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Depicting a Prayer
for Recovery
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This month’s cover features a work by the mad artist Bunta
Inoue, portraying Kato Kiyomasa. With Kumamoto Castle
behind him, Kiyomasa gazes straight ahead. At his feet stand
three tigers, while above him a black tiger and a white tiger
race through the sky, filling the entire image with both power-
ful intensity and an air of prayer.
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This April, when our May issue reaches bookstores, marks
exactly ten years since the Kumamoto Earthquake struck on
April 14, 2016. The source of this work was a large ceiling
painting that Inoue dedicated in April 2025 to Kato Shrine
within Kumamoto Castle as a prayer for recovery, and that
same prayer is distilled into this cover as well.
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Completed in 1607, Kumamoto Castle had preserved its
majestic form for more than four centuries. That such a castle
suffered severe damage reminds us once again of the
overwhelming force of the earthquake. At the same time, the
wounding of this symbol of Kumamoto left a deep scar in the
hearts of many people.
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That is why Inoue dedicated the ceiling painting to Kato
Shrine within Kumamoto Castle, praying not only for the
recovery of the disaster-stricken area, but also for the return of
hope to the hearts of the people of Kumamoto.
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Although Kato Kiyomasa is known as a fierce warrior, he is
still deeply revered in Kumamoto as the man who built the
town and laid the foundations of people’s lives. Inoue portrays
Kiyomasa as a figure who longs for peace and coexistence, and
the tigers too are shown not as symbols of hostility, but as
companions beside him, praying together for recovery.
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Bunta Inoue has continued to create works infused with
prayers for recovery, including those inspired by the Great
East Japan Earthquake and the recent Noto Peninsula Earth-
quake. Art has the power to draw close to wounded hearts and
help restore hope. Recovery is not only about rebuilding
buildings and roads, but above all, about restoring a light of
hope for the future within people’s hearts.
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Born in Osaka City. Since 1990, he studied
under the late Kuniyoshi Kaneko. He has
produced numerous fusuma paintings,
murals, and ceiling paintings at shrines and
temples throughout Japan.
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Since 1999, he has maintained an atelier in
Tateyama City, Chiba Prefecture, where he
has pursued creative activities uncon-
strained by existing artistic genres. With the
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integration of life and nature and prayers
for peace as his central themes, he continues
to deepen his expression while engaging
with traditional Japanese culture.
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He served as puppet designer and art
director for the NHK puppet theater
productions New The Three Musketeers and
Sherlock Holmes.
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He has also been involved in activities that
connect local communities and art, includ-
ing vehicle wrapping designs for express
buses operating between Tateyama and
Tokyo, as well as the production of tourism
posters. In 2025, he dedicated a large ceiling
painting to Katd Shrine in Kumamoto City.
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Currently, Inoue is taking on the challenge
of creating “Reiwa Ukiyo-e.” While placing
the forms and spirit of the Edo period at the
core of his work, he boldly mixes contempo-
rary scenery, fashion, information, and
cultures from around the world. His work
presents a new form of ukiyo-e that depicts
a vision of harmony and coexistence in an
age of division.
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Beginning in 2026, the Reiwa Ukiyo-e Series
by Bunta Inoue will be launched on the
covers of Hiragana Times. From Edo to the
future. The continuation of Edo begins here.
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How to enjoy Hiragana Times, the "Hybrid Magazine with Apps"

Download the Hiragana Times app, create your own account, and enter
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Landmarks Beyond Time

When travelers visit Japan, the historical
sites that often capture their imagination
are shrines, temples, and castles. Among
the oldest surviving examples of shrine
and temple architecture is Horyu-ji in
Nara Prefecture. Built between the late
7th and early 8th centuries during the
Asuka period, it is regarded as one of the
world’s oldest wooden structures and is
also a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
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Among Japanese castles, Inuyama
Castle (Aichi Prefecture) is especially
well known for having the oldest
surviving castle keep. Built in the
16th century, it belongs to a much
later age than Japan’s ancient shrines

and temples.
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Yet Japan is home to structures

whose origins go back even further.
These are the kofun—ancient burial
mounds built for powerful rulers.
They were constructed most actively
from around the mid-3rd century
to the 7th century, and this span of
history is known as the Kofun period.
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Furthermore, many tombs believed
to have belonged to powerful figures
have been discovered in various parts
of Japan from the preceding Yayoi
period (around the 8th century BCE
to the mid-3rd century CE). During
this time, the shapes of these burial
mounds differed from region to
region, each with its own distinctive
character. This suggests that social
hierarchy and political power had
already begun to emerge in the Yayoi

period.
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Going back even further, the Jomon
period (around 14,000 BCE to the
8th century BCE) was a society
centered on hunting and gathering.
Because food could not easily be
stored, people are thought to have
shared wealth more evenly, without
clear social ranks or rigid systems
of rule. Archaeological sites have
revealed very few traces of conflict,
leading some to believe that this
long era—lasting for more than ten

thousand years—was a remarkably

peaceful one.
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Jomon period burials were laid to rest
equally at the center of the settlement,
and the village itself was formed
around the dead, as if embracing
them. In this way, people lived with
the spirits of their ancestors placed at
the heart of the community. It could
be said that this spirit lies at the root
of Japan’s ancestor veneration and

extended-family ethos even today.
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With the beginning of rice cultivation
in the Yayoi period, it became possible
to store food. The accumulation
of wealth gave rise to power and
social hierarchy, and mura (village
communities) gradually developed
into kuni (regional polities), and
eventually into small states. In this
process, the tombs of powerful figures
began to take on special significance,
and burial mounds that would later
lead to what came to be known as

kofun began to appear.
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For some time, kofun remained
relatively small in scale. Then, quite
suddenly, the pattern changed.
An enormous burial mound of

unprecedented size appeared—280

meters in length and 30 meters in
height. This was the Hashihaka Kofun
in Sakurai City, Nara Prefecture,
believed to be the tomb of an early
ruler of the Yamato polity.
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This kofun has a distinctive shape,
with a square front and a circular
rear. In the Edo period, this form
came to be called zenpo6-koen-fun—
literally, a tomb with a square front
and a round rear, often described
in English as a keyhole-shaped
tomb. After that, burial mounds of
the same form began to appear one
after another across various regions.
Their spread tells the story of how
the influence of the Yamato polity
extended throughout the land.
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There is a view that the emergence
of these enormous kofun was deeply
connected to rice cultivation. Rice
farming requires a great deal of water.
For that reason, large-scale civil
engineering projects were necessary,
such as irrigation works to draw
water from rivers and reclamation

projects to drain ponds and marshes.
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Under the authority of powerful
rulers, large numbers of people
gathered to take part in these
engineering works. If the vast

quantities of earth produced in the

process were piled up in one place,
they would form an artificial hill-like
mound. In regions without nearby
rivers or lakes, the ground around
such mounds was further dug out to
create artificial ponds—that is, moats
filled with water.
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The fields and paddies were thus
created through the combined labor
of the people under the leadership of
their okimi, or great ruler. And from
that same process arose the burial
mound itself. When that central
figure passed away, people may
naturally have enshrined him within
the mound and continued to protect
it with care. In this sense, one can
imagine that kofun were born in just

this way.
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For that reason, the greatness of a
leader’s achievements may well have
been reflected in the scale of the
fields and paddies that were created
under his leadership. At the same
time, as these large-scale “public
works” projects expanded, the kofun
that emerged from them also seem to

have grown ever more monumental.
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Cyclists Can Now Face Fines?!
A New System Begins
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In April 2026, "blue tickets" were introduced for bicycle
traffic violations.
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2026nenn 4gatsu, Jitennsha no koutsuu’ihann ni

B » BAZhELE,
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[ao’kippu] ga dounyuu sare mashita.

A blue ticket is a system that handles relatively minor
violations with fines.
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ao’kippu toha hikaku’teki karui ihann

%z RA& T WNEIS  HE.
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wo hannsoku’kinn de shori suru seido.

Severe violations result in "red tickets", and proceed to
criminal procedures.
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omoi ihann ha [akakippu] de
REFHEC EBET,
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keiji’tetsuduki ni susumi masu.

And "white tickets", although not an official system name,
are used as warnings.
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soshite [shiro’kippu] ha, seishikina seido’'mei
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deha arimasenn ga, keikoku toshite tsukaware masu.

Until now, bicycles were exempt from blue tickets even
for minor violations.
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koremade Jitennsha ha, karui ihann demo
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HBZOR =hL&gS

ao’kippu no taishou’gai deshita.
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Behind this introduction is the response to ever-increasing
bicycle accidents and bad manners.
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konnkai no dounyuu no haikei niha, huetsudukeru

HizEE & RF—EBERAD WiEH BHYET.
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Jitennsha’jiko to mana-ihann heno taiou ga arimasu.

Targeted are ignoring traffic lights, failing to stop at stop
signs, driving the wrong way, using a smartphone while
riding, riding with an umbrella, and so on.
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taishou to naru noha, shinngou’mushi,
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Depending on the violation, fines of several thousand to
several tens of thousands of yen are imposed.
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Is the Gray Zone Really a Safe Zone?
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Actions targeting the "gray zone" without clearly violating
laws and rules are increasing.
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gure-zo-nn wo neratta koui ga huete iru

SN posts provoking outrage, nuisance content, videos
stretching the interpretation of copyright, and so on.
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The question, "If it's not illegal, is it acceptable?", is being
posed to society.
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shakai ni nagekake rarete iru
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n As long as they do not violate the law, actions should
be allowed, and excessive regulation stifles freedom of
expression and endeavors.
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koui ha yurusareru beki de ari kado na kisei ha
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Even if not illegal, actions causing disadvantage or
discomfort to others should not be allowed.
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tatoe ihou de naku temo  tasha ni hurieki ya
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The idea that "as long as it's not illegal, doing anything is
safe" is spreading.
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The trend of defeating opponents with words and logic is
also an extension of it.

5 P I8 fE T HFZ EVWEMIT
ZeiE <o HWT 3} E3
kotoba ya rikutsu de aite wo iimakasu
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huuchou mo, sono ennchou ni aru.

a However, is the gray zone really a "safe zone"?

LhrL., Jb—v—-r@3 XHIZ T£-—7J-2]
gray zone FaES safe zone

shikashi, gure-zo-nnha honntou ni [se-huzo-nn]

BDEAD M,

nano darouka

n The color gray is created by mixing black into white.
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Japanese is an isolated language that developed
independently in an island nation located at the edge of
the Eurasian continent. This language, with its
unparalleled complexity, can express even the subtlest
nuances.

Japan, while being an advanced country, has a unique
traditional culture woven into daily life. This culture is
not only deeply tied to the Japanese language, but it is
also no exaggeration to say that the language itself has
nurtured the culture.

In recent years, many earthenware artifacts dating back
around 15,000 years have been discovered in Japan,
archaeologically proving that civilization existed at that
time. This has led to the perspective that Japan should
be classified as an "isolated civilization," distinct from
Chinese civilization.

What is even more intriguing is that no weapons
have been found among the excavated items. It is
believed that Japan enjoyed over 10,000 years of
peace, which may have influenced the character of
the Japanese people.

Even in modern Japan, unique cultural practices exist.
For example, there are spotless public facilities with no
litter, a rich food culture that incorporates dishes from
various countries, trains that run on time, elementary
school children going to school by themselves, safe
streets where people can walk at night, and moral
behaviors such as turning in a lost wallet to the police
instead of keeping it for oneself.

Could it be that these cultures and morals have been
created, nurtured, and preserved by the Japanese
people?
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We believe that the existence of the Japanese language
plays a significant role. Just as a program is installed in a
computer, the thoughts and sensibilities of those born
and living in Japan are ingrained in them.

Many tourists who come to Japan from abroad are
moved by its food culture and express a desire to live in
Japan. We often hear them say that after arriving, they
feel their hearts have become calmer, touched by the
politeness and courtesy of the Japanese, even when
buying something as small as a single juice.

We see the Japanese language, which lies at the
foundation of Japanese culture, not merely as a
communication tool but as a profound traditional art
form, akin to the tea ceremony, flower arrangement,
judo, and kendo. This is what we call "Nihongo-do* (The
Way of the Japanese Language).

Through this Nihongo-do section, we hope to share
Japanese culture with people worldwide.

By stepping into Nihongo-do today, you become a
"Nihongo-jin." Let's begin!
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Even when the same words are spoken,
the way they are conveyed changes
depending on the atmosphere in which
they are expressed. Words seem to have
"waves," like frequencies. Beneath the
surface of these waves, there must be
something like a heartbeat that creates the
waves. This is the "heart," and in Japan,
we call it "Kototama" (the spirit of words).
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Word Leaves
ENE

Pl &

P. 28

Words are like leaves on a tree. They are
colored by people's thoughts and
emotions, and they are carried to others.
The reason the character for "leaf" is used
in the word "kotoba" (words) is believed to
be connected to the Japanese reverence
for nature. Japan's oldest poetry collection
is also titled "Manyoshu" (Collection of Ten

Thousand Leaves).
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The so-called "proverbs" are written as
"§2." Here, however, we will introduce not
onIy proverbs in their traditional sense but
also teachings from "The Analects of
Confucius," waka poetry, and even
modern expressions, all of which are
practical blends of "voice waves" and
"voice leaves" in daily life. These words,
which foster human sensibilities, are what

we call "voice art" (kotowaza).
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The Japanese Smile That Puzzles the World
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o The missionary Francis Xavier, who arrived in Japan
in 1549, described the Japanese as a people who
valued honor and bravery.
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o In the Edo period, Engelbert Kaempfer, a physician
attached to the Dutch trading post, depicted the
Japanese as polite, clean, and diligent people.
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o Rutherford Alcock, a British diplomat who came to
Japan at the end of the Edo period, described the Japa-
nese as gentle, polite, amiable, and smiling people.
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o Tracing the records of foreigners, one can see that, in
addition to politeness and diligence, smilingness was also
commonly found in the Japanese.
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e Then, what exactly are this "smilingness" and "smile" of
the Japanese?
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G The one who examined this point is Lafcadio Hearn,
who lived in Japan under the name Koizumi Yakumo.
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o In “The Japanese Smile,” included in his book Glimpses
of Unfamiliar Japan, Hearn discusses the Japanese smile.
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0 According to Hearn, the Japanese smile is not simply an
expression of cheerfulness, but also a “mask” used to show
respect to one’s superiors and conceal one’s own feelings.

N=2IZ &niE. BFEAD K& F %ufsé

Hearn ICEALCA

EJ: D BE % & L.

Forey [92:2]

fameE TlEE<.,
&> &

By o BE # By 60 [REI THHD &
»< » %k

L A DAL LS

BT WET,
D

o It is not a mask to reject others, but one for not ruining
the atmosphere, not hurting people, and not exposing
one's inner self.
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@ If a handshake in the West is a signal saying "I have no
weapons”, the Japanese smile is also a silent expression
showing the absence of hostility.
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@ Japanese has a rich vocabulary for different kinds of
smiles and laughter, including polite smiles, bitter
smiles, and bashful smiles.
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@ Japanese even has a wide range of onomatopoeic expressions
for laughter and smiles—niko-niko, kusu-kusu, kera-kera,
gera-gera, and hera-hera—each capturing a different nuance.
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@ Laughter in response to jokes is universal. However, in
Japan, smiles that are not just that have crept into every
scene of daily life.
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“Good feeding before good breeding.” — When people are well fed and
clothed, they come to know courtesy and propriety.
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This "Voice-Word Art" section introduces seasonal
words related to the time of year. Enjoy the timeless
beauty of these artistic expressions.
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Clothing and food being sufficient, one knows etiquette.
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“Ishoku tarite reisetsu wo shiru” is an expression meaning that
only when clothing and food are sufficient do people come to
understand courtesy and proper conduct. In other words,
human morality and dignity can be nurtured only when they
rest on the foundation of a stable daily life.

In this month’s Japan Style feature,
Emperor Nintoku is introduced as a ruler
who first turned his attention to the
people’s food. The well-known story tells
how, seeing no smoke rising from the
hearths of the people, he realized their
hardship and chose to lighten their
burden. Only when the lives of the
people are protected can a nation
become stable, and only then can great
undertakings and culture begin to
flourish. Even those magnificent kofun
may be seen as having been built upon
such a foundation of prosperity.

Eiichi  Shibusawa, whose portrait
appears on today’s 10,000-yen note and
who is often called the father of
Japanese capitalism, is known for the
phrase, “The Analects in one hand, the
abacus in the other.” In those words lies
the idea that while morality and compas-
sion for others must be cherished,
economic activity must also be kept moving so that such
ideals do not remain mere abstractions.

Another famous saying comes from Ninomiya Sontoku, known
for the philosophy of Hotoku: “Economy without morality is a
crime; morality without economy is empty talk.” A society
cannot be sustained by moral teachings alone. Yet if it pursues
profit alone, it will inevitably fall into ruin. What matters is to
uphold both morality and economy, both ideals and reality.

If daily life is not secure, it is difficult for people to maintain
calmness, compassion, and the dignity proper to human
beings. The phrase “Ishoku tarite reisetsu wo shiru” is a kotowa-
za that teaches this simple yet profoundly essential truth.
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o Japan has a unique rhythm of spending the year, passed
down from ancient times.
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ichinennwo  sugosu dokuji no rizumu ga arimasu

e On January 7, after passing the 'New Year period’, people
condition their minds and bodies with seven-herb rice
porridge, and start the year.
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e After that, to safely survive the year, on March 3, May 5,
July 7, and September 9, at each turning point where odd
numbers overlap, they have warded oftf impurities and
purified themselves.
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kegare wo harai miwo kiyomete kimashita

o These are called "Gosekku". The soon approaching May 5
is Tango no Sekku.
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otozureru go’gatsu itsuka ha  tanngo’no’sekku desu

e In the lunar calendar, falling on the beginning of the rainy
season, it was a time when, due to humidity, water and
food easily spoiled, and diseases easily spread.
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yamai ga hirogari yasui Jiki deshita

G Therefore, people have warded off evil spirits by soaking
in a Shobu bath with antibacterial and insect-repellent

properties.
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o Entering the Edo period, since "Shobu" connects
to "Shobu" (valuing martial arts), Tango no Sekku trans-
formed into a day wishing for boys' growth.
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o Originating in China, Sekku intertwined with Japan's
nature worship and warrior society's spirit, and have been
passed down to this day as "Gosekku".
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Japan is an island nation floating
in the Northern Hemisphere, at
the eastern edge of the Eurasian

continent.
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Surrounded by the sea, rich in
mountains, and blessed with
vividly changing seasons, it has
also long lived face to face with
the forces of nature—earthquakes,
typhoons, heavy rains, heavy

snow, and volcanic eruptions.
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This land, both harsh and
abundant, has taught the people
who live here to endure, to help
one another, and to hold nature in

awe and reverence.
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Within it live the ways of people
who have inhabited this land
since ancient times, as well as the
wisdom of those who crossed
the sea to arrive here. In more
recent times, too, there are those
who have made their lives in this
country and, while being shaped
by Japan’s climate and culture,
have become part of what forms

Japan today.
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In this section, through the
lives of figures shaped by Japan’s
climate, land, and history, we trace
the breath of the people that lives

within this nation.
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Himiko:

The Queen Shrouded in Mystery

[ 4

A

L/

% @ihﬁ_ﬁf

Bz 2)0) Cxbd

Pl

The Islands Before the Nation's Founding
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Japan's founding is said to have begun
in 660 BC with the enthronement
of Emperor Jimmu. Kashihara
Jingu Shrine in Nara Prefecture and
Miyazaki Jingu Shrine in Miyazaki
Prefecture are both known as sacred

places dedicated to Emperor Jimmu.
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Yet even before Emperor Jimmu's
enthronement, the Japanese
archipelago is thought to have already
had dynasty-like rulers. In Japan's
oldest historical chronicles, the Kojiki
and the Nihon Shoki, those who had
long governed this land are depicted
as "Kunitsukami" — earthly deities —
while the lineage of Emperor Jimmu,
who descended from the heavens,
is portrayed as "Amatsukami” —

heavenly deities. This is told
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as a story of transition, or perhaps

one.
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Over a Hundred Kuni (Local Domains)
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The Chinese Han dynasty chronicle
Hanshu Dili Zhi records that at this
time, the Japanese archipelago was
home to over a hundred small kuni
(local domains). The people who
lived there were called "Wajin," and
Japan would later come to be written
as "Wakoku." This is generally read as
"Wakoku," though in Japan it can also
be read as "Yamato no Kuni."
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This "Wakoku" —
Wajin — is thought to have referred

the land-of the

primarily to the western regions
of Japan. In contrast, stretching
from eastern Japan into the Tohoku
region, there spread a world of people
continuing from the Jomon period,
known as "Hitakami no Kuni" (the
Land Where the Sun Rises High).
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Ifthis is so, then even in the age when
Emperor Jimmu ascended the throne
and sought to govern the entire land,
it is difficult to say that the Japanese
archipelago had been unified as one.
Many kingdoms and powerful clans
still stood side by side, and conflict
is thought to have continued among
them.
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Land Where the San Riscs High



The Queen the Chronicles Reveal
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In the late 2nd century, the Han
dynasty (Later Han) crumbled from
within, plunging China into an age
of great turmoil. During this time,
records of the Japanese archipelago
fell silent. China then entered the
era of the Three Kingdoms — Wei,
Wu, and Shu. It is in the chronicles of
Wei, the kingdom that extended its
reach as far as the northern Korean
Peninsula and stood geographically
closest to Japan, that Japan

reappeared.
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That chronicle is the Wei Zhi Wajin
Den — formally known as the "Wajin"
section of the Eastern Barbarians
chapter in Volume 30 of the
Sangokushi, China's great historical

record of the Three Kingdoms.

The Wei Zhi Wajin Den describes
a Japan still divided among many
kingdoms, yet notes the emergence of
one kingdom that held central power
above the rest. That kingdom was
Yamataikoku. And the one who ruled

it was the queen — Himiko.
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Himiko is recorded as having quelled
the chaos left by male rulers through
the power of "Kido." Kido refers to a
force that deals with the souls of the
dead and invisible beings, including
the practice of divination. In other
words, Himiko can be understood as
what we would today call a "miko" —
a shamaness, a medium between the

human world and the divine.
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Contempt Carved in Characters
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In the world of that era, two great
civilizations held sway — Rome in the
West, and the Chinese civilization in
East Asia. At the heart of the Chinese
worldview was a belief that placed
itself at the center of civilization,
looking upon surrounding peoples
as lesser beings. Under this gaze, the
peoples of the east (Japan, Korea, and

-u

others) were called " (Eastern
Barbarians), those of the south
(Vietnam and others) "Nanban"
(Southern Barbarians), those of the
west (Tibetan and Turkic nomads)
"Seiju" (Western Barbarians), and
those of the north (the Xiongnu,
Mongols, and others) "Hokuteki"
(Northern Barbarians). In this way,
disdainful characters were assigned
to the names of surrounding peoples

and individuals alike.
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For example, the character "ja" ( 4f ),
meaning "wicked" or "crooked,"
was used in Yamataikoku, and the
character "hi" ( & ), meaning "lowly"
or "base," was used in Himiko. Yet
"Yamataikoku" can also be read as
"Yamato no Kuni" or "Yamato Koku,"
and Himiko is thought to have
originally been "Hi no Miko" — the
Sun Priestess.
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The Queen the Chronicles Reveal
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Just as Japan's supreme ancestral
deity is the female Amaterasu
Omikami, it has long been believed
that only women can connect
directly with the divine. Even today,

it is miko — female shrine maidens

— who perform kagura, th?ﬁed ;
dance offered to the gods at‘Shrines.

Male kagura also exists, but it is said
to be not a dance directed toward
the gods, but rather a performance
that conveys to the people what
has been transmitted through the
miko. In Okinawa, too, the spiritual
intermediaries — known as Noro (7

7z ) and Yuta — are likewise women.
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Y
($e society is thought to
have been structured in layers: kami
(the divine), kimi (the sovereign), omi
(the ministers), and tami'(the people).
The miko occupied‘the position of
kimi, as the only/beings capable of
connecting with.the kami above. It was
the role of men to receive the words
of the kami as conveyed by the miko
and pass them on to the omi and tami.
These male intermediaries were called
miko as well—though written not as
RAZZ , meaning a female medium, but

as £ ¥, meaning an imperial child

or prince.
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It may well be, then, that within the

1

i there existed two
the "Hi no Miko"
n) and the "Hi no
Sun = Emperor). If

position
distinct
(Priest
Miko" (Pri
so, the reason why Himiko does not
appear in the iojiki or the Nihon

Shoki may finally come into view.
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Ancient Japan's Governing Structure —

Realm of the Sun and Kami
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Centered on Solar Faith
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