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The Development of Datsueba Worship: Borders and Clothing
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This talk introduces my study on the Japanese
Buddhist folk deity Datsueba and discusses
several issues | came across while turning it into
an English publication.

Datsueba is an ugly old woman who takes the
clothes of the deceased at the Sanzu River,
which people are supposed to cross after death.
This river metaphysically flows through the
intermediate state between death and rebirth
(chgu or chain), within  which deceased
individuals go through a series of courts
administrated by the Ten Kings of Hell. The
concept and imagery of the Sanzu River as an
interim state is shared with other Buddhist-
influenced east Asian regions. However, the
figure Datsueba may be unique to Japan, and
she does not appear in Buddhist scriptures
originating in other countries.

The earliest references to Datsueba can be
found in the Hokke genki, an eleventh century
collection of religious tales, and in the twelfth-
century Japanese Buddhist apocrypha Jizo jio
kyo. The descriptions of her in these texts are
brief, and she does not appear to be regarded as
an important figure. However, she later became
a distinctive element of Japanese hell imagery,
with her persona and roles interpreted in various
ways. In the Edo period, she symbolizes a border,
and came to be worshipped as a companion to
Enma, the King of Hell, as well as a savior of
women, protector of children, and miraculous
deity granting various worldly benefits, including
safe childbirth and the curing of illness.

One significant role assigned to Datsueba is that
of marking a border. Religious texts relate that
Datsueba appears in the intermediate state
between death and rebirth, and she is often
depicted between different realms or at the
entrance to hell in paintings portraying the Six
Realms. Her border-marking function is
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sometimes reinterpreted and utilized in the
physical world in order to conceptualize religious
space. For example, Datsueba sculptures are
placed at the gates of temple precincts or at the
entrance to areas identified with the otherworld.

As the name Datsueba (literally “Clothes-
Snatching Old Woman”) suggests, cloth and
clothing are prototypical elements for this deity.
Thus, Datsueba is illustrated with cloth or
garments, and sculptures of her often portray
her holding a piece of cloth in her hand. This
association with cloth contributed to the
development of various ritual practices. While
the clothes she is shown with in religious texts
and paintings represent the deeds of the
deceased and are frequently related to
retribution, cloth and garments used in rituals
often signify salvation and worldly benefits.

Datsueba the Clothes Snatcher: The Evolution
of a Japanese Folk Deity from Hell Figure to
Popular Savior was published by Brill in 2022.
Comments | received while working on the
manuscript, about the issue of language and
access to research materials, relate to the
“Challenges and Methods of Global Japanese
Studies,” and I'll discuss some of them here.



