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The Transformation of the Asura :

From the Seas near Mt. Sumeru to the Japanese Noh Stage

Karen BRAZELL*

In early Indian mythology hosts of demon-like beings calied asura
constantly emerge from the depths of the sea to do battle with the
god-like deva residing on the slopes of Mt. Sumeru. On the medieval
Japanese noh stage the lonely ghost of a young, noble warrior dances out
the landscape of the asura realm. These two images are radically differ-
ent not only in their form, but in terms of the underlying concepts they
represent. This talk describes some of the characteristics of the asura as
the concept developed in both the Vedic-Hindu and the Buddhist tradi-
tions and then suggests ways in which these ideas and images where
adapted into Japanese culture.

The asura, who may have originally been the human opponents of the
Aryan race as they crossed over the Indian subcontient, were transformed
in Vedic times into cosmic beings whose role was to oppose the deva.
These two classes of beings constantly battled, and in later Hindu and

Buddhist texts the battles came to represent the theory of kaplic cycles-
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the asura become ascendent as the destruction of the world intensifies.
Particular battles between asura and deva continued to be described in
early Buddhist texts, where they were used as parables to explain aspects
of Buddhist doctrine or practice. However, the major function of the
asura was opposition to the Hindu deities, and in Buddhism that function
was fulfilled by Mara. Consequently Buddhism finds a new function for
the asura : it converts them and makes them into protectors of the faith.
In Buddhism the asura homelands were also tranaformed from beautiful
citadels under the sea into one of the realms to which reborn human
spirits transmigrate. )

The asura eventually found a home in Japanese culture. Sculptures
depicted asura as the protectors of Buddhism : setsuwa described them as
figures of opposition : painting, etoki, and pure land Buddhist tracts
developed the idea of the shura realm of transmigration. And gradually
the asura took on more Japanese identities. They joined the ranks of
tengu and other oni to interfere in the course of Japanese history, and they
became identified with angry spirits who needed to be pacified. The asura
realm became a specialized place for the spirits of dead warriors to suffer
in battle until they finally achieved enlightenment. Hence, the image of
the cosmic asura was transformed into the figure of the medieval warrior,
and the asura battles, which originally functioned as a symbol of opposi-
tion, were metamorphosed into a symbol of the warrior’s world of samsar-
a. External, impersonal battles between two classes of cosmic beings
became the very personal, internal struggles of an individual attempting

to realize enlightenment.
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Notes

1. Most often “asura” is said to derive from the root “as” meaning “to
be” : although “asu”, “breath” is also sometimes considered its source.
See Alain Daniélou, Hindu Polytheism, Bollingen Series LXXIII. New
York : Pantheon Books, 1964, p.142. For other theories see Wash
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Edward Hale, Asura in Early Vedic Religion. Delhi . Motilal Banar-
sidass, 1986, p. 36.

2.  The change appears to be complete by the time of the Brahmanas
(between 800 and 600 b. c. ) where the word appears almost exclusively

with its antigod meaning, Hale, 1986 : 170.

3. This semantic transformation was then explained by a false
etymology . the “a” was taken as a privative (negative), and a new
word “sura”meaning “good or deva (ten) "was coined, hence a-sura could
mean “not god (hiten] ” or antigod. See Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, The
Origins of Evil in Hindu Mythology .Berkeley & Los Angeles I Univer-

sity of California Press, 1976, p. 28.

4.  The origin of this enmity is described in the famous churning of the
ocean myth. See Wendy Doniger O'Flatherty, Hindu Myths © A Sour-
cebook, Translated from the Sanskrit. Harmondsworth, England, 1975, p.
278.

5. R. F. Gombrich, “Ancient Indian Cosmology” in Ancient Cos-
mologies, ed, by Carmen Blacker and Michael Loewe. London : George

Allen & Unwin, 1975, p. 121-23.
6. T.O. Ling, Buddhism and the Mythology of Evil . A Study in

Theravada Buddhism. London : George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1962, pp. 21
-26.
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7. The conversion is described in the Mahavastu, 11, tr. J. J. Jones,
Sacred Books of the Buddhists, London, 1956, pp. 133-136. There is no

Chinese translation of this work.

8. M. M. ]J. Marasinghe, Gods in Early Buddhism . A Study in their
social and wmythological milieu as depicted in the Nikayas of the Pali
Canon. Sri Lanka . University of Sri Lanka, Vidyalankara Campus,

1974, p. 43.

9. Gananath Obeyesekere, “The Rebirth Eschatology and Its
Transformations : A Contribution to the Sociology of Early Buddhism”
in Karma and Rebirth and Classical Indian Tradition, ed. by Wendy
Doniger O’'Flaherty. Berkeley & Los Angeles : University of California
Press, 1980. p. 149.

10. The Mahavastu, 1 tr. by J. J. Jones Sacred Books of the
Buddhists 16, London : Luzac & Company, 1949, p. 24-25.

11. [FEfnbesd) [NEdRE%E]  See Paul Mus, La Lumiere sur les
Six Voies : Tableau ¢ la transmigration Bouddhique. Paris . Institut d’

ethnologie, 1939.

12. A brief text called Gohdshabetsukvo CESRZERER) (Taisho no. 80)
Datzokyo vol. 1, pp. 893.

13, HAZARY TAmdim s s (HARDEM185) 2 30a 1981



14,  &HEX TREDOMRFE]  BEA444E  BARM pp. 94—122 (BEEREL S
BRI~

15, HHEER [EEEL] OFRSFEEOEHT | FUE 1963, p.
96.

16,  There is no evidence connecting Hikoshichi with Kusunoki’s suicide.
He does not even appear at Oigawa in the Tuaihetki version of the

episode.

17.  \BIER MEFTROGE & 5% ] BEF160 =FRHZEIE pp. 247—65 it
P58 1 2B D REE, Yashima may be a Zeami play. Yashima

Masaharu suggests that Zeami revised it.
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