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JAPANESE LEGENDS 
AND WENCESLAU DE MORAES

Anabela Chaves

1. Wenceslau de Moraes’ vision of Japan

Predicting that European civilisation had entered a period of decadence, 
Wenceslau de Moraes felt that the European way of life had lost its funda-
mental sense of life and soul. Therefore, he decided to abandon everything 
and go see if the Oriental way of life was better suited to resolve the prin-
cipal problem of happiness. In Japan, he came into contact with religions, 
philosophies and arts in general that viewed problems of life and death, the 
individual and the universe in new and more mature terms.

The impact generated by this discovery of the Other, i.e. the Japanese 
people, with an entire system of singular values that were radically different 
led to an exaggerated valorisation of these elements, when contrasted with 
those he knew prior to this. His contemplation of everything that was differ-
ent and fascinating, on account of being inaccessible, resulted in a constant 
attempt to delight in the Other as a supreme experience in relation to all 
other possible experiences.

The insertion of foreign literary texts, which Moraes introduced in his 
writings either in extracts or as complete texts, was one of the ways of giving 
a real voice to the Other. Foreign productions, viewed as curiosities at the 
end of the 19th century, would slowly become objects of aesthetic reflection 
and study.

As for his public, the interest for these new literary and artistic mani-
festations grew proportionally with regard to the commercial success they 
enjoyed. For over 30 years, from the publication of his first volume until 
his death, Moraes sent a constant stream of letters, popular tales, essays, 
chronicles, stories, legends and other works on Macao, China and Japan to 
Portugal that were, at the time, one of the most important sources of infor-
mation about Oriental culture as they were published in periodicals that were 
easily accessible and widely circulated. After his initial idea of sending news 
of an essentially commercial nature, mentioned in the preface of the third 
volume of Cartas do Japão, Moraes quickly became convinced that these were 
not of much interest to his readers and that their real interest lay in varied 
aspects of the Japanese people. Thus, he rapidly identified those elements 
that could transform his readers’ first contact with all things Japanese into a 
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10 Anabela Chaves

pleasant experience as they could identify with them, and adopted a tone of 
intimacy with his public, addressing them directly, as though in confidence, 
and even involving them in his discourse 1.

He never lost sight of his public’s perspective and sense of interest. As 
a writer, he was aware that he was observing and collecting material for a 
reader of a certain kind of taste and mentality, and, even though he was 
completely immersed in Japanese life, he had to evidence an effective distanc-
ing in order for them to experience his observations in a Portuguese manner. 
He always sought to interpret the tastes and respond to the wishes of Portu-
guese sensibilities, filtering Japanese reality and avoiding a culture shock.

What most attracted readers at the turn of the century was the romantic 
idea of a Portuguese gentleman in a remote land with exotic customs and the 
urbane chronicler of rare romanticisms and colourful and strange themes and 
environments 2. The general attitude of the Portuguese reader with regard to 
Moraes fixated on his eulogies of exoticism, while for the Japanese the most 
important element of his writings was his cultural stance: the urgent neces-
sity for understanding between the West and the East, in a fecund concilia-
tion of values that would lay the foundations of a new and universal culture.

The simplest or most primitive characteristic of exotic literature 
flagrantly contrasted with the dominant European culture that was thus 
confronted with this singular kind of literary productions originating from 
other realities and in which, in the case of Moraes, prominence was given to 
the popular element as a theme, motif and principal element of his discourse, 
the vehicle that expressed hope for a regeneration at all levels. This attempt to 
integrate external elements, which had been ignored or despised until then, 
this discourse that spoke of the Other reflected the desire for metamorphosis, 
assimilation and a total identification with this new context.

This exotic literature was aimed at defining or representing the Other 
through the truth or by sincerity of information about the place, people or 
culture in question. However, what ended up by being revealed consisted, 
in large measure, of factors linked with the I, i.e. the observer, and had little 
to do with the reality that was being observed. Knowledge of the Other, 
just like an inverted mirror, reflected, in Moraes’ case, his entire soul and 

1 “What more would the reader like to know about this subject? Does he want me to recount 
my personal impressions as a lover of exoticism, here in this Japan (…)? (…) However, to in 
some way satisfy the benevolent curiosity of a dozen or so – if that – friends who I still have 
left, amongst familiar and unfamiliar faces, I am recording here a few brief, loose notes…” 
Wenceslau de Moraes, Lusa. “O Exotismo Japonez”. N° 50/51, October/November 1919, Viana 
do Castelo, pp. 61-62.
2 “So much is said, in travelogues and from the mouths of tourists, about the Japanese land-
scape; there in Europe, you receive such extraordinary and frequently improbable revelations 
about it, in drawings on fans, lacquer-ware, porcelain, that could perhaps stimulate some inter-
est in the study, albeit superficially - or rather on account of being a mere glimpse - of the natural 
features of this country, seen, felt, by those who have glimpsed it from up close.” Wenceslau de 
Moraes, Os Serões no Japão, Lisbon, Parceria A. M. Pereira, 1973, p. 215.
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helped him to get to know himself better. In truth, his divulging of Japanese 
legends reflected a very particular sensibility, his own and that of the public 
he addressed in his writings.

In Moraes’ works, he attempted to overcome the description of the 
writer’s sentiments with regard to his environment instead of those of the 
environment with regard to the writer by means of the insertion of short 
narratives that greatly exemplified a certain cultural reality – Japanese 
legends. These would end with exemplary considerations, which constituted 
an attempt to embody a foreign voice from a perspective of comparison and 
decentralisation. Its exoticism passed from mysterious and “internal” to an 
“exterior” exoticism that propagated messages at a cultural, social and moral 
level. The writer, always rejecting the colonising role of some of his predeces-
sors, now tries to learn with the Other.

Moraes’ personal choice of divulging Japanese legends also accentu-
ates his aversion to modern Japan, which he considered to be artificial, in 
contrast to his great regard for ancient Nippon as portrayed by its legends. 
The Subject-Observer would filter and choose the reality that most affected 
his sensibilities and afforded the Western world an image of the Other that 
was disappearing and, therefore, was no longer entirely real.

2. The objectives behind this gathering of information

“Who are we?” is a question that haunts our spirits, a question that 
scholars of diverse sensibilities have sought to answer within the ambit of 
disciplines that view man as a whole, encompassing his cultural and social 
behaviours. The living heritage of a culture can help one to understand the 
origins, the path and the characteristics of a people, namely, by means of 
manifestations of the traditional culture of the rural and unlettered classes 
that, for a long time now, have been recognised as a valid and uncorrupted 
object of study, in order to comprehend the identity of a collective whole.

In an age marked by great figures of romantic aesthetics, even though 
Moraes does not specifically say so, his taste for gathering and analysing 
material derived from popular culture was integrated within the parameters 
inherited from this aesthetic posture. The writer calls one’s attention to 
the so called fashion for folklore that entailed gathering old songs, fables, 
proverbs and mentioned that it is quite the rage to call all this folk-lore, as 
material of the utmost importance for the psychological study of people. Folk-
lore is essentially linked with the domain of tradition and is aimed at the 
people as a guardian of this very same tradition, encompassing knowledge 
(lore) that can be derived from the people (folk), and of genuine culture.

The notion of the culture of peoples includes the entire process of man 
and his actions upon nature and the so called popular culture stresses upon 
the phenomena of transmission of an entire world-view and knowledge, this 
transmission being a continuous creation, by means of contamination, trans-
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ference or invention, as symbols of their identity. Thus, traditional manifesta-
tions are crystallised in the form of legends, fables, proverbs etc.

Defending popular culture also defended an entire creative people from 
a truer and more primordial position with regard to their relationship with 
the universe and themselves. His taste for tradition coupled with an urgent 
personal and patriotic reform led Moares to gather cultural material that, 
in proportion to its antiquity, would indicate the essential primitive basis of 
the Japanese people. This attempt at rehabilitation would begin with himself, 
mingling with the Japan of his age and with Portugal, until he attained a true 
humanist universality.

Thus, he dedicated his being to searches, recollections, readings and 
contacts in order to feel all that was traditional and still remained in the 
feudal Japan that so bewitched him. He strove to transmit an image of 
another world in contrast to European society, extolling a Japan that was 
slowly being obliterated. The cultural aspects he sought out and recorded 
were aimed at preserving an idyllic time in a perfect place and transmitting 
all that purity to his Portuguese readers.

Moraes tried to unearth all that was most genuine in Japanese culture, 
as he believed that this could reveal the nature of the Japanese people and the 
essence of their way of life. Wishing to acquaint his readers with Japanese 
traditions as an expression of the people, throughout his books, without any 
scientific pretensions, he compiled adages, doctrines, poetry, songs, notes on 
Japanese heraldry, customs, clothing, etc., fusing fragments of ethnography 
and anthropology. Bringing cultural details to life, emphasising aspects of a 
moral nature, discovering points of contact between cultures and translating 
realities for the Portuguese context, Moraes sought to capture his readers 3 
attention for this refreshingly new reality, minimising the chasms that could 
possibly divide these two different mentalities.

Legends are an extremely rich register of different aspects of Japanese 
culture 4 that span the very origins of the world and the divine succession of 
the Mikado, great historical feats and heroic exploits, an understanding of 
social organisation, dogmas of faith, the mythological multiplicity of Shin-
toism and the world of marvels, and amusing, didactic and pious aspects. 
By this gathering, free translation and the transmission of Japanese legends, 
Moraes sought to introduce the Other by means of a so called indirect obser-
vation, through the conclusions that the Subject-Observer would deduce 

3 “Definitely, Porto is becoming Japanised.” Wenceslau de Moraes, Cartas do Japão, 4th Series, 
Volume 1 (1907-1908),Lisbon, Portugal-Brasil, 1928, p. 249.
4 “(…) on the one hand due to the abundance of [cultural] material dating from the most 
remote eras, that tends to afford a great amount of delight; on the other hand because, as the 
Japanese easily assimilate the outward aspects of foreign civilisations, it is only through folk-
lore that one can unveil, albeit very slightly, the mystery of the Japanese soul, stripped of the 
veneer of conventions.” Wenceslau de Moraes, Cartas do Japão (Um Ano de Guerra), 2nd series. 
(1904-1905), Porto, Livraria Magalhães e Moniz, 1905, p. 341.
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from that with which he was able to get acquainted, apparently merely with 
an entertaining-didactic objective and not as the integral fruition of the vaster 
intricacies of an entire culture whose roots dated back over millennia.

He knew that the diffusion of these legends could give rise to two read-
ings: a more superficial interpretation, as a mere object of amusement and 
curiosity for novelties and local folklore; and one that was more profound, 
of great ethnographical and anthropological value that regulated a new 
existence that was open to creativity, geniality and tradition as the storehouse 
of true knowledge. Thus, the collector of legends balanced on the tightrope of 
this duality, sometimes entertaining a less demanding public and sometimes 
indicating diverse spiritual and existential paths for more cultured readers 
who were aware of the multiplicity that existed in the world.

3. Sources of legends

We do not know to which sources Moraes resorted in order to record 
traditional Japanese legends and stories, given that he did not read Japa-
nese and did not speak the language well. At that time, no scientific study of 
the language had yet been undertaken by foreigners, and translations of 
the classics were rare. This explains why he placed so much emphasis on 
obtaining knowledge, especially with personal contacts, availing of help 
from members of Ó-Yoné’s family, and the neighbours and friends who 
lived around him in Tokushima, an environment that was wholly Japanese. 
As for the rest, he always preferred direct contact with the people and did 
not digress with erudite alterations. The collection, analysis (without any 
scientific pretensions) and diffusion of legends and other traditional lore was 
one of his favourite pastimes because it established a direct link with this 
anonymous mass.

The sources that he utilised to gather these narratives are varied and, 
at least from what one can gather, his intense passion for all things Japa-
nese induced him to investigate, read about, study and attentively observe his 
chosen environment. An enumeration of the sources he used would enable 
us to be aware of the world in which the writer moved, how he proceeded in 
order to achieve his objectives, his determination and interest in discovering 
the origins of and explanations for various aspects of Japanese reality. Some 
of these narratives were transmitted to him by:

— chance acquaintances, in the course of his travels throughout Japan5;
—  neighbours, during his relaxed conversations while strolling the city 

streets;

5 “That night, a warm and serene night at the end of the month of June, I found myself, I don’t 
know by what extravagant whim of fortune, in the area of Kyoto, in the countryside, in Ishima 
(…). She was called O-Yuki, that means – Snow – she was a simple whore in the city of Kyoto 
(…). “(…) And, in the meanwhile, we are all far from attaining the degree of perfection of exem-
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— friends 6;
— around the hibashi 7;
—  any culi who knew stories and legends, that he obliged one to listen to 

at the slightest pretext that sprang to mind from the passing landscape;
— research carried out here and there 8;
— listening to other people’s conversations by chance;
—  and from his great Japanese love, Ó-Yoné, as was the case of the legend 

“O Tira-Olhos e a Castanha” (The Dragon-fly and the Chestnut): My 
cook, Ó-Yoné-San (Miss Rice Grain) knows that I like chestnuts, and 
also knows that I like to listen to stories: two innocent pastimes. Well, 
at dinner yesterday, while serving me a dish of chestnuts, she told me 
the following story.

From his collection, he concluded that apart from the  fact that common-
ers were the guardians of an extremely vast cultural legacy, it was the elders 
who played an important role by keeping this knowledge alive and trans-
mitting it to younger generations thus creating an undeniable pedagogical 
link, and that the entire process took place within the four walls of the home. 
Youngsters thus had moments of leisure in which this oral heritage that 
constituted the essence of the Japanese people was transmitted to them. The 
presence of strangers, especially foreigners, was frowned upon in this climate 
of family intimacy, but Moraes did manage to obtain access to some of these 
evenings and, attempting to blend into the background so as not to disturb 
the narration, absorbed this cultural wealth directly from the source.

Being an excellent narrator, endowed with a great natural talent that 
enabled him to recount some traditional Japanese legends (many of which 
had Chinese or Indian origins) with great vivacity and a touch of poetry, 
Moraes sourced some of his tales from the work entitled Hasagawa Japanese 
Fairy Tales written by Basil Hall Chamberlain, not just as mere translations, 
but adding his own personal touch to them.

plary offspring about which the legend speaks at length.” I asked for an explanation. O-Yuki then 
explained to me that there were twenty-four great models of filial piety that had been preserved 
in the memory of the people from time immemorial.” Wenceslau de Moraes, “A Piedade Filial: 
Impressões do Japão”, O Comércio do Porto, illustrated Christmas issue, 1902.
6 “When I ran into my Japanese friend by chance in Nara, the sad end of O-Hana was soon 
cleared up.” Wenceslau de Moraes, O Culto do Chá, Lisbon, Relógio de Água, 1993, p. 43.
7 “We also do the same thing, just like Japanese grandparents: in order to recount something, 
we narrate a passage from a remote time, a passage, more precisely, that I heard for the first 
time in my life on a snowy day, revelling in the warmth of a fireplace, with a hospitable family.” 
Wenceslau de Moraes, “Japonezismos”, O Comércio do Porto, illustrated Christmas edition, 
1906.
8 “By consulting books and art-motifs, pestering the locals with questions (…)” Wenceslau de 
Moraes, Diário de Notícias – illustrated Christmas edition “Flores e Borboletas”, Lisbon, 1908.
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He also mentioned the Japanese authors Hakubai-En Rosui 9 and 
Hakuseki as sources for his research, by means of translations, although not 
very worthy ones, and makes incomplete mention of a chronicler from whom 
I obtained this legend. Moraes also alludes to a book used as the source of 
legends without, however, identifying it and also states that he resorted to 
compendia. He annotated translations of Japanese tales 10 and revealed the 
existence of storytellers who favoured him as the interlocutor of Japanese 
culture. He referred to the book Mukashibanashi (Ancient Legends of Japan) 
as a work that contained some of the examples he chose and, likewise, to 
a book that some attribute to the Emperor Kwazan, which would mean that, 
at the very least, it was nine hundred years old and gathered some of his 
legends from the works and letters of Hearn 11, given that they were already 
in English, a language that he spoke well, and because they were works that 
he systematically read and re-read.

In his final works, namely, in Relance da Alma Japonesa or in Bon-Odori 
em Tokushima, Moraes also mentioned the “most ancient Japanese chron-
icles, the Kojiki and the Nihonji” that “date from our 8th century; one can 
gather extremely valuable information from them.”

He thus preferred to leave the origin of these legends to abstract enti-
ties, as is suited to the genesis of a legend, using expressions such as: “In 
the past; Mukashi, Mukashi (in past times, in past times); Once upon a time, 
many centuries ago; Once upon a time, in a very remote age; He lived many 
centuries ago; According to the Japanese legend”. As the legend was part of 
a tradition or history transmitted from remote times and popularly accepted 
as being true, he did not demand confirmation of the origin or the source, 
given that it would always be accepted dogmatically and it is this mythical 
facet that this expatriate tried to transmit, thus giving it a more supernatural 
and fantastic character. The enigmatic and impersonal component of these 
legends reflected, according to Moraes, important aspects of the cultural 

9 “About a hundred and fifty years ago, the Japanese author Hakubai-En Rosui wittily wrote 
more or less the following (…) - And Hakubai then recounts an interesting story, which is the one 
I am now going to narrate to my readers.” “Japonezismos”, O Comércio do Porto, op. cit.
10 “This legendary tale, like many others, can be found in old Japanese tomes, that are 
inaccessible to me, like to many others, due to an absolute ignorance of the Japanese script, 
which is extremely difficult. But they have also been transcribed in European languages, gener-
ally in English. I obtained the tale “Espelho” (Mirror) from an English book, adapting it to my 
style, arranging it as I thought best and as I felt would be more enjoyable” Wenceslau de Moraes, 
Do Kansai a Shikoku. Traços da Última Jornada de Venceslau de Morais, Macao, Instituto Cultural 
de Macau, 1988, p. 257.
11 “More than simple references in certain cases, as in his [Hearn’s] books I have made precious 
discoveries with regard to Japanese legends, some of which I have already publicised here, in my 
careless prose. And I must add that the plagiarism seems excusable to me, and even advisable, 
given the task that I have set myself to present to my readers the most gracious and interesting 
elements that emerge from a study of this country and people (…)” Wenceslau de Moraes, A Vida 
Japonesa, Porto, Lello e Irmão Editores, 1985, p. 250.
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profile of the Japanese: the impersonality of this race and the mysterious 
origins of their legends – “Who is the author of the legend or the proverb? 
Nobody knows; it is no one; or rather, it is everyone; the individual dissolves 
in the collective whole.”

4.  Typological classification of the legends collected by Wenceslau 
de Moraes

During the process of collection and diffusion, Moraes became aware 
of how difficult it would be to find the essence of another society through 
legends that could appear to be hermetic for the Westerner who was not 
yet totally free from preconceptions and was confused by the multiplicity of 
new information. However, he considered them to be fundamental for an 
understanding of this new culture 12 and yet another element with popular 
origins that was indispensable for the construction of his sentimental 
Oriental imagery in the light of Western reality.

Moraes perceived the differences/similarity of the structure, themes 
and characters that reigned in these legends. However, he never realised 
a comparative study or a classification of systematic moulds, approaching 
these questions only in passing.

With a view to organising the vast amounts of material pertaining to 
Japanese traditions that he had gathered, I would like to suggest a proposal 
of typological classification that appeared to me to be, at the same time, the 
broadest and most specific categorisation possible, in an attempt to group 
the one hundred legends that I have found according to the more recurrent 
themes: fable-like legends, romantic legends (Eros/Thanatos), amusing-
moralising legends, socio-cultural legends; historical legends and mythical-
religious legends.

However, it is necessary to clarify the concept that the word Legend 
signified for Moraes: “(…) legends (…) offer us, more intensively, more 
suggestively, characteristic outlines of the profile of the Japanese soul”.

Believing was essential and the truthful character attributed to these 
legends had to do with the origins of the very word, given that it derives from 
the Latin legenda – that which must be read, held to be unquestionably true, 
almost a cultural dogma.

12 “Before all else, I will note that, not even slightly, should we jest about the essence of truth 
with which all these legends are imbued. It matters little if stars fall in love, or if monkeys 
make speeches, or if demons or fairies appear, to govern the world at will; these are secondary 
details. What one needs to keep in mind is that these legends, as a rule, represent the epitome of 
unchangeable truths, that the ethical sentiments of the people have condensed, sublimated over 
the course of generations, until they attain a perfect conciseness in form and perfect vehemence 
in concept. Legends can be compared to crystals, linking the idea of irreducible perfectibility of 
structure”. Wenceslau de Moraes, O Comércio do Porto. “Tanabata-Sama: A Nobre Tecedeira e a 
Moralidade de uma Velha Lenda Japoneza”, illustrated Christmas issue, 1910.
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These accounts, that were initially transmitted by oral and popular tradi-
tion, would continuously be modified, the result of imagination assuming a 
multiplicity of forms. In Moraes’ work, history, myth, fables, stories and even 
chronicles, albeit very sporadically, would merge to form the encompassing 
whole that was the legend and that contained within itself the real backdrop 
of history, the revealing facet of myth, the pragmatism of the fable, the illu-
sory aspect of stories and the dramatic element of the chronicle. In his works, 
all these sub-genres mingle together and fuse to confer a greater unity to that 
which he sought to know and transmit.

As legends were based on tradition or history and were transmitted 
from remote times and popularly accepted as true, Moraes does not evidence 
a clear distinction between legends and history 13, and even went so far as to 
advocate an identification between the two to get acquainted with the past 
and better understand the present.

Myth being a traditional or legendary story that has been orally trans-
mitted, with super-human entities, that deals with events that do not have 
a natural explanation and being situated in pre-historic times, it is an 
unproven conviction that is accepted without criticism. However, the term 
is also applied to celebrated human figures and utopian ideals with regard to 
human behaviour.

A fable is always a fictional story that includes animals as rational inter-
locutors and is aimed at teaching a moral truth with entertaining-cultural 
qualities. Moraes shows particular affection for fables as a precious treasure, 
fairy tales, as he put it.

In the same legend, Moraes simultaneously used stories and legends to 
qualify the same narration: “(…) an episode of the legend, as in the case that I 
am about to recount (…). This story was written from memory, after reading 
a book by Hearn.”

Despite being two different sub-genres, stories 14 and chronicles, some-
times, however, present a discourse that is so similar that it is difficult to 
distinguish between them. The word chronicle derives from the Greek 
chronos and indicates the intention to make the reader believe that the facts 
presented belong to the writer’s present, by means of verbs centred around 
the I-Narrator. Moraes rarely identified legends with chronicles, however, 
the example of the legend “O Pintor de Gatos” (The Painter of Cats) reflects 

13 “It must even be said that the contemporary history of Japan and Japanese legends complete 
each other, explain each other; (…)” A Vida Japonesa. “This happened in a remote age, of which 
only legends speak” Cartas do Japão (Um Ano de Guerra), 2nd series, (1904-1905), op. cit., p. 188.
14 “A story? No. They requested one, but I was not able to satisfy such an amiable wish. Simple 
ramblings. Well now, with Japanese tales, the same thing happens that happens with many other 
things: they are not invented, they are not fabricated, on pain of appearing insipid, uninterest-
ing, without local colour and perfume, which, at the end of the day, is what gives them charm 
and prestige. Japanese tales are conveyed to us by legend, or by history, or gathered in the act 
in the course of the intense life of this race”. “Flores e Borboletas”, Diário de Notícias, op. cit.
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the ambiguity with which he uses various literary terms: “The chronicler 
from whom I obtained this legend, does not conclude anything, in terms of 
morality, from the story that he narrated.”

5. Fable – like legends

Just like in all countries with talking animals, Japan also possessed 
fables aimed at ensuring that moral victories prevailed, in this case expressed 
by Buddhist virtues such as honour, nobility of character and good, punish-
ing revenge, deceit, wickedness and stupidity by resorting to animals as char-
acters. Apart from the important role given in these fables to the transmission 
of moral values, utilising these symbolic animals who are employed in an 
entertaining manner, it is necessary to understand that, for Shintoism, every-
thing that exists possesses a soul, i.e. for the Japanese it is easy to recognise 
human virtues in animal beings, minerals or plants. Some fables also served 
to explain certain natural phenomena 15 or certain Japanese concepts.

Moraes collected these narratives, which had diverse origins lost in the 
mists of time, a very simple structure that appealed to everyone and whose 
message was easily understood due to the fact that they generally revealed 
a competition, with an obvious pedagogical function, between physical and 
intellectual elements (the juxtaposition of one over the other) or between 
domesticated and wild beings.

The doctrinal or satirical intent of fables was, according to Moraes, 
similar amongst different peoples, because values such as the search for 
good and the rejection of evil are universal. The transmission of values of a 
moral, cultural and social cohesion, the representation of exemplary models 
in dichotomous situations, the presentation of behaviours and attitudes coex-
isted with the element of entertainment 16.

The narrator resorted to the fable about “The Cicada and the Ant” to 
strike a balance between the role played by the cicada in the universe of Euro-
pean and Asian fables. While in the West, the cicada is seen as “a Bohemian 
troubadour without any cares”, in the Orient, the sound the cicada produces 
evokes the idea of “crying, of piercing laments” and these considerations lead 
to the fantastic explanation for such a sad song, expressed in a short popular 

15 “This is the reason why the jellyfish, nowadays, has neither a head nor legs, nor a tail, 
nor fins: he received so many blows that he was reduced to this miserable state, a shapeless 
mass, a piece of gelatine, floating abjectly at the mercy of the turbulence of the waves. (…) It 
is said frankly: this misfortune of the jellyfish, in the Land of the Rising Sun, was inevitable; 
(…) it was therefore necessary to arrange an adequate explanation for the phenomenon, and 
this proceeds as described in these lines.” Wenceslau de Moraes, Oriente. “A Alforreca”. No. 2, 
Macao, February 1915, p. 66.
16 “There was once a remote age, in which animals spoke and wandered about dressed like 
people. It ended.” Wenceslau de Moraes, “Uma cabra e os seus cabritos - Narrativa Japoneza”, 
Serões, 1st series, Vol. IV, Lisbon, December 1904.
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narrative. A dragon-fly and a chestnut 17 are the characters that, in the Orient, 
substitute the cicada and the ant. Condemning the dragon-fly’s laziness, 
luxury and bad temper, the chestnut appears endowed with the qualities of 
temperance, prudence and hard work that were rewarded in the end.

An example of maternal affection and the victory of good over evil can be 
found expressed in the fable “Uma Cabra e os Seus Cabritos” (The Goat and 
Her Kids). Moraes used this narrative, whose plot was very similar to a fable 
circulated by La Fontaine entitled, “O Cabrito e o Lobo” (The Goat and the 
Wolf), in order to transmit aspects of Japanese culture, such as their propen-
sity for acts of revenge, as well as to glorify the Japanese woman, personified 
by a goat, as also to entertain his readers, by attributing the children’s game 
of blindman’s buff to the little kids.

Another fable, whose protagonists were a vixen and her cubs (animals 
who were very believable in the public’s eyes) and a badger, transmitted 
moral aspects, such as honesty, avarice, family ties and the victory of intel-
ligence in the face of brute force.

Moraes also collected fables that represented the sins of pride, false 
humility, greed, excessive ambition and stupidity. In order to associate 
these human characteristics with the animal kingdom he used, respectively, 
a mollusc, a sea-bream and a grey mullet; a frog, an amphibian that was 
held in great esteem by the Japanese; a monkey, an animal who had a day 
dedicated to it for celebrations in its honour, and a crab; a family of mice; 
a jelly-fish 18, a court of dragons (very ancient mythological creatures) and, 
again, a monkey, in this case presented as an intelligent and amiable buffoon. 
The didactic purpose of the fables was only complete when virtues, such as 
friendship, a sense of co-operation, good sense and intelligence in the face of 
brutes, such as the case where a bat fools a weasel and a rat who want to eat 
him, with simple but effective arguments. The idea of punishments in order 
to restore order acts as an example for everyone 19.

An example of an intelligent or sagacious act was that realised by a white 
rabbit, an animal that also found a place in the list of Japanese deities. This 
rabbit, living on an island and wanting to leave, decided to make the most 
of a crocodile’s vanity and by managing to gather several of these animals 

17 “Dear reader: does it not seem to you that you are listening, with slight modifications of little 
importance, to the fable of the cicada and the ant? It’s that the moral of all peoples is one and 
the same, although ethnic origins may seem to advise us to believe in enormous barriers that 
separate one people from another and, frequently, the way of expressing this moral in a concept 
is identical, or almost identical, (…).” A Vida Japonesa, op. cit., p. 193.
18 “The story of the Jellyfish is told with its moving simplicity. This story is veridical, just 
like everything that the people recount from memory; whosoever wishes to believe, believes.” 
Wenceslau de Moraes, “A Alforreca”, Oriente. No. 2, Macao, February 1915, p. 66.
19 “However, let it be known - and this is from a useful teaching - that the Japanese, who are 
so prodigiously inclined to pardon so many sins of the soul and customs, punish fools.” “A Alfor-
reca”, Oriente, op. cit., p. 66.
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together was able to go where he wanted. In this legend, with ancient roots, 
Moraes took advantage of the occasion to discuss Japanese history and poli-
tics, finding a parallel between this story and Japanese military feats, consid-
ering, of course, that intelligence and sagacity were characteristic Japanese 
virtues 20.

Inanimate beings were also an integral part of these fables and this 
pantheistic animism ensured they became the protagonists of two different 
fables. These elements were the Sun, Moon, Fog, Wind and Wall and Snow, 
Ice, Hail, Typhoons and an Oak-tree 21, the latter representing an “allegory 
to the Sino-Japanese war of 1894-1895” and “an interesting example of clas-
sical Japanese literature”.

By translating all these fables and by circulating them, Moraes undoubt-
edly sought to entertain his public and reveal his new “I”, touched by a new 
civilisation. However, he likewise intended to share his world-view 22 and, 
at the same time, while inserting aspects of Japanese culture and acquaint-
ing his public with the forms of existing, thinking and living of the Other, 
in a relaxed and informative manner, he always attempted to bring these 
elements closer to the Western context of his readers.

6. Romantic legends (Eros/Thanatos)

Impossible love has always been the theme of impassioned tragedies 
and sentimental examples, moving people through legends and influencing 
the arts in general. Japanese legends are no exception and also reveal how 
Japanese sentiments are frequently similar to those of the West with regard 
to the misfortunes of the lovers 23.

20 “Until this point, the fable, with a few more qualities, that are not seen here in this case. 
However, I wonder, as I am so inclined to discover the parallels between illusions and practical 
life: - would not the Japanese have wanted to go from Japan to Korea, to Manchuria, to China, 
soliciting from the crocodiles in Moscow a pretext, the bridge in the legend, in order to carry out 
their plans?…”, Cartas do Japão (Um Ano de Guerra), 2nd series, (1904-1905), op. cit., p. 341.
21 It has been emphasised that the Moon was supposedly a superior entity over all others, 
but this was not so, because the Fog dominated the Moon. The Fog was also not independent, 
because it obeyed the Wind. The Wind obeyed the Wall. The Wall was subject to the rats”, Cartas 
do Japão, 4th series, Volume 2 (1909-1910), op. cit., p. 21.
22 “Furthermore, it is also interesting to remember, in passing the likeness, in terms of its 
infelicity, of the Japanese jelly-fish with the mythological Medusa of Greece, as the latter 
did not merit better treatment at the hands of the Olympian gods. A curious coincidence.”, 
“A Alforreca”, Oriente, op. cit., p. 66.
23 “One must also mention an indirect process of studying, this time with pleasure, Japanese 
love, on the basis of what legends, poetry and literature in general tell us about it.”, Wenceslau 
de Moraes, Relance da Alma Japonesa, Lisbon, Parceria A. M. Pereira, 1973, p. 139. “Hisamatsu 
to Ó-Somé” (to correspond exactly to our conjunction), is cited in writings and conversations, 
like one cites, amongst us Europeans, for example the phrase – Romeo and Juliet”, Wenceslau de 
Moraes, Águia. “Hisamatsu não está em casa”, 3rd series, Vol. XXII, No. 11/12, May/June, 1923, 
Porto,  p. 174.
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However, according to Moraes, love was forbidden to the Japanese, at 
least according to European canons. Courtship was something unknown 
given that free interaction between youngsters was impossible. The amorous 
impulse, that later resulted in matrimony, did not happen in Japan.

Marriage, instead of being a personal event, was an institution in which 
the protagonists did not have any power of decision. It was the families 
who, through intermediaries, informed themselves about the qualities of the 
prospective spouses, took care of all the preparations and fixed the date for 
the nuptial celebrations.

In the case of a legend that Moraes offers us, two youngsters loved each 
other and were going to marry (something that rarely happened simultane-
ously) “however, a powerful suitor appeared, the richest lord of the region, 
who induced the bride’s father to forget the promise he had made to the 
other” and in this case we have a clear sign of purely economic interests 
at work. This is in stark contrast to what Moraes says when he only high-
lights the profoundly religious nature of the matrimonial preparations. In 
the legend “Hisamatsu não está em casa” (Hisamatsu is not at home), the 
wedding, promised and arranged by Ó-Somé’s mother, would shatter the 
illusions of the two youngsters 24. In this case too, economic interests prevail, 
however, in contrast to the first legend, the breaking of a promise is some-
thing shameful that stains the reputation of an entire family, perhaps because 
it corresponds to a lack of finances.

According to tradition, apart from inheriting their parents’ surnames, 
children were also responsible for (in this case, the eldest children) “the 
administration of the property and superintendence of the pious adoration 
owed to deceased relatives”, this responsibility being even more important 
in the case of only children. Precepts such as these that governed a certain 
kind of society, like in a legend that Moraes used to make a counterpoint to a 
real story, prevented two youngsters in love from uniting. Consequently, they 
were some of the conditioning factors for tragic endings.

However, Moraes theorised about the characteristics of the Japanese, 
giving details about a certain kind of amorous sentiment, affirming “that the 
son and daughter of the Land of the Rising Sun know how to love, like us, 
white men, know how to love, as all people know how to love”. This love was 
more intimate and was not at all violent or sensual, thus losing the element 
of suffering. Without great emotivity, Japanese love became more delicate, 

“I shall now study Japanese love, comparing it, as far as possible, to Western love.” Relance da 
Alma Japonesa, op. cit, p. 131.
24 “But the years passed; and one fine day, when the sexes began to make their presence felt, 
unravelling mysteries, etching sentiments - the eternal drama of the human soul, - the two then 
realised that they were no longer brother and sister in each other’s eyes, but that an ungovern-
able, irresistible passion had suddenly appeared and taken them by surprise (…).” “Hisamatsu 
não está em casa”, A Águia, op. cit.,, p. 174.



22 Anabela Chaves

including love for others in the immense love devoted to the universe in 
general and to all the world’s small creatures in particular.

However, there also existed passion, that exalted sentiment that is con-
demned by Buddhism. The Japanese were susceptible to feeling passionate 
love, with all its transports in terms of affection and consequences, which 
were very often fatal. Japanese legends give us examples of forbidden 
romances:

— on account of being illicit (when one of the couple was married);
—  on account of not being authorised (one of them is already promised 

to wed another when he or she falls in love);
—  on account of not conforming to the centuries-old Japanese codes 

(the obligation to continue the family surname when both parties are 
only children); for being crazy romances (passions for geishas);

—  or on account of being completely insoluble, such as in a romantic 
triangle 25.

Side by side with the gentler characteristics of the Japanese people, 
great dramas exploded. The protagonists of wild or even irrational passions, 
where no viable solution appeared at hand, generally ended up by resorting 
to extreme and tragic attitudes that lead to a death that supposedly freed one 
from terrestrial conditioning. Suicides for love 26 present themselves, under 
the guise of Buddhism of a popular nature, as a passage to another life for 
two beings who love each other, who are forever united in a common death, 
escaping present misfortunes and, being reborn to love one another again, 
will never more have obstacles in the path of realising their happiness.

Suicide for love 27, like other sacrifices of one’s own life practised within 
a rigid code of conduct, always took place in a ritual manner. The cosmic 
solidarity of dissolution into the universal whole can be found in legends 
of tragic love stories as deaths for love essentially take place in two ways: 
generally, imposing his will, the man determines the end and, subsequently, 
the couple in love commits suicide using a dagger, or drown in a river, this 

25 “At that time, near the Ikuta river, in a modest dwelling, there lived a beautiful girl, along 
with her parents. Two young men courted her, (…)” A Vida Japonesa, op. cit., p. 398.
26 “They call them shinjû, or jôshi, either of these two words is a compound word made up 
of two other words, that mean “death” and “heart”; shinjû or jôshi can thus be translated as 
“deaths of the heart”, or, more freely and fittingly, as “suicides for love”, as I have already 
mentioned.” Wenceslau de Moraes, “Um triplo suicídio no Japão”, Lusa, No. 47, July 1919, 
Viana do Castelo, p. 6.
27 “The musumé understood the cruel irony of their destinies; and flung herself into the river. 
The two, to save her, throw themselves into the river. One manages to grab her arm, the other 
holds onto a foot; and, in the tumult, all three of them drowned at that spot.” A Vida Japonesa, 
op. cit., p. 399.
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being the sweetest of all suicides, as it is that which best includes them in the 
pantheistic universe 28.

In Buddhist philosophy, the concept of death is that of a transitory expe-
rience, which will be followed by others, better or worse. However, Buddhism 
condemns suicide, just as it condemns unbridled passions, although, for the 
two lovers, more than despondency in their present lives, more than the 
desperation, what motivates them is hope.

Legends frequently fuse with reality and even help to understand and 
explain it, suicides being a constant feature during the times in which Moraes 
lived in Japan29. In this case, suicides for love normally happened amongst 
lower social classes and amongst lovers whose conduct was reprehensible, 
such as in the legend where a runaway samurai fell in love with a courtesan 
and practised the greatest of insubordination for her, for which he was 
condemned to death. When the courtesan came to know of his hanging, she 
commited suicide in the nearest temple.

Although rare, triple suicides also did happen in Japan during the age 
in which Moraes resided there and also figured in legendary stories. These 
impossible romances belonged to a singular emotivity and, thus, constitute 
a parallel between fiction and everyday reality, as the Japanese people went 
through life as though it were a romantic legend.

Some deaths for love would move many, and were remembered in 
legends as documents of the Japanese soul, for their tender piety, transformed 
from being examples of misfortunes to real events; or for being examples of 
conjugal fidelity, filial love and abnegation of one’s own life to save the family 
honour.

Legends are, moreover, a rich treasury of cultural aspects and, apart 
from those that have already been mentioned, we can also find the following 
elements:

— the death penalty for arson 30;

28 “The good people even today evoke, moved, the vicissitudes of these sad romances. (…) The 
good people go on frequent pilgrimages to the tomb of Komurasaki and Gompachi, where they 
kneel, piously burn incense, scatter flowers and pray for the pair.” Os Serões no Japão. “O-Hana 
committed suicide. She was weighed down by a misfortune that was just like that of poor Hichi 
in the legend…” O Culto do Chá, op. cit., p. 172.
29 “Ordinarily, he, the protagonist of the shinjû, of this sad little intimate drama, is a boy, a 
bachelor, in the prime of life and of desires, whose conduct is more or less irregular, greedy for 
pleasure; she, generally, is a poor lass from a lowly class (…)” “Um triplo suicídio no Japão”, 
Lusa, No. 47, op. cit., p. 7.
30 “It was then that the poor musumé, incarcerated in an alcove, crazy with love, in sheer 
desperation decided to set fire to her prison of torments, in the belief that the flames would bring 
her freedom and the chance to reunite with the one to whom she had pledged all her affection. 
(…) her crime was discovered as soon as it had been put into practice and she was brought to 
justice by the city and sentenced to death.” O Culto do Chá, op. cit., p. 41.
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— the introduction of a female head-dress 31;
— life as it used to be in Kobe many centuries ago 32;
— the meaning of the highly esteemed white butterflies;
—   feminine love, capable of all kinds of intrepidity, sometimes trans-

forming itself into a serpent (an animal that was not very highly 
regarded), sometimes into a rock, a symbol of immutability and stead-
fastness 33;

—  the dramatic origin of the term Azuma (wife), attributed to the 
eastern provinces of the Japanese empire, due to the sacrifice of a 
dedicated wife 34;

— some nuptial rituals 35;
—  the adoption of younger brothers in cases of difficulties;
—  the appearance of epidemics and plagues due to the restlessness of 

a spirit who was unable to meet his love and consequent popular 
measures to put an end to the situation 36;

— and the cause of a devastating fire, known as the “long-sleeved fire”.

By gathering these legends, Moraes sought to transmit an image of 
Japan as experienced by him, as instances of romantic tragedies still did take 
place and were rooted in the Japan of these legends. This was clearly present 
in the emotivity and religiosity of the Japanese during the age in which he 
lived there. He concluded that there were many differences in the way in 
which death and love were viewed in the West and East. The West had a 
tragic and fatalistic view, while the East smiled in the light of the certainty 

31 “The idea appealed to the young girls, who formed groups in order to observe the procession 
with curiosity; and ever since then Japanese girls began to use that adornment, a practice that 
persists even today and is called hikidashi - literally: rag - in memory of O-Hichi, the sad girl-
friend of Kichisa…” O Culto do Chá, op. cit., p. 43.
32 “Soyo-Himé, the wife of Otomono-Sadehiko, watching her husband’s departure from the top 
of a cliff, was unable to look away from the sail that was taking him away from her loving eyes. 
Watching, immobile, she remained there looking out towards Korea, her body slowly becoming 
stiff, and merging with the rocks; …” A Vida Japonesa, op. cit., p. 281.
33 “The girl followed him to the edge of the river; there, the force of passion gave her the power 
to transform herself into a serpent and, in this state, she was easily able to reach the other 
bank…” Cartas do Japão, 4th series. Volume 1 (1907-1908), op. cit., p. 167. 
34 “It was acknowledged that the God demanded a sacrifice. Oto-Tachibana-himé, the beloved 
wife of Yamato-Daké-no-Mikoto, and his companion in his work, immediately flung herself into 
the waters, perishing.” A Vida Japonesa, op. cit., p. 341.
35 “Ó-Somé was a witness to the wedding and saw the bride appear in her ceremonial robes, 
with her cheeks and head hidden by the enormous coiffure which is in vogue, the wataboshi, 
made of raw cotton (equivalent to the veil for European brides).” “Hisamatsu não está em casa”, 
Á Águia, op. cit., p. 175.
36 “With the thrilling case of the death of those two great lovers, greatly talked about and 
commented upon, coincided the lamentable circumstance of the outbreak of a strange epidemic 
in Osaka… (…) and the epidemic was known by the suggestive name of Ó-Some-kazé, the breath 
of Ó-Somé (…)” “Hisamatsu não está em casa”, A Águia, op. cit., pp. 176-177.
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of a safe passage. The cult of ancestor worship provided a counterpoint to 
nostalgia for the dead, because spirits had a place in the world of the living, 
through ritual formulae.

With regard to the most profound romantic sentimentality, Moraes 
defended that “the moral of convention, that governs the actions of indi-
viduals in the so called civilised societies, is undoubtedly not the moral of 
consciences and affections”, as this cannot be measured, nor compared and, 
sometimes, is shielded and hidden under the mantle of shame, fear, pride, 
propriety, hypocrisy and a lack of self-awareness, thus presenting suicide as 
“an extremely interesting example of the passionate emotivity of the Japa-
nese soul”, because it bares the most hidden aspects of what goes on in the 
inflamed and emotional souls of Orientals, which, in his opinion, did not 
happen in the West, which was still straitjacketed by morals of conformity.

7. Amusing – moralising legends

In an entertaining manner, an entire world of moral conduct and every-
day practices was contained in these legends. In this case, the examples from 
life were presented in a relaxed but educational fashion, like in the story 
that is told about Hanawa Hokuchi, a man of letters who became blind at a 
young age but who, thanks to his great strength of character and prodigious 
memory, became a specialist with a profound knowledge of the classics.

In Japan, too, conflicts between neighbours took place constantly and 
three legends are presented to us where the goodness of some and the evil and 
avarice of others predominate, virtues always being rewarded. The legend 
“O pardal de língua cortada” (The Sparrow Whose Tongue was Cut) begins 
straight away with the sentence “Once upon a time, there lived a very wicked 
old lady” that, in this way, clearly indicated where the public’s sympathies 
should lie.

In a similar legend, a dog was an elderly couple’s only joy and, thanks to 
him, they found an enormous quantity of gold.

In the legend “Os Diabos e os velhos” (The Devils and Old People), once 
more, an old man, who had a mark on his face, while participating in a bout 
of merrymaking with some devils, the tengus, ended up with them removing 
this mark because he was funny and kind, as a way of ensuring that he would 
return to socialise with them again.

Several common elements can be found in these legends:

— animals who help those who are virtuous in life;
—  the relaxed, and even slightly ironic, tone used to emphasise the 

moral message;
— the victory of good actions and intentions, with consequent rewards;
— the punishments inflicted upon the perpetrators of the worst actions;
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—  the presence of supernatural beings with anthropomorphic charac-
teristics who, despite seeming to represent the forces of evil, serve as 
elements that restore order, by punishing all those who infringe the 
norms of healthy companionship;

—  the fact that all the heroes of these legends are elderly people when, 
generally, protagonists reflect youth and daring.

Courage, combined with the need to confront unexpected situations, as 
well as justness in terms of sentiments, determination and goodness are the 
main characteristics of the young heroes of three legends of an entertaining 
nature where, however, the final outcome, just and comforting, provides the 
fundamental moralising touch.

In the legend “Momotaro”, a youngster, combining his physical strength 
with the force of his spirit, thanks to the diligent education that he had 
received, decided to challenge superior beings (the Geniuses), in the hope 
of obtaining some of their riches. Likewise, Issumboshi, despite his physical 
inferiority, but using the sublimity of his sentiments instead, confronted 
two demons, the onis, to thus save his beloved. In the legend “Um Pintor de 
Gatos” (A Painter of Cats), a young boy with a weak constitution who was, 
nevertheless, courageous and full of talent, defeats, by means of his skills, the 
demon in the form of a huge rat.

The less than auspicious beginnings, however, provided a stark contrast 
to the endings of these stories, in which fortune gives way to what seems to 
be an inclement destiny. In the legend “Um Pintor de Gatos”, the hero was 
condidered to be a good for nothing by his family as, even though he was the 
most intelligent of them all, he was also the weakest. In the legend “Momo-
taro”, the hero appears in the lives of an elderly couple inside a peach (his 
name being derived from this unusual birth), in the legend Issumboshi, an 
elderly couple, desirous of having children, ask the deity Myojin to enable 
them to have their own child, so that they do not have to adopt one. Their 
wish is granted, but the son that is born is only one inch high and became 
“unbearable for his parents, the living shame of the couple, without any 
usefulness in the present, and without any foreseeable use in the future”. 
In two legends, the fact of adoption is alluded to, without being more than a 
last resort in the attempt to continue the family practice of ancestor worship 
and the family name.

The fight against supernatural elements, with the help of supernatural 
elements does, in a certain way, balance forces, so that good can win and 
order can be re-established. Thus, the Geniuses were defeated, not just due 
to the bravery and courage of Momotaro, but also with the help of a dog, 
a monkey and a pheasant. Issumboshi manages to defeat the two devils by 
acquiring a superhuman courage. The poor bonzo, in the last legend, inad-
vertently defeats the devil himself who was terrorising a certain temple, by 
drawing cats on a screen, and he drew them so well that they came to life and 
killed the forces of evil.
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Moraes makes it a point to conclude with moral insights “that some-
times, the very qualities we have that others laugh at and mock, are the very 
qualities that are of the most value in this world” or to also show himself to be 
satisfied with the outcome of a particular legend by exclaiming, along with 
all his hypothetical listeners, “Happy Momotaro!”.

With regard to relationships between sexes, one can find legends that, 
even though overly imaginative on account of the fantastic elements they 
include, also provide moral lessons, namely, with regard to the incessant 
search for hapiness. Thus, in one of his early legends, Moraes introduces this 
theme by mentioning that “true fortune in this world consists of the gifts of 
sagacity and justice, and of perceptibility in individuals” in the face of diffi-
culties and obstacles that appear in life, in this case embodied by the figure 
of the devil, concluding that “happiness is for the wise” if they manage to 
avoid the traps prepared by malefic forces. These forces could assume 
many forms and, in the case of one legend, a tanuky, a badger, a “harmful 
animal, inclined to witchcraft and the service of the devil”, took the form of a 
maiden to, in this way, on a rainy night, pretend to be vulnerable and tempt a 
young lad. However, against all expectations, the lad in question cuts off the 
maiden’s head.

The perils of excessive curiosity and a lack of trust with regard to one’s 
beloved, which result in solitude and, in one case, to death, seem to be the 
moral to be drawn from the legends “O Pescador Urashima” 37 (Urashima 
The Fisherman) and “Nilguyo”. In these two legends, two lonely Japanese 
men catch a turtle and a mermaid, respectively, while fishing, animals that 
take human form. Although the first thought that passed through both their 
minds was to make the most of what they had caught in order to be able to 
eat and make a profit, in a gesture of kindness, they return their catches to 
the water.

Urashima’s kindness was later rewarded when a woman (the goddess 
Oto-hime) emerged from those very same waters and told him that the 
disguise had been imposed upon her by her father, in order to assess his true 
sentiments and, thus, if he wished, she would be his wife and they would live 
for a thousand years, “forever young, forever happy, in the dragon’s palace, 
under the blue waters”. Accepting, Urashima lived three exciting years in that 
subaquatic kingdom but, as a human being is never entirely satisfied, he one 
day decided to return to see his parents, siblings and friends. He was warned 
that he would be exposing himself to great dangers and, as a keepsake, the 

37 “Since I have mentioned turtles, I will also say that it is not unusual to see cases where one 
can observe the fisherman throwing a turtle he has caught back into the sea, after having carved 
an inscription onto its shell with the date and his name; this, out of respect for the animal and 
also undoubtedly in memory of Urashima, the lovable fisherman who is mentioned by one of the 
most meaningful legends of this people.” Serões, “Man Kamero”, 2nd series, No. 15, September 
1906, Lisbon, p. 191. 
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princess gave him a small box, asking him never to open it, as if he did so he 
would be lost and would never return. Curiosity led him to open the box that 
“contained nothing less than the essence of the long years that had gone by, 
and at the same time were unknown in Urashima’s existence and this disinte-
grated into dust, disintegrated into nothing”.

As for the fisherman Nilguyo, a woman appeared before him, apparently 
homeless and, telling him that “she had spent her whole life there beyond 
the ocean’s shores” and that she had no one in the whole world, agreed to 
become his wife. However, she imposed the condition that she could not do 
without a salt-water bath once a week and that she could never be seen in 
such a situation. But his curiosity proved to be stronger and, on one occasion, 
Nilguyo watched her taking a bath and was surprised to find that she was, in 
fact, a mermaid. Furious, he accused her of having deceived him and she 
revealed that she had appeared in the form of a woman as a sign of gratitude. 
Feeling that she had fulfilled her duty after being discovered, she fled and 
disappeared amongst the waves. According to Moraes, the lesson to be learnt 
from this legend has little to do with the grave lapse caused by mistrust and 
excessive curiosity but rather, and using an ironical tone, the moral could 
be divided into two: a woman must enchant and keep her husband using her 
culinary skills and the husband must always respect his wife’s privacy.

The illusionary truth or illusion as truth are two faces of the life with 
which Moraes came into contact and that he saw reflected in these ancient 
legends that were also relevant in the times in which he lived.

8. Socio-cultural legends

Moraes took advantage of the cultural notes that these legends offered to 
better acquaint his Western readers with all the aspects of life that surrounded 
his existence in Japan.

One of these legends exemplified a Buddhist term, the word ingwa, 
that meant “cause and effect” and owed its context solely to the fact that one 
could have a disastrous existence on account of the sins that could have been 
committed in a prior existence. This expression only makes sense in a society 
that believes in reincarnation and “that the spirits of the dead have the power 
to harm the living, but only in those cases where the latter deserved to be 
punished for their wrongful actions, done in a preceding existence”.

The thin line that separates reality from illusion, desires and concrete 
actions, becomes even more subdued from the moment in which, due to the 
force of desire, everything becomes possible. A certain young lad from Kyoto 
fell in love with a girl only through some lines of verse that she had written, 
which had been hung in a certain temple. The God of the temple gave him 
the opportunity to see her in the world of illusions, as such had been the 
force of love that the lad had managed to catch a glimpse of her through 
the calligraphic symbols. Moraes made the most of this legend to talk about 
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Japanese writing as a sentimental art-form and revealed that the spirit and 
soul of whoever had written the symbols remained therein, in a society where 
everything was imbued with cult proportions.

Art, especially painting, as it was so figurative, became a privileged stage 
for the liberation of dreams 38. The devotion of a poor student from Kyoto for 
a famous drawing of a tsuitaté, that represented both the body as well as the 
gentle soul of a damsel, was such that the figure stepped out of the screen 
and, in the light of Tokkei’s promises of eternal love, remained by his side 
forever “and in the painting, there remained a blank space, which had earlier 
been occupied by the little figure.” One can also find references to the acts 
of insolence committed by two horses painted by the artist Kanaoka who, 
as they were so real, escaped from the paper and went running through the 
fields, destroying whatever came in their way.

Between reality and legend, Moraes recounted the life of the sculptor 
Hidari Jingorô, with regard to the Japanese haori and mon, where this was 
represented. Explaining what a haori (a robe that is wider and shorter than 
a kimono) was and what a mon (coat-of-arms) was, Moraes seized the occa-
sion to inform his readers of the artistic talents of this sculptor whose works 
came to life as they were so perfect. He also narrated a small legend about 
the origin of his name: Hidari, or left-handed person. Establishing the origin, 
the history and characteristics of the mon, he presented an extremely short 
legend about the origin of the coat-of-arms of the Tokugawa, the famous 
dynasty of Shoguns. The art of jujutsu is likewise explained through the 
legend that referred to one of its early masters.

The legendary origin of the Hagata guri-no-ki tree was, according to the 
legend, due to a princess who, having suffered great privations and being 
seriously ill, felt an overwhelming desire to eat some chestnuts. However, 
when “she chose one, brought it to her lips, nibbled it gently and threw it 
away dissatisfied”. This chestnut put down roots, grew and flourished, giving 
rise to a tree whose fruits seemed to have marks on them and thus began to 
be called “the chestnut tree whose fruit had teeth-marks.”

Moraes felt that all the explanations that Japanese legends developed for 
phenomena that were not natural were something marvellous, as in the case 
of the Seta bridge, a part of legendary memory that played an important role 
in the centre of the actions of a historical personage, endowed with super-
natural feats.

38 “In Chinese and Japanese books, there are many stories, both ancient and modern, about 
paintings, so beautiful, that they exercise a bewitching magic over those who contemplate them. 
And, with regard to these paintings, of flowers, birds, individuals - executed by famous masters 
of the art, it is said that the forms of the animals or the people that they depict can detach them-
selves from the paper or silk upon which they were painted, by themselves, and proceed to do 
various acts, thus becoming, by their own determination, living things.” Wenceslau de Moraes, 
O Comércio do Porto, “Japonezismos”. Illustrated Christmas edition of 1906.
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Likewise, the Mihashi bridge was the result of a miraculous act. When 
the devout pilgrim father Shodo Shonin had to halt on the brink of a preci-
pice that prevented him from continuing his journey, an angel appeared and 
released two serpents who wriggled to the other side, “forming a bridge with 
all the colours of the rainbow with their bodies; and the pilgrim passed”. The 
construction of the port in the city of Kobe and the ceremonies that preceded 
the laying of the first stone, with the “geishas, dancing to the rhythm of the 
guitars”, provided Moraes with a pretext to evoke the magnificent construc-
tion of an imperial castle that had only been possible because of the beauti-
ful geishas who came, “dressed in ceremonial robes to perch, play music, 
sing, and smile over those stones; a miraculous process, that made the stones 
much lighter”, and it was therefore easier to transport them to the site.

Aspects linked with obedience and filial love, cardinal elements of Japa-
nese culture, can be found widely, scattered throughout these narratives. The 
legend “O Espelho de Matsuyama” (Matsuyama’s Mirror) takes place in the 
heart of a small and humble, but happy Japanese family. In this legend we can 
also accompany typical everyday Japanese life and its habits and customs.

A legend with fantastic characteristics and an ending where filial obedi-
ence is rewarded recounts the story of a young and unusually beautiful girl, 
who loses her parents and finds herself obliged to work arduously in the fields 
in order to sustain herself. Before dying, her mother had placed a lacquer 
bowl over her head that was impossible to remove. This legend became a 
paradigm for obedience and honesty, as it is due to her internal attributes 
that she wins the heart of the son of a rich landowner and marries him. 
In the ceremony of the cups of sake, the bowl finally breaks and disintegrates 
in a shower of precious stones and then, the most surprising thing “is not this 
immense treasure, but instead the enchanting face of the bride, unveiled for 
the first time for her groom and everyone present to behold”.

Filial piety was considered to be the prime virtue upon which the moral 
edifice of the family and the Japanese people was based 39. All other virtues, 
especially love for the emperor, the father of the nation, and obedience to 
superiors, emanated from this one. Moraes presented the “twenty-four great 
examples of filial piety, called Ni-jushi-kô in Japanese, brought from Chinese 
legends and history and particularly dear to the Japanese, who narrate and 
re-narrate them to their children” and in a few brief lines provide the purest 
examples of abnegation, sacrifice and obedience. In these short narratives, 

39 “When, however, the two – the husband and wife – applied themselves to the sad task of 
digging a grave to bury the little innocent babe, who played there unaware of the fate that 
awaited him, the spade struck a pot full of gold, that providence had placed there on purpose.” 
A Vida Japonesa, “Providence rewarded all these efforts, causing a spring of the same deli-
cious water to emerge near the door of the lodge, where every morning two carp would appear, 
offering themselves to the pious hands who would catch them.” A Vida Japonesa, op. cit., p. 350.
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although the protagonists suffer injustices, they are blessed with much 
fortune 40.

Likewise, in the legend “A Cascata Milagrosa” (The Miraculous Water-
fall), the selfish old father blamed his son for the hardships they were suffer-
ing, despite the fact that the latter toiled ceaselessly as a woodcutter in order 
to sustain his parents. Miraculously, he finds a fountain of sake with which 
he can satisfy his father’s wishes. When the emperor came to know of the 
case, he rewarded the boy for “his filial affection; he even changed the name 
of the year in his honour, so that he went down forever in history, and would 
serve as a future stimulus for all children, to continue to honour their parents 
and obey them.” Divine intervention happens whenever help for parents is 
under a cloud of doubt and rewards such efforts of dedication and personal 
privations.

Moraes also presents, as a counterpoint, and a way of reinforcing this 
virtue, “an example of filial impiety”, in which a villager decides to abandon 
his old father, due to the care and expense that he caused him. Another legend 
about impiety, in this case that of a father towards his children, is mentioned 
as a natural consequence of family misery. A villager from Izimo decided to 
limit his family to his wife and threw his children into the river as soon as 
they were born.

But perhaps even stronger than the spirit of abnegation due to one’s 
parents and that, according to Moraes, would be hard for Westerners to 
understand, the ties of obedience between the vassal and his lord reflected 
a facet of popular Buddhism, proclaiming continuity in duty. In this way, he 
presents two examples, transmitted through legends about obedience to supe-
riors, and added: “the vassals exercised fidelity, over successive generations, 
to their lords; retainers, retainers’ children and retainers’ grandchildren 
served, in the feudal age, the family of their first lords”, duties of authority as 
well as duties of obedience both becoming hereditary.

An “old and moving story” tells us about the meeting between the 
emperor Yaraku and a young girl. Seeing that she was so beautiful, he asked 
her never to marry and that she should wait until she was summoned to the 
court, as he wanted her for himself. This request was an order and she waited 
until she lost her youth. Later, she went to the court and saw that the sover-
eign had forgotten about her. Full of remorse, he showered her with all sorts 

40 “While he toiled ceaselessly, the animals ran to help him in sympathy, an elephant began to 
till the earth with his tusks; and sparrows came from far and near to clear weeds with their tiny 
beaks. The Emperor Jao, when he came to know of the patient submission of this lad, summoned 
him, gave him his two daughters in marriage and abdicated in his favour.” A Vida Japonesa. 
“Then a benevolent star descended from the Heavens, and became a girl on land, who married 
Toé, approached the loom, miraculously wove three hundred pieces of silk in one month only, 
with which Toé’s pledge was paid, and later returned to the skies above…” A Vida Japonesa, 
op. cit., p. 348.
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of luxuries but “the old lady did not respond to anything, she did not want 
anything; she just cried and cried and nothing else”.

Extreme obedience is realised with the unconditional loyalty of the 
vassal for his lord. The bushido is the martial ethic that became the norm 
for conduct and honour, both for samurais as well as for the rest of feudal 
society. There are innumerable legends about samurais and all of them reflect 
the rigorous norms of conduct that governed them.

Love and respect for nature and for any living being was due to the 
precept that they were all alive. This was the case of a cherry-tree that 
contained the spirit of a samurai because he had decided to give it his life, 
so that it could continue to live, such was the esteem that he had for this 
ancient tree. Thus, the cherry-tree would flower on the day on which the 
samurai gave it his blood and not during the habitual cherry blossom season. 
The reverence that his entire family gave to this tree ensured that he did not 
hesitate in giving it the greatest gift he could: life, just as he would have given 
it to his lord.

The intimate environment of Japanese homes also became a temple for 
modesty, where dishonesty is punished with extreme severity. A samurai cut 
off his wife’s head, without any hesitation, as she had wrongly taken posses-
sion of the property of a merchant. Another example relates how a spouse 
committed suicide in order to atone for the crime committed by her husband, 
a politician who uttered a shameful lie, and to thus expiate the resulting 
shame.

Honesty and integrity were not virtues exclusive to the samurai class 
and also extended to the poor musumés, one of the lowest classes. In the 
city of Himeji, the chrysanthemum was considered to be a sign of bad luck, 
due to a legend that concerned a maid with the same name who tenaciously 
resisted getting involved in dishonest assaults by another servant. Disgrun-
tled, the latter caused a golden plate to disappear and the maid, counting and 
re-counting the pieces and finding one missing, committed suicide, throwing 
herself into a well, fearing punishment, without being able to prove her inno-
cence. Her spirit still lingered in the well and one could hear the murmurs 
of O-Kiku-san who eternally counted the golden plates. The legend further 
recounts that O-Kiku-san was reincarnated as an insect, called O-Kiku-mushi, 
which can only be found in that city and is a fly “of a very beautiful shape, 
with long hair that looks like a dishevelled hairdo, thus giving the idea of an 
anguished musumé”.

The ritual acts, objects, symbols and words with which the Japanese 
saturate their daily life, and their sublime interpretation seem very remote 
in terms of time and space. The origin and explanations for the most diverse 
phenomena and sensibilities appear to be as peculiar as they are deeply 
entrenched in the beliefs of the Japanese. The laws that govern society, the 
internalisation of precepts of conduct and respect due to prevailing cultural 
norms are eternal. According to Moraes, there are innumerable examples 
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available for us to draw closer to their sensibilities and way of life because 
these circulate freely via oral means and because, intrinsically, they lead to 
the minds and lives of the Japanese. Thus, he only presented some notes in 
order to awaken the minds and sensibilities of his Western readers, expound-
ing further upon one case or another as they seemed to him to be the most 
revealing examples.

9. Historical legends

A certain kind of Japanese legend, which appeared simple at first 
glance, was aimed at transmitting codes of conduct and historical legacies, 
thus dominating the popular imagination. One can say that the historical 
and cultural unity of Japan was transmitted, amongst other means, through 
oral narratives that simultaneously contemplated historical and moralising 
episodes.

Believing that a certain kind of legend had a historical basis, Moraes 
refers to them as veridical documents or demonstrations of individual 
culture and the knowledge that the Japanese had about their country. He 
presented legends that simultaneously dealt with the subject of the fabulous 
beginning of the Japanese dynasty and consequent expansion and organisa-
tion of the empire as well as short and moving legends, that represented a 
certain turbulent historical period, of a particular social class, with details 
that were essential for an understanding of the military universe of the Japa-
nese Middle Ages.

Other legends dealt with diverse historical and cultural issues, such as 
the origin of the practice of burying clay dolls, the heroic feats of Yamato-take, 
the conquest of Korea by the empress Jingô, the kindness of an emperor who 
was concerned about the poverty in his country and the whims of another 
emperor who wished to see snow during the summer.

One of the most tragic periods of Japanese history took place at the 
end of the 12th century and the Taira and Minamoto families were the main 
protagonists of the age, fighting to seize the power that rested in the hands of 
the decadent Fujiwara family. This episode is as historical as it is legendary 
and Moraes presents the court intrigues and the battle that culminated in the 
defeat and subsequent extinction of the Taira family in five legends with a 
similar narrative content, i.e. in which the main subject consists of the palace 
plots and military conflict between the two families that lasted about thirty 
years. However, he also mentions three other legends that, although they are 
linked by the same, common thematic affinity, are considered to be inde-
pendent narratives.

These legends always present, as a central nucleus, the social and 
political disorganisation of the empire, the unbridled ambition of the two 
families, the series of dramatic events that led to an inevitable battle and 
the defeat of the Taira family (1185) first on land and then at sea (the battle 
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of Dan-no-ura), where the entire fleet was sunk and the young emperor was 
taken by his grandmother to drown in the sea so as not to fall into enemy 
hands. These legends thus appeared based on this central episode and would 
emphasise diverse aspects, such as greed, honour, political abilities and 
cruelty.

The legend “O Tumulo de Atsumori” (Atsumori’s Tomb) extols the cour-
age of a young Minamoto commander who, against all expectations, attacked 
the Taira family from the flank that was the most improbable, because it was 
the most dangerous one, and thus contributed decisively towards the victory 
of his side; however, it is the bravery of Atsumori, a young Taira nobleman, 
who asked not to be spared on the battlefield when a veteran enemy defeated 
him, that moved listeners and readers alike 41.

His tomb became a place of pilgrimage visited by numerous Japanese 
and was irrefutable proof of the interest that historical-legendary themes still 
aroused in Japan 42. Moraes also took advantage of this civilisational note to 
compare the supposed indifference of Westerners with regard to the Eastern 
cult of ancestor worship, stating that: “But do not dare, all you Westerners, 
you, who piously go to place wreaths of flowers on tombstones that cover the 
mortal remains of your dear ones and who consecrate one day every year to 
go in pilgrimage to cemeteries”.

This entire episode was related to the feudal regime that prevailed, the 
instinct of the race and the code of military gallantry, the bushido. The spirit of 
vendetta was supported by Confucianism and Buddhism when they preached 
respect for chiefs, filial piety and disdain for life. The victor always took 
care to extinguish all lives that were in any way related to the vanquished, 
only leaving the memory of a name, as it was the duty of relatives to avenge 
any affront to their own. Moraes also took advantage of the opportunity to 
provide yet another cultural note, while describing the tomb of Atsumori and 
mentioning the five constituent elements of the universe.

Disdain for life or suicide as an act of honour is the central them of 
the legend that concerns a banquet amongst the Taira soldiers, condemned 
to exile for disrespect. The banqueteers, with a respectful and courteous 

41 “As it was precisely that impassable part of the hill that the young Yoshitsuné – twenty-four 
years of age – the indomitable chief of the Minamoto people, accompanied by seventy horsemen, 
crossed in an insane frenzy, taking the Taira by surprise, falling upon them like devils, rout-
ing them, setting fire, causing confusion all around (…).” Wenceslau de Moraes, “O Tumulo de 
Atsumori”, Ó-Yoné e Ko-Haru, Porto, Renascença Portuguesa, 1923, p. 237.
42 “It was the last trip I took with poor Ó-Yoné. (…) I had persuaded her to accompany 
me and to go and see the tomb of Atsumori with her own eyes, whose story, obviously, was 
very well known, just like all Japanese people.” “O Tumulo de Atsumori”, Ó-Yoné e Ko-Haru, 
op. cit., p. 239. “The Buddhists call this beautiful hieratic form of the sepulchre, that dates from 
very ancient times, go-rin-tô, the tower of the five elements, the boulder that is placed upon 
the ground represents the cube, the others represent, successively, the sphere, the pyramid, the 
crescent and the pyriform body; (…) “O Tumulo de Atsumori”. Ó-Yoné e Ko-Haru, op. cit., p. 240. 
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demeanour, in a crescendo of courage proceeded to cut their hair, ears and 
nose until nothing seemed better to them than to offer their own lives.

Minamoto Yoritomo is also remembered by the legend that narrates 
how a good soldier, victor in the battle against the Taira and a great states-
man who, having received the title of Shogun, organised the empire politi-
cally, administratively and judicially, centralising all power and transmitting 
it, hereditarily, over the centuries. The legend also remembers him for his 
cruelty, when he ordered the assassination of his brother, the hero of some of 
the most courageous acts of the Minamoto family.

The souls of the Tairas, thirsty for revenge and full of desperation 
perpetually roamed the land and rebelled along the beach where the final 
battle had taken place. A temple was erected in memory of all those who had 
been swallowed up by the sea so as to calm this revolt. However, according 
to the legend, from far away one could see the light of their glaring eyes. 
According to tradition, all this rage, pain and agony was incarnated in a 
particular species of crab, that can only be found there, and in whose shell, 
full of marks on the lower side, one can discern human features. In the 
legend “Os Caranguejos de Dan-No-Ura” (The Crabs of Dan-No-Ura), Moraes 
recounts, in detail, all the phases that resulted in this scenario of destruction 
and annihilation, giving rise to a subsequent revolt of the spirits who went to 
inhabit that place. Their immense wrath was stamped upon the crabs’ shell in 
such a way that one could gaze upon a samurai face that was full of rancour.

The belief in reincarnation also led him to comment upon the fact that, 
near the site where various battles took place between the two families, there 
exist two distinct species of fireflies 43 that, according to the legend, would do 
battle on the same day, year after year, and even the people who kept them 
in cages were duty-bound to release them so that they could fulfil their 
combative mission. In these last two legends, Moraes expressed his belief in 
what he called the Soul-of-things, that was no more than a particular senti-
mentality and religiosity of the Japanese, whose pantheistic universe was in 
fact converted into a reality that possessed its own distinctive characteristics.

The bloody battle between the Taira and Minamoto families also gave rise 
to the legend that “has the strange title of - Hôichi-sem-orelhas 44 (“Hôichi-
without-ears”)”, which narrates the unusual adventure of a blind biwa musi-
cian in the world of spirits. Singing about the defeat of the Taira family, he got 
involved with the supernatural as though it were reality and, thus, while he 

43 “Well, in these areas, fireflies abound, of two very different species, that are called (trans-
lating the Japanese words) the Taira-fireflies and the Minamoto-fireflies. In effect, if one were 
to believe the generally accepted legend, the spirits of the dead are incarnated in those glowing 
insects; (…)” Cartas do Japão, 4th series, Volume 1 (1907-1908), op. cit., p. 271.
44 “A few hundred years ago, a blind man called Hôichi lived in Shimonoseki who, by profes-
sion, played the biwa - the indigenous lute - and was renowned for the masterful way in which he 
sang about the defeat of the Taira family (…).” Cartas do Japão, 4th series, Volume 1 (1907-1908), 
op. cit., p. 154.
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thought he was playing for important personages in some imposing palace, 
he was actually in the cemetery, where the souls of those defeated in battle 
listened and were moved by his music.

Moraes presents the samurai 45 as the greatest icon of moral conduct 
in feudal Japan, their feats being narrated in legends and considered to be 
examples of life due to the rigid code of honour that governed them and he 
mentions episodes in which honour, respect, obedience and indifference 
towards death characterise their existence.

The practice of harakiri was a recurring one as punishment for a lapse, 
but carried out in an honourable manner and with cool composure. This indif-
ference towards death was compensated by the future perspective of being 
loved and eternally remembered by one’s family. A glorious death would 
forever be a reason for pride for all one’s descendants and this was what 
motivated a young lad, Kujiró, to commit suicide, after having killed one of 
his adversaries in a quarrel and being condemned for this act. However, he 
amused himself with his friends at a farewell party although he withdrew at 
an early hour, so that he would not appear tired at the decisive hour.

Humility, instead of arrogance; discretion instead of ostentation; sacri-
fice instead of egotism; and patience, instead of impetuosity – these were 
the main characteristics of the code of conduct that prevailed in Japanese 
society during centuries. The credo of dedication and obedience to those who 
were hierarchically superior also extended to spouses, who were to faith-
fully submit to their husband’s wishes and whose example of abnegation is 
expressed in several legends.

There are various historical episodes that assumed legendary propor-
tions and various examples of legends that have a proven historical basis that 
came together to form a narrative whole using protagonists who, by means 
of their feats, became legendary figures in a time and space, with some veri-
fiable co-ordinates, and found themselves mythicised, and moved listeners 
while revealing the origins of some cultural aspects and acquainting one with 
the historical roots and norms of a proud code of conduct and a hierarchical 
way of life.

The legends presented by Moraes thus reflected a cultural, historical 
and moral universe that was so different and unexpected, with the foresee-
able consequences of a clash with the mentality of Western readers. In order 
to attenuate these divergences, Moraes provided comments and his own 
reflections, thus realising a transition between the East and West.

45 “The first duty of the samurai, i.e. the Japanese man of war of feudalism, was to serve 
his lord, then to help and defend father; then, his brothers; then, his friends; then the entire 
population of the district where he lived.” Cartas do Japão, 4th series. Volume 2 (1909-1910), 
op. cit., p. 66.
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10. Mythical-religious legends

The vitality of legendary traditions depended upon two fundamental 
requisites: the objects mentioned therein had to impose themselves and earn 
popular admiration throughout time on account of their sublimity, and their 
constitutive elements had to be appropriate, so as to make them understand-
able. History, religion and legend intersected, according to Moraes, in an 
unconscious manner, thus constructing a sole and undisputed truth inclined 
towards marvels, miracles and the improbable, with a view to introduce 
identifiable religious and cosmogonical bases and pious examples 46.

Knowing that Buddhism existed side by side with Shintoism, and rites 
and celebrations co-existed, temporising dogmas and giving Buddhist names 
to ancient Shinto deities, this fusion assumed a hybrid form, the Ryôbu-Xintô. 
Japanese religion would manifest this duality, seeking its roots in both reli-
gious systems and Japanese legends, myths or pious examples would imbibe 
these influences.

For example, the disastrous consequences of dealing with malevolent 
gods, instead of following the Buddhist precepts that ordered one to venerate 
the three precious elements (Buddha, the doctrine and priests) are presented 
in the form of a legend. This is the story of Kinumé of Yamada who, having 
fallen ill at the age of eighteen, turned to the god of plagues to see whether 
she would be spared. After various vicissitudes, the spirit of another Kinumé 
found a place in the body of Kinumé of Yamada. Once the mystery had been 
resolved, she then had two fathers and two mothers due to the benevolence of 
the god of the underworld.

Moraes also presents six remote religious examples, whose common 
denominator was the fact that they resorted to the world of paintings, consid-
ered to be a superior art to realise their dual fantastic and exemplary objec-
tives. One of the legends recounts the story of a bonzo who, while a novice, 
constantly painted portraits of Buddha, and was rebuked by his superior for 
this. However, one of the images emanated a light that was recognised as a 
divine sign indicating that he should continue his artistic pursuits.

Moraes presented “a classic old legend of the Shinto religion”, that 
narrates the story of the goddess Tamayeri-Hime. While a young girl, she 
found “a red feicha, topped with beautiful feathers from a certain wild bird” 
in the river, which she took home, placed on the bed, and, subsequently, gave 
birth to a boy. Her parents decided to give a party a few years later, and 
asked the child to take a cup of saké to his father. The boy went out onto the 
street, looked at the sky, murmured some prayers and transformed himself 

46 However, Moraes reflected that “Legends and rites are, generally, in present times, mere 
pretexts for festivals, in which the people, believers and non-believers alike, enjoy themselves. 
What became profoundly entrenched in the Japanese soul was the Shintoist moral (…)” Cartas 
do Japão (Um Ano de Guerra), 2nd series, 1904-1905, 1905, op. cit., p. 13.
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into a ray of light, soaring up to the celestial regions above with his mother. 
The miracle of his conception was thus proved and the glorification of yet 
another goddess in the Shinto universe began.

The legend explains to the Westerner the reason for the pious custom of 
placing stones around the god Jizô, the Buddhist god of compassion, whose 
image could be found especially on country roads, and who was the patron 
of travellers, children and pregnant women and the guardian of the souls of 
dead children.

One of the legends to which Moraes pays special attention simultane-
ously recalls Darumá and the origin of tea. He reflects upon the function of 
legends that propagated cults, an indispensable function for an awareness 
and understanding of the universe, the principal means and target for this 
being the common people. This legend presents the preferred form of oration, 
vigils and total abstraction; and the cultural and religious importance of tea, 
a popular beverage of choice and a ritual liquid. He mentions that, despite 
the fact that the origins of tea could be traced to China, it was Japanese tradi-
tion that propagated its legend. Dedicating his life to mystic contemplation, 
kneeling upon rocky soil, Darumá ended up by losing his legs, after several 
years of inactivity. His image became a popular toy and Moraes, proceeding 
with a technique of cultural approximation and visual notes, even compared 
it with the Portuguese “frade de sabugo, because it stubbornly returned to its 
habitual position, no matter how much one twirled it around”. In the course 
of his permanent vigil, he was unable to fight his fatigue and his eyelids 
closed, letting Darumá fall asleep. Exasperated, he cut off his own eyelids, 
flinging them to the ground, where they flourished and gave rise to a plant 
that had never been seen before. This sacred plant, that is part of Darumá 
himself, miraculously proved to be a remedy to fight sleep and the tiredness 
arising in the course of the vigils that were so important for the Buddhist reli-
gion. Moraes warns that “only those who wish to believe it do so, but I must 
say that this book was written for believers.”

In the Japanese heavens, there live two deities, in the form of stars, 
who belong to the mythical imagination of the Japanese. The legend that 
recounts their misfortunes is presented to us by Moraes in two ways: one, 
a more succint version and a mere mythological curiosity; and the other, 
a more exhaustive one, with an intentionally moral objective, expressed at 
the very outset in the title itself “Tanabata-Sama: The Noble Weaver and the 
Morality of an Old Japanese Legend” (Tanabata-Sama: a Nobre Tecedeira 
e a Moralidade de uma velha Lenda Japoneza) 47. This legend, an edifying 
story, in Moraes’ eyes, appeared to be a paradigm of his contemporary life 
in both its Occidental as well as Oriental facets. For the West, through this 
legend, Moraes reflected upon precocious amorous realisation and the 

47 Wenceslau de Moraes, O Comércio do Porto, “Tanabata-Sama: a Nobre Tecedeira e a Morali-
dade de uma velha Lenda Japoneza”, illustrated 1910 Christmas issue.



 Japanese legends and Wenceslau de Moraes  39

consequent disenchantment, defending that “to desire is to wait, and human 
beings, thanks to the fatality of destinies, take particular delight in waiting.” 
The legend is also presented as being representative of Japanese society, in 
the way in which it is divided and how all societies should ideally be consti-
tuted, having the wife as its nucleus, handling her domestic chores and the 
husband working. Both should give their occupations first priority and their 
love should be attenuated in such a way so as to perpetuate itself in eternity. 
The formula for the constitution of societies and the functioning of families 
is thus presented as, according to Moraes, the legends, with their ancient 
wisdom presented irrefutable concepts and unalterable truths in a concise 
manner.

Shintoism – the way of the gods – must have originated in a simple ances-
tor cult that, over time, deified the sovereign and, consequently, deified the 
people. The tradition of legends presents those elements that, at first glance, 
appear to be extremely hard to understand and to explain: the physical crea-
tion of the Japanese archipelago and its deities and the divine justification of 
the imperial family. Linked with ritualistic aspects, their cosmogonical and 
religious content symbolises the beliefs of an entire community and narrates 
events that are held to be veridical.

There are five legends that Moraes refers to succinctly with regard 
to Japanese cosmogony until the appearance of the first emperor. Every-
thing begins with three deities that appear spontaneously and who become 
invisible. More deities went on appearing “terminating with the so-called 
seven divine generations”, namely, with the god Izanagi and with the 
goddess Izanami, the demiurges of the terrestrial world that represent the 
two complementary principles, male and female, that the Japanese imagi-
nation made into concrete, individualised and personified beings.

Some drops of seawater falling off Izanagi’s spear, the first island was 
formed, the primordial spiritual centre and site of the loves of the two sibling 
gods and where the eight principal islands of the Japanese archipelago and 
the thirty-five gods or kamis were conceived. The spear as a reproductive 
symbol and the drops that dripped off as semen and the formation of an 
island would be the most ancient phallic references in Japanese mythology. 
Due to the fact that the wife committed a serious lapse during the nuptial 
ceremony, by having spoken before her spouse, the first attempts at concep-
tion proved to be unproductive, which than began to indicate how to proceed 
during wedding rituals. The role of the man and women became delineated 
from the very beginning.

Izanami died in childbirth when she gave birth to the god of Fire and 
from the tears of the inconsolable Izanagi yet another god was born. He buried 
his wife and killed the infant who caused the matricide, from whose remains 
yet other deities were born. Izanagi descended into the Tenebrous Land in 
search of Izanami, but fled, terrified by the vision of this hell. This primordial 
couple, apart from establishing the model of nature for all time, sowing the 
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seeds of the moral system that was indispensable for human beings, that of 
creation and reproduction, also provided, with their separation, the notion of 
life and death. Thus, there are three worlds that constitute the universe: the 
heavens, where the celestial gods resided and that was similar to Japan, but 
was extraordinarily beautiful; the intermediate zone, conceived for human 
beings and the site of religious practices; and the netherworld, the place of 
the dead or the doubles that live there in a state of impurity.

Desiring a purifying bath, Izanagi spent a great deal of time in long 
ablutions. From the articles of clothing that he discarded and from his own 
gestures employed in washing his body, a profusion of gods were born, that 
include Amaterasu (from her left eye), Tsukiyomi (from his right eye) and 
Susanoo (from his nose). Izanagi gave Amaterasu control of the skies (the 
Sun), and to the other siblings, control of the night (the Moon) and of the sea.

Amaterasu, in her turn, decided to supplant all the deities in favour of a 
boy who was born from the jewels that adorned her fountain and made him 
descend to the island of Kyushsu, where he and his descendants governed 
for two generations. One of them, Jimmu Tenno, was the first of a long and 
uninterrupted line of emperors who descended from the Sun and were 
responsible for the transition between myth, religion and history.

Myth gives rise to rites, as the necessity that Izanagi felt for purification 
resulted in ablutions becoming a purifying factor so that individuals could 
draw closer to the gods. Human destiny is thus played out between the dual-
ist conception of happiness or perdition. This rite would enable one to find 
their normal state once again, given that, for Orientals, man is a pure and 
sacred being (in contrast to the notion of original sin in Christianity). Sacred 
history, in a primordial time, recounts how, thanks to supernatural figures, 
certain realities came into existence: Japan, with its climatic disasters, variety 
of plant and animal life, the moral system; ritual formulae that enable contact 
with deities, Japanese deification. The concrete existence of the Japanese 
islands and the rites generated by the primordial couple provide the raison 
d’être for myth, because they make it a story that is true, and therefore sacred, 
the basis of realities witnessed by one and all.
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Abstract

Aware that he was a privileged interlocutor between Portugal and Japan, 
Wenceslau de Moraes introduced the voice of the Other in his discourse as a means 
of reflecting upon diverse lifestyles and as an object of study. A collector of Japa-
nese legends, which he transmitted to his Western audiences, he never hesitated to 
add his personal hallmark instead of merely translating them faithfully – interpreting 
them according to his analogical sensibilities, seeking points of cultural contact and 
attempting to demonstrate that his choice of lifestyle was the correct one and one that 
was in accordance with the spirit of the age, taking advantage of every cultural insight 
that afforded itself in order to expound upon the degeneration of the West and his 
own person. 

Resumo

Sabendo-se canal privilegiado entre Portugal e o Japão, Wenceslau de Moraes, 
introduziu no seu discurso a voz do Outro como matéria de estudo e como objecto 
de reflexão vivencial. Como colector e divulgador das lendas nipónicas, nunca se 
furtou de, ao invés de apenas as traduzir fielmente, acrescentar o seu cunho pessoal; 
interpretar segundo a sua sensibilidade analógica, buscando pontos culturais de con-
tacto; mostrar que a sua opção de vida estava certa e de acordo com o espírito da 
época, aproveitar todo e qualquer apontamento cultural para tecer considerações 
sobre a degeneração do Ocidente e de si próprio.

要約

日本とポルトガルの特別な仲介役であると認識してモラエスは様々な生活様式
を論考する手段として、そしてまた研究の目的として自分の文書に「他人の声」
を導入した。彼は日本の伝説の収集家、そして伝達家としてただ忠実に訳する
のではなく、自分の個性をためらうことなく加えていたのである。すなわち、自分
の類似的感覚によって解釈し文化的接点を探った。そして自分の生活様式は
正しいもので世の精神に従っていることを表そうとし、全ての文化的洞察を使っ
て西洋と自分自身の退廃について考察した。


