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Yamamba, Fairies and Witches in Folktales
and Folk Lore

TAKASHIMA Yoko

This paper shows that yamamba (mountain hag), a Japanese folkloric figure, is more similar to
fairies such as Frau Holle and {ées than witches in European folklore. Some critics have pointed out
that yamambe and witches have some similarities: cannibalism, shape-shifting, duality in character,
ete. But in some folktales they are differently treated by the hero/heroine. For example, in some of
the folktales belonging to Type480, the German and French counterparts of vamamba are Frau
Holle angd a fée (or the Virgin Mary), not a witch. Yamamba or her counterpart acts as the goddess-
like donor, who tests and judges the two girls 1o give a reward to the good one and punish the bad.
But even if the witch is kind to the hero/heroine, she is destroyed or revenged as the villain by him/
her. This difference indicates that the role of yamamba or her counterparts is different-from that
of witches in real folk life and beliefs. People worship yvamamba, Frau Holle, and fées as goddesses
as well as regard them as threatening supernatural beings. On the contrary, witches are normal
village women, not supernatural evil spirits, though they sometimes make hostile actions by cursing.
In this respect, yarmamba is much more similar to fairies than witches.

Kegwords: Yamamba, Witch, Fairy, Goddess
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