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Carp in Japanese Culture

Caroline BORRE

In Japan carp can be seen in many places, one of them being the ponds in sa-
cred places like temples and shrines. This already suggests the special meaning
of carp in Japanese culture. Carp seem to appear in very different aspects of Jap-
anese culture. Not only are there nishikigoi, but there are also the koinobori or
carp streamers. There also exist houchou-shiki ceremonies, during which a pro-
fessional cook slices up a carp in front of a big crowd. There are a lot of other dif-
ferent traditions involving carp in Japan, but if we look at them together, we can
distinguish three different types: the tradition of “eating carp”, the tradition of
“looking at carp” and the tradition of “believing in carp”. After some general
things about carp as a fish, these three traditions are explained in Chapters 2, 3
and 4.

It has been proven that carp were eaten even during the earliest Japanese civili-
zations. Moreover, when we look at written sources, it becomes clear that carp
were considered to have some kind of magical powers and for that it was either
forbidden to eat them, or they were eaten as medicine to obtain those powers. It
can also be seen that when carp were being prepared, the preparation was often
accompanied by pompous behavior, which also shows the specialty of carp as
food. In any case, it is clear that carp weren’t seen as common fish, but as special
fish that could only be eaten on special occasions, or by special people (like the
Emperor).

In Chapter 3, the tradition of “looking at carp” or carp as a decorative fish is
discussed. In Japan, this custom is thought to be very old, the oldest written
record being found in Nikonshoki (720AD). There it is written that emperor Kei-
ko released some carp in a pond and enjoyed watching them in the early evening.
Even though this is considered to be the earliest record of this custom, we don’t
find much about it after that. The famous nishikigoi didn’t make an appearance
until the beginning of the 19® century. Also, from this tradition it is clear that
carp weren’t seen as common fish, but were thought to be special, at least special
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enough to keep in a pond and enjoy looking at.

The tradition of “believing in carp” can be found in old stories and legends,
where carp play the role of some god-like fish with special powers. The most
known story is the Chinese “koi no takinobori”, in which is described how, from
all other river fish, the carp is the only one that can swim up a waterfall, go under
the dragon gate and transform into a dragon. Other stories talk about how a carp
transforms into a woman or a monk. According to other stories, carp can also be
reincarnations of people. Carp are often pictured together with kami and other su-
pernatural beings. We can also see legends that talk of carp being messengers
from the gods, and of shrines dedicated to these messengers. Sometimes they are
some kind of gods themselves that can kill people. There are also some records of
people killing carp like that and burying them on the temple grounds so it’s spirit
wouldn’t try to take revenge. These carp graves can still be found in some shrines
and temples all over Japan. Also from this third tradition and probably the most
from this tradition, it becomes apparent that there used to be a belief in Japan that
carp were some kind of supernatural beings with special powers.

Today carp aren’t seen as special fish with special powers anymore. Some-
where on the way, this belief disappeared, but parts of it survived. Even nowa-
days there are people that still eat carp to cure certain diseases, the carp graves
continue to exist and everybody knows the carp streamers on Children’s Day.
When we look at all of these remains, together with all the written sources, we
can clearly see that the carp was not a common fish for the Japanese and most
probably was considered to be some kind of god.






