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The Functions of Cloth in Datsueba Worship

Using examples from the Edo period (1603-1868) onward, this article will examine 
the function and symbolism of cloth in the iconography and worship practices 
associated with the Japanese folk deity Datsueba 奪衣婆, whose name literally 
means “clothes-snatching old hag.” Datsueba figures prominently in popular 
conceptions of Buddhist hell in Japan and is usually represented as an old woman 
with long, straggly hair and sagging breasts. She is said to remove the clothes or skin 
of the deceased on the bank of the Sanzu River (Sanzu no kawa 三途の川; lit. River 
of Three Crossings or River of Three Lower Rebirths) which they are supposed 
to cross after death. References to Datsueba started to appear in scriptures and 
religious stories in eleventh-century Japan. For example, the Hokke genki 法華

験記1 (ca. mid-eleventh century) relates that an old woman residing by the river 
strips the deceased. The Jizō jūō kyō 地蔵十王経2 (ca. twelfth century) describes her 
taking part in the judicial process led by the Ten Kings of Hell. According to the 
later Jūō santanshō 十王讃歎3 (ca. 13th century), since those with bad deeds have to 
cross a deeper, more difficult to navigate part of the Sanzu River, Datsueba takes 
the clothes and weighs them, estimating the gravity of each person’s deeds by the 
amount of moisture absorbed.4 

Cloth has been a symbolic attribute of Datsueba since her earliest appearance 
in texts narrating her signature role of taking clothes of recently deceased people. 
Images of Datsueba usually represent her holding a piece of cloth in one hand; 
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1. Hokke genki is an abbreviation for Dai Nippon koku hokkekyō genki 大日本国法華経験

記 (An Account of the Wonders Worked by the Lotus Sutra in Japan) written by the 
Tendai monk Chingen 鎮源 in the Chōkyū 長久 era (1040-1044). Ōjōden hokke genki, 
pp.138-39.

2. Bussetsu Jizō bosatsu hosshin innen jūō kyō [Jizō jūō kyō], p. 301.
3. This is a commentary on the Jizō jūō kyō, which is sometimes attributed to the priest 

Nichiren (1222-1282). It further explains the experience the deceased undergo during 
their “trials” and includes detailed descriptions of the topography of hell.

4. Jūō santanshō, pp. 56-57.
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some statues are dressed in real fabric or are covered with f loss silk (Figure 1). 
When Datsueba’s costume was renewed at rituals in the Edo period, worshippers 
received pieces of her old garment. This practice is still conducted in modern times, 
and cloth has been a common offering to Datsueba. Some of these practices can be 
explained by relating them to memorial services for worshippers themselves—that 
is, in order not to be stripped of their clothes by Datsueba after death, people give 
cloth to her while living. This is certainly an overt, direct motivation to offer cloth 
to Datsueba considering the terrifying encounters with her described in religious 
texts. However, when cloth is used in rituals and worship practices connected with 
Datsueba, it plays more diverse roles and even led to the reconceptualization of 
her persona. In this article, through investigating the usage of cloth in Datsueba 
devotional cults, I will demonstrate how the symbolism and characteristics of cloth 
associated with her contributed to the reinterpretation of older beliefs, and inspired 
new religious beliefs. I will begin by briefly discussing the more general tradition of 
“dressing” Buddhist images.

The Symbolism of Cloth in the Dressing of Nude Buddhist Images

Although Datsueba statues are not usually identified as ragyō zō 裸形像 (nude 
images), the symbolic roles of cloth associated with the concept of ragyō chakusō 
zō 裸形着装像 (attired nude images) may be useful in helping us to understand the 
meanings of cloth in Datsueba worship, since the practice embodies the functions 
of cloth in relation to images as well as worshippers. Ragyō chakusō zō, which are 
sculpted into naked forms and then attired in clothing made of actual fabric, started 

Figure 1. Datsueba Statue at Shōjuin
Wood. Source: Shinjuku no bunkazai (Tokyo: Kōeki Zaidan Hōjin Shinjuku 
Mirai Sōzō Zaidan and Shinjuku Kurutsu Shinjuku Rekishi Hakubutsukan, 
2013), p. 62.
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to appear in the late Heian period and became popular in the Kamakura period. 
Some statues were made completely naked, and others were sculpted with bodies 
wearing undergarments. In addition to clothing these images in robes, special 
techniques such as crystal eyes, mobile joints, and hair implantation were sometimes 
employed.5 In an artistic sense, these techniques aim to make the sculptures look 
real and lifelike; in a religious sense, however, they serve to mediate between 
divinities and worshippers by likening the images to physical human bodies. 

The custom of putting clothes on statues can be found elsewhere outside of 
Japan, but art historian Oku Takeo argues for a special meaning in the attiring of 
Japanese nude images. According to him, while covering or decorating ordinary 
statues with additional fabric is often intended to enhance the deity’s efficacy, 
nude statues are incomplete without clothing.6 Oku further states that the practice 
of attiring images developed from the belief that an encounter with a physical 
manifestation of a Buddhist deity in this life would ensure salvation or rebirth in the 
Pure Land. Based on this idea, temples were promoted as sites for pilgrims to come 
into contact with living deities, and images enshrined there came to be regarded as 
tangible manifestations of divinity.7 By being dressed in clothing like real human 
beings, sacred images were conceptualized as “living”.8 Accordingly, the dressing of 
“living” sacred images is a highly devotional act which allows worshippers to directly 
communicate with deities; through the physical contact involved in clothing the 
sculptures, they can establish a karmic connection with the divine.

While Oku relates nude sculptures to the embodiment of the divine and 
focuses on the live aspect of icons, art historian Okamoto Makiko emphasizes their 
relationship to death, considering the historical background in which attired nude 
images became popular.9 In the Kamakura period, an increasing interest in hell and 
the Pure Land stimulated depictions of the endless cycle of death and rebirth as 
exemplified by paintings of the Six Realms of Rebirths. Believing that this trend is 
reflected in nude images, Okamoto argues that they were made to resemble mortal 
bodies capable of decaying. It became customary to replace the clothes worn by such 
images annually in order to restore their divinity. 

5. For an overview of attired nude images, see Oku 2004, pp. 43-63; Oku 2008, p. 133; 
Okamoto 2012, pp. 83-97; Glassman 2008, pp. 392-95.

6. Oku 2008, p. 133.
7. Oku 2004, p. 54. 
8. Oku 2004, pp. 47-48.
9. Okamoto 2012, pp. 95-97.
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Clothing in Relation to Death and Birth
Okamoto also conceptualizes cloth as a device which plays various roles at the 

border with the otherworld.10 Examining the roles played by clothing in Taketori 
monogatari 竹取物語 (Tale of the Bamboo Cutter), she discusses how clothes function 
to erase and/or to transfer memories. In the story, Kaguyahime (Princess Kaguya), 
who was born from a shimmering bamboo tree receives many marriage proposals 
from noblemen. Yet, she does not accept any of them because she is actually a moon 
being and eventually must return to the moon. At the end of the tale, when celestial 
beings descend the earth to take her back to the moon, she gives her clothes to her 
foster parents as a memento. After she puts on the new clothes brought by the celestial 
beings, she loses memories of her twenty years spent on earth. Moreover, in order 
to purify her body which has been polluted by earthly food, she drinks a celestial 
medicine. Okamoto argues that Princess Kaguya’s memories on earth are related to 
worldly defilement and therefore have to be left with her worldly clothing.11 

Examining a rite at Ōmoriyama Suwa Shrine in Nagano prefecture in which 
participants are required to dress in white ritual clothing before entering certain 
areas, Okamoto also contends that white clothes enable people to cross the border 
to the otherworld. In the case of this festival, held in the winter, even after ablutions, 
shamans are not allowed to take the ritual dance stage without wearing special white 
clothes. In this context, white clothing enables people to enter the area conceptualized 
as the realm of gods.12 Okamoto further states that this function of white clothes is 
comparable to the practice of wrapping dead bodies in burial shrouds. Since newly 
deceased individuals have to depart from the world of the living and proceed to that of 
the dead, they must abandon worldly clothing and wear white clothes.13 In addition, 
pilgrims traditionally ware white clothes during their journeys to sacred sites.

Okamoto also introduces cases in which deities and spirits of the dead are 
believed to be drawn or summoned to cloth. For example, in order to entice divine 
spirits, white cloth is hung on a lance during festivals at Sudō Shrine in Kyoto.14 

When clothes are offered to kami, they make worshippers aware of the place where 
invisible divine beings may descend to.15 In addition, since it is believed that spirits 

10. Okamoto 2012, p. 53.
11. Okamoto 2012, p. 52.
12. Okamoto 2012, p. 33.
13. Okamoto 2012, pp. 52-53.
14. Okamoto 2012, pp. 33-34.
15. Okamoto 2012, pp. 33-40.
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of the dead are summoned to their old clothing, at one temple in Mie prefecture, the 
clothes of newly deceased people are hung from the ceiling of the worship hall as a 
memorial observance.16 

Furthermore, Okamoto discusses examples of cloth-related rituals connected 
with childbirth. For instance, at another temple in Mie prefecture, those who hope 
to have a child receive clothes hung from the ceiling of the temple hall, and they 
return them to the temple with another set of replicated clothes when their wish 
is granted.17 In addition, it is common for pregnant women to receive maternal 
sashes from temples to be kept as talismans for safe childbirth.18 This traditional 
association of women with cloth is sometimes reflected in worship practices devoted 
to Datsueba. 

Taking into account the functions and symbolism of cloth discussed above, I 
will examine three cases in which cloth plays important roles in Datsueba worship: 
rituals connected with Ashikuraji Ubason in Tateyama town (Toyama), the 
Ubason cult in Agano city (Niigata), and the mortuary rite for needles at Shōjuin in 
Shinjuku ward (Edo/Tokyo). 

Cloth Rituals Connected with Ashikuraji Ubason [Datsueba]

The female mountain deity Ubason, who is often identified with Datsueba, is one 
of the most important deities in the Tateyama cult.19 Since Ubason served as the 
principal deity of Ashikuraji priests who were based at the foothills of the Tateyama 

16. Residents near the Tendai temple Chōdenji 朝田寺 in Matsusaka city bring the clothes 
of the newly deceased to the temple which enshrines Jizō. It is unknown when this 
practice started, but a poem composed in the Genroku era (1688-1704) suggests that it 
was already popular at that time. Okamoto 2012, pp. 40-42.

17. Ryūsenji 滝仙寺 in Iga city, Mie prefecture. Okamoto 2012, pp. 46-49.
18 Okamoto 2012, p. 47. For example, maternal sashes are distributed at Kōtokuji and 

Kehōji, two temples which will be discussed later in this article. 
19. The origin story of Ubason (On Ubason engi 御うば尊縁起, dated 1820) reveals her 

multifaceted identity: in addition to being identified with Datsueba, she is regarded 
as a goddess of fertility, the mother of all sentient beings, and a manifestation of three 
buddhas (Dainichi 大日, Amida 阿弥陀, Shaka 釈迦). Ubason gives clothes to people 
before their birth, thus people are supposed to return cloth to her during their life time. 
However, if they die without redeeming the pledge, they would encounter Ubason who 
manifests in the form of Datsueba. For a transcription of the text, see Toyama-ken 
Tateyama Hakubutsukan 2009, pp. 55-56.
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Mountains, she often features in their religious activities and rites.20 Among them 
were two cloth-related rituals: the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual (nunobashi 
kanjōe 布橋灌頂会) and the Clothes Change Ritual (omeshikae お召替え). 

The Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual

During the Edo period, Tateyama priests promoted the idea that worshippers could 
ensure salvation by making a pilgrimage to the main hall enshrining Tateyama 
Gongen at the top of Mt. Oyama, but women were prohibited from making the 
climb. Therefore, women, as well as those who were physically unable to ascend 
the mountain instead participated in the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual held at 
Ashikuraji. Its prominent representation in Tateyama mandara, which portray the 
religious landscape of the Tateyama Mountains, suggest that the ritual was one of 
the most important religious events in the Tateyama cult. As depicted in the lower 
bottom of the right two scrolls of the Tateyama mandara at Daisenbō (Figure 2), after 
ritual participants confessed their deeds at the Enma Hall, they were led by a group 
of priests across the bridge called Nunobashi (Cloth Bridge), and finally reached the 
Uba Hall (enshrining multiple images of Ubason) where they ritually experienced 

20. In the Edo period, belief in the Tateyama Mountains was promoted by the two religious 
communities: Iwakuraji and Ashikuraji. Although both communities were associated 
with Shugendō, they did not belong to either of the two main Shugendō schools. 
Instead, they were under the regulation of the Kaga domain. For further information on 
the Tateyama cult, see Fukue 1998; Fukue 2005; Fukue 2006; Hirasawa 2011. 

Figure 2. Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual
Detail from Daisenbō ‘A’ Tateyama mandara. Source: Sōran Tateyama 
mandara (Toyama: Toyama-ken Tateyama Hakubutsukan, 2011), p. 30.
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rebirth. Datsueba is represented above the hall, taking the clothes of a deceased 
woman under a tree hung with clothes. This scene presumably refers to Ubason’s 
identification with Datsueba, as described in an origin story (see footnote 19), and 
may also mark the border beyond which women were prohibited from going. 

The use of white cloth during the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual is especially 
striking, as demonstrated in the modern era reenactment which I witnessed in 2014 
and 2017 (Figure 3).21 Participants wore white clothes, white tabi socks, and straw 
sandals as depicted in the scene in the Tateyama mandara. Their faces were hardly 
recognizable because they wore woven hats and covered their eyes with a narrow 
piece of white cloth. Forming three lines, with palms placed together, and holding 
plain rosaries, they walked on strips of white cloth laid over a bridge between the 
Enma Hall and a theatre facility built by the base of the lost Uba Hall. During the 
crossing, Buddhist hymns (shōmyō 声明) were chanted, accompanied by the sounds 
of a trumpet shell and gagaku court music.

21. Although Ashikuraji priests discontinued their religious activities due to the religious 
policy set forth by the Meiji government, the ritual was revived for the purpose of 
revitalizing the Tateyama area at a festival held on 29 September 1996. Dai 11 kai 
Kokumin Bunkasai Tateyama-chō Jikkō Iinkai 1997, pp. 27-29; Averbuch 2011, p. 3. 
Though it was supposed to be one time event, local demands pushed Tateyama officials 
to organize the festival again, and they eventually agreed to hold it every third year. 
Toyama-ken Tateyama Hakubutsukan 2017, p. 15. 

Figure 3. Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual at Tateyama
Photo taken by author on 21 September 21.
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The reenactments were based on academic studies of the Cloth Bridge 
Consecration Ritual, but some scholars of the Tateyama cult such as Fukue Mitsuru 
and Katō Motoki expressed skepticism that the modern ceremony does not reflect 
the true appearance of the ritual held in the Edo period, pointing out that early 
Shōwa scholars tended to take oral transmission for granted without criticism; in 
this case the oral history was collected from local people long after the dissolution 
of Tateyama priests, and data collected from them does not always agree with 
historical documents.22 For example, based on oral transmission, at the modern 
reenactment women cover their eyes with a strip of white cloth, but no image of a 
blindfolded woman can be found in any Tateyama mandara and existing historical 
documents do not mention such a practice.23 Also, at the very end of the festival, 
blinds in a dark theatre hall are pulled up so that women are exposed to sunlight and 
can view the Tateyama Mountains. This action was inspired by an oral transmission 
record stating that all doors of the Uba Hall were opened and ritual participants 
experienced rebirth in the Pure Land.24 However, Fukue points out that an Edo 
period drawing of the Uba Hall shows that the back side of the hall was a fixed wall 
and there was no door on that side.25 Although all of the details connected with 
the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual cannot be fully verified, the rite is still very 
important because it reveals how Ashikuraji priests attempted to promote belief in 
the Tateyama Mountains and their principal deity Ubason/Datsueba.

During the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual, white cloth plays a symbolic 
role mediating between this world and the otherworld. Participants may not have 
covered their eyes with white cloth in the Edo period, but if they were attired in that 
way, white cloth may have functioned to make participants transcend reality. 

The motif of a blindfolded person entering the otherworld can be seen in some 
Buddhist paintings. For example, some of the Ten Kings handscrolls from the 
Dunhuang caves portray an image of a blindfolded man in the Sanzu River (Figure 
4). Since he accumulated bad deeds while living, he was forced to cross at a deep 
point of the river with other evildoers. While his blindfold may represent a form of 
torture or punishment for those falling into hell, the scene of people covering their 
eyes with white cloth in the Shōtoku Taishi eden 聖徳太子絵伝 (Illustrated Biography 

22. Fukue 2009, pp. 50-52; Katō 2016, pp. 1-22. 
23. Saeki 1973, p. 365.
24. Kusano 1936, p. 31.
25. Fukue 2009, pp. 22-23.
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of Prince Shōtoku)26 is associated with salvation. In the upper left of the second 
hanging scroll of the set housed at Tokyo National Museum, a group of blindfolded 
people can be seen by the west gate of Shiten’nōji 四天王寺. This scene represents 
a belief that rebirth in the Pure Land is ensured when people cover their eyes and 
pass through the temple’s west gate. However, there are several interpretations of 
the blindfolds. On one hand, Iwasaki Takeo believes that the scene portrays the 
practice in which people drowned themselves in the sea to attain the Pure Land, 
and argues that they cover their eyes in order to meditate on the appearance of the 
Pure Land imagined in their mind.27 However, scholars such as Umetani Shigeki 
and Itō Jun consider the scene as representing a “performance” rather than an actual 
suicidal practice.28 Itō explains that the motif of being blindfolded represents the 
concept of mumyō 無妙 (Sk. avidya)—ignorance or misconceptions of the nature 
of reality which causes the endless cycle of death and rebirth. He considers the 
blindfolded people in the scene to be acting out the experience of salvation in 
which the ignorant are saved and reborn in the Pure Land.29 While it is difficult to 
determine with complete certainty the meaning underlying the representation of 

26. Images of the Shōtoku Taishi eden are available at E Kokuhō (http://www.emuseum.jp/
top?d_lang=ja)

27. See Iwasaki 1974, p. 1025.
28. Umetani 1979, pp. 69-71; Itō 2004, pp. 102-103.
29. Itō 2004, pp. 102-103.

Figure 4. Blindfold ed Men Crossing the Sanzu River
Detail from Pelliot 2870 Scripture on the Ten Kings of Hell. 
Tenth century. Color on paper. Source: Huang Yong wu (ed.), 
Dunhuang baozang, Vol. 1 24, p. 589 (Taipei: Xin Wen Feng 
Chu Ban Gong Si, 1986).



78 Japanese Religions 43 (1 & 2)

blindfolded figures, it appears to be related to salvation. If the manner of covering 
eyes during the Tateyama Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual was inspired by such 
a notion, white cloth may have functioned to help participants ritually depart to the 
otherworld—to hell or the Pure Land.30 

The white cloth laid over the bridge during this rite is often compared to the 
Pure Land Buddhist metaphor of niga byakudō 二河白道 in which a white path 
symbolizes single-minded devotion to buddhas.31 However, one also must consider 
the possibility of the mediating aspect of cloth. During the rite, participants 
ceremoniously depart to the world of the dead and come back to this world 
by walking on strips of white cloth. Thus, white cloth obviously guides ritual 
participants going back and forth between this world and the otherworld.

Furthermore, the costumes associated with this ritual may also be related to 
the mediating function of white cloth. As depicted in some Tateyama mandala, 
ritual participants wore white clothes which were probably equated with burial 
shrouds. Moreover, cloth used at the ritual was later made into burial shrouds 
and distributed among parishioners.32 As pointed out by Okamoto, corpses were 
traditionally wrapped in white burial shrouds in order to prepare the deceased for 
their journey to the world of the dead.33 

In addition to the symbolic functions of cloth in the ritual discussed above, 
cloth plays a mediatory role relating Ubason to Datsueba. According to Fukue, the 
deity Ubason came to be associated with Datsueba as the result of the increasing 
popularity of belief in the Ten Kings of Hell.34 A reference linking Ubason’s identity 
with Datsueba first appears in the nineteenth century origin story of Ubason in 

30. According to Katō, crossing the cloth-covered bridge is comparable with reaching the 
Pure Land as enacted by blindfolded people in the Shōtoku Taishi eden. He argues that 
the white cloth covering ritual participants’ eyes functioned as a device to make them 
transcend reality and transport them to paradise. Katō 2016, pp. 16-17.

31. Fukue 1998, p. 60. Niga byakudō (lit. “Two Rivers and a White Path”) is a metaphor 
introduced by the Chinese monk Shandao 善導 (613-681) to explain the significance of 
the single-minded pursuit of rebirth in the Pure Land, comparing this quest with crossing 
two rivers connected with earthy desires: the river of giant waves symbolizing wrath and 
the river of roaring flames symbolizing greed. Only those who contemplate on Amida 
Nyorai with complete devotion are able to reach the Pure Land depicted on the other 
shore by walking across the thread-like white path set in the middle of the two rivers.

32. Fukue 2009; Katō 2016, p. 10. 
33. Okamoto 2012, pp. 52-53.
34. Fukue 2009, pp. 28-32.
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relation to the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual.35 The origin story portrays the 
ritual as an opportunity for worshippers to return cloth to Ubason, who gives 
them baby clothes at their birth. When they fail to return cloth, Ubason manifests 
as Datsueba and takes their clothes after death. If they participated in the Cloth 
Bridge Consecration Ritual and/or made a donation to it, their rebirth in the Pure 
Land would be guaranteed.36 Although the clothes taken by Datsueba signify 
the deeds of deceased evildoers falling into hell, cloth associated with this ritual 
symbolizes salvation. In this context, cloth serves as a link between the mountain 
deity Ubason and the Buddhist hag Datsueba. 

Clothes Change Ritual at Ashikuraji

While the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual was the most highly promoted 
religious event by Ashikuraji priests in the Edo period, there was another cloth-
related worship practice carried out at Ashikuraji called omeshikae お召替え (lit. 
Changing Clothes; hereafter referred to as the Clothes Change Ritual). The 
significance of cloth in this ritual seems to be slightly different from the function of 
white cloth in the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual because it concerns an aspect of 
Ubason as a mountain deity.

At present, five sculptures of Ubason are enshrined in the Ashikuraji Enma 
Hall; three sit with one knee up,37 assuming the standard pose and appearance of 
Datsueba, and the other two sit with their leg crossed. They are all clothed in white 
burial shrouds made of actual fabric and their costumes are annually renewed at the 
Clothes Change Ritual. 

According to the current custom, women of the Ashikuraji community gather 
at the Enma Hall around 8:30 in the morning on the thirteenth of March to sew 
clothes for Ubason images.38 They are randomly separated into groups of five to 

35. On Ubason engi 御うば尊縁起 (Origin Story of Ubason) preserved by the association 
Ashikuraji Ichizankai 芦峅寺一山会. See footnote 19 above.

36. Fukue 2009, pp. 55-56.
37. One of them is considered to have formed the original principal Ubason triad, together 

with the two other images housed at the Tateyama Museum.
38. I visited Ashikuraji in 2015 and 2016 to observe the Clothes Change Ritual. The 

ritual conducted in 1992 is described in the exhibition catalogue Tateyama no jiboshin 
Onbasama, and is almost the same as what I witnessed. See Toyama-ken Tateyama 
Hakubutsukan 2009, pp. 8-9, 39-41.
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six, and packages of white cotton cloth are distributed among the groups (Figure 5). 
Each package includes four pieces of cloth which are to be sewed together by white 
threads without a knot. While occasionally referring to a sample and chatting with 
one another, women make small white shrouds for Ubason (Datsueba). Though 
they do not mind tearing out seams to fix mistakes, and they are very careful not 
to stain cloth with their blood. If someone pricks her finger and stains the cloth, 
that piece must be disposed of. Upon completion of the sewing, the shrouds are 
taken to Oyama Shrine located approximately five hundred meters away from the 
Enma Hall, and a prayer is offered by a Shinto priest in order to purify them. After 
returning to the Enma Hall, women undress the Ubason images and clothe them in 
new shrouds. Finally, a Tendai monk is invited to chant Buddhist texts, including 
the Lotus Sutra, the Heart Sutra, as well as the name of Amida. Although this ritual 
does not exclude men, most of the participants are women from the community and 
men do not usually take part in sewing the shrouds.

It is unknown exactly when the practice of clothing images started at Ashikuraji. 
The earliest known reference to the Clothes Change Ritual is included in a 
document dated 1722,39 and more detailed descriptions appear in nineteenth-
century documents.40 These records reveal various differences between the Edo 
period ritual and the present-day custom. For example, according to the Edo period 

39. The 1722 document is titled Sada 定. For a transcription of the text, see Fukue 2009, p. 54.
40. The 1829 document Tōzan kohō tsūshoji tsutomekata kyūki 当山古法通諸事勤方旧記 and 

the 1842 document Shodō tsutomekata tō nenjū gyōji hoka sūken 諸堂勤方等年中行事外数件 

include descriptions of the ritual. For transcriptions of the texts, see Fukue 2009, p. 54.

Figure 5. Pieces of Cloth used at Clothes Change Ritual at Tateyama
Photo taken by author on 13 March 2015. 
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records, the ritual was conducted in order to change the clothes of five images 
enshrined at the Uba Hall—the principal Ubason triad and two other statues,41 and 
it was conducted accordingly to complicated procedures over an extended period. 
Though there is no set restriction regarding ritual participants in the current 
ongoing custom, the Edo period documents state that only a selected group of 
seven women could participate in the process of making new clothing for images. 
These women had to be over sixty-one years old, and were required to purify their 
bodies prior to the production of clothes. From the twenty-fourth day of the twelfth 
month, they started performing ablution three times a day. About two weeks later 
(the eighth day of the first month), they started spinning threads out of ramie fiber 
and then wove them into cloth. New costumes for the images were supposed to be 
ready by the fifth day of the second month. The ritual was finally held on the ninth 
day of the second month. Curtains were hung in the Uba Hall so that no one could 
see the Ubason images being stripped of their costumes. High-ranking Ashikuraji 
priests were responsible for removing the old clothes and putting on the new ones. 
At the end of the ritual, Buddhist and Shinto services were conducted, and kagura 
(sacred music and dance) was performed and sake and rice cakes were offered to 
Ubason.42 

The meaning of cloth in this ritual can be interpreted in various ways. The 
aspect of the ritual as being a kind of memorial service or offering on behalf of 
oneself may be less obvious, but should be given consideration. In fact, in the 
Ubason origin story, Ubason claims to receive cloth from the deceased because she 
lends them baby clothes at birth. As Fukue points out, the Clothes Change Ritual 
gives ritual participants an opportunity to return cloth to Ubason.43 However, 
during the Edo period only a limited number of individuals from Ashikuraji could 
actually be involved in this ritual, and the origin story relates the reciprocal act of 
giving cloth to the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual instead of the Clothes Change 
Ritual. Although the Clothes Change Ritual could serve as a kind of oblation for a 
limited number of participants, there may be other meanings underlying the attiring 
of Ubason images.

41. According to Shodō tsutomekata tō nenjū gyōji hoka sūken and Tōzan kohō tsūshoji 
tsutomekata kyūki, these two images are known as Chikokuson 治国尊 (governing 
deity), but their identities have not been verified. There is a possibility that these two 
were not intended to represent Ubason. Fukue 2009, p. 37.

42. Fukue 2009, pp. 37-38. 
43. Fukue 2009, p. 43. 
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One interpretation relates the physical material of the clothes to Ubason’s 
origins as a mountain deity. Evidence is the fact that the Clothes Change Ritual 
used to be held on the ninth day of the second month, which is a day when a local 
Tateyama mountain deity is traditionally celebrated.44 Ramie cloth was used for 
dressing Ubason images because, according to Fukue, ramie grows on mountains 
over which Ubason presides.45 Moreover, despite the fact that the clothes were 
made by women, they were not allowed to come into direct contact with the images, 
perhaps because of the belief that Ubason derives from the mountain deity who 
is ugly and jealous of other women.46 Considering these points, Fukue speculates 
that the ritual was conducted in order to express gratitude to Ubason who provides 
people at Ashikuraji with crops. Indeed, the making of clothes for an image and 
the attiring of it are highly devotional acts which enable worshippers to establish a 
karmic connection with that deity. 

Another interpretation relates the Clothes Change Ritual again to the concept 
of ragyō chakusō zō. That is, since the three principal Ubason images expose 
their upper bodies, they are clothed by worshippers in real fabric so that they do 
not feel cold.47 The concept of the images as living buddha bodies with sensory 
consciousness may be ref lected here. Yet, considering the ancient relationship 
between the Tateyama Mountains and hell, the emphasis may be on the decaying 
aspect of physical bodies rather than the live aspect. The custom of covering images 
with burial shrouds makes the connection with death and decay even more explicit. 

Datsueba/Ubason Statues Clothed in Monastic Robes

In the city of Agano in Niigata prefecture, there are several Sōtō Zen temples 
which enshrine images of Datsueba (locally called Ubason 優婆尊, see below), who 
is believed to grant worshippers various benefits including safe childbirth, good 
health, and salvation after death. Many of these temples are related to one another 

44. Fukue 2009, p. 39.
45. Fukue 2009, p. 42.
46. Fukue considers Ubason’s origins as a mountain deity to be the reason why women were 

not allowed to change the clothes of Ubason images. Exclusion of women from mountains 
is sometimes explained as resulting from belief in a jealous female mountain deity who 
becomes angry about the presence of other women. Fukue suggests that Ubason refuses 
to let women change her clothes because she is ugly and therefore male priests were 
responsible for undressing and dressing the Ubason images. Fukue 2009, pp. 42-43.

47. Fukue 2009, p. 42.
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because they were founded in connection with Kehōji 華報寺, which was regarded as 
the local head temple.48 One of the most active branch temples is Kōtokuji 高徳寺, 
which was founded in the sixteenth century in response to an oracle from Ubason 
enshrined at Kehōji. 

The Ubason cult in Agano city exemplifies the development of diverse worship 
practices devoted to Datsueba. Although the Ubason goengi origin story clearly 
identifies Ubason with Datsueba as I will explain below, the original character 
of Datsueba as described in the Jizō jūō kyō is less obvious. Instead of an old hag 
stealing clothes from the deceased, in Agano she is regarded as a compassionate 
deity who ensures salvation after death as well as safe childbirth. Through 
examining the cloth-related worship practices in the cult, I will investigate how 
Datsueba was reinterpreted as the compassionate deity Ubason in the Edo period. 

The Origin Story of Ubason in Agano
The origin story of Ubason demonstrates the complex, multi-layered 

background of Ubason/Datsueba worship in Agano city, incorporating elements 
of different Buddhist sects and beliefs. According to Ubason goengi 優婆尊御縁起,49 

the priest Gyōki visited Deyu village in present-day Agano city in 733, and during 
his stay, residents told him about an auspicious purple cloud hanging over a tree at 
the foot of the Gotō Mountain. Gyōki recognized it as a sacred tree and decided 
to sculpt a Buddhist image from it. At that moment, a large, terrifying old woman 
appeared from a black cloud and identified herself as Datsueba,50 claiming that she 
was a manifestation of Vairocana Buddha. Although she appeared to be vicious, 
she was in fact compassionate and concerned about the suffering of all sentient 
beings. The old woman told Gyōki to carve an image of her from the sacred tree 

48. Nihei Takeji discusses how Ubason worship in Agano city developed throughout 
history, while focusing on the origin of Kehōji. According to the Ubason goengi 優婆尊

御縁起 (Origin Story of Ubason) compiled and published by Kehōji in 1922, the temple 
was founded in the ninth century by Kūkai (774-835), suggesting it was originally 
affiliated with the esoteric Shingon School. However, it became a Sōtō temple in 
the fifteenth century when Sōtō Zen gained influence in that region, and as Kehōji 
expanded its authority in the area, several branch Sōtō temples were established. Nihei 
1941, pp. 4, 8-9; Kobayashi 1957, p. 10.

49. It is unknown when the Ubason goengi was first compiled. However, a woodblock of the 
Blood Pond Sutra with an image of Ubason dated 1771 preserved at Kōtokuji suggests 
that Ubason worship in Agano can be traced back at least to the eighteenth century.

50. She introduces herself as “Ken’e-u” 懸衣媼 (lit. cloth hanging old woman) by the Sanzu 
River, which is another name for Datsueba. 
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so that people could worship her and secure both worldly benefits in this life and 
salvation after death. This image could reportedly manifest in various forms to aid 
worshippers in this life and the next.51 

This origin story presents Ubason as having a rather ambiguous identity. While 
Ubason identifies herself as Datsueba, there is no reference to the purgatorial 
circumstances usually associated with Datsueba, such as punishment and 
retribution after death. Instead, her salfivic, compassionate nature is emphasized. 
Moreover, it is puzzling that while the temples are affiliated with the Sōtō Zen 
School and enshrine Shakyamuni as the principal icon, no figure or concept 
associated specifically with the Sōtō Zen School appears in the origin story. Rather, 
famous monks affiliated with other Buddhist schools are introduced as significant 
figures, supplemented by references to other people familiar to commoners in their 
everyday lives, such as itinerant religious practitioners and doctors. 

Ubason/Datsueba Images at Kehōji and Kōtokuji 
The images of Ubason preserved at Kehōji and Kōtokuji display features clearly 

identified with Datsueba while pointing to new developments in her representation. 
The first example I will discuss is an image of Ubason printed on a piece of 

51. The origin story relates that Ubason manifests in various forms such as Dainichi 
Nyorai, an itinerant religious practitioner called rokubu 六部, as well as a doctor.

paper, referred to as osugata 御姿, that 
is distributed at Kōtokuji (Figure 6). 
Similar to ofuda 御札, osugata serve as 
objects of worship and also functions 
as a talisman to ward off bad luck and 
danger. Ubason is depicted sitting with 
her right knee up, draped in white cloth 
with breasts exposed, and holding a 
piece of cloth in her left hand. Datsueba 
depictions similar to this osugata can be 
seen in paintings depicting the landscape 
of hell. In addition to the narrative of the 
Kehōji Ubason origin story in which she 
claims to be Datsueba, the identification 
of Ubason with Datsueba is visually 
reinforced by this woodblock-printed 
osugata.

Figure 6. Ubason Osugata
Photocopy of woodblock print, ink on 
paper. Collection of Kōtokuji.
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While the osugata basically follows the standard manner of representing Datsueba, 
sculpted images of Ubason in Agano display some unique features. At Kehōji, a 
wooden sculpture of the deity is usually kept hidden in a cabinet placed at the north 
side of the main hall enshrining the principal Shakyamuni triad, and is made available 
for viewing during special rituals held several times a year. At the end of each ritual, 
the curtain covering the image is pulled up, and worshippers are allowed to see the 
sculpture. This Ubason is attired in a white monastic robe, and a whitish cloth is 
draped over layers of floss silk placed on her head. The robe and cloth completely hide 
her body, but the facial expression is identical with the printed osugata. 

The principal Ubason/Datsueba image enshrined in the Uba Hall near 
Kōtokuji is also kept in a closed cabinet, and it is made available for viewing at 
rituals held on the nineteenth and twentieth of each month, which are regarded as 
memorial days for Ubason. Interestingly, in contrast to white simple shrouds worn 
by Ubason at Tateyama, this Ubason is dressed in a red monastic robe and a golden 
brocade rakusu 絡子 style kesa, and has layers of white f loss silk placed over her 
head. The image is larger than the Kehōji Ubason sculpture, and her clothing is life-
sized. Ubason’s posture cannot be determined because her body is obscured by the 
monastic robe, but according to the chief priest at Kōtokuji, she sits with one knee 
up—the pose typically assumed by Datsueba.52 

In addition to these two Ubason statues, multiple smaller Ubason sculptures are 
also enshrined at Kehōji and Kōtokuji (Figure 7). They were originally distributed 

52. I was not allowed to photograph the Ubason image at Kōtokuji, but was able to view 
the icon during the rituals conducted on 20 October 2015 and 20 June 2016. I am 
grateful to the chief priest Hirano for permitting me to attend the rituals and for 
providing me with specific information about the appearance of the icon.

Figure 7. Ubason Images at Kōtokuji
Wood. Photo taken by author on 21 June 2016.
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among worshippers to be kept as private devotional images, and later given back to 
the temples after the owners had passed away.53 Each of the small statues at Kehōji 
is kept in a separate cabinet and is dressed in a monastic robe-like costume, and 
has layers of floss silk placed on the top of its head like the principal images.54 At 
Kōtokuji, some are dressed in monastic robe-like costumes similar to the images 
kept at Kehōji, and others are simply covered with floss silk. 

Clothes Change Rituals in Agano
The concept of ragyō chakusō zō was discussed above, and I would like to posit 

that the images of Ubason/Datsueba in Agano may likewise demonstrate aspects 
of physically manifested deities. Although there is no ritual to change Ubason’s 
clothing conducted at the Sōtō temples today, several religious groups (kō 講) 
affiliated with Ubason worship in other districts of Agano city regularly conduct 
Clothes Change Rituals (called koromogae 衣替え) at places where Ubason is 
enshrined. For example, a Clothes Change Ritual is held by the Ōtake-kō 大竹講 
in October, and members of the Inomata-kō 猪又講 dress their image of Ubason 
for summer in June and for winter in September, offering evidence that Ubason 
is perceived by members of these religious groups as having a sentient body.55 
Moreover, the origin story of Ubason characterized her as “living,” since Ubason is 
said to manifest in the form of human beings such as doctors and itinerant religious 
practitioners. 

Symbolism of Dressing Images in Monastic Garments
The question still remains as to why the Ubason images in Agano are attired 

in monastic robes instead of the white shroud or simple garment often worn 
by Ubason/Datsueba. Perhaps the priestly garments serve to symbolize the 
compassionate nature of Ubason hidden beneath her terrifying appearance. Or 
it may be an indication that she delivers her message through religious teachers, 
since she can manifest in different forms. In fact, in Agano city, spiritual teachers 
sometimes function as the medium through which worshippers communicate 
with Ubason. For example, kō groups often have members who are recognized 

53. In the case of Kehōji, there used to be a larger number of small Ubason images received 
from families of deceased parishioners, but many of them have been disposed of. At 
present, only a few of these private devotional images remain at the temple.

54. At Kōtokuji, many small images are arranged on shelves at the rear of the Uba Hall.
55. Matsuzaki Kenzō briefly discusses Clothes Change Rituals conducted by religious 

groups in Agano, but the type of clothing is not described. Matsuzaki 2012, pp. 158-68. 
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as shamans, and who transmit messages from Ubason at rituals.56 Also, as 
demonstrated in a legendary episode of Ubason giving an oracle to a temple 
priest,57 clergy were also perceived of as potential mediators between Ubason and 
worshippers. Considering that the monastic garment worn by the principal Ubason 
image at Kōtokuji is passed on to the chief priest when worshippers present a new 
robe to her, such monastic clothing may indicate a special spiritual connection 
between Ubason and the clergy. If so, the monastic clothing may also function as a 
device to mediate between Ubason and her worshippers. 

Another striking feature of the Agano Ubason images is the layers of f loss 
silk covering the heads of many statues. On one hand, if one relates these Ubason 
sculptures to the concept of ragyō chakusō zō, the addition of f loss silk, which 
resembles hair, may be a technique to make the images appear more lifelike. 
Datsueba is often represented with long white hair hanging down, and the floss does 
indeed resemble gray or white hair. 

On the other hand, however, the piling of f loss silk on the heads of statues 
recalls the Datsueba image enshrined at Shōjuin 正受院 in Shinjuku ward, Tokyo, 
which will be discussed in the following section. It might seem too simplistic to 
relate the Shōjuin Datsueba fad in Edo to Ubason worship in Agano city just 
because they share a similar feature. However, that Ubason worship may have 
increased dramatically when one particular image of her in Agano city (Haguro 
Ubason) was rediscovered and similarly became a hayarigami (faddish or popular 
deity) in the Kaei era (1848-1855).58 Since devotion to Datsueba in other parts 
of Japan, such as Edo and Tateyama, also gained momentum in the nineteenth 
century, one cannot help but wonder if there might be some connection. 

Broken Needles, Cloth, and the Shōjuin Datsueba

Whereas an emphasis on salvation relates Datsueba to women in the cults discussed 
above, the Datsueba sculpture enshrined at the Pure Land temple Shōjuin in 
Shinjuku ward received attention from a specifically female population because 
sewing was traditionally regarded as one of the most important domestic skills for 
women and continued to be a women’s profession in modern times. This Datsueba 

56. Leaders of some kō groups give oracles said to be from Ubason to members who are 
concerned about worldly issues such as health, marriage, and job hunting. Matsuzaki 
2012, pp. 154-59, 164. 

57. According to Kōtokuji tradition, the nearby Uba Hall was built after the eighth priest 
at Kehōji encountered Datsueba in a dream. Matsuzaki 2012, p. 138.

58. Nihei 1941, p. 3.
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was believed to cure coughing from the time the temple was established in 1594, 
but in the mid-nineteenth century she suddenly became immensely popular as a 
hayarigami who grants worshippers various worldly benefits. Miraculous episodes 
were circulated in Edo and large numbers of people started visiting the temple 
to make wishes to the Shōjuin Datsueba. The craze dissipated after a scandal 
involving monks at the temple who solicited an excessive amount of contributions 
from worshippers and the temple was temporarily forced to close its doors. The 
temple soon reopened, however, and Shōjuin’s Datsueba maintained her popularity 
throughout the Meiji and prewar Shōwa periods. The halls at Shōjuin were destroyed 
during air raids, but after the erection of a memorial stone for needles by the Tokyo 
Association for Japanese Tailoring (Tōkyō Wasai Kumiai 東京和裁組合) in 1957, 
Shōjuin regained favor and came to be known for its harikuyō 針供養, a memorial 
service to ritually dispose of old or broken sewing needles.59 The ceremony offers 
an opportunity for those who engage in the needlework/tailoring industries to 
express their gratitude to the tools of their trade and to pray for improvement of their 
occupational skills.60 The harikuyō rite at Shōjuin demonstrates a case where the 
association of Datsueba with cloth was reinterpreted and culminated in a religious 
festival incorporated into worship practices devoted to Datsueba. 

Mortuary Rites for Needles
Different from funerals and memorial services for deceased individuals, 

mortuary rites for inanimate objects are conducted by specific groups of people who 
are closely related to the objects in question.61 Among them, the rite for used needles 
seems to have originated in the early Edo period.62 The Edo period encyclopedia 
Jinrin kinmōzui depicts an itinerant religious practitioner collecting needles and 
identifies his activity as “harikuyō”.63 The accompanying text traces the origin of 
the mortuary rite to the founder of the Tendai sect Saichō 最澄 (766-822), who 
purportedly buried needles in order to protect the city of Kyoto. The encyclopedia 
also notes that itinerant religious practitioners came to use the practice as a means 
to coerce women to make offerings, saying that disposal of used needles without 
funeral services would cause users of the needles to fall into hell. 

59. Haraguchi 1968, pp. 9-10, 14-15; Nagasawa 1996, pp. 221-24.
60. Haraguchi 1968, p. 15.
61. Mortuary rites are presently carried out for diverse objects such as rosaries, Buddhist 

ancestral altars, chopsticks, dolls, clocks, and so on. Kretschmer 2000, pp. 381-82.
62. Kretschmer 2000, p. 387; Guth 2014, p. 172.
63. See Volume 13 of Jinrin kinmōzui, p. 298.
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64. Kretschmer 2000, p. 383; Guth 2014, p. 170; Laf leur 1989; Rambelli 2007. The 
recognition of objects as an extension of human bodies may also have inspired the 
practice, for tradespeople sometimes develop attachments to their occupational tools 
and perceive the tools as part of their body. See Kretschmer 2000, p. 384; Rambeli 
2007, pp. 172-210; Guth 2014, p. 172.

65. Since the improper treatment of spirits might result in harming humans, such objects 
need to be pacified before their disposal. Kretschmer 2000, p. 384; Guth 2014, p. 170; 
Lafleur 1989; Rambelli 2007.

66. Kretschmer 2000, p. 385. 
67. Haraguchi 1968, pp. 9-10, 14-15; Nagasawa 1996, p. 225.

The motivation for conducting mortuary rites for objects such as used needles 
may be related to the idea of sōmoku jōbutsu 草木成仏 (enlightenment of grasses and 
trees) or mujō jōbutsu 無性成仏 (enlightenment of inanimate objects). According to 
this concept, all things including plants, trees, and other inanimate objects have the 
ability to achieve buddhahood, and they need proper memorial services to facilitate 
their next birth or rebirth in the Pure Land.64 Another possible incentive concerns 
animistic beliefs that objects could be endowed with spirits.65 In addition to these 
religious motives, secular expectations play a role in holding mortuary rites for 
objects. This is especially evident in rituals initiated by professional organizations. 
That is, in addition to expressing gratitude to trade tools and praying for success, 
members view rituals as opportunities to establish public relations and to maintain 
ties within their organization.66 In the case of harikuyō at Shōjuin, this aspect no 
doubt motivated members of the Association for Japanese Tailoring to erect a 
memorial stone and support an annual rite at the temple. 

The harikuyō Ritual at Shōjuin
Though memorial services for needles had been conducted for many years 

at Shōjuin, the harikuyō organized in 1957 in connection with the erection of a 
memorial stone for needles (harizuka 針塚) was the largest ceremony of them all.67 

Since then it has been held annually on the eighth of February. 
At the harikuyō I observed in 2015 and 2017, the majority of participants were 

women who were engaged in the clothing industry or attending a vocational school 
for traditional needlework/tailoring, and many were dressed in kimono. They stuck 
their used needles into a large square block of tofu which was placed in front of the 
memorial stone. After the ritual took place around noon, the needles were put in a pot 
and interred near the main hall. Priests and participants dressed in various kinds of 
traditional clothing paraded to the memorial stone, accompanied by female students 
from a vocational school carrying a portable shrine with a small image of Datsueba. 
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Although paying respects to old needles is the focus the ritual, Datsueba is 
also celebrated. As sweet rice drink is offered to her, and harikuyō hymns honor 
Datsueba as a principal deity though the relationship between Datsueba and 
needlework is not explained in the lyrics.68 For example, the second verse of 
“Harikuyō no uta” 針供養の歌 (Song for the Mortuary Rite for Needles) goes: 

The memorial stone and the mortuary rite for needles in Shinjuku.
Very revered,
The old female deity of cotton and childrearing.
Let’s leave old needles.69 

The first verse of another song, “Harikuyō goeika” 針供養御詠歌 (Hymn of 
Mortuary Rite for Needles), is translated below: 

How venerable — 
It is the day for the old female deity’s mortuary rite for needles.
[Let’s] collect old needles and visit her together.70 

It is uncertain why members of the Tokyo Association for Japanese Tailoring chose 
Shōjuin as the site to erect a memorial stone, though the former head priest Haraguchi 
Tokushō 原口徳正 claims that in the Edo period people left used needles in a stone 
box placed in front of the temple’s main hall.71 I would like to explore a possible 
relationship between the Shōjuin Datsueba and the memorial services for needles, for 
it is likely that there was some kind of inspiration linking Datsueba to harikuyō. 

Although the Shōjuin Datsueba was not specifically known to be connected 
with needlework efficacy in the Edo period, many women engaged in sewing may 
have lived or worked near the temple which was located in Naitō Shinjuku 内藤新宿, 
the first post town after the starting point of the Five Highways (gokaidō 五街道) in 

68. It is unknown when the songs were composed, but the book titled Jishi Shōjuin written 
by the former head priest Haraguchi includes the lyrics. See Haraguchi 1968, pp. 
15-17.

69. 新宿針塚針供養/ あな尊と/ 子育て綿の老婆尊/ 皆で古針集めましよ。For all the verses, 
see Haraguchi 1968, pp. 15-17.

70. ありがたや/ きようは老婆尊の針供養/ そろうて詣らむ 古針あつめて。For the entire song, 
see Haraguchi 1968, p. 15.

71. Haraguchi 1968, pp. 13-14; Nagasawa 1996, p. 224. The priest may have simply 
accepted a request from members of the association, which was being restructured 
as the national organization Nihon Wasai Gijutsushikai 日本和裁技術師会 (Japan 
Association for Tailors of Japanese Clothes). Haraguchi 1968, p. 9; Nagasawa 1996, 
pp. 221-24.
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the Nihonbashi area of Edo. Like many post towns of the era, Naitō Shinjuku was a 
quasi-red-light district with so-called meshimori onna 飯盛女 (meal serving women) 
also providing sexual services to guests at the inns.72 Since seamstresses were closely 
associated with prostitutes, whose profession required attractive costumes, some 
may have been employed by inns in Naitō Shinjuku.73 Such women may have left 
used needles at nearby temples such as Shōjuin, following the common practice of 
placing them in a stone box or sticking them into a soft tree.74 Since Datsueba had 
become the focus of worship at Shōjuin, it was perhaps assumed that she would 
bless the needles that had been deposited there, thus linking her with needlework 
and seamstresses. 

Datsueba may also have been regarded as providing the same or similar benefits 
as Awashima 淡島, a female deity who is known for women related efficacies and 
is often associated with Harikuyō. In the Edo period, itinerant priests called 
Awashima gannin 淡島願人 disseminated belief in this deity, and as the result of 
their successful solicitation, Awashima halls were established at temples and shrines 
across Japan.75 harikuyō rituals are often conducted at these halls; for example, the 
head shrine of the Awashima cult—Kada Awashima Shrine (加太淡島神社)—in 
Wakayama prefecture is famous for the ritual, and another famous Harikuyō rite 
in Edo/Tokyo is held at Sensōji 浅草寺, where an Awashima Hall was built in the 
Genroku era (1688-1704).76 

72. As their occupation title suggests, their primarily work was to serve meals at the inns, 
but they also offered sexual services to guests including travelers and local residents. 
Usami 2000, p. 3. Since post towns were not official red-light districts, the government 
limited the number of meshimori onna to two per inn; however, this regulation was 
later eased for designated post towns, and a total of 250 meshimori onna were officially 
allowed to work in Naitō Shinjuku. Some temples in Naitō Shinjuku had special 
relationships with such women. In particular, Shōkakuji 正覚寺, a temple located next to 
Shōjuin, is known for its memorial stone commemorating meshimori onna, whose dead 
bodies were sometimes abandoned there. Usami 2000, p. 19; Fukai 2000, pp. 92-94. 

73. The Tokugawa shogunate initially imposed strict regulations on inns at post towns 
along major highways. However, it gradually eased these regulations, though it did 
not like the idea of post towns developing into private red-light districts. Although 
meshimori onna were not supposed to dress like the prostitutes at official brothels, it 
is questionable if they followed the regulations because the Tokugawa shogunate left 
their management to the self-governing body of each post town. Usami 2000, p. 68. 

74. Kretschmer 2000, pp. 387-88; Guth 2014, p. 181.
75. Kuge 2006, p. 103; Guth 2014, p. 181; Kretschmer 2000, pp. 390-91.
76. Kuge 2000, pp. 390-97; Nagasawa 1996, p. 208.
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An indication of the abil it ies 
Datsueba and Awashima had in 
common appears in the previously 
mentioned encyclopedia Jinrin kinmōzui. 
Among the diversity of occupations 
depicted is a male itinerant religious 
practitioner called ouba no kanjin 御優

婆勧進 carrying an image of Datsueba. 
Beside him is an Awashima gannin 
holding a portable shrine (Figure 
8). According to Kuge Masashi ’s 
investigation of illustrations of itinerant 
preachers carrying a Datsueba image, 
they are probably depicted in the same 
scene in the Jinrin kinmōzui because 
both emphasized efficacies for women.77 
If Datsueba and Awashima were 
regarded as deities granting women 
similar worldly benefits, people might 
have related Datsueba to needlework by 
connecting her with Awashima. 

77. Kuge 2006, p. 104.
78. Haraguchi 1968, p. 13.

Another possible inspiration for associating the Shōjuin Datsueba with 
harikuyō is the eye-catching layers of floss silk covering her head and piece of cloth 
held in her hand (see Figure 1), since these attributes are closely related to the 
fabric and tailoring industries which are historically tied to women. The practice of 
offering floss silk probably derived from a belief that the Shōjuin Datsueba cures 
people’s coughing, since people covered their throat with layers of floss silk as a folk 
remedy.78 The piece of cloth held in her hand is symbolic of Datsueba’s traditional 
role described in religious texts—taking the clothes of the deceased by the Sanzu 
River. 

Figure 8. Illustration of Ouba no Kanjin
1690. Woodblock printed book. Source: Jinrin kinmō 
zui, Vol. 4 (Tokyo: Chinsho Kankōkai, 1916).
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Summary

As demonstrated throughout this paper, the characterization and interpretations of 
Datsueba/Ubason in worship practices show distinct regional differences, and the 
use of material cloth indeed played a crucial role in these diverse developments. For 
instance, although the white burial shrouds covering Ashikuraji Ubason images are 
connected with death and funerary rites, instead of Datsueba/Ubason taking clothes 
from others, clothes are put on her and changed annually to allow worshippers 
to demonstrate their devotion. Cloth also embodies a mediatory function in two 
rituals at Tateyama. At the Cloth Bridge Consecration Ritual, participants clothed 
in white costumes ceremoniously transcend reality by walking on strips of white 
cloth, and cloth used at the ritual is made into burial shrouds which prepare deceased 
parishioners for their journey to the world of the dead. During the Cloth Change 
Ritual, the ramie burial shrouds put on Ubason images reinforce her association 
with death and hell, thus contributing to the mediation between two divinities—the 
mountain deity Ubason and the old hag in hell Datsueba. 

In Agano, cloth contributed to promoting the salvific as well as “live” aspects 
of Ubason. By being attired in a monastic garment made of real fabric, the Agano 
Ubason is regarded as a living deity who aids her worshippers in this world and 
the next. In addition, the monastic clothing mediates among Ubason, clergy, and 
worshippers by being offered to Ubason, and then passed down to the chief priests. 

Datsueba’s relation to cloth further evolved in the case of the Shōjuin Datsueba 
cult, where she came to be worshipped as a deity connected with needlework after a 
hayarigami fad in the mid-nineteenth century. It cannot be confirmed how common 
the practice of leaving old needles at the temple was, but it is likely that many 
women engaged in needlework were living in the area considering that the temple 
was located in Naitō Shinjuku, a post town as well as a quasi-red-light district. 
Another possible avenue for connecting Datsueba with needlework is the parity 
between Datsueba and the female deity Awashima suggested by the illustration in 
the Jinrin kinmōzui. In addition, attributes associated with the Shōjuin Datsueba 
such as floss silk and cloth may have figured in the linkage to harikuyō, for they are 
closely related to traditional women’s occupations.

In sum, the interactions between Datsueba and cloth discussed in this article 
show the importance of material objects in developing religious beliefs. Cloth has 
been associated with Datsueba ever since her appearance in religious texts. However, 
while in scriptures the references are always to the clothes of deceased individuals 
and thus symbolic of their bad deeds, cloth in actual worship practices came to be 
interpreted in diverse ways and embodies distinctly different meanings, culminating 
in the reconceptualization of Datsueba as a multifaceted deity who responds to 
secular as well as religious needs.
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