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A study on the fable “a robe of feathers” in Japan

Lee Seon-ah

Department of Japanese Language and Literature
Cheju National University

Thesis director: Eunsuk Jin

The tale about robe of feathers is a story handed down among Europe,
America, Korea, and East Asia; a heavenly maid descended upon the land
in a shape of swan or birds. Her feather robe is stolen by a man while
she’s taking a bath. She was forced to be the man’s wife and stayed for
a while but at the end, she returned to heavens.

In Korea, the fable has been known as “the woodcutter and the fairy”,
or “Mt. Geumgang and eight celestial angels.” In Japan, “the celestial
raiment of an angel” is included in “celestial nymph wife” the story about
descended nymph on land which 1is wusually studied together. The
“celestial nymph wife” is one of the stories about marriage between
human and other beings; a man on the ground marries to a descended
nymph.

Meanwhile, swan maiden that includes the robe of feathers and celestial
nymph is spread throughout the whole world. In the swan maiden story,
celestial nymph turned into a bird when she undresses the robe.
Normally, her shape is white swan. This is a kind of marriage between

holy woman and man on the ground. Celestial nymph isn't mankind but



she has a shape of human female and married to a human man. This is
the common factor of this fable around the world. As this kind of stories
1s widespread myth and lair, many studies has been conducted. Japanese
robe of feather story is usually studied along with celestial nymph wife
and swan maiden as they are deeply related.

Robe of feather tale and similar stories in Japan is widely spread from
Aomori in the North to Okinawa in the South. Currently, about 130 tales
handed down orally are recorded in books. Also, as literature narratives,
Ikago small river , Mihonotsubara , and Nagu Shinto, three tales are
contained in Hudoki.

In this study, the object is over 130 materials handed down orally.
Comparison consideration for literature and oral materials of feather robe
fables has been conducted and the study focused on the symbolic
meanings of six motifs which are consist of the fable. In the study of
symbolic motifs, it reviewed with three motif “swan, feather robe, and
celestial maiden” which are the characteristics of Japanese fables in both
literature and oral material, and the other three motif, “the way to back
to heavens, supporter, and three quests” which are only showed in oral
traditions.

First, the first chapter of the main subject reviewed the former studies
on Japanese version of the robe of feathers stories. Then, it described
the outline of feather robe stories in Japan.

The second chapter investigated three tales in Hudoki.

“Ikago small river” tale shows that a celestial maiden came as a swan
for a bath and a man stole her robe to make her marry to him. She
returned to the heavens after gave birth to four babies and her children
became the ancestors of Ikatominomuraji. This is the tale mixed with
swan maiden and celestial nymph ancestor type.

Mihonomatzubara feather robe myth is as follows: a celestial lady



descended and hung her feather robe on a pine tree and a fisher stole it
and marries to her. One day, she found her clothe and returned to
heavens. The fisher became a taoist and also ascended into heaven. The
last part of this tale, it is clear that “man became a taoist and ascended
to heaven” is influenced by Taoist ideology. And based on this folklore,
“Ballad Kale” was produced which has similar storyline.

The feather robe story of “Nagu Shinto” is a complex and transformed
version of feather robe. The Shinto story why the goddess sat on Nagu
Shinto, the fable about the name of Arasio village or Nagi village, a boy
in sea king's palace type which is for a celestial lady who was exiled
from heaven, and a fortune tale that tells an old couple became rich by a
celestial maiden. This story falls in the above categories.

In third chapter, it searched orally handed down fables in Japan and the
fourth chapter discussed six motifs; swan, feather robe, celestial maiden,
ascending method, supporter, and three quests.

In fourth chapter, it considered the characteristic of the feather robe
tales in Japan with the six motif that consist of feather robe myths as
the center; swan, feather robe, celestial maiden, ascending method,

supporter, and three quests.
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