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The 2008 film Okuribito [trans. Departures] garnered nu-
merous Japanese film prizes and also won the 2009 Acad-
emy Award for best foreign-language film.

It was soon after I had published the book Nōkanfu 
nikki [trans. Coffinman: The Journal of a Buddhist Morti-
cian] in 1993 that I came to correspond with Motoki  
Masahiro, who would eventually be the lead actor in the 
film. He called me out of the blue to ask my permission to 
quote Nōkanfu nikki in a book about his trip to India. I 
gladly consented, and his book, titled Hill Heaven, was 
delivered to me some time later.

“A maggot is just another life form. And just when I 
was thinking that, I was sure I saw one of them glow with 
light.” These words accompanied the photograph of a 
shirtless Motoki holding a ceremonial flame in his hand 
by the Ganges River in Varanasi, India. They were an ex-
cerpt from a passage about when I went to encoffin the 
body of a solitary old man whose death had gone unno-
ticed for an entire month in midsummer.

As I was sweeping them together, I got a better look at 
the maggots as individual existences. I noticed some 
were trying to crawl up the pillars to get away. A mag-
got is just another life form. And just when I was think-
ing that, I was sure I saw one of them glow with light. 
(Coffinman, Buddhist Education Center, 2002; p. 44)

Varanasi is the most sacred site in Hinduism. In ancient 
times it was known as Kashi, meaning “place filled with 
light.” Hindus long to be cremated there and have their 
ashes scattered in the holy Ganges. People bathe in the 
river in which flow the ashes of the dead; on the banks 
beggars, pilgrims, children, and dogs wander through the 
smoke of burning bodies; and people awaiting death, 
saints, and cows all sit about sedately. It is truly a chaotic 
scene of life and death. I was amazed that Motoki, then in 
his twenties, had shouted as he stood there, “Life and 
death are one in this place,” and quoted the “light of the 
maggots”—the very theme of Nōkanfu nikki. I knew then 
that Motoki was the only one who could adapt my book 
into a film. Fifteen years later, he brought out Okuribito, a 
beautiful film filled with light.

Back in the 1970s, when I began my career as a morti-
cian, those engaged in professions dealing with death 
were viewed with terrible contempt, unlike today. On the 
day when my uncle reviled me as a disgrace to the family, 
I wrote the following entry in my journal: 

Work is work, and one kind of work is just as good as 
any other. But though we think so, the reality is that the 
mortician and the cremator will always be abominated 
as long as death is seen as taboo. . . . 

[T]here must be some way for our profession to at 
least not be the object of ridicule in the eyes of society. 
(Coffinman, pp. 21–22)

The film Okuribito wonderfully assuaged the sense of 
shame that I had once held.

But the truth about funeral rites in contemporary Japan 
is that, especially in the cities, the deceased are not encof-
fined with family looking on, as they are in the film. Bod-
ies are placed in coffins in the hospital mortuary or else-
where with no family present and directly transported to 
the funeral site. This trend is not limited to Japan. In so-
called developed countries, and particularly in the United 
States, embalming—the process of preparing the body for 
burial—takes place in complete isolation from the be-
reaved.

In the past, the Japanese died with their family around 

Coffinman and Departures
Death to Today’s Japanese

Aoki Shinmon

Aoki’s book Nōkanfu nikki is enjoying surging sales; the English trans-
lation is shown here.
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them and were put into coffins by blood relatives. Wakes 
were cherished as a time to commune with the dead. 
Today, however, such customs as these are losing their 
substance due to a way of thinking that only sees value in 
life and seeks to conceal death. This has created a chasm 
between the dead and the living, resulting in an emphasis 
on selfish individual lives that have no connection with 
one another.

Showing its back
Then showing its front
A falling maple leaf

The philosophy expressed in this death verse by the monk 
and poet Ryōkan (1758–1831), that of viewing life and 
death as both sides of a single maple leaf, is rarely seen 
nowadays.

As the film’s reputation grew, people often asked me 
why I was not credited as the original author. Those who 
had read my book asked whether the film was based on it. 
I would dodge each question with a vague answer, the 
reason for which had to do with my way of life.

Around the middle of the Heian period (794–1185) 
there lived a high priest in the Tendai Buddhist complex 
of Mt. Hiei by the name of Genshin (942–1017), who 
wrote Ōjō yōshū [The Essentials of Salvation] in 985. He 
appears in Murasaki Shikibu’s classical masterpiece Genji 
monogatari [trans. The Tale of Genji] (completed ca. 
1008) as “Yokawa no sōzu” (the Bishop of Yokawa). At 
the young age of 15, Genshin was chosen as a lecturer on 
Buddhism to Emperor Murakami. When he sent the silk 
fabric he had received as an imperial reward to his 
mother, she returned it with a waka (31-syllable poem) of 
remonstration:

I had wished for you to be a bridge to the afterworld;
How sad that you have become a worldly monk.
May you be a true seeker of the way.

Taking his mother’s words to heart, Genshin retired to the 
temple Eshin’in in Yokawa and chose to become a “bridge 
to the afterworld.”

As I worked at the actual scene of embalming, I came 
to seriously ponder the question of where people go when 
they die. No number of books and no amount of racking 
my brain gave me the answer. Over time I learned the re-
ality of death from the dying and the departed, and I was 
able to form an image of life after death. It was a world in 
which even the maggots seemed to shine. This must be 
what religions call eternity, I thought—the Pure Land of 
Buddhism. Overjoyed, I wrote Nōkanfu nikki in the hope 
of serving as part of that bridge to the afterworld.

The morticians depicted in the film Okuribito, how-
ever, were decidedly of this world. While rejecting the es-
tablished religions of today and their ways of mourning, 
the story revolves around how to heal the sorrow of sepa-
ration. The film ends with “grief work”—a modern Euro-
pean philosophy of human love. When people lose sight 
of religion, they start casting about for some form of emo-
tional solace. Okuribito and the songs, TV shows, and 
film inspired by the poem “Sen no kaze ni natte” [a trans-
lation of “Do Not Stand at My Grave and Weep”] fit per-

fectly with this modern sentiment. I felt compelled to 
draw a clear line between Nōkanfu nikki and Okuribito, 
even at the cost of renouncing my copyright. It was an  
irreconcilable difference.

Below are the words of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
(1749–1832):

When basic primitive phenomena appear unveiled to 
our perception, we feel a kind of timidity, even fear. 
Sense-bound people take refuge in astonishment; but 
along comes reason, that busy pander to mediate in its 
own way between the noblest and the most vulgar in-
stincts. (Maxims and Reflections, Penguin Classics, 
1999; p. 51)

I remember these words every time I see intellectuals and 
writers who had been asserting that there is nothing after 
death pitiably losing their heads when confronted with 
death. The same words come to my mind when I meet 
people who blindly marvel at “Sen no kaze ni natte” or 
Okuribito. Both strike me as people who do not know the 
reality of death. 

A world in which maggots glow with light is the basic 
primitive phenomenon of life and death. It is also a spir
itual world. Suzuki Daisetz wrote in the book Nihonteki 
reisei [trans. Japanese Spirituality], which he wrote soon 
after World War II, that one can understand religion only 
when one has awakened to spirituality. 

Both Miyazawa Kenji (1896–1933), a devout Buddhist, 
and Hans Christian Andersen (1805–1875), a pious Chris-
tian, were writers who had done just this. One who has 
awakened to spirituality and learned the reality of death 
dies beautifully. Andersen, ailing from liver cancer, is said 
to have whispered on his deathbed, “How happy I am, 
how beautiful this world is. Life is so beautiful. I feel as 
though I am departing for a land without suffering.”

Buddha murmured to his attendant Ananda as they 
walked toward Kushinagar, the place of his death:

Beautiful are the trees
Beautiful is the world
Sweet is the life of humans

Aoki Shinmon
Born in 1937. Writer and poet. After dropping out of college, as-
pired to a literary career while running a pub. His short story 
“Kaki no honoo” [The Flames of Persimmon] was published in a 
literary journal on the recommendation of the writer Yoshimura 
Akira. Following the bankruptcy of his business, joined a funeral 

home (currently Oarks Ltd.) in 1973. 
Became the company’s senior execu-
tive director and is now a non- 
executive auditor. In 1993 released 
Nōkanfu nikki, a bestseller recount-
ing his experiences in funeral 
service. The book was translated 
into English and published in 1998 
as Coffinman: The Journal of a Bud-
dhist Mortician. Other works include 
Yukimichi [Path of Snow], a poetry 
collection; Tsurara no bōya [The Ici-
cle Boy], a children’s book; and Ten-
sei Kairō [Corridor of Rebirth], an 
account of his trip to Tibet.
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New Titles

E/N/JI/N
[Misanthrope]
By Nakajima Kyōko
Kadokawa Shoten, 2009. 195 x 135 mm. 344 pp. ¥1,800. ISBN 978-4-04-873930-6.

Neko o daite zō to oyogu
[Swimming with an Elephant While Holding a Cat]
By Ogawa Yōko
Bungei Shunjū, 2009. 195 x 137 mm. 366 pp. ¥1,695. ISBN 978-4-16-327750-9.

Kuzumi Ryūichi receives an invitation to 
a reunion from a kindergarten that he has 
no recollection of having attended. There 
Kuzumi, who has lost his job and lover 
and is about to take a long vacation to es-
cape his daily life, meets a woman who 
introduces herself as Mirai. She is search-
ing for her father. The only clues are the 
nicknames “Enjin,” meaning a misan-
thropic person, and “Gori,” the name of a 
monstrous character from an old TV pro-
gram. So who was Mirai’s father?

The novel revolves around a man and 
woman approaching middle age who set 
out on a search transcending time to ex-
plore what their parents were thinking and 
how they lived in the 1970s, over three 
decades ago. It gradually becomes evident 
that much of the book’s content consists 
of things that really took place, giving 

Ogawa Yōko has woven many beautiful 
and moving tales, such as Hakase no 
aishita sūshiki (trans. The Housekeeper 
and the Professor) and Mīna no kōshin 
(Mīna’s March). Her works have been 
translated in over 10 countries and are 
particularly popular in France. In testa-
ment to her international success, Ogawa 
was named Chevalier of Arts and Letters 
by the government of France in January 
2007.

Ogawa’s latest full-length novel tells 
the miraculous story of a chess prodigy 
called Little Alekhine, a name borrowed 
from Alexander Alexandrovich Alekhine 
(1892–1946), an actual chess player. Ini-
tiated into chess by a corpulent master 
who lives in a disused bus, this lonely 
boy makes his way into the vast world of 
chess with Pawn, the master’s cat, in his 

readers a deepening sense of wonder. It is 
surprising that these seemingly fictitious 
episodes, such as the bizarre monster TV 
shows aired in the 1970s and the tale of 
an eccentric militant activist, were not 
written for this book, but actually hap-
pened in real life. The two protagonists 
and the people they meet are unique and 
charming, making readers feel as if they 
are traveling through time with the char-
acters. Finishing the book, readers  
are left with a definite impression of the 
continuity inherent in history, in which  
subcultures, political movements, and the 
like gave birth to “somethings” that are 
being handed down in an unbroken line 
from parent to child. (MT)

arms and Indira, an elephant confined to 
the rooftop of a department store building, 
as his close friend. The Kaitei [undersea] 
Chess Club, a mechanical doll, human 
chess, a pretty girl with a white dove 
perched on her shoulder, an aging woman 
from a good house, and other encounters 
await readers before the story comes to its 
sad, wistful ending.

Vivid images of each scene flash 
through readers’ minds after they finish 
this book. Every one of the characters is 
beloved beyond words. Ogawa writes in 
the novel that the notation of a truly out-
standing chess match is a thing of poetic 
beauty; similarly, this work is miracu-
lously sad, touching, and beautiful. 
Though it has yet to stand the test of time, 
this tale looks set to become a masterpiece 
of the twenty-first century. (MT)

fiction

Nakajima Kyōko
Born in 1964. Made her debut 
as a novelist in 2003 with Futon, 
which was nominated for the 
2003 Noma Literary Prize for 
New Writers. Her 2005 Itō no 
koi [Itō’s Romance], 2006 Kin-
chan no shissō [The Disappear-
ance of Kin-chan], and 2007 
Kankonsōsai [Wakes and Wed-
dings] were nominated for the 
Yoshikawa Eiji Prize for New 
Writers. Other works include 
Tsuā 1989 [Tour 1989] (see JBN 
No. 51, p. 6).

Ogawa Yōko
Born in 1962. Awarded the Kaien 
Prize for New Writers in 1988 
for Agehachō ga kowareru toki 
[When the Swallowtail Breaks], 
starting her career as a writer. 
Her 1990 short story “Ninshin 
karendā” [trans. “Pregnancy 
Diary”] received the Akutagawa 
Prize. In 2004 won the Yomiuri 
Literary Prize and Hon’ya Prize 
for Hakase no aishita sūshiki 
[trans. The Housekeeper and the 
Professor], also made into a film. 
Her other works include Mīna 
no Kōshin [Mīna’s March], win-
ner of the 2006 Tanizaki Prize 
(introduced in JBN No. 50).
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Potosu raimu no fune
[The Boat of Lime Pothos]
By Tsumura Kikuko
Kōdansha, 2009. 195 x 135 mm. 191 pp. ¥1,300. ISBN 978-4-06-215287-7.

Iburahimu, Nihon e no tabi: Roshia, Osuman 
Teikoku, Nihon
[İbrahim’s Journeys to Japan: Russia, the Ottoman 
Empire, and Japan]
By Komatsu Hisao
Tosui Shobō, 2008. 188 x 130 mm. 184 pp. ¥1,600. ISBN 978-4-88708-505-3.

Tsumura Kikuko excels at portraying sin-
gle working women of her generation, 
which is just what she does in the 
Akutagawa Prize–winning title work in 
this volume. The protagonist is Nagase, a 
29-year-old woman. An underpaid con-
tract worker at a factory, Nagase dreams 
of saving up money and going on a trip 
around the world. She lives humbly with 
her mother, but when a friend moves in 
with her young daughter, a communal life 
begins of four females spanning three 
generations. Their home might be likened 
to an ark for today’s wandering women. 
In addition to the title story, the volume 
contains a novelette titled “Jūnigatsu no 
madobe” [By the Window of December] 
depicting the fate of a young woman 
named Tsugawa, who is subjected to in-
sidious and relentless moral harassment 

This biographical study traces the life of 
Abdürreşid İbrahim (1857–1944), an Is-
lamic intellectual (or ulama) and member 
of the Tatar ethnic group who hailed from 
Imperial Russia. İbrahim embarked on an 
epic journey from Central Asia through 
Japan, Southeast Asia, India, and other 
areas, engaging in political activities in 
Russia, Japan, and Turkey in support of 
Pan-Islamism. He was also a prolific 
journalist. Author Komatsu Hisao is one 
of Japan’s leading authorities on modern 
historical research on Central Asia. He 
began his research nearly 30 years ago 
after İbrahim’s chief work, Âlem-i İslâm 
(The Islamic World), first aroused his in-
terest. In this book, he summarizes his  
research for a general readership. The au-

by a superior at her workplace until she 
ends up leaving the company.

Both stories draw on social issues in-
volving Japan’s “working poor” under-
class, such as poverty and power harass-
ment. But Tsumura’s novels do not shout 
messages of social criticism; instead, they 
meticulously construct a psychological re-
alism in close touch with the sentiments 
of the author and of true-to-life women. 
Unlike the deluge of novels seething with 
intense violence and sex, Tsumura’s rare 
literary talent demonstrates a fine-tuned 
sensitivity to the ambience of today’s age, 
if in slightly archaic style. (NM)

thor explains that İbrahim’s activities in 
Japan went beyond the period he spent in 
the country in 1909, when he forged close 
ties with Japanese politicians; his obser-
vations on the nation would appear in 
Âlem-i İslâm. İbrahim returned to Japan in 
1933 and worked to popularize Islam and 
forge stronger ties between Japan and the 
Muslim world until his death in 1944. 
This engaging, unique historical text pre
sents Japan, Islam, and Russia—three cul-
tures with seemingly little to tie them to-
gether—as dynamically interconnected. 
Komatsu’s book is of a caliber that can 
only be achieved by Japanese historical 
scholars with a thorough command of 
both Russia and the Islamic world. (NM)

Tsumura Kikuko
Born in 1978. Won the Noma 
Literary Prize for New Writers 
in 2008 for Myūjikku buresu 
yū!! [Music Bless You!!] (see 
JBN No. 60, p. 5). In 2009, after 
her third nomination, won the 
Akutagawa Prize for “Potosu 
raimu no fune.”

Komatsu Hisao
Born in 1951. Professor at the 
University of Tokyo. His field of 
specialty is the modern history 
of Central Asia. His other works 
include Kakumei no Chūō Ajia: 
Aru Jadīdo no shōzō [Revolu-
tionary Central Asia: A Portrait 
of Certain Jadids] and Chūō 
Yūrashiashi [A History of Cen-
tral Eurasia] (editor). 

biography
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Ōhira Masayoshi: “Sengo hoshu” to wa nani ka?
[Ōhira Masayoshi: Examining Postwar Conservatism]
By Fukunaga Fumio
Chūō Kōron Shinsha, 2008. 174 x 108 mm. 320 pp. ¥840. ISBN 978-4-12-101976-9.

In postwar Japanese politics, Ōhira Masa
yoshi was an adherent of the so-called 
conservative mainstream of the Liberal 
Democratic Party. He became prime min-
ister in 1978, but two years later, amid 
party infighting, Ōhira passed away dur-
ing the campaign for simultaneous elec-
tions in the House of Representatives and 
the House of Councillors. (The LDP went 
on to achieve landslide victories in both 
houses.) 

This portrayal of Ōhira’s political life 
addresses the major problems in postwar 
politics, particularly in the process of 
Japan finding its place in the world as it 
reflected on its war in Asia. As Fukunaga 
notes, the right-wing Kishi Nobusuke 
(prime minister from 1957 to 1960) criti-
cized Ōhira as “nothing special” and 
“lacking in true insight.” These criticisms 

speak of not only the differences in char-
acter between the two conservative politi-
cians, but also their ways of life before 
and during the war and their differing per-
ceptions of postwar Japan. 

The author recognizes the key role that 
Ōhira’s Christian faith played throughout 
his life and brings to light a politician of 
“the foremost intellectual faction of post-
war Japanese politics.” Though mocked 
as a “slow-thinking bull” and “the ‘er . . . 
um’ prime minister,” the depth of Ōhira’s 
thinking made him remarkable among 
postwar politicians. He was also a propo-
nent of a Pacific Rim economic region, 
which could well be termed the precursor 
to the notion of an East Asian Commu-
nity. This book constitutes a groundbreak-
ing reassessment of the political life of 
Ōhira Masayoshi. (MK)

Fukunaga Fumio
Born in 1953. A scholar of his-
tory and politics and a professor 
in the Department of Policy 
Studies at Dokkyō University. 
His research is focused on party 
politics in Japan’s occupation 
and postwar periods. His other 
works include Senryōka chūdō 
seiken no keisei to hōkai: Minsei
kyoku to Nihon Shakaitō [Con-
struction and Collapse of a Cen-
trist Government During the 
Allied Occupation: The Govern-
ment Section and the Socialist 
Party of Japan] and Sengo Nihon 
no saisei: 1945–1964 [Japan’s 
Postwar Revival: 1945–1964]. 

Mamiya Rinzō tankenka ichidai: Kaikyō hakken to 
hoppō minzoku
[Mamiya Rinzō, the Great Explorer: Discovery of the 
Strait and the Northern People]
By Takahashi Daisuke
Chūō Kōron Shinsha, 2008. 173 x 108 mm. 272 pp. ¥880. ISBN 978-4-12-150297-1.

Mamiya Rinzō (1775–1844) was a late-
Edo-period (1603–1868) explorer of the 
lands north of Japan. Mamiya explored 
Karafuto (Sakhalin) in the winter of 1808 
under orders from the Tokugawa shogun
ate. The next summer he crossed from 
Karafuto to the continent and visited 
Deren, a Chinese outpost in Manchuria on 
the lower reaches of the Amur River. In 
the course of this trip Mamiya discovered 
that Karafuto was an island, and the strait 
between it and the continent came to be 
called the Mamiya Strait.

This book recounts the adventures of a 
present-day explorer who attempts to rep-
licate Mamiya’s northern expeditions. 
Takahashi first goes to Sakhalin in the 
winter, just as Mamiya did, and follows 

his footsteps through the –30º Celsius 
cold. Next, he travels down the Amur  
by boat from Khabarovsk with a local  
archaeologist in search of the legendary 
Deren. According to Mamiya, Deren was 
where the indigenous people of Sakhalin 
paid tribute to the Qing Dynasty. But the 
settlement has since disappeared, and 
today even its location is unknown. Taka-
hashi continues his journey despite the  
adverse conditions of the Russian back-
woods and eventually arrives at the likely 
site of Deren: Novoil’inovka. Through 
this book, readers enjoy the twofold privi-
lege of tracing Mamiya’s travels and viv-
idly reliving the expedition of a contem-
porary explorer through the Russian Far 
East. (NM)

Takahashi Daisuke
Born in 1966. Explorer and 
writer. Writes books based on his 
travels to the settings of stories, 
legends, folktales, and myths 
around the world. Works include 
Urashima Tarō wa doko e itta no 
ka [Where Has Urashima Tarō 
Gone?] and Robinson Kurūsō o 
sagashite [trans. In Search of 
Robinson Crusoe].
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Ukiyo-e
[Ukiyo-e]
By Ōkubo Jun’ichi
Iwanami Shoten, 2008. 173 x 106 mm. 208 pp. ¥1,000. ISBN 978-4-00-431163-8.

Grounded in extensive research on picto-
rial art, this richly illustrated primer intro-
duces the history of ukiyo-e woodblock 
printing, the evolution of its techniques, 
and the etiquette of appreciating the art. 
The book is distinct in that it not only 
covers the works of the famous masters, 
such as Harunobu (1725?–70), Utamaro 
(1753–1806), and Sharaku (fl. 1794–95), 
but also includes a generous number of 
nishiki-e (multicolored woodblock prints) 
dating to the end of the Edo period (1603–
1868). It teaches us how much the ukiyo-e 
viewing experience can be enriched by 
background knowledge of woodblock 
making, color printing techniques, political 
satire, narratives, and yōkyoku (Noh songs).

Ōkubo focuses on late-Edo-period  
nishiki-e because, compared with the 
eighteenth century, the nineteenth century 

saw rising circulation numbers and increas-
ingly journalistic prints. Ukiyo-e artists in-
genuously hid messages in their prints to 
evade censorship, as critics of the shogun
ate could be prosecuted. This allows us to 
imagine the curiosity of the common peo-
ple, who relished the artists’ playfulness.

Ukiyo-e became outmoded with the in-
troduction of the printing press, and post-
cards took over as the mainstream picto-
rial art. Kobayashi Kiyochika, who is 
famous for a style known as kōsenga, at-
tempted to achieve realism in woodblock 
printing but ultimately returned to ukiyo-e. 
There is a striking parallel between these 
artists who struggled amid the advent of 
modern realism and found their way for-
ward in tradition and the artists and paper-
based media of today who falter at the 
threshold to the digital age. (SH)

Ōkubo Jun’ichi
Born in 1959. A professor at the 
National Museum of Japanese 
History and in the Department 
of Japanese History at the 
School of Cultural and Social 
Studies of the Graduate Univer-
sity for Advanced Studies. His 
specialty is the history of Edo-
period pictorial art. His works 
include Hiroshige to Ukiyo-e 
fūkeiga [Hiroshige and Land-
scape Woodblock Prints] and 
Ukiyo-e no kanshō kiso chishiki 
[The Basics of Ukiyo-e Viewing] 
(coauthor).

Shirakawa Shizuka: Kanji no sekaikan
[Shirakawa Shizuka: Perceptions of the Kanji World]
By Matsuoka Seigō
Heibonsha, 2008. 172 x 105 mm. 272 pp. ¥780. ISBN 978-4-582-85440-4.

Noted etymologist Shirakawa Shizuka 
(1910–2006) was the first in Japan, or in-
deed in East Asia, to trace the origins of 
kanji (Chinese characters) back to the an-
cient world of their creation. At the basis 
of his research was the discovery that for 
ancient people, the true power of kanji 
was rooted in a belief that they held mys-
tical properties. 

In this book, Matsuoka provides a re-
freshing, accessible explanation of Shira
kawa’s etymology. He also gives a con-
cise description of the process that gave 
birth to Shirakawa’s conclusions, thus 
providing a biographical outline of the 
scholar himself. In this sense, Matsuoka’s 
book serves as an excellent introduction 
to Shirakawa’s life and work. 

In his book Kōshiden [The Life of 
Confucius], Shirakawa wrote, “Confu-

cius, born to a lowly shrine maiden and 
orphaned at an early age, grew up in hum-
ble surroundings. This likely provided 
him with his first deep insights into 
human character and propelled him to be-
come a great philosopher. Ideology is not 
the product of social standing.” In this 
work, Matsuoka adroitly overlays this 
image of Confucius with a portrait of the 
etymologist himself, bringing to life a de-
piction of Shirakawa’s “world of kanji.” 

Near the beginning of his book Kanji, 
Shirakawa wrote, “Kanji hold within them 
memories of the age of a distant, inscru
table language that predates the written 
word.” Matsuoka approaches Shirakawa’s 
work in terms of seeking to uncover the 
memories locked within this forgotten 
tongue. (MK)

Matsuoka Seigō
Born in 1944. A writer, editor, 
and Japanese cultural scholar. 
Was a visiting professor at the 
University of Tokyo and a pro-
fessor at Tezukayama Gakuin 
University; now head of Edito-
rial Engineering Laboratory and 
ISIS Editing School. His best-
known works include Chi no 
henshū kōgaku [Editorial Engi-
neering] (introduced in JBN No. 
17) and Sen’ya sensatsu [A 
Thousand Nights, A Thousand 
Books].

fine arts

language
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Shōgeki! Kore ga kobito puroresu da
[This Is Dwarf Pro Wrestling]
By Takabe Uichi
Gendai Shokan, 2009. 198 x 142 mm. 376 pp. ¥2,600. ISBN 978-4-7684-6990-3.

Dwarfism is a condition that prevents a 
person from reaching normal height. 
Many dwarfs, particularly in the West, 
have found careers in entertainment, in-
cluding in cinema and on stage. Pro 
wrestling is another popular arena.  
Takabe first encountered dwarf pro wres-
tlers in 1985 and began following them, 
fascinated by their lives. This nonfiction 
book presents the wrestlers’ own stories.

The wrestlers are true entertainers. 
Their response to people who have criti-
cized the entertainment media for ex-
ploiting the disabled is that the critics do 
not know and have never spoken with 
them, and that they are proud to be doing 
something no one else can. One of the 
wrestlers joked that he would be very 
happy if the spectators laughed until they 
dropped.

To the author, who had been question-
ing his own sense of discrimination while 
covering the story, the wrestler Amakusa 
Umibōzu said, “Happiness and self-worth 
are for each to decide himself.” His words 
are like an arrow piercing hypocrisy.

Most of the dwarf pro wrestlers who 
appear in the book have died prematurely. 
The work is charged with Takabe’s deter-
mination to commit their lives to record 
and his profound affection for them. (SH)

Takabe Uichi
Born in 1950. Journalist. Writer 
of Itan no shōkoku: Kobito puro-
resu no sekai [Heretics in 
Laughland: The World of Dwarf 
Pro Wrestling], Shifūzoku: Ueno 
kaiwai haikai nisshi [Personal 
Looks at the Red-Light Industry: 
A Diary of Wanderings in the 
Ueno Neighborhood], and other 
books.

Kosupure: Naze Nihonjin wa seifuku ga suki na no ka
[Costume Play: Why Do the Japanese Like 
Uniforms?]
By Mitamura Fukiko
Shōdensha, 2008. 172 x 107 mm. 232 pp. ¥760. ISBN 978-4-396-11128-1.

In this work, an examination of why the 
Japanese like to wear uniforms provides 
the means for a larger discussion on the 
Japanese character. The archetypal uni-
form to most Japanese is that worn by 
flight attendants. Within this category, ac-
cording to Mitamura, the sarong kebaya 
worn by Singapore Airlines stewardesses 
pack the most “uniform power.” These are 
custom-tailored and are designed not for 
ease of movement, but solely to look 
beautiful. 

By contrast, Japanese airline steward-
esses’ uniforms emphasize functionality 
and avoid ostentation. Therein lies the 
Japanese attitude toward uniforms, or 
rather their fundamental concept of them, 
writes Mitamura. According to the author, 
“Donning uniforms enables the wearers  

to become the people they are expected  
to be.” 

From this emerges her conclusion that 
“the conscientious and serious-minded 
Japanese are well-suited to wearing uni-
forms.” These include the more obvious 
varieties, such as those worn by female 
bank employees, as well as subtler ones, 
like the distinctive neckties worn by Japa-
nese chefs. 

Japan is also awash with pseudo-uni-
forms. Mothers accompanying their chil-
dren to school entry exams wear a stand
ard “entrance exam ensemble.” University 
students wear black “recruit suits” to job 
interviews. For the Japanese, who have a 
tendency to stop thinking for themselves 
once in uniform, this phenomenon also 
equates to a shortcoming. (MK)

Mitamura Fukiko
Born in 1960. Worked at a mar-
keting firm and a publishing 
company before becoming a 
freelance journalist. Covers a 
broad range of general business 
topics, concentrating mainly on 
the logistics and cosmetics in-
dustries. Her other works in-
clude Burando bijinesu [Brand 
Business] and Yume to yokubō 
no kosume sensō [The Cos
metics War of Dreams and De-
sires]. 

culture
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Kodomo no hinkon: Nihon no fukōhei o kangaeru 
[Children in Poverty: Considering Japan’s Inequity]
By Abe Aya
Iwanami Shoten, 2008. 173 x 105 mm. 271 pp. ¥780. ISBN 978-4-00-431157-7.

Many who read this book will be shocked 
to learn that one in seven children in 
Japan is living in poverty. This will not 
be remedied by exemptions of school 
fees and other stopgap measures. Abe 
statistically verifies the structural back-
ground to these circumstances. She holds 
that in particular, the middle-class men-
tality that pervaded during the 1970s and 
1980s—the illusion that everyone shares 
the same standard of living—is to blame 
for lagging measures to address child 
poverty. 

The highest proportion of children liv-
ing in poverty is consistently among 
those aged 0–2. It was long held that this 
was because parents of young children 
tend to be young themselves, and that the 
issue of poverty is resolved as they grow 
older and their salaries increase. This has 

been refuted, however, by the recent trend 
to marry later and rising nonregular em-
ployment. Incomes have failed to grow, 
and young Japanese face the notion of the 
haves and have-nots. Shockingly, Japan is 
the only Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development member 
country that still has a high rate of poverty 
after welfare and child-support payments 
are taken into account. The government’s 
antipoverty mechanisms are actually mak-
ing the situation worse. In particular, pov-
erty among single-mother households 
presents a major problem. Abe argues that 
the country urgently needs to rethink both 
its tax system and its social systems as a 
whole, shifting from a policy of reversing 
the declining birthrate to one that focuses 
on children instead. (SH)

Abe Aya
Graduated from the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology; re-
ceived her master’s degree and 
doctorate from Tufts University’s 
Fletcher School of Law and Di-
plomacy. Worked at the United 
Nations and Overseas Economic 
Cooperation Fund (OECF) 
Japan before becoming a senior 
researcher at the National Insti-
tute of Population and Social Se-
curity Research. Coauthor of 
Seikatsu hogo no keizai bunseki 
[Economic Analysis of Welfare 
Support], which was awarded the 
fifty-first Nikkei Prize for Excel-
lent Books in Economic Science. 

Shihonshugi wa naze jikai shita no ka: “Nihon” 
saisei e no teigen
[Why Capitalism Self-Destructed: Proposals for 
Japan’s Revitalization]
By Nakatani Iwao
Shūeisha International, 2008. 194 x 139 mm. 374 pp. ¥1,700. ISBN 978-4-7976-7184-1.

flaws and points out where market funda-
mentalism went wrong. He asserts that in 
contrast to local capitalism, in which peo-
ple “produce and consume locally,” fun-
damentalism inevitably leads to large seg-
ments of the population living in poverty. 
Second, he posits that global capitalism 
was born of a particularly American way 
of thinking, whereas Japan should create a 
distinct vision of the future based on its 
culture and traditional ideology. Third, 
Japan currently has the second-largest 
poverty rate among the world’s developed 
countries, after the United States. Accord-
ing to the author, the underlying cause is 
Japan’s failure as a great economic power 
to redistribute income. (MK) 

Nakatani Iwao
Born in 1942. An economist spe-
cializing in macroeconomics. 
Graduated from Hitotsubashi 
University and received his doc-
torate from Harvard University. 
Was a professor of economics at 
Osaka University and of com-
merce and management at Hito
tsubashi University. Became an 
outside member of the Board of 
Directors at Sony Corporation 
in 1999. Now director of re-
search at Mitsubishi UFJ Re-
search and Consulting Co., Ltd. 
Has served on numerous govern-
ment committees, and in the 
1990s was an advocate of struc-
tural reform, exerting significant 
influence on government policy. 

Beginning in the 1990s, Nakatani Iwao 
advocated economic policies based on 
neoliberalism and pushed for the globali
zation of the Japanese economy. In this 
work, amid the global financial crisis that 
originated with the US subprime loan 
problem, Nakatani issues an about-face. 

Neoliberal economic policy, put sim-
ply, embraces small government and mar-
ket fundamentalism—in other words, a 
government policy of laissez-faire, mainly 
with regard to the financial industry. Now 
that past adherents of such policies are  
demanding the use of public funds to re-
spond to the crisis, the breakdown of  
neoliberalism has become clear.

The author humbly recognizes this. 
First, he examines global capitalism’s 

economics

society
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Nihonjin wa naze “sayōnara” to wakareru no ka
[Why Do the Japanese Say “Sayōnara”?]
By Takeuchi Seiichi
Chikuma Shobō, 2009. 173 x 105 mm. 224 pp. ¥720. ISBN 978-4-480-06467-7.

Sayōnara, the Japanese word for good-
bye, is a rather peculiar expression. Its 
roots lie in a phrase meaning “if it is to 
be that way” [then let us part]; a compari-
son with farewell expressions in other 
world languages shows it to be unique. 
Author Takeuchi Seiichi, an authority on 
ethics and the history of Japanese 
thought, sought to explore what type of 
emotions people have come to instill in 
this distinctly Japanese salutation. In the 
process he traced its meaning back to 
various levels, including the underlying 
context of Japanese views of life and 
death (in particular attitudes toward 
death, itself a form of parting). He also 
freely analyzed literature ranging from 
classical Japanese texts like the 
Man’yōshū (Japan’s oldest anthology of 
poetry) and Genji monogatari (trans. The 

Tale of Genji) to the philosophical works 
of Kuki Shūzō (1888–1941), and even 
contemporary pop music lyrics. Sayōnara, 
asserts the author, conveys a sentiment 
that attempts to bridge the sum of present 
circumstances rooted in the past with the 
future. At the same time, when used in the 
sense of “if that is the way it must be,” it 
also incorporates the understanding that 
the unavoidable must be accepted. This 
work conveys the ambiguity of sayōnara, 
a phrase that contains both human warmth 
and coldness and that blurs the distinction 
between life and death. Readers will take 
away the message that the salutation is 
not simply a way to summarize and con-
clude the present situation, but a means of 
expressing the hope that matters will con-
tinue into the future. (NM)

Takeuchi Seiichi
Born in 1946. A professor at the 
University of Tokyo specializing 
in ethics and the history of Japa-
nese thought. His other works 
include Nihonjin wa “yasashii” 
no ka [So Japanese Are “Yasa
shii”?] (see JBN No. 21).

Tōkyō Saiban ni okeru tsūyaku
[Interpreters at the Tokyo Trial]
By Takeda Kayoko
Misuzu Shobō, 2008. 195 x 135 mm. 248 pp. ¥3,800. ISBN 978-4-622-07422-9.

Some ideologues argue that the rulings of 
the International Military Tribunal for the 
Far East (also known as the Tokyo Trial) 
should be overturned. There are also nu-
merous falsehoods circulating in connec-
tion with the interpreters used at the trial. 
Among these is the rumor that defendants’ 
statements were interpreted simulta
neously (in fact they were careful, word-
for-word interpretations), and that the in-
terpreters were born outside Japan (they 
were all native Japanese, many from the 
Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs). 
This is the first research work on the inter-
preters’ performance to draw on materials 
from both countries and interviews with 
people involved in the trial. 

Numerous episodes throw the chaos of 
the trials into sharp relief. Because the Al-
lies were unable to provide their own in-

terpreters, second-generation Japanese 
were assigned to check the accuracy of 
the interpretations; they struggled with the 
rift between their home countries and the 
land of their ancestry. The trials had to ad-
journ at one point when interpreters and 
stenographers were unable to understand 
the prosecutor’s French accent. In addi-
tion to highlighting these episodes, the 
book also reviews the conditions under 
which Tōjō Hideki’s testimony was inter-
preted. 

This book is unique in that it brings 
events to light based on the power dynam-
ics of those involved in the trial and the 
social and cultural backgrounds of the in-
terpreters from the standpoint of a study 
in interpretation. It is certain to provide 
brand-new avenues into research on the 
Tokyo Trial. (SH)

Takeda Kayoko
An associate professor at the 
Monterey Institute of Interna-
tional Studies Graduate School 
of Translation and Interpreta-
tion. Also works as a conference 
and legal affairs interpreter and 
translator. Has written papers 
and issued opinions on various 
topics, including litigation inter-
pretation, interpretation studies, 
the Japanese-American soldiers 
who served as linguists during 
World War II, hereditary lan-
guages and international con-
flicts, and the interpretation pro-
vided at the Tokyo Trial.

history

japanese thought
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Hon manga
[Book Manga]
By Wada Makoto
Mainichi Shimbunsha, 2009. 195 x 135 mm. 160 pp. ¥2,000. ISBN 978-4-620-31922-3.

Wada Makoto has enjoyed an illustrious 
career as a graphic designer. In recent 
years he has designed numerous book 
jackets, greatly contributing to Japanese 
book culture. A top illustrator in terms of 
both skill and popularity, Wada has pro-
duced the cover art for Shūkan Bunshun, 
Japan’s most read weekly, since 1977.

He has yet another facet as one of the 
few single-panel comic artists in Japan 
today. The nation boasts a manga culture 
of world-class quality and scale, but most 
of the works are either story-length crea
tions or four-panel manga. Single-panel 
manga are not being produced in any se-
rious number. This is a collection of such 
manga on the subject of books and read-
ing that were printed in the highly re-
spected book review section of the daily 
Mainichi Shimbun. Books and reading 

are universal to every age and country, 
and yet single-panel comics depicting 
them are evidently not very common. This 
work is a globally rare collection in that 
respect. A wide range of characters—from 
Little Red Riding Hood, the invisible 
man, and William Shakespeare to animals 
from Aesop’s fables—all frolic with 
books in Wada’s illustrations. Readers 
who adore books are certain to find cause 
for laughter. This is a volume that makes 
one feel that all one needs is books and 
the world is a paradise. (MT)

Wada Makoto
Born in 1936. Illustrator, essay-
ist, and film director. Received 
the Kikuchi Kan Award in 1994 
for the high quality and contem-
porary awareness of his multi-
talented career, in which he has 
accomplished top-class achieve-
ments in illustration, book de-
sign, mystery novel translation, 
essays, and filmmaking.

Osōshiki: Shi to irei no Nihonshi
[Funerals: Japan’s History of Death and Consoling 
the Spirits]
By Shintani Takanori
Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 2009. 188 x 128 mm. 271 pp. ¥1,500. ISBN 978-4-642-07999-0.

What is the Japanese attitude toward 
death and mourning? This work looks at 
the history of funerals and death in Japan 
from the standpoint of Japanese folklore. 
It is divided into two parts. The first is a 
lecture given to head priests at Kōyasan, a 
sacred Buddhist complex in Japan. The 
second examines the process by which Ja-
pan’s fallen soldiers have come to be ven-
erated as deities in certain quarters. 

In the first part, death, argues Shintani, 
is not physiological but a cultural inven-
tion. Out of this culture a “big bang of the 
spiritual universe” has been conceptual-
ized. Therefore, he states, it is natural for 
celebrations of death to take various 
forms. With reference to graves and fu
nerals, traditions of mourning, folklore, 
the scattering of ashes, and the recent 

trend to replace funeral markers with trees 
and other foliage, the author explains how 
Japanese thinking about death has taken 
shape through the history of the spiritual 
world. 

In the second part, particularly moving 
are the accounts handed down by mothers 
whose sons were killed during the attack 
on Pearl Harbor and celebrated as “gods 
of war.” For bereaved mothers, this ven
eration rang hollow indeed. Such noble 
sentiments from ordinary Japanese were 
in danger of being erased entirely by me
dia fervor at that time. Looking beyond 
the propaganda and official documenta-
tion to preserve these sentiments, asserts 
Shintani, is what the study of history 
should aim for. (SH) 

Shintani Takanori
Born in 1948. A professor at 
both the National Museum of 
Japanese History’s Research 
Department and the Graduate 
University for Advanced Studies. 
His other works include Sei to 
shi no minzokushi [A Folk His-
tory of Life and Death]. 

manga

religion
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The Front Lines of Academic Work Sharing Japan’s Masterpieces with the World

No. 3: The History of Japanese Folklore Studies
In the third installment of this series, Professor Suzuki Masataka, vice director of the Keio Institute of East Asian 
Studies and a specialist in folk culture, traces the genealogy of research on Japanese folklore back to its founding 
father, Yanagita Kunio, and recommends a number of superior works in this field that deserve to be translated into 
other languages for the benefit of readers outside Japan.

Japanese Folk Culture

There are many different ways to study Japanese culture. 
One of these is the study of folk culture, focusing on food, 
clothing, housing, and other aspects of the way of life of 
common people. This entails research on customs and 
habits that have been handed down from one generation to 
the next and are repeatedly conducted in everyday life. As 
it has advanced, the discipline has shed light on changes 
in the society and culture of common people. A distinctive 
feature of the study of folk culture in Japan is the continu-
ing strong influence of the ideas and methods of the 
founding father of this field, Yanagita Kunio (1875–1962). 
In the interest of helping to resolve various issues con-
fronting Japan amid the dramatic changes that accompa-
nied rapid modernization in the Meiji (1868–1912), 
Taishō (1912–26), and Shōwa (1926–89) eras, Yanagita 
attempted to find living wisdom about ordinary life by 
learning about the people’s past and to use this wisdom 
for the practice of social reform. He traveled to every part 
of Japan and organized intellectuals into groups in every 
region. He studied transformations in lifestyles by collect-
ing, comparing, and categorizing oral traditions in an ef-
fort to illuminate the overall history of the people. 

Yanagita’s massive body of work, which extends from 
Tōno monogatari [trans. The Legends of Tōno] (1910) to 
Kaijō no michi [Sea Road] (1961), provides a wealth of 
clues for reconsidering Japan in the modern era. He origi-
nally called the object of his studies minkan denshō (“folk 
traditions”), a term based on the concept known in French 
as tradition populaire, although Yanagita strongly implied 
that folk traditions, since they are put into practice in daily 
life, are collective representations or expressions of col-
lectivity. Later on he came to favor the term minzokugaku 
(“the study of folklore”), derived from minzoku, a Japa-
nese translation for the English word “folklore.” While 
“folklore” may be associated in a negative sense with the 
preoccupation of dilettantes intent on discovering rem-
nants of the past in old tales and legends, the term 
minzoku means “life culture” or “basic culture” and car-
ries the strong implication of inherited, unwritten knowl-
edge that transcends time and social status and serves as a 
driving force for history. During this era a number of 
minzoku scholars with highly distinctive personalities 
emerged, including Orikuchi Shinobu, who analyzed the 
archaism of culture from a structural point of view, and 
Minakata Kumagusu, who sought to elucidate the univer-
sal human spirit.  Minzokugaku focused on the folk cul-
ture that developed under the influence of the nationalist 
movement in modern Japan and thus constituted a disci-
pline distinct from ethnology and cultural anthropology, 
which both sought out comparisons with other cultures. In 

this sense, minzokugaku can be seen as an early form of 
native anthropology, a discipline that has emerged in re-
cent years.

Minzoku scholars carried out fieldwork and participant 
observation in various places, transcription of oral tradi-
tion, and compilation of documents concerning liveli-
hoods and professions, social organization, rites of pas-
sage, annual events, religious rituals and performances, 
and old tales and legends. In this way, researchers roughly 
traced the changes that had taken place and analyzed past 
phenomena for which there were no written records, 
which enabled them to view the present in a new light. To 
Yanagita’s way of thinking, the West, where Christianity 
had been heavily influential, underwent modernization 
rapidly and therefore lost much of its original culture and 
seriously deteriorated. By contrast, Japan had become 
modernized relatively late, but as an island nation where 
culture simply accumulated, had become a “treasure is-
land” of folklore where ancient tradition had survived. By 
comparing the modern written record with contemporary 
oral traditions, he believed he could discern the dynamics 
of the history of the common people. This presented an-
other history separate from that recorded in writing. In es-
sence he believed that culture is transformed as it is trans-
mitted, and he held that cultural fusion and creativity arise 
from interaction between cities and rural areas.

Yanagita, who focused on colors, sounds, and smells, 
was also a pioneer in the history of sensitivity and emo-
tions, observing the way tactile, auditory, gustatory, and 
olfactory sensations changed over time and affected 
human feelings in different ways. We can also see his em-
phasis on sensitivity in the fact that he classified folklore 
materials as tangible culture, literary art, or mental tradi-
tion, which shows that he perceived these materials in 
terms of sight, sound, or mind. The “mental tradition” cat-
egory was ideal for enlisting the understanding of local 
people; by emphasizing both folkterms and the natives’ 
point of view he sought to build sympathetic understand-
ing among those local residents. This approach places him 
close to the realm of cultural anthropology. The study of 
folk culture is interwoven with the currents of history: the 
history of society, the people, and their ways of life. More 
recently, it has come to encompass not only the histories 
of particular groups and regions but also life histories and 
oral histories of individuals.

Folklore scholars who came after Yanagita made vari-
ous advances, but given the difficulty of explicating his-
torical changes based on oral traditions alone, revisions 
have been made through region-specific studies and the 
sharing of historical records. Much remains to be done, 
though. At present, a major distinction is made between 
“historical folklore studies,” which focus on reconstruct-
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Meiji Taishōshi: Sesō hen [History of the Meiji and Taishō Eras: Aspects 
of Social Conditions]
By Yanagita Kunio 
Kōdansha, 1993. 148 x 106 mm. 480 pp. ¥1,350. ISBN 978-4-06-159082-3 (4-06-159082-0).

This study of folk customs provides a detailed depiction of changes in daily life as reflected in the 
feelings and experiences of people who lived during the periods in question. Using newspaper ar-
ticles and conversations as sources, the author illustrates changes in people’s attitudes and values. 
Topics include food, clothing, and housing; transportation; the landscape and natural environment; 
human relationships; industrial labor; and marriage and the family. 

Wasurerareta Nihonjin [trans. The Forgotten Japanese: Encounters with 
Rural Life and Folklore]
By Miyamoto Tsuneichi 
Iwanami Shoten, 1984. 148 x 105 mm. 336 pp. ¥700. ISBN 978-4-00-331641-2 (4-00-331641-X).

Based on voluminous fieldwork, this study of lifestyles presents a vivid depiction of the actual  
details of everyday life. Comprising 13 different personal narratives, the work provides an  
understanding of the foundations of Japanese society by examining aspects such as rural communi
ties, individual histories, daily life for women, complex information networks, and the structure of 
society.

Recommended Works

ing the past and on the changes that have occurred, and 
“modern folklore studies” focusing on changes in every-
day life in terms of continuity or discontinuity with the 
past. The former tends to frame disappearing folk customs 
in entropic discourse, evoking nostalgia for them, while 
the latter is generic, or formational, discourse that can 
help bring about the creation and practice of new folk  
customs. While these may be considered adjacent dis
ciplines, the choice is between history and anthropology. 
Furthermore, two different approaches are involved:  
comparing elements of culture on a nationwide basis  
and studying the ways they change and diffuse on the one 
hand, and on the other, focusing on functions and struc-
tures in the local area where the tradition originated. The 
latter illuminates the formation of the cosmology that 
brings about social integration and order. These days, 
amid ongoing economic globalization and advances in in-
formation technology, regional ties are weakening. Under 
the influence of depopulation, the sources of traditions are 
deteriorating and the character of informants of traditions 
is changing. In light of dramatic changes in the current 
era, when most people are urban dwellers, the study of 
folk culture based on rural life calls for reconsideration. 
While efforts to maintain and revitalize rural communities 

should continue, research and fieldwork are also needed 
on various aspects of mixing and creativity involved in 
urbanization and on the adjustments occasioned by per-
manent residency for immigrants. 

In the face of today’s increasingly rapid circulation of 
goods, people, and information, there is a notable tend
ency to appropriate folk culture as an intangible cultural 
heritage and a resource for tourism, and to mobilize it (in 
the form of drumming, festivals, and the like) as hybrid-
ized culture suitable for overseas consumption. Culture is 
objectified, new representations arise and are reflexively 
absorbed into practices, and these are adorned with au-
thenticity. In our time, the study of folk culture must do 
more than retrieve history from the gaps between written 
records and oral traditions. It must also investigate the 
contemporary role of implicit knowledge and experiential 
wisdom and the creation of new folk customs and prac-
tices, and rediscover methods of understanding, wholly 
and separately, society and culture as seen through the 
total prism of everyday life.

 
(Suzuki Masataka, 

professor, Faculty of Letters, Keio University; 
vice director, Keio Institute of East Asian Studies)

Yōkaigaku shinkō: Yōkai kara miru Nihonjin no kokoro [New Thoughts 
on Monster Studies: The Japanese Spirit as Depicted in Monsters]
By Komatsu Kazuhiko
Shōgakukan, 2000. 160 x 110 mm. 302 pp. ¥940. ISBN 978-4-09-460132-9 (4-09-460132-5).

The author focuses on monsters, a product of the human imagination, as a way of exploring the 
structure of the Japanese spiritual mind and also reflects on creativity and cultural changes. This is 
not merely a study of folk beliefs but a theoretical examination of conflict between folk customs 
and modern science and of new folk customs emerging in cities. 
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prompted a reprint of not one but two 
different Japanese translations. The 
translation quoted in 1Q84, by Hara 
Takuya, was previously available to 
Japanese readers only as part of the 
complete works of Chekhov. In re-
sponse to a steady stream of reader  
requests, the publisher Chūō Kōron 
Shinsha put out a stand-alone, en-
larged-text edition of Saharin tō, 
Hara’s translation of Sakhalin Island, 
in July. Iwanami Bunko has also 
rushed out 5,000 copies of an out-of-
print paperback edition of Nakamura 
Tōru’s translation originally published 
in 1953, complete with old-fashioned 
orthography and spelling.

The impact of 1Q84 has not been 
limited to the book world. There has 
also been a good deal of renewed in-
terest in the work of Czech composer 
Leoš Janáček, whose Sinfonietta plays 
an important part in the novel. Uni-
versal Music, which offers three dif-
ferent recordings of the piece on CD, 
has made the music available for 
download in part or in full as a mobile 

phone ringtone. Sales of the specific 
recording listened to repeatedly by 
one of the novel’s main characters, 
featuring George Szell conducting the 
Cleveland Orchestra, have also shot 
up. According to Sony Music, the 
company originally shipped fewer 
than 2,000 copies of the recording 
when it came out on CD in 2000. Fol-
lowing a huge surge in demand, an 
extra 12,000 copies were delivered to 
stores in the first three weeks after 
1Q84 was released. An article intro-
ducing 1Q84 will feature in Japanese 
Book News No. 62.
Shinchōsha, 2009. ISBN 978-4-10-353422-8 
(book 1); ISBN 978-4-10-353423-5 (book 2). 

Akutagawa and Naoki Prizes

The awards ceremony for the 141st 
Akutagawa and Naoki Prizes was held 
on August 21 at the Tokyo Kaikan. 
The Akutagawa Prize went to trading 
firm employee Isozaki Ken’ichirō for 
his work “Tsui no sumika” [The Final 
Home], carried in the June issue of the 

Murakami’s Latest Bestseller

In less than two months after they hit 
the shelves on May 29, the two vol-
umes of 1Q84, Murakami Haruki’s 
first full-length novel in eight years, 
had sold a combined total of two mil-
lion copies (as of July 8). Sales of 
books and CDs mentioned in the text 
have soared, along with those of Mura
kami’s previous works, giving rise  
to a “1Q84 boom.”

The title of the new novel is 
thought to have been inspired by 
George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-
Four, a new translation of which came 
out from Hayakawa in mid-July. (The 

letter Q is ho
monymous with 
kyū, Japanese for 
the number 
nine.) The ap-
pearance of 
Chekhov’s 
Sakhalin Island 
in Murakami’s 
novel has 

Nyonin kinsei [Prohibition of Women]
By Suzuki Masataka
Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 2002. 188 x 128 mm. 239 pp. ¥1,700. ISBN 978-4-642-05538-3 (4-642-05538-X).

This volume examines the practice of prohibiting women from entering sacred sites and from tak-
ing part in certain religious ceremonies. Such practices are considered in the light of changes in 
the political situation and social movements, as well as of the transformation of the female per-
spective. This is an effort to illuminate the Japanese way of life from the standpoints of religion 
and gender. 

“Ohaka” no tanjō: Shisha saishi no minzokushi [Dawn of the Tomb: A 
Study of Folk Customs Related to Rituals for the Dead]
By Iwata Shigenori
Iwanami Shoten, 2006. 173 x 106 mm. 224 pp. ¥700. ISBN 978-4-00-431054-9 (4-00-431054-7).

This book examines the process by which tombs, which play a prominent role in people’s views 
about life and death, came into being. The author traces changes that have taken place in funeral 
rituals and attitudes toward the human soul and other world that may affect tombs in the future. 
He also discusses religious rituals for soldiers killed in modern wars and the related political issues, 
in connection with the controversy over Yasukuni Shrine, and considers the question of war from 
the public’s point of view.

Events and Trends (July to September 2009)
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literary journal Shinchō. The story 
uses an experimental technique to  
depict more than two decades of the 
married life of a pharmaceutical com-
pany worker in his fifties. 

The Naoki Prize was won by Sagi 
to yuki [Heron and Snow] by Kita-
mura Kaoru, published by Bungei 
Shunjū. Set in Tokyo in the mid-
1930s, the novel is the concluding 
volume of a series in which a young 
woman from an upper-class family 
solves a succession of mysteries with 
the help of the family’s female chauf-
feur. Something of a veteran in the 
world of detective fiction, Kitamura 
was nominated for the award six times 
before finally winning.

There was no prize, however, for 
Shirin Nezammafi, an Iranian woman 
whose novella “Shiroi kami” [White 
Paper] was in the running for the 
Akutagawa Prize. Nezammafi became 
the first writer from outside East Asia 
to win the Bungakukai Prize for new 
writers in April this year.

Obituary

Kurimoto Kaoru, 65, author and 
critic, May 26, 2009. 

Kurimoto (born Imaoka Sumiyo) 
wrote books in a range of genres, in-
cluding science fiction, mystery, hor-
ror, and historical fiction, in addition 
to producing works of criticism under 
the name Nakajima Azusa. 

Her most celebrated work, the best-
selling fantasy series titled Guin sāga 
[some volumes of which have been 
translated in The Guin Saga], ran to 
129 volumes. The first volume was 
translated into languages including 
English, French, German, Italian, Ko-
rean, and Chinese, winning her world-
wide fame. This lengthy work was 
also released as an animated TV se-
ries. The most recent addition came 
out in April this year, and she left the 
130th volume unfinished when she 
passed away. 

The critical works she penned as 
Nakajima include Komyunikēshon 
fuzen shōkōgun [The Communication 
Incompetence Syndrome]. She was 
also active in music, working as a 
songwriter and pianist, as well as 
writing scripts for and choreographing 
musicals. In 1979 she further ex-
panded her repertoire when she began 

appearing as a regular celebrity con-
testant on TV quiz shows. 

Her 1977 Bungaku no rinkaku [An 
Outline of Literature], written as Naka
jima, won the Gunzō Prize for New 
Writers in the criticism category. The 
following year her Bokura no jidai 
[Our Era] won the Edogawa Ranpo 
Prize. In 1981, her novel Ito no seiiki 
[Sanctuary of the Strings] won the  
Yoshikawa Eiji Literary Award for 
new writers. 

In 1990 she underwent cancer sur-
gery; two years later she published the 
story of her battle with breast cancer 
as Amazonesu no yō ni [Like an Ama-
zon], again under the name Nakajima. 
Even after she was diagnosed with 
pancreatic cancer and had another op-
eration in 2007, she continued to write 
essays on her struggle with the disease 
and to work as a performer. 

Announcements

Translation & Publication 
Grants

The Japan Foundation supports the 
translation and publication of books 
related to Japan in various languages 
with the aim of promoting Japanese 
studies and understanding of Japan 
around the world. Grant applications 
can be downloaded from <www.jpf.
go.jp/e/>.

Sixty-four grants were made 
through this program last year. Here 
are a small sampling of titles.

• Original Works
- �Theater in Japan, 

Hirata Eiichirō 
and Hans-Thies 
Lehmann (eds.), 
Verlag Theater 
der Zeit, Ger-
many (German) 

- �Traços Ideo-
gramáticos na 
Linguagem dos 
Animês (Ideo-
grammatic 
Traces of Anime Language), Patrícia 
M. Borges, Via Lettera Editora, Bra-
zil (Portuguese)

- �Jaapan Läbi Aegad (Japan Through 
the Ages: A Brief Thematic Over-
view of the History of Japan), Olaf-
Mihkel Klaassen, Argo Publishers, 
Estonia (Estonian)

• Translations
- �Botchan [Botchan], Natsume Sōseki, 

Editorial Impedimenta, Spain (Spanish)
- �La punizione del maiale (The Pig’s 

Retribution) [Buta no mukui], Mata
yoshi Eiki, Editioni Il Maestrale, 
Italy (Italian)

- �Political Dynamics in the UN 
[Kokuren no seiji rikigaku], Kitaoka 
Shin’ichi, Strategy & Culture Pub-
lishing Company, Republic of Korea 
(Korean)

- �Manjóšú 4 [Man’yōshū (Vol. 4)], 
Brody Publishers, Czech (Czech)

Practical Guide to Publishing 
in Japan 2009

The Japan Foundation and the Pub-
lishers Association for Cultural Ex-

change, Japan 
(PACE) jointly 
publish the Prac-
tical Guide to 
Publishing in 
Japan. This book-
let contains help-
ful information 
in English con-
cerning Japan’s 
publishing indus-
try and the pur-
chase and sale of 

copyrights. The 2009 edition is view-
able online at the PACE website: 
<www.pace.or.jp>.



In Their Own Words

Delving Deeply into the Human Psyche
Tsushima Yūko’s new novel, Amari ni yaban na [Totally 
Barbarous], gives readers much to ponder regarding the 
notion of savagery. The story takes place in Taiwan, Ja-
pan’s colony from 1895 to 1945, where aboriginal tribes 
rose up to massacre Japanese residents. The novel does 
not center on this anti-Japanese revolt alone, though: two 
overlapping tales—one catastrophic, one mystic—draw 
the reader into an internal debate over the wild nature of 
men and women. One of these threads follows a woman 
from a Japanese village who cunningly married into a rich 
family in Tokyo, moved with her elite scholar husband to 
Taipei under Japan’s occupation, and gradually lost her 
mind after losing two children, one to stillbirth. The other 
is about her niece, who also lost a child and came to Tai-
wan 70 years later to retrace her aunt’s footsteps.

The indigenous Taiwanese are considered barbaric for 
killing hundreds of Japanese, but this action sprang from 
anger at the colonizers’ suppression of their tribal prac-
tices. In fact, the tribe’s chief is depicted as a loving, car-
ing father. By contrast, the heroine’s husband, although a 
man of sophistication, treats his wife with disdain and  
reacts coolly to the loss of his children. His cold-hearted-
ness can be regarded as brutal; the heroine’s sexually ex-
plicit words, meanwhile, come across as bestial.

“Barbarity encompasses everything from modernity to 
the innate nature of human beings,” Tsushima explains. 
“The term has a negative implication, but I believe that 
savageness holds immense power, and I want people to 
reevaluate it.”

The author challenges us by questioning stereotypes 
and misconceptions of race, ethnicity, and gender, and by 
shedding new light on commonly held beliefs and cus-
toms. This is not the theme only of her latest novel; most 
of her stories address the issues of ethnic minorities and 
socially oppressed females, such as divorced women and 
single mothers.

This anti-mainstream attitude extends to how she struc-
tures her stories. With a Faulknerian sense of time and a 
sleight of hand echoing that of Gabriel García Márquez, she 
creates something absorbing and utterly original. In many 
of her works, she skillfully weaves a grand tapestry from 
the myths of older times and today’s reality. In Amari ni 
yaban na, for example, she introduces Taiwan’s legends 
and extinct wildcats to draw readers into the world of ani-
mism, which serves as a catharsis and emotional release 
for the heroine’s niece. In Denki uma [An Electric Horse], 
her latest collection of short stories, Tsushima similarly 
uses motifs from folklore and legend to bring out mythic 
aspects and inspire a specific set of emotions. The sixth 
tale in this anthology, “Sayohime,” for instance, depicts a 
divorced woman recovering from the shock of her child’s 
sudden death by talking to a boy who voluntarily became 
a sacrificial victim to the deity in a Japanese legend. 

In this example of her ambitious approach to writing, 
she invents what she calls a “floating-person narrative,” in 
which the narrator becomes a different person, to draw the 
reader into a complex swirl of charged emotions. The pro-

tagonist, Sayohime, switches between the heartbroken 
woman in the present and a sacrificial victim in a legend, 
helping to amplify the spiritual dimensions of life. Mean-
while, in Watashi [I], a companion volume to Denki uma, 
she limits herself to using “I” as the sole personal pro-
noun, but somehow manages to write in an engrossing, 
epic voice that transcends the narrator’s voice to create 
what she terms a “fourth person” narrative.  

“Don’t underestimate my first-person ‘I’ format,” Tsu-
shima boasts; “I can display many different variations of 
it.” The writer also asserts that she wants to “flout the con-
vention of modern literature that says the writer creates a 
certain world, and the reader enjoys it as a mere audience 
member. I’d prefer to hand down my work like a teller of 
tales who inspires readers to develop their own stories.”   

Perhaps Tsushima’s love for myths, legends, and folk-
lore stems from her need to secure her own salvation. Her 
father, the renowned novelist Dazai Osamu, ended his life 
when she was only a year old (see Japanese Book News 
No. 60), her brother died when she was 12, and her nine-
year-old son passed away when she was raising him as a 
single mother at the age of 38. 

“I managed to hold on, because I have stories” to read and 
write, Tsushima confesses. “Stories, especially myths, have 
always played a fundamental role in easing human despair.” 

After 40 years of exploring the same themes, she says 
she still wants to write about women in search of an iden-
tity—women who are, more often than not, conflicted by 
unhappy marriage, divorce, single motherhood, the death 
of a beloved child, or problems related to the absent fa-
ther. “People may think I have only one note to play, but I 
can’t change my themes so suddenly,” she says.

Even so, Tsushima never crafts her stories by emotion 
alone. She breathes life into her stories by conducting me-
ticulous research into history and the period-accurate lives 
of her characters. After reading her convincing Amari ni 
yaban na, an elderly Taiwanese scholar who had assisted 
with Tsushima’s fact-checking says he was so impressed 
with the local diction and everyday lives of the 1930s 
people she had vividly reproduced in the novel that he 
volunteered to translate the novel into Taiwanese.    

Tsushima has never been an easy read, yet her work  
invites us to reflect and savor the content while finding  
inspiration.  

(Kawakatsu Miki, freelance writer)

Tsushima Yūko
Born in 1947. A friend of Nobel Prize laure-
ate J. M. G. Le Clézio, with whom she visited 
the Ainu in 2006. Translated Ainu epics with 
students in Paris while teaching at a local 
university, publishing them in book form in 
1995. Is now working on a story about 
returnees from Japan’s colony of Manchuria. 
The New York Times has called her “one of 
the most important Japanese writers of her 
generation.” 


