hayao Miyazaki
presents his creature characters as sweet and soft-hearted, so I started wondering
why Miyazaki could give No-Face the time of day after all his clumsy tricks. As
viewers and Chihiro delve deeper into the spirit realm of Spirited Away, they meet
a slightly transparent, dark, masked figure whom the movie calls No-Face. He is a
spirit creature who causes quite the turmoil in the spirit world as well as inside
Chihiro’s and viewers’ minds as he constantly follows Chihiro around in hopes of
gaining her approval of him as an individual, stalks Chihiro for a cure to his
loneliness, and works oddly hard to try and be like others around him. No-Face
has such a weakened sense of self-worth and confidence that he decides it would
be great to be like those around him, reveling in food, money, and other
hedonistic pleasures. As a result, he becomes a gluttonous, greedy monster that
has only one thought in mind-consume, consume everything! To Chihiro and
audiences, No-Face serves wisdom in the form of a deadly warning against using
consumerism to bolster self-worth and alter identity. He is able to impart such
grim wisdom unto Chihiro and viewers by demonstrating his misguidedness, and
folklore is the foundation of this misguidedness. According to professor of
Japanese Noriko T. Reider, in her journal article titled “‘Spirited Away”: Film of
the Fantastic and Evolving Japanese Folk Symbols,” No-Face can be identified as
a Noh mask, which is a creature in Japanese mythology that, much like No-Face,
has an insatiable appetite for identity, getting “fatter as it consumes humans” (22).
A Noh mask is basically something that seeks to be like other people by tempting
them to put it on over their faces, an act that leads to the Noh mask taking over its
wearer’s body and mind. It, much like No-Face, is misguided because it thinks
that consumption will fill the void created by the inability to find oneself and one’s
self worth.

The Kami
I remember the moment I ran into an image of Chihiro’s parents in their pig
forms while navigating the Hayao Miyazaki Academy Museum exhibition. It
sent chills down my spine as I felt what Chihiro was really feeling once she
laid eyes upon what were once her loving, doting parents. Their
transformation into beastly hogs is a metaphor for the gluttonous appetite
they demonstrated in the earlier part of the film wherein they are seen
scarfing down all the seemingly empty strip mall’s food. In Spirited Away,
nighttime in the place the strip mall is located indicates the arrival of
otherworldly presences, namely spirits and deities. In probably the most
terrifying scene of the whole film wherein panicked Chihiro observes her pig
parents, viewers and perhaps even Chihiro can see certain shadowy figures
roaming about the suddenly active strip mall, smacking our hog parents as
they struggle to keep all their ingested food inside their mouths. Chihiro
weeps and screams, and audiences weep and scream with alongside her,
wishing they could somehow help knowing all too well they cannot. It is
interesting to note that Chihiro’s parents justified their acts of taking whatever
they wish with consumerism when they reassured Chihiro that they can
simply pay for all the food they indulge in, leading to angry marketplace
spirits transforming Chihiro’s parents into physical manifestations of their
gluttony-hogs. Audiences could only have a moment of silence for Chihiro as
realization dawns upon her that she just lost her parents and they lost their
dear daughter. From all this, it can be properly inferred that the angry
marketplace spirits delivered frightening wisdom to Chihiro and her parents
that loudly declares consumerism blinds people to what actually matters in
their lives, causing them to prioritize materialistic things like money instead of
loved ones or the feelings of others. The angry marketplace spirits delivered
such profound wisdom by responding to Chihiro’s parents in a way that is
expected of them, which is tied to folklore. According to Yoshiko Okuyama’s

Japanese Mythology in Film: A Semiotic Approach to Japanese Film and
Anime, Chihiro’s parents were eating “dishes prepared by the Imperial
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household for kami. The meal was to be consumed by the kami first, after
which the emperor was allowed to consume the food” (107). The angry
marketplace spirits are identifiable as kami, which are deities present in the
Japanese Shinto religion. Folklore and the logic associated with it dictates that
kami will become livid should anyone transgress against them, whether that
transgression be in the form of desecrating a temple or stuffing your mouth
full of food intended for them.

Fig. 5. Yamauba

The Yamauba
I remember my facial expression when I ran into the grotesque face of
Spirited Away’s villain, Yubaba, while exploring the Academy Museum’s
Hayao Miyazaki exhibition. You never get used to it. She is a stout witch
with such a short stature and obnoxiously enlarged head, which, much to the
dismay of audiences and Chihiro, emphasizes and magnifies all her
unpleasant, repulsive facial features. She is covered in sags of wrinkles, her
eyes are so large they seem to be popping right out of their sockets every
time she glares at anything, and in between them, starting at the bridge of the
nose, there sits what looks like a giant wart or whitehead just waiting to pop
and cover audiences in its icky substance. In addition to this horrific sight,
audiences and Chihiro learn that Yubaba is a tyrannical business owner who
expects nothing short of perfection from her workers and nothing less than
excitement from her customers. Due to this, it is worthy to note that Yubaba
is a representation of what the film believes consumerism to be-wicked,
greedy, selfish, abusive, and destructive. Now, it may be tempting to state
that the wisdom Yubaba is imparting unto Chihiro and audiences is one that
simply asserts consumerism is evil and cares about nothing besides personal
gain, this is not enough. It will only be enough if her representation of
consumerism (i.e., malicious and disastrous) is tied to her horrifying
appearance, which will lead on to the reasonable deduction stating that
Yubaba’s wisdom for audiences and Chihiro is more of a shock or scare
factor, communicating a message pleading it is important to acknowledge the
unforgivable crimes of consumerism in our society. Basically, Yubaba gets
her message across by disturbing viewers and Chihiro with her unsightly
face, which is a trait tied to folklore. According to Noriko T. Reider in
“‘Spirited Away”: Film of the Fantastic and Evolving Japanese Folk
Symbols,” Yubaba “can be considered the Japanese counterpart of the witch
in Hansel and Gretel of the Grimm Brothers as well as Baba Yaga of
Russian folktales” (11). This Japanese wicked old hag counterpart is known
as a yamauba. Going off of Reider’s statement, it can be properly inferred
that because Yubaba is the Japanese version of Baba Yaga and the wicked
old hag from Grimm’s fairytales (i.e., the yamauba), she must be a little hard
on the eyes, not exactly sporting the kind of features we would consider
attractive. However, folklore has endowed her with her specific features for
a good reason because they are her tools for teaching her aforementioned
lesson to audiences and Chihiro.

Conclusion
Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away is
my absolute favorite film he has
made. It just has everything I adoredragons, ghosts, fantasy, a substantial
story. It was difficult for me to refrain
from talking about the folkloric
aspects of Spirited Away, so I hope
you enjoyed all the work I put into
this project! It was a pleasure being
taught by Professor Hatfield and
meeting all my classmates! I will
never forget the Academy Museum
field trip. Oh, and one more thing: If
you see a savory display of large
quantities of food in what looks like
an abandoned space, do not eat it.
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