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Futanari, Between and Beyond: 
From Male Shamans to 
Hermaphrodites in The Illustrated 
Scroll of Illnesses
SATOMI YAMAMOTO

Introduction

Y AMAI no sōshi 病草紙 (The Illustrated Scroll of 
Illnesses) is thought to have been completed in 
the late twelfth century, around the zenith of 

Emperor Goshirakawa’s 後白河上皇 (1127–1192) cul-
tural influence. It contains twenty-one depictions in 
its extant form. Not limited to basic ailments such as 
toothaches and abdominal pain, the scroll also includes 
depictions of a great variety of medical cases such as 
hermaphroditism, albinism, and dwarfism.1

Among these cases is an entry titled “Futanari” 二
形, which depicts an intersex soothsayer, a figure seem-
ingly based on Heian-period (794–1185) male sha-
mans (otoko miko or okannangi 男巫) who sometimes 
dressed in women’s clothing. This essay investigates the 
culture of male shamans with respect to their depiction 

 The author would like to thank Eric Jose Estaban for his trans-
lation	of	the	Ɠrst	draft	of	this	essay.	7his	essay	is	based	on	the	
author’s presentation for the 2017 AAS Annual Conference in 
Toronto, March 2017, as part of the following panel: “Deforming, 
7ransforming,	and	3erforming�	7welfth�&entury	Space	7raYel	
through	/iminal	%odies.”	2rgani]er�	7akeshi	:atanabe,	$ssistant	
3rofessor,	:esleyan	8niYersity;	Discussant�	(stelle	/eggeri�
%auer,	3rofessor,	IN$/&2.

1	 )or	all	twenty�one	depictions,	see	Kasuya	and	Yamamoto,	Yamai 
no sōshi,	pp.	2–43.

in The Illustrated Scroll of Illnesses.2

As in the case of Himiko 卑弥呼 of Yamataikoku 邪
馬台国 in ancient Japan, shamans who mediated the 
gods’ oracles were mainly women, although some were 
men. For example, the Midō kanpaku-ki 御堂関白記 
(Diary of the Midō Regent) by Fujiwara no Michinaga 
藤原道長 (966–1029) contains an account in which a 
male shaman was summoned to treat Emperor Sanjō’s 
三条天皇 (976–1017) eye disease on the thirteenth day 
of the sixth month of Chōwa 長和 4 (1015). Based on 
this document, it seems Michinaga and his contempo-
raries could choose between female and male shamans. 
At the time there was no sense that a male shaman was 
a strange phenomenon.

A different perspective on male shamans can be 
found in the popular songs, or imayō 今様, of the late 
Heian period. These songs were recorded in the Ryō-
jin hishō 梁塵秘抄 (Songs to Make the Dust Dance on 
the Beams), compiled around the Jishō 治承 era (1177–
1181) by Retired Emperor Goshirakawa. Some of the 
songs make reference to male shamans, mocking them 

2	 In	this	essay,	the	word	“soothsayer”	indicates	the	futanari's 
profession.	It	is	based	on	the	following	text	found	in	the	scroll�	
“$	man	who	walked	around	.	.	.	and	told	fortunes”	�占し歩く男).	
2n	the	other	hand,	the	word	“male	shaman”	corresponds	to	the	
translation of the historical term otoko miko or okannangi.



VOLUME 378 	 -285N$/	2)	$SI$N	H80$NI7I(S	$7	KY8SH8	8NI9(5SI7Y

for their ties to the marginal cultures of the eastern 
hinterlands and the emerging warrior class. Further-
more, these songs show the same kind of mocking gaze 
cast upon the intersex soothsayer in the text and image 
of “Futanari.” In this essay I will discuss the basis of the 
multiple meanings of “Futanari” and the term futanari 
by focusing on Buddhist teachings and the Heian-pe-
riod culture of male shamans.3

Description and Illustration in “Futanari”

The “Futanari” section, currently held at the Kyoto Na-
tional Museum, features an intersex soothsayer. He is 
described as follows:

中
なかごろ

頃、京
み や こ

都に鼓
つづみ

を首に懸けて、占
うら

し歩
あり

く男あり。

形男なれども、女の姿に似たることもありけり。

人これを覚
おぼつか

束ながりて、夜寝入りたるにひそかに

衣
きぬ

をかき上げて見ければ、男女の根、共にありけ

り。これ二
ふたなり

形の者なり。4

Not too long ago, there was a man who walked 
around the capital. He had a drum hanging from 
his neck and told fortunes. He looked like a man, 

3	 $lso	see	Yamamoto,	“ŌYamai	no	sōshi’ ni okeru setsuwa no 
ryōbun.”	

4	 Kasuya	and	Yamamoto,	<amai no sōshi,	p.	240.

but it is said that, in certain aspects, he resembled 
a woman. Thinking that was strange, some people 
crept in on him while he was asleep at night. Lifting 
up his clothing, they looked and saw that he had the 
organs of both a man and a woman. He was some-
one of “two forms.”

The illustration depicts a man sneaking into the sooth-
sayer’s bedchamber (figure 1). Lifting the soothsayer’s 
gown, the man discovers that the soothsayer has both 
male and female sex organs.

At first glance, the intersex figure, wearing a black 
eboshi 烏帽子 hat and a fully grown beard, appears to 
be depicted as a male figure. Upon closer inspection, 
however, the more feminine characteristics of the per-
son—his red-painted lips and cheeks, as well as the red 
fan hanging on the wall—tell a different story. More-
over, the prayer beads hanging from his neck as well 
as the flute and drum by his pillow all suggest that he 
works as a shaman. The intruder invites another man 
to come closer. Although the second man is clearly 
attempting to escape the scene, with the lower half of 
his body turned away from the room, his face peeping 
from behind the curtains betrays his curiosity. The two 
intruders laugh and sneer as they look upon the sleep-
ing person’s genitalia.

Figure 1.	 “)utanari,”	 a	 section	
of <amai no sōshi.	12th	c.,	Heian	
period.	H	26.2	 cm,	:	47.6	 cm.	
Handscroll,	 ink	 and	 colors	 on	
paper.	&ollection	Kyoto	National	
M u s e u m ,  r e p r o d u c e d  w i t h 
permission.	
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Medical Science and Sutra Teachings 
Regarding Hermaphroditism

According to present-day medical science, “intersex” 
is understood to be a condition in which a deviation 
from the typical development of the sexual organs has 
occurred. There are several causes—for example, vari-
ations in chromosomes and gonads, or a hormonal im-
balance.

A case such as that illustrated in this work of both 
the male and the female external genitalia developing 
into adulthood cannot, however, be verified medically. 
In other words, the illustration does not depict a med-
ical condition that is known to exist naturally. Rather, 
it depicts a fictitious patient associated with the word 
futanari. What are the word’s origins and how was it 
used in the Heian period?

This condition is not identified in the Ishinpō 医心
方 (Formulas From the Heart of Medicine), a medical 
treatise in thirty volumes completed by the mid-Heian-
period physician Tanba no Yasunori 丹波康則 (912–
995), who referenced handwritten Chinese medical 
documents dating to no later than the eighth century. 
On the other hand, the words futanari and the synony-
mous nikon 二根 appear frequently in Buddhist sutras.

Bussetsu daijō zōzō kudokukyō 仏説大乗造像功徳
経 (Sutra of Mahayana Buddhism on the Merit of the 
Construction of the Buddha’s Image), which describes 
the construction of a statue of Śākyamuni (the histori-
cal buddha) by King Udayana, is but one example of the 
word’s frequent appearance in Buddhist texts. The sutra 
opens with the virtuous construction of a Buddhist 
statue and explains that people are always born as men, 
and not as women, eunuchs, hermaphrodites, or others 
of low rank.5 The sutra divides the human race into four 
varieties: men, women, eunuchs, and hermaphrodites, 
and states that not being born a man is a form of karmic 
retribution because, according to Buddhist thought, 
only men have the potential to be a Buddha.

Similar teachings are included in the Shōbō nenjokyō 
正法念処経 (Sutra of Meditation on the True Law), 
which is also one of the sources for Jigoku zōshi 地獄草
紙 (The Scroll of Hell) and Gaki zōshi 餓鬼草紙 (The 
Scroll of Hungry Ghosts).6 Within the “Meditation on 

5	 %usseWsu Gaijō zōzō kuGokukyō,	p.	793c.
6	 7hese	scrolls	are	thought	to	haYe	been	produced	as	a	series	

of rokuGō�e 六道絵 along with 7he ,OOusWraWeG SFroOO oI ,OOnesses.	
See	8eno,	“(makimono	ni	tsuite”;	7anaka,	-igoku zōshi;	

the Body” chapter (Shinnenjobon 身念処品), a passage 
regarding “The Womb-Turning Wind” 転胎蔵風 dic-
tates how the different sexes are divided:

For acts of evil committed in a previous life, one 
who was intended to be a man instead becomes a 
woman. Another becomes a eunuch, while another 
dies in the womb. Given that this is caused by sins, 
those without sin from a previous life do not suffer 
punishment.7

This passage, which uses words such as “a man instead 
becomes a woman,” is reminiscent of the description 
in “Futanari” (“Although his appearance was that of a 
man, he would occasionally dress as a woman”) as well 
as the visual depiction of the person having both male 
and female sex organs.

This sutra also attributes eunuchry to licentious 
acts committed in a previous life. For example, in the 
“Beasts” chapter (Chikushōbon 畜生品),8 those who en-
gage in bestiality or force others to commit crimes first 
descend into hell, then become beasts, and when they 
finally achieve rebirth in the human realm they do so in 
the form of a eunuch.9 

In the “Ten Good or Bad Deeds” chapter (Jūzengōdō-
bon 十善業道品), the word nikon, synonymous with 
the word futanari, appears in a passage that explains, 
“Those who enjoy acts of licentiousness will enter the 
realm of hell, hungry ghosts, or beasts. Even if they are 
reborn as humans, their wives will not be obedient, or 
they will be hermaphrodites scorned by the world.”10

The intersex figure in The Illustrated Scroll of Illnesses 
faces ridicule from society as represented by the two in-
truders in the illustration and the unspecified number 
of people mentioned in the text. This disdain and deri-
sion reflects teachings about karmic retribution found 
in the Buddhist sutras. Since Shōbō nenjokyō is one of 
the sources of the Scroll of Hell and the Scroll of Hungry 
Ghosts, this sutra would have been familiar to the cre-
ators of the picture scrolls in the Heian period. For both 
the creators and readers of this scroll, a hermaphrodite 

Kobayashi,	“HekiMa	emaki	ni	tsuite”	and	“%utsumyō	to	Shamon	
Migoku”;	Shinbo,	“Harake�bon	-igoku	]ōshi	no	gadai	to	shutten”;	
8me]awa,	“Ya	o	hagu	%ishamonten	]ō	to	ŌhekiMa�e’	no	shudai.”

7	 Shōbō nenjokyō, p.	392b.
8	 $lthough	the	chapter	is	called	“%easts,”	it	also	includes	the	realm	

of Ashura 阿修羅.
9	 Shōbō nenjokyō,	p.	104a–b.
10 Ibid.,	p.	3c.	
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would have been recognized as an object of derision 
and an obviously sinful individual. It is at this juncture 
that The Illustrated Scroll of Illnesses and teachings from 
sutras coincide.

However, the depiction in The Illustrated Scroll of 
Illnesses has many issues that cannot be explained by 
Buddhist sutras. The “Futanari” scene also contains 
many items that came from outside the sutras. The text 
describes the figure as a wandering “soothsayer,” and 
even the illustration depicts prayer beads around the 
man’s neck as well as the characteristic possessions of a 
shaman, a flute and drum, strewn on the floor. 

Why are these attributes associated with a futanari? 
The answer can be found only in the contemporaneous 
existence during the Heian period of these androgy-
nous soothsayers—male shamans in women’s clothing. 
The work’s depiction of the futanari thus reflects the 
superimposition of the sutra’s conception of intersex-
uality onto a male shaman.11 In this way, the text and 
image of “Futanari” can be connected to the actual state 
of male shamans in the Heian period.

The Male Shaman in the 0LdĊ NanSaNu�NL

The Heian period saw the existence of male shamans 
in women’s clothing who acted as mediums. As already 
mentioned, Fujiwara no Michinaga’s Midō kanpaku-ki 
contains an account in which a male shaman is sum-
moned on the thirteenth day of the sixth month of 
Chōwa 4 (1015) to treat Emperor Sanjō’s eye disease: 

Thirteenth day of the year of kanoto-u [辛卯, 1015]. 
Lord Sukehira said, “There is someone who claims 
he can cure His Majesty’s eyes. What do you think 
about having him do it?” Then Lord Sukehira 
explained the method of the cure: “We will have the 
person make offerings and perform the ritual near 
Kitano.” I agreed with his suggestion. Soon after, I 
went to the palace to confirm the details of this. It 
was a male shaman, and he was rewarded with a few 
gifts.12

This is a record from the period when various prayers 

11 $be,	“Sei	no	rinkai	o	ikiru”;	$be,	“Sei	no	ekkyō,”	pp.	206–12.
12 Yamanaka, 0iGō kanSaku�ki zenFhūshaku: Chōwa � nen,	pp.	

112–13.	

were offered for Emperor Sanjō, who had been suffer-
ing from an eye disease for some time. News of the male 
shaman coming to cure Emperor Sanjō’s eye disease 
was relayed to Michinaga through Fujiwara no Suke-
hira 藤原資平 (986–1068), who acted as an interme-
diary between Emperor Sanjō and Michinaga during 
their frequent political disagreements. 

Michinaga ordered that rites be performed—rites in 
which someone would “make offerings and perform a 
ritual near Kitano.” Then he went to the palace imme-
diately to confirm the details of the shaman. Finally he 
was informed it was a male shaman.

“Near Kitano” refers to a location in the vicinity of 
Kitano Tenmangū Shrine 北野天満宮. It remains un-
clear whether the male shamans who performed rituals 
at the time did so in women’s clothing. The fact that 
Michinaga uses the term “male shaman,” however, sug-
gests that the word “shaman” was inherently associated 
with women. Multiple studies have found that it was 
largely women who acted as oracles, mediums, and 
soothsayers.13

We can look to Yanagita Kunio’s early work of 1913 
to 1914, “Fujo kō” 巫女考 (On Shrine Maidens), which 
consists of groundbreaking research on the traditions 
of female shamans and soothsayers all around Japan.14 
He would later continue this work in “Tamayorihime 
kō” 玉依姫考 (On Tamayorihime, 1917), in which he 
focused on the role women played with regard to the 
gods of heaven and earth.15 Yanagita developed his ideas 
further in “Tamayorihiko no mondai” 玉依彦の問題 
(The Problem of Tamayorihiko, 1937), which explored 
the tradition of a pair of brother and sister gods (onari-
gami おなり神) in Okinawa.16 A few years later he pub-
lished one of his landmark works, Imo no chikara 妹の
力 (Sisters’ Power, 1940), which examined female sha-
mans from the viewpoint of native Japanese folklore.17 
In this study Yanagita argues that women, who in an-
cient Japan were often the sisters of political statesmen, 
were in charge of religious rituals. He suggests that in 
most cases it was women who, as shamans, were tasked 

13 Nakayama,	Nihon Iujo shi;	Hori,	Nihon no shÃmanizumu;	
Yamakami,	0iko no rekishi� Nihon shūkyō no boWai;	%lacker,	7he 
CaWaOSa %ow� $ SWuGy oI ShamanisWiF 3raFWiFes in -aSan.

14 7he	work	was	seriali]ed	in	twelYe	issues	of	KyōGo kenkyū 郷土研
究	from	0arch	1913	to	)ebruary	1914.

15 Yanagita,	“7amayorihime	kō.”
16 Yanagita,	“7amayorihiko	no	mondai.”
17 Yanagita,	,mo no Fhikara.	
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with divining messages from gods and ancestors. Yan-
agita defines their role as women who provided counsel 
for the government with the impressive term “the sis-
ters’ power.” It was this “sisters’ power” granted only to 
women that male shamans attempted to wield.

As additional evidence to prove that the shaman was 
a women’s role, there is an entry on fugeki 巫覡, or sha-
man, in the Wamyō ruijushō 和名類聚抄, the Japanese 
dictionary of Chinese characters written by Minamoto 
no Shitagō 源順 (911–983) in 934. Taken from the Setsu-
mon kaiji 説文解字 (Ch. Shuowen jiezi) of the Eastern 
Han dynasty (25–220) and the Moji jūryaku文字集略 
(Ch. Wenzi jilüe) of the Liang dynasty (502–587), the 
entry states that, “According to the Setsumon kaiji, the 
fu 巫, also kamunaki, in fugeki refers to female medi-
ums.”18 The Moji jūryaku states that the geki 覡, also 
onokokamunaki, refers to male mediums.19 Focusing 
on the Japanese nomenclature of kamunaki (or miko, 
“medium” or “shrine maiden”) and onokokamunaki (or 
kannagi, “medium” or “diviner”), we can assume that 
most shamans were female “shrine maidens” and that 
“male shamans” existed as a separate category.

Going back to the context of the aforementioned 
Midō kanpaku-ki, could it be possible that Michinaga 
felt a tinge of surprise or alarm knowing that the person 
conducting the rituals was a male shaman? Certainly, 
it is not possible to interpret this as Michinaga’s dis-
criminatory feelings toward male shamans. While they 
did have a role and place different from those of female 
shrine maidens, it can be assumed based on the account 
in Midō kanpaku-ki that at times such rituals were con-
ducted by male shamans.

The Dissimilation of Male Shamans

The views held toward male shamans during the Insei 
period (1086–1156) must be clarified. The Ryōjin hishō, 
compiled by Retired Emperor Goshirakawa, is an in-
structive source for this purpose.20 While many of the 
popular songs, or imayō, were composed by female sha-
mans, a number were composed by male shamans. In 
the best-known song, male shamans are marginalized 
as a strange feature of the culture of the eastern prov-
inces (Tōgoku 東国 or Kantō 関東, terms that include a 

18 0inamoto	no	Shitagō,	:amyō ruijushō,	p.	568.
19 Nakayama,	Nihon Iujo shi,	p.	6.
20 Kim,	Songs Wo 0ake Whe 'usW 'anFe.

nuance of being far from the capital): “In the east, there 
are no women, for the gods possess male shamans.”21

Another song specifically references male shamans: 
“Oh, how I remember the great mansion of fine horses, 
the mansion of warriors. Little apprentices dance on 
the shoulders of magicians, and the diviners were male 
shamans of Hakata.”22 In this song, “male shamans of 
Hakata” could be seen among the gathering of per-
formers at the warriors’ mansion with fine horses. Al-
ready marginal due to hailing from Kyushu, far from 
the capital, these male shamans were doubly margin-
alized within the warrior culture, which itself was mar-
ginal in relation to the court nobles in the capital.

Let us look at another song: “At the gate to Sumi-
yoshi, the dancing shaman is possessed by the gods 
[tsukigami] and wears borrowed kariginu robes ripped 
from behind.”23 Here two words function with double 
meanings: tsukigami, meaning both “possessed by the 
gods” (憑神) and “attached hair” (付髪); and kariginu, 
referring to “hunting robes” (狩衣) worn by men and 
“clothing borrowed” (借衣) from a female shaman. This 
song has various interpretations, but two possible im-
ages within it are pertinent here: that of a low-ranking 
shrine maiden dancing near the gate to Sumiyoshi, and 
that of a dancing male shaman who wears a wig and is 
dressed in the “borrowed clothes” of a woman. Situated 
at the farthest point from the main shrine, the image in 
this song of a shaman who dances at the boundaries of 
the sacred and the profane can surely mean that he or 
she is relegated to the fringes of society.

The appearance of male shamans dressed in wom-
en’s clothing is also described in the Nenchūgyōji emaki 
年中行事絵巻 (The Illustrated Scroll of Annual Events 
and Ceremonies), which was completed during Em-
peror Goshirakawa’s lifetime. The sixteen-scroll Sumi-
yoshi version is considered to be the most faithful copy 
of the twelfth-century original, which was destroyed in 
a fire at the beginning of the Edo period (1615–1868). Its 
third scroll depicts commoners engaging in cockfight-
ing on the grounds of the local shrine. Situated behind 
them is a humble building where a soothsayer, dressed 
in exquisite robes, may be seen performing divinations 
while playing a drum (figure 2). We can assume that 
this is a male shaman from the moustache on the fig-

21 5yōjin hishō,	p.	147	�song	556).
22	 Ibid.,	p.	100	�song	352).
23	 Ibid.,	p.	145	�song	545).
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ure’s face.24

The male shaman depicted in this illustration is 
situated not in the middle of the shrine grounds, but 
rather in the margins away from the main buildings, 
performing rituals. This setting calls to mind the previ-
ous image of the male shaman in the Midō kanpaku-ki, 
who was performing rituals at a place vaguely described 
as “near Kitano.” The scene also resonates with the gen-
der-ambiguous shaman at the gate of Sumiyoshi Shrine 
住吉神社 in the aforementioned imayō. These male 
shamans were not affiliated with a particular shrine like 
priests or shrine maidens, but rather were called “wan-

24 Mitsuhashi, -oshō Wo Nihonjin,	pp.	45–52;	Komatsu,	NenFhūgyōji 
emaki.

dering shamans,” or aruki miko 歩き巫女, low-ranked 
individuals who moved from place to place acting as 
spirit mediums and performing divinations.

Let us return to the Ryōjin hishō songs concerning 
“wandering shamans.” One song goes:

My child is surely no longer a child; they say she 
wanders as a shaman. Surely the fishermen gather 
’round her when she walks along the bay of Tago. 
How they mock her, questioning whether she is 
right or wrong. How painful her life must be!25 

25 5yōjin hishō,	p.	103	�song	364).

Figure 2. NenFhūgyōji emaki, 
Sumiyoshi	 Yersion,	 scroll 	 I I I ,	
section	1.	17th	c.,	(do	period.	
Handscroll,	 ink	 and	 colors	on	
paper.	H	45.3	cm,	:	693.9	cm.	
)rom	 Komatsu,	NenFhūgyōji 
emaki,	p.	16.	3riYate	collection.
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The song describes a roaming shaman who performs 
divinations for fishermen in the hinterlands, who rid-
icule her whether her prophecies are right or wrong.

Returning to the scene in the Nenchūgyōji emaki, at 
the corner of the crowd of people engaged in the cock-
fight, next to a small shrine, sits an old woman with her 
obi laid out under her (figure 3). With a drum used for 
divination placed in front of her, she has the typical 
appearance of a wandering shaman. It is thought that 
these shamans made a living by travelling to popular 
gathering spots and performing divinations, and would 
at times even give forms of public entertainment.

We will now situate the futanari described at the be-
ginning of this essay within the spectrum of the male 
shamans and wandering shamans who both existed 
during the time of the Retired Emperor Goshirakawa. 
We can now connect the marginalization of male sha-
mans or wandering shamans as peripheral figures, as 
seen in the imayō and the Nenchūgyōji emaki, with the 
doubt and suspicion of society incurred by futanari 
whom, as described in the text of the “Futanari” sec-
tion, “people found suspicious.”

These historical and literary contexts unlock a 
greater understanding of the narrative in the “Futanari” 
scene. This is a rich, multifaceted narrative in which the 
concept of hermaphroditism, which was once consid-

ered possible only in Buddhist texts, becomes associ-
ated with in-the-flesh male shamans. The male shaman 
who performed rituals to cure Emperor Sanjō’s eye dis-
ease, the male shaman from the eastern hinterlands, the 
male shaman who danced beneath the gate to Sumiy-
oshi, the male shaman who donned a wig and woman’s 
clothing, the wandering shaman from the bay of Tago, 
and the wandering shaman amid the crowd of people—
all of these figures are situated within text and image 
in a way that blurs the lines between truth and fiction. 

When considered in light of the Buddhist sutra 
teachings on karmic retribution, the “Futanari” scene 
takes on an even greater complexity, revealing the true 
nature of the futanari to be fundamentally liminal. 
Returning to the text and image of the “Futanari” sec-
tion, the text states that the figure whom people found 
suspicious “carried a drum around his neck as a sooth-
sayer” and “had the appearance of a man, but would 
occasionally dress as a woman.” The otherness of her-
maphroditism is hence revealed. Moreover, the intersex 
figure is ridiculed and rejected by society, as indicated 
by the two intruders who laugh and point at him. By 
putting the intersex body of the male shaman on dis-
play and showing the spectator’s reactions, the viewers 
of the scroll are themselves made to grasp the place of 
futanari within the social hierarchy. 

Figure 3. NenFhūgyōji emaki, 
Sumiyoshi	 Yersion,	 scroll 	 I I I ,	
section	1.	17th	c.,	(do	period.	
Handscroll,	 ink	 and	 colors	on	
paper.	H	45.3	cm,	:	693.9	cm.	
)rom	 Komatsu,	NenFhūgyōji 
emaki,	p.	17.	3riYate	collection.
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However, the otherness signified by hermaphrodit-
ism does not merely exclude or marginalize. It also pos-
sesses an appeal that draws out the interest of people. 
While the male shaman who appears in the imayō takes 
on a different appearance, he is still someone who holds 
an unusual sway over those around him, mesmerizing 
them with his incantations and performances. This is 
the unique charm of the male shaman who dressed in 
women’s clothing.

Moreover, we cannot overlook the greater complex-
ity of the physical body of the intersex figure in this 
depiction. Having both male and female sex organs, 
the futanari is ultimately neither a man in women’s 
clothes nor a woman in men’s clothes. The male guise 
(represented by the hunting robe, the black eboshi hat, 
and the moustache) and the female guise (represented 
by the deep red lips, cheeks, and crimson fan) exist si-
multaneously as one body, thereby transcending the 
male-female dichotomy. Realizing this, viewers of the 
scroll discover that the object of ridicule and pointed 
fingers is actually a part of themselves. In viewing the 
“Futanari” scene the viewer’s sexuality itself becomes 
destabilized, prompting the question, “What is a male, 
what is a female, and what are you?”

Conclusion

The tale of an intersex figure transcending gender re-
lates to yet another tale of bodily change that permeates 
the literature and art of the Insei period, namely the 
metamorphosing male, or the tale of the Dragon King’s 
daughter found in the “Devadatta” chapter of the Lotus 
Sutra. According to the text, “The bodies of women 
are defiled and therefore cannot receive the teachings 
of the Buddha. They cannot achieve enlightenment.”26 
Women are thus scorned and cannot achieve buddha-
hood due to the Five Hindrances of their bodies: their 
inability to become the Bonten King, the Taishaku 
King, the Devil King, the Wheel-Turning King, and fi-
nally a buddha. However, Shakara, the daughter of the 
Dragon King (Sk. Sāgara-nāgarāja), hears a recitation 
of the Lotus Sutra at the age of eight and prays with 
earnest conviction that she achieve buddhahood. She 
offers a precious jewel in her possession to the Buddha. 
The Buddha accepts this offering, and in an instant, be-

26 0yōhō rengekyō,	p.	35c. 

fore the whole world, the woman is transformed into a 
man and achieves buddhahood.

The woman with a body tainted by sin became a 
man, then a bodhisattva, and finally a buddha. The tale 
of the Dragon King’s daughter, which vividly depicts 
the metamorphosis of the physical body, mirrors the 
tale of the intersex figure. According to the Buddhist 
teachings, being born anything other than a man is a 
mark of sin from a previous life.27 On the other hand, 
someone can be transformed into a man due to good 
deeds. Both of these conceptualizations transgress the 
boundaries of gender and as such, the assignment of 
binary gender identity. The intersex figure depicted in 
“Futanari” goes back and forth between two genders; it 
both accepts the scorn of the world and transcends it. 
The figure invalidates the question of whether the indi-
vidual depicted is a man or woman and clears the way 
for a new tale to be told.
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