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Abstract. The relationship between a mask and the mask-owner/wearer is the main theme explored

in this article. Three masked rituals of different contexts are compared, and the question of godly

inhabitance, intent and manipulation are reflected on in light of these cases. There is general reflection

on the power dynamic between “Majora’s mask” and “Skull Kid” from the video game “The Legend

of Zelda; Majora’s Mask” as well.

Introduction

Nintendo’s “The Legend of Zelda; Majora’s Mask” is a particularly unique game in the Zelda franchise

and is established as the direct sequel to “The Legend of Zelda; Ocarina of Time” (Richardson, 2013,

p. 69). The story follows Link on his mission to stop the moon’s collision course with the land of

Termina. This eventual tragedy was set in motion by Majora’s mask and its wearer, Skull Kid, with

emphasis on the mask itself as the main antagonist (Richardson, 2013, p. 111).

The duality of intent and manipulation between these antagonists is a debated topic. During a

recent re-visit of the game, I found myself reflecting on this subject and gained a general curiosity for

transformative rituals through the use of masks. Conviction presumably plays a great part of both the

wearer and the witnesses in these rituals, which begs the question: what power does the mask hold

over its wearer?

This article will explore the concept of godly inhabitance through the use of masks, reflecting on

the game’s antagonist as well as the belief in a mask’s/headdress’ power in Noh theater, Theyyam

performances and Aztec warrior culture. It is an obvious impossibility to know (for certain) a mask’s

innate power to manipulate its wearer, as shown in the game, and this article will as such review and

compare these transformative mask rituals by their general key aspects. Reflection on the relationship

between Skull Kid and Majora’s mask will be discussed in light of these aspects and the question stated

previously, and there will as such be spoilers for the game.
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Plot Summary & Reflection on Majora

The Zelda fandom’s extensive “wiki page” will be used for the following summary of the game’s plot,

seeing as it is the most publicly accessible source material. As a player of the game myself, I can

confirm that the information given is accurate.

Long before the events of the game, Majora’s mask is said to have belonged to an ancient tribe with

great power. The mask was used in transformative rituals, but due to its great power it was hidden to

prevent catastrophe. The tribe eventually disappeared, and as such, no one in the present world knew

the mask’s true power. This is explained to Link by the Happy Mask Salesman, another important

character (Zelda Wiki, n.d.).

Sometime before the game begins, Skull Kid, the character who is later in possession of Majora’s

mask, is abandoned by his friends, the four Giants of Termina. The abandonment inflicts Skull Kid

with great trauma. It is after this that Skull Kid somehow comes across the mask. Through its powers,

the Giants are imprisoned, and the moon is sent on a collision course with the town center. It is here

that the game starts. The player’s mission is to rescue the four Giants within the course of three days,

through the use of various masks. The three days are repeated at different locations by playing the

song of Time with Link’s ocarina (Zelda Wiki, n.d.).

After the player has freed the four Giants, they temporarily prevent the moon from coming down by

creating a barrier. Majora’s mask leaves Skull Kid and enters the moon through its mouth. Link enters

through the mouth as well, and fights the entity in its three appearances, with the final appearance

being “Majora”. After the fight is won, Majora’s evil ceases to exist, and although Majora’s mask is

still intact, it has no functionality or powers (Zelda Wiki, n.d.).

It is clear that the mask’s powers are responsible for the downfall of Termina. The question of

its intent, however, is less clear. On the one hand, the imprisonment of the Giants could be due to

Skull Kid’s desire for revenge, or on the other hand, Majora’s desire for the town to be unprotected,

to ensure the moon’s destruction of the town. The same goes for the moon’s eventual collision, which

could derive from Skull Kid’s despair or Majora’s intent to destroy for the sake of evil.

It could be argued that these events are caused by a combination of Skull Kid’s and Majora’s desire.

The fandom wiki, curated by fans of the franchise, supports this view: “When the Skull Kid donned

the Majora’s mask, it transformed a world into the land of Termina, out of a combination of the evil

within the mask and the Skull Kid’s memories and delusions” (Zelda Wiki, n.d.). The wiki further

states: “Although the Skull Kid is unaware, Majora’s mask is gradually beginning to take complete

control of his mind the moment he first wore it, with his once harmless pranks becoming malicious

pranks of pure evil, therefore using him as a puppet” (Zelda Wiki, n.d.). The latter interpretation

suggests that Skull Kid’s real intent does not coincide with his intent shown later in the game.

Godly Inhabitance Through Masks and Headdresses

In his article concerning the likeness of “The Legend of Zelda; Majora’s Mask” with the Japanese “Noh

theater”, Osborne describes the aesthetic and transformative aspect of both parties. Noh theater has

roots in Shinto; an indigenous religion in Japan with great significance in its culture and has inspired

the masks we see in the game (Osborne, 2014, p. 10).

In Noh performances, the actors take part of rituals on stage and are believed to transform into

the God of the mask they are wearing. As gods, they speak of their own tales to the audience. The

exact moment of transformation is slightly unclear. Osborne argues that the actors experience this

when looking at “themselves” in the mirror, prior to the performance (Osborne, 2014, p. 15). In other

words, witnessing themselves with the masks connects them to the deity within the mask. Osborne

also goes on to use this mirror metaphor when describing the player’s relationship to Link in the game;

“It is because of its roots in Noh theater that Majora’s Mask readily addresses and emphasizes the
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player-avatar relationship in unique ways. It accomplishes this in its cinematic elements, gameplay

elements, and narrative elements” (Osborne, 2014, p. 19). The idea of a player’s own transformative

experience through the character in the game they are playing will not be discussed further here, but

it is definitely a fascinating topic of the modern age.

Nevertheless, Osborne acknowledges that the main purpose of Noh theater is cultural entertainment

(Osborne, 2014, p. 16). Naturally, transformative rituals in performance contexts are not exclusive to

Shinto. The Theyyam performances, stemming from Indias Vedic tradition, may be of particular

interest when compared to Noh theater. British historian William Dalrymple has written several

books based on his experiences while traveling, one of them being Nine Lives; In search of the sacred

in modern India (2016), in which Theyyam dancer Hari Das is interviewed. Hari is a prison ward

and construction worker. When it is the season for Theyyam performances, December to February, he

works as a performer as well. Hari describes the dance performance as transformative, in which the god

who is called upon takes over the dancer and makes them unrecognizable from themselves (Dalrymple,

2016, p. 29).

And so, like the Noh performances, Theyyam performances have actors transforming to gods on

stage, who then communicate with the audience. Unlike Noh performances, the belief in the gods’

presence is of highest importance, seeing as they are even believed to have the ability to heal illness

(Dalrymple, 2016, p. 54). The dance and the use of fire are of particular importance in these rituals.

There are also no masks involved, but rather a complex headdress, clothing and body paint. The

tradition is mainly based on the “Pottan Theyyam” story, which encourages higher casts to respect

lower casts. In it, the god Shiva and his family disguise themselves as a filthy, struggling family who

“wrongfully” cross into a sacred ground in order to aggravate the brahmin Adi Shankacharya. Adi

lashes out, only to become speechless when Shiva pointed out their likeness to each other and the

need for equality. Adi was then advised to fight against prejudice in order to achieve enlightenment

(Dalrymple, 2016, p. 41).

On another note, both Noh theater and Theyyam performances have a performative context,

whereas the game’s use of masks has been in combative context. Naturally, masked fighters of re-

ligious traditions is a thing of the past, such as the use of masks in Aztec Mexico. In her article on the

matter, Cecilia F. Klein writes about the significance of this culture’s masks beyond the typical, emic

understanding (1986, p. 137).

There was a variety of masks used in Aztec society, most of which were received through military

conquest and used as tributes. As such, foreign masks of rarer materials, like turquoise, were highly

valued. These types of masks also represented Aztec deities, like Huitzilopochtli (Klein, 1986, p. 139).

More commonly seen masks were those of human skulls, in accordance with military conquest. The

skulls themselves belonged to prisoners of war, with the bones of the skull being reconstructed to

become masks. These were typically identified with the dynastic god Tezcatlipoca, and bone masks of

prestigious victims were displayed in the home territory of the Aztec warriors who owned them (Klein,

1986, p. 141).

Unlike the masks of human bone, masks of human skin were worn by Aztec warriors in different

settings, none of which can be found today due to natural decay (Klein, 1986, p. 142). All of these

masks referred to the state’s control of foreign territory, or the Aztec warrior’s personal achievements.

Wearing a skin mask, displaying a bone mask or exchanging a turquoise mask was a sign of power

in this socio-economic system. Klein also argued that the frequent use of these masks legitimized the

state’s aggression in battle, as well as provocation for the enemy (Klein, 1986, p. 157).

Case-comparison & The Question of Intent

How are the people involved in these cases convinced of the mask’s godly inhabitance? Conviction itself

is variable depending on the person, which makes it a rather difficult question to answer. Though one

thing is undeniable; as I understand it, in none of the real-life cases discussed, has the deity summoned

through the mask or headdress forced the person wearing it to do something beyond their will. This
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remark, of course, leaves out the cases in which non-believing mask-wearers, who knowingly act on

their own will in rituals, claim it to be the will of the mask.

As suggested by Osborne, actors of Noh-performances become one with the deity of the mask

by witnessing themselves wearing it, giving them performative power. Their “will” is then executed

through the planned storytelling of the performance, and as such, the question of true conviction can

only be within the framework of the performance. Theyyam performances, in contrast, are considered

to be rituals in which the god acts freely through the performer. In Dalrymple’s book, Hari says this

about the trance; “In the trance it is God who speaks, and all the acts are the acts of the god – feeling,

thinking, speaking. (. . . ) Only when the headdress is removed does it end” (Dalrymple, 2016, p. 31).

Still, the use of power given in the trance will ultimately depend on the deity who is called upon. The

various masks of Aztec Mexico were, as mentioned, mainly for taunting their opponents. Seemingly,

conviction of the deities’ inhabitance of the masks are of lesser importance. As such, power given

through the masks in this context is primarily political, not otherworldly.

When compared to the relationship between Majora’s mask and Skull Kid, the question of the

mask-wearer’s emotional starting point can be raised. Skull Kid’s feeling of abandonment prior to

wearing the mask is emphasized in the game, possibly in order to set the character’s ambitions apart

from the ambitions of Majora’s mask. Discussing the emotional state of the participants in the real-life

cases, prior to the masked rituals, can only be considered speculation. However, their goal of calling

the gods to the masks is ultimately achieved by belief, from themselves and witnesses to the rituals.

On another note, accessibility of information on these masked rituals is particularly important. If a

masked ritual somehow escalated to a point of concern, the chances of its documentation would likely

be smaller. The people aware of the possible escalation could fear the masked ritual itself, or perhaps

another person or group taking advantage of it. The powerful Majora’s mask was hidden due to these

factors, as explained by the Happy Mask Salesman in the game.

Time spent with the mask on is another noteworthy point. Though it is not a certainty, Skull Kid

has presumably worn Majora’s mask for at least the three days of the game. His wish to temporarily

hurt his friends is accomplished through Majora before the first day of the game. And yet, the mask

stayed on after this, likely due to Majora’s manipulation. If the other masks and headdresses mentioned

stayed on for a prolonged period of time, would the duality of personal intent and the deity’s intent

become one? Obviously, the question of likeness to reality in the game’s portrayal of a mask’s power

is irrelevant due to the purpose of storytelling, as mentioned in the introduction. Still, the time factor

is a possible reflection to consider when studying ritualistic uses of masks.

Summary & Conclusion

In this article, I have reflected on Skull Kid’s will before and during his possession of Majora’s mask.

Further discussion on the duality of the person’s intent and the godly trance in Noh theater and

Theyyam performances, as well as territorial nature of Aztec masks, revealed no sign of manipulation

beyond will. This, compared to Skull Kid’s intent to temporarily hurt his friends and the godly trance

as Majora, suggests that Skull Kid’s original intent was either manipulated to grow more evil, or no

longer of importance. The will of Termina’s downfall could therefore only have derived from Majora,

who used Skull Kid as a medium by preying on his original trauma.

The three cases discussed in this article obviously do not speak for the several other traditions

who use masks as well. But, in most masked rituals of the world’s history, it is highly probable that

the deity of the mask or headdress has not manipulated the wearer to do something they did not

want to. Still, it is difficult to definitively agree on this answer. Reviewing studies of hypnosis can be

another approach to this debate, as well as psychological studies concerning the perception of religiously

powerful objects. Needless to say, the masks and headdresses of the cases discussed have seemingly

empowered the wearer’s original intent, either by the wearer’s own conviction or the deity’s power.
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