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Tsugaru’s original perspective

— The Itako and Osamu Dazai —

Tokijiro Sato*

*Hirosaki Aiseikai Hospital-Hirosaki Research Institute for Neurosciences

In what was then called Tsukaru, written with
the characters meaning ‘east’, ‘Sun’, and ‘flow’,
now called the Tsugaru Plain, there is a lone peak
called Mount Iwaki. This mountain is the object of
powerful belief for the common people. On the
mountain side, there is a place called Akakura
where the so-called kamisama, those with spirit
ability, live. People from outside Aomori Prefecture
are most likely familiar with the word itako, howev-
er, few would know of the word gomiso for the
kamisama by the people of the Tsugaru district. I
was one of those people when I first came to Hi-
rosaki from Sendai 30 years ago. Through the psy-
chiatric outpatients I treated, I learned that it was
common for patients and families to visit a
kamisama for treatment before coming to a hospi-
tal. I learned the through training, the blind female
itako learned a manner of ‘speaking’ , through
which they would call back deceased souls. This

differs from the gomiso, who by virtue of their own A

possession, would call the gods down to this world,
and through this energy of possession, would un-

dertake the medical treatment of patients by ex-
pelling the possessing spirit. Such a difference ex-
isted long ago, and now, as the itako themselves
have been getting older, so have their numbers
dwindled. On the other hand, the practice of the
gomiso continues on even today. So it is that de-
spite vague differences which exist between the
itako and gomiso, and while in some places the
name gomiso lives on, it has become custom for or-
dinary people to refer to these healers as
kamisama. With the bearers of these common be-
liefs the colorful and unique Tsugaru Perspective
lives on, and in that, as in the commonalities of the
function belief between Tsugaru and the yuta and
kankakaria of faraway Okinawa, point toward the
dark nature of Tsugaru culture and lifestyle.

This year is the fiftieth anniversary of the
death of Tsugaru’s representative author, Dazai
Osamu. Tsugaru has been home to many writers,
Kasai Zenzo, Ishizaka Yojiro, Kon Toko and his
brother Hidemi, Sato Koroku, and his son Hachiro
and daughter Aiko, Kon Kanichi, Osabe Hideo just
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to name a few of the many. However, it was Dazai
who took the most influence from the itako. Dazai’s
uniquely intimate writing style and his success in
using the itako speaking style was noted by Osabe.
The point of departure for Dazai’s literature was
“remembering” , after which his works read with a
consistency like the low sound of music, a consis-
tency similar to the deceiving manner of the itako’s

MREOHE EISEBELE

rhythmical speaking.

If the subjects of Neuropsychology research is
to analyze subjects who have experienced organic
loss (of brain function) , the mysterious attraction
of Dazali is that it was written by one who feels an
eternal suffering, and in that sense, as a literature
which analyzes the heart, it can for a time, heal
those with psychological loss.

(Japanese Journal of Neuropsychology 15 ; 20-26, 1999)



