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of which Kusatsu Onsen in Gunma Prefecture is one of the most famous.  

Gunma Prefecture is in the northern part of the Kanto Region, and 

Kusatsu-machi in Agatsuma-gun, where Kusatsu Onsen is located, is in the 

northwest part of the prefecture. Incidentally, there is actually a town in 

Shiga Prefecture in the Kinki Region called Kusatsu-shi, and many people 

who have not been there, hearing “Kusatsu” in the name, associate this 

town with Kusatsu Onsen. Some people even think that Kusatsu Onsen is 

in Kusatsu-shi, but this is incorrect.  

Kusatsu Onsen has a long history. So long, in fact, that there is a legend 

that the onsen was created by Yamato Takeru no Mikoto, a hero of Japanese 

mythology. In the annals of written history, Kusatsu Onsen is already 

known as an area of therapeutic hot springs in the Sengoku Jidai (around 

1500). About 100 years ago, during the Meiji Era, Kusatsu Onsen was 

visited many times by Dr. Erwin von Baelz, who had been invited to Japan 

from Germany by the government in order to teach medicine. Baelz 

introduced Kusatsu Onsen to the world, praising the area’s mountains and 

air by proclaiming it an ideal spa and health resort.  

The waters of Kusatsu Onsen are said to be effective in treating almost all 

ailments, and there is a great deal of water in Kusatsu. Springs come out of 

the ground at more than 100 separate places in the area. Traditional sights 

that can be enjoyed at Kusatsu include the yubatake, where the yu no hana 

(the sediments in the onsen water) collect, and the yumomi, an event in 

which people stir the water to cool it while singing the song Kusatsu Bushi, 
which is well known for the line “Kusatsu yoi toko, ichido wa oide” 

(“Kusatsu is great, you should visit at least once”). These traditional sights 

are also part of what makes Kusatsu Onsen so appealing.  

  

 

 

 

<Japanese Proverbs> Rainen no koto wo iu to oni ga warau (“Oni laugh 

when you speak of next year”)  

This proverb means that when you don’t even know what will happen 

tomorrow, how foolish it is to talk about next year, which is even further 

away. It is so foolish that even oni, which normally wear fearsome 

expressions, burst out laughing at the thought.  

Oni are imaginary monsters in Japanese mythology. They are shaped like 

humans, but generally have bright red or bright blue skin and horns 

sprouting from their heads, and they wear pants made of tiger skin. Oni are 

violent and cruel, and carry metal staffs (kanabou) in their hands. There is 

another oni-related proverb that describes invincibility, “Oni ni kanabou,” 

whereby giving a weapon to an already strong oni empowers it even further, 
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adding to its invincibility. Oni are so strong that no one is a match for them.  

The word oni is also often used to describe a person who is so focused on one 

thing to the point that they are a little scary, in phrases like “shigoto no oni” 
and “ringu no oni.”  

Many years ago, perhaps because the span of human life was shorter than 

it is today, or because time seemed to move at a more relaxed pace than it 

does today, speaking about the coming year before it had arrived was 

probably like telling a preposterous story, so preposterous that it would 

make oni laugh. People living today, however, often make plans for the 

coming year, or for three or even five years ahead. In our private lives (when 

going on trips, etc.) and at work also, we have to make plans and start 

preparing months in advance. Even today, though, there are many people 

who will begin a discussion of the coming year by saying “Rainen no koto wo 
iu to oni ga warau but...” This proverb probably helps people feel less 

“hemmed in” when everything is organized so far in advance.  

Well, it’s already December, and next year is almost here. Before you get too 

busy, it’s probably a good idea to look back over the past year and make 

plans for the coming year. The present year is already well advanced, so 

probably in this case the oni won’t laugh. 
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