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Kenji’s Poem Haratai Kenbairen and Takkoku-no-Iwaya
Bishamondo Temple:
The Mystery of Akuro-o and the Alpen Farmers

Fumio Yonechi and Masaaki Kanda

Abstract Haratar Kenbairen, a Kenji Miyazawa poem inspired by Iwate’s devil sword
dance and infused with elements of fantasy, features a legendary character named
Akuro-o, who fought against the ancient Yamato State’s army, and the European-
sounding Alpen farmers. In the poem, Kokuyajin (the dark-night goddess) took the
severed head of the defeated Akuro-o from Takkoku-no-Iwaya to Akuro-o’s native
land as directed by Bishamonten (the god of war). The poet must have been inspired
by the fact that Takkoku-no-Iwaya was a sanctuary which prohibited the entry of
military governors, and that the temple, which was built into a rocky cliff, was a place
where those defeated in battle would be revived. It is also believed that Sakanoue no
Tamuramaro, a military leader from the early Heian period, enshrined Bishamonten in
Takkoku-no-Iwaya. Kenji gives the name Alpen farmers to the herders, who practiced
transhumance like herders in the Alps. He likened the sword dance to bonfires on St.
John's Eve in the Alps (mountain pastures) and turned it into Akuro-o’s fire festival
where youth dance in the highlands. When Kenji wrote Haratai Kenbairen, he saw
Akuro-o superimposed on St. John the Baptist’s fire festival, and imagined their
undaunted souls and unrealized dreams, their youth bursting with energy, and their
mourning for the dead.

Key words Haratai Kenbairen, a poem by Kenji Miyazawa, Takkoku-no-Iwaya Bishamondo
Temple, Akuro-o, Alpen farmers, St. John the Baptist’s fire festival
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