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Abstract: In Greek mythology, the chimera was a monstrous creature, 
composed of the parts of multiple animals. Later, the name has come to be 
applied to any fantastic or horrible creation of the imagination, and also to a 
hybrid plant of mixed characteristics. In addition, the Japanese folklore has also 
produced examples of such an imaginative hybridization, such as Nue, Baku, 
Raijū. Nue is a legendary creature with the head of a monkey, the body of a 
raccoon dog, the legs of a tiger, and a snake like tail. It was killed by Minamoto 
no Yorimasa as the monster was draining the emperor out of energy, causing 
him a terrible illness. Baku is a spirit who devours dreams and is sometimes 
depicted as a supernatural being with an elephant’s trunk, rhinoceros eyes, an 
ox tail, and tiger paws. In China it was believed that sleeping on a Baku pelt 
could protect a person from pestilence and its image was a powerful talisman 
against the evil. Raijū (lit. “the thunder animal”) was a legendary creature 
whose body looked like a cat, a raccoon dog, monkey or weasel. Raijū appeared 
whenever a thunder struck, scratching the ground with animal like claws. The 
above mentioned examples indicate that monsters are not mere just metaphors 
of beastliness. Their veneration as well as rejection form the very the image of 
the numinous stark dualism: mysterium tremendum et fascinans (“fearful and 
fascinating mystery”) – as coined by Rudolf Otto. 
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Motto: A thing is not strange in itself; 
it depends on me to make it strange.  

Guo Pu  
 
In Greek mythology, the chimera was a monstrous fire-breathing female 

creature, composed of the parts of different animals: the body of a lioness, the tail 
ending in a snake’s head, the head of a goat arising on her back at the center of 
her spine. In Theogony Hesiod describes chimera as: “a creature fearful, great, 
swift-footed and strong, who had three heads, one of a grim-eyed lion; in her 
hinderpart, a dragon; and in her middle, a goat, breathing forth a fearful blast of 
blazing fire”. It is often similarly depicted in art as having an agile, strong body of 
a lion with a tail that ends in a serpent’s head. No one could escape the beast nor 
defeat it in combat11.  
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The chimera was the daughter of Typhon and Echidna. In another version, 
she mated with her brother Orthrus and gave birth to the Sphinx and the Nemean 
lion. When she ravaged the Lycian country, Bellerohon was sent against her, 
slaying the monster from the back of Pegasus22. This fantastical monster inspired 
the modern meaning of the word “chimera” which refers to an impossible or 
foolish whim33. The name has also come to be applied to any fantastic or horrible 
creation of the imagination, and also to a hybrid plant of mixed characteristics.  

Apart from the Greek mythology, the Oriental imagery has created its own 
pictures of chimeras. Winged chimeras form one of the most important groups 
within the domain of the tomb sculpture and hold a key position in early Chinese 
animal sculpture44. In addition, the JJaappaanneessee  ffoollkklloorree has also produced 
examples of such an imaginative hybridization: Nue, Baku, Raijū etc.  

1. Originally, in Man’yōshū  (Collection of ten Thousand Leaves)5 and 
Kojiki 古 記 (Record of Ancient Matters)6, Nue 鵺 was the name of a bird who 
sang in the dead of the night. Even the Chinese character for Nue 鵺 is composed 
of two parts: “night” 夜 and “bird” 鳥. Nowadays, the bird was identified with 
tora-tsugumi7 (Engl. White's Thrush; Lat. Zoothera dauma). Nue was mentioned 
in the late Heian period (794-1185), during the reigns of the emperors Toba 
(1107-1123), Konoe (1142-1155), Go-Shirakawa (1155-1158), Nijō (1158-1165)8. In 
Heike Monogatari  (The Tales of the Heike)9 the description of Nue 
suddenly changes; the creature is portrayed as a monster with the head of a 
monkey, the body of a raccoon dog, the legs of a tiger, and a snake like tail. 
According to the story, the Emperor Konoe began to have nightmares and fell ill. 
The source of illness was a dark cloud that appeared at the north-east corner of 
the palace roof every night. One night, the samurai Minamoto no Yorimasa10 
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stood watch when the cloud appeared and shot an arrow into it, killing Nue. This 
is the episode when Yorimasa slays the monster:  

 
2. “Once more the lightening flashed in the sky […] he saw the 

gleaming eyes of a large animal. Noting the exact position of this 
strange monster, he pulled at his bow till it became as round as a full 
moon. In another moment his steel-headed arrow hit its mark. There 
was an awful roar of anger, and then a heavy thud as the huge 
monster rolled from the palace roof to the ground. Yorimasa and his 
retainer ran forward and dispatched the fearful creature they saw 
before them. This evil monster of the night was as large as a horse. It 
had the head of an ape, the body and claws were like those of a tiger, 
with a serpent’s tail, wings of a bird, and the scales of a dragon. It was 
no wonder that the Emperor gave orders that the skin of this monster 
should be kept for all time as a curiosity in the Imperial treasure-
house”1111.  

 
3. According to a folktale version from Aichi Prefecture, a picture depicting 

Minamoto no Yorimasa killing Nue (Genzanmi Yorimasa) is kept at Kōmyō 
temple1122. Moreover, a festival called Nue-barai matsuri is held every year on the 
28th of January in Izunokuni (Shizuoka prefecture) and is designed to celebrate 
the slaying of Nue by dancing the Nue odori (Nue’s dance) and by throwing mochi 
(rice cakes)1133. In Nue, a late Nō masterpiece of Zeami’s1144, a traveling priest 
reaches the village of Ashiya on the Yodo River1155 and is directed to a shrine. Deep 
in the night, a strange boatman appears and starts to talk to the priest. Eventually 
the bonze learns that the boatman is the tormented ghost of Nue, killed by 
Minamoto no Yorimasa. The ghost recites in agony: 

 
“How saddened is my body, 
trapped like a caged bird! 
Like the turtle, blind my soul 
seeks out here the drifting wood, 
but deep in the sightless darkness 
the log is buried 
could I be too deep to rise. 
For I cannot rest; 
The draws my straying spirit 
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Still to linger on?”1166.  
 

4. At the boatman’s request, the priest prays for his anguished soul to find its 
peace1177. “The plays unique point is that the story of Yorimasa’s victory over the 
monster has transformed into a warrior-type Nō (shuramono). But unlike the 
warrior Nō, the story is told not by the hero and warrior, but by the loser, the 
dead monster itself”1188. The Nō play is thus about the suffering of the spirit of the 
Nue demon that was killed by Minamoto no Yoshimasa, suggesting that demons 
are not just evil but have feelings and are part of nature1199.    

A more bizarre hybridization of Nue appears in Genpei Jōsuiki源平盛衰記, 
the extended version of Heike Monogatari, where it is portrayed as a strange 
animal with raccoon dog paws, a tiger like back ending with a fox tail, a chicken’s 
torso and a cat’s head2200.  

5. Two folktales from Ehime prefecture associate the story of Nue with 
Yorimasa’s mother. In the third year of Nippei era (1154) Minamoto no 
Yorimasa’s mother fell ill. At the same time, Nue – a monster with the head of a 
monkey and a serpent’s tail – appeared at the Imperial Pallace and Yorimasa was 
ordered to kill the beast. With the arrow his mother had given him, Yorimasa shot 
down the monster, but, unfortunately, his mother passed away on that very night. 
The monster was chopped down into small pieces that were later on thrown into a 
nearby river. The remains got to the shores of Shikoku, bringing upon people a 
terrible curse. The head got to Sanuki and became the monkey god and the tail 
reached Iyo where it became the serpent god; the paws got to Tosa and turned 
into a dog god2211. In the second tale, it is Yorimasa’s mother who turns into a Nue-
bird. The legend also attempts to explain the origin the thick fog surrounding 
Fujimine village. Minamoto no Yorimasa lived with his mother in Nakatsu village 
(Kamiukena district, Ehime prefecture), but Yorimasa was summoned to the 
capital. His mother went to pray by a pond and there she turned into Nue, a 
monster with the head of a monkey and the body of a dragon. As Nue flew over 
village Fujimine, her breath turned into fog. Even today a very thick fog suddenly 
rises and surrounds the Fujimine village2222.    

As mentioned above, there is a close connection between the monster Nue 
and the bird (tora-tsugumi) it was named after. The bird resembles a pheasant in 
shape with white wings and yellow legs. It is a slightly bigger than a pigeon and 
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the wings are like those of a black kite (Milvus migrans)2233. The birds living in 
Miyama (Rakutō) are yellow, as big as a pigeon. They hide during the day but they 
show up at night, crying “hyū-hi”. The legs and the feathers below the beak are 
yellow, while the plumage above the beak is black2244.  

It is believed that at the beginning Nue referred to the bird since the monster 
had no specific name. Afterwards, because both the monster and the bird cried in 
a similar manner, the fantastic creature was also named Nue, and its popularity 
has come to outgrow that of tora-tsugumi. Nowadays Nue refers primarily to the 
fantastic creature and secondly to the bird. Nue sings at night and hides during 
day2255. Nue’s song resembles to that produced by the flute in Sarugaku music2266. 
Nue’s cry is associated with the feelings of hatred2277 or bitterness (urameshisa)2288, 
being an invocation of the dead. Sometimes her song resembles to the nibbling of 
a mouse2299. A folktale originating in Kyoto area provides an accurate account: a 
Nue sang on the 25th of April, the third year of the Kōji era (1142-1144), at the 
tiger hour (3-5 AM) and on the 18th of June, the same year, at the ox hour (1-3 
AM)3300. Since Nue’s song is of ill-omen, the people in Heian period used to pray or 
perform special ceremonies when they heard the bird singing. In Kyoto area it 
was reported that a strange bird appeared on the roof of the Imperial Palace. 
Minamoto no Yorimasa shot an arrow at it and killed the bird-like creature. The 
place where the bird was killed was called Nue-ike (Nue’s pond). On the shores of 
Nue-ike there was a strange stone, Nue-ishi (Nue’s rock), surrounded by a stone 
fence. An evil spell was put upon anyone who dared touch the stone so nobody 
wanted to buy the land, at least, during Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s reign3311.  

There are a few legendary creatures, such as Baku, that have no animosity 
towards the human beings. The Japanese Baku 獏is a benevolent creature, 
patterned after a nocturnal animal of the pachyderm family, the tapir, found in 
the South America and the Malayan Peninsula3322. Baku, a spirit who devours 
dreams, is sometimes depicted as a supernatural being with an elephant’s trunk, 
rhinoceros eyes, an ox tail, and tiger paws. It is said to be created from the parts 
of several different animals, the most common description giving it the body of a 
bear, a trunk like an elephant, the eyes of a rhinoceros, the tail of a cow, strong 
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legs like a tiger’s, and a spotted coat3333. Sometimes it is mistaken for3344 a Chinese 
mythical creature called bai ze (in Japanese: hakutaku 白澤)3355.   

In China it was believed that sleeping on a Baku pelt could protect a person 
from pestilence and its image was a powerful talisman against evil3366. In Tang 

liudian  (The six statutes of the Tang Dynasty) of the  Tang era (618-907), 
it was written about the existence of the god Bakuki (莫奇) who was able to 
devour dreams. This god might have been accidentally taken for Baku3377。 

An early 17th century Japanese manuscript, the Sankai Ibutsu 山海異物 
(Mythical Creatures of the Mountains and Seas) describes Baku (Chinese: Mo)3388 
as follows:  

 
“In the mountains of the south, there lives a beast. It has an elephant’s 

trunk, the eyes of a rhinoceros, an ox’s tail, and a tiger’s paws. Its body is 
yellow and black, and is called the Mo [tapir]. By sleeping on its pelt one can 
ward off pestilence. A man should make a sketch of the Mo in order to be 
protected from evil. It eats copper and iron but nothing else3399.  

 
Therefore Baku protected against pestilence and evil, but Sankai Ibutsu 

mentions nothing about the ability of eating nightmares. In the late Muromachi 
period (1333-1573), images of Baku (or the character for his name) were used as 
talismans. Baku’s images and talismans were also placed under the pillow to ward 
off bad dreams and bad luck. For example, the Chinese character for Baku is 
occasionally written on the sail or hull of the Treasure Boat of Japan’s Seven 
Lucky Gods. Children are told to place a picture of this boat (or of Baku) under 
their pillows on the evening between January 1st and January 2nd. Local custom 
says if they have a good dream that night, they will be lucky for the whole year, 
and the chances of having a good dream are reportedly enhanced by calling upon 
Baku4400. Several evil dreams are mentioned in an old Japanese book, such as two 
snakes twined together, a fox with the voice of a man, blood-stained garments, a 
talking rice-pot, and so on4411. In Edo period (1600-1868) wood-blocks with the 
image of Baku were quite popular4422. In a 1791 Japanese wood-block illustration, 
Baku is depicted with an elephant’s head, tusks, and trunk, with horns and tiger’s 
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claws. The elephant’s head, trunk, and tusks are characteristic of Baku portrayed 
in classical era (pre-Meiji) Japanese wood-block prints and in shrine, temple, and 
netsuke carvings4433. Sometimes images of Baku are placed under the eaves of 
Japanese temples and shrines to ward off evil spirits, as are images of the magical 
shishi (lion) and the dragon. All three commonly serve as decorative and 
protective architectural elements at Buddhist temples and Shintō shrines4444.  

Lafcadio Hearn4455 described a Baku as a composite of different animal parts, 
that guards dreamers by eating their evil dreams. One hot night Hearn dreamed 
he saw his own corpse. The atmosphere grew heavy. Female watchers silently 
departed in fear. Hearn saw his body elongate and its eyes open and stare at him. 
Seizing a handy axe, he reduced it to “a shapeless, hideous, reeking mass.” He 
asked Baku to eat the dream. But Baku said that Hearn had used “the Axe of the 
Excellent Law” to destroy “the monster of Self” in what was therefore a splendid 
dream. Then Baku flew away over the houses of the city4466. Baku is said to live in 
heaven and his duty is to control dreams. If someone has a bad dream, he is 
supposed not to talk to anyone about it, but face the sun and chant three times: “I 
cast my last night’s dream to Baku”, therefore avoiding the nightmare from 
happening4477. A waka poem recited three times is also effective against bad 
dreams:  

 
Mishi yume o/ Baku no ejiki to/ nasu kara ni/ Kokoro hareshi/ 

Abebono no sora 
Once you cast your bad dreams before Baku/ you’ll feel so free / 

No worries anymore and a brand new day will dawn.  
 
Baku also inspired a Japanese SF writer who even took the pen name 

Yumemakura Baku4488 (1951-). His best known writing is Jōgen no Tsuki wo 
Taberu Shishi (The Lion that Ate the Crescent Moon).   

Raijū (雷獣 (lit. “the thunder animal”) was a legendary creature whose body 
is composed of either lightning or fire and may be in the shape of a cat, raccoon 
dog, monkey, or weasel. In Wakan sansai-zue4499 和漢三才図会 (Illustrated Sino-
Japanese Encyclopedia) it appears under the form of a fire ball of 5 sun5500 that 
leaves behind claw marks or pieces of fur in very the place the thunder clashes. In 
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Wakun no shiori5511 和訓栞 (Guide to Japanese pronunciation) it is written that in 
Meiwa era (1764-1772), “the thunder” that struck in Soshu looked like a weasel – 
no bigger than a cat – with five claws. Another thunder fell in a well by a 
teahouse; this time it looked very much like a raccoon dog5522. Another folktale 
accounts for Raijū as a strange creature, combining the features of several 
different animals: the size of a dog, the claws of a bear, the legs with double joints 
and think hair at its armpits5533. Within the same scope of teratology, one account 
speculates that the strange creature Nue, killed by Minamoto no Yorimasa in 
Heike Monogatari was in fact Raijū5544. Yet some are skeptics. There is nobody 
who could have really seen the thunder as one cannot see the fire. Some claim 
that thunder looks like a cat, or boast that they caught the thunder, but that was, 
obviously, not the thunder5555.  

Some people believed that Raijū really lived on the Mount Shira (Kaga 
province) as well as on Mount Asama (Shimano province). Sometimes those fox 
like animals were caught, locked up in cages and displayed in Osaka and Kyoto5566. 
In captivity, Raijū would neither eat nor drink. They had the ability to feel the 
rain that was about to fall. In such moments they ruffled their hair and grew 
restless, so the people had to cover their cages5577. The raijūs in Karasu-yama 
(Tochigi prefecture) are believed that they could mount on the drifting clouds. 
The hunting season of Raijū opens in spring5588. Their natural enemies, besides 
humans, are kaminari no tori (thunder birds). Such birds used to live in large 
flocks on the peak of Mount Haku5599.   

 
While the beast is generally harmless and calm, during thunderstorms, it 

becomes agitated and leaps about in trees, fields. The trees that have been struck 
by lightning are said to have been scratched by Raijū’s claws. Tora-neko (wild 
cats) are also able to move freely from sky to earth. One day, the clouds gathered 
very close to the surface of the earth and a tora-neko mounted on a cloud and 
went to the sky under the form of thunder. From up there it tossed several 
thunder balls that left behind claw marks6600. In Ibaraki prefecture, whenever the 
thunder claps, the farmers go to the mountains beating the bamboo trees to drive 
away the Raijū that might ravage their crops. People used to thrust a stick in the 
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ground on one side of the field so that the thunder might climb on it and return to 
the sky6611.  

In the Etymologiae, Isidore, the Bishop of Seville, defined allegory as “other 
speaking”6622. He also stated that “icon is an image, figure, when we attempt to 
describe the appearance of a thing from a similar kind of thing"6633. The same 
might have happened in the description of Nue, Baku or Raijū, as people tried to 
approximate the appearance of these mythical beasts by using the images of the 
animals, or part of the animals they were already familiar with.  

Moreover, Isidore distinguishes fabula from historia. The poets named 
fables from ‘fando’, ‘speaking’, because they are not things done, but only 
fashioned with words. Such fictions include the use of animals as an image of the 
mores of human life6644. Fabula usually involves animals reflecting the human on 
the tropological level; historia, in contrast, is a narration of deeds, and by means 
of it things which happened in the past are learned"6655. Fabula has produced 
mythical creatures such as the chimera, a three-form beast: in front a lion, after a 
snake, in the middle a goat6666. The lion represents the fierce and bristly 
adolescence. The mid-point of life is the brightest time, that is, the she-goat, 
because she has very sharp eye-sight; and then comes old age, bent and twisted 
like the snake, by misfortunes6677. The lion, the wild she-goat (capraea) and the 
snake stand for the three stages of human life, adolescence, prime, old age6688.  

Monsters arose from animal and human teratology, and possibly from cross-
breeding6699. Monsters derive from the Latin word monstrum, which has evolved 
from the root monere (to warn). To be a monster is to be an omen. Sometimes the 
monster is a display of divine wrath, a portent of the future, a symbol of moral 
virtue or vice or an accident of nature. It is a kind of cultural category, employed 
in domains as diverse as religion, biology, literature or even politics7700.   

Heinz Mode’s bestiary (Fabulous Beasts and Demons) has become an 
important source-book of reference. The useful ‘Glossary of monsters’ serves both 
as an index and an entertaining source of fabulous information and bizarre 
names. It groups the fantastic creatures in five categories: 

- monsters with a human body or with an animal body in a markedly human 
posture, with an animal head, or some other features of animal origin (such as the 
satyr and the minotaur) 

- monsters with an animal, or in an unmistakable animal posture, combined 
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with a human head, a human chest or other purely human feature (such as the 
sphinx, the siren and the centaur)  

- monsters made up of parts (body or head) taken from different animal 
species or with other animal features added (such as the dragon and the griffin) 

- monstrous figures and combinations with deliberate reduplication or 
simplification, one-legged, one-eared (such as the hydra, the unicorn and the 
Cyclops) 

- natural phenomena or man-made objects are given human or animal 
features and turned into new entities, often with only small, symbolic changes 
(such as the tree-man or the waterman7711. 

 Obviously, Nue, Baku and Raijū can best fit in the third class. In Stith 
Thompson’s Motif Index, the largest category referring to the mythical animals is 
that devoted to “mythical beasts and hybrids”7722 (Motif B10-B19.11), comprising 
the creatures such as the unicorn, chimera, basilisk etc7733. Since chimera may 
stand for the ages of the man, some interpretations credit Nue to be the image of 
jikkan jūnishi (sexagenary cycle of the Chinese zodiac) since it points out to three 
(secondary) directions symbolized by the tiger (in the north-east), the monkey (in 
the south-west) and the snake (in the south-east)  7744. The reports of Nue never 
ceased to exist, but they seem more frequent in the late Heian and Kamakura 
period. Pre-modern woodblocks by Utakawa Kuniyoshi (1798-1861) and the 
drawings7755 of Toriyama Sekien (1712-1788) remain among the best known 
representations of Nue. As far as Baku is concerned, it is, originally, a mythical 
creature imported from China, but nowadays it is steeped in Japanese folkloric 
traditions. Raijū encompasses the features of several animals that, paradoxically, 
are not explicitly related to fire. Among the three mythical beasts, Nue is an evil 
creature who can induce illness and even death, so people felt no remorse in 
killing it. In contrast, Baku is, generally speaking, a benevolent creature, while 
Raijū is neither good nor evil (neutral). 

The Sankai Ibutsu山海異物 (Mythical Creatures of the Mountains and the 
Seas)7766 is a 17th century Japanese illustrated book that introduces 47 mythical 
creatures from ancient China. It consists of mythical beings, hybrid forms, 
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strange animals and fish. In China there is a similar book called Shan Hai 

Ching山海経 (Guideways through Mountains and Seas)7777 edited by Kuo P’o 
(276-324). The first five chapters seem to have been written before 250 AD, the 
next eight before 20 BC. Traditionally the book was considered the work of Yu, 
the founder of Hsia dynasty in 2205 BC7788. Later, the book was used by the 
travelers visiting the holy mountains and other sites and informing them of the 
strange creatures, spirits or animals that they might encounter7799. Shan Hai 
Ching8800 is different from the bestiaries of the late medieval period in Europe 
because the strange creatures encountered in the pages of the book were almost 
never allegorically interpreted as vehicles of theological virtues or evils, but rather 
as actual entities found throughout the landscape.  People were supposed to learn 
how to recognize them and to employ the appropriate strategies for coexisting 
with them8811. Its 18 volumes are grouped as: classics of the mountains (south, 
west, north, east, central), classics of regions beyond the seas (south, west, north, 
east); classics of the regions within the seas (south, west, north, east), classics of 
the great wilderness (south, west, north, east) and again, classics of the regions 
within the seas. 

In The Man and Beast, Michael Loewe points out two principles in the 
formation of such hybrids:  

- identification of man with the animal world; tribal ancestors were 
traced to animals; attempts have been made to make contact with the 
animal spirits of another world by means of physical assimilation 

- euhemerisation: man was transforming his image of mighty being from 
animal into human forms; the myths of gods of an earlier origin were 
transformed into beings of authentic history8822. 

Such supernatural creatures of weirdness and mystery are part of the 
Japanese culture. In contemporary discourse they are denoted by the word yōkai 
妖怪, translated as monster, spirit, goblin, ghost, demon, phantom, specter, 
fantastic being, lower-order diety or any unexplainable experience or numinous 
occurrence8833. As a transgressor of categories, questioner of values, turner inside 
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out of standard assumptions, the monster – whether “real” or “imagined” is a 
potent and persistent icon8844. In one sense, the creation of yōkai is actually a 
rational process. The translation of vague fears into individuated monsters 
reveals an imaginative form of ratiocination, similar to the production of the 
metaphor. Therefore, yōkai can be considered a “conceptual metaphor”, a 
culturally and historically specific embodiment of a vague sense of fear8855.   
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