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A Study of Monuments to Pray for Life in Water
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Abstract

This paper offers an overview of the historical practice of constructing of monuments to pray for life
in water. Since ancient times, Japanese people have regarded living things as spiritual beings, holding
ceremonies and constructing monuments (or cenotaphs, tombs, shrines, stone-works, etc. ) for them, as they
do for human beings. This has been referred to as Kuyo (in Japanese) in Buddhism terms, and Japanese
folklore studies consider Kuyo for non-human beings as a reappearance of Buddhism-Animism, or the
original recognition, in Japanese culture, of nature and life.

In particular, we deal with monuments for life in water, and examine how and why people build such
monuments. Our research project, doing field survey and questionnaire surveys of 2141 fisherman’s unions
and fishery laboratories, confirm 1141 monuments. From 1141 monuments, we examine many varieties among
monuments, the kinds of animals represented, the total number of monuments in each region, and their
background. Comparing total numbers of monuments from each era, it is evident that the greater part of
them were made in the modern age, and that Kuyo for life in water is not an old tradition.

It is said that former studies have considered the historical process of Kuyo for non-human beings in
terms of long time-scales like millennia on that basis, and monuments in the modern age are not dealt with to
the same degree. The findings from 1141 monuments, however, suggest to us the necessity of distinguishing
to a greater extent why and how monuments are constructed in each instance, and describing the historical

practice of Kuyo for life in water in shorter time-scales.
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