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Appendix  
plots and characters related to Yoshitsune 

 

This appendix gives an overview of early modern canonical plots and characters related to 
Yoshitsune, based on Shimazu Hisamoto’s categorization in Yoshitsune densetsu to bungaku 義経伝説と

文学 (‘Yoshitsune Legends and Literature’, 1935).  
 

Ushiwakamaru Period  Yoshitsune’s youth and adolescence 

Fushimi Tokiwa After Yoshitsune’s father Minamoto Yoshitomo is killed, his mother 
Tokiwa gozen flees with her three sons, including the infant 
Yoshitsune (Ushiwakamaru), but they are captured by the Heike. 
Obsessed by her beauty, the Heike leader Taira no Kiyomori makes 
the capital mistake of keeping the boys alive. 

Kurama Tengu Around age seven, Ushiwakamaru (also called Shanaō) is sent to 
Kurama temple near Kyoto, but upon hearing about his ancestry he 
secretly starts to practice sword-fighting with the mythical tengu in the 
nearby Sōjō valley. 

Kiichi Hōgen 
 

Upon hearing that a certain Kiichi hōgen owns secret scrolls about 
war tactics, the teenage Ushiwakamaru seduces the priest’s daughter 
Maizuru and copies the scrolls. 

Yoshitsune’s Island-
hopping & Visit to Hell 

At a certain point, he also visits several fantastical islands, and Hell. 

Princess Jōruri Ushiwakamaru has a tragic love affair with princess Jōruri while on 
his way to Hiraizumi in the northern province of Ōshū, where he 
hopes to find support from the Fujiwara clan. 

Kumasaka Chōhan  
 
Sekihara Yōichi  
 
Tokiwa in the Mountains 

On his way, Ushiwakamaru furthermore kills the notorious thief 
Kumasaka Chōhan who tries to steal the goods of the gold merchant 
Kichiji (his companion on his way to Hiraizumi). A man by the name 
of Sekihara Yōichi moreover loses his life after his horse kicked mud 
on Ushiwakamaru’s clothes. 
Or Ushiwakamaru kills Yōichi because he murdered Tokiwa gozen in 
the Yoshino Mountains. 

Benkei on the Bridge After his return from Ōshū, Ushiwakamaru beats the warrior monk 
Musashibō Benkei on Gojō bridge in Kyoto. Benkei becomes his most 
loyal retainer. 
 

 Triumphant Period Yoshitsune’s actions as a general 

Hiyodorigoe Yoshitsune becomes a general under orders of his half-brother 
Minamoto Yoritomo, who tries to make an end to the power of the 
Heike clan. During the battle of Ichi-no-tani (1184) Yoshitsune and his 
warriors surprise the Heike by galloping down the steep cliff 
Hiyodorigoe. 

The Dropped Bow 
and hassō-tobi  

During the sea battle of Yashima (1185), Yoshitsune’s small bow falls 
in the water, and he puts his life in danger to retrieve it and avoid 
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shame. He furthermore jumps over eight ships (a feat known as hassō-
tobi), which proves the agility of the small warrior. 

Reverse Oars 
 
The Koshigoe Letter 
 

During the sea Battle of Dan-no-ura (1185), Yoshitsune ridicules the 
general Kajiwara Kagetoki for proposing to use ‘reverse oars’ (sakaro) 
that will make a retreat easier. The Minamoto win, but Yoritomo 
refuses to reward Yoshitsune or even see him, which is purportedly 
caused by Kajiwara’s slander. Yoshitsune sends a letter from Koshigoe 
near Kamakura, in which he tries to convince Yoritomo of his 
innocence, to no avail. 
 

Period of Despair  The fugitive Yoshitsune  

Night Attack on the 
Horikawa Mansion 

Now things go downhill, but Yoshitsune’s most loyal retainers do not 
give up. They suffer a nightly attack by Yoritomo’s crony Tosabō 
while staying at the Horikawa mansion, which they manage to ward 
off. 

Benkei on the Boat While escaping to Shikoku by boat, Yoshitsune and his retainers are 
attacked by the ghosts of the Heike who appear from the bottom of 
the sea during a storm, but Benkei gets rid of them. 

Yoshino Mountains 
 
 

They later hide in the mountains of Yoshino, where the loyal Satō 
Tadanobu impersonates his lord and loses his life fighting the monk 
Yokawa no Kakuhan.  

Tsurugaoka Yoshitsune’s lover Shizuka gozen is left behind in Yoshino, captured, 
and brought to Yoritomo in Kamakura. While forced to perform a 
dance at the Tsurugaoka Hachimangū shrine, she bravely recites a 
poem that speaks of her loyalty to Yoshitsune. 
She bears Yoshitsune’s son, but he is killed.  

Ataka/Kanjinchō Dressed up as mountain ascetics, Yoshitsune and his retainers travel 
north to Hiraizumi and safely pass the barrier at Ataka. Benkei ‘reads’ 
an empty subscription list (kanjinchō) and hits his lord to convince the 
suspecting guard that Yoshitsune is merely their carrier.  

Settai (‘the welcome’) The mother of Yoshitsune’s retainers Satō Tsugunobu and Tadanobu 
pays the fugitives a visit. She brings her fatherless grandson and 
reproaches them. Benkei gives a dramatic account of her sons’ loyalty 
and bravery during the battle of Yashima and in Yoshino. (Generally 
introduced not as flashback but chronologically in kusazōshi.) 
 

Yoshitsune’s End  

Benkei’s tachi-ōjō, 
Yoshitsune’s ritual 
suicide 

Yoshitsune commits suicide in his castle Takadachi in Hiraizumi. 
Benkei keeps the enemy at bay and dies while standing (tachi-ōjō). 

Crossing over to Ezo Or they both fake their death and escape to Ezo, the current Hokkaido, 
where Yoshitsune becomes the king and deity of the native 
inhabitants. In the nineteenth century, this plot was extended with the 
idea that he became Ghenghis Khan.   
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