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THE FOUNDATIONS
OF HELL IN
JAPANESE ART

When the Western eye
encounters  Japanese
art,  it  often  conjures
images of tranquil Zen
gardens,  de l icate
cherry blossoms, or the
iconic, surging wave of
Hokusai.  Yet,  woven
deeply into the cultural
and  spiritual  fabric  of
Japan  i s  a  s ta rk ly
c o n t r a s t i n g
tradition—one  filled
with  rivers  of  blood,
mountains  of  needles,
and endless screaming.
This is the tradition of
Jigoku,  the  Buddhist
hell.  The  visualization
of  Hell  in  Japanese
art  stands  as  one  of

the most profound and
p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y
compelling  genres  in
the  country's  artistic
history.  It  is  a  mirror
reflecting  human
morality,  a  tool  for
spiritual education, and
a  stunning,  a lbei t
terrifying,  display  of
artistic  mastery.
To  understand  the
terrifying  imagery  of
Hell in Japanese art,
one  must  first
understand its roots in
Mahayana  Buddhism,
which arrived in Japan
via China and Korea in
t h e  6 t h  c e n t u r y .
C e n t r a l  t o  t h i s
w o r l d v i e w  i s  t h e
c o n c e p t  o f
Samsara—the  endless
cycle  of  birth,  death,
and rebirth. Within this
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cycle  exist  the  Six
Realms  (Rokudo):  the
rea lm  o f  the  gods
(Devas),  the  realm  of
t h e  d e m i - g o d s
(Asuras),  the  human
realm  (Manusya),  the
a n i m a l  r e a l m
(Tiryagyoni), the realm
o f  hung ry  ghos t s
(Preta),  and  the  hell
realm (Naraka). Rebirth
in hell is not an eternal
damnat i on  i n  the
Christian sense,  but  a
t e m p o r a r y ,  y e t
a g o n i z i n g ,
c o n s e q u e n c e  o f
specific  karmic  actions
performed in  life.  The
Lord  of  this  realm  is
King  Enma  (Yama),  a
s t e r n  j u d g e  w h o
reviews the deceased's
deeds  and  sentences
them  to  appropriate
torments in one of the
many  sub-hells.  This
c o m p l e x  k a r m i c
system provided a rich
narrative  framework
for  artists  to  explore

morality, consequence,
and the fragility of life.

ICONIC MOTIFS
AND IMAGERY IN
THE HELL SCROLLS
(JIGOKU ZOSHI)

The  Hell  Scrolls,  or
Jigoku Zoshi,  are the
canonical  texts of  this
visual tradition. Dating
primarily from the late
Heian  and  Kamakura
periods  (12th-13th
centur ies ) ,  these
handscrolls  (emaki)
were  meticulously
painted  to  depict  the
E igh t  Grea t  He l l s
(Hachi-netsu  Jigoku)
a n d  n u m e r o u s
subsidiary  hells.  The
imagery, while graphic,
is  highly  stylized  and
symbolic,  creating  a
visual  language  of
karmic retribution that
any  contemporary
v i e w e r  c o u l d
understand.
C o m m o n  m o t i f s
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repeated  across  these
masterpieces include:

The Sword-
Tree Forest
(Kenju): A forest
where leaves are

replaced by
shimmering,
razor-sharp
blades that fall
upon sinners,
tearing their
flesh.


