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TO ELIZABETH BISLAND

1890.


Dear Elizabeth,— ... I feel
indescribably towards Japan. Of course Nature here is not the Nature of
the tropics, which is so splendid and savage and omnipotently beautiful
that I feel at this very moment of writing the same pain in my heart
I felt when leaving Martinique. This is a domesticated Nature, which
loves man, and makes itself beautiful for him in a quiet grey-and-blue
way like the Japanese women, and the trees seem to know what people say
about them,—seem to have little human souls. What I love in Japan is
the Japanese,—the poor simple humanity of the country. It is divine.
There is nothing in this world approaching the naïve natural charm of
them. No book ever written has reflected it. And I love their gods,
their customs, their dress, their bird-like quavering songs, their
houses, their superstitions, their faults. And I believe that their art
is as far in advance of our art as old Greek art was superior to that of
the earliest European art-gropings—I think there is more art in a print
by Hokusai or those who came after him than in a $10,000 painting—no,
a $100,000 painting. We are the barbarians! I do not merely think
these things: I am as sure of them as of death. I only wish I could be
reincarnated in some little Japanese baby, so that I could see and feel
the world as beautifully as a Japanese brain does.

And, of course, I am studying Buddhism with heart and soul. A young
student from one of the temples is my companion. If I stay in Japan, we
shall live together.—Will write again if all goes well.

My best love to you always.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELIZABETH BISLAND

1890.


Dear Miss Bisland,—Do you think well enough of me to try to
get me employment at a regular salary, somewhere in the United States.
I have permanently broken off with the Harpers: I am starved out. My
average earnings for the last three years have been scarcely $500 a
year. Here in Japan prices are higher than in New York,—unless one can
become a Japanese employee. I was promised a situation; but it is now
delayed until September.

I shall get along somehow. But I am so very tired of being hard-pushed,
and ignored, and starved,—and obliged to undergo moral humiliations
which are much worse than hunger or cold,—that I have ceased to be
ashamed to ask you to say a good word for me where you can, to some
newspaper, or some publishing firm, able to give me steady employ, later
on.

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO ELIZABETH BISLAND

1890.


My dear Sister Elizabeth,— ... Now, as for myself,—I am going
to become country school-master in Japan,—probably for several long
years. The language is unspeakably difficult to learn;—I believe it can
only be learned by ear. Teaching will help me to learn it; and before
learning it, to write anything enduring upon Japan would be absurdly
impossible. Literary work will not support one here, where living costs
quite as much as in New York. What I wish to do, I want to do for its
own sake; and so intend to settle, if possible, in this country, among a
people who seem to me the most lovable in the world.

I have been living in temples and old Buddhist cemeteries, making
pilgrimages and sounding enormous bells and worshipping astounding
Buddhas. Still, I do not as yet know anything whatever about Japan. I
have nothing else worth telling you to write just now, and no address to
give,—as I do not know where I am going or what I shall be doing next
month.

Later on, I shall write again.

Best wishes and affection from

L. H.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kizuki, July, 1890.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I am writing to you from the
little beach of Inasa, mentioned in the “Kojiki,”—the etymology of
which name, as given by Hirata, I think you say is incorrect, or at
least fantastic. But I think you may not know that Inasa beach is in
some respects the nicest bathing-place imaginable—certainly by far the
best I have ever visited in Japan. The hotels face a beach without a
pebble in its sand, and when the water is not rough, it is clear as a
diamond; when roughened by a west wind, however, the water sometimes
becomes dirty with seaweed, drift and such refuse. This is the great
bathing resort of Izumo. But it is much more quiet and pleasant than
other Japanese bathing resorts I have seen—such as Ōiso. After the
bath, moreover, one can have a hot salt water bath or a cold fresh-water
douche. And there is plenty of deep water for swimming. Right opposite
our window is the “thousand draught rock” which the son of Ohokuni,
etc., lifted on the tips of his fingers.

Kaka is famous for its sea cave, and legend of Jizō. I think I wrote
you of this beautiful legend of the child ghosts and the fountain of
milk. But it is really too pretty to publish in a matter-of-fact record.

The term “arrows of prayer” which I use, might deceive the reader. The
arrows put into the rice-fields to scare away crows are very different
in appearance and purpose. I hope to send you some of the former from
Mionoseki.

I will stay here some weeks—the sea-bathing is too good to lose. Will
write again soon.

Most truly ever,

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kizuki, July, 1890.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—We are still at Kizuki—enjoying
exquisite weather and delicious sea-bathing. Last evening I dined with
the Kokuzō; and I never ate so much dinner or drank so much sake
anywhere in Japan. It was a royal feast. I also saw some things that
would interest you. A series of letters of Motoori’s,—also two MSS. of
flute-music made by him, and the brushes with which his commentaries
were written. One of the Senke family, who was his pupil, received these
as bequests, and they are preserved in the family.

The conversation turned upon you; and I was asked many questions about
you, which I answered as best as I could. From the extreme interest
shown, I am sure that Kizuki would be turned inside out to please you if
you come down here.

I asked about the deity of Mionoseki; and the learned priest Sasa and
others state positively that deity is not Hiruko. The legend concerning
him would prove the same fact. The deity detested the cock, and no hens
or chickens or eggs or feathers are allowed to exist in Mionoseki. No
vessel would take an egg to Mionoseki. It is wrong even to eat eggs
the day before going to Mionoseki. A passenger to Mionoseki was once
detected smoking a pipe which had the figure of a cock upon it, and that
pipe was immediately thrown into the sea. The dislike of the god for the
cock is attributed to some adventure of his youthful days,—when the
cock had been instructed to wake him up, or call him at a certain hour.
The cock did not perform his duty, and Koto-shiro-nushi-no-Kami, had his
hand bitten by a crocodile in hurrying to get back home.

There is a temple of Ebisu in Nishinomiya near Ōsaka, where the deity
is believed to be identical with Hiruko, but this is not the case at
Mionoseki.

Regarding the Deity of Marriage, I must correct an error in my last.
The learned priest Sasa states (quoting many ancient poems and authors
to prove the fact) that the ancient Deity of Marriage was the Deity of
Kizuki. But at Yaegaki Jinja, where there is a tree with two trunks, or
two trees with trunks grown into one, and other curious symbolic things,
the popular worship of the Deities Susa-no-o and Inada-Hime gradually
centred and finally wrested away the rights and privileges of the Kizuki
deity in favour of the gods of Yaegaki.

I have had some fine shōryō-bune made. And I can send you one
if you would like. There is a special kind of shōryō-bune
made here. Mine, though of straw, is an elaborate model of a junk
and could sail for miles. Would you like to send one to Dr. Tylor?
Anthropologically, these little boats in which to send the souls home
have a rare interest.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, September, 1890.


Dear Professor,—I have just returned from my first really
great Japanese experience,—a trip to Kizuki. The two trips were
beautiful. From Shōbara the route lies through a superb plain of rice
fields, with mountain ranges closing the horizon to left and right.

Reaching Kizuki at night, I sent a letter of introduction from Mr.
Nishida of the Chūgakkō to Senke Takamori,—the princely person
whose family for 82 generations have been in charge of the great temple.
I paid a visit to the grounds the same evening, and was amazed by the
great scale and dignity of the buildings, and the nobility of the
approaches to them, under succession of colossal torii.

Next morning a messenger came from Mr. Senke, announcing that I would be
received at the temple. My attendant had, however, to put on hakamas
and perform other personal corrections of dress before entering the
august presence.

We were then received with a courtesy and kindness impossible to
praise sufficiently or to qualify too gratefully. After performing the
requisite ablution of hands, we were received into the inner shrine
of the chief deity—(my baggage not yet having arrived, I have not
your “Kojiki” by me to correct misspelling, but I think the name is
Ōnamuji-no-Mikoto). I was told that I was the first European ever
allowed to enter the shrine, though seven or eight other foreigners had
visited the grounds.

There are some 19 shrines not consecrated to any particular deities,—in
which the Kami are supposed to assemble during the Kami-ari-zuki,—after
a preliminary visit to a much smaller temple erected on the
seashore,—where, it is said, the sovereignty  of Izumo was first
divinely guaranteed by the great deity.

We were received by the Gūji (Senke) in ceremonial costumes. His
robes were white, those of the attendant priests purple with gold
figuring—very beautiful. I acknowledge that I felt considerable awe in
the presence of these superb Japanese, who realized for me all that I
had imagined about the daimyōs, and grandees of the past. He who used
to be called the Iki-gami—said to descend from Susa-no-o-no-Mikoto—is
a fine portly man, with a full beard. The ceremonial was imposing, and
the sense of the immense antiquity and dignity of the cult, and of
the generations of its officiants, might have impressed even a more
unbelieving mind than my own.

The temple is really very noble, with its huge pillars, and the solidity
of its vast beamwork. Since the prehistoric era it has been rebuilt 28
times. It is said to be the oldest of all Shintō places of worship,
and holier than Ise. There are many curiosities and valuable historical
documents. The chief shrine faces west,—unlike others.

We were shown the primitive method of lighting the sacred fire—a simple
board in holes of which a rapidly revolving stick kindles the spark.
Also we saw the hierophantic dance, and heard the strange old song
sung—An-un—to the accompaniment of sticks tapped on curiously shaped
wooden boxes, or drums.

Subsequently we were invited to the house of Mr. Senke, where other
curious things were shown to us. I have had a rare and delightful
experience, and I hope to write of it for one of the English reviews
later on.

My attendant—unwarrantably, perhaps—mentioned me as a friend of yours;
and the statement provoked a murmur of pleasure. Your name is held, I
can assure you, in very great reverence at Kizuki; and I feel assured,
should you go there, that you would be received as if you were the chief
of the Kami. And I am also sure you would like these really fine and
noble men.

I have written enough to tire you perhaps, but I believe the subject
may, at least, suggest questions of value from you, if not otherwise
interesting. Kizuki is certainly the chief place of interest in Izumo;
and I have all details and documents. They will take me some months to
digest, but I shall do something pretty.

The jinrikisha ride is a little tiring. Kizuki is very, very pretty.
From 200,000 to 250,000 pilgrims go there yearly. All day the sound of
the clapping of hands is unbroken, like the sound of a cataract. At
least it was when I was there.

Best regards to you.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, September, 1890.


Dear Professor,—On second thought I have set to work to
obtain the information you wish as fully as possible from trustworthy
Japanese,—as I fear it could only be gathered by my own exertions
alone, too late to be serviceable. I shall send as soon as possible, and
if there be time I will supplement the notes with some observations of
my own.

I think I shall be very happy in Matsue, and every one assures me it is
not so cold as in Tōkyō in winter, although there is more snow.

On the way here I stopped at a very primitive village where there are
volcanic springs, and nearly every house has a “natural bathtub” always
hot and fresh. And the good old man in whose house I stopped said he
only once before in all his life saw a European,—but he did not know
whether the European was a man or a woman. The European had very long
hair, of a curious colour, and wore a long dress reaching its feet,
and its manners were gentle and kind. I found out afterwards it was a
Norwegian missionary-girl, having the courage to travel alone.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, October, 1890.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I received your last kind letter
just after having posted a note to you. As for what information I could
send, I am surprised and delighted to find that it was of some use. I
never expected to be so kindly thanked for it,—deeming it too scanty.

I do not think I shall have any difficulty in getting a model made of
the fire-drill, which at Kizuki is a thick board of dense white wood,
all the holes being drilled near one edge, in an almost parallel line.
Perhaps it may take some little time to arrange the matter; but if there
be no hurry, I am almost certain I can get the model made. I am a member
of the society now for the preservation of the Kizuki buildings, and am
sure my request will be kindly considered.

There are coloured prints here enough: Samurai-no-ehon they call the
old picture-books here. But they do not relate to Izumo. I hope to
procure some soon which will do.

I am more and more impressed with the ascendency of Shintō here.
Everybody is a Shintōist; and every house seems to have both its
kamidana and its butsudan. One street is almost entirely composed
of Buddhist temples—the Teramachi; but all the worshippers also attend
the Shintō services on certain days. The charms suspended over
doors, etc., are Shintō. Most of the mamori on the kamidana of
a house are sure to be Shintō. The Gods (1) Ebisu and (2) Daikoku,
here respectively identified with (1) Koto-shiro-nushi-no Kami and (2)
Oho-kuni-nushi-no-Kami, are monopolized by Shintō. Its signs and
mysteries are everywhere: the atmosphere is full of magic.

I suppose some people would think this sort of worship shocking,
but I must say I could not laugh at it: the childish naïveté of the
prayers and the offerings—the idea of a kami in the tree, able
to heal—seemed to me rather touching than absurd, and delightfully
natural. One feels what pastoral life in the antique world must have
been, on studying the artless notions of these good country-folk, whom
no one could live among without loving,—unless he were strangely brutal
or bigoted.

I had to make a speech before the educational association of Izumo the
other day, and in citing the labours of Darwin, Lubbock, Huxley, and
others, I quoted also Tylor’s delightful little book on Anthropology. My
speech was on the Value of the Imagination as a Factor in Education. The
Governor ordered it to be translated and printed;—so that I am being
for the moment perhaps much more highly considered than I ought to be.

I have become so accustomed to Japanese food and habits, that it would
now be painful to me to change them. The only extras, besides sake,
which I take, are plenty of fried and raw eggs. So far I am in better
health than I hoped to be in Japan.

I am very sorry you are not quite well. Here the weather is what they
call “mad weather”—rain alternating with sun, and chilly winds.

With best regards,

Faithfully yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

November, 1890.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—You will remember having invited
humble me to make a few criticisms if I could, about “Things Japanese.”
I am now going to pray you with all my heart and soul to change that
article about Japanese Music in the next edition of the book. I am,
and have been for months unspeakably charmed with Japanese music,—I
think it is as dainty and playfully sweet and pretty as the Japanese
girls who sing it and play it; and I feel sure there is a very fine
subtle art-feeling in it. I am sorry to say, however, that while making
this plea, I must in honesty confess that I am not an appreciant of
Wagner, and that I have always been much impressed and charmed by
primitive music. African music, and Spanish-American melodies I am quite
infatuated about, and neither of these would be considered as related to
the higher musical sense. But I feel sure if you were in Izumo, I could
make you hear some music, both instrumental and vocal, which you would
acknowledge to be more than “pretty.”

I think I will be able to get a model of the fire-drill made in a while.
I have arranged for a week at Kizuki during the coming vacation.

The importance of Shintō here as compared with Buddhism impresses
me more and more every day. Most of the kakemono in the tokonomas
are Shintō rather than Buddhist. The story of the Sun-goddess is a
favourite theme with local artists. Here also the gods of Good-Fortune
have become after a fashion adopted by Shintō.

I expect to send you some mamori shortly from two places—Ichibata
and Sakusa. The Shintō shrine at Sakusa would probably interest
you. Lovers in doubt go there to pray to the kami who set the single
in family, and who have decided in advance the coupling of all human
creatures. In this shrine are the spirits of Susa-no-o-no-Mikoto and his
wife enshrined,—his first wife whom he met accompanied by her father
before he went to kill the Serpent. The ghost of the father-in-law,
“Foot-stroking Elder,” is supposed to reside in the same place,—also
that of the mother-in-law. Almost every spot in hill or valley here has
a shrine marking an act or footstep of Susa-no-o. Every place where the
Serpent (Orochi) could possibly have been, still holds a legend of it.

I am no longer in a hotel, but have a very beautiful house, fronting
on the lake, and from my window I could see with a telescope almost to
Kizuki over a beautiful stretch of blue water. And every peak I see
has some divine story attached to it, and several are named after the
primæval gods.

I am perfectly treated here, and would be very, very happy if I had only
a little more time to work. It is now a busy season. The examinations
have come upon me; and I interrupted this letter twice before sending
it, in order to get some examination papers done. I have twelve large
classes to examine and give marks to on Dictation, Reading, Composition,
and Conversation. But now the trouble is over, and I shall have plenty
of time to write again.

Hoping you will excuse silence, I am always

Sincerely yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.

I enclose a few mamori of Kishibojin,—the Sanscrit Harite,—to whom
wives pray for children. I suppose you know more about her worship
than I do. But in the Northern temples of her the votive offerings of
children dresses are large dresses. Here the dresses are only models
of dresses—doll size. The pregnant woman picks one out of a thousand,
keeping her eyes shut. When she looks, if she has picked out a girl’s
dress, she is sure the child in her womb is a boy!—and vice versa. When
the child is born she makes another dress and brings it to the temple. I
am very fond of Kishibojin, and I think her worship beautiful.

Verily I have become quite as much of an idolater as any of these.

L. H.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, 1890.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I returned last Sunday from
Ichibata, but was too tired and busy to write at once. I have already
sent you some mamori from the famed temple of Yakushi Nyorai.

The little steamer—the very smallest I ever saw—which carries pilgrims
and others from Matsue to Kozakai—makes the trip to the latter village
in about two hours. Then the task of climbing the mountain is not
over-easy. The scenery, however, both on the lake and at Ichibata
is grand, and the peaks of the ranges have all their legends. There
are nearly 600 steps of stone to climb before the temple,—situated
on a windy summit whence the view extends for many luminous miles.
The temple is new,—the ancient one having been de stroyed by fire.
There is a large hotel where guests are entertained upon a strictly
Buddhist diet—no fish, no eggs; but a little cheap sake is tolerated.
No girls,—only young men as servants and waiters. The priests made
some demonstrations at my appearance in their courts; but a few words
from the pilgrims with me settled me in their good opinions, and they
became kind, and showed me their kakemonos of the Great Physician. All
afflicted with eye-troubles journey here and pray,—repeating always the
same prayer according to long established usage—“On koro-koro Sendai,”
etc. Little water vessels are sold bearing the mon of the temple, and
these are filled from the temple spring, and the sick bathe their eyes
therewith. The trip was altogether a very charming one for me, and not
the less interesting because I had to get back to Matsue in a sampan.

I am becoming a good pilgrim.

I do not think I am the first European to visit Ichibata, however: there
were some German naval officers here, according to tradition, eight or
ten years ago.

With best regards, always yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Matsue, 1890.

Dear Mr. Nishida,— ... Last evening, the servant of
Governor Koteda came to the house with a curious-looking box, which
contained a present from Miss Koteda,—an uguisu: the bird which
sings “Hokkekyō,” and ought, therefore, for its piety, according
to the sutra of the good law, to be endowed with six hundred good
qualities of Eye, six hundred good qualities of Hearing, twelve hundred
good qualities of Smelling power, and twelve hundred supernatural
excellences of the tongue, or of Speech. I am almost ready to believe
the last compensation has been given it,—for its voice is superlatively
sweet.—But what to say or do in the way of thanking the giver I don’t
know: this is really too kind.

So yesterday, despite the hideous weather, was a fortunate day:
it brought to my house the sacred bird and your delightful postal
news;—and for all things my grateful thanks and best wishes.

Most faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO YRJÖ HIRN

Tōkyō, December, 1890.


Dear Professor,—I have just finished the reading of your
“Origins of Art.” ... Some years ago I remember that I wanted very much
to produce an ideal essay upon the “ghostliness” of fine art,—the
element of thrill common to all forms of it: painting, sculpture,
music, or architecture. The notion is not original, I suppose,—but it
came to me with such an intensity that I imagined a general truth behind
it. This was the possible fact that no existing æsthetic sentiment had
a primarily æsthetic origin, and that all such sentiment must simply
represent emotional accumulation,—organic memory or inherited tendency.
But I could not develop my notion judiciously. Your fine book shows me
how such things should have been done, and it expresses convictions and
ideas which I lacked the scientific training to utter consistently.

I found a particular satisfaction in your critique of the Darwinian
hypothesis as to sexual æsthetic sensibility in animals and birds.
Though I am an “extreme” evolutionist, this hypothesis always seemed to
me essentially wrong,—essentially opposed to the facts of psychical
evolution. You have more than convinced me of what I suspected. Also I
think that, even while occasionally diverging from Spencer’s views, you
have reënforced his main positions, and shed fresh light upon various
shadowy regions of the new psychology. I liked very much your treatment
of the difficult topic of pleasure-pain: indeed, I like the whole book
more than I feel able to tell you.

My own slight knowledge of these matters is based chiefly upon a study
of Spencer. Although I have played “æsthetically” with metaphysical
ideas in my books, I believe that I have a fair knowledge of the whole
system of Synthetic Philosophy, and that I may call myself a disciple
of its author. Therefore,—or rather by reason of this private study
only,—can I presume even to discuss your work as an admirer. You
place the study of æsthetics upon a purely natural and common-sense
basis, even while considering its multiple aspects; and I am persuaded
that this must be the system of the future. Psycho physics and
psycho-dynamics have of late years been applied to æsthetic problems
with the naked result of leaving the main question exactly where it was
before, or of landing the student in a cul-de-sac; and I imagine that
much intellectual labour has been wasted in such paths merely through
cowardice of conventions. It is a delight to meet with a book like this,
in which science quietly ignores cant, and opens a new clearing through
the blinding maze of mediæval cobwebs. Again, I must say that a more
lucid, strong, and pleasing style I have not found in any modern work on
æsthetics.

I want, however, to make a small protest about the second paragraph on
page 233. Perhaps in the second edition you might think it worth your
while to modify the statement as to the “gross” character of Japanese
dancing. I should question the fairness of classing together—except
as to probable emotional origins—Asiatic and African dances (i.e.
negro dances). But I shall speak of the Japanese dances only. To
make any general statement about anything Japanese is always risky;
for customs here (differing in every province and every period)
exhibit a most bewildering variety. It is not correct to say that
the dancing is performed by “outcast women” mostly; for there are
many respectable forms of dancing. The maiko is not perhaps a very
respectable person;—but the miko, or Shintō priestesses (daughters
of priests), certainly are worthy of all respect. Well, there are the
temple-dances, before the old gods,—the dances of children at the
temples upon holidays,—the dances of the peasants, etc., etc. None of
these could be called gross,—however amorous their origin. Men dance as
well as women: all children dance; and in some conservative provinces
dancing is a part of female education. To come back to the maiko or
geisha, however, let me assure you that although some of their dances
may be passionally mimetic, even the passionate acting could not be
termed “gross” with justice: on the contrary it is a very delicate bit
of refined acting,—acting of eyes and lips and hands,—which requires
a sharp eye to follow. There are in Japan, as everywhere else, dances
that would not bear severe moral criticism; but the fine forms of
Oriental dancing are really dramatic performances,—silent monologues of
a most artistic kind.—Perhaps you will be interested in a book which
an acquaintance of mine, Mr. Osman Edwards, is bringing out through Mr.
Heinemann of London, “The Theatre in Japan.” The fact of the old lyric
drama seems to me to call for a modification of the statement on page
233. Of course I am not questioning the suggestion of origins.

Excuse these hasty and insufficient expressions of appreciation. Now to
the question of a former letter received from you, on the subject of a
selection of papers translated from various books of mine, by Mrs. Hirn.

You have my full consent to publish such a translation.... I should
certainly accept no pay either from translator or publisher; and a
single copy of such translation, when published, would be favour
enough....

On the subject of a photograph and biographical notice, however, will
you not excuse me for saying that I do not think the circumstances
justify such an introduction to a strange public?...

With renewed thanks for your most precious book, believe me, dear
Professor, very sincerely yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, January, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I am sorry not to have heard
from you,—fearing you may have been ill. The weather here has become
something very disagreeable—I was going to say infernal; but I think
this word better describes the weather of the North Atlantic Coast. The
changes of temperature here are less extreme, the cold is milder, but
the temperature may change three times in twenty-four hours,—which
seems to me extraordinary. There is almost perpetual rain and gloom, and
I would almost dislike Izumo were it not that one lovely day in a month
is enough to make me forgive and forget all the bad weather. The “Izumo
Fuji”—Dai sen (which is not, however, in Izumo at all)—was beautifully
visible the day before yesterday, and the landscape was unspeakably
beautiful.

I am now arranging, as best I can, to get the fire-drill model made in
Kizuki. My friends have been ill and my best friend, Mr. Nishida, is
still so ill that he cannot travel with me. But I think the drill can
be made very soon now. I have a passport for all Izumo; but the weather
is diabolical; and though my chest is very strong, I feel that it is
a severe strain to keep well even at home. So I shall not travel much
before the summer.

I send you some clean new “fire-insurance mamori.” I found out only two
weeks ago where they are sold,—at the great Inari temple in the grounds
of Matsue Castle, where there are enormous stone foxes, and perhaps
two thousand small foxes sitting all round the court with their tails
perpendicularly elevated. The most extraordinary thing of the kind I
ever saw. They showed me at the temple a kakemono of a ghostly fox,
with a phosphoric jewel in its tail,—said to have been painted ages
ago. I think I shall buy it from them. It is not beautiful, but quite
curious.

I wish you a very, very happy new year and many of them.

Faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, January, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—Your kindness in sending me a
postal card while suffering so much yourself from sickness, is something
that touches me very much. I hope to thank you better later on.

I myself am very sick. I boasted too soon about my immunity from cold.
I have been severely touched where I thought myself strongest—in
my lungs—and have passed some weeks in bed. My first serious
discouragement came with this check to my enthusiasm; I fear a few more
winters of this kind will put me underground. But this has been a very
exceptional winter, they say. The first snowstorm piled five feet of
snow about my house, which faces the lake, looking to Kizuki. All the
mountains are white, and the country is smothered with snow, and the
wind is very severe. I never saw a heavier snowfall in the United States
or Canada. The thermometer does not go so low as you might suppose, not
more than about 12 above zero; but the houses are cold as cattle barns,
and the hibachi and the kotatsu are mere shadows of heat,—ghosts,
illusions. But I have the blues now; perhaps to-morrow everything will
be cheerful again. The authorities are astonishingly kind to me. If they
were not, I do not know what I should do.

I trust you are now strong again. I send you a few mamori from the
famous shrine of Sakusa (county I-yu) where Yaegaki-san are worshipped,
the “Deities who couple and set the single in families.” It is said that
these, so soon as a boy or girl is born, decide the future love and
marriage of the child,—betrothing all to all from the moment of birth.
Three Shintō deities are the presiding gods: Susa-no-o-no-Mikoto, his
wife Inada-Hime-no-Mikoto, and their son Sakusa-no-Mikoto, from whom, I
suppose, the place takes its name. The mother of Inada-Hime and Taka o
gami-no-Mikoto, and Ama-terasu-Omi-Kami, are also there enshrined.

Here, amid stone foxes and stone lions, a priest sells love-charms. Some
of these consist of the leaves of Camellia Japonica.



There is a tree in the temple court (or rather two trees, which have
grown into one); this is considered both symbolical and magical. There
is also a pond in which newts live. The flesh of these newts, reduced to
ashes, is considered an efficacious aphrodisiac. It is also the custom
for lovers to throw offerings wrapped in bits of white paper into the
pond, and watch. If the newts at once run to it, the omen is good; if
they neglect it, it is bad.

In the Middle Ages this temple used to be in the village of Ushio, on
the boundary of the counties of O hara and Ni ta, but was removed to its
present site many hundred years ago. There are curious traditions and
poems, mostly of an erotic character, regarding this shrine.

Trusting you will soon be quite well, believe me always sincerely yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, April, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I am delighted to hear the
fire-drill is at last in your hands.

About Shintō ... Of course, as far as its philosophy is concerned
(which I am very fond of, in spite of my devotion to Herbert Spencer),
and romance of religious sentiment, and legends, and art,—my Izumo
experiences have not at all changed my love of Buddhism. If it were
possible for me to adopt a faith, I should adopt it. But Shintō seems
to me like an occult force,—vast, extraordinary,— which has not been
seriously taken into account as a force. I think it is the hopeless,
irrefragable obstacle to the Christianization of Japan (for which
reason I am wicked enough to love it). It is not all a belief, nor all
a religion; it is a thing formless as a magnetism and indefinable as an
ancestral impulse. It is part of the Soul of the Race. It means all the
loyalty of the nation to its sovereigns, the devotion of retainers to
princes, the respect to sacred things, the conservation of principles,
the whole of what an Englishman would call sense of duty; but that this
sense seems to be hereditary and inborn. I think a baby is Shintō
from the time its eyes can see. Here, too, the symbolism of Shintō
is among the very first things the child sees (I suppose it is the same
in Tōkyō). The toys are to a great extent Shintō toys; and
the excursions of a young mother with a baby on her back are always to
Shintō temples. How much of Confucianism may have entered into and
blended with what is a striking characteristic of Japanese boys in their
attitude toward teachers and superiors, I do not know; but I think that
what is now most pleasing in these boys is the outer reflection of the
spirit of Shintō within them,—the hereditary spirit of it.

The Shinshū sect is the only one, as far as I can learn, whose
members in Izumo are not also Shintōists; but the sect is very weak
here. Even the Nichirenites are Shintōists. The two religions are
so perfectly blended here that the lines of demarcation are sometimes
impossible to find.

Well, I think we Occidentals have yet to learn the worship of
ancestors; and evolution is going to teach it to us. When we become
conscious that we owe whatever is wise or good or strong or beautiful
in each one of us, not to one particular inner individuality, but to
the struggles and sufferings and experiences of the whole unknown chain
of human lives behind us, reaching back into mystery unthinkable,—the
worship of ancestors seems an extremely righteous thing. What is
it, philosophically, but a tribute of gratitude to the past,—dead
relatively only,—alive really within us, and about us.

With best regards, in momentary haste,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, May, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I have just returned from a
pilgrimage to the famous Kwannon temple of Kiyomizu—about 18 miles
from Matsue—where it is said that the sacred fire has never been
extinguished for a thousand years, to find your postal card. I do not
wait to receive the delightful gift in order to thank you for it; as I
hope to have the pleasure of writing you a letter on my impression of
it after reading it. You could have imagined nothing to send me more
welcome. Mr. Lowell has, I think, no warmer admirer in the world than
myself, though I do not agree with his theory in the “Soul of the Far
East,” and think he has ignored the most essential and astonishing
quality of the race: its genius of eclecticism. The future holds many
problems we cannot presume to guess, in regard to the fate of races.
But there is not wanting foundation for the belief that the Orient may
yet dominate the Occident and absorb it utterly. China seems to many a
far greater question than Russia.

About your kind question regarding books. I think I shall be able to
get all the books on Japan—in English—that I need; and your “Things
Japanese” is a mine of good advice on what to buy. But if I need counsel
which I cannot find in your book, then I will write and ask.

I venture to say that I think you have underrated the importance of my
suggestion about the Sacred Snake,—of which I have not been able to
find the scientific name. If they have such a snake at Ise then I am
wrong. But, if not, I think the little snake would be worth having.
It does not—like the fire-drill of Kizuki—possess special interest
for the anthropologist; but it certainly should have interest for the
folk-lorist, as a chapter in one of the most ancient and widely spread
(if not universal) religious practices,—the worship of the Serpent. If
you ever want an enshrined snake, let me know. It is dried and put into
a little miya for the kamidana.

Speaking of folk-lore, I have been interesting myself in the
fox-superstition in Izumo. Here, and in Iwami, the superstition has
local peculiarities. It is so powerful as to affect the value of real
estate to the amount of hundreds of thousands of yen, and keen men have
become rich by speculating upon the strength of it. If you want any
facts about it, please tell me.



The scenery at Kiyomizu is superb. But there is no clear water except
the view of Nanji-umi from the pagoda and the hills. The mamori, I
regret to say, are uninteresting. There is, however, a curious Inari
shrine. Beside it is a sort of huge trough filled with little foxes of
all shapes, designs, and material. If you want anything, you pray, and
put a fox in your pocket, and take it home. As soon as the prayer is
granted you must take the fox back again and put it just where it was
before. I should like to have taken one home; but my servants hate foxes
and Inari and tofu and azuki-meshi and abura-gi and everything
related to foxes. So I left it alone.

You will not be sorry to hear that I am to have the same publishers
as Mr. Lowell,—at least according to present indications. I am not
vain enough to think I can ever write anything so beautiful as his
“Chosōn” or “Soul of the Far East,” and will certainly make a poor
showing beside his precise, fine, perfectly worded work. But I am not
going to try to do anything in his line. My work will deal wholly with
exceptional things (chiefly popular) in an untilled field of another
kind.

I gave 72 boys, as subject for composition the other day, the question:
“What would you most like in this world?” Nine of the compositions
contained in substance this answer: “To die for our Sacred Emperor.”
That is Shintō. Isn’t it grand and beautiful? and do you wonder that
I love it after that?

Most grateful regards from yours most sincerely,

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I went to Kōbe by rail,
and thence by jinrikisha across Japan over mountains and through
valleys of rice-fields—a journey of four days; but the most
delightful in some respects of all my travelling experiences. The
scenery had this peculiar effect, that it repeated for me many of
my tropical impressions—received in a country of similar volcanic
configuration,—besides reviving for me all sorts of early memories of
travel in Wales and England which I had forgotten. Nothing could be
more beautiful than this mingling of the sensations of the tropics with
those of Northern summers. And the people! My expectations were much
more than realized: it is among the country-people Japanese character
should be studied, and I could not give my opinion of them now without
using what you would call enthusiastic language. I felt quite sorry
to reach this larger city, where the people are so much less simple,
charming, and kindly,—although I have every reason to be pleased with
them. And in a mountain village I saw a dance unlike anything I ever saw
before—some dance immemorially old, and full of weird grace. I watched
it until midnight, and wish I could see it again. Nothing yet seen in
Japan delighted me so much as this Bon-odori—in no wise resembling the
same performance in the north. I found Buddhism gradually weaken toward
the interior, while Shintō emblems surrounded the fields, and things
suggesting the phallic worship of antiquity were being adored in remote
groves.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, June, 1891.


Dear Mr. Chamberlain,—I am horribly ashamed to confess my
weakness; but the truth must be told! After having lived for ten months
exclusively upon Japanese fare, I was obliged to return (for a couple of
days only!!!!) to the flesh-pots of Egypt. Having become sick, I could
not recuperate upon Japanese eating—even when reënforced with eggs. I
devoured enormous quantities of beef, fowl, and sausage, and fried solid
stuffs, and absorbed terrific quantities of beer,—having had the good
luck to find one foreign cook in Matsue. I am very much ashamed! But the
fault is neither mine nor that of the Japanese: it is the fault of my
ancestors,—the ferocious, wolfish hereditary instincts and tendencies
of boreal mankind. The sins of the father, etc.

Do you know anything about Chōzuba-no-Kami? There are images of him.
He has no eyes—only ears. He passes much of his time in sleep. He is
angry if any one enters the koka without previously hemming,—so as to
give him notice. He makes everybody sick if the place in which he dwells
is not regularly cleaned. He goes to Kizuki and to Sada with the other
gods once a year; and after a month’s absence returns. When he returns,
he passes his hand over each member of the family as they go to the
Chōzuba,—to make sure the family is the same. But one must not be
afraid of the invisible hand. I think this kami is an extremely decent,
respectable person, with excellent views on the subjects of morality and
hygiene. I could not refuse him a lamp nor—for obvious reasons—the
worship of incense.

I have not been able to travel yet far enough to find anything novel,
but hope soon to do so. Meanwhile I am planning to make, if possible,
not only a tour of Izumo, but also a very brief visit to Tōkyō in
company with Mr. Nishida. Perhaps—I may be able to see both you and Mr.
Lowell for a tiny little while—you will always have a moment to spare.

I am always haunted by a particularly sarcastic translation Mr.
Lowell, in one of his books, made of the name of a gate,—“The Gate
of Everlasting Ceremony.” (Only an American could have dared to make
such a translation.) I have been through the Gate and into the Court of
Everlasting Ceremony; but the gate is a marvellous swarming of carven
dragons and water, and the court is full of peace and sweetness. Most
truly,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—Your welcome letter has just
reached me, on the eve of a trip to Kizuki, and—unless extraordinary
circumstances prevent—Oki islands. My guest has departed. He  was so
petted and made much of here, that I could not help regretting you also
would not come. I think I could make you comfortable here,—even in
regard to diet,—at any time when you could make the trip; and, as far
as the people go, they would embarrass you with kindness. Your name here
is—well, more than you would wish it to be.

Your last delightful letter I did not fully answer in my last, being
hurried. What you said about the influence of health or sickness
on the spiritual life of a man went straight to my heart. I have
found, as you have done, that the possessor of pure horse-health
never seems to have an idea of the “half-lights.” It is impossible
to see the psychical undercurrents of human existence without that
self-separation from the purely physical part of being, which severe
sickness gives—like a revelation. One in good health, who has never
been obliged to separate his immaterial self from his material self,
always will imagine that he understands much which, even recorded in
words, cannot be understood at all without sharp experience. We are all
living two lives,—but the revelation of the first seems only to come
by accident. There is an essay worth reading, entitled “Sickness is
Health,”—dealing with the physical results of sickness only; but there
is a much larger psychological truth in the title than the author of
it, whose name I forget, ever dreamed of. All the history of asceticism
and self-suppression as a religion, appears to me founded upon a vague,
blundering, intuitive recognition of the terrible and glorious fact,
that we can reach the highest life only through that self-separation
which the experiences of illness, that is, the knowledge of physical
weakness, brings; perfect health always involves the domination of
the spiritual by the physical—at least in the present state of human
evolution.

Perhaps it will interest you to know the effect of Japanese life upon
your little friend after the experiences of a year and a half. At first,
the sense of existence here is like that of escaping from an almost
unbearable atmospheric pressure into a rarefied, highly oxygenated
medium. That feeling continues: in Japan the law of life is not as
with us,—that each one strives to expand his own individuality at
the expense of his neighbour’s. But on the other hand, how much one
loses! Never a fine inspiration, a deep emotion, a profound joy or a
profound pain—never a thrill, or, as the French say so much better
than we, a frisson. So literary work is dry, bony, hard, dead work. I
have confined myself strictly to the most emotional phases of Japanese
life,—popular religion and popular imagination, and yet I can find
nothing like what I would get at once in any Latin country, a strong
emotional thrill. Whether it is that the difference in our ancestral
history renders what we call soul-sympathy almost impossible, or whether
it is that the Japanese are psychically smaller than we, I cannot
venture to decide—I hope the former. But the experience of all thinking
persons with whom I have had a chance to speak seems to be the same.

But how sweet the Japanese woman is!—all the possibilities of the race
for goodness seem to be con centrated in her. It shakes one’s faith in
some Occidental doctrines. If this be the result of suppression and
oppression,—then these are not altogether bad. On the other hand, how
diamond-hard the character of the American woman becomes under the
idolatry of which she is the subject. In the eternal order of things
which is the highest being,—the childish, confiding, sweet Japanese
girl,—or the superb, calculating, penetrating Occidental Circe of our
more artificial society, with her enormous power for evil, and her
limited capacity for good? Viscount Torio’s idea haunts me more and
more;—I think there are very formidable truths in his observations
about Western sociology. And the question comes: “In order to comprehend
the highest good, is it necessary that we must first learn the largest
power of evil?” For the one may be the Shadow of the other.

I am very much disappointed with Rein. I got much more information
about my own particular line of study from your “Things Japanese” than
from Rein. Rein himself confesses, after seven or eight years’ labour,
that he has only been able to make “a patchwork”! What, then, can a man
like myself hope to do,—without scientific knowledge, and without any
hope of even acquiring the language of the country so as to read even
a newspaper? Really it seems to me almost an impertinence on my part
to try to write anything about Japan at all, and the only fact which
gives me courage is that there exists no book especially devoted to the
subject I hope to consider.



The deity of Mionoseki is called always by the people Ebisu, or
Koto-shiro-nushi-no-Kami;—in the guide the deity is said to be Hiruko,
who, I believe, has been identified by Shintō commentators with
Hiruko, as I find in the article on the Seven Gods of Good Fortune, in
the Asiatic Transactions. But I am not sure what to say about Hiruko
being the deity of Mio Jinja, as a general statement. My friends say
that only a Shintō priest can decide, and I am going to see one.

Most truly,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, August, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I have just received and read
your most interesting letter on my return from Kizuki,—where I should
have liked to remain longer, but I must go to see the Bon-odori at
Shimo-ichi, where it is danced differently from anywhere else, so far as
I can learn, and in a thrillingly ghostly manner,—so that one thinks he
is looking at a Dance of Souls.

Before leaving I had a copy of Murray’s Guide sent to the Kokuzō, who
was more than pleased to see the picture of the great temple reproduced
and to hear what was said about it. Before I went away, he gave me
another singular entertainment, such as he alone could do—for he is
King of Kizuki. (By the way, the old reverence for the Kokuzō is not
dead. Folks do not believe now that whoever he looks at immediately
becomes unable to move; but as I and my companion followed him to the
great shrine, the pilgrims fell down and worshipped him as he passed.)

This was the entertainment he gave me:—Having invited me to the temple
grounds, where seats were prepared, and a supper got ready for us, Mr.
Senke gave some order, and the immense court immediately filled with
people,—thousands. Then at a signal began a round dance, such as I
had never seen before,—the Hōnen-odori, as anciently performed in
Kizuki. It was so fascinating that I watched it until two o’clock in
the morning. At least three hundred dancers were in the ring;—and the
leader, standing on a mochi-mortar turned upside down, with an umbrella
over his head, formed the axis of the great round, and turned slowly
within it upon his pedestal. He had a superb voice. The Kokuzō also
got the beautiful miko dances photographed to please me, and presented
me with many curious MSS., some of which I hope to show you later on.
They were written expressly for me.

Now as to the shōryō-bune. Just as the Bon-odori differs in every
part of Japan, and just as everything at Kizuki is totally different
from everything at Ise, even to the Miko-kagura, so is the custom of
sending away the Ships of the Souls different here. In many parts the
ships are launched at two or three o’clock in the morning of the day
after the Bon; or if ships are not launched, then floating lanterns
are sent out by way of guiding the dead home. But in Kizuki the
shōryō-bune are launched only by day and for those who have been
drowned at sea, and the shapes of the ships vary according to the kind
of ship in which the lost man or woman perished. And they are launched
every year for ten years after the death:—and when the soul returns
yearly to visit the home, the ship is made ready, and a little stick of
incense is lighted before launching it to take the beloved ghost back
again, and a little stock of provisions is placed in it upon kawarake
(principally dango). And the kaimyō of the dead is written upon
the sail. And these boats are launched,—not at night, as elsewhere, but
in the daytime.

I have had the shōryō-bune boxed and addressed to you, and a
priest wrote for me the kaimyō upon the sail and the date of death,
according to the usual custom. But you will not get the thing before
three weeks, as I am forwarding it by express, and you know how slow the
process is!

As for my letters, use anything you wish, and, if you desire, my
name. The only matter is this: that I am so small a personage as an
author that I am much in doubt whether the use of my name attached
to any opinion would give the opinion more weight than if expressed
impersonally. Unless it should, it might not be good for the book. I
leave the decision entirely to you.

I have been reading Mr. Lowell’s book over again; for it is one thing to
read it in Philadelphia, and quite another thing to read it after having
spent a year and a half in Japan. And the power and the charm impress
me more than ever. But I am so much horrified by its conclusions—at
least a few of them—that I try very hard to find a flaw therein. I
think the idea that the degree of the development of individuality in
a people necessarily marks its place in the great march of mind is not
true necessarily. At least it may be argued about. For as the tendency
of the age is toward class specialization and interdependent subdivision
of all branches of knowledge and all practical application of that
knowledge, the development of the individuality of every integer of a
community would seem to me to unfit the unit to form a close part of any
specialized class. In brief, I doubt, or rather I wish to doubt, that
the development of individuality is a lofty or desirable tendency. Much
of what is called personality and individuality is intensely repellent,
and makes the principal misery of Occidental life. It means much that
is connected with pure aggressive selfishness: and its extraordinary
development in a country like America or England seems a confirmation
of Viscount Torio’s theory that Western civilization has the defect of
cultivating the individual at the expense only of the mass, and giving
unbounded opportunities to human selfishness, unrestrained by religious
sentiment, law, or emotional feeling.
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What you say about your experience with Japanese poetry is indeed very
telling and very painful to one who loves Japan. Depth, I have long
suspected, does not exist in the Japanese soul-stream. It flows much
like the rivers of the country,—over beds three quarters dry,—very
clear and charmingly beshadowed;—but made temporarily profound only
by some passional storm. But it seems to me that some tendencies in
Japanese prose give hope of some beautiful things. There was a
story some time ago in the Asahi Shimbun about a shirabyōshi
that brought tears to my eyes, as slowly and painfully translated by a
friend. There was tenderness and poetry and pathos in it worthy of Le
Fanu (I thought of the exquisite story of Le Fanu, “A Bird of Passage,”
simply as a superb bit of tender pathos) or Bret Harte—though, of
course, I don’t know what the style is. But the Japanese poem, as I
judge from your work and the “Anthologie Japonaise,” seems to me exactly
the Japanese coloured print in words,—nothing much more. Still, how the
sensation of that which has been is flashed into heart and memory by the
delicious print or the simple little verse.

I go to-morrow or the next day to Shimo-ichi. If you get the
shōryō-bune, let me know. Any of your servants can, I think,
fix the little masts and pennons in place. A small incense vessel and
kawarake with dango, or models of dango, might be added by Dr.
Tylor to the exhibit; but I suppose these are not essential.

With sincerest regards, ever truly,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, August, 1891.


Dear Mr. Chamberlain,—Before leaving, I must trouble you with
another note or two.

For “Things Japanese,” I would like to make a suggestion about the
article “Theatre.” The refer ence to O-Kuni seems to me extremely
severe; for her story is very beautiful and touching. She was a miko
in the Great Temple of Kizuki, and fell in love with a ronin named
Nagoya Sanza, and she fled away with her lover to Kyōto. On the way,
another ronin, who fell in love with her extraordinary beauty, was
killed by Sanza. Always the face of the dead man haunted the girl.

At Kyōto she supported her lover by dancing the Miko-kagura in the
dry bed of the river Kamogawa.

Then they went to Tōkyō (Yedo) and began to act. Sanza himself
became a famous and successful actor. The two lived together until Sanza
died.

Then she came back to Kizuki. She was learned, and a great poet in the
style called renga. After Sanza’s death she supported herself, or at
least occupied herself, in teaching this poetic art. But she shaved
off her hair and became a nun, and built the little Buddhist temple in
Kizuki called Rengaji, in which she lived, and taught her art. And the
reason she built the temple was that she might pray for the soul of
the ronin whom the sight of her beauty had ruined. The temple stood
until thirty years ago. Nothing is now left of it but a broken statue
of Jizō. Her family still live in Kizuki, and until the restoration
the chief of the family was always entitled to a share of the profits of
the Kizuki theatre, because his ancestress, the beautiful miko, had
founded the art.

So I would like to suggest that poor O-Kuni have a kind word said for
her. And I am sure we would both think very highly of her if she were
alive.



There is a little Japanese book about her history; but I do not know the
title. With best regards,

Lafcadio.



TO PAGE M. BAKER

Matsue, August, 1891.


Dear Page,—I answer your dear letter at once, as you wished
me to do. It reached me to-day, on my return from Kizuki, the Holy
City of Japan,—where I have become something of a favourite with the
high pontiff of the most ancient and sacred shrine of the land,—which
no other European was ever permitted to enter before me. And I am
travelling now,—stopping at home only on my way to other curious and
unknown places. For this part of Japan is so little known that I was
the first to furnish Murray’s Guidebook editors with some information
thereabout....

But I had unknown friends here who knew me through my “Chinese
Ghosts”—so they applied to the Government for me, and I got an
educational position under contract. The contract was renewed last March
for a year—the extreme term allowed by law. My salary is only $100 per
month; but that is equal here to more than double the sum in America.
So that I am able to keep up nearly the nicest house in town,—outside
of a few very rich men,—to have several servants, to give dinners, and
to dress my little wife tolerably nicely. Moreover, life in Japan is
something so placid and kindly and gentle—that it is just like one of
those dreams in which everybody is good-natured about everything. The
missionaries have no reason to like me,—for one had to be discharged to
secure me; and I teach the boys to respect their own beautiful faith and
the gods of their fathers, and not to listen to proselytism. However,
the missionaries leave me alone. We have a tiff about Spencer in the
Japan Mail sometimes; but as a rule I am completely isolated from all
Europeans. It is only at long intervals one ever gets so far,—with
the exception of an austere female stationed here in the vague hope of
making a convert.

Of course I will send you a photograph of my little wife. I must tell
you I am married only in the Japanese manner as yet,—because of the
territorial law. Only by becoming a Japanese citizen, which I think I
shall do, will it be possible to settle the matter satisfactorily. By
the present law, the moment a foreigner marries a native according to
English law, she becomes an English citizen, and her children English
subjects, if she have any. Therefore she becomes subject to territorial
laws regarding foreigners,—obliged to live within treaty limits,
and virtually separated from her own people. So it would be her ruin
to marry her according to English form, until I become a Japanese in
law;—for should I die, she would have serious reason to regret her loss
of citizenship.

As for going abroad—I mean back to you all—I don’t know what to
say. Just now, of course, I could not if I would; for I am under
legal contract. Then my plans for a book on Japan are but a quarter
finished. Then, my little woman would be very unhappy, I fear, away
from her people and her gods;—for this country is so strange that it
is impossible for any who have never lived here for a long time to
understand the enormous difference between the thought and feeling of
the Japanese and our own. But, later on, perhaps I must go back for a
time to see about getting out a book. Then I will probably appeal to you
for a year’s employ or something. The Orient is more fascinating than
you may suppose: here, remember, the people really eat lotuses: they
form a common article of diet. But no human being can tell exactly what
the future has in store for him. So I cannot for the life of me say now
what I shall do....

We are many years behind you here. In Matsue there is a little newspaper
of which I must send you a copy as a curiosity. Every week or two there
is an article in it about me. For “the foreigner’s” every act is a
subject for comment. There is no such thing in Japan as privacy. There
are no secrets. Every earthly thing a man does is known to everybody,
and life is extravagantly, astoundingly frank. The moral effect is,
in my opinion, extremely good,—though the missionaries, who lie hard
about this country, say the reverse. Think of nothing but a paper screen
dividing all your life from the lives about you,—a paper screen to poke
a hole through, which is not considered outrageous, unless the screen
be decorated with celebrated paintings. That is common life here.
As for me, I have a secluded house, with three gardens round it. But,
according to popular custom, I must never shut the door, or lock myself
up except at night. One must not be nervous here, or impatient: it is
impossible to remain either in such an atmosphere, or to be ill-natured,
or to hide anything. And just think of it!—I having to give lectures
and make speeches through an interpreter, which lectures and speeches
are duly printed in a Japanese magazine! To speak before a Japanese
audience, however, is delightful. One look at all the placid smiling
faces reassures the most shrinking soul at once.

Well, at all events, I shall write you often, and send you something
queer betimes. I must now get ready to take the little steamer by which
I start.

With best regards to all, and to you best love, I remain,

Lafcadio Hearn.


[image: ]
This is my legal seal.





TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Yabase, August, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—I have discovered Yabase. No
European seems to have ever been here before. On arriving at Shimo-ichi
to see the Bon-odori, I found I had come three days too soon, and the
little town is very hot and uncomfortable.

Well, Yabase is an extremely quiet, pretty little town, with a much
better hotel than I have seen for quite a while,—and a superb beach.
Strange to say, there are no boats and nobody ever thinks of going
into the sea, except children. So whenever I go to swim, the entire
population crowd the beach to look on. Happily I am a very good
swimmer,—could swim for twenty-four hours without fatigue. Thus the
people have a mezurashii mono to behold. Another queer thing about
Yabase is that it is the only place I have seen in Japan where there
is no shrine of Inari. It is a strictly Buddhist town, and Nichiren
prevails. There is a yashiro on a neighbouring mountain, however.
There is no Bon-odori here, one must go to the next town to see it,
which I will do to-night. There has been much rough weather—tremendous
seas breaking along the coast. At Kizuki I thought the hotel was going
to be carried away; and all the approaches to it, bridges, etc., were
dashed to pieces. Here, the sea is opposed by a loftier coast, but it
becomes something one cannot laugh at on a windy day.

I must tell you an incident of the revival of pure Shintō. At Kizuki,
until very recently, two of the hotels were kept by families belonging
to some Buddhist sect, as well as to the Kizuki sect of Shintō, and
so in their establishments, as in nearly every Izumo household, there
was a butsudan as well as a kamidana. But some pilgrims who came to
Kizuki, full of fiery Shintō zeal, were wroth to see a butsudan
in the inns of the Sacred City, and girded up their loins, and sought
out an hotel where no Buddha was, and went there,—and sent out word
to their fellow pilgrims. The result has been that all the hotels in
Kizuki have suppressed Buddhism, or at least its externals: they have
become pure Shintō. This incident is rather anomalous, but it is
a confirmation of what I said before, regarding the predominance of
Shintō.

From Mionoseki, I hope to send you some o fuda of interest. The
prospects of getting to Oki are growing small, however,—for the time
being.

P.S. Alas! I have not discovered Yabase! Some detestable missionary was
here before me—for one hour only, it is true, but he was here!—And
to-day, being a day of high surf, there came down to the beach with
planks, divers boys, who swam far out and came in, as the Americans say,
“a-kite-ing,” on the crests of waves—swimming unspeakably well, after
the fashion of the Polynesian islanders. So that I feel small! I offered
to teach them what I know in exchange for instruction as to how to come
“a-kite-ing” on the top of a wave.

As for the little Japanese pipe:—

I cannot think that its form and dimensions simply evidence the
Japanese fondness for “small things.” The ancient Samurai pipes, of
which I have seen many fine specimens, were very much larger than the
modern kiseru. The pipe seems to me rather the natural evolution of
a utensil in its relation to the domestic life of Japan. The little
pipe is admirably adapted to the multifarious interruptions of Japanese
occupations. Long-sustained effort, protracted and unbroken study, are
things foreign to Japanese existence. The Western pipe is good between
the teeth of a man trained to remain on duty without remission of mental
labour or relaxation of muscle for five or six hours at a stretch. But
the Japanese idea of labour is blessed and full of interruptions as
his year is full of matsuri. Thus, the little pipe, with its three
conventional whiffs, exactly suits his wants. Its artistic evolution is
also a matter worthy of study. Some of the best metal-work has been done
upon it. From the pipe of 3 sen to the pipe of 30 yen, there is as great
a range of artistic design and finish as in the realm of kakemono.
Pipes of silver are the fashion. Without engraving, the silver must be
very heavy. If the two metal parts be elaborately engraved and inlaid,
the metal may be made as light as possible. A really fine pipe becomes
an heirloom.

The introduction of European costume among the class of officials and
teachers necessarily produced a change in the smoking paraphernalia
which formed a part of the native Japanese outfit. The tabako-ire
was reshaped, so as to accommodate itself to a breast or side pocket,
and the little pipe shortened so as to be enclosed without the tobacco
pouch, much as a pencil is enclosed in a pocket-book. Many beautifully
designed things thus came into existence. A nice small pipe of silver
may now be had to order for about 3 yen,—(designed). The netsuke has,
of course, no place in this form of the tabako-ire. I have collected
over a hundred different forms of the new pipe. This has no bamboo:
the whole thing is one solid piece of metal. The best are inlaid or
engraved:—the bowl and mouthpiece (at least) being usually of silver,
worked into steel or brass.

Pipes with long stems are preferable for house use. They do not burn the
tongue so quickly as the short pipe. However, the tobacco itself has
much to do with this matter. Those jōros, geishas, and others, who
smoke the greater part of the time, use a special tobacco which does not
blister the tongue or lips.

With the pipe for an evolutionary centre, a whole intricate and complex
world of smoking-furniture has come into existence,—of which the
richest specimens are perhaps those lacquered tabako-bon for the
use of aristocratic ladies, with plated or solid silver hibachi and
haifuki. The winter hibachi for smoking purposes has, of course,
many forms;—some of the daintiest being those invented for use in
theatres, to be carried in the hand. The smoker, who finds a handsome
bronze hibachi placed before him on a winter’s day, is not supposed to
empty his pipe into it by knocking the metal head of the pipe upon the
rim: if genteel, he will always insert the leather flap of his tobacco
pouch between the pipehead and the hibachi—so as to prevent the
tapping of the pipehead from causing a dent in the bronze. At present
the most genteel tabako-bon for summer use has a small cup of bronze,
instead of the usual cup of porcelain. The smoker empties his pipe, not
into the hibachi of bronze or porcelain, but into the bamboo haifuki
which is an indispensable part of the summer tabako-bon.

The foreigner who uses the Japanese pipe commences his experience
with that apparently simple article by burning small round holes in
everything near him—the tatami, the zabuton, and especially his
own yukata or kimono. The small pellet of ignited tobacco contained
in the kiseru becomes, after a few whiffs, a fiery pill, loose, and
ready to leap from the pipe at a breath. Wherever it falls, it pierces
holes like a red-hot shot. But the Japanese expert smoker rarely burns
anything. He draws from his pipe at the very most three whiffs and at
once empties it into the haifuki. To smoke a Japanese pipe to the
bottom, moreover, results in clogging up the pipe. The art of cleaning
it out afterwards is quite elaborate. A common plan is to heat the
pipehead in the charcoal of the hibachi, and then blow out the refuse.
But this method corrodes and spoils a fine pipe. The cleaning of the
fine pipe must be done with a twist of tough fine paper passed up the
stem and pulled out through the head.

Besides smoking-furniture, a special code of politeness has been evolved
around the Japanese pipe.

The pipe, I regret to say, is in vulgar circles used as a domestic rod.
The wife or child who is very naughty may receive a severe blow with the
kiseru, or even many. However, it is not so bad as the instruments of
punishment in vogue elsewhere.

I am not sure if I have been able to say anything worth your while to
read about the pipe, but I think the Japanese pipe is really worth more
consideration than is usually given it.

Note. Women’s pipes have a special, delicate form—and are made
very small and dainty—also their tabako-ire.





TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Yura, August, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—If you are not frightfully busy,
which I suppose nobody is at this time of the year, perhaps some of my
adventures will interest you.

I found that the Bon-odori is different, not only in every village, but
even in every commune. So I was very anxious to see all the varieties
of this curious dance that I could. I heard that at Ōtsuka, near
Yabase, there was a very remarkable kind of dance danced; and I went, in
Japanese costume, with a dozen citizens of Yabase, to see it. It turned
out to be not worth seeing at all: the people had no more knowledge of
dancing—or rather, much less, than Sioux or Comanches.

Ōtsuka is a stony, large, primitive-looking village,—full of rude
energy and, I am sorry to say, of bad manners,—a terrible thing to say
about any Japanese town. But I have been in about 50 Japanese villages,
where I loved all the people, and always made a few of them love me,
and Ōtsuka is the first exception I found to the general rule about
the relation between foreigners and hyakushō-no-jin. At Ōtsuka
the people left their dance to pelt the foreigner with little pellets
of sand and mud,—crying out: “Bikki!—bikki!” What that means I do
not know. So both I and the whole of the Yabase people turned back.
The pelting was not very savage—it was just like the work of naughty
children: a foreign mob would have thrown stones, which these folk were
very careful not to do—in spite of the fact that there were no police.
I passed through this village twice since, and found the attitude of its
people peculiarly rough—bordering upon hostility. Compared with the
roughness of—say a Barbadoes mob—it was a very gentle thing, but it
gave me the first decidedly unpleasant sense of being an alien that I
have ever had in Japan.

I have just returned from Togo-ike,—a place described in your Guide.

Frankly, I detest Togo-ike. But it is extremely popular with travelling
Japanese—especially the shōbai. Imagine a valley of rice-fields,
ringed in by low jagged wooded hills, with a lakelet in the middle of
it about a mile and a quarter long (at most) by half a mile broad, and
hotels built out into the water. The coldest place I have yet been
in Japan. The hotels are supplied with hot water from the volcanic
springs through bamboo pipes, but the baths do not compare with those
of the much humbler Izumo resort—Tama-tsukuri. The cold air to me was
penetrating, sickly, but this may be idiosyncrasy. To one who has lived
in the tropics the chill of rice-fields means fever and death; and some
of my old tropical fears came up. Then the hotel has only mishido, no
karakami,—so that one is never alone. One hour of Yabase is worth
a season at Togo-ike—free of expense—to one who loves quiet and
simple ways. So I shall spend a couple more days there before going to
Mionoseki.

I have given up Oki, until winter. The health and strength I get from
seawater bathing have made me delay too long. But I will get to Oki
later.

Ever yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Yabase, August, 1891.


Dear Mr. Nishida,—I have had a pleasant time in different
little drowsy sea-villages,—sleeping, eating, drinking sake, and
bathing. Yabase is about the most pleasant place I ever stopped at here.

But, alas!—I saw no Bon-odori at all at Shimo-ichi. I seemed to have
gone too soon;—at Yabase, there is no Bon-odori; and at Ōtsuka,
where I next travelled, on foot, to see the Bon-odori, I had an
adventure of a peculiar kind.

Ōtsuka seems to be a rough sort of place. Its folk are big hustling
noisy countrymen; and when they are full of sake inclined to be
mischievous. They stopped dancing to see the foreigner. The foreigner
took refuge from the pressure of the crowd in a house, where he sat
upon the floor, and smoked. The crowd came into the house and round
the house, and uttered curious observations and threw sand and water
at the foreigner. Therefore the people of Yabase, who had accompanied
the foreigner to Ōtsuka, arose and made vigorous protests; and we
all returned to Yabase together. At Yabase, the police and some of
the principal people more than made up to me for the rudeness of the
Ōtsuka folk,— they apologized for the Ōtsuka folk until I was
really ashamed of being so kindly looked after; and I was entertained
very generously; and the police told me that anything in the world
I wished their advice or help about, only to send them word. (The
hostility of the Ōtsuka folk was really a very childish sort of
thing, not worth making a fuss about;—a Western crowd would have thrown
stones or rotten eggs. Indeed I am not sure whether the crowd was really
hostile at all. I rather think that they wanted to see the foreigner
move,—so they tried to make him stir about,—like a kedamono in a
cage.)

To-morrow I return to Matsue, by way of Mionoseki;—I really regret
leaving Yabase: the people are the kindest, most honest, straightforward
folk imaginable. And I have made several friends;—at the temple of
Nichiren here, I got some beautiful o fuda.

Lafcadio Hearn..



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Matsue, August, 1891.


Dear Professor Chamberlain,—Having reached a spot where I
can write upon something better than a matted floor, I find three most
pleasant letters from you. The whole of the questions in them I cannot
answer to-night, but will do so presently, when I obtain the full
information.

However, as to cats’ tails I can answer at once. Izumo cats—(and I
was under the impression until recently that all Japanese cats were
alike)—are generally born with long tails. But there is a belief
that any cat whose tail is not cut off in kittenhood, will become an
obake or a nekomata, and there are weird stories about cats with
long tails dancing at night, with towels tied round their heads. There
are stories about petted cats eating their mistress and then assuming
the form, features, and voice of the victim. Of course you know the
Buddhist tradition that no cat can enter paradise. The cat and the snake
alone wept not for the death of Buddha. Cats are unpopular in Izumo,
but in Hōki I saw that they seemed to exist under more favourable
conditions. The real reason for the unpopularity of the cat is its
powers of mischief in a Japanese house;—it tears the tatami, the
karakami, the shōji, scratches the woodwork, and insists upon
carrying its food into the best room to eat it upon the floor. I am
a great lover of cats, having “raised,” as the Americans say, more
than fifty;—but I could not gratify my desire to have a cat here. The
creature proved too mischievous, and wanted always to eat my uguisu.

The oscillation of one’s thoughts concerning the Japanese—the swaying
you describe—is and has for some time been mine also.

There are times when they seem so small! And then again, although
they never seem large, there is a vastness behind them,—a past of
indefinite complexity and marvel,—an amazing power of absorbing and
assimilating,—which forces one to suspect some power in the race so
different from our own that one cannot understand that power. And as
you say, whatever doubts or vexations one has in Japan, it is only
necessary to ask one’s self:—“Well, who are the best people to live
with?” For it is a question whether the intellectual pleasures of social
life abroad are not more than dearly bought at the cost of social
pettinesses which do not seem to exist in Japan at all.

Would you be horrified to learn that I have become passionately fond
of daikon,—not the fresh but the strong ancient pickled daikon?
But then the European Stilton cheese, or Limburger, is surely quite
as queer. I have become what they call here a jōgo,—and find
that a love of sake creates a total change in all one’s eating habits
and tastes. All the sweet things the geko likes, I cannot bear
when taking sake. By the way, what a huge world of etiquette, art,
taste, custom, has been developed by sake. An article upon sake,—its
social rules,—its vessels,—its physiological effects,—in short the
whole romance and charm of a Japanese banquet, ought to be written by
somebody. I hope to write one some day, but I am still learning.

As to Dr. Tylor and the anthropological institute. If he should want any
paper that I could furnish, I would be glad and consider myself honoured
to please him. As for your question about the o fuda, why, I should
think it no small pleasure to be mentioned merely as one of your workers
and friends. Though the little I have been able to send does not seem
to me to deserve your kindest words, it is making me very happy to have
been able to please you at all. Whatever I can write or send, make
always any use of you please.

About “seeing Japan from a distance,”—I envy you your coming chance.
I could not finish my book on the West Indies until I saw the magical
island again through regret, as through a summer haze,—and under
circumstances which left me perfectly free to think, which the soporific
air of the tropics makes difficult. (Still the book is not what it
ought to be, for I was refused all reasonable help, and wrote most of
it upon a half-empty stomach, or with my blood full of fever.) But to
think of Japan in an English atmosphere will be a delicious experience
for you after so long an absence. I should not be surprised should the
experience result in the creation of something which would please your
own feelings as an author better than any other work you have made. Of
course it is at the time one is best pleased that one does one’s real
best in the artistic line.

By the way, since you like those Shintō prints,—and I might get you
others,—what about a possible edition of your “Kojiki” illustrated by
Japanese conceptions of this kind, colours and all? Such work can be so
cheaply done in Japan! And an index! How often I wished for an index. I
have made an imperfect one of my own. It is believed here that Hahaki is
the ancient name of the modern Hōki. I was told this when I wanted to
go to the legendary burial-place of Izanami.

As usual, I find I have been too presumptuous in writing offhand about
cats’ tails. On enquiring, I learn that there are often, born of the
same mother, Izumo kittens with short tails, and kittens with long
tails. This would show that two distinct species of cats exist here. The
long-tailed kittens are always deprived when possible of the larger part
of their caudal appendage. The short tails are spared. If an old cat be
seen with a short tail, people say,—“this cat is old, but she has a
short tail: therefore she is a good cat.” (For the obake cat gets two
tails when old, and every wicked cat has a long tail.) I am told that at
the recent bon, in Matsue, cats of the evil sort were seen to dance
upon the roofs of the houses.

What you tell me about those Shintō rituals and their suspicious
origin seems to me quite certainly true. So the kara-shishi and the
mon and the dragon-carvings and the tōrōs,—all stare me in
the face as pillage of Buddhism. But the funeral rite which I saw and
took part in, on the anniversary of the death of Prince Sanjō, struck
me as immemorially primitive. The weird simplicity of it—the banquet to
the ghost, the covering of the faces with white paper, the moaning song,
the barbarian music, all seemed to me traditions and echoes of the very
childhood of the race. I shall try to discover the genesis of the book
you speak of as dubious in character. The Shintō christening ceremony
is strictly observed here, and there are curious facts about the funeral
ceremonies—totally at variance with and hostile to Buddhism.

By the way, when I visited a tera in Mionoseki after having bought o
fuda at the Miojinja, I was told I must not carry the o fuda into
the court of the tera. The Kami would be displeased.

For the moment, good-bye.

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Matsue, 1891.


Dear Hendrick,— ... My household relations have turned out to
be extremely happy, and to bind me very fast here at the very time that
I was beginning to feel like going away. It does not now seem possible
for me ever to go away. To take the little woman to another country
would be to make her extremely unhappy; for no kindness or comfort could
compensate for the loss of her own social atmosphere—in which all
thoughts and feelings are so totally different from our own.

I find literary work extremely difficult here. The mental air about one
has a totally disintegrating effect upon Western habits of thinking;—no
strong emotion, no thrills or inspirations ever come to me, so I am
still in doubt how to work. Whether I shall ever be able to make a
really good book on Japan is still a question; but if I do, it will
require years of steady dry work, without one real flash in it. The
least fact in this Oriental life is so different from ours, and so
complex in its relationship to other facts, that to explain it requires
enormous time and patience.

I was made a little homesick by your letter about New Orleans,
mentioning so many familiar names. It brought back many pleasant
memories.

Ah! you are in a dangerous world now. You will meet some charming,
unsophisticated Southern girl, so much nicer than most Northern girls,
that the South may fascinate you too much.

My correspondents have all dropped off except you. Sometimes a
letter wanders to me—six months old—announcing my nomination as
vice-president of some small literary society; but the outer world is
slowly and surely passing away. At the same time the harder side of
Japanese character is beginning to appear—in spots. The women are
certainly the sweetest beings I have ever seen, as a general rule: all
the good things of the race have been put into them. They are just
loving, joyous, simple-hearted children with infinite surprises of
pretty ways. About the men,—one never gets very close to them. One’s
best friends have a certain far-offness about them, even when breaking
their necks to please you. There is no such thing as clapping a man
on the back and saying, “Hello! old boy!” There is no such thing as
clapping a fellow on the knee, or chucking a fellow under the ribs.
All such familiarities are terribly vulgar in Japan. So each one has
to tickle his own soul and clap it on the back, and say “Hello” to it.
And the soul, being Western, says: “Do you expect me always to stay in
this extraordinary country? I want to go home, or get back to the West
Indies, at least. Hurry up and save some money.” As it is, I have two
hundred dollars saved up, even after dressing my little wife like a
queen.



And now I am about to journey to outrageous places, among very strange
gods. Good-bye for a while.

Ever most affectionately,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Matsue, October, 1891.


Dear devilishly delightful old fellow,—I have been dancing an
Indian war-dance of exultation in my Japanese robes, to the unspeakable
astonishment of my placid household. After which I passed two hours in
a discourse in what my Japanese friends ironically term “The Hearnian
Dialect.” Subject of exultation and discourse,—the marriage of Miss
Elizabeth Bisland. If she only knew how often I have written her name
upon the blackboard for the eyes of the students of the Normal School
to look upon when they asked me to tell them about English names! And
they pronounce it after me with a pretty Japanese accent and lisp:
“Aileesabbet Beeslan!” Well, well, well!—you most d—nably jolly
fellow!!

... Civilization is full of deadly perils in small things,—isn’t it?
and horrors in large things—railroad collisions, steamboat explosions,
elevator accidents,—all nightmares of machinery. How funny the quiet of
this Oriental life. The other day a man brought a skin to the house to
sell,—a foreign skin. Very beautiful the animal must have been, and the
price was cheap. But the idea of murder the thing conveyed was horrible
to me, and I was glad to find my folks of the same mind. “No, no!—we
don’t like to see it,” they said. And the man departed, and in his heart
pain was lord.

Oh! as for vacation, I always get two months, or nearly two months,—the
greater part of July and all of August. This time I have been travelling
alone with my little wife, who translates my “Hearnian dialect” into
Japanese,—eating little dishes of seaweed, and swimming across all
the bays I could find on the Izumo coast. They take me to be a good
swimmer out here; but I am a little afraid to face really rough water
at a distance from shore.—About getting to you, I don’t really see my
way clear to do it for another year or two—must wait till I feel very
strong with the Japanese. Just now friend Chamberlain is trying to get
me south, to teach Latin and English, at $200 per month, in a beautiful
climate. I would like it—but the Latin—“hic sunt leones!” I am
awfully rusty. Should I be offered the place and dare to take it, you
would find me at Kumamoto, in Kyūshū,—much more accessible than
Matsue. I think I have a better chance of seeing you here than you of
seeing me. But what a dear glorious chap you are to offer me the ways
and means;—I’ll never forget it, old boy—never!

Pretty to talk of “my pen of fire.” I’ve lost it. Well, the fact is,
it is no use here. There isn’t any fire here. It is all soft, dreamy,
quiet, pale, faint, gentle, hazy, vapoury, visionary,—a land where
lotus is a common article of diet,—and where there is scarcely any
real summer. Even the seasons are feeble ghostly things. Don’t please
imagine there are any tropics here. Ah! the tropics—they still pull
at my heart-strings. Goodness! my real field was there—in the Latin
countries, in the West Indies and Spanish-America; and my dream was
to haunt the old crumbling Portuguese and Spanish cities, and steam
up the Amazon and Orinoco, and get romances nobody else could find.
And I could have done it, and made books that would sell for twenty
years yet. Perhaps, however, it’s all for the best: I might have been
killed in that Martinique hurricane. And then, I think I may see the
tropics on this side of the world yet,—the Philippines, the Straits
Settlements,—perhaps Reunion or Madagascar. (When I get rich!)

Besides, I must finish my work on Japan, and that will take a couple
of years more. It is the hardest country to learn—except China—in
the world. I am the only man who ever attempted to learn the people
seriously; and I think I shall succeed. But there is work ahead—phew!
I have sent away about 1500 pp. MSS., and I have scarcely touched the
subject—merely broken ground.

... Fact is, there is only one way to really marry a Japanese
legally,—to be adopted into a Japanese family after marrying the
daughter, and so become a Japanese citizen. Otherwise the wife loses
her citizenship—a terrible calamity to a good girl. She would have to
live in the open ports, unless I could always live in the interior. And
the children—the children would have no rights or prospects in Japan.
I don’t see any way out of it except to abandon my English citizenship,
and change my name to Koi zumi,—my wife’s name. I am still hesitating
a little—because of the Japanese. Would they try to take advantage,
and cut down my salary? I am thinking, and waiting. But meantime, I am
morally, and according to public opinion, fast married.

By the way, she would very much like to see E. B. If E. has a yacht,
make her “sail the seas over” and come to this place; and she will be
much pleased and humbly served and somewhat amused.

Well, so long, with best heart-wishes and thanks,

Lafcadio Hearn.

I have accepted a new position, in Southern Japan.

Oh! read Zola’s “L’Argent”—you will appreciate it. There are delicious
financial characters in it. For goodness’ sake, don’t read a
translation.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, 1891.


Dear Friend Nishida,—Your very welcome letter came to-day. I
was beginning to be anxious about you, as my cook, who arrived here only
yesterday, said that it was extremely cold in Matsue; and I was afraid
the bitter weather might have given you cold. I am very glad you are
taking care of yourself....

I am now a little more reconciled to Kumamoto; but it is the most
uninteresting city I was ever in, in Japan. The famous shrines of
Katō Kiyomasa (the Katō-sha and the Hommyōji) are worth
visiting; they are at Akitagun, a little outside the town. The city is
packed with soldiers. Things are dear and ugly here—except silks. This
is quite a place for pretty silks, and they are cheaper than in Matsue:
but there is nothing pretty in the shape of lacquer-ware, porcelain,
or bronze. There is no art, and there are no kakemonos, and no
curio-shops.

The weather here is queer—something like that of the Pacific slope, a
few hundred miles north of San Francisco. The nights and the mornings
are cold; and at sunrise, you see the ground covered with white frost,
and mists all over the hills. But by noon it gets warm, and in the
afternoon even hot; then after sundown it turns cold again.

Mr. Kano was too modest when he told me there were other teachers who
spoke English better than he. There are not. He speaks and writes
better English than any Japanese I know. However, there is a Mr. Sakuma
here, from Kyōto, who has a very uncommon knowledge of literary
English: he has read a great deal, has a good library, and has made a
special study of Old English and Middle English. He teaches literature
(English) and grammar, etc. Mr. Ōzawa (I think) is the second
English teacher: I like him the best personally. He has that fine
consideration for others which you have,—and which is not a common
quality of men anywhere. He speaks French. The Head-master, Mr. Sakurai,
a young and very silent man, also speaks French. Nearly all the teachers
speak English,—except the delightful old teacher of Chinese, who has
a great beard and a head like Socrates. I liked him at once,—just as
I liked Mr. Katayama at first sight. I wonder if there is anything
in the learning of Chinese which makes men amiable. Perhaps it is the
constant need of patience and the æsthetic sentiment also involved by
such studies, that changes or modifies character so agreeably. I don’t
know much, however, about the teachers yet. I say good-morning and
good-evening, and sit in my corner, and smoke my pipe. So far they all
seem very gentle and courteous. I think I shall be able to get along
pleasantly with them; but I don’t think I shall become as friendly with
any of them as I was with you. Indeed there is nobody like you here—no
chats in the ten minutes,—no curious information,—no projects and
discoveries. I often look at your pretty little tea-tray, with the
semi and the dragonflies upon it,—and wish I could hear your voice at
the door....

Lafcadio Hearn.

I have become very strong, and weigh about 20 lbs. more than I did
last summer. But I can’t tell just why. Perhaps because I am eating
three full meals a day instead of two. My house is not quite so large
as the one I had in Matsue. We are five here now—myself and wife,
the cook, the kurumaya, and O-Yone. It was very funny about O-Yone
when she first came. Nobody could understand her Izumo dialect (she is
from Imaichi); but both she and the kurumaya can now get along. The
hotels here are outrageously expensive: at least some of them. I cannot
recommend the Shirakuin for cheapness. I paid, including tea-money, 24
yen for 6-1/2 days. No more of that!



About the boys? Yes, Ōtani writes to me, and Azukizawa,—and I got a
charming letter from Tanabe, late of the 5th Class.

I was surprised to hear of the decision of the Council. But I cannot
help thinking this is much better than that the boys should be taught
by a missionary; 99 out of 100 will not teach conscientiously and
painstakingly. And a clever Japanese teacher can do so much. I have now
no one to prepare some of my classes for the English lesson; and I know
what it means. The main use of a foreign teacher is to teach accent and
conversational habits. But I suspect that within another generation few
foreign teachers will be employed for English—except in higher schools
and for special purposes. There will be thousands of Japanese teachers,
speaking English perfectly well. I hope you will be the new Director.
Please kindly remember me to Mr. Sato, Mr. Katayama, Mr. Nakamura (I
wish I could hear him laugh now), and all friends.

P. S. Setsu insists that I shall tell you that the kurumaya of this
town are oni, and that one must be careful in hiring them;—so that
if you should come down here when the weather is better, you must be as
careful as in Tōkyō,—where they are also oni. Also that rent is
high: my house is eleven yen. But with any Izumo cook, living is just as
cheap as in Matsue; and there is much good bread and meat and sake and
food of all kinds.

I am sorry about that Tamatsukuri affair; for I wrote, as you will see,
words of extreme praise,— never suspecting such possibilities. Why,
the first duty of gentlemen is to face death like soldiers,—not like
sailors on a sinking ship, who stave in the casks—sometimes. However,
don’t such things make you wish for the chance to do the same duty
better? They do me. That is one good effect of a human weakness: it
makes others wish to be strong and to do strong things.



TO MASANOBU ŌTANI

Kumamoto, November, 1891.


My dear Ōtani,—I have just received your most kind letter,
for which my sincerest thanks. But I don’t want to correct it, and send
it back to you: I would rather keep it always, as a pleasant remembrance.

It has been very cold in Kumamoto—a sharp frost came last night, with
an icy wind. Everybody says such cold is extraordinary here; but I
am not quite sure if this is really true, because they have told me
everywhere I have been during the last twenty years: “Really we never
saw such weather before.”

Kumamoto is not nearly so pretty a city as Matsue, although it is as
neat as Tenjin-machi. There are some very beautiful houses and hotels,
but the common houses are not so fine as those of Matsue. Most of the
old Shizoku houses were burned during the Satsuma war, so that there
are no streets like Kita-bori-machi, and it is very hard to find a nice
house. I have been fortunate enough to find one nearly as nice as the
one I had in Matsue, but the garden is not nearly so pretty; and the
rent is eleven dollars—nearly three times more than what I paid in
Matsue. There is, of course, no lake here, and no beautiful scenery like
that of Shinji-ko; but on clear days we can see the smoke rising from
the great volcano of Aso-san.

As for the Dai Go Kōtō-Chūgakkō, the magnificence of it
greatly surprised me. The buildings are enormous,—of brick for the most
part; and they reminded me at first sight of the Imperial University
of Tōkyō. Most of the students live in the school. There is a
handsome military uniform; but all the boys do not wear it,—some
wear Japanese clothes, and the rules about dress (except during
drilling-time, etc.) are not very strict. There is no bell. The classes
are called and dismissed by the sound of a bugle. There are ten minutes
between class-hours for rest; but the buildings are so long, that it
takes ten minutes to walk through them to the teacher’s room, which is
in a separate building. Two of the teachers speak French, and six or
seven English: there are 28 teachers. The students are very nice,—and
we became good friends at once. There are three classes, corresponding
with the three higher classes of the Jinjō Chūgakkō,—and
two higher classes. I do not now teach on Saturdays. There are no
stoves—only hibachi. The library is small, and the English books
are not good; but this year they are going to get better books, and
to enlarge the library. There is a building in which jū-jutsu is
taught by Mr. Kano; and separate buildings for sleeping, eating, and
bathing. The bath-room is a surprise. Thirty or forty students can
bathe at the same time; and four hundred can eat at once in the great
dining-hall. There is a separate building also for the teaching of
chemistry, natural history, etc.; and there is a small museum.

You have been kind enough to offer to find out for me something about
Shintō. Well, if you have time, I will ask you to find out for me as
much as you can about the miya of the household,—the household shrine
and kamidana in Izumo. I would like to know what way the kamidana
should face—north, south, east, or west.
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Also, what is the origin of the curious shape of the little stoppers of
the omiki-dokkuri?

Also, whether the ancestors are ever worshipped before the kamidana in
the same way as they are worshipped before the butsudan.

Are the names of the dead ever written upon something to be placed in
the miya, in the same way, or nearly the same way, as the kaimyō
is written upon the ihai or Buddhist mortuary tablet.

In the Shintō worship of family ancestors (if there is any such
worship, which I doubt), what prayers are said?

Are any particular family-prayers said by Buddhists when praying
before the kaimyō, or do the common people utter only the ordinary
prayer of their sect—such as “Namu Amida Butsu,” or, “Namu
Myōhō Rengekyō?”

But do not give yourself too much trouble about these things, and take
your own time;—in a month, or two months, or even three months will
be quite time enough. And if you have no time, do not trouble yourself
about it at all; and write to me that you cannot, or would rather
not,—then I will ask some one who is less busy.

I shall be hoping really to see you in Kumamoto next year. You would
like the school very much. Perhaps you would not like the city as well
as Matsue; but the school is not in the city exactly; it is a little
outside of it, and you would live in the school, probably,—or very
near it. The students make excursions to Nagasaki and other places, by
railroad and steamer.

Now about your letter. It was very nice. You made a few mistakes in
using “will,”—and in saying “if I would have promote my school.” It
ought to have been “if I should go to a higher school.”

“This will be a bad letter” ought to have been “I fear this is ...
etc.” But you and I and everybody learn best by making mistakes.

With best remembrance from your old teacher, believe me

Ever truly yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, December, 1891.


Dear Friend Nishida,—Your letter has just reached me. I am
more sorry than I can express to hear of the death of Yokogi. Nature
seems strangely cruel in making such a life, and destroying it before
the time of ripeness. And the good hearts and the fine brains pass to
dust, while the coarse and the cunning survive all dangers....

The name of the delightful old Samurai who teaches Chinese here, I think
you know,—Akizuki. He was at Aizu, and made a great soldier’s name;
and he is just as gentle and quiet as Mr. Katayama,—and still more
paternally charming in his manner. He is sixty-three years old....

I have made no friends among the teachers yet. I attended my first
Japanese dinner with them the night before last; and, because you were
not there, I think I made some queer mistakes about the dishes—when
to use chopsticks, etc. There were no geishas: the former director
had forbidden their employment at teachers’ dinners; and I don’t think
that Mr. Kano is going to revoke the order. The reason for it was not
prudery; but the opposition paper used to take advantage of the presence
of geishas at the teachers’ banquets to print nasty things against
the school. So it was determined not to give the paper a chance to say
anything more....

I have been very cautious in writing you about the climate, because I
wanted to be very sure that, in case you should come here, it would be
for the best. So far the climate is like this: every morning and night
cold, with white frost; afternoons so warm that one can go out without
an overcoat. Very little rain. No snow yet; but I am told that it will
come.

As for me, I have become stronger than I have been for years. All my
clothes, even my Japanese kimono, have become too small!! But I
cannot say whether this be the climate or the diet or what. Setsu says
it is because I have a good wife;—but she might be prejudiced, you
know! My lungs are sound as a bell; I never cough at all. This is all
that I can tell you at present.

No: O-Yone came with us. She took O-Yoshi’s place, when O-Yoshi went
back to live with her mother. I am sorry to say I had to send the
kurumaya away. He abandoned his wife in Matsue, and she went to the
house of the Inagaki, crying and telling a very pitiful story. When
I heard this, I told the man he must go back. But on the same days
later, I found he had been doing very wrong things,—trying to make
trouble among the other servants, and playing tricks upon us by making
secret arrangements with the shopkeepers. I had bought him clothes,
and given him altogether 14 yen and 50 sen, besides his board and
lodging—including 5 yen to go back with. But he had squandered his
little money and how he managed afterward I don’t know. I could not
help him any more; for his cunningness and foolishness together made it
impossible to keep him a day longer in the house. The cook is from the
Nisho-tei,—to which you first introduced me. The kurumaya’s place
would have been a nice place for a good man. I shall be very careful
about employing another kurumaya by the month.

Now about the question you asked me. The words you underlined are from
the Jewish Bible. The ideas of value and of weight
were closely connected in the minds of the old Semites, as they
are still, to some extent, in our own. Everything was sold by
weight, and according to the weight was the
value. The weighing was done with the scales or
balance, of which there were several kinds. The balancing was
done by suspending a weight at one end of the “balance,” or scales, as
in Japan, and the article to be sold in the other. If too light, the
article was “found wanting”—(i. e.: in weight). So in such English
expressions as “to make light of” (to ridicule, to belittle,
to speak contemptuously of)—the idea of weight thus estimated
survives. Now, in the mythology of the Jews God is represented as one
who weighs, in a scale or balance, the good that is in a
man—(his moral weight or value)—and sends him to
hell if he proves too light. Public opinion is now the God with the
scales. If I am an author, for example, I (that is, my work) will be
weighed in the balance (of public or of literary
opinion) and found perhaps wanting. Poor Ito was weighed many,
many times, and found wanting—before being expelled. I am afraid he
will be found wanting also by the world into which he must enter.

As for the phrase, “not a hair of their head,” the singular is often
used for the plural in the old English of the Bible, and other books.
(To-day, we should use only the plural,—as a general rule.)

Examples from the Bible:


1. “The fire had no power upon their bodies, nor



 

      was the hair of their




singular

HEAD singed.”





—Daniel, 3d Chap. 27th verse.





 

2. “But the very hairs of




plural singular

your HEAD are all numbered.”





—Luke 12. 7.



 

3. “And he bowed the




singular

HEART of all the men of Judah”





—II Samuel 19. 14.



Poets to-day, or writers of poetical prose, may take similar liberties
with grammar as that in No. 3.

There are very many quotations in the Bible about the words “weighed in
the balance;” the most famous being that in the story of Belshazzar, in
the book of Daniel. The first poetical use of the phrase is in the book
of Job—supposed, you know, to have been written by an Arab, not a Jew.

Now I hope and pray that you will take good care of yourself, and not
allow your Samurai-spirit of self-denial to urge you into taking any
risks on bitterly cold days. Many, many happy new years to you and yours.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kumamoto, November, 1891.


Dear Professor,—Your welcome postal to hand. One must travel
out of Izumo after a long residence to find out how utterly different
the place is from other places,—for instance, this country. Matsue
is incomparably prettier and better built and in every way more
interesting than Kumamoto. What Kumamoto is religiously, I have not
yet been able to find out. There are no shops here full of household
shrines of hinoki-wood for sale, no display of shimenawa over
doors, no charms in the fields, no o fuda pasted upon house-doors,
no profusion of Shintō emblems, no certainty of seeing a kamidana
or a butsudan in every house, and a strange scarcity of temples
and images. Religiously, the place seems to be uninteresting; and
to-day it is infernally cold. Everything is atrociously dear, and the
charming simplicity of the Izumo folk does not here exist. My own
people—four came with me—feel like fish out of water. My little wife
said the other morning, with an amusing wonder in her eyes, that there
was a mezurashii kedamono in the next yard. We looked out, and the
extraordinary animal was a goat. Some geese were also a subject of
wonder, and a pig. None of these creatures are to be seen in Izumo.

About Inari. I may enquire again, but I think that the representation of
Inari as a man with a beard, riding upon a white fox, in the pictures
of Toyokuni, for instance, and in the sacred kakemono is tolerably
good evidence. Also the relief carving I have seen representing him as a
man. Also the general popular idea concerning him, about which there is
no mistake. Also the letter of Hideyoshi to Inari Daimyōjin cited in
Walter Dening’s Readers, under the heading: “Hideyoshi’s Letter to Gods.”

As to Kwannon, it is true that in Buddhist history she figures both as
a man and woman (as also does the daughter of the Serpent-King in the
astounding sutra of the Lotus of the Good Law),—she is identified
with the Sanscrit Avalokitesvara,— about whose sex there may be
some doubt. I have a translation of her Japanese sutra, in which
she is female, however;—and in China and in Japan she has come to
be considered the ideal of all that is sweet in womanliness, and her
statues and the representations of her in the numerous pictures of the
Buddhist pantheon are of a woman,—maiden. And after all, the people,
not the scholars, make the gods, and the gods they make are the best.

I cannot help thinking that the identification of the Japanese Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas with those of India is not sufficiently specified by
Eitel and others as an identification of origin only. They have become
totally transformed here,—they have undergone perfect avatars, and
are not now the same. Shaka, Amida, Yakushi, Fudō, Dainichi, etc.,
may have been in India distinct personalities: in Japan they are but
forms of the One,—as indeed are the innumerable Buddhas of the Lotus
of the True Law. All are one. And Kshitigarbha is not our Japanese
Jizō,—and Kwannon is not Avalokitesvara, and the Ni-ō are not the
figures of Indra, and Emma-O is not Yama. “They were and are not.” Don’t
you agree with me that the popular idea of a divinity is an element of
weight in such questions of doubt as we are chatting about?

With every wish that you may enjoy your journey in Shikoku, I remain,
most truly ever,

Lafcadio Hearn.

P. S.... I have been teaching three days, and find no difference in the
boys from those of Izumo, —they are gentle, polite, manly and eager.
But I am greatly hampered by the books. There are not books enough, and
the reading-books chosen are atrociously unsuited for the students.
Fancy “Silas Marner” and “John Halifax,” with the long double-compound
complex semiphilosophical sentences of George Eliot, as text-books
for boys who can scarcely speak in English! A missionary’s choice!
Ye gods of old Japan! I think the Mombushō is economical in the
wrong direction. Too much money cannot be spent on good reading-books.
Less money on buildings and more for books would give better results.
Buildings worth a quarter of a million (as building costs in America),
and “Lovell’s Library” and “George Munro’s” piracies bought for
text-books. I could scream!!



TO MASANOBU ŌTANI

Kumamoto, January, 1892.


Dear Ōtani,—Your long and most interesting letter gave me
much pleasure, as well as much information. I am very glad to have had
my questions so nicely answered; for I am writing an essay on Shintō
home-worship in Izumo,—all about the kamidana, etc. I know a good
deal about general forms and rules, but very little about the reverence
paid in the house to the family dead (forefathers, father, mother,
dead children, etc.)—in Shintō, which is very interesting to know.
I think much of the modern customs shows a Chinese origin, though the
spirit of pure Shintō seems to be wholly Japanese.




[image: ]


I think your first explanation of the form of the omiki dokkuri no
kuchi-sashi is the correct one,—so far as this is concerned. I am
not sure, but the shape is strikingly like that of the mystic jewel of
Buddhist art. There is another form in brass, which I have, that seems
intended to represent a folded paper; but I am not sure what it means.


[image: ]


Many thanks for your very valuable notes about the January customs.
You told me quite a number of things I did not know before,—such as
the rules about the twist of the straw-rope, and the symbolism of the
charcoal and many other articles. But I would like to know why the
pendent straws should be 3-5-7: is there any mystic signification in
those numbers? I thought the Japanese mystic number was 8....

Take good care of your health.

Ever very truly yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, January, 1892.


Dear Hendrick,—Your jolly letter just came—Jan. 3rd,—to
find me celebrating the new year after the Japanese fashion. There is
not one New Year’s day here, but three. Over the gate, and all the
alcoves of each apartment, the straw rope (shimenawa), which is the
Shintō emblem of the gods, is festooned; upon the kamidana, or
“god-shelf,” lights are burning before the tablets of those deities who
have pledged themselves in Japanese ideographs to love and protect this
foreigner,—and I have given to them offerings of rice-cakes and sake.
For the guests are dishes of raw fish, and others which it would take
too long to describe, and hot sake. My little wife does the honours.
Before the gate are Japanese flags and pine-trees—emblems of green old
age and unflinching purpose.

—Well, here I am in Kyūshū, a thousand miles and more south of
Yokohama, at a salary of 200 yen a month. All my Izumo servants came
with me. Our house is not nearly so beautiful as that in Matsue, and the
city is devilishly ugly and commonplace,—an enormous, half-Europeanized
garrison-town, full of soldiers. I don’t like it; but Lord! I must
try to make money, for nothing is sure in Japan, and I am now so tied
down to the country that I can’t quit it, except for a trip, whether
the Government employs me or not. I have nine lives depending on my
work—wife, wife’s mother, wife’s father, wife’s adopted mother, wife’s
father’s father, and then servants, and a Buddhist student. How would
you like that? It wouldn’t do in America. But it is nothing here—no
appreciable burden. The moral burden, however, is heavy enough. You
can’t let a little world grow up around you, to depend on you, and then
break it all up—not if you are a respectable person. And I indulge
in the luxury of “filial piety”—a virtue of which the good and evil
results are only known to us Orientals.

I translated into Hearnian dialect all you said. And my wife, whose name
is Setsu, or Chi-yo (alternative), knows you well by your photograph,
and said such nice things about that photograph that I dare not tell
you. Which is all the more extraordinary because when I showed her some
pictures of “distinguished foreigners” she and the girls all said that
if they should ever meet such people they would “become Buddhas for
fear”—i. e., die of fright. American and English faces—their deep-set
eyes—terrify unsophisticated Japanese. Children cry with fear at the
sight of a foreigner. So your photo must reveal exceptional qualities to
make such an impression....

Everybody gets drunk here to-day; but a cultivated Japanese is never
offensively drunk. To get properly, politely drunk upon sake is the
summum bonum.... Although a gentleman knows how to act, however drunk,
it is the custom, when your host makes you drunker than usual (which
delights him), to call at the house next morning, and thank him for the
entertainment—at the same time apologizing for any possible mistakes.
Of course, there are no ladies at men’s dinners—only professional
dancing-girls, maiko or geisha.

Work progresses; but the barrier of language is a serious one. My
project to study Buddhism must be indefinitely delayed on that account.
For the deeper mysteries of Buddhism cannot be explained in the Hearnian
dialect.

What some people say about Miss Bisland—ah! I mean Mrs. Wetmore—being
only beautiful when she wants to be is, I think, perfectly true. She
can change into seventeen different women. She used to make me almost
believe the stories about Circe and Lilith. She laughed to scorn the
terrible scientific test of the photograph—of the science which reveals
new nebulae and tells a man in advance whether he is going to get the
small-pox or not. No two photos of her ever represented the same human
being. In ordinary mortals the sort of thing called Ego, which is not
“I” but “They,” is worked up into a recognizable composite photo. But
in her case, ’tis quite otherwise. The different dead that live in her,
live quite separately from each other, in different rooms, and receive
upon different afternoons. And yet—if even Rudyard Kipling were to
write the truth about that person—or rather that ghostly congregation
of persons called Elizabeth Bisland,—who but a crazy man would believe
that truth? Assuredly Mr. W. ought to think himself lucky. Ever to
get tired of Elizabeth is out of human possibility. There are too
many different Elizabeths, belonging to different historical epochs,
countries, and conditions. If he should tire of one Elizabeth,—lo!
there will appear another. And there is one very terrible Elizabeth,
whom I had a momentary glimpse of once, and whom it will not be well for
Mr. W. or anybody else to summon from her retirement. But I am glad for
the compound Elizabeth that she has this Protector in reserve.—Lord!
how irreverently I have been talking! But that is because you can read
under the irreverence....

What can’t be insured against is earthquake. I have become afraid.
Do you know that the earthquake the other day in Gifu, Aichi, etc.,
destroyed nearly 200,000 houses and nearly 10,000 lives? My house in
far-off Matsue rocked and groaned like a steamer in a typhoon. It isn’t
the quake one’s afraid of: it is being held down under a ton of timber
and slowly burned alive. That is what happened to most of the dead. Five
millions of dollars will scarcely relieve the distress....

Well, here’s a thousand happy New Years to you and yours,—all luck, all
blessings, all glorious sensations.

Ever from your old disoccidentalized chum,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, April, 1892.


Dear Hendrick,—Just had a long and delightful letter from
you, and Mallock’s book. I hate the Jesuit; but he has a particular
cleverness of his own indeed. I hate him first because he is insincere,
as you suggest; then I hate him because he is morbid, with a priestly
morbidness—sickly, cynical, unhealthy. I like Kipling’s morbidness,
which is manly and full of enormous resolve and defiance in the teeth of
God and hell and nature,—but the other—no! This book is not free from
the usual faults. It is like Paul Bourget boiled into thin soup, and
flavoured with a dash of M. de Camors. The Markham girl was certainly
Feuillet’s imagination; but she is excellently done. Really, I don’t
know;—I asked myself: “If it was I?” ... And conscience answered: “If
it was you, in spite of love and duty and honour and hellfire staring
you in the face you would have gone after her,—and tried to console
yourself by considering the Law of Attraction of Bodies and Souls in
the incomprehensible cosmical order of things, which is older than the
gods.” And I was very much inclined to demur; but conscience repeated:
“Oh! don’t be such a liar and quibbler;—you know you would! That was
the only part of the book you really liked. Your ancestors were not
religious people: you lack constitutional morality. That’s why you are
poor, and unsuccessful, and void of mental balance, and an exile in
Japan. You know you cannot be happy in an English moral community. You
are a fraud—a vile Latin—a vicious French-hearted scalawag.”

And I could not say anything, because what conscience observed was
true—to a considerable extent. “Vive le monde antique!” ...

I have been thinking a heap, because of being much alone. (The Japanese
do not understand Western thought at all—at least not its emotional
side. Therefore devour time and devour thought even while they stimulate
it.) ...

Now about these Shadows. Yes, there are forces about one,—vague,
working soundlessly, imperceptibly, softening one as the action of air
softens certain surfaces of rock while hardening others. The magnetism
of another faith about you necessarily polarizes that loose-quivering
needle of desire in a man that seeks source of attraction in spite of
synthetic philosophy. The general belief in an infinite past and future
interpenetrates one some how. When you find children who do wrong are
always warned, “Ah! your future birth will be unhappy;” when you find
two lovers drinking death together, and leaving behind them letters
saying, “This is the influence of our last birth, when we broke our
promise to become husband and wife;” and last, but not least, when
some loving woman murmurs, laughingly: “In the last life thou wert a
woman and I a man, and I loved thee much; but thou didst not love me at
all,”—you begin to doubt if you do not really believe like everybody
else.

About the training of the senses. The idea is admirable, but alas!—a
very clever Frenchman five years ago, in the Revue Politique et
Littéraire, almost exhausted it. He represented a man who had
cultivated his eye so that he could see the bacteria in the air, and the
grain of metals,—also being able to adjust his eyes to distance. He had
trained his ear so as to hear all sounds of growth and decomposition. He
had trained his nose to smell all substances supposed to have no smell.
He made a diagram of the five senses thus:—

The way impressions come to—

YOU [image: ]
   ME  [image: ]

I translated it for the T.-D.

For a little while, good-bye and best happiness.

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, 1892.


Dear E. H.,— ... Your thoughts about the Shadows of the East
are touching. You ought to be able to write something beautiful and
quite new if you had time....

You have been seized by the fascination of monstrous cities built up
to heaven, and eternally sending their thunder to the smoke-blacked
sky,—cities where we live by machinery. I can shudder now only to think
of walking down a street between miles of houses two hundred feet high,
with a roaring of traffic through them as of a torrent in a cañon. And
that fascination means elegance, fashion, social duties.... I have been
trying to deal with these two problems: “What has been the moral value
of Christianity to mankind?” and The answer to the former seems to be
that without the brutal denial of the value of life and pleasure by
Christianity, we could never have learned that the highest enjoyments
are, after all, intellectual, and that progress can be effected only by
self-sacrifice to interest and indifference to physical gratifications.
And the latter question, though I have not yet solved it, seems to
suggest that the hypocrisy itself may have large hidden value,—may be
in process of transmutation into a truth.

Yes, Japanese women are all that your question implies you would wish
them to be. They are children, of course. They perceive every possible
shade of thought,—vexation, doubt, or pleasure,—as it passes over
the face; and they know all you do not tell them. If you are unhappy
about anything, then they say: mdash;and they light a little lamp, and clap their hands and pray.
And the ancient gods hearken unto them; and the heart of the foreign
barbarian is therewith lightened and made luminous with sunshine. And
he orders the merchants of curious textures to bring their goods to the
house, which they do—piling them up like mountains; and there is such
choice that the pleasure of the purchase is dampened by the sense of
inability to buy everything in this world. And the merchants, departing,
leave behind them dreams in little Japanese brains of beautiful things
to be bought next year.

Also Japanese women have curious Souls. The other day in Nagano, a
politician told a treacherous lie. Whereupon his wife robed herself all
in white as those are robed who are about to journey to the world of
ghosts, and purified her lips according to the holy rite, and, taking
from the storeroom an ancient family sword, thereupon slew herself.
And she left a letter, regretting that she had but one life to give in
expiation of the shame and the wrong of that lie. And the people do
now worship at her grave, and strew flowers thereupon, and pray for
daughters with hearts as brave.... But the worms are eating her.

Because you sent me that horrid book, I revenge myself. I send you a
much more horrid book. But if you do not enjoy it, I shall commit hara
kiri, or seppuku, which is the polite name. And a woman wrote it—a
woman! Christopher Columbus! what a terrible woman she must be!...

The you sent is giving much amusement to friends here. Send
anything really good of that sort you can find: it makes life happier
for the exile.

I am not easy about my book, of which I now await the proofs. It lacks
colour—it isn’t like the West Indian book. But the world here is not
forceful: it is all washed in faint blues and greys and greens. There
are really gamboge, or saffron-coloured valleys,—and lilac fields; but
these exist only in the early summer and the rape-plant season, and
ordinarily Japan is chromatically spectral. My next book will probably
be on Buddhism in common life.

You write me delightful letters, which, alas! I can’t answer. Well, they
are not answerable in themselves. They are thinking. I can only say
this about one point: the isolation ought—unless you are physically
tired by the day’s work—to prove of value. All the best work is done
the way ants do things—by tiny but tireless and regular additions. I
wouldn’t recommend introspection,—except in commentary. You must see
interesting life. Of course only in flashes and patches. But preserve
in writing the memory of these. In a year you will be astounded to find
them self-arranging, kaleidoscopically, into something symmetrical,—and
trying to live. Then play God, and breathe into the nostrils,—and be
astonished and pleased.

Lovingly ever yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO PAGE M. BAKER

Kumamoto, June, 1892.


Dear Page,—To-day, second of June, your kind letter came,
enclosing a draft for £163; and I write in haste to catch the mail....
And now, ten thousand thanks, from the bottom of my much-scarified heart.

I am sorry I did not get the T.-D., as it would have helped me to get
out my book quicker,—my first book. It ought to be out this Fall; and
I think it will be tolerably large,—a little larger than but it is only an introductory book.

Really, it is very queer; but you seem to be the best friend I’ve got
outside of Japan. You really do things for a fellow—great big things;
and nobody else seems inclined to do much of anything....

I send you to-day a better photo of my little wife, and some other
things; and you will shortly get a copy of Chamberlain’s I have ordered for you.... As for making a present to Setsu
(that is her name in Japanese; in Chinese Chi-yo, or Tchi-yo[1]), I
don’t think you could send her anything Western she would understand.
And I would not wish you to take so much trouble. The best thing you
can do to please her is to be good to me. She has really everything she
wants (you know Japanese women wear no earrings, necklaces, or  jewelry
as ours do); and what she really wants is only made in Japan; and I am
wickedly trying to keep her as innocent of foreign life as possible.
So whenever she shows a liking even for foreign textures (many are now
thrown on the market) I persuade her that Japanese goods are twice as
pretty and durable, and for fear she might not believe me I usually
manage to find some Japanese stuff that really is much better than the
foreign article on sale....

Oh, about distances. I am in Kyūshū, the southern island, you
know,—very far from Tōkyō, and by the route much farther than as
the crow flies. What I meant by 2000 miles south of Tōkyō was the
Loochoo Islands. You know they belong to Japan, but perhaps I am wrong
as to distance. The Loochoo Islands compose what is called Okinawa Ken
(ken is province).... I find I shall not be able to go to Loochoo this
summer, however; I must make studies somewhere else for a new book. Of
course you will get my book as soon as it comes out.

In that book you will find a good deal about what you ask in relation
to my way of living, etc. But as to eating, I have said very little.
The fact is I lived for one year exclusively on Japanese food, which
Europeans, among others Mr. Chamberlain, consider almost impossible.
I must confess, however, that it broke me down. After twelve months
I could not eat at all. You know Japanese food is raw fish and fresh
fish, rice, bean-curds (they look like custard), seaweed, dried
cuttle-fish,—rarely chicken  or eggs. In short, of five hundred
Japanese dishes, the basis is rice, fish, beans, lotus, various
vegetables, including bamboo shoots, and seaweed. Confectionery is
eaten between meals only, and sparingly. Tea is never allowed to become
strong: it is a pale straw-colour, without sugar or milk, and once used
to it, you cannot bear the sight of European tea any more. But I had to
return to the flesh-pots of Egypt. I now eat Japanese food only once a
day; and morning and evening indulge in beefsteak, bread, and Bass’s Ale.

One becomes fond of Japanese sake (rice-wine); but it can only be eaten
with Japanese food. A barrel of the best costs about $3.50. It is
extremely deceiving. It looks like lemonade; but it is heavy as sherry.
Happily it has not the after-effects of sherry. There is no liquor in
the world upon which a man becomes so quickly intoxicated, and yet none
of which the effects last so short a time. The intoxication is pleasant
as the effect of opium or hasheesh. It is a soft, pleasant, luminous
exhilaration: everything becomes brighter, happier, lighter;—then you
get very sleepy. At Japanese dinners it is the rule to become slightly
exhilarated; but not to drink enough to talk thickly, or walk crooked.
The ability to drink at banquets requires practice—long practice. With
European wines, the rule is, I believe, that hearty eating prevents the
drink from taking too much effect. But with Japanese sake it is exactly
the opposite. There are banquets of many kinds, and the man who is
invited to one at which extensive drinking may be expected is careful
to start in upon  an empty, or almost empty, stomach. By not eating one
can drink a good deal. The cups are very small, and of many curious
shapes; but one maybe expected to empty fifty. A quart of sake is a good
load; two quarts require iron nerves to stand. But among the Japanese
there are wonderful drinkers. At a military officer’s banquet a captain
offered me a tumbler holding a good pint of sake,—I almost fainted at
the sight of it; for it was only the first. But a friend said to me: mdash;which I did. Stronger heads
emptied cup after cup like water. my friend said; He showed me something like
a wash-basin for size,—a beautiful lacquered bowl, holding, I should
guess, at the very least a quart and a half. “A valiant warrior was
expected,” he said, “to swallow this at one draft, and wait for more.” I
should not like to attempt it, unless I were suffering very badly from
chills and fever. When very tired and cold, one can drink a great deal
of sake without harm.

About my every-day life. Well, it is the simplest and most silent of
lives,—in a simple Japanese house. I use one chair, only for writing at
a high table on account of my eyes. Most of my life I spend squatting
on the floor. Europeans can seldom get used to this; but it has become
second nature to me.

I always wear Japanese clothes in the house, of course. We rest, eat,
talk, read, and sleep on the floor. But then, you do not know, perhaps,
what a Japanese floor is. It is like a great soft mattress:  the real
floor is covered by heavy mats, fitted to one another like mattresses
set edge to edge; and these cannot be lifted up except by a workman:
they are really part of the building. Then this floor is spotlessly
clean. No dust is ever suffered upon it,—not a speck. Therefore we
live barefooted in summer, or wearing only stockings in winter. The
bed consists of a series of heavy quilts of pretty colours—like very
thick comforts, piled one upon the other on the floor. By day these are
rolled up and stowed out of sight. So in a Japanese house you see no
furniture,—only in some recess, a graceful vase, and one kakemono,
or hanging picture painted on silk. That is all—except the smoking-box
(hibachi) in the middle of the room, surrounded by kneeling-cushions.
In the evening the Japanese bath is ready. It is almost scalding
always—hard to get used to; but the best in the world because you can’t
take cold after it. It consists of an immense tub, with a little furnace
in it which heats the water. For amusements we have the Japanese
theatres, the street-festivals, visits of friends, Japanese newspapers,
occasional pilgrimages to curious places, and—delight of delights in
some cities—shopping, Japanese shopping.

Bad boys,—and not obliged to give good and great moral
examples,—people who are not strictly moral in their virtues like you
and me,—sometimes hire geisha or dancing girls to amuse them....

At all banquets—except those of teachers here—there are geisha. When
you sit down (I mean kneel down) to eat, a band of beautiful girls come
in to wait upon you, with exquisite voices, and beautiful  dresses, etc.
These are geisha. After a while they dance. If you wish to fall in
love with them, you may....

In Matsue I often saw geisha dance: they were at all banquets. But at
teachers’ banquets in Kumamoto they are not allowed. We are strictly
moral in Kyūshū....

Lo!—it’s nearly time to close the mail for the outgoing steamer. So,
dear Page, I must conclude for the moment in great haste.

With best regards to Mrs. Baker, best remembrances and gratitude to you,
excuse this scrawl, and believe me ever faithfully

Your friend,

Lafcadio Hearn.

Really, it seems to me as if I hadn’t thanked you at all. You are simply
divine about doing kind things. My little wife sends you this greeting
with her own hand,—


[image: ]


It means: “May you live a thousand years!”



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kagawa, Sakai, August, 1892.


Dear Nishida,— ... It made us both very happy to hear you had
been persuaded to stop at our little house; for although it is hot and
small, still you would feel more homelike there, with Izumo  folk, than
at the big dreary hotels of Kumamoto. I hope you will be able to stop a
little while with us now at Mionoseki.

I like Oki very, very much—much better than Kumamoto. I like country
people, fishermen, sailors, primitive manners, simple ways: all these
delight me, and they are in Oki. To watch the life and customs of those
people is very pleasant, and would be profitable to me in a literary way
if I had time to spare. Oki is worth six months’ literary study for me.
I hope to see it again. The only unpleasant thing is the awful smell of
the cuttle-fish. But I will tell you all my impressions when we meet....

With kindest regards from myself and Setsu,—hoping to see you soon, as
ever,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Mionoseki, August, 1892.


Dear Nishida,—We felt quite lonesome after you went away,
and especially at supper-time,—when there were only two mats, instead
of three, laid upon the suzumi-dai, overlooking the bay, and the
twinkling of the Golden Dragon.

Next morning the water was rough, and made a great noise; and I
said, “That is because Nishida San has sent us some eggs.” But in
the afternoon the bay again became like a mirror; and I succeeded in
teaching Masayoshi to lie on his back in the water. Quite late in the
afternoon the little Sakai Maru  came in, and brought a magnificent box
of eggs, and your letter, and a copy of the Nippon.

You are too good; and I felt not less pleased to find myself so kindly
remembered than sorry to think of the trouble you took for us. But
the eggs were more than welcome. The landlord cooked them in a little
quadrangular pan; and each one looked like a Japanese flag, with the
Red Sun in the middle. A thousand thanks to you, and to your kindest
mother,—and to all your family warmest regards.

By the way, speaking of the Great Deity of Mionoseki, last evening we
had a good laugh at the arguments of a clever barber, who came to cut
my kappa-hair. I noticed he had a soldier’s belt instead of an obi.
I questioned him, through Setsu; and found he had been many years in
the army. In the army they gave the soldiers eggs; and he hated eggs
at first. But he learned to eat them, and found that they made him
stronger. Whenever he ate many eggs, he could blow his bugle much
better. Then he became fond of eggs. Still he gets his friends secretly
to send him eggs; and the Great Deity of Mionoseki is not angry. He
says: “What nonsense! Suppose the Cock did crow at the wrong hour,
is not Koto-shiro-nushi no Mikoto a Kami sama?—and how are we to
believe that a Kami sama does not know the right time? And suppose the
wanizame did bite him,—then it is at the wanizame he ought to have
been angry,—not at the Cock. I don’t believe Koto-shiro-nushi no Kami
could be so foolish. Indeed it is very wrong to tell such  a story about
him. I like eggs. I pity the people of Mionoseki, who do not know the
rare pleasure of eating a well-cooked egg” (etc., etc.). “If the Deity
was angry with the Cock, he should have eaten him.” ...

With many grateful regards,

Ever most truly,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

November, 1892.


Dear Old Fellow,— ... What a beastly nightmare that woman who
married the preacher! High-pressure civilization only produces these
types.—But, Lord! what is to be the end?... The race will still be
to the mentally strong as well as to the physically strong. But the
women fit for fertile maternity, and equally fit to discuss the fourth
dimension of space, are yet rare,—and apt to be a little terrible. The
cost of intellectual race-expansion is more terrible,—is frightful; and
then the expansion cannot ever become universal. The many must profit
by the few. To make 1 of the few, there must be, I suppose, at least
111,111 of such monstrosities created as that one you wrote of.

Isn’t the hunger for the eternal feminine much like the other
hunger?—to be completely exorcised in the same way. Marriage seems
to me the certain destruction of all that emotion and suffering,—so
that one afterwards looks back at the old times with  wonder. One
cannot dream or desire anything more after love is transmuted into the
friendship of marriage. It is like a haven from which you can see the
dangerous sea-currents, running like violet bands beyond you out of
sight. It seems to me (though I’m a poor judge of such matters) that it
doesn’t make a man any happier to have an intellectual wife—unless he
marries for society. The less intellectual, the more lovable: so long as
there is neither coarseness nor foolishness. For intellectual converse a
man can’t have really with women: womanhood is antagonistic to it. And
emotional truth is quite as plain to the childish mind as to the mind of
Herbert Spencer or of Clifford. The child and the god come equally near
to the eternal truth. But then marriage in a complex civilization is
really a terrible problem: there are so many questions involved.

Oh!—you talk of being without intellectual companionship! O ye Eight
Hundred Myriads of Gods! What would you do if you were me. Lo! the
illusion is gone!—Japan in Kyūshū is like Europe;—except I have
no friend. The differences in ways of thinking, and the difficulties
of language, render it impossible for an educated Japanese to find
pleasure in the society of a European. Here is an astounding fact. The
Japanese child is as close to you as the European child—perhaps closer
and sweeter, because infinitely more natural and naturally refined.
Cultivate his mind, and the more it is cultivated, the further you push
him from you. Why? Because there the race-antipodalism shows itself.
As the Oriental thinks naturally to the left where we  think to the
right, the more you cultivate him the more strongly will he think in
the opposite direction from you. Finis sweetness, sympathy, friendship.
Now, my scholars in this great Government school are not boys, but
men. They speak to me only in class. The teachers never speak to me
at all. I go to the college (two miles away) by jinrikisha and return
after class,—always alone, no mental company but books. But at home
everything is sweet.

At the college there is always a recess of half an hour at noon, for
dining. I do not dine, but climb the hill behind the college. There
is a grey old cemetery, where “the rude forefathers of the hamlet
sleep.” From between the tombs I can look down on the Dai Go Kōtō
Chūgakkō, with its huge modern brick buildings and its tumultuous
life, as in a bird’s-eye view. I am only there never alone. For
Buddha sits beside me, and also looks down upon the college through
his half-closed eyelids of stone. There is moss on his nose and his
hands,—moss on his back, of course! And I always say to him: “O Master,
what do you think of all this?—is it not vanity? There is no faith
there, no creed, no thought of the past life nor of the future life, nor
of Nirvana,—only chemistry and cube-geometry and trigonometry,—and the
most damnable ‘English language.‘” He never answers me; but he looks
very sad,—smiles just like one who has received an injury which he
cannot return,—and you know that is the most pathetic of all smiles.
And the snakes twist before my feet as I descend to the sound of the
bell.—There is my only companion for you! but I  like him better than
those who look like him waiting for me in the classroom. Ever with best
regards,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, January, 1893.


Dear Nishida,—I do not know how to thank you enough for your
last letter;—indeed I must tell you frankly that I felt ashamed of
having put you to such trouble involuntarily, for I had no idea how
complicated the matter was when I wrote to you for information about
the origin of the belief. And now let me beg of you never to take so
much trouble again on my account. I think I can hear you protesting that
it was only a pleasure. I am sure it was a pleasure to help me; but I
am too much of a literary man not to know exactly the time-cost of the
work, especially in a language not your own. So I will again beg you not
to take so much trouble for me at any future time—as it would cause me
pain.

And now let me say something else about other letters. You spoke of
mistakes. Do you know that I think your letters are very wonderful?
There are extremely few mistakes; and there are very seldom even
incorrectnesses in the use of idioms. This is rare in Japan. Very few
Japanese, even among those who have been abroad, can write an informal
letter without mistakes of a serious kind. You write letters much as a
well-educated German or Frenchman would—showing only rarely, by some
unfamiliar turn of expression, by the elision of a preposition, or
(but this is very seldom indeed) by a sudden change of tense, that it
is not an Englishman who writes. And in a few years more, even these
little signs will disappear. It is very wonderful to me to see how a few
Japanese have been able to master English without ever leaving Japan.

A point of much value to me in your explanation was the fact that too
many souls are held to be as bad as too few. I had imagined the opposite
to be the case, and had so written. But as I put the statement into
the mouth of a story-teller, it will read all right enough; and I can
correct the erroneous impression by a footnote.

There is rejoicing here over the non-abolition of the school. Your
predictions have been well fulfilled. Several new books I recommended
have been adopted; but there were changes made in my list, I think for
the worse. Kingsley’s “Greek Heroes” (Ginn, Heath & Co.’s school-text
edition) has been adopted for the younger class. I recommended this book
for the extreme purity and simplicity of its English, which reads like
a song. I tried to get “Cuore” adopted, but could not succeed: they
said it was “too childish.” I tried Macaulay’s “Lays of Ancient Rome;”
and that I think they will get. Then some classic texts—Burke’s Essays
(selected) were adopted instead of a volume of stories I proposed. They
adopted also “The Book of Golden Deeds,” a volume of anecdotes of virtue
and courage. As for my own classes, they still give me no books at all;
and I teach entirely by word of mouth and chalk. Still, considering the
short time  given to each class, I believe this is best. The main thing
is to teach them to express themselves in English without books to help
them. I have noticed that at one period of the course there is always a
sudden improvement, as if there had been also a sudden development of
intelligence,—between the third and fourth class. It corresponds to a
change of capacity I noticed also in the Jinjō Chūgakkō. It
might be indicated by lines, thus:—
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Between 3 and 4 the increase of power is like a leap. But after that (in
the higher schools) I don’t think there is much progress. Thereafter
I fancy that in most cases the highest capacity has been reached, and
then the strain comes. The students attempt to do on rice and gruel
what foreign students can only do on beef, eggs, puddings, heavy
nutritious diet. In the eternal order of things the overstrain comes.
The higher education will not give the desired results for at least
another generation,—because the physique of the student must be raised
to meet it. The higher education requires a physiological change,—an
increase of brain capacity in actual development of tissue, an increase
of nervous energy, and consequently a higher standard of living. That
there have been wonderful exceptions in Japanese scholarship makes
no difference: it is a question of general averages. The student of
to-day is not sufficiently strong and sufficiently nourished to bear
the tremendous strain put upon him at the higher  schools and the
university. Wherefore he loses some of his best qualities in mere
effort. The higher schools don’t feed their boys well—not so well by
half as the Government feeds the soldiers. At least so I have been
assured.... Yours faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, January, 1893.

Dear Nishida,—Your charming letter has just come, full of news
and things to be grateful for. There is some news here too. Mr. Kano is
gone! We are all very, very sorry....

Perhaps I might go to Niigata during the summer. Setsu is always,
always, always talking about Tōkyō. I suppose I shall have to
take her there. And I want to visit Kompira, and Zenkōji in Nagano
(?)—where all the Souls of the Dead go,—and one might do all that
and see Niigata too. I am very anxious to see the dear kind Governor
and his daughter again. That kind of Governor is rare, and I think
will soon cease to exist in Japan. He always seemed to me a delightful
type of the old days,—like the princes of the ehon: the modernized
Governor scarcely seems to belong to the same race. And the Japanese of
the next generation will not be kind and open-hearted and unselfish, I
fear: they will become hard of character like the Western people,—more
intellectual and less moral. For old Japan, in unselfishness, was as far
in advance of the West as she was materially behind it.





[image: ]
THE SHINTŌ TEMPLE OF KIZUKI



The curling-up of the toe in the statue of Inada-Hime is not according
to the canons of Western sculpture (which is still generally governed by
the Greek spirit),—because it shows the member in what is considered an
ungraceful position. But I thought after looking awhile at it, that it
was really natural. Not natural from the standpoint of a modern people
whose toes have lost both symmetry and flexibility owing to the wearing
of leather shoes; but natural among a people whose feet are well shaped
and whose toes remain supple, and to some degree, prehensile. Among
tropical races the toes retain extraordinary flexibility; but I don’t
think any English girl could put her great-toe into the attitude taken
by that of Inada-Hime. I imagined that this movement represented in the
statue a little nervous feeling,—the involuntary shrinking of a woman
from sharp cold steel. But that is only a guess. What it really means I
should like to know.

I forgot in another letter to tell you that Herbert Spencer, in one
of his recent volumes (“Individual Life”) severely criticized some of
the Mombushō Readers and other publications as immoral,—because
appealing to the desire of revenge and the passion of hatred and
bloodshed.... One thing is certain, that Readers for Japanese students
ought to be edited in Japan, and edited in a particular manner
with especial reference to national character and feeling. I prize
the Mombushō Readers, because I learn so much from them; but as
text-books they are not well written, and they do not appeal to the
student’s natural love of novelty. It is hopeless to interest boys in
stories they know already by heart in their own language. They want what
is new and strange and beautiful.—But no thanks will ever be given
to the man who tries to do the work well; and his work itself will
almost certainly be spoiled by the emendations and interpolations of a
committee of men without knowledge or taste,—unless the thing should be
done quite independently of officialdom.

I am trying to teach Setsu English by a fast memory-system. I can’t tell
whether I will succeed or not: if I find it strains her too much I must
stop,—for the system is exhausting. In the course of teaching I notice
something of what you tell me about Izumo pronunciation. It makes the
difficulty much greater.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, February, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,—This is not going to be a pleasant
letter,—though it may have interest for you. I don’t hesitate to
tell my friends about shadows as well as lights, and I rather think
the latter alone would cease to be interesting. Besides, we are all
most interested in what most closely relates to the realities of life;
and the realities of life are ugly to no small degree. Dreams are
realities—of desire for things out of reach; but the diet of dreams
is not substantial enough for the sense of friendship to live upon.
So here goes for the lamentations,—or as a Frenchman would say, a
jérémiade....

I might cite a fourth, a fifth;—but happily there are lights. I made
one delightful friend here, Professor Chamberlain, and I told you about
Major McDonald....

I am perfectly conscious that to a thorough man of the world I must be
only a contemptible fool. Even to a friend like you who are not spoiled
and cannot be spoiled by your milieu, I must seem something of a fool.
Be that as it may,—here I am. Now what is this fool to do?...

Suppose I should seek a place as teacher of English literature.
Everybody thinks he can teach English literature, and the public doesn’t
care particularly: it takes its pabulum largely on trust. On whose
trust? Oh! the trust of the trustees,—and the respectable people.
Now I am not respectable. I am under the odium theologicum of every
Christian faith. Small and mean as I am, I am spotted. Don’t imagine
this is vanity! It doesn’t require any greatness to be spotted. It is
just like a prostitute trying to become an honest woman, or a convicted
thief endeavouring to get employment. There is nothing great about it.
If I had any position worth hunting up, the cry would be raised that
an atheist, a debauchee, a disreputable ex-reporter was corrupting the
morals of the young under pretence of teaching literature. That is
position No. 3. As Fiske says, the heretic is not now burned at the
stake; but there is an organized policy to starve him by injuring his
reputation and lying about him. And even Fiske (because he is poor)
dares not take the whole position of Spencer.

But I don’t want to pretend myself a martyr for any worthy cause. I
am not. I am not respectable: that is the whole matter,—and the
pardoning influence of women would never be exerted for me, because I
am physically disagreeable,—and what I could win by my own merit I
could not keep, because I have no aggressiveness and no cunning. And I
am only now learning all this,—with my hair grey. There is no chance
of becoming independent, as I will never be allowed to hold a position
that pays well. I shall never be able to do my best in literary matters;
for I shall never have the leisure, the means, or the opportunities of
travel I want....

To all this jérémiade, then, you must think for reply, in the words
of Herbert Spencer: “My dear friend, the first necessity for success in
life is to be a good animal. As an animal you don’t work well at all.
Furthermore you are out of harmony mentally and morally with the life
of society: you represent broken-down tissue. There is some good in
the ghostly part of you, but it would never have been developed under
comfortable circumstances. Hard knocks and intellectual starvation have
brought your miserable little animula into some sort of shape. It will
never have full opportunity to express itself, doubtless; but perhaps
that is better. It might otherwise make too many mistakes; and it has
not sufficient original force to move the sea of human mind to any storm
of aspiration. Perhaps, in some future state of—” But here Spencer
stops....

I think civilization is a fraud, because I don’t like the hopeless
struggle. If I were very rich I should perhaps think quite
differently—or, what would be still more rational, try not to think
at all about it. Religion under an empire preaches the divinity of
autocracy; under a monarchy, the divinity of aristocracy. In this
industrial epoch it is the servant of the monster business, and is
paid to declare that religion is governed by God, and business by
religion,—“whoever says the contrary, let him be anathema!” Business
has its fixed standard of hypocrisy; everything above or below that is
to be denounced by the ministers of the gospel of God and business.
Hence the howl about Jay Gould, who, with splendid, brutal frankness,
exposed to the entire universe the real laws of business,—without any
preaching at all,—and overrode society and law and became supreme.
Wherefore I hold that a statue should be erected to him. Here we have
been having a newspaper fight. All the missionaries are down on “that
anonymous writer” as usual. I wrote an article to prove that Gould was
the grandest moral teacher of the century. Even sermons were preached
in Tōkyō denouncing the writer of that article. I was accused of
declaring that the end justified the means. I had not said so; but I
quoted American authorities to show Gould had created and made effective
the railroad-transportation system of the West; and then I quoted
English financial authorities to prove that that very transportation
system alone was now saving the United States from bankruptcy. The facts
were unanswerable (at least by the clerics); and they proved that in
order to get power to save a whole nation from ruin,—Gould had to ruin
a few thousand people. Wherefore I am called “immoral, low, beastly.”
Nobody knows it is I; but some suspect. I am already deemed the “moral
plague-spot” of Japan by the dear missionaries. Next week I‘ll try them
with an article on “The Abomination of Civilization.” ...

But I have at home a little world of about eleven people, to whom I am
Love and Light and Food. It is a very gentle world. It is only happy
when I am happy. If I even look tired, it is silent, and walks on
tiptoe. It is a moral force. I dare not fret about anything when I can
help it,—for others would fret more. So I try to keep right. My little
wife and I have saved nearly 2000 Japanese dollars between us. I think
I‘ll be able to make her independent. When I‘ve done that, I can let the
teaching go, and wander about awhile, and write “sketches” at $10 per
page.

Ever affectionately,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, April, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,— ... You never wrote a more wonderful letter
than that last letter full of penetrating things. Now one of my
shortcomings is a total ignorance of practical worldly wisdom;—for
instance, I could not sit down and talk to a man in polite enigmas
which both of us would understand, at all. All that world of business
is to me a mystery and a marvel incomprehensible. Moreover, it is the
revelation of mental powers of a very subtle order, as much beyond me
as mathematics,—so that I cannot but respect the forces manifested,
even if I deplore the directions in which they are sometimes exercised.
Your sketch of the two men, and the interview, and the psychological
relations was perfectly delicious,—and like nearly everything you write
to me, gave me the pleasure of a novel sensation....

Your criticism about ——’s criticism was not exactly what I thought you
might make:—it is true that we like to be thought, and to believe
ourselves, capable of doing vast harm, and credit ourselves more for our
goodness perhaps on account of that belief. But I don’t agree with you
in thinking the remark uncomplimentary. I think it was true, and in the
sense I take it, beautiful. Ask yourself could you really do anything
you knew to be terribly cruel under any personal provocation,—at
least after the first burst of sudden anger was over? And you will
find you could not. Any nature sincerely sympathetic—with a complex
nerve-system—cannot inflict pain without receiving at least as much,
if not more pain than it gives. I believe you could kill a man, under
just provocation; but that is not bad, or cruel—indeed, it might be
a duty. The terrible men are the men who do everything in cold blood,
icily, with calculation, infinite patience, and infinite pleasure. But
the capacity to be thus dangerous means also a low development of those
qualities which give sweetness to character and amiability to life,—and
chivalry to a man’s soul.

Now here is the very immoral side of Western civilization. Being wholly
aggressive and selfish, the hard, cold qualities of character are
being prodigiously developed by it. The emotional qualities, you might
suggest, are also indirectly developed by the suffering the others
inflict;—there is action and reaction. Yes, that is true. But the
terrible men—the men of the type of that manager—represent not only
a constantly increasing class, but a leading one—the class whose name
is Power. Now Power multiplies. In wealth and luxury multiplication
is rapid and facile. They are less fertile comparatively than other
classes; but the cost of their individuality is infinitely greater,
and one type can outlive, outwork, outplan a hundred of the emotional
sort,—as a general rule. The ultimate tendency is to settle all power
in the hands of those without moral scruple. It may take another few
centuries to do this; but the tendency is obvious, and the danger is
steadily growing. I think the West can never become as moral as the
Orient. But it may become infinitely more wicked.

This is one way of seeing the matter. Another I wrote you about in my
last letter,—the sexual question in the West,—something never dreamed
of in the East. What must be the ultimate results of this Western
worship of the Eternal Feminine? Must not one be, the contempt of old
age, and universal irreverence for things the most naturally deserving
of reverence? Already, in the West, the Family has almost ceased to
exist.

To an Oriental it seems utterly monstrous that grown-up children should
not live with their father, mother, and grandparents, and support and
love them more than their own children, wives, or husbands. It seems to
him sheer wickedness that a man should not love his mother-in-law,—or
that he should love his own wife even half as well as his own father or
mother. Our whole existence seems to him disgustingly immoral. He would
deem worthy of death the man who wrote—



“He stood on his head on the wild seashore,

And joy was the cause of the act;—

For he felt, as he never had felt before,

Insanely glad, in fact.

And why? Because on that selfsame day

His mother-in-law had sailed

To a tropical climate, far away,

Where tigers and snakes prevailed.”





He first most loves his father,—then his mother,—then his
father-in-law and mother-in-law,—then his children,—and lastly, his
wife. His wife is not of the family proper,—a stranger,—not of the
blood of the ancestors,—how can he love her like his own parents!

Now I half suspect the Oriental is right.

To him the people of the West with their novels and poems about love
seem a race of very lascivious people. If indeed he should think more
kindly of them at all, it would be through pity,—as a race of sexually
starved beings, frantic with nymphomania and all forms of erotomania,
through refusal to obey the laws of nature. “They talk about their
wives!—they write novels about their lusts!—they do not support
their parents!—they do not obey their mothers-in-law! Truly they are
savages!” Now they write love-stories in Japan. But who are the women
of these love-stories? Dancing-girls. “If one must write stories about
the passion of sex, let him at least not write such things about wives
and daughters of honest men—let him write about whores! A whore’s
business is to excite passion. That of a pure woman is to quench it.
What horribly immoral people the Western people are!”

—Don Juan is the imagination of the West. No Japanese Don Juan—no
Chinese Don Juan—ever existed or could exist. He is a common type at
home. But the Orient rejoices also in exemption from one of the most
terrible creations of Western life;—no Oriental is haunted by “the
Woman thou shalt never know.”

What a curse and a delusion is that beautiful spectre! How many lives
she makes desolate! How many crimes does she inspire, “the Woman thou
shalt never know!”—the impossible ideal, not of love, but of artistic
passion, pursued by warm hearts from youth till age, always in vain.
As her pursuer grows more old, she becomes ever more young and fair.
He waits for her through the years,—waits till his hair is grey.
Then,—wifeless, childless, blasé, ennuyé, cynical, misanthropic,—he
looks in the glass and finds that he has been cheated out of youth and
life. But does he give up the chase? No!—the hair of Lilith—just
one—has been twisted round his heart,—an ever-tightening fine
spider-line of gold. And he sees her smile just ere he passes into the
Eternal darkness.

Then again, our social morals! We never in the West talk to people of
their duties. Do orators make speeches about duties? Do any, except
priests, talk about social duties? But what do we talk to the people
about? We talk to them about their rights,—“by G—d!” Always,
incessantly, ad nauseam, about their rights. Now to talk to people
who know nothing of social science, of political economy, of ethical
ideas in their relation to eternal truths,—to talk to such people
about their rights, is like giving a new-born baby a razor to play
with. Or putting a loaded revolver in the hands of a mischievous child.
Or inviting a crowd of urchins to make a bonfire in the immediate
vicinity of ten thousand barrels of gunpowder. And the Oriental knows
this. (Wherefore in China it was a law that he who should say or invent
anything new should be put to death,—an extreme view of the necessities
of the case, but not much more extreme than our own philistinism.)

The Japanese of the new school do not, however, keep to the Chinese
wisdom. They show evidence now of a desire to put to death those who
say anything older than yesterday. They are becoming infected with the
Western moral poison. They are beginning to love their wives more than
their fathers and mothers;—it is much cheaper....

By the way, I am in a world of new sensations. My first child will be
born, I expect, about September next. The rest of my family have come
from Matsue,—father-in-law, father’s father also, a nice old man of 84.
We are now all together. There is universal joy because of the birth
in prospect. And I am accused of not seeming joyful enough. I am not
sorry. But I hope my little one will never have to face life in the
West, but may always dwell in a Buddhist atmosphere.

Ever most faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, April, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,—Your most welcome lines of March 1 came to me
during a lonesome spring vacation—to brighten it up. Your wish about a
Japanese love-story has been partly answered in the March Atlantic;
and in the June number, you will have a paper of mine, entitled the
“Japanese Smile,” which you will find as philosophical as you could
wish.—No, I have been working well, but for a book only; and of that
book only five or six chapters can be published in a magazine. I am not
yet sure if the book will be published in the shape I want,—although
the publishers show some signs of yielding.

So much for me. I was too egotistic last time, and will not be so much
so again, unless I get a very awful attack of the blues within the next
five years....

To return to Japan and Japanese life. What do you think of the
following? It happened near Kumamoto. A peasant went to consult an
astrologer what to do for his mother’s eyes: she had become blind. The
astrologer said that she would get her sight back if she could eat a
little human liver,—taken fresh and from a young body. The peasant
went home crying, and told his wife. She said: “We have only one boy.
He is beautiful. You can get another wife as good, or better than I,
very easily, but might never be able to get another son. Therefore, you
must kill me instead of the son, and give my liver to your mother.” They
embraced; and the husband killed her with a sword, and cut out the liver
and began to cook it, when the child awoke and screamed. Neighbours
and police came. In the police court, the peasant told his tale with
childish frankness and cited stories from the Buddhist scriptures. The
judges were moved to tears. They did not condemn the man to death;—they
gave only nine years in prison. Really the man who ought to have been
killed was the astrologer. And this but a few miles off from where they
are teaching integral calculus, trigonometry, and Herbert Spencer!
yet Western science and religion could never inspire that idolatrous
self-devotion to a mother which the old ignorant peasant and his wife
had. She thought it her sacred duty to die for her mother-in-law....

I am going to have the delight of a visit from the author of “The Soul
of the Far East.” He is a lucky man,—wonderful genius, strength, youth,
and plenty of money. He spends six months of each year in the Orient.
Professor Chamberlain, my other friend, spent a few days with me last
week. He speaks Japanese better than the Japanese;—in fact, he is
Professor of Japanese in the Imperial University of Japan. He mentions
me in his books; and Conder, who writes those beautiful books about
Japanese flower arrangement and Japanese gardens, has just written a
book with a kindly reference to me.

Enough to tire you, I fear, already. Well, au revoir, till the next
mail. Affectionately ever,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, April, 1893.


My dear Nishida,—About the sentence that puzzles you (as it
well might puzzle anybody unaccustomed to what we call “rant”),—the
phrase simply signifies the Bible. It is based on the idea that Christ
is the “Light of the World” (Light and Glory being used synonymously);
and the origin of this expression again goes back beyond Christianity
into ancient Gnostic ideas,—probably based on the Iranian belief
of Ormuzd, the (Persian or Iranian) God of Light, as distinguished
from Ahriman, the Spirit of Evil and Darkness. The common Christian
people know nothing of this; but from childhood, they are accustomed to
hear the word “Bible” coupled with the words “light” and “glory” and
“illumination,”—and to see pictures representing a Bible surrounded
with rays of light beaming from it as from a sun. “The glory of the
mechanic’s shop,” i. e., illuminating the darkness of labour, the
suffering and gloom, by light of consolation, etc.—But I must say
that all this is what we call “rant” (worse than “cant”);—it is of
no earthly use to let the boys read it. I used always to skip it. The
article is not even good English: it is fanatical “gush” and humbug.
If I were you, I would not bother with it at all,—except for your
own amusement, as a study of queer ideas. I don’t mean to say all
writing of this sort is bad;—some of it is very beautiful, although the
ideas be false. But that stuff in Sanders’s Reader is the sort we call
“cheap rant,”—such as any uneducated Sunday-school teacher can spout
by the mile....

I do not think Setsu can travel again this year. I expect to become a
father about September, or perhaps even sooner. So we shall not see
Tōkyō in 1893, at all events. And the chances are that I shall not
be able to travel very far;—as I shall have to be in constant weekly
communication with the mail-steamers for America. The preparation of the
printed proofs will be hard work.

I am sorry about Goto. You summed him up, however, very keenly a long
time ago.—We have a wonderful drawing-master here, who painted a
wonderful oil-portrait of Mr. Akizuki. And that man is only getting $12
a month (counting the deduction of his salary for building warships)!
Yet he is really a fine artist.

Besides the letter of introduction I gave you to Mr. Kano, I also wrote
him a long letter about you last year. Should you go to Tōkyō,
therefore, remind him of that. Or, if you wish, I will write you at once
a third letter to take with you. You will like Mr. Kano at sight. He
charms even the most reserved foreigners, and still he is perfectly easy
and simple in his manners. Faithfully yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, April, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,— ... I hear rarely from America, and have no
definite news from Boston up to date. They send me a paper—the Sunday
edition, full of poetry about love, woodcuts of beauties of fashion,
and all sorts of chatter about women and new styles of undergarments.
To-day, after three years in the most Eastern East, when I look at that
paper, I can hardly believe my eyes. The East has opened my eyes. How
affected the whole thing seems! Yet it never seemed so to me before.
My students say to me, “Dear Teacher, why are your English novels
all filled with nonsense about love and women?—we do not like such
things.” Then I tell them partly why. “You must know, my dear young
gentlemen, that in England and America, marriage is a most important
matter,—though it is something you never even speak about in Japan.
For in Japan, it is as easy to get married as it is to eat a bowl of
rice. But for educated young men in the West, it is very difficult and
dangerous to marry. It is necessary to be rich to marry well,—or to
be, at least, what you would call rich. And the struggle for life is
very bitter and very terrible—so bitter and terrible that you cannot
possibly imagine what it means. It is hard to live at all,—made harder
to marry. Therefore the whole object of life is to succeed in order to
get married. And the parents have nothing to do with the matter, as in
Japan; the young man must please the girl, and must win her away from
all other young men who want to get her. That is why the English and
others write all that stuff about love and beauty and marriage, and why
everybody buys those books and laughs or weeps over them—though to you
they are simply disgusting.”

But that was not all the truth. The whole truth is always suggested to
me by the Sunday paper. We live in the musky atmosphere of desire in
the West;—an erotic perfume emanates from all that artificial life of
ours;—we keep the senses perpetually stimulated with a million ideas
of the eternal feminine; and our very language reflects the strain. The
Western civilization is using all its arts, its sciences, its philosophy
in stimulating and exaggerating and exacerbating the thought of sex. An
Oriental would almost faint with astonishment and shame to see a Western
ballet. He would scream at the sight of a French nude. He would be
scandalized by a Greek statue. He would rightly and instantly estimate
all this as being exactly what it is,—artificial stimulus of dangerous
senses. The whole West is steeped in it. It now seems, even to me,
almost disgusting.

Yet what does it mean? Certainly it pollutes literature, creates and
fosters a hundred vices, accentuates the misery of those devoted by the
law of life as the victims of lust. It turns art from Nature to sex.
It cultivates one æsthetic faculty at the expense of all the rest. And
yet—perhaps its working is divine behind all that veil of vulgarity and
lustfulness. It is cultivating also, beyond any question, a capacity for
tenderness the Orient knows nothing of. Tenderness is not of the Orient
man. He is without brutality, but he is also without that immense
reserve force of deep love and forgiving-power which even the rougher
men of the West have. The Oriental is intellectually, rationally capable
of all self-sacrifice and loyalty: he does the noblest and grandest
things without even the ghost of a tender feeling. His feeblest passion
is that of sex, because with him the natural need has never been starved
or exasperated. He marries at sixteen or seventeen perhaps,—is a father
of two or three children at twenty. All that sort of thing for him
belongs to the natural appetites: he would no more talk about his wife
or tell you he had a child born, than he would tell you that his organs
performed their function regularly at 6.30 A.M. He is ashamed
of appearing to have any sexual love at all in public;—and his family
live all their lives in the shadow—do not appear to visitors. Well, his
nature may lose something by this. It loses certainly in capacities that
mean everything for us—tenderness, deep sympathy, a world of sensations
not indeed sexual with us, yet surely developed out of sexualism to no
small extent,—just as the sense of moral beauty developed out of the
sense of physical beauty.

I guess this must bore you, however. More anon of other matters.

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, June, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,—I am not quite sure that you are right about
the Oriental view of things. It is very difficult to understand at
first. It is not want of refinement or sensibility to beautiful things.
It is rather a tendency to silence and secrecy in regard to the highest
emotions. So that a cultivated Japanese never even speaks of his wife
and family, or hints of his fondness for them. Of course, our idea is
nobler and higher. But it is a question with me whether it cannot be,
and has not been, developed to excess. I think we have filled the whole
universe with an ideal of woman. Star-swarms and all cosmical glories
exist for us only in an infinity of passional pantheism. I suspect
that we see Nature especially through the beauty of woman. A splendid
tree, a fragrant bud, delicacy of petals, songs of birds, undulations
of hills, mobility of waters, sounds of foliage, murmur of breezes
and their caress, laughter of streamlets, even the gold light—do not
all these things remind us of woman? You might cite the ruggedness of
oaks and the grimness of crags as masculine. True, we have visions of
Nature as masculine—for rugged and mighty contrasts. But how enormously
preponderant is the eternal feminine! Even our language is a language of
gender,—in which I think the feminine predominates. But in our thought
the masculine at once suggests the feminine, and creates a new idea. All
precious things, too, remind us of what is not masculine, because “far
and from the uttermost coasts is the price of her.”



Now the Oriental sees Nature in no such way. His language has no gender.
He does not think of a young girl when he sees a palm, nor of the
lines of a beautiful body when he sees the undulations of the hills.
Neither does he see Nature as masculine. He sees it as neuter. His
geographical nomenclature shows this. He sees things as they are. The
immediate inference would be that he finds less enjoyment in them. But
his art shows that he finds more. He sees in Nature much that we can‘t
see at all. He sees beauty in stones,—in common stones,—in clouds,
fogs, smoke, curling water, shapes of trees, shapes of insects. In
my friend’s alcove is a stone. When you can learn that that stone is
more beautiful than a beautiful painting, you can begin to understand
that there is another way of seeing Nature. In my own garden there
are a number of large stones. Their value is seven hundred dollars.
No American would give five cents for them—no! he would not dream of
taking them as a gift—no! he would consider himself highly insulted by
the offer! Then why are they worth seven hundred dollars? Because they
are beautiful. You would say: “I can’t see it!” You can’t see it because
you see all Nature through the idea of woman. And it is just faintly
possible (I don’t say certain) that our way—your way of seeing Nature
is all wrong. It is like peeping through an atmosphere which makes
everything iridescent and deflects the lines of forms.

Now, why do I suspect that our way of looking at Nature may not be the
highest,—besides the plain fact that it is not according to the Eternal
order of things? I suspect it because the evolution of the ideal has
been chiefly physical. It has not been an ideal of soul. Is the soul
of a woman more beautiful than that of a man—outside of maternal
tenderness? You have just had a divine glimpse of two souls—excuse the
personal question (for it is a highly important one): which seemed to
you the largest and deepest?—in which were the glories more profound
and radiant? And is it not essential that the woman-beauty of soul must
be the lesser; for its scope must be limited by its eternal duty. We
are in the presence, however, of the undeniable fact that we rarely get
glimpses of the higher possibilities of the man-soul. Life is too hard
and bitter. But in the twilight of every home one sees the woman-souls
glowing like fireflies. We think only of the lights we see. The circling
darknesses are opaque to us,—like burnt-out suns.

Reading over the list of things in your notebook I was impressed by
several facts. It is well to set down everything that impresses you.
But—I cannot help thinking that you do not look for the highest,—that
you miss a universe of beautiful things. The obtrusive, the eccentric,
the sharply bitter, the “Distorted Souls” as you call them, naturally
compel attention first,—just as in real life the forward, the selfish,
the aggressive, force themselves upon us. It is of the highest possible
value, as a means of self-preservation, to understand them. But I
suspect that it is of no value at all to draw them, to photograph them,
to give them artistic treatment except in a contrast-study. They are
not beautiful. They are not good. They are, using the word in the
Miltonic sense, obscene—like owls. On the other hand the beautiful
in life must be sought, and coaxed, and caressed to make it show its
colours. It does not appear very often spontaneously. Yet I feel
convinced it is all about us. It travels on railroads too, and lodges at
hotels. It fights for life against ugliness and wickedness and apathy
and selfishness: it is Ormuzd against Ahriman. Now what is the artist’s
moral duty? (Of course he may take any subject he pleases and be great
in it.) But what is his duty in the eternal order of things, to art and
to ethics? Is it not to extract the gold from the ore,—the rubies and
emeralds from the rubble? I think it is—though many may laugh at me.
Thus newer and higher ideals are created. We advance only by new ideals.
I don’t mean to say we should make statues of pure gold, or a table,
like that of some Caliph, out of a single emerald. But I think that in
modern life we should use the dross and slag only when their lightness,
worthlessness, or rudeness brings out in higher relief the light of the
pure jewel, the weight of the pure metal, the value of that which gives
the radiance or the gravity. And in the order of research I would seek
the lodes and veins first;—the rest is always easy to find and handle,
though requiring much scientific skill, of course, to use artistically.

There is a world, I suppose, almost as barren as the Alkali Plains,
where convention has strangled all feeling, and where the development of
selfish capacities has choked the other growths. But either below this
world or above it there are Americas to discover—full of warmth, light,
and beauty—continents chained to each other by snow-peaks, watered by
Amazons and Mississippis.

Below, I think, more than above,—for the nearer to Nature, the nearer
to truth. And the value, artistically, of our high-pressure civilization
seems to me to be that its monstrosities and glooms and tragedies
infernal give an opportunity for the grandest contrasts ever made. What
I would pray you to do is “to put a lily in the mouth of Hell”—using
one of Carlyle’s phrases. Then the petals of the lily will change into
pure light, like those of the Lotus of Amida Buddha....

Good-bye, with affectionate wishes,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, July, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,—To continue from my last:—

It seems to me you might have mistaken my meaning in my half-criticism
of the contents of your notebook. I don’t wish you should think I
find any fault with them per se. Indeed you cannot set down too
much. Only I think you have been collecting only shadow-and-fire
material. You have no sky-blues,—no rose and violet and purple and
gold-yellow,—no cadmium, no iridescences. You have that which will give
them all value—artistic value. Even if you have only one light for ten
darknesses, it will be enough to illume them all.



And now for Ego and Egotisms. In my home the women are all making
baby-clothes,—funny little Japanese baby-clothes. All the tender
Buddhist divinities, who love little children, have been invoked except
one,—he who cares for them only when they are dead, and plays little
ghostly games with them in the shadowy world. Letters of congratulation
come from all directions, and queer, pretty presents; for the
announcement of pregnancy is a subject of great gladness in Japan. And
one theme of rejoicing is that the child will look more like a Japanese
than the children of other foreigners, because the father is dark.
Behind all this, of course, there is a universe of new sensations,—new
ideas,—revelations of things in Buddhist faith and in the religion of
the more ancient gods, which are very beautiful and touching. About
the world an atmosphere of delicious, sacred naïveté,—difficult to
describe, because resembling nothing in the Western world.—Some doubts
and fears for me, of course; but they are passing away gradually. I have
only some anxiety about her: still she is so strong that I trust the
gods will be kind to us....

This summer I shall not be able to travel far. First, of course, I can’t
leave my little woman too long alone; second, I have proofs to correct;
third, I am economizing. We have now nearly $3500 between us; and I want
to try to provide for her as soon as I can,—so that once the chances of
ill luck are off my mind, I can make a few long voyages to other places
east of Japan. The Chinese ports are only a few days distant; and there
is Manila, there is the French Orient to see. I hope to be able to do
this in a few years more. You will be glad to hear I am very strong,
though getting grey,—much stronger than I was at thirty.

Professor Chamberlain and I have a secret project in hand,—a book on
Japanese folk-lore. Whether we can carry it out I do not know; but if
the dear Professor’s health keeps up we shall do something together....

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, August, 1893.


Dear Nishida,—I got your kind letter,—and the money,—and the
ballads; for all of which a thousand thanks. I feel you have been very,
very kind in all this, even while you were sick: so that my poor thanks
signify little of what I really feel towards you. It has given me much
pleasure to hear of your being better; but I am disappointed at your
being unable to travel,—very much disappointed, as I fear I will not be
able to leave Kumamoto again this vacation....

I see that, as regards Kyūshū compared with Tōkyō, you take
the moral aspect of the question, while I have possibly been ruled too
much by the artistic side. I cannot fully understand the moral side,
of course: I can only perceive that the Kyūshū students are
allowed to dress as simply as possible,— are encouraged to be frugal
and frank, and rough in their sports,—and are generally said to be
extremely independent and what you call katai, isn’t it? But whether
they are really any better than Matsue students, I don’t know. Certainly
they have no pleasures to soften their minds. There is nothing to see,
and nowhere to go. And Kyōto is the most delightful city in the whole
of Japan. However, I suppose it has also temptations for students of a
dangerous sort....

I had no luck with Kumagae Masayoshi, and was obliged to send the boy
back to Oki, after he had worried and made unhappy everybody in the
house. He was an extraordinarily clever boy,—both at school, and at
everything he undertook,—extremely skilful with his hands, and almost
diabolically intelligent. But he had no affection at all, and seemed
to be naturally very cruel and cunning. He was strictly honest, and
trustworthy,—for all that. But his character was supremely selfish and
malignant. He made nasty songs about people, and sang them, and gave us
the impression of being a small devil.

I am trying to do some literary work. Your ballad of Shuntoku-maru
proved quite useful to me in the course of an essay I wrote on the
difficulty experienced by Japanese in understanding a certain class
of English poetry and fiction. It revealed a popular conception of
things,—that ballad, which I took for an illustration, in showing the
total unlikeness of Western to Oriental society—especially in the
family relation; the absence of flirting and kissing and woman-worship
which we have in the West. Indeed I think the great difficulty of
mutual comprehension between the Japanese and the English is chiefly due
to the predominance of a feminine idea in our language, our art, and
our whole conception of Nature. Therefore the Oriental can see aspects
of Nature to which we remain blind....

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO OCHIAI

Kumamoto, August, 1893.


My dear Ochiai,—It has given me much pleasure to hear of your
success at the examinations. I wish you all good fortune for the coming
year, and good health to aid you.

I want also to talk to you about another matter very much to your
interest. Please pay attention to my words, and think about them. I only
wish your happiness;—therefore remember that what I say deserves your
attention and your thought.

I want to talk to you about Christianity, as a religion,—not as a
shū, or sect. I hope you will understand the distinction I make.
A religion is a moral belief which causes men to live honestly and to
be kind and good to each other. A sect is made by a difference of
belief as to what is true religious teaching. Thus in Buddhism there
are many sects or shū; and in Christianity, there are also many
sects or shū. But it is not what makes the sects that has made
Buddhism. Neither is it what has made the Christian sects that has made
Christianity. Truth makes a religion—moral truth; sects are made by
differences of opinion about the meaning of kyō, or the meaning of
other sacred texts.

So much for this. I want now to tell you, as your friend, that it is
not Christianity to refuse to bow before the portrait of the Emperor,
or before the tombs of the great dead. If anybody tells you that is
Christianity,—that person is not a Christian, but a bigot, and an
enemy of his country. Whenever we sing the English national anthem, we
take off our hats. Whenever we enter into the presence of one of Her
Majesty’s representatives, we take off our hats. We stand up to drink
Her Majesty’s health. We are taught that the Queen rules by divine
command. It is the same in Germany, in Austria, in Italy, in Spain,—in
all except republican countries. So much for that. It is quite right,
even for a Christian, to bow before the Emperor’s picture;—it is loyal,
noble, and good to do it. To refuse to do it is ignorant and vulgar. It
is not Christian at all.

Now about the question of tombs and temples. What is the Christian
custom? The Christian custom is to pay proper and just respect to
the religion which other people believe in. If I go into a Christian
church,—although I am not a Christian,—I must take off my hat. If I
go into a Mohammedan mosque, I must take off my shoes. Such tokens of
respect are purely social,—they are just and right. In Mexico, for
example, when a religious procession passes, everybody who is polite
takes off his hat. That means,—“Although I am not of your religion,
I respect your religion,—your prayers to heaven, and your wish to be
good.”



Again, when a funeral goes by, we take off our hats. That means,
“Although none of my friends have died, I sympathize with your
sorrow.” It is courteous and it is right.

Whatever you believe, my dear Ochiai, you need never refuse to show
respect to the tomb of an Emperor, to the memory of an ancestor, or the
religion of another people or another country. Christianity teaches
no such discourtesy. Only bigots teach it,—and even they teach it
for reasons you are not able to understand. I do not want to question
your religious belief at all;—that is not my duty. I want only to
talk to you about social action in reference to real religion. No
honest religion ought to cause you any unhappiness, or to cause you
to be blamed by others. Religion ought to be of the heart. It is not
a question of hats and shoes. Do not refuse to show respect to honest
customs and honest reverence for ancestors, by a bow, or a removal of
the hat. It will injure your prospects in life to make ill will for
yourself by refusing to show respect to the beliefs of your nation
and country. Such respect has nothing to do with your faith;—it is a
question of social politeness and gentlemanliness. And when you refuse,
you will not be judged for your belief,—not at all. You will simply be
thought vulgar,—not a true gentleman.

A true gentleman respects all religions. That is the real Western
idea. Do not deceive yourself.

This from your true friend and teacher,

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, August, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,— ... And now for a letter. Your last two
letters were full of curious things that call for no answer, but, in
connection with foregoing ones, certainly invite comment. More and more,
reading your lightning-flash glimpses of life, I think how terribly
tragical modern life is becoming. What is its law? Is it not something
like this?—


General: (1) Theoretically, you must be good.
  (2) Practically you must be not very good,—unless you wish
  to starve or live in the slime. (3) Reconcile these facts
  very intelligently, without making any blunders.

Special: (1) If you are not more intelligent than the
  average man, you must be both theoretically and practically
  good,—and resign yourself to remaining poor and despised
  all your blessed life. Don’t kick: if you do, you‘ll die!
  (2) In proportion as you are more intelligent than your
  fellow man, the more to your interest to depart from
  abstract moral rules;—the more, indeed, you must. It is
  quite true that vice and crime lead to ruin. Still, you must
  perform your part of both without getting into trouble. If
  you don’t, you will die. (3) Reconcile intelligently these
  seeming contradictions.



The contradictions can only be fully recognized and reconciled
through a profound knowledge of social conditions, not in the abstract
only, but in the most complex operation. This is the theoretical
recognition. But the practical recognition requires special hereditary
gifts,—intuitions,—instincts,—powers. Mere education in business
alone won’t do. That only makes servants. Masters must be natural
masters of men. Life is an intellectual battle, but not a battle to
be fought out by mere chess-combinations. It is also a battle of
characters. The combinations required for success are of the most
difficult—comprising force, perception, versatility, resource,—and
enough comprehension of morals as factors in sociology to avoid fatal
mistakes. He who has all this, and strong health, goes to the top. But
he has there to fight for his standing-room. Besides all other fighting,
he has to fight against himself.

In the Buddhist system, the soul, by self-suppression and struggle
against temptation, obtains Light and effects progress. The Past begins
to be remembered, the Future to be foreseen. But always in proportion
to the progress and the enlightenment, the temptations increase. For
example, one reward of virtue is beauty and high sexual power (!) The
more indulgence is despised, the greater these gifts. The Soul reaches
heaven. Then is the greatest of all temptations. Life for thousands of
ages,—supreme beauty and power,—supreme loveliness of celestial beings
offered to feast upon. And here can be no sin: it is only a question
of further progress. Indulgence means retrogression. The wise only pass
to Nirvana.—Now I fancy the battle of life has the same moral.

It is a terrible battle now, though; and is becoming fiercer every
year,—and aggravating with a velocity beyond all precedent. (I see
there is a falling-off in the birth-rate of the U.S.—which means
increased difficulty of living.) And ultimately what must come out of
all this? Pain is certainly the only reliable creator,—the only one
whose work endures. Extraordinary intelligence and, mental dynamical
power will be results, of course,—up to a certain time. I do not see
much likelihood, however, of moral development. Indeed, as Mackintosh
long ago said, morals have been at a standstill since the beginning
of history: we have made no apparent progress in that. Then comes the
question, Are we not developing immorally?

I have begun to think immorality must be, in the eternal order of
things, a moral force. That is, some kinds of it,—the aggressive
kinds: those which the whole world agrees to call immoral. For the
physical value and excellence of a life in its relation to other lives
is primarily in its capacity to meet all hostile influences by changes
correspondingly effected within itself. This is called adaptation to
environment. If this be the physical side of the question, what is the
moral side? That the perfect character must be able to oppose or to meet
all hostile influences by corresponding changes within itself. This
necessarily involves a prodigious experience of evil,—a deep, personal,
intimate, artistic, loving knowledge of evil. I see a frightful dualism
only in prospect. No love or mercy outside of the circle of each
active life. As Spencer holds, absolute morality can only begin where
the struggle for existence has ceased. This is not new. The appalling
prospect is this,—How infinitely worse the world must become before it
begins to improve at all!—And surely education ought to be conducted
with a knowledge of these things.

But will the existing state of things continue indefinitely? Surely, it
can‘t! It is too monstrous, and the suffering too infernal! There must
be social smashings, earthquakes, chaos-breakings-up, recrystallizations
to lighten the burthen. And what will these be?

I cannot send you, because there is no copy here, but I recommend you a
book,—Pearson’s “National Character,” a study. He takes the ground that
the future is not to the white races,—not to the Anglo-Saxon. I think
this almost certain. I think of the awful cost of life to the white
races,—the more awful cost of character. I think of the vast races
of creatures—behemoths and megatheriums and ichthyosaurians—which
have disappeared from the earth simply because of the cost of their
physical structure. But what is the physical cost of even the structure
of an ichthyosaurus to the cost of the structure of a master of applied
mathematics! It costs one educated European,—receiving, say, a salary
of $100 a month,—exactly as much as it costs twenty educated Orientals
to live—each with a family of at least three persons,—or in other
words 1 European = 120 Orientals. There is an instinctive knowledge,
perhaps, of the future, in the instinctive hatred of the Chinese in
America. There is an instinctive sense of the same kind in the feeling
which prompts the Oriental to exclude Europeans. The latter overlive
the former; the former underlive the latter. But in all this there are
complicated physiological questions extraordinary.

Ever affectionately,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,— ... “Thou shalt not love” is of Buddha. “He
who hath wife and child hath taken upon him fear. Such a fear is greater
than that which the man should feel who, unarmed and alone, entering a
cavern, meets a tiger face to face.” It is true, the greatest of all
fear is the fear for another,—the pity for another,—the frightful
imaginings of sorrow or want or despair for another. But there might
be perfect conditions. That is true;—but then,—beware the jealousy
of the gods. A Rossetti finds his Ideal Maiden, weds, loses, maddens,
and passes the rest of his nights in tears of regret, and his days in
writing epitaphs. Children may console and they may shame,—and they
may die just when they have become charming,—and they may ruin us; and
at best, in the world of the West, they separate from us, and we can
keep only memories of them. Some woman or some man gets hold of their
heart and bites it, and the poison spreads a veil between parents and
offspring for all time. Finally, in any conditions, the burthen of life
is enormously increased. How much more must a man bear, and how much
less can he assert himself, when he has ever to remember that he has
ceased to belong to himself. Such is a Buddhist view of the thing. It is
not all wrong....

L. H.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

August, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,—What you wrote about the charming person
“flirting with her maternal instincts” is delicious. I recognized the
portrait in a most fantastic past experience,—but of that anon. The
thought sent me off into a reverie about—adulteration.

There is a philosophy about adulteration I don’t know much about. I
have not sufficiently learned the main facts about the practical and
utilitarian side of adulteration,—though I read the “petit dictionnaire
des falsifications,” and other things. However, let’s try. Most of what
we sell now is adulteration. We used to feel angry, when I was a boy,
at the mere thought that leather-composition should be sold for genuine
leather,—shoddy for wool,—cotton mixed with silk for pure silk,
etc. We wanted our spoons to be genuine silver, and our claret quite
trustworthy. Since then we have had to resign ourselves to margarine,
glucose, and other products which have become vast staples of commerce.
In some cases the genuine has been altogether supplanted by the false;
and the false has been universally accepted with full knowledge of its
origin. There have been advantages enormous to industry and manufacture,
of course; and the public health has not been ruined, according to
prediction. On the contrary it has been improving, and the nervous
system developing.

Now may not the same thing be going on in our morals? Or rather, must
it not go on? We are substituting the sham for the real. It is very
sorrowful and excites awful surmises; but nevertheless the sham seems to
do very well. The trouble with the original article was its cost and its
enormous solidity. It was not malleable. It resisted pressure. It was
not adapted at all to the new life of cities and science. For example,
absolute veracity interfered with business,—absolute love became a
nuisance, took up too much space, and proved too incompressible. Just
as we have become too sensitive to bear the rawness of pure colour, so
have we become too sensitive to bear the rawness of pure affection.
We consider persons vulgar who wear blood-red, grass-green, burning
yellows and blues—persons of undeveloped feeling and taste. So also
we begin to think people vulgar who are prone to live by any simple
emotions. We hold them undeveloped. We don’t want the real thing. No:
we want shades, tones,—imperceptible tones, ethereal shades. Even in
books the raw emotion has become distasteful, savage. Pure passion is
penny-theatrical. Isn’t all this a suggestion of fact? And isn’t the
fact founded upon necessary physiological changes? Existing life is too
complex for pure emotions. We want mixed tonics,—delicately flavoured
and tinted.

All of which means that the primal sources of life are becoming
forgotten. Love, honour, idealism, etc., these can no longer be supreme
or absorbing motives. They interfere with more serious necessities,
and with pleasure. We have first to learn how to live inside the
eight-day clock of modern life without getting caught in the cogs. This
learned,—and it is no easy lesson,—we may venture to indulge in some
falsifications of emotion, some shot-silk colours of love. Such seems
to me the drift. The most serious necessity of life is not to take the
moral side of it seriously. We must play with it, as with an hetaira.

The genuine is only good for the agricultural districts.

And is this progress in a durable sense, or morbidness in evolution?
Really I am not sure.

Ever affectionately,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, August, 1893.


Dear Nishida,—I have missed you very much this long vacation;
but, as I anticipated, it could not be helped. Another bundle of proofs
has been keeping me at work; and I find the book promises to be bigger
than I told you in my last letter. They are using type that will spread
it out to probably 750 pp. I send you one specimen proof—just to show
you the size of the type.

The man who has been sent for to fill the place in Kyōto, will not,
I imagine, be able to keep it. He is a rabid proselytizer; in Kumamoto,
years ago, he formed a society of Christians, called the Christian
Band (I forget the Japanese name): that is why the Kyūshū folk
nearly killed him. Privately—between you and me—I think there will
be great changes in the Kyōto middle school next year; and I think
that I shall get there. But there is nothing sure. I will not go to
Tōkyō as long as I can help it.

Many thanks for your splendid letter about the legends of the ballads.
I have put it away carefully to use in a future essay.—You say, if
you were to tell me about the noble things the common people do, you
would never get done. Indeed, one strong fact would give me work for
two or three months. The publishers wrote me to say they want stories
of the life of the common people to-day,—showing the influence
of moral teaching on conduct: that is, Buddhist, Shintō, and
ancestor-teaching. I have been trying to get the facts about the poor
girl who killed herself in Kyōto because the Emperor “augustly
mourned” after the crazy action of Tsuda Sanzo; but I have not yet
succeeded. By the way, I think Tsuda Sanzo will be more kindly judged
by a future generation. His crime was only “loyalty-run-mad.” He was
insane for the moment with an insanity which would have been of the
highest value in a good cause and time. He saw before him the living
representative of the awful Power which makes even England tremble;—the
power against which Western Europe has mustered an army of more than
15,000,000 of men. He saw, or thought he saw (perhaps he really did
see: time only can show) the Enemy of Japan. Then he struck—out of
his heart, without consulting his head. He did very wrong;—he made
a sad mistake; but I think that man’s heart was noble and true, in
spite of all his foolishness. He would have been a hero under happier
circumstances....


[image: ]


I have just heard that the name of one kind of those horrid beetles in
Kumamoto is gane-bun-bun, and the hyakushō call them gane-bu;
and people throw them out of the window, saying, “Come back the
day-before-yesterday.” Then they never come back at all.


[image: ]


I have made a mistake again. The gane-bun-bun is not the greatest
plague I was complaining of,—but the fu-mushi. There is yet another
small one, I have not found out the name of. They make a whole room
smell horribly. Some, however, call both the big fu-mushi and the
small creature by the same name—distinguishing them only as the green
and the black. By the way, I will put a fu-mushi in this letter,
because they keep coming on the table so that I think it may be well to
send one to Izumo, in the hopes of inducing the rest to emigrate.


[image: ]




All send kindest regards to you, and pray you to take good care of your
health.

With every best wish, believe me ever,

Most faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, 1893.


Dear Nishida,—It gave me much pleasure to get your last
kind letter. There was much depth in your statement of the present
instability being consequent upon the stagnation of three hundred
years. As to the consequence, however, only two theories are possible.
The instability means—however it end—disintegration. Is the
disintegration to be permanent?—or is there to be a re-integration?
That is what nobody can say. There is this, however. Usually a movement
of disintegration represents something like this line,—the undulations
signifying waves of reaction. This movement is downward, and ends in
ruin. However, so far, the undulations in Japan have been, I think, of
a very different character,—something like this:—


[image: ]


which would mean restoration of national solidity upon a much higher
plane than before. The doubt is whether a much larger movement of
disintegration is not going on,—whose undulations are too large to
be seen in a space of thirty years.


[image: ]


You have noticed that under all the surface waves of a sea, far vaster
waves move—too large to be seen. They are only felt—upon long
voyages.

Mr. Senke has sent me a letter which I think is the most wonderfully
kind and gracious letter anybody ever received in this whole world, and
how to answer it at all, I don’t know. He has also promised to send some
souvenir; I am not quite sure what it is: I must try to write him a
nice letter when it comes. But Mr. Senke writes as an Emperor would
write—with a grace for which there is no equivalent in Western speech
at all; and whatever I try to do, it must seem vulgar and common beside
the splendid courtesy of Mr. Senke’s style.

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO OCHIAI

Kumamoto, November, 1893.


Dear Ochiai,—I was very glad indeed to get your letter. It
came while the school was closed—all the students having gone upon an
excursion to Ōita, so that I did not receive it until to-day (the
11th), when I went to the school to see if there were any letters for me.

Don’t think any more about any mistakes you may have made;—everybody
will forget them quickly: only think about what makes you happy. But as
for Christianity, of course that is a matter for your own conscience;
and I would not advise you at all unless you are in doubt. I can only
tell you this,—that there are a great many different forms of what is
called the Christian religion—a very great many. But what is called the
“higher Christianity” is a pure code of ethics; and that code of ethics
recognizes that in all civilized religions,—whether of Japan, India,
China, Persia, or Arabia,—there is some eternal truth; because all
religions agree in the deepest teaching about duty and conduct to one’s
fellow men; and therefore all are entitled to the respect of good men.
But in all religions also there are some things which even very good men
cannot approve: that is not the fault of the true part of religion, but
only the fault of social conditions—that is, the state of society. No
state of society is yet perfect; and there can be no perfect religious
system until all men become perfectly good. How to become good is,
nevertheless, taught by all civilized religions. Nearly everything
which is eternally true is taught by one as well as by the other; and
therefore a society cannot throw away its religion on account of some
errors in it. And each religion represents the experience of a nation
with right and wrong—its knowledge of morality. But as society is
constructed quite differently in different countries, the religion of
one country may not be suited to another. That is why the introduction
of a foreign religion may often be opposed by a whole people. For some
things which are right in one country may not be right in another. It is
not right in China or in Japan to leave one’s parents, and to neglect
them when they are old. But in England and America and other countries,
sons and daughters go away from their parents, and do not think it
a duty to support them;—and there is no family relation in those
countries such as there is in the Orient. And therefore many things
in Western religion are not suited to the kinder and more benevolent
life of Japan. Also, some religions teach loyalty, and some do not. For
Japan to become strong, and to remain independent, it is very necessary
that her people should remain very loyal. Her ancient religion teaches
loyalty;—therefore it is still very useful to her. And that is why
there is anger shown against some Christians who show no respect to that
religion. They are not blamed for not believing in dogmas, but only for
what seems to be not loyal.

Perhaps it is better that you should not think a great deal about
religious questions until you become old enough to study scientific
philosophy—because these questions ought to be studied in relation
to society, in relation to history, in relation to law, in relation
to national character, and in relation to science. Therefore they are
very difficult. But if you should like to read the highest thoughts
of Western people about modern religious ideas, I can send you some
little books which will show you that the highest religion agrees with
the highest science. What I mean by the highest religion is the belief
in eternal laws of right conduct. However, as I said, to think about
these questions at all requires great study and much knowledge. I think
the best advice I can give you in a general way is this,—Do not believe
a new thing told you because it is told you; but think for yourself, and
follow your own heart when you are in doubt. But remember that the old
things taught you have been valuable to society—and have been useful
for thousands of years—so that we cannot despise them.

I send you a book of old Greek stories to read. Perhaps it will interest
you. You will see from the stories how different the old Greek life was
from modern life in many things. You must tell me, too, what books you
like to read—novels, history, etc.; perhaps I shall be able to send you
some from time to time.

Study well, and never be discouraged;—think only how to make yourself
a noble and perfect man. And remember the best men in public life have
generally been those who made plenty of mistakes and got into plenty of
trouble when they were boys.

And never, never be afraid—except of your own heart.

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, November, 1893.


Dear Hendrick,—I have been waiting several weeks to tell you
of an event which occurred later than I expected. Last night my child
was born,—a very strong boy, with large black eyes; he looks more
like a Japanese, however, than like a foreign boy. He has my nose, but
his mother’s features in some other respects, curiously blended with
mine. There is no fault with him; and the physicians say, from the form
of his little bones, that he promises to become very tall. A cross
between European and Japanese is nearly always an improvement when both
parents are in good condition; and happily the old military caste to
which my wife belongs is a strong one. She is quite well.—Still, I had
my anxiety, and the new experience brought to me for a moment, with
extraordinary force, the knowledge of how sacred and terrible a thing
maternity is, and how even religion cannot hedge it about sufficiently
with protection. Then I thought with astonishment of the possibility
that men could be cruel to women who bore their children; and the world
seemed very dark for a moment. When it was all over, I confess I felt
very humble and grateful to the Unknowable Power which had treated us so
kindly,—and I said a little prayer of thanks, feeling quite sure it was
not foolish to do so.

If ever you become a father, I think the strangest and strongest
sensation of your life will be hearing for the first time the thin
cry of your own child. For a moment you have the strange feeling
of being double; but there is something more, quite impossible to
analyze—perhaps the echo in a man’s heart of all the sensations felt
by all the fathers and mothers of his race at a similar instant in the
past. It is a very tender, but also a very ghostly feeling.

Now the kind dull veil that Nature keeps during most of a life stretched
between it and such extraordinary glimpses of the Unknown, is drawn
again. The world is the same nearly as before; and I can plan. The
little man will wear sandals and dress like a Japanese, and become a
good little Buddhist if he lives long enough. He will not have to go to
church, and listen to stupid sermons, and be perpetually tormented by
absurd conventions. He will have what I never had as a child,—natural
physical freedom.

Your two late letters were full of interest and beauty, and you are
getting most surprising glimpses of life. I have long had in my mind the
idea of a chapter on “Morbid Individuality”—taking issue with Lowell’s
position in “The Soul of the Far East.” Instances like those you have
cited are very telling as proofs. The story of the father also is
wonderful—absolutely wonderful,—a beautiful surprise of human nature.

What also much impressed me in your letter was the feeling of sadness
the spectacle of the great Exposition gave you. But I scarcely think
it was due to any reminiscences of boyhood—not simply because of its
being certainly a feeling infinitely too complex to have sprung out of a
single relative experience in the past (your confession of inability to
analyze it, and the statement of others who had the same feeling, would
show that),—but also because, if you reflect on other experiences of a
totally different kind, you will find they give the same sensation. The
first sight of a colossal range of mountains; the awful beauty of a peak
like Chimborazo or Fuji; the majesty of an enormous river; the vision
of the sea in speaking motion; and, among human spectacles, a military
sight, such as the passing-by of a corps of fifty thousand men, will
give also a feeling of sadness. You will feel something like it standing
in the choir of the Cathedral of Cologne; and you will feel something
like it while watching in the night, from some mighty railroad centre,
the rushing of glimmering trains,—bearing away human lives to unknown
destinies beyond the darkness.

Probably, as Schopenhauer said, the vision of mountains has the effect
of producing sadness, because the sense of their antiquity awakens
sudden recognition of the shortness of human life. But I do not think it
is a mere individual feeling. It is a feeling we share with countless
dead who live in us, and who saw the same mountains,—perhaps felt
the same way. Besides, there should be a religious ancestral feeling
there—since mountains have ever been the abode of gods, and the
earliest places of worship and of burial. And I think there is. You do
not laugh when you look at mountains—nor when you look at the sea.

What effect does the sudden sight of an extraordinarily beautiful
person have upon you? I mean the very first. Is it not an effect of
sadness? Analyze it; and perhaps you will find yourself involuntarily
thinking of death.

What has the effect of any great beauty—of art, or poetry or
utterance—no matter what the subject? Is it cheerful? No, it is very
sad. But why? Perhaps partly because of the consciousness of the
exceptional character of that beauty,—therefore the sudden contrast
between the tender dream-world of art and goodness, and the hideous
goblin realities of the world we know. At all events the sadness is
certainly the ancient sadness,—the sadness of life, which must, for
reasons we cannot learn, begin and end with an agony.

Now at the Exposition you had all the elements for what Clifford would
call a “cosmic emotion” of sadness. Vastness, which forced the knowledge
of individual weakness; beauty, compelling the memory of impermanency;
force, suggesting weakness also; and prodigious effort,—calling for the
largest possible exertion of human sympathy, and love, and pity, and
sorrow. That you should feel like crying then, does you honour: that is
the tribute of all that is noblest in you to the eternal Religion of
Human Suffering.

Dear H., I have not slept last night: I am going to rest a
little;—good-bye for a short time, with love to you.

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, November, 1893.


Dear Nishida,—A few days ago there came from Kizuki a little
box addressed to me,—from Mr. Senke; and opening it, I found therein
the robe of a Kokuzō—all black silk with the sacred mon of the
temple worked into the silk. Accompanying the robe were two poems, very
beautifully written upon vari-coloured paper. The robe was very curious
in itself, and of course most precious as a souvenir. I hesitated to
write at once; for I could not answer Mr. Senke’s magnificent letter in
a worthy way at all. It was a very long letter, written on fine paper
and in large handsome characters. I have now tried to reply, but my
answer reads very shabbily compared with Mr. Senke’s gracious style.

I found I had forgotten, in writing you the other day, to speak about
Kompira, as you asked me. What a pity I had not known about the real
temple of Kompira, which I did not see at all. Yes, I did find the place
interesting and very beautiful. But it was interesting because of the
quaint shops and streets and customs; and it was beautiful because
the day happened to be very beautiful. The vast blue light coloured
everything,—walls, timbers, awnings, draperies, dresses of pilgrims;
and the cherry-trees were one blaze of snowy blossoms; and the horizon
was clear as crystal. In the distance towered Sanuki-Fuji,—a cone of
amethyst in the light. I wished I could teach in some school at Kompira
uchimachi, and stay there always.



I like little towns. To live at Tadotsu, or at Hishi-ura in Oki, or at
Yunotsu in Iwami, or at Daikon-shimain Naka-umi, would fill my soul with
joy. I cannot like the new Japan. I dislike the officials, the imitation
of foreign ways, the airs, the conceits, the contempt for Tempō, etc.
Now to my poor mind, all that was good and noble and true was Old Japan:
I wish I could fly out of Meiji forever, back against the stream of
Time, into Tempō, or into the age of the Mikado Yūriaku,—fourteen
hundred years ago. The life of the old fans, the old byōbu, the
tiny villages—that is the real Japan I love. Somehow or other,
Kumamoto doesn’t seem to me Japan at all. I hate it.

Ever with best regards,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, November, 1893.


Dear Nishida,—Both of your letters were as interesting as they
were kind. They revealed to me much more than I had been able to learn
from the newspapers. I am more than sorry for that terrible destruction
and suffering in the Ken; but when I think of Okayama, again, I cannot
help thinking that the good fortune, which seems especially to belong
to Matsue, has not yet deserted her. And the Governor seems to be a
first-class man. I like that story of his action with the rice-dealers.
But really, the people are very patient. In some Western countries,
notably in parts of America, it would have been more than dangerous for
men to have acted so selfishly; and they would be in any case afterwards
“boycotted,” and obliged perhaps to leave the city. It is a great pity
they were not made to suffer for such atrocious meanness. When I think
of the chrysanthemums in your garden, and read your extraordinary
story about catching fish in it, I can realize what a tremendous loss
there must have been through all the rice-country. Certainly Matsue is
fortunate to have escaped as she did.

Almost at the same time there came to me news from the Gulf of Mexico.
Perhaps you will remember that I wrote a novel about some islands there.
I used to pass my summers in those islands. They were about sixty miles
from the city of New Orleans. Well, on October 4th, a storm burst over
that coast, killing more than 2000 people. The island of Grand Isle was
covered by the sea in the night; and everything—houses, trees, and
people—carried away. Hundreds I used to know are dead. It is a year of
storms and calamities, surely, in all parts of the world.

I will write a better letter later: I am writing now to answer your
questions about those sentences:—

(i) “Choppy”—“chopped” or “chapped” by cold: “chapped hands”—hands of
which the skin is cracked by frost. “His hands are all chapped”—that
is, all roughened by frost. “Choppy” is not so often used as
“chapped:” it is a poetical use of the word.

(ii) “He had torn the cataracts from the hills.” You must remember here
Winter is personified as a monstrous giant. “Cataracts” is used in the
sense of “waterfalls.” The waterfalls are frozen into solid masses of
ice. Winter, the giant, breaks them off, and hangs them round his waist.
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(iii) “And they clanked at his girdle like manacles” (from Latin
manus, “hand”) (you spelled the word wrong: it is “manacles”).
“Manacles,” iron fetters for the hands;—handcuffs. They are made
in pairs, fastened together by a chain, and closed by a key. They
clank when they strike together,—(i. e.) make a ringing metallic
noise—because they are of fine steel usually. The sound made by iron
is “clank”—“to clank” (verb), “a clank” (noun). Why does Shelley
use such a simile? Because Winter is like a jailer, like the keeper of a
prison. He fastens up, or imprisons, the rivers, lakes, and ponds with
ice. So he is described as a keeper of prisoners,—with manacles or
handcuffs hanging to his waist, ready for use. Ice striking against ice
makes a ringing noise, very much like iron—sometimes. The comparison is
very strong.

And why does he put his chapped finger to his lip? To put the first
finger on the lips is a sign for “Be silent!” “Do not speak!” In winter
the world becomes silent. The birds are gone; the insects are dead.

P. S.

Dear Nishida,—I waited over last night to hunt up the
quotation for you; and during the night my child was born. A very strong
boy,—dark eyes and hair; he has some of my features, some of Setsu’s.
Setsu is well enough to send kind words, and to tell you what I was
intending to tell you myself,—how delighted we have all been to hear of
your good health this year.

I intended to write more, but I am too tired for the moment,—as I have
not been in bed for more than 24 hours. So for a little, good-bye,—best
regards to you and yours always from

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, November, 1893.


Dear Nishida,—Everybody is well up to date: the little boy
looks prettier every day, and gives very little trouble. He scarcely
cries at all. Many people come to look at him, and express surprise
that he looks so much like a Japanese. But he is going to have a nose
something like mine, certainly, when he grows up.

Setsu advises me to write you about another matter. I wanted, and tried
several times since coming to Kumamoto, to have Setsu registered as my
lawfully married wife, but the answer was always the same—that it was
a difficult matter, and would have to be arranged in Tōkyō, if at
all. The day before yesterday, I made another attempt when registering
the birth of the boy. The registry people said that as the parties came
from Matsue, Izumo, they would only make the statement of the marriage
by Matsue authority,—and that I had better write to Matsue. But at the
same time, they said words to this effect: “The law is difficult for
you. If you wish the boy to remain a Japanese citizen, you must register
him in the mother’s name only. If you register him in the father’s name,
he becomes a foreigner.”

Of course we all want the child to be a Japanese citizen, as he will
be the heir and stay of the old folks after I am dead—whether he goes
abroad for a few years‘ study or no. Prudence seems to dictate the
latter course. Yet the whole thing is a puzzle. By becoming myself a
Japanese citizen, everything would be settled. Even that, however,
is more difficult than it at first seemed. Again, I believe that I
could become a Japanese citizen by making direct application to the
Government;—but at the present time the result might not be for the
best. An Englishman in Yokohama, who became a Japanese citizen, had his
salary immediately reduced to a very small figure, with the observation:
“Having become a Japanese citizen, you must now be content to live like
one.” I don’t quite see the morality of the reduction; for services
should be paid according to the market-value at least;—but there is no
doubt it would be made. As for America, and my relatives in England, I
am married: that has been duly announced. Perhaps I had better wait a
few years, and then become a citizen. Being a Japanese citizen would, of
course, make no difference whatever as to my relations in any civilized
countries abroad. It would only make some difference in an uncivilized
country,—such as revolutionary South America, where English or French
or American protection is a good thing to have. But the long and the
short of the matter is that I am anxious only about Setsu’s and the
boy’s interests; my own being concerned only at that point where their
injury would be Setsu’s injury. I suppose I must trust to fate and the
gods. If you can suggest anything good to do, however, I will be very
grateful.

Every day, it strikes me more and more how little I shall ever know
of the Japanese. I have been working hard at a new book, which is now
half-finished, and consists of philosophical sketches chiefly: It will
be a very different book from the “Glimpses,” and will show you how
much the Japanese world has changed for me. I imagine that sympathy and
friendship are almost impossible for any foreigner to obtain,—because
of the amazing difference in the psychology of the two races. We only
guess at each other without understanding; and it is only a very keen
guesser, indeed, of large experience, who can ever guess correctly. I
have met no one else like you. Nothing is so curious as to sit down and
talk for hours with a Japanese of the ordinary Tōkyō modernized
class. You understand all he says, and he understands all you say,—but
neither understands more than the words. The ideas behind the words are
so different, that the more we talk the less we know each other. In the
case of the students, I found myself obliged to invent a new method of
teaching. I now teach my higher classes psychologically. I give them
lectures and dictations on various difficulties of the preposition, for
example, starting out with the announcement that they must not allow
themselves to think of the Japanese preposition at all....

I have followed this plan with great success in teaching the articles,
the value of English idioms, etc., and the comparative force of verbs.
But it shows how hopeless for a stranger to see deeply into the Japanese
mind. I am taking almost exactly the opposite ground to that of Lowell.

Faithfully ever,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO OCHIAI

Kumamoto, January, 1894.


Dear Ochiai,—Many thanks for your kind letter, with its kind
wishes,—and many happy New Years to you.

I have been very glad to hear of your success at school, and all the
news about your reading. I think Mr. Nishida’s plan is very wise and
good. It is true that the lives of such men as Clive and Hastings—and
above all Napoleon—are full of interest and romance, because they show
the wonderful things that can be achieved by force of character united
with great intellect,—Clive being the best man, morally, of the three.
But, on the other hand, it is sadly true that the genius and the courage
of those three wonderful men were not employed in the noblest way,
but most often in a bad cause. Strong characters are very attractive,
because those who read about them take pleasure in imagining what
they would do if they had the same power and opportunity. But strong
characters are only really admirable when they are employed in a good,
just, noble cause. And of such characters, the number in Western history
is few. Pericles, Miltiades, Epaminondas, were nobler than Alexander;
yet people like to read about Alexander, who was not a good man. Marcus
Aurelius was nobler than Cæsar; but people like to read more about
Cæsar, because he was a great conqueror. And so on through all Western
history. There is splendour and honour in brave fighting for what is
right; but I do not think we ought to allow ourselves to praise brave
fighting for what is wrong. Bravery is noble only when the object is
noble. As a quality, it is not peculiar to man at all;—a wild bull is
braver than any general. It is very noble to sacrifice one’s life for
a good cause—for love of parents, country, duty; but we ought not to
admire the throwing away of life for an unjust cause. The real rule by
which to measure what is admirable and what is despicable is the rule of
Duty.

That is why I admire very, very much, all that was noble in the old
Japanese life,—its moral code, its household religion, and its
unselfishness. Everything is now passing away. By the time you are as
old as I now am, all Japan will have been changed; and I think you will
remember with regret the kindness and the simplicity of heart and the
pleasant manners of the Old Japan, that used to be all about you. The
New Japan will be richer and stronger and in many things wiser; but it
will neither be so happy nor so kindly as the old.



Well, I trust you will have all possible success,—not only in your
school-life, but in all your life to come. I have hopes you will do
great and good things, and that I will hear of them.

Ever affectionately yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO MASANOBU ŌTANI

Kumamoto, March, 1894.


My dear Ōtani,—To study philology, with the idea of
becoming a philologist, scarcely seems to me a hopeful undertaking for
you. Philology means a great deal, including the comparative study of
languages; and it requires a very special natural gift in acquiring
languages, to be of any very practical value to you. It would also
require, I think, years of study in foreign universities. I am not quite
sure what you mean by philology, and what your purpose in following that
course would be. You might, of course, do as many do—take the literary
and philological course at the university. But the question, to my mind,
seems to be this: “What would be the practical value of such studies
afterwards?” Do you wish to become a Professor of Philology? Do you wish
to give your life to the scientific study of languages? If you do, are
you quite sure you have the particular kind of talent required (for,
remember, everybody cannot become a philologist any more than everybody
can become a mathematician)?
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The truth is, I do not know enough about your circumstances and
intentions and abilities to advise you well. I can only tell you in a
general way what I think.

I think you ought not to study what would not be of practical use
to you in after-life. I am always glad to hear of a student studying
engineering, architecture, medicine (if he has the particular moral
character which medicine requires), or any branch of applied science.
I do not like to see all the fine boys turning to the study of law,
instead of to the study of science or technology. Of course much depends
upon the mathematical faculty. If you have that faculty, I would
strongly advise you to direct all your studies toward a scientific
profession—something really practical,—engineering, architecture,
electricity, chemistry, etc. If you should ask which, I could not
tell you, because I do not know your own highest capacities in such
directions. I would only say,—“Whatever you are most sure of loving as
a practical profession.”

Japan wants no more lawyers now; and I think the professions of
literature and of teaching give small promise. What Japan needs are
scientific men; and she will need more and more of them every year.
To-day you are fortunate; but nothing in this world is sure. Suppose you
were obliged suddenly to depend entirely on your own unassisted power to
make money,—would it not then be necessary to do something practical?
Certainly it would. And according to the rarity of your abilities
would be your remuneration,—your money-making power. Even the Queen of
England obliged her children to learn professions.

Now scientific men are still comparatively rare in Japan. The
science-classes in the colleges are small. Many students begin the
study,—but they find it hard for them, and give it up. Nevertheless, it
is just because it is hard that it is so important and of such high
value to the person who masters it. If you were my son, or brother,
I would say to you, “Study science,—applied science; study for a
practical profession.” As for languages and other subjects, you can
study them whenever you please. The practical knowledge is the only
important knowledge now,—and your whole life will depend upon your
present studies.

You asked whether philology was difficult. Science is
difficult,—really difficult; but everything worth having in this world
is difficult to get, exactly in proportion to its value. The only
question, I think, should be, “What study will be most useful to me all
through life?” But not whether it is difficult. What is important to
know is always difficult to learn. Philology is difficult; practical
science is difficult;—both are very difficult. But philology would
never be of much use to you, unless you have a natural genius for
language-study. And science would be of immense value to you, whether
you have any genius or not. You will need, however, as I said before,
mathematical study to fit you for that. And I would also remind you of
this:—

Hundreds of students leave the university without any real profession,
and without any practical ability to make themselves useful. All
cannot become teachers, or lawyers, or clerks. They become soshi, or
they become officials, or they do nothing of any consequence. Their
whole education has been of no real use to them, because it has not
been practical. Men can succeed in life only by their ability to
do something, and three fourths of the university students can do
nothing. Their education has been only ornamental.

Faithfully yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, April, 1894.


Dear Nishida,—You are becoming a very indifferent
correspondent, if one should judge by scarcity of letters,—so I
suppose I am not to hear from you again until something extraordinary
happens. So runs the world away from a man. But never shall I be able to
understand the people of “the most Eastern East.”

Well, I have been to Kompira,—in a fune-fune to Tadotsu, thence
by rail to the wonderful, quaint old town. We took Kaji along. He
never cries now, and behaved so well that on all the railroads and
steamers people fell in love with him and played with him. He made the
acquaintance of many politicians, of surveyors, of some silk merchants,
of two captains, of a naval surgeon, of many gentle women, of the miko
at Kompira, and—I am sorry to say—of some geisha. However, that was
because he was very young, and did not know. I hope when he gets bigger
he will be more reserved with his smiles. One thing showed his good
taste: he was especially attracted by the two young miko, who were
really very sweet and pretty,—the prettiest I ever saw, and he made one
of them smile even during her dance. I have sent a better picture of him.

I should much rather be in a country-school again. However, so far
as I can see, the same trouble is going to find its way into all the
public schools, and stay there, until some means be devised of removing
schools altogether from the domain of politics by something like the
American system. The American system is imperfect; but it has at least
this merit,—that the leading citizens and merchants of a place can act
as boards of directors, and that the temporary officials proper cannot
meddle directly in school matters at all. Thus the school interests are
taken care of by those most directly concerned in their welfare, and not
by strangers. Each community supports its own school by a general tax.
Of course in so corrupt a country as America the pecuniary side of the
question is attended with some ugly stealing; but that is done before
the money is placed in the hands of the directors, and is done at a
serious risk. In some American States, too, the text-books are meddled
with by politicians. But I think it might be quite possible in Japan to
adopt a system of school-support, which, while removing the schools from
the power of the Kenchō to meddle with them, would also establish
something like permanency in their management and method. At present
everything is so unpermanent and unsteady that one feels the tendency is
to dissolution rather than integration.

Ever very truly yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.

P. S. I forgot your question about the summer vacation. I have not yet
been able to decide exactly what to do, but it is at least certain that
I go to Tōkyō, and that I hope to meet you there. Should anything
prevent you from going, I may try to meet you elsewhere. I should like
to see you, and hear some more of the same wonderful things you used to
tell me,—which you will read in that much-delayed book. By the way, I
did not tell you that the publishers concluded to delay it again, on
account of what they call the trade-season. I suppose they are right,
but it is very provoking. Including the index the book makes about 700
pages, in two volumes. Meantime I have half written a philosophical book
about Japanese life.

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, Spring, 1894.


Dear Hendrick,— ... Are you reading the Atlantic at all?
There is a wonderful story by Mrs. Deland, “Philip and his Wife.”
Philip’s wife makes me think always of E. B.



The problem of merely being able to live. What a plague it is! And the
pain of life isn’t hunger, isn’t want, isn’t cold, isn’t sickness,
isn’t physical misery of any kind: it is simply moral pain caused by
the damnable meanness of those who try to injure others for their
own personal benefit or interest. That is really all the pain of the
struggle of life.

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, May, 1894.


Dear Hendrick,— ... I think there was one mistake in the story
of [OE]dipus and the Sphinx. It was the sweeping statement about the
Sphinx’s alternative. It isn’t true that she devoured every one who
couldn’t answer her riddles. Everybody meets the Sphinx in life;—so
I can speak from authority. She doesn’t kill people like me,—she
only bites and scratches them; and I‘ve got the marks of her teeth in
a number of places on my soul. She meets me every few years and asks
the same tiresome question,—and I have latterly contented myself with
simply telling her, “I don’t know.”

It now seems to me that I was partly wrong in a former letter to you
about business morality: I took much too narrow a view of the case,
perhaps. The comparison between the Western and Oriental brain—which
everybody is forced to make after a few years‘ sojourn here—now appears
to me appalling in its results. The Western business man is really
a very terrible and wonderful person. He is the outcome, perhaps, of
a mediæval wish. For types are created by men’s wishes—just as men
themselves are created. The greatest teaching of science is that no
Body made us,—but we made ourselves under the smart stimulus of pain.
Well, as I was saying, the business man is an answer to a wish. (You
know about the frogs who asked Jupiter for a King.) In the age of
robber-barons, racks, swordmills, and droit de cuissage,—men prayed
Jupiter for Law, Order, System. Jupiter (in the shape of a very, very
earnest desire) produced the Business man. He represents insatiate
thirst of dominion, supreme intellectual aggressive capacity, faultless
practical perceptivity, and the art of handling men exactly like pawns.
But he represents also Order, System, Law. He is Organization, and is
King of the Earth. The pawns cry out, “We are not pawns.” But he always
politely answers, “I am sorry to disagree with you, but I find it
expedient for our mutual interest to consider you pawns; besides, I have
no time to argue the matter. If you think you are not pawns, you must
show the faculty of Organization.”

The tyranny of the future must be that of Organization: the monopoly,
the trust, the combination, the associated company—representing
supremely perfect mathematical unification of Law, Order, and System.
Much more powerful than the robber-baron, or Charlemagne, or Barbarossa,
these are infinitely less human,—having no souls, etc. (What would
be the use of souls!—souls only waste time.) Business is exact and
dangerous and powerful like a colossal dynamo: it is the extreme of
everything men used to pray for,—and it is not what they did not
pray for. Perhaps they would like the robber-baron better.

We little petty outsiders—the gnats hovering about life—feel the world
is changing too quickly: all becoming methodical as an abacus. There
isn’t any more room for us. Competition is of no use. Law, Order, and
System fill the places without consulting us,—the editorial desks, the
clerkships, the Government posts, the publishers‘ offices, the pulpits,
the professorships, the sinecures as well as the tough jobs. Where a
worker is unnecessary, a pawn is preferred. (Oh, for a lodge in some
vast wilderness!—provided with a good table and a regular supply of
reading from Murray’s circulating library!) One thing is dead sure: in
another generation there can be no living by dreaming and scheming of
art: only those having wealth can indulge in the luxury of writing books
for their own pleasure....

Faithfully ever,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, May, 1894.


Dear Hendrick,—So far from your letters not being interesting,
they are always full of interest—first, simply because they are your
letters; secondly, because they tell the evolution of you—showing
how, after all, we are made by the eternal forces. That you become a
business man, in every sense of the word, is inevitable. It would be
wrong if you did not. It would be wrong not to love your profession. The
evil of becoming a business man exists only for small men—dries small
men up. Surely you are not small! There is nothing to regret—except
perhaps a temporary darkness which may yield to enormous light later on.
Some would say to you, “Always keep one little place in your heart from
hardening.” I would say nothing of the kind now: I think you are too
large to be talked to in that way.
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Suppose I try to illustrate by reference to the scope of human
thinking in general. Ethical theology might be represented then as
an inverted pyramid,—thus [image: ]; hard, skeptical
science by a larger figure, pressing it down; the highest philosophy
by a circle,—something like this figure. The largest thought accepts
all, surrounds all, absorbs all,—like light itself. The ugly and the
beautiful, the ignorant and the wise, the virtuous and the vile,—all
come within its recognition; nature and sins as well as societies and
clubs,—prisons and churches, brothels and houses. The very duties of
observation forced upon you compel two things: the study of all moral
and material details; the study of all combinations and wholes. And the
larger the grasp of the whole the larger must become your power and
value; for you will have to see eternal laws working down out of the
unknown and thereafter ramifying and inter-ramifying into innumerable
actions, reactions, disintegrations, and crystallizations. The horrible
thing about business, men say, is that it considers men as pawns. But if
your sight becomes large enough,—if your thought widens enough,—you
must look upon men as pawns. To be a brother to all you cannot. To be
a friend to many you cannot. You become the agent—not of the Commercial
Union Assurance Co. only,—but the special agent of infinite laws; and
if you act efficiently in that capacity, you cannot do very wrong. The
Cosmos will be responsible for you.

The business man to-day is the king of the earth; merchants and bankers
are the rulers, and will for all time be, while industrialism continues
necessary. They seek and win power, and all the good things of life;
they also prevent others from getting either. They may not be poets,
philosophers, didactic teachers, artists; but their mental organization
is undoubtedly the highest,—because its achievements represent the
mastery of the highest difficulties, the deepest problems, the most
intricate riddles. Certainly this higher organization is obtained
at a heavy cost in the majority of cases. The emotions dry up in
the evolution of it, and the moral sense weakens. But because this
must happen in the majority of cases when any new faculty is being
developed, it is far from happening in all. The man whose vision is vast
enough can scarcely do more evil than a god. He cannot injure his world
voluntarily without suffering from his own action. He must study his
world as a naturalist his ant-hill. And even as a God he must feel the
ultimate evil and good is not of him; but is being forever viewlessly
woven in Shadow by the Fates of the Infinite,—whose distaff twists the
thread of his own life, and whose will guides his own courses.

The great desire would be for the combination of emotion with knowledge,
of philosophy with mathematics, of Plato with a Napoleon, or Spinoza
with a Gould. This will come. Now it is very rare....

You might reply, “In the present order of things the combination would
ruin the working-power of the man. The Gould could not act the Gould if
combined with the Spinoza,—nor could the Napoleon se foule de la vie
d‘un million d’hommes if crossed with a Plato.”

I would answer, “Not in the elder generation, but why not to-day? If
the moral laws that in a Spinoza would have checked a Gould, or in a
Plato checked a Napoleon, were essentially limited in other years, are
they so to-day? If the two philosophers had had larger horizons of
thinking, would they have recognized a tether,—or would they not rather
have viewed themselves as mere force-atoms in an infinite electric
stream? Are there not now recognitions of laws transcending all human
ethics?—laws of which Goethe threw out such weird suggestions?—and
must not business, from its very nature, drift into the knowledge of
these laws?”

To-day, it is true, the highest possible type of business man would
have to follow the small policy of the majority. But certainly he can
be like one of those compound double-engines,—whereof the best half is
kept idle in reserve,—always oiled and speckless and ready for rare
emergencies or opportunities. If something within you regrets something
else that is passing away, that need not be any alarming sign. The mere
fact that the regret exists, indicates higher possibilities. Don’t you
remember Emerson’s extraordinary lines,—



“Though thou love her as thyself—

As a self of purer clay,—

Though her parting dim the day

Stealing grace from all alive,—

Heartily know,

When half-gods go

The Gods arrive!”





The dear little psyche is going? Well, let her go! Regret her a
little—that is sweet and good. Feel lonesome for her awhile. Wait. Then
make yourself a new soul, large enough to wrap round the whole world,
like the Æther.

Faithfully ever,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO PAGE M. BAKER

Kumamoto, 1894.


Dear Page,—Though I never hear from you directly, the T.-D.
brings me occasionally very emphatic proof that I am not forgotten, and
am perhaps forgiven. So I venture a line or two, hoping you will not
show the letter to anybody.

I told you some years ago I was married; but I did not tell you I had
a son,—who is, of course, dearer than my own life to me. Curiously,
he is neither like his mother nor like me: he takes after some English
ancestor,—for he is grey-eyed, fair-haired (curly chestnut), and
wonderfully strong: he is going, if he lives, to be a remarkably
powerful man; and, I hope, a more sensible man than his foolish dad.

Well, now two perils menace me. First, the immense reaction of
Japan,—reasserting her individuality against all foreign influence,
which has resulted in the discharge of most of the high-paid foreign
employees; secondly, the war with China. The Japanese—essentially a
fighting race, as Bantams are—will probably win the battles every
time; but if China be in dead, bitter earnest, she will win the
war. (Probably her chances will be snatched from her by foreign
intervention.) But whatever be the end of this enormous complication,
Japan is going to empty her treasury. The chances for Government
employees are dwindling: my contract runs only till March, and the
chances are 0.

Of course, I can peg along somehow,—getting odd jobs from newspapers,
etc., doing a little teaching of English, French, or Spanish. I can’t
help thinking I would do better to go abroad—especially at a time when
every American 100 cents is worth nearly 200 Japanese cents.

Here goes. Could you get me anything to do if I started in the spring
for America? I mean something good enough to save money at. I am past
all nonsense now, and for myself only would need very little. But it
would not be for myself that I should go. I should want to be sure of
being able to send money to Japan, by confining my own wants to good
living and an occasional book or two. If you could get me something
anywhere south of Mason and Dixon’s line, I should try to be practically
grateful in some way. I am not in the least desirous of seeing Boston
or New York or Philadelphia—or being obliged to exist by machinery.
I would rather infinitely be in Memphis or Charleston or Mobile
or—glorious Florida.

Or can you get me anything educational in Spanish-America? I could
scarcely take my people to the U.S.,—but to South America I might try
later on. I am now 44, and all grey as a badger. Unless I can make
enough to educate my boy well, I don’t know what I am worth,—but I feel
that I shall have precious little time to do it in. Add 20 to 44,—and
how much is left of a man?

Perhaps you will think—if I am worth thinking about at all: “Well, why
were you such a d——d fool as to go and have a son?” Ask the gods!
Really I don’t know.

Ever faithfully—or, as the Japanese would say, unfaithfully,—yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.





TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, June, 1894.


Dear Hendrick,— ... We were chatting last time about the
morality of business. Now let me tell you how the question strikes an
intelligent Japanese student.

“Sir, what was your opinion when you first came to our country about the
old-fashioned Japanese? Please be frank with me.”

“You mean the old men, who still preserve the old customs and
courtesy,—men like Mr. Akizuki, the Chinese teacher?”

“Yes.”

“I think they were much better men than the Japanese of to-day. They
seemed to me like the ideals of their own gods realized. They seemed to
me all that was good and noble.”

“And do you still think as well of them?”

“I think better of them, if anything. The more I see the Japanese of the
new generation, the more I admire the men of the old.”

“But you must have, as a foreigner, also observed their defects.”

“What defects?”

“Such weaknesses or faults as foreigners would observe.”

“No. According as a man is more or less perfectly adapted to the society
to which he belongs, so is he to be judged as a citizen and as a man. To
judge a man by the standards of a society totally different to his own
would not be just.”



“That is true.”

“Well, judged by that standard, the old-fashioned Japanese were perfect
men. They represented fully all the virtues of their society. And that
society was morally better than ours.”

“In what respect?”

“In kindness, in benevolence, in generosity, in courtesy, in heroism, in
self-sacrifice, in simple faith, in loyalty, in self-control,—in the
capacity to be contented with a little,—in filial piety.”

“But would those qualities you admire in the old Japanese suffice for
success in Western life—practical success?”

“Why, no.”

“The qualities required for practical success in a Western country are
just those qualities which the old Japanese did not possess, are they
not?”

“I am sorry to say they are.”

“And the old Japanese society cultivated those qualities of
unselfishness and courtesy and benevolence which you admire at the
sacrifice of the individual. But Western society cultivates the
individual by a competition in mere powers—intellectual power, power of
calculating and of acting?”

“Yes.”

“But in order that Japan may be able to keep her place among nations,
she must adopt the industrial and financial methods of the West. Her
future depends upon industry and commerce; and these cannot be developed
if we continue to follow our ancient morals and manners.”

“Why?”



“Not to be able to compete with the West means ruin; yet in order to
compete with the West, we must follow the methods of the West,—and
these are contrary to the old morality.”

“Perhaps—”

“I do not think there is any ‘perhaps.’ To do any business on a large
scale, we must not be checked by the idea that we should never take
any advantage if another be injured by it. Those who are checked by
emotional feeling, where no check is placed upon competition, must fail.
The law of what you call the struggle for existence is that the strong
and clever succeed, and the weak and foolish fail. But the old morality
condemned such competition.”

“Then, sir, no matter how good the old morality may seem to be, we can
neither make any great progress in industry or commerce or finance,
nor even preserve our national independence, by following it. We must
forsake our past, and substitute law for morality.”

“But it is not a good substitute.”

“It seems to me that it has proved a good substitute in Western
countries—England especially—if we are to judge by material progress.
We will have to learn to be moral by reason, not by emotion. Knowledge
of law, and the reasons for obeying law, must teach a rational morality
of some sort at last.”

Pretty good reasoning for a Japanese boy, wasn’t it? He goes to the
university next month,—a splendid fellow. Later the Government is to
send him abroad.

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kumamoto, August, 1894.


Dear Nishida,—Many, many best thanks for the excellent
photograph of yourself, and your kindest letter. The photograph brought
so vividly before me again the kind eyes that saw so much for me, and
the kind lips that told me so many wise, good things, and advised me and
helped me so much,—- that I could not but feel more sorry than ever at
having missed you.

Mr. Senke has sent me the most beautiful letter, which I hope to answer
by this same mail. What a divine thing the old Japanese courtesy was!
and how like Kami sama the dear old men who remember it, and preserve
it. Of course Mr. Senke is a young man, but his courtesy is the old
courtesy. The high schools seem to me to be ruining Japanese manners,
and therefore morals—because morals are manners to a certain extent.
Those who lose the old ways never replace them; they cannot learn
foreign courtesy, which is largely a matter of tone,—tone of voice,
address, touch of minds, and benevolence in small things, which is our
politeness. So they remain without any manners at all, and their hearts
get hardened in some queer way. They cease to be lovable, and often
become unbearable. I hope the great reaction will bring back, among
other things, some of the knightly old ways.

I send a reprint of my last Japanese story. Hope my book will reach you
soon, and will not displease you. Of course, you will find in it many
mistakes—as any book written by a foreigner must be rich in errors. But
the general effect of the book will not be bad, I think. I am now trying
to write a sketch about Yuko Hatakeyama, the girl who killed herself at
Kyōto in May, 1891, for loyalty’s sake. The fact is full of wonderful
meaning—as indicating a national sentiment.

Kazuo is crawling about, opening drawers, and causing much trouble. His
eyes have again changed colour,—from blue to brown, like my own; but
his hair remains chestnut. His upper teeth are well out, and everybody
wonders how strong he is. He has one Japanese virtue: he does not cry,
and keeps his self-control even when hurt. I hope he will keep all
these traits. My whole anxiety is now about him: I must send him, or,
if possible, take him abroad—for a scientific education, if he prove
to have a good head. That will be expensive. But I hope to do it. I do
not think a father should leave his son alone in a foreign school, if it
can be helped: he ought to be always near him, until manhood. And Setsu
would feel at home soon in France or in Italy,—at least at home enough
to bear the life until Kazuo could get through a course or two.

The foreign community sorrows about the war,—naturally. Business is
paralyzed. Every one feels the Japanese will win the fights. But who
will win the war? That might be a question of money. Japan is daring
to do what the richest country in Europe fears to do—because it costs
so much to fight China. And some of the Izumo boys are out there in the
rice-fields of Chosön. I trust they will pass safely through all perils.
Please send me any news of them you can.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Matsue, September, 1894.


Dear Hendrick,—If ever I must go to America, I hope I can keep
out of New York. The great nightmare of it always dwells with me,—moos
at me in the night, especially in the time of earthquakes. Of London
I should be much less afraid. But in such great cities I do not think
a literary man can write any literature. Certainly not if he has to
stay in the heart of the clockwork. Society withers him up—unless he
have been born into the manner of it; and the complexities of the vast
life about him he never could learn. Fancy a good romance about Wall
Street,—so written that the public could understand it! There is, of
course, a tremendous romance there; but only a financier can really know
the machinery, and his knowledge is technical. But what can the mere
littérateur do, walled up to heaven in a world of mathematical mystery
and machinery! Your own city of Albany is a paradise compared to the
metropolis: you are really very fortunate—very, very happy to be able
to live at home.



Of course, there is a philosophy of good manners—too much of it, eh?
There is Emerson, all suggestive,—but touching eternal truths in his
essays on conduct, behaviour, etc.; and there is Spencer, who traces
back the history of nearly all good manners to the earliest period of
savagery and perpetual war. (You know about the origin of the bow, of
our forms of address, and of the forms of prayer.) Politeness survives
longest and develops most elaborately under militant conditions, and
diminishes in exact proportion as militancy decreases. That there
should be less politeness in America than in other countries, and less
in the Northern States than in the Southern, might be expected. This
was true as to both conditions: it is now true probably only as to the
first. With the growth of industrialism,—the sense of equal chances,
at least of equal rights before the law,—the abolition of class
distinctions,—fine manners vanish more or less. Nevertheless I fancy
that under all the American roughness and lack of delicacy, or of that
politeness which means “benevolence in small things,” there is growing
up a vast, deep feeling of human brotherhood,—of genuine kindliness,
which may show itself later under stabler conditions. All now is
unsettled. It is said that nearly all our formal politeness must
eventually disappear under conditions of industrialism, and be replaced
by something more real and more agreeable,—kindly consideration, and
natural desire to please. But that will be in ages and ages only after
we are dead. There must be an end of all fighting first,—of cruelty in
competition, and this cannot happen until with intellectual expansion,
population ceases to so increase as to enforce competition without mercy.

The tendency now (referring to what you said about trusts) seems to
point indeed to what Spencer calls “The Coming Slavery.” Monopolies
and trusts must continue to grow and multiply,—must eventually tend
to coalesce,—must ultimately hold all. Bellamy’s ideas will be partly
carried out, but in no paradisaical manner. The State itself will
become the one monstrous trust. Socialism will be promised all, and
be compelled to work against its own ends unconsciously. The edifice
is even now being reared in which every man will be a veritable slave
to the State,—the State itself a universal monopoly, or trust. Then
every life will be regulated to infinitesimal details, and the working
population of the whole West find themselves situated just as men in
factories or on railroads are situated. The trust will be nominally
for the universal benefit, and must for a time so seem to be. But just
so surely as human nature is not perfect, just so surely will the
directing class eventually exploit the wonderful situation,—just as
some Roman rulers exploited the world. Assuredly anarchy will eventuate;
but first,—in spite of all that human wisdom can do,—nations will
pass under the most fearful tyranny ever known. And perhaps centuries
of persistent effort will scarcely suffice to burst the fetters which
Socialism now seeks to impose on human society;—the machinery will be
too frightfully perfect, too harmonious in operation, too absolutely
exact and of one piece,—to be easily attacked. As well try with
naked hands to pierce the side of an iron-clad. The law, the police,
the military power, religious influence, commercial and industrial
interests,—all will be as One, working to preserve the form of the new
socialism. To seek redress, to demand change, were then sheer madness.
And even the power to flee away out of the land, to dwell among beasts
and birds, might be denied. Liberty of opinion, which we all boast
of now, would be then less possible than in the time of the sway of
Torquemada....

You have heard of the Japanese facile victories by land and sea. I
should not be surprised to hear of their winning every engagement, and
capturing Pekin. But what the end will be for the country, who can
say? The whole thing is the last huge effort of the race for national
independence. Under the steady torturing pressure of our industrial
civilization,—being robbed every year by unjust treaties,—Japan has
determined to show her military power to the world by attacking her old
teacher, China. At the same time she has asked and obtained from England
such revision of the treaty as would not only protect her against
the danger of large fresh investments of foreign capital, but would
probably result in driving existing capital away. I cannot think that
the United States will be short-sighted enough to grant the same terms.
For instance, though the country is to be opened to foreign settlement,
no Englishman can hold land except on lease; and the lease, by Japanese
law, expires with the death of the lessor. So that if I build a stone
house, and my landlord die in twenty years after, I must be at the
mercy of his heir, or carry away my house on my back.

It is an ugly business, this war. It may leave Japan absolutely
independent, as in the days of Ieyasu. But will that be best for her?
I am no longer sure. The people are still good. The upper classes are
becoming corrupt. The old courtesy, the old faith, the old kindness are
vanishing like snow in sun.

Ever affectionately,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO OCHIAI

Kumamoto, September, 1894.


Dear Mr. Ochiai,— ... I was much interested in what your
letter related about the doves leaving Kizuki, and about the O mamori.
It is a curious fact that nearly the same story is told in Kumamoto, in
regard to Katō Kiyomasa. At the Nichiren temple of Hommyōji the
helmet, armour, and sword of the great Captain were always preserved.
Lately they disappeared, and some say they were sent to Korea,—to
stimulate the zeal of the army. But some of the people say that in the
night horse-hoofs were heard in the temple court; and that a great
shadowy horseman, in full armour, was seen to pass. So it is whispered
that Kiyomasa rose up from his grave, and buckled on his armour, and
departed to lead the Imperial Armies to glory and conquest.

Thanks also for the very interesting note about the Emperor Go-Daigo.
You know I visited the place where he lived at Oki, and the little
village—Chiburi-mura—from which he made his escape in the fishermen’s
boat.

What you said about the mamori of the soldier reminds me that at the
ujigami here little charms are being given to thousands of soldiers.
They are very narrow, and contrived so as to be slipped into the lining
(ura) of a uniform.

Thanks for your two kindest letters. I shall write you again another
day,—this is only my answer to one of your two letters; the other I
still owe you for.

Best wishes and regards to you always.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kōbe, December, 1894.


Dear Hendrick,—So it was you that sent me “Trilby”—the
magical thing! I never knew till the Spencer came, and Kipling’s “Jungle
Book.” And the joke is that I thanked another man for the gift of
“Trilby,” and the beast never let on. And I wrote a two and one-half
column review of “Trilby” to please him. Oh! you rascal! why didn’t
you tell me? Love to you for “Trilby.” ...

Glad you liked my first book on Japan. The Tribune essay vexed me....
The curious fact of the article was the statement about the influence
of the decadents and of Verlaine being “apparent.” Never read a line
of Verlaine in my life,—and only know enough of the decadent school to
convince me that the principle is scientifically wrong, and that to
study the stuff is mere waste of time.

I am writing one article a day for 100 yen a month. Exchange is so low
now that the 100 represents something less than 50 in American money.
And my eyes, or eye, giving out. Curious!—cold seriously affects my
remnant of sight. If I had a few thousand I should go to a hot climate
during the winter months. Heat gives me good vision. Even a Japanese hot
bath temporarily restores clearness of sight....

Of course, we shall never see each other again in this world. And what
is the use of being unkind—after all? Life to us literary folk—small
and great—is so short, and we are never in competition, like business
men who must compete—what is the use of meanness? I suppose
there must be some use. The effect is certainly to convince a man
of “fourty-four” that the less he has to do with his fellow men the
better,—or, at least, that the less he has to do with the so-called
“cultured” the better....

The other day you told me of some queer changes in your inner life
wrought by the influences of the outer. In my case the changes are very
unpleasant. I can’t feel towards men generally any longer as I used
to—I feel, in short, a little misanthropic. The general facts seem to
be that all realities of relations between men are of self-interest in
the main; that the pleasures of those relations are illusions—dependent
upon youth, power, position, etc., for degree of intensity. No man, as
a general rule, shows his soul to another man; he shows it only to a
woman,—and then only with the assurance that she won’t give him away.
As a matter of fact, she can’t:—the Holy Ghost takes care of that! No
woman unveils herself to another woman—only to a man; and what she
unveils he cannot betray. He can only talk of her body, if he is brute
enough to wish to: the inner being, of which he has had some glimpses,
can be pictured only in a language which he cannot use. But what a
fighting masked-ball the whole thing is!

Have you read Huxley’s views on Ethics and Evolution? They have been
a great revelation to me. They make it perfectly plain why men cannot
be good to one another on general principles without causing trouble
in the order of the universe. They also explain the immorality of
Nature. Cosmic principles afford explanations of—but not consolations
for—individual experiences.

L. H.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kumamoto, December, 1894.


Dear Hendrick,—Of course I shall teach the “Jungle Book” to
the little fellow, when he gets big enough. How pretty of you to send
it. I sent some little prints—don’t know if you like them; in an album
they would perhaps interest your friends who have not been in Japan. I
shall look out for seeds for you regularly hereafter.

About Emerson. Last spring I got a pretty edition of him from H. M.
& Co. and I digested him. He is only suggestive, but wondrously so at
times, as in his poems. As a suggester he will always be great. The talk
about his truisms must depend upon the knowledge of the speaker. Emerson
will be large or small,—commonplace or profound,—according to the
reader’s knowledge of the thought of the age.

My reading out here has been pretty heavy. I have had to digest a
good deal of Buddhist and Chinese stuff, of course. My philosophical
favourites are still Spencer and Huxley, Lewes and Fiske and Clifford.
I made Kipling’s acquaintance out here (I mean his books), and told you
what I think of him. Next to Kipling I like Stevenson. But I have really
read very little of anything new. Browning is a pet study still. Somehow
I have tired of Tennyson—don’t exactly know why.

The labour of a mother is something which, I imagine, no man without a
child can understand. We big folks forget what our own mothers did for
us,—and we have no real chance to see all that other mothers do. My
whole family are always caring for the boy: his interest and necessities
rule the whole house,—but the mother!! for a single hour she has no
rest with him (Japanese give the breast for two years)—no sleep except
when he allows it,—and yet it all is joy for her. How they have already
taught him Japanese politeness, how to prostrate himself before his
father the first thing in the morning and last at night,—to ask for
things, putting his hands in the proper way,—to smile,—to know the
names of things before he can pronounce them,—I can’t understand.
Angel-patience and love alone could have done it. I want her to wean
him—but she won’t hear of it; and the old grandmother gets angry at the
mere idea. It is only in home-relation that people are true enough to
each other,—show what human nature is—the beauty of it, the divinity
of it. We are otherwise all on our guard against each other. I cannot
say how happy I think you are—you can see Souls without armour or
mail,—loving you. That is the joy of life, after all—isn’t it?

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO SENTARŌ NISHIDA

Kōbe, January, 1895.


Dear Nishida,—I have just written to Mr. Senke, to apologize
for delay in sending my annual contribution—which I had hoped to be
able to do as a Japanese citizen. But this may give me a chance to write
again, when I get naturalized.

The Governor of Hyōgo did a very strange thing—informed the British
Consul that I was to make a declaration in writing, presumably before
the Consul, that I intended to be faithful to the Emperor of Japan, and
to obey the laws. I did make the declaration; and the Consul is kind
enough to forward it. But I believe he is doing this out of personal
kindness; for I do not think it is according to English ideas, much less
English laws, for a Consul to accept such a declaration at all. Indeed,
what was asked was equivalent to requesting the English Consul to accept
an English subject’s renunciation of allegiance to Queen Victoria,—and
I am astonished that the Consul, who is a rigid disciplinarian, in
this case allowed me to submit to him any declaration on the subject.
One thing is sure, that others who want to become Japanese subjects
are going to have plenty of trouble. These measures are entirely new,
and quite different to anything ever before exacted—for example, in
the case of Warburton and other Kōbe residents who became Japanese
subjects, perhaps for business reasons.

I am thinking of building Setsu a house, either in Kōbe or Kyōto.
When I say Kōbe, I mean Hyōgo, really; for I cannot well afford to
buy land at $40 to $70 per tsubo in the back streets of Kōbe. In
Hyōgo, I can do better. Setsu and I both agree that Kōbe is warmer
than Kyōto; but, except for the winter months, I should rather live
in Kyōto than in any part of Japan. Tōkyō is the most horrible
place in Japan, and I want to live in it just as short a time as
possible. The weather is atrocious;—the earthquakes are fearsome;—the
foreign element and the Japanese officialism of Tōkyō must
be dreadful. I want to feel and see Japan: there is no Japan in
Tōkyō. But in spite of all I say, Setsu thinks of Tōkyō
just as a French lady thinks of Paris. After she has passed a winter
there, perhaps she will not like Tōkyō so much. I imagine that she
thinks the Tōkyō,—the really beautiful Tōkyō—of the old
picture-books, and the bank-bills, still exists. Then she knows all
the famous names—the names of the bridges and streets and temples,—and
these are associated in her mind with the dramas and the famous stories
and legends of Japan. Perhaps I should love Tōkyō just as much as
she does, if I knew the history and the traditions of the country as
well.
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You will be pleased to hear that my books are attracting considerable
attention now in England. It is very hard to win attention there, but
much more important than to win it in America. “Out of the East” has
made more impression in England than my first book did. I don’t know
what will be said of “Kokoro:” it is a terribly “radical” book—at
variance with all English conventions and beliefs. However, if you and
my few Japanese friends like it, I shall be happy.

I wish you were here to eat some plum-pudding with me.

Oh! I forgot to tell you that Finck, who wrote that book about Japan, is
rather celebrated (perhaps celebrated is too strong a word—well known
is better) as the author of a book called “Romantic Love and Personal
Beauty.”

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kōbe, January, 1895.


Dear Hendrick:—Three books and a catalogue reached
me—Mallock, Kipling, and a volume by Morris—for which more than
thanks the value much exceeding, I fear, the slight difference between
us.

It now seems to me that time is the most precious of all things
conceivable. I can’t waste it by going out to hear people talk
nonsense,—or by going to see pretty girls whom I can’t marry, being
married already,—or by playing games of cards, etc., to kill time,—or
by answering letters written me by people who have neither real fine
feeling nor real things to say. Of course I might on occasion do some
one of these things,—but, having done it, I feel that so much of my
life has been wasted—sinfully wasted. There are rich natures who can
afford the waste; but I can’t, because the best part of my life has been
wasted in wrong directions and I shall have to work like thunder till I
die to make up for it. I shall never do anything remarkable; but I think
I have caught sight of a few truths on the way.

I might say that I have become indifferent to personal pleasures of
any sort,—except sympathy and sympathetic converse; but this might
represent a somewhat morbid state. What is more significant, I think, is
the feeling that the greatest pleasure is to work for others,—for those
who take it as a matter of course that I should do so, and would be as
much amazed to find me selfish about it as if an earthquake had shaken
the house down. Really I am not affecting to think this; I feel it so
much that it has become a part of me.

Then of course, I like a little success and praise,—though a big
success and big praise would scare me; but I find that even the little
praise I have been getting has occasionally unhinged my judgement. And I
have to be very careful.

Next, I have to acknowledge to feeling a sort of resentment against
certain things in which I used to take pleasure. I can’t look at a
number of the Petit Journal pour Rire or the Charivari without
vexation, almost anger. I can’t find pleasure in a French novel written
for the obvious purpose of appealing to instincts that interfere with
perception of higher things than instincts. I would not go to see the
Paris opera if it were next door and I had a free ticket—or, if I did
go, it would be for the sake of observing the pleasure given to somebody
else. I should not like to visit the most beautiful lady and be received
in evening dress. You see how absurd I have become—and this without any
idea of principle about the matter, except the knowledge that I ought to
avoid everything which does not help the best of myself—small as it may
be. Whenever by chance I happen to make a deviation from this general
rule, work suffers in consequence.

I think that on the whole I am gaining a little in the path; but I
have regular fits of despondency and disgust about my work, of course.
One day I think I have done well; the next that I am a hideous ass and
fool. Much is a question of nervous condition. But I feel sure that a
long-continued period of self-contentment would be extremely injurious
to me; and that checks and failures and mockeries are indispensable
medicine.



I read the books you sent me—Mallock only because you wished me to
read it. I suppose it is the very best thing he ever did. How immensely
clever and keen and—immoral! It is a wonderful thing.

“The Wood beyond the World” astounded me. Its value is in the study of
the quaint English; but you know that such a thing could not be written
in modern English prose very well; and I must say that I feel like
disputing the raison d’être thereof. It is simply a very naughty story.

Kipling is priceless,—the single story of Purim Bagat is worth a
kingdom; and the suggestive moral of human life is such a miracle! I
can’t tell you what pleasure it gave me. Indeed the three books—as
representing three totally distinct fields of literary work—were a
great treat.

My boy is quite well again, though we were very frightened about him.
He suffers from the cold every winter (you know the Japanese never have
fire in winter), but he is getting hardier, I trust. He is very fond of
pictures and says funny things about the pictures in the “Jungle Book.”
I am off to the Southern Islands shortly,—so you may not hear from me
for some weeks.

Ever affectionately,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO ELLWOOD HENDRICK

Kōbe, January, 1895.


Since I wrote you last, you dear old fellow, I’ve been through some
trouble. Indeed, the very day after writing you, I broke down, and had
to remain three weeks with compresses over my eyes in a dark room. I am
now over it—able to write and read for a short time every day, but have
been warned to leave routine newspaper work alone. Which I must do.

Your letter was—well, I don’t just know what to call its
quality:—there was a bracing tenderness in it that reminded me of a
college friendship. Really, in this world there is nothing quite so holy
as a college friendship. Two lads,—absolutely innocent of everything
wrong in the world or in life,—living in ideals of duty and dreams of
future miracles, and telling each other all their troubles, and bracing
each other up. I had such a friend once. We were both about fifteen when
separated, but had been together from ten. Our friendship began with a
fight, of which I got the worst;—then my friend became for me a sort
of ideal, which still lives. I should be almost afraid to ask where he
is now (men grow away from each other so): but your letter brought his
voice and face back,—just as if his very ghost had come in to lay a
hand on my shoulder....

Kōbe is a nice little place. The effect on me is not pleasant,
however. I have become too accustomed to the interior. The sight of
foreign women—the sound of their voices—jars upon me harshly after
long living among purely natural women with soundless steps and softer
speech. (I fear the foreign women here, too, are nearly all of the
savagely bourgeoise style—affected English and affected American ways
prevail.) Carpets,—dirty shoes,—absurd fashions,—wickedly expensive
living,—airs,—vanities,—gossip: how much sweeter the Japanese life
on the soft mats,—with its ever dearer courtesy and pretty, pure
simplicity. Yet my boy can never be a Japanese. Perhaps, if he grows
old, there will some day come back to him memories of his mother’s
dainty little world,—the hibachi,—the toko,—the garden,—the
lights of the household shrine,—the voices and hands that shaped his
thought and guided every little tottering step. Then he will feel very,
very lonesome,—and be sorry he did not follow after those who loved
him into some shadowy resting-place where the Buddhas still smile under
their moss....

Ever affectionately,

Lafcadio.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, January, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—I’m able now to write and read a little
every day—not much, as to reading: writing tires the eyes less. Glad
you like “Glimpses,” as I see by your last kind letter. Of course it is
full of faults: any work written in absolute isolation must be. It’s
taking, though: the publishers announce a third edition already, and the
notices have been good—in America, enthusiastic. The Athenæum praised
it fervidly; but a few English papers abuse it. The mixture of blame and
praise means literary success generally.



The earthquakes are really horrible. I can sympathize with you.

The sensation of foreign life here is very unpleasant, after life in
the interior. A foreign interior is a horror to me; and the voices
of the foreign women—China-Coast tall women—jar upon the comfort
of existence. Can’t agree with you about the “genuine men and women”
in the open ports. There are some—very, very few. (Thank the Gods I
shall never have to live among them!) The number of Germans here makes
life more tolerable, I fancy. They are plain, but homely, which is a
virtue, and liberal, which commercial English or Americans (the former
especially) seldom are. They have their own club and a good library. But
life in Yunotsu or Hino-misaki, or Oki, with only the bare means for
Japanese comfort, were better and cleaner and higher in every way than
the best open ports can offer.

The Japanese peasant is ten times more of a gentleman than a foreign
merchant could ever learn to be. Unfortunately the Japanese official,
with all his civility and morality rubbed off, is something a good
deal lower than a savage and meaner than the straight-out Western
rough (who always has a kernel of good in him) by an inexpressible per
cent. Carpets—pianos—windows—curtains—brass bands—churches! how I
hate them!! And white shirts!—and yōfuku! Would I had been born
savage; the curse of civilized cities is on me—and I suppose I can’t
get away permanently from them. You like all these things, I know. I’m
not expecting any sympathy—but thought you might like to know about
the effect on me of a half-return to Western life. How much I could hate
all that we call civilization I never knew before. How ugly it is I
never could have conceived without a long sojourn in old Japan—the only
civilized country that existed since antiquity. Them’s my sentiments!

I have not yet been able to read Lowell’s new book through. But he must
have worked tremendously to write it. It is a very clever book—though
disfigured by absolutely shameless puns. It touches truths to the
quick,—with a light sharp sting peculiar to Lowell’s art. It is
painfully unsympathetic—Mephistophelian in a way that chills me. It is
scientific—but the fault of it strikes me as being that the study is
applicable equally to Europe or America as to Japan. The same psychical
phenomena may be studied out anywhere, with the same result. The race
difference in persons, like the difference between life and not-life in
biology, is only one of degree, not of kind. Still, it is a wonderful
book.

Ever truly,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, January, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—To-day is a spring day and I can add a
little to my screed. The weather brightens up my eyes.

I was thinking just now about the difference between the Japanese
hyakushō and the English merchant.

My servant girl from Imaichi—who cannot read or write—saw you at
Kumamoto and said words to this effect: “He speaks Japanese like a
great man. And he is so gentle and so kind.” Vaguely something of the
intellectual and moral side of you had reached and touched her simple
mind. The other day a merchant said of you: “Chamberlain—Oh, yes. Met
him at Miyanoshita. Tell you, he’s a gentleman—plays a good game of
whist!” There’s appreciation for you. Which is the best soul of the
two—my servant girl’s or that merchant’s?

A merchant, however, has inspired me with the idea of a sketch, to be
entitled “His Josses”!...

On the other hand it strikes me that in another twenty years, or perhaps
thirty, after a brief artificial expansion, all the ports will shrink.
The foreign commerce will be all reduced to agencies. A system of small
persecutions will be inaugurated and maintained to drive away all
the foreigners who can be driven away. After the war there will be a
strong anti-foreign reaction—outrages—police-repressions—temporary
stillness and peace: then a new crusade. Life will be made wretched
for Occidentals—in business—just as it is being made in the
schools—by all sorts of little tricky plans which cannot be brought
under law-provisions, or even so defined as to appear to justify
resentment—tricks at which the Japanese are as elaborately ingenious
as they are in matters of etiquette and forms of other kinds. The
nation will show its ugly side to us—after a manner unexpected, but
irresistible.

The future looks worse than black. As for me, I am in a perpetual
quandary. I suppose I’ll have to travel West,—and console myself with
the hope of visiting Japan at long intervals.

Well, there’s no use in worrying—one must face the music,

I am sorry your eyes are weak, too. What the devil of a trouble physical
trouble is!—a dead weight check on will! Still, you have good luck in
other ways, and after all, eye-trouble is only a warning in both our
cases.

Ever truly,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, February, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—I had mailed you the American letter before
your own most kind enclosure came, with the note from Makino. Of course
this is beyond thanks,—and I can’t say very much about it. Since then I
received from you also Lowell’s six papers on Mars,—which I have read,
and return by this mail,—and your friendly lines from Atami.

Just as you suggested in the Atami letter, I was feeling about matters.
There would be special conditions in New Orleans, on the paper of which
I was ten years a staff-writer. I should have to work only a couple of
hours a day in my own room, and would have opportunities of money-making
and travel. There are risks, too,—yellow fever, lawlessness, and
personal enemies. But to leave Japan now would, of course, be like
tearing one’s self in two,—and I am not sure but the ultimate nervous
result would destroy my capacity for literary work. The best thing, I
imagine, will be to ask my friend to keep the gate open for me, in case
I have to go. The great thing for me is not to worry: worry and literary
work will not harmonize. The work always betrays the strain afterward.

You say my friend writes nicely. He is about the most lovable man
I ever met,—an old-time Southerner, very tall and slight, with a
singular face. He is so exactly an ideal Mephistopheles that he would
never get his photograph taken. The face does not altogether belie the
character,—but the mockery is very tender play, and queerly original.
It never offends. The real Mephistopheles appears only when there are
ugly obstacles to overcome. Then the diabolical keenness with which
motives are read and disclosed, and the lightning moves by which a plot
is checkmated, or made a net for the plotter himself, usually startle
people. He is a man of immense force—it takes such a one to rule in
that community, but as a gentleman I never saw his superior in grace or
consideration. I always loved him—but like all whom I like, never could
get quite enough of his company for myself.

The papers on Mars are quite weirdly suggestive—are they not? Just
how much of the theories and the discoveries were Lowell’s very own,
I can’t make out—though the papers are things to be thankful for. You
know the physiological side of his psychology in “Occult Japan” is no
more original than the “Miscellany” of a medical weekly.

By the way, I must point out a serious mistake he makes on page
293,—when he says that the absence of the belief in possession by other
living men is a proof of the absence of personality in Japan. As a
matter of fact there is no such absence. I alone know of three different
forms of such belief—and know that one is extremely common. So that all
the metaphysical structure of argument built upon the supposed absence
of that belief vanishes into nothingness!

As Huxley says, that man who goes about the world “unlabelled” is sure
to be punished for it. So I can’t help thinking that I ought to have
a label. Fancy the man who makes his bear drink champagne seeking
my company on the ground that “Neither of us are Christians.” The
Ama-terasu-Ōmi-kami business first aroused my suspicions, but the
phrase itself was so raw!



   Compañia de uno

1 Compañia de ninguno;

   Compañia de dos

2 Compañia de Dios;

   Compañia de tres

3 Compañia es (but never for me);

   Compañia de cuatro

4 Compañia del diablo.





This old Spanish hymn might have been made expressly about me,—except
in No. 3. I should feel more at home with you if I knew you would share
my letters with nobody. This is all for yourself only. Ever gratefully,
with more than regards,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, February, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—I never liked any letter I got from you more
than the last—which brings us closer together. I suppose I have often
misread you—being more supersensitive than I ought to be,—and also
finding certain of my best friends so differently soul-toned that I am
often at a loss to understand hows and whys. But it is curious that we
are absolutely at one, after all, on sociological questions, as your
letter shows. Undoubtedly the “coming slavery,” predicted by Spencer,
will come upon us. A democracy more brutal than any Spartan oligarchy
will control life. Men may not be obliged to eat at a public table;
but every item of their existence will be regulated by law. The world
will be sickened for all time of democracy as now preached. The future
tyranny will be worse than any of old,—for it will be a régime of moral
rather than physical pain, and there will be no refuge from it—except
among savages. But, for all that, the people are good. They will be
trapped through their ignorance, and held in slavery by their ignorance;
and made, I suppose, in the eternal order, to develop a still higher
goodness before they can reach freedom again.



I believe there is no point of your letter in which we are not
thoroughly at accord. I have also been inclined to many schools of
belief in these matters: I have been at heart everything by turns. It
is like the history of one’s religious experiences. And just as when,
after emancipating one’s self from the last mesh of the net of creeds,
one sees for the first time the value-social and meaning of all, and
the moral worth of many,—so in sociological questions, it is by
emancipation from faiths in politics that one learns what lies behind
all politics,—the necessity of the Conservative vs. the Radical, of the
pleb. vs. the aristo. Then, if sympathetic with popular needs one still
recognizes the æsthetic and moral value of ranks and orders; or, if
belonging to the latter, one learns also to understand that the great,
good, unhappy, moral, immoral, vicious, virtuous people are the real
soil of all future hope,—the field of the divine in Man.

But for all that, when conditions jar on me, I sometimes grumble and see
only evil. What matter? I never look for it as a study. My work—though
“no great shakes”—must show you that. At the end of all experiences,
bitter and pleasant, I try to sum up good only.

What I said about the Germans you may not have understood. I did
not explain. There is, I think, a particular German characteristic
which has its charm. Accustomed for generations to a communal form
of life—totally different from that of the English—there has been
developed among them a certain spirit of tolerance and a social
inclination essentially German. Also the poverty of their country has
nourished a tendency to sobriety of life, while the causes developing
their educational system on a wonderful level of economy have brought
the race, I believe, to a higher general plane than others. I don’t
mean that the top-shoots are higher than French or English; but I think
the middle growth educationally is. At all events a German community in
America or in Japan, while it remains German—has a peculiar charm—an
independence of conventions, as distinguished from the religious and
social codes,—and an exterior affability,—quite different from the
individualism of other communities. Perhaps, however, the friendship
never goes quite as deep as in those isolated natures so much harder to
win.

The essay by Spencer you will find in a volume sent you by mail, and
sent to me by my American friend. It did not appear in the old editions.
Perhaps I may try the feat some day of a Japanese study on those
lines,—though I must acknowledge that I now perceive several of my
views entirely wrong. I also perceive how closely Lowell reached the
neighbourhood of truth without being able, nevertheless, (or willing?)
to actually touch it. My conclusion is that the charm of Japanese life
is largely the charm of childhood, and that the most beautiful of all
race childhoods is passing into an adolescence which threatens to prove
repulsive. Perhaps the manhood may redeem all,—as with English “bad
boys” it often does.

I fear I can scarcely finish “Occult Japan,” and that I praised it
too much in my late letter, after hasty examination. It strikes me
only as a mood of the man, an ugly, supercilious one, verging on the
wickedness of a wish to hurt. When my eyes improve, I should like better
to see his work on Mars. I don’t wish to say that my work is as good as
Lowell’s “Soul of the Far East;” but it is a curious fact that in at
least a majority of the favourable criticisms I have been spoken of as
far more successful than Lowell. Why? Certainly not because I am his
equal, either as a thinker or an observer. The reason is simply that
the world considers the sympathetic mood more just than the analytical
or critical. And except when the critic is a giant like Spencer or
his peers,—I fear the merely critical mood will always be blind to
the most vital side of any human question. For the more vital side is
feeling,—not reason. This, indeed, Spencer showed long ago. But there
was in the “Soul of the Far East” an exquisite approach to playful
tenderness—utterly banished from “Occult Japan.”

Ever yours,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, February, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—Thanks for the curious historical envelopes.
My eyes are nearly well: there is still one small black spot in the
centre of the field of vision; but I trust it will go away as soon as
the weather becomes warm.



I am delighted to know you like the book. A curious fact is that out
of fifty criticisms sent me, in which the critics select “favourites,”
I find that almost every article in the book has been selected by
somebody. It thus seems to appeal to persons of totally different
temperament in different ways, and this fact suggests itself,—that
perhaps no book written entirely in one key can please so well as a book
written in many keys. However, the work must be unconscious. If you
are curious about any of the “inside facts,” I shall be glad to tell
you. The “Teacher’s Diary” is, of course, strictly true as to means and
facts; and the artistic work is simply one of “grouping.” The cruiser
at Mionoseki was the Takachiho,—since become famous. Hino-misaki and
Yaegaki ought to contain something you would like,—so I trust you
will peep at them some time. The Gūji of Hino-misaki is my wife’s
relative, and the story of his ancestor is quite true.

As for Japanese words, you might like “Out of the East” better. I don’t
think there are five Japanese words in the book. But it is chiefly
reverie—contains little about facts or places. Perhaps you will be less
pleased with it in another way.

As for changing my conclusions,—well, I have had to change a good many.
The tone of “Glimpses” is true in being the feeling of a place and time.
Since then I’ve seen how thoroughly detestable Japanese can be, and
that revelation assisted in illuminating things. I am now convinced,
for example, that the deficiency of the sexual instinct (using the term
philosophically) in the race is a serious defect rather than a merit,
and is very probably connected with the absence of the musical sense and
the incapacity for abstract reasoning. It does not follow, however, that
the same instinct may not have been overdeveloped in our own case. To an
Englishman, it would appear that such overdevelopment among Latin races
would account for the artistic superiority as well as the moral weakness
of French and Italians in special directions;—and the fact that even
certain classes of music are now called sensual (not sensuous), and
that there is a tendency to abjure Italian music in favour of the more
aspirational German music,—would seem to show that the largest-brained
races are reaching a stage in abstract æsthetics still higher than
the highest possible development of the æsthetics based on the sexual
feeling. That the Japanese can ever reach our æsthetic stage seems to me
utterly impossible, but assuredly what they lack in certain directions
they may prove splendidly capable of making up in others. Indeed the
development of the mathematical faculty in the race—unchecked and
unmollified by our class of æsthetics and idealisms—ought to prove a
serious danger to Western civilization at last. At least it seems to me
that here is a danger. Japan ought to produce scientific, political, and
military haters of “ideologists,”—Napoleons of practical applications
of science. All that is tender and manly and considerate and heroic in
Northern character has certainly grown out of the sexual sentiment:
but the same class of feelings in the far East would seem to have
been evolved out of a different class of emotional habits, and a
class bound to disappear. Imagine a civilization on Western lines with
cold calculation universally substituted for ethical principle! The
suggestion is very terrible and very ugly. One would prefer even the
society of the later Roman Empire.

I am sorry your eyes are not all you could wish. Do you not think it may
be the weather? The doctor tells me my eyes will be all right in summer,
but that I have to be careful in cold weather. And the tropics did me
wonderful good. I want to get to the warm zones occasionally—perhaps
shall be able to. There are some tropics bad for the eyes,—lacking
verdure. I have been unable to get facts about tropical conditions
on this side of the world,—except through Wallace. Ceram suggests
possibilities. But one must be well informed before going. Then there
are the French Marquesas. A French colony ought to be full of romance,
and void of missionaries. But all these are dreams.

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, March, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—It was very comforting to get a letter from
you; for I wanted an impulse to write. I have been blue—by reason
partly of the weather; and partly because of those reactions which
follow all accomplished work in some men’s cases. Everything done then
seems like an Elle-woman,—a mere delusive shell; and one marvels why
anybody should have been charmed.

Of course I did not ask point-blank for criticisms, because you told me
long ago, “Every man should make his own book,”—and, although it is
the literary custom in America to consult friends, I could see justice
in the suggestion. The title “Out of the East” was selected from a
number. It was suggested only by the motto of the Oriental Society, “Ex
Oriente lux.” The “Far East” has been so monopolized by others that I
did not like to use the phrase. “Out of the Uttermost East” would sound
cacophonously,—besides suggesting a straining for effect. I thought
of Tennyson’s “most eastern east,” but the publishers didn’t approve
it. The simpler the title, and the vaguer—in my case—the better:
the vagueness touches curiosity. Besides, the book is a vague thing.
Sound has much to do with the value of a title. If it hadn’t, you would
have written “Japanese Things” instead of “Things Japanese”—which is
entirely different, and so pretty that your admirers and imitators
snapped it up at once. So we have “Things Chinese” by an imitator, and
“Things Japanese” is a phrase which has found its recognized place in
the vocabulary of critics of both worlds. Your criticism on “Out of
the East,” though, would have strongly influenced me, if you had sent
it early enough. I noticed the very same suggestion in the Athenæum
regarding the use of the word “Orient” and the phrase “Far East”
by Americans. For our “Orient” is, as you say, still the Orient of
Kinglake, of De Nerval, etc. But why should it be? To Milton it was the
Indian East with kings barbaric sitting under a rain of pearls and gold.

Manila was long my dream. But, although my capacity for sympathy with
the beliefs of Catholic peasantry anywhere is very large,—the ugly
possibility exists that the Inquisition survives in Manila, and I have
had the ill-fortune to make the Jesuits pay some attention to me. You
know about the young Spaniard who had his property confiscated, and
who disappeared some years ago,—and was restored to liberty only
after heaven and earth had been moved by his friends in Spain. I don’t
know that I should disappear; but I should certainly have obstacles
thrown in my way. Mexico would be a safer country for the same class of
studies,—Ceram ought to be interesting: in Wallace’s time the cost of
life per individual was only about 8s. 6d. a year! A moist, hot tropical
climate I like best. The heat is weakening, I know, but that moisture
means the verdure that is a delight to the eyes, and palms, and parrots,
and butterflies of enormous size;—and no possibility of establishing
Western conditions of life. I should like very much to see the book you
kindly offered to lend me. It might create new aspirations: I am always
at night dreaming of islands in undiscovered seas, where all the people
are gods and fairies.

Of course I cannot know much about it now, but I am almost sure of
having been in Malta as a child. At a later time my father, who was long
there, told me queer things about the old palaces of the knights, and
a story about a monk who, on the coming of the French, had the presence
of mind to paint the gold chancel-railing with green paint. Southern
Italy and the Mediterranean islands are especially fitted for classical
scholars, like Symonds; but what a world of folk-lore also is there
still ungathered! I should think that, next to Venice, Malta must be the
most romantic spot in Europe.

I see your paper on Loochoo must have been much more than what you said
of it,—viz., that only some snuffy German would read it. Or was the
London report about the paper on Loochoo which I have? (There must be a
wonderful ghost-world in those islands,—though it would be quite hard
to get at: probably three years’ work.)

You can’t imagine my feeling of reaction in the matter of Japanese
psychology. It seems as if everything had quite suddenly become clear
to me, and utterly void of emotional interest: a race primitive as
the Etruscan before Rome was, or more so, adopting the practices of a
larger civilization under compulsion,—five thousand years at least
emotionally behind us,—yet able to suggest to us the existence of
feelings and ideals which do not exist, but are simulated by something
infinitely simpler. Wonder if our own highest things have not grown
up out of equally simple things. The compulsion first—then the
sense of duty become habit, automatic, the conviction expanding into
knowledge of ethical habit,—then the habit creating conviction,—then
relations,—then the capacity for general ideas. But all the educational
system now seems to me farcical and wrong,—except in mere dealing
with facts apparent to common sense. There are no depths to stir, no
race-profundities to explore: all is like a Japanese river-bed, through
which the stones and rocks show up all the year round,—and is never
filled but in time of cataclysm and destruction.

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, March, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—Of course send back the Taylor and Pater—if
you don’t care for them. I myself was very much disappointed in Pater.
Perhaps my liking for Taylor is connected with boyish recollections of
his facile charm: even Longfellow cannot greatly thrill me now. And may
I make a confession?—I can’t endure any more of Wordsworth, Keats,
and Shelley—having learned the gems of them by heart. I really prefer
Dobson and Watson and Lang. Of Wordsworth Watson sings,—

“It may be thought has broadened since he died!”

Well, I should smile! His deepest truths have become platitudes.

This reminds me that I have wanted to talk to you about a magical bit of
Hugo’s, “Chant de Sophocle à Salamine.” It is such a striking instance
of Hugo’s greatness and littleness. You know it, I suppose. It opens
thus:—





Me voila! Je suis un Ephèbe,—

Mes seize ans sont d’azur baignés,

Guerre, Déesse de l’Erèbe,—

Sombre Guerre aux cris indignes.





The italicized words make me mad. It is a bathos, the fourth
line—shrieking bathos; while the first part of the verse is like a
Greek frieze. But let us go on:—



Je viens à toi, la nuit est noire!

Puisque Xercès est le plus fort,

Prends-moi pour la lutte et la gloire,

Et pour la tombe,—mais d’abord,—





(Now for the magnificence!)



Toi dont le glaive est le ministre,

Toi que l’Eclair suit dans les cieux,

Choisis-moi de ta main sinistre

Une belle fille aux doux yeux.





What makes the splendour of this verse? Not only the tremendous
contrast,—apocalyptic. It is especially, I think, the magnificent dual
use of “sinistre.” How Hugoish the whole thing is!...

I fear that what I said long ago is likely to come true: the first
fire is burnt out,—the zeal is dead,—the educational effort (one of
the most colossal in all history, surely) having served its immediate
purpose (the recovery of national autonomy) is dead. Hence there is a
prospect of decay.

Now I should like to protest against this danger in a review-article:
say, “History of the Decline and Fall of Education in Japan;” or,
“History of Foreign Teaching in Japan.” Could I get documents?—just
a skeleton at least; of statistics, rules, details, numbers. The
article has been in my mind for two years. And I notice the Japanese
don’t object to healthy criticisms at all,—rather like them. They hate
petting-talk, however,—and stupid misinterpretations. I should like to
try the thing.

I think it is Amenomori who is writing rather savage things in the
Chronicle just now, about the Mombushō, and threatens to write
more. There is a something unpleasant in the tone of Japanese satire to
me,—however clever, it shows that they have not yet reached the same
perception of sensibility as we have. Of course I refer only to the best
of them—masters. The sympathetic touch is always absent. I feel unhappy
at being in the company of a cultivated Japanese for more than an hour
at a time. After the first charm of formality is over, the man becomes
ice—or else suddenly drifts away from you into his own world, far from
ours as the star Rephan.

You will be pleased to hear that I have not yet dropped money. I have
made nothing to speak of, but have lost none so far. By fall I suppose
I shall have made something, though no fortune, out of “Glimpses.” If I
can clear enough to justify a tropical trip, I shall be satisfied.

Malta must be delightful. But I am not enough of a scholar to use such
an opportunity as Malta would give. I should do better with Spain and
gipsies, or Pondicherry and Klings.

By the way, my child-tongue was Italian. I spoke Romaic and Italian by
turns. In New Orleans I hired a teacher to teach me,—thinking memory
would come back again. But it didn’t come at all, and I quarrelled with
the teacher, who looked exactly like a murderer and never smiled. So I
know not Italian.

Ever faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, March, 1895.

Dear Chamberlain,—About three days ago came the welcome
books. “The Cruise of the Marchesa” it would be difficult to praise too
highly. There are a few touches here and there slightly priggish, or
snobbish,—but the fine taste of the writer as a rule, his modesty as
a man of science, his compact force of expression, his appreciation of
nature, his astonishing capacity for saying a vast deal in a few words,
are indubitable, and give the book a very high literary place. The
engravings are lovely. The other book is an amazement. How any man could
seriously make such a book I can’t possibly imagine. It is the most
disgraceful attempt of the sort I ever saw,—absolutely unreadable as
a whole: an almanac is a romance by comparison. Still I found a lot of
interesting facts by groping through it. I should scarcely like to trust
myself in Manila.

The Marchesa book is a delight, and will bear many readings. The general
impression is that both Sulu and the Celebes are paradises; but that
Dutch order is highly preferable to the condition of the isles under
Spanish domination (in theory). The necessity of dress-coats and de
rigueur habits is the chief drawback, I should imagine, at a place like
Macassar. But the Malayan Dutch colonies must be delightful places. I
fear, however, that as in Java, the Christianization of the natives has
spoiled the field for folk-lore work.

The Ryūkyū chapters, with the illumination of your own pamphlet,
make a very pleasant, dreamy, gentle sensation. Half-China and
half-Japan under tropical conditions should create a particular
queerness quite different from our Dai Nippon queerness. I hardly
believe that the conditions will change so rapidly as those of Japan
proper. In such latitudes and such isolation changes do not come
quickly. There are little places on the west coast I know of where the
conditions must be still pretty near the same as they were a thousand
years ago.

I fear, however, my travelling days (except for business and monotonous
work) are nearly over. I’m not going to get rich. Some day I may hit the
public; but that will probably be when I shall have become ancient. I
feel just now empty and useless and a dead failure. Perhaps I shall feel
better next season. At all events I have learned that, beyond all doubt
and question, it is absolutely useless for me to try to “force work.”
If the feeling does not come of itself from outside, one had better do
nothing.

I had a sensation the other day, though, which I want to talk to you
about. I felt as if I hated Japan unspeakably, and the whole world
seemed not worth living in, when there came two women to the house, to
sell ballads. One took her samisen and sang; and people crowded into
the tiny yard to hear. Never did I listen to anything sweeter. All the
sorrow and beauty, all the pain and the sweetness of life thrilled and
quivered in that voice; and the old first love of Japan and of things
Japanese came back, and a great tenderness seemed to fill the place
like a haunting. I looked at the people, and I saw they were nearly all
weeping, and snuffing; and though I could not understand the words,
I could feel the pathos and the beauty of things. Then, too, for the
first time, I noticed that the singer was blind. Both women were almost
surprisingly ugly, but the voice of the one that sang was indescribably
beautiful; and she sang as peasants and birds and semi sing, which
is nature and is divine. They were wanderers both. I called them in,
and treated them well, and heard their story. It was not romantic at
all,—small-pox, blindness, a sick husband (paralyzed) and children to
care for. I got two copies of the ballad, and enclose one. I should be
very glad to pay for having it translated literally:—if you think it
could be used, I wish you would some day, when opportunity offers, give
it to a Japanese translator. As for price, I should say five yen would
be a fair limit.

Would you not like me to return some day your version of the Kumamoto
Rōjō, and admirable translation? I preserve it carefully; and have
used some of the lines for a sketch in the forthcoming book. I rendered
nearly the whole into loose verse, but in spite of my utmost efforts, I
could do nothing with the best part of it; I could put no spirit into
the lines. My suggestion about it is because it is a very curious if not
a very poetical thing; and should you ever make an essay upon modern
Japanese military songs, it would be a pity not to include it. So it is
always carefully kept, not only for its own sake, but also in view of
such possible use.

I find it is still the custom when a shinjū occurs to make a ballad
about it, and sing the same, and sell it. This reminds one of London.
Ballad customs seem to be the same in all parts of the world.

I shall soon return the books, with a copy of the next Atlantic. What
could I send you that you would like? I should suggest Rossetti, if
you do not know him well—for I think he ranks as high as Tennyson. I
have only Wallace among travellers. I have all of Fiske and Huxley and
Spencer and Clifford and the philosophy of Lewes. By the way, have you
read “Trilby”? I have read it several times over. It is a wonderful
book. The art of it escapes one at first reading, when one reads only
for the story.

Lafcadio Hearn.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—I warned you not to get Gautier’s complete
works—so you have been disappointed against my desire. Gautier’s own
opinion was adverse to the publication of his complete poems in this
shape. He selected and published separately those which satisfied him,
in the “Emaux et Camées.” (I once translated “Les Taches Jaunes,”—isn’t
it?—in the other volume; a bit of weird sensualism quite in the
Romantic spirit.) Gautier’s work is often uneven. He was a journalist,
and lived by the newspaper. His life’s complaint was that he could
never find time for perfect work: the effort merely to live finally
worried him to death during the siege, I think. Still, writing merely
for a newspaper,—in haste,—without a chance to think and polish,—his
feuilletons remain treasures of French literature. (You are very
unjust to his prose; for it is the finest of all French prose.) His
complete works are worth having—they run to about 60 vols., but they
cannot all be had from one publisher. So he has become a subject for
book-collectors. Sainte-Beuve, like Gautier, existed as a journalist. In
France a journalist used to have literary chances. In English-speaking
countries literary work is still outside of the newspapers; and our
would-be littérateurs have therefore a still harder struggle. (See that
article in the Revue. No English prose could accomplish those feats of
colour and sensation—delicate sensation the most difficult to produce.
English as an artistic tongue is immeasurably inferior to French.)

“Philip and His Wife” was finished in the October number. I know I sent
all the numbers containing it. Mrs. Deland is a great genius, I think.
Her “Story of a Child” was one of the daintiest bits of psychology I
ever read.



Sorry you deny hereditary sensation. The idea of the experimentalists
that the mind of the newly born child is a tabula rasa, and that
all sensations are based on individual experiences, is no longer
recognized—not at least by the evolutional school of psychology, the
only purely scientific school. Spencer especially has denied this idea.
In the life about us we see every day proofs of inherited capacity for
pleasures we know nothing of, and incapacity for pleasures normal to
us and to our whole race. Indeed, I can prove the fact to you at any
time....

Faithfully,

Lafcadio Hearn.

P. S. I have been out for a walk. As usual the little boys cried “Ijin,”
“Tōjin,”—and, although I don’t go out alone, the changed feeling of
even the adult population toward a foreigner wandering through their
streets was strongly visible.

A sadness, such as I never felt before in Japan, came over me. Perhaps
your pencilled comments on the decrease of filial piety, and the
erroneous impressions of national character in “Glimpses,” had something
to do with it. I felt, as never before, how utterly dead Old Japan is,
and how ugly New Japan is becoming. I thought how useless to write about
things which have ceased to exist. Only on reaching a little shrine,
filled with popular ex-voto,—innocent foolish things,—it seemed to
me something of the old heart was beating still,—but far away from me,
and out of reach. And I thought I would like to be in the old Buddhist
cemetery at Gesshōji, which is in Matsue, in the Land of Izumo,—the
dead are so much better off than the living, and were so much greater.



TO BASIL HALL CHAMBERLAIN

Kōbe, March, 1895.


Dear Chamberlain,—You will scarcely be able to believe me, I
imagine; but I must confess that your letter on “shall” and “will” is
a sort of revelation in one sense—it convinces me that some people,
and I suppose all people of fine English culture, really feel a sharp
distinction of meaning in the sight and sound of the words “will” and
“shall.” I confess, also, that I never have felt such a distinction,
and cannot feel it now. I have been guided chiefly by euphony, and the
sensation of “will” as softer and gentler than “shall.” The word “shall”
in the second person especially has for me a queer identification with
English harshness and menace,—memories of school, perhaps. I shall
study the differences by your teaching, and try to avoid mistakes, but I
think I shall never be able to feel the distinction. The tone to me is
everything—the word nothing. For example, the Western cowboy says “Yes,
you will, Mister,” in a tone that means something much more terrible
than the angry educated Englishman’s “you shall.” I know this confession
is horrid—but there’s the truth of the matter; and I feel angry with
conventional forms of language of which I cannot understand the real
spirit. I trust the tendency to substitute “will” for “shall” which
you have noticed, and which I have always felt, is going eventually to
render the use of “shall” with the first person obsolete. I am “colour
blind” to the values you assert; and I suspect that the majority of the
English-speaking races—the raw people—are also blind thereunto. It
is the people, after all, who make the language in the end, and in the
direction of least resistance.

You did not quite catch my meaning on the subject of inherited feeling.
I did not hint you denied heredity (though your last letter embodies
several strong