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A Preliminary Study of Nekomata (Cat Demons)
in Edo Japan

Benjamin Wai-ming Ng

Abstract: In Japan, cats with supernatural powers are called nekomata. Japanese nekomata culture was
influenced considerably by Chinese cat demons, and some stories and names were borrowed from Chinese
sources. The Edo period (1603—1968) was the peak of nekomata culture in Japan, with a large number of
related documents and paintings produced. Building on the foundation laid by the stories of Chinese cat
demons, Edo Japanese creatively incorporated elements from indigenous religions, values, and art. Nekomata
became a popular folk belief in Edo Japan and was enshrined in Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines
throughout the nation. They received Shinto or Buddhist titles and were worshipped as local guardian deities.
Nekomata legends contain many Buddhist and Shinto elements, often with Buddhist temples and monks
as settings, and they promote Buddhist teachings and the pilgrimage to the Ise Shrine. Nekomata legends
are rich and can be broadly classified into the following three themes: a revengeful cat, a grateful cat, and a
faithful cat. They reflect the values of Edo commoners and samurai, including Confucian virtues of repaying
kindness and loyalty, the Buddhist doctrine of karmic retribution, and the samurai moral code of following
one’s lord in death. Nekomata legends were intertwined with Edo art, drama, and literature and were widely
popularized through novels, prose writings, ukiyo-e paintings, and kabuki theatre. What are the historical
origins of nekomata legends in Edo Japan? What were the main themes in Edo nekomata cultue? Based mainly
on Japanese primary sources, this article examines the origins, development, characteristics, and impact of
nekomata legends in Edo Japan through the lens of popular culture and folk belief.
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