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“You were probably tricked by a fox,” said Hikoroku. “A deceiving
spirit will possess you when you feel low. A grief-stricken weakling
like you needs to pray to the gods and buddhas and calm your heart.”1

Kitsune/Kumiho

A previously unknown medieval manuscript was recently discovered during an
inventory of the archives of a Buddhist monastery in Nagoya, Japan. How this
manuscript found its way to Nagoya is unknown, but its origins appear to be from
Inner Asia. It was written in Chagatai, the classical Turkish of Central Asia, al-
though internal clues, such as particular Buddhist invocations and geographic ref-
erences, suggest a strong Mongol element. While there are no precise clues, this
manuscript appears to date from the 1500s, and it is the earliest known reference
to the legend of the fox spirit among Inner Asian nomads.

In China, Japan, and Korea, legends about foxes are common. The Japanese
kitsune take many forms, and can be benevolent or malevolent. In Chinese tra-
dition, the huli jing often take female form and seek revenge on men for various
misdeeds. The Korean kumiho has historically been depicted as hungry for human
flesh, with a particular taste for the liver. These legends continue to be popular,
and the image of the nine-tailed fox transformed into a beautiful human female
has become common in Asian pop culture. In this context, the newly discovered
Inner Asian manuscript demonstrates that the fox legends penetrated into other
neighboring civilizations earlier than was previously thought. The Inner Asian
version also introduces its own variations on the legends. That is not surprising,
given that the fox legends exhibit hundreds of differing elements within China,
Japan, and Korea.

This manuscript uses an archaic grammatical structure and style, and it is lit-
tered with references that only someone with a knowledge of monastic Buddhism

1Ueda Akinari, “The Kibitsu Cauldron”, in Tales of Moonlight and Rain, translated by Anthony
H. Chambers (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), p. 150.
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andmedieval Central Asian history would appreciate. The complete version is per-
haps best left to the specialists. But the story itself is a notable variant on the fox
spirit legend, and so it is worthwhile to provide a brief modern paraphrase here.

In the manuscript, an unnamed Buddhist monk claims to be recording the ex-
perience of a man who had encountered a fox spirit and barely escaped with his
life, although such claims have always been a common method to legitimize the
author’s own inventions.

The man was an ordinary nomad who had managed a small herd of sheep,
goats, and camels together with his wife, until she died suddenly in childbirth.
The newborn did not survive either, and the man was left distraught. He tried to
survive on his own, but was encountering increasing difficulty in managing his
herd alone. As a widower without much wealth, he would have been thought to
bring bad luck to any family, and so had little hope of remarrying. His equally
poor relations were not close to him, and could be of little assistance.

One hot day in the steppe, he saw a small orangey blob on the horizon, which
he thought at first was a fox scurrying towards him in the distance. But as he
came closer, he realized that he was looking at a lone woman walking the deso-
late landscape in a brightly dyed, tangerine-colored robe (here the author uses the
Mongolian word deel [дээл] to describe her clothing). The fox effect must have
been a mirage. She was a great beauty, with long flowing hair, black with a tinge
of auburn. Her face was oval and elegant, but there was a sharp glint in her eyes,
and a hint of wildness in her half-smile as she acknowledged him. They greeted
each other and began to talk, walking together across the steppe. She had her own
tale of woe, having recently lost her husband. She had no clan relations to fall back
upon, and so had become a wanderer.

As they shared their stories of loss, they both realized that it would solve their
problems if they were to come together.

The woman said,
“Until now, I have belonged to one male, who I thought was my one true hus-

band. Since he is gone, I can become yours. But you must never betray me. If you
stay faithful to me for twelve years, I will become yours forever. But if you betray
me before that time, you will lose me and suffer a terrible penalty.”

“I have already lost everything, so a new life would be an unimaginable gift. I
have no intention of betraying you, so what can I fear?” he said.

“You must never betray me, and you must keep the secret of my past and my
prophecy. It is a very serious promise to enter into. You must understand that you
will be tested,” she said.

The man was surprised and puzzled by the determined look in her eye and her
insistence, but he promised her what she wanted all the same.

He brought her back to his relations and introduced her as his newly met wife.
In time, she was accepted by the relations, and the man began to relax his guard
and enjoy his new life, counting himself lucky to have started again after his first
loss.

He stayedwith her for years, and they also had three childrenwho grew rapidly
into independent and spirited creatures that the man took pride in. Then, in the
eleventh year of their marriage, the man was tempted.
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While he was away from his wife and children on a long journey with his herds
to find new pasture and a promising site to relocate their ger—here thewriter of the
tale uses the Mongolian word [гэр] for the traditional round tent-like dwelling—he
encountered a lone woman sitting by a fire. She appeared to be living in a very
small, ragged tent with few possessions. Shewas sittingwith her back towards him
as he approached her, and for a moment she appeared to have a pair of pointed
ears rising from her head. She turned to him, hearing the noise of his feet shuf-
fling in the sandy soil. He realized that the “ears” were formed by the folds of
the cloak she had raised over her head to ward off the dusty wind. Her face was
strikingly beautiful, less lively and vivacious than his wife’s in many ways, but
perfectly symmetric. Her eyes remained riveted to his, and her gaze was focused
and concentrated, as if she wanted to burrow into his soul to discover what lay
there. The man was startled and fascinated, and agreed to her offer to sit by the
fire and share her meal.

Whether hewas exhausted by his journeys, or intoxicated by the strange inten-
sity of this woman, the man began to feel light-headed and uninhibited in a way he
had not felt in years, if ever. The woman by the fire kept turning the conversation
back to his wife. If he praised his wife, the woman responded by praising him as
a dutiful husband, but she always kept gently probing for additional information
about her. If he loved his wife so much, how did they meet? The woman moved
closer to him, and he felt an animal urge towards her, one that he had not felt in
years towards any woman but his wife. Her body radiated powerful energy and
heat towards him. His head was spinning as he found himself telling the woman
by the fire the secret of his initial meeting with his wife, and how the wife had
threatened a terrible punishment if he betrayed her.

“But she is not here to punish you now,” the woman by the fire said, and drew
closer to him, continuing to peer steadily into his eyes. The man did not move
away. He accepted her embrace, and her invitation into the small tent. As dawn
broke the next morning, he awoke with remorse, determined to hurry home to
reunite with his wife and renew his passion for her.

As he approached the ger that was his home, it seemed to flicker oddly in
the early light. Thinking it was the effect of his fatigue, he rubbed his eyes and
moved forward. His wife opened the door to greet him. Her face was a mask of
pain, and the man understood that she must have felt something about what had
happened. She turned to enter the ger, and he followed inside, seeing his three
children sleeping under their blankets on the floor.

“You did not keep your promise,” was all that she said, before burying her face
in her hands and sobbing bitter tears. The man approached to comfort her, but
noticed that her body had also begun to flicker like the ger had. Its form began to
change. The woman looked up from her sobs, which had become piteous yelps.
Her face, which had always had hints of fox-ness that he had sometimes teased
her about, now appeared more fox-like than ever. The eyes had become sad pools
of intense orange, her nose seemed elongated, and her mouth had widened into a
frantic smile with long rows of pointed teeth. The children had now awoken, and
he heard their sobbing and howling too.

“Death is the punishment for such betrayal!” The man heard this voice loud
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and clear in his head, but could not be sure that his wife had spoken these words. In
front of him was a snarling fox. He looked around. The ger was gone, and he was
partially underground, struggling to pull himself towards the light at the entrance
of a burrow. Three baby fox pups were yelping in the corner of the underground
chamber, and a grown fox with a magnificently thick orange coat was beginning to
viciously bite his legs. Terror seized him. Knowing that he would die if he did not
run, he somehow gathered all of his force and broke free from the underground
and ran at top speed away from the fox chasing him. Hours seemed to pass, and
he was still running through strong sunlight when he saw the ger of one of his
relations. He burst through the door like a wild man.

The men and women inside stared in astonishment at his filthy face and cloth-
ing, covered in dirt and foul-smelling. They told him they had been looking for
him for eleven days.


