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tales 日本民話の会. The stories she collected include several genres--tales, legends, myths, and so-called contemporary tales 現代の民話, which are the focus of this paper.

Matsutani gathered contemporary tales in quite an original way. In 1978, she founded the magazine Cahier of tales『民話の手帖』, in which a prepaid postcard was inserted. Readers were invited to write down a story they knew and send it to the Cahier of tales.

Each issue of the magazine had a theme. The first was the tengu 天狗, a supernatural creature with wings that lives in the mountains. The idea was a success, as people sent hundreds of stories, which would constitute the basis of the twelve volumes of Reflections on contemporary tales (1985-1996) 3 .

Each volume of the series contains from one to three different themes. We first have the traditional recurrent themes of Japanese tales, such as the yôkai 妖怪 (tengu, kappa 河童, wolf 狼, tanuki 狸, a sort of raccoon, cat 猫), and the kami kakushi (kidnapping by kami). Two volumes were dedicated to the Pacific war, because a lot of stories are related to this tragic moment of Japanese history. Three volumes deal with mysterious things or entities occurring in modern devices or inventions such as photography, television, trains, recording studios and so forth. The two final volumes are about tamashii 魂 tales.

Let us first give a definition of tamashii. In Japanese, tamashii corresponds to "spirit" or "soul", but this differs from the English term.

First, the tamashii resides in the body of a human being.

Second, unlike in the West where the soul does not leave a living body, the tamashii does. In some tales, the person is conscious of the departure of his or her tamashii and reports what he or she sees or hears while the tamashii is flying away. The tamashii that left the body can be seen in the form of a will-o'-the-wisp 火の玉 or the person him/herself.

The tamashii of a dead person takes the form of a will-o'-the-wisp or of a ghost. This interpretation is close to that of a ghost or phantom in Western culture.

This study is concerned with several chapters dedicated to the tamashii. I believe that the tamashii stories provide a unique opportunity to observe and better understand contemporary beliefs and ideas surrounding life and death in Japanese popular culture, which exist outside of the institutional religions, i.e. Buddhism and

Shintô.

The following chapters of Reflections on contemporary tales were chosen as the primary body for this research: "Will-o'-the-wisp"「火の玉」(volume 4), "Out-of-body experience「抜け出した魂」" (vol.4), "Announcement of death"「死の知らせ」 (vol.5), "Visit to the hereafter"「あの世へ行った話」(vol.5), "Supernatural stories from the frontline"「軍隊の怪談」(vol.2) .

The term "contemporary tales 現代の民話" could be misleading, since a "tale" is generally assumed to be something old, which has been transmitted orally from generation to generation. Matsutani Miyoko comments on the "contemporary tales" as follows:

These are stories told like this, as they come, but following well-defined patterns, as tales did in ancient times. They spread within one region, and people say "these things really happened."4 So these stories are definitely contemporary but firmly rooted in tradition.

Initially, the stories start as rumours, then turn into tales that follow traditional patterns even when their contents are modern. For example, at the beginning of the Meiji era, after trains were introduced to Japan in 1872, stories concerning false trains began to appear. The legendary tanuki or kitsune, who usually transform themselves, were said to have changed into trains running at full speed and to have collided against a real train and crashed. Shortly after, this story was transformed and became the history of transformation contest (bakekurabe 化けくらべ)5 .

Historically, Matsutani Miyoko is not the first writer to use the term "contemporary tale". The first mention is by the dramatist Kinoshita Junji 木 下 順 二 (1914-2006) who used the term in an essay called "Minwa kanken"「民話管見」(My humble thoughts on the folk tales), published in the journal Bungaku 『 文 学 』 (Literature) in 1952 6 . Kinoshita thought that he could use the idea for the framework of a play he was writing about contemporary society. Since everybody knew the story he wanted to use, he assumed that his play would acquire the strength of tradition.

Shortly after Kinoshita, another writer, Yamashiro Tomoe 山 代 巴 (1912-2004), started collecting "contemporary tales." 7 We can also trace back the idea of "contemporary tale" to 1910, when the Tales of Tôno 『 遠 野 物 語 』8 by Yanagita Kunio 柳 田 國 男 (1875-1962), were published.

Matsutani Miyoko integrated the Tales of Tôno in her Reflections on contemporary tales, claiming that they were nothing but contemporary tales.

The will-o'-the-wisp is not considered as the incarnation of the soul in the West, cf. for instance the novel by Drieu La Rochelle named The Will-o'-the-wisp (Le Feu follet). In The Devil's Pool (La Mare au diable) by George Sand, it is merely a natural phenomenon. On the contrary, in Japan, the will-o'-the-wisp is a physical manifestation of a tamashii. Even if it is commonly called hi no tama (fire ball) in standard language, various other names can be found in each region, attesting to its presence throughout Japan: tamashii, tamashi, hitodama, aonoro, hikarimono, chudama, chuntamashi, tamagai, shônendama, hikaridama, kechibi, kitsunebi or onibi. The morphology of will-o'-the-wisps is quite characteristic: they are red, orange, yellow, light blue or brown, and they fly away followed by a tail like shooting stars.9 I shall now analyse the representation of tamashii in Reflections of contemporary tales. I have identified six types of stories.

1) The appearance of tamashii, the harbinger of death

In different cultures, people have recounted strange phenomena heralding someone's imminent death. In The Legend of Death (La Légende de la mort) by Anatole Le Braz (1859-1926), a collection of Breton tales of the 19th century, a chapter10 is devoted to the so-called intersigns (in French intersignes, the Breton word being seblanchou or sinalieu): a bowl, a plate, a glass falls down by itself and breaks; a rooster crows in the afternoon; a magpie stands on the roof of a house; a dog howls to death during the night. These are some of the numerous signs for the forthcoming death of a relative, friend or neighbour.

Matsutani has also collected such stories in which death is announced by the same kind of intersigns: strangely croaking ravens; a Buddhist altar bell sounding by itself; a kakemono falling from the wall. 11 In both cultures these are signs of death. The person to whom such signs appear is rarely the one who will die.

However, the cases that interest us here are the appearance of the tamashii of the person who is going to die. This can be either through the will-o'-the-wisp or the shape of the person.

The most notable story involving a will-o'-the-wisp is "The Will-o'-the-wisp of Shipwrecked sinners" by IWASAKI Toshie of Miyagi Prefecture:

It must have occurred during the 35 th year of the Meiji era. A stranger rented the field in front of the Sasunohama cemetery. He mowed some stubble in and built a hut to live in, to cook and work. People report that every night, he used to hear the voices of many people, coming from the cemetery, going "ho, ho, ho, ho". They also spoke: "blah, blah, blah, blah." Every night… -What is that? wondered the man, going out of his cabin and looking towards the cemetery. Then he saw bright things flying around above the tombs: hyoi, hyoi, hyoi, hyoi.

-How strange, it really looks like a lot of people! It was a group of will-o'-the-wisp hovering around in a hubbub of voices and screams. The man then announced to the villagers of Sasunohama that a misfortune would happen. Shortly afterwards, the village's fishing vessel was wrecked on a reef in Arahama, and almost all men of the village disappeared.

After their funeral, the will-o'-the-wisp never showed up again. You see: it was indeed a premonition. 12 All stories like this follow a common scheme: someone sees the will-o'-the-wisp, they know that this is a harbinger of bad news and that something fatal is going to occur.

Invariably, at the end, one or more people die.

The storyteller tells this story in a lively way, using onomatopea and mimetic words.

A similar story is "Procession at the Ten.yû Temple " also related by IWASAKI.

In 1946, in Ogatsu village, a procession of will-o'-the-wisp used to go to the cemetery of the Ten.yû Temple every night. The villagers wondered what would happen. Shortly thereafter, a boat shuttling between surrounding villages was wrecked and thirty-eight villagers died. After the funeral, the will-o'-the-wisp never returned. 13 There are many kinds of stories involving will-o'-the-wisps in Reflections on contemporary tales: the will-o'-the-wisp leaves the house of a dying person and goes to the cemetery; or it stays outside a house or appears to relatives or friends from a great distance... The tamashii also may take the shape of a person. Testimonies abound of families of soldiers who died in the Pacific War, seeing their son, brother or grandson, appear at the moment of death, which was called gyokusai 玉 砕 (literally, a gem that breaks into a thousand pieces, an expression coined by the authorities to beautify their death).

2) The departing spirit says good-bye to its loved ones and friends

In the second type of story, the tamashii comes out of the body just before death to say goodbye to its loved ones and friends. They enjoy time together, and shortly afterwards, it becomes clear died at the very same time.

In this case, compared to the first type of stories, the tamashii has a good time with his or her family or friends. It is more than the simple announcement of death. This appears clearly in the following story, told by a resident of Kanagawa Prefecture:

Grandmother told me this story. It occurred around the 30th year of the Showa era. Not far from our house lived a sick old woman, who had been confined to bed for a long time. Every day, they helped her to take a bath, it was her great pleasure. One evening, we heard in our house: "Good evening, I came to take my bath." Clearly, this was the voice of the old woman, however, she was quite unable to walk up to our house… Grandmother listened carefully without moving from her bed. It was late. She heard the sound of the bath-tub lid taken away. A little later, it was put back. Then these words. "Thank you very much for the excellent bath! " Finally grandmother went up and saw the old woman leaving, dressed in a white yukata. She disappeared gradually. Two days later, people heard that the old woman had died. TAKAHASHI Hideko, Kanagawa prefecture 14 Note that in Japan, someone may invite you to their house to take a bath just as they would for a meal.

In one of the Tales of Tôno, a tofu maker named Masa tells his father's death story. He had been away for a long time because of a serious illness, and could not move at all. He suddenly appeared on the communal works of Shimotochinai where he used to work. He greeted everyone, worked in the fields with others and came back home at dusk. At night, the workers heard that he had died at the time he was with them. They realized that they had been working near his tamashii. 15 In numerous stories, the tamashii of the dying person goes to the family temple.

For example, in the Tales of Tôno, a man goes to see the monk of the temple. The monk is surprised to see him, but receives him with courtesy and offers him tea. They talk, then the man leaves. Finding the behaviour of his visitor a little odd, the monk asks one of his young disciples to follow him. The man is seen walking in the street, greeting several people, then turning at the corner of a street, where he disappears. His death was announced that evening. The monk later noticed that the tea had fallen between the tatami joint where the man had put his cup. 16 Stories of soldiers' tamashii spending time with their mother at the time of their death are particularly poignant.

Toshio, who fought at the front, appeared suddenly to his mother while she was sitting in the living room. He came to lay his head on her lap and fell asleep. His mother took the lice from his hair. Then he left. It was at that moment that he died at the Battle of 5 th May in 1945 at Okinawa. 17 Another soldier came home reciting the sutras in front of the house's altar.

Another one arrived hungry. When his mother turned back with the rice balls and a cup of green tea that she had prepared for him, he had gone.

Yet another soldier arrived in his military uniform, completely soaked. At that time he died on a sinking boat. 18 An eminent anthropologist, Iwata Shigenori (1961-), wrote an essay about this phenomenon of tamashii leaving the body just before death. He explained that the departure of tamashii from a living body only happens when the person is dying. The announcement of the death signifies the reunification of the tamashii and the body after spending time with relatives or friends. Iwata Shigenori also remarks that in Japan there exist rituals after the funeral that involve breaking rice bowls or putting upside down a mortar called usu 臼, so that the tamashii cannot lodge in the hollow of one of these containers and is thus able to reunite with the body. 19 When we hear these stories, we think that such phenomena cannot exist. To me, this is irrelevant. The point is that the protagonists believe that they really happened and that they hold such a concept of the tamashii.

3) The tamashii of a dead person comes to pick up a departing tamashii In the third type of story, the tamashii of a dead person comes to pick up a departing tamashii to lead it to the hereafter. A person in his or her deathbed starts talking to a deceased person. This may be their father, grandmother or a close friend.

Obviously, the two prepare his or her imminent departure. Soon afterwards, the person dies.

Reflections on contemporary tales contains the following story, related by KURIHARA Tadatoshi of Kagoshima prefecture.

Grandmother's health got worse, and all the family gathered in her house.

My father and I were in a room next to her's. It was raining and snowing at the same time. In the afternoon, suddenly, we heard the steps of a person coming barefoot to the house. However, we saw nobody outside. the dying often called the tamashii by his or her name, showing real intimacy: "Mom! ", "Grandfather!", "I am arriving!" There exists a real link between the two, and the atmosphere is always very warm.

Neither Buddha nor kami appear in this sort of tale. No representation of the hereafter does either, be it the Christian Paradise, the Yomi no kuni (the underground world of the deads in ancient Japan) or the Buddhist Pure Land of the West.

Besides the stories of omukae by a deceased family member, there are a few in which people (hito, onna no hito, rojin) come down from the sky, although these are rather ambiguous. We do not know exactly who these people are, nor where they come from.

Sometimes the family members who are attending the scene, understanding what is going to happen, proceed to the ritual of the call-of-tamashii (tamayobai 魂呼ば い). They shout loudly the soon-to-decease person's name. Some add: "Don't go now!", "It's too early!".

In some stories, a horse carriage, a boat or even a car picks up the dying person.

In other cases, will-o'-the-wisp can embody the tamashii of the deceased. There is no conversation. The will-o'-the-wisp comes down from a sacred mountain or the cemetery of the family temple. It enters the house through the chimney and shortly after, two will-o'-the-wisp return to the sacred mountain. People say, for example: the grandfather came to pick up the grandmother.

So we do not die alone. Our relatives protect us, they keep close to us, they assist us. This makes death less terrifying.

4) Near-death experience

The forth type of story is the near-death experience. Somebody close to death finds him or herself in the middle of a field of flowers. There, they come across several dead people who beg him not to approach them. At that very moment, the person hears people shouting his or her name and comes back to life.

Tales of Tôno, collected in Reflections on the contemporary tales, is one example. Near-death experiences usually occur when people who have been clinically dead for a few moments return to life because of medicine. In the United States, this phenomenon has been observed countless times by specialists, who have collected many testimonials. Almost all follow the same pattern, though the details differ according to the cultures.

At the village of

In Japan, especially in stories collected by Matsutani Miyoko, the images are usually of fields of poppies, sunflowers or other flowers, in which are many dead people.

Between our world and the hereafter, a river almost always marks the frontier. The dead are on the other side. Sometimes they say do not come. In other cases, they try to take you to the other side of the river.

"I am glad to learn that my father and my brother are in such a nice place. If so, it doesn't bother me to go there", a woman said after such an experience.

5) The reincarnation

In Reflections on contemporary tales, two types of reincarnations can be identified. First, we encounter the type in which people write calligraphy of a sutra or the name of the deceased on the palm of his or her hand or on the sole of his or her foot.

Sometimes, a baby is born in the village with the same inscription on its hand or foot.

The family says that the baby is the reincarnation of the dead person. The inscription disappears when the new born takes its first bath in which water some soil taken from the grave of the deceased has been added.

About ten stories of this type are collected in Reflections on contemporary tales.

Here is an example.

At the end of the Meiji era, in the village of Yamagata, there was a beggar named Okume, who often paid visit to an important family of the village named K. When Okume died, the family called the bonze to organize her funeral. She thus got a grave. For the peace of her tamashii, the bonze wrote a sutra on the sole of her foot.

Later, a girl was born in the family. She had the same inscription on her foot. They bathed the baby adding in the water a small amount of soil taken from Okume's tomb. The sutra disappeared at once. Thereafter, the daughter had a happy destiny.

Shiobara Tsuneko, Nagano prefecture 24

The anthropologist Miyata Noboru (1936-2000) says that in Japan, when someone dies, it is customary after the funeral to wish for his or her reincarnation.

During the Mikokiki ミコキキ, a death ritual which aims at bringing down the tamashii of the deceased into the body of the miko 巫女 (medium), the relatives of the deceased person are happy when they hear his or her voice say, "I will be reborn soon in the person of a little child." Moreover, in popular traditions, when a grandfather or a grandmother dies, and that a birth occurs immediately afterwards in the family, people consider that the deceased person has been reincarnated. 25 When an elderly person dies, it seems that it is not customary to write sutra, but in any case, if a child is born in the family, people rejoice themselves because they think that it is the reincarnation of the grandmother or grandfather.

The second type of reincarnation stories has to do with children who are supposed to remember their previous life, being able to provide details about it, mentioning people or places names.

So did a woman from the Tokyo prefecture, who remembered her childhood in the 1970s. "I suddenly started to say that I had been Masako. I could remember very clearly my life as Masako. "Masako was the sister of her father, she had died at the age of five. Her father was bewildered as she told things that only Masako could have told. 26 In another story, a doctor realized, during a hypnosis session of a girl of thirteen years old named Junko, that in her subconscience, she had precise remembrance of the life of another little girl from Tokyo, Kikuko, who had died very young. The tamashii of Kikuko had left her body just before the incineration, had flied away to enter inside a calf named Jirobei at Hiroshima. After, this tamashii came to Okayama in the family of Orihara to be reborn as Junko. 27 This type of story is known through the Chronicle of the Rebirth of Katsugorô 『勝五郎の再生記聞』 (1828) by Hirata Atsutane 平田篤胤 (1776-1843), a philosopher of National Studies 国学 of the Edo period. Katsugorô, who lived at Hachiôji in Tokyo, told at the age of 8 to his parents that he had been the child of a peasant family. This boy had died prematurely. Katsugorô remembered that his tamashii had remained first on a desk at home, and then, led by an old man with white hair, had been reincarnated.

Lafcadio Hearn (1850-1904), wrote also about Katsugorô in the short story "Rebirth of Katsugorô"「勝五郎の再生」in 1897.

This concept of reincarnation is different from the Buddhist idea of transmigration. In Buddhism, behaviour during one's life has influence on the reincarnation. Thus, in case of misbehaviour, one reincarnates as an insect or an animal, sign of punishment. As we saw earlier according to the anthropologist Miyata Noboru's writings, reincarnation follows, in Japanese popular traditions, the will of the family who would like the deceased to be reborn. 28 This idea of reincarnation is reassuring.

The deceased continues to exist through the life of another person.

6) The Wondering or errant tamashii

Finally, the sixth and final type of stories comprises those about wandering or errant souls. In this case, the tamashii appears only after death.

Persons who died tragically, violently from an accident, illness, suicide or in the war, appears to living people, because their tamashii do not find peace 浮かばれない.

their homes, fearing they might be drawn into the procession. 30 In Japan, even today, if people see this kind of phenomenon, they proceed to a ceremony in order to appease the tamashii. They invite a monk who will recite the sutra, or they erect a stupa.

One Japanese specificity resides in stories where suddenly deceased persons feel regrets about unaccomplished acts during their life.

In April 1993, the wife of the writer Takashi Yoichi died suddenly. 1999. 31 Op.cit, vol.5, pp.417-419 In such stories, the dead person's regrets disappear when a living person understands that the spirit of the dead is still around, and comforts the spirit: asking a monk to chant a sutra, organizing a memorial service or building a tomb or a memorial tower. So, the end of this story is an exception.

★ ★ ★

In Japanese, we can say "to go on a journey", to mean "die." "My grandfather died," therefore, gives "My grandfather went on a journey 祖父は旅立ちました"。 Symbolically, it means that death is not only an end but also a starting point.

The popular Japanese stories show how the living and the dead are linked in close relationships, emotionally and even physically.

After death, as the body disappears, nothing is left. This is the materialistic vision of death according to modern rationalism. It generally results in fear, and sometimes in an extreme feeling of solitude. In comparison, the image of death in Japanese popular traditions is very different.

The Portuguese writer Wenceslau de Moraes (1854-1929), who lived at the beginning of the 20 th -century on the island of Shikoku, became very fond of this concept of the well-meaning, guiding omnipresence of tamashii. He admired the Japanese, for whom the deceased persons stay near their family and loved ones. 32 In Europe, a similar concept of death disappeared long time ago.

32 DE MORAES Wenceslau, O « Bon-odori » em Tokushima『徳島の盆踊り』, translated from portuguese by OKAMURA Takiko, Kôdansha, Gakujutsu bunko, 1998, pp.179-186 

  In this story, only the grandmother can hear the voice of Kesa don. The rest of the family only hears the footsteps of the uncle who stopped in front of the grandmother's

	grandmother's room.
	"Ah Kesa-don! Have you come to get me? Thank you."
	Grandmother said.
	"You know, I am not ready yet. You can sleep here tonight. And we will go
	away tomorrow morning. "
	Kesa-don is the name of grandmother's dead brother.
	Grandmother goes on chatting in a low voice.
	She died early in the morning. We said to each other: "Our uncle came to find
	grandmother. " 20
	the other could not see." 21 This demonstrates the persistence of popular beliefs
	concerning the proximity of the afterlife and the close back-and-forth connections
	between the two worlds.
	In about twenty stories of omukae from Reflections on the contemporary tales 22 ,
	The footsteps reached

room, but not his voice. We also note the relaxed tone of the grandmother, who sounds happy to go on a trip with the brother she loved so much. She greets him as if she had left him the day before. "It's been a long time! Have you come? "... This phenomenon is commonly called omukae お迎え, the picking up of a dying person to guide him or her to the hereafter. Apart from contemporary tales, we also have some recent testimony. A survey conducted by a team of young doctors, nurses, philosophers, and psychologists working with elderly people and targeting 350 families revealed that 42 percent of the subjects interviewed testified that just before his or her death, one of their relatives "talked about the existence of persons or landscapes that

20 Op.cit, vol.5, 

SHIMIZU Tetsurô (editor) 清水哲郎監修、How to live, how to die, Thanatology from the hospice 『どう生き どう死ぬか、現場から考える死生学』, Kyûsen

Shoin, 2009, p.163. 22 Op.cit, vol.5, pp.130-149. 

  One month later, Yoichi saw one of these large black butterflies called swallowtail butterfly flying around him. At another moment, he noticed that the same butterfly was sitting on the unfinished painting of his wife representing the Kirishima mountain. For Yoichi, this was the sign of a feeling of regret that his wife was communicating to him. He decided to bring back the painting to the bottom of the Kirishima mountain, where they had a house. Just as he sat in his car, he saw the black butterfly sitting on his wife's sit ! He started. After a few kilometers, the butterfly fluttered in all directions, as if it wanted him to go faster. His wife loved speed, and she used to ask him to drive faster. Upon arrival, Yoichi placed the painting in front of the mountain. The butterfly followed him and went on the painting. Then it disappeared. When Yoichi took again the wheel, the butterfly was dead on the seat of the passenger. He made for it a tomb and implored it not to return never again. It happened five or six years ago, but the butterfly returned more than once.Takashi Yoichi, interviewed by Matsutani Miyoko, Fukuoka prefecture 31
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They are full of regret and bitterness.

Many stories are related during the Pacific War, when young people were massively killed. Here is a example of stories of dead soldiers who came back as ghosts.

On the island of Guadalcanal, during a ground offensive by 15,000 US marines, the Ikki regiment lost its 800 fighters only in nine days. Fifteen days later, the regiment Kawaguchi arrived in the island. At night, two Japanese sentries suddenly heard the noise of boots on the sand. They saw fifteen soldiers coming toward them from the seaside. Holding the Japanese flag, their head down, injured, limping heavily, the troop passed before them and disappeared into the darkness. When the sentries told this story, their chief did not believe them. So he joined them the next day and they saw the same scene. It was the ghosts of the Ikki regiment.

Narrated by Masuda Katsumi, Tokyo 29

These stories of errant soldiers' tamashii occur many times in Reflections on contemporary tales.

We can make an interesting parallel between these Japanese stories and legends of western ghosts and phantoms. In literature, let us remember the famous scene in the beginning of Shakespeare's play Hamlet, where the phantom of Hamlet's father appears. Horatio, Hamlet's friend, verifies the apparition that the two guards, Bernardo and Marcellus, said they had seen on previous nights. The phantom passes once more near these three men (Act I, Scene I). We know that the father had been tragically killed by his brother. His soul could not rest in peace and wandered endlessly.

We can also cite the "ghost army" of the Middle Ages. Dead soldiers, led by a skeleton, cross the sky at great speed. The peasants used to confine themselves inside