
The Myth of the Marimo 

A long time ago near the Japanese Island of Hokkaido, there was an indigenous group 
known as the Ainu people. They were a large tribe that practiced intricate woodwork, 
ceremonial tattoos, and storytelling as well as hunting and gathering.  

Currently, it is estimated that there are 20,000 to 200,000 Ainu people living in Japan. 
Throughout all of these years, people have been able to keep the romantic (and tragic!) 
myth of the marimo alive by retelling this story as often as possible. 

Hundreds or thousands of years ago, some of the Ainu chose to live near Lake Akan 
where they could be watched over by the caring fire god, Fuchi. They felt most 
comfortable circled by the volcanic mountains near the lake.  

However, all of the Ainu were not comfortable and happy. The chief’s daughter, Senato, 
was miserable sitting around learning skills she felt were entirely useless. Although she 
was young and beautiful, she wanted to spend her days out in the woods foraging and 
talking with the other women.  

One sunny day, she decided to sneak out and go fishing for salmon with small group of 
friends. They had just began to lower their hooks into the water, when a herd of 
galloping deer crashed into the river where they were fishing!  Of course, this terrified 
the fish and angered the women who were now soaking wet from all of the splashing 
water. 

The deer were extremely surprised to see humans in front of them!  They had just 
begun to stumble about and turn around when men on horses galloped up and 
surrounded them. Quickly the men aimed their bows and shot the deer.  

Thump thump thump thump the deer fell to the ground and the men dismounted their 
horses to survey their kill. Senato could not help but notice that almost all of the hunters 
had dark shoulder length hair, thick grizzly beards, and clothes of elk skin.  

As she looked up from her empty fish basket, and prepared to chide the gloating men, 
her eyes met the soft somber eyes of, Manibe, the only man without glee on his face. A 
young hunter who also lacked the signature beard that his friends proudly wore. As he 



stared at her, Senato could feel her face flush and she noticed his eyes beginning to 
sparkle before he swiftly looked away. 

The other women had started gathering their baskets, nets, and hooks so of course 
Senato began to help her friends. She reached over to pick up a basket that was 
floating close to her when she felt a tap on her shoulder. Manibe was standing behind 
her with a salmon in his outstretched hands and a coyish smile on his face.  

Right as she took the fish from him and returned his smile, a sharp whistle ripped 
through the air and Manibe was back on his horse ready to head back to the village with 
the slain deer and his fellow hunters. 

Senato glanced over her shoulder just as Manibe turned around to take another 
lingering look at her. Their eyes met one last time and neither could deny the 
emotions they felt and they knew that it would not truly be the last time they were 
together. 

The seasons came and went while the love between Senato and Manibe grew stronger. 
There were more small gift exchanges. Senato gave him a beautiful braided bracelet, a 
letter professing her love, and a lock of her hair. Manibe gave Senato a small bone 
dagger, many elaborate flower arrangements, and a beautiful necklace with a smooth 
stone pendant.  

The gifts were given and cherished in secret. The two enamored souls kept their 
romance hidden because Manibe was but a simple commoner. With great secrecy 
came great grief. The lying and sneakiness slowly took a toll on Senato. It became so 
unbearable that she asked Manibe to come with her as she told her father the truth. 

Once they were before the chief, Senato could not stop herself from gushing about her 
love for Manibe and all of the wonderful gifts he had given her to show his love. In 
return, Manibe reached out to grab her hand but the chief’s stern looked stopped him 
from going any further.  



Senato’s father told them that while he was happy they found love, the couple could 
never be together because Senato was a princess and Manibe was a commoner.  

The chief had Senato escorted to her room as her tall, slender frame crumpled, and she 
began to sob while she tore at her long, dark, wavy hair in utter despair. The chief’s 
advisors came in to talk to Manibe shortly afterwards and expressly forbid him from 
continuing the relationship with Senato. 

Two days later, the starcrossed lovers met at their secret spot and decided that if the 
tribe would not let them be together they would just leave. They ran off to the desolate 
woods along the lake near Mount Meakan where they happily lived out their lives.  

Our story does not end here though because the Ainu  are animist. Animist believe 
everything in nature holds a kamuy, a spirit or god, on the inside. Decades after the 
young lovers ran off into the mystical dark woods, the mysterious moss balls appeared 
in the lake.  

Rumors began to spread that Senato’s and Manibe’s spirits transformed into the 
marimo in Lake Akan and the rest of the region. 

Some believe it had to something to do with the mythical beings that the lovers lived 
with  as they spent their lives in the dark misunderstood woods. Nevertheless, the green 
balls flourished and ever since then, marimo have been given as symbolic gifts to 
partners who wish to spend the rest of their days together.  

The saddening love story of Minabe and Senato has come to symbolize marimo in 
Japan. The endurance of the moss balls, which can live for hundreds of years, is a 
poetic representation of two souls whose love went on to endure numerous trials and 
tribulations and survive the test of time. 


