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CARMEN BLACKER

During a long career, for most of which she has been based at the University
of Cambridge, Carmen Blacker has become established as an eminent scholarly
authority on Japanese religion and folklore, and a compelling figure in the
world of Japanese studies. Her contributions as a scholar and teacher, however,
have been richer and more varied than this characterisation might suggest.

Carmen’s full-time commitment to Japanese might be dated symbolically
from the moment when, at the age of eighteen, like many of the generation of
scholars of Japan that was to dominate the field in the post-war decades, she
joined the war effort. War service, however, merely made decisive an
inclination that she had felt since her school-days. Reading in world mythology,
she had become intrigued by the long names of Japanese divinities. Her
parents supported what was thought an eccentric interest at the time. After an
exhaustive search for some sort of textbook, her mother discovered a copy of
a nineteenth-century Japanese grammar by Baba Tatsui (1850-88) in Great
Russell Street, and her father found a correspondence course in the language.
As a pupil at Benenden, she made Japanese part of her secret life. There, she
encountered Juliet Piggott, a fellow pupil who had been to Japan. Though in
different school houses, the two girls were able to arrange meetings. Juliet’s
father, the Japanophile Major-General F. S. G. Piggott (1883-1966), whom
Carmen was later to commemorate in an article, had been military attaché in
Tokyo, and, on his return to England, offered to teach Carmen the language
during school holidays.” She cycled nine miles each way from her family
home in Surrey to attend his lessons, which consisted partly of study of old
tokuhon (school readers). The General was an excellent speaker and teacher
of Japanese, and her interest intensified. She left school early, and joined
twice-weekly sessions of a course in Japanese at the School of Oriental and
African Studies in the University of London. From there, she was recruited to
the Government Communications Headquarters at Bletchley Park, the centre
of the immensely successful British research into enemy communications
and codes.

At Bletchley, she worked compiling a list of Japanese nouns of potential
strategic relevance from ‘pinches’ (captured enemy documents) for a sub-
section of the naval section. Her work, unlike its counterpart in German, was
never consulted for operational purposes. In a recent memoir, Carmen has
written of her sense of the futility of this task and her feelings of frustration.’

1 ‘Recollection of temps perdu at Bletchley Park’, in F. H. Hinsley and Alan
Stripp, eds., Code breakers: the inside story of Bleichley Park (Oxford: Oxford
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Before the end of the war, she was transferred back to the School of Oriental
and African Studies of the University of London as a Special Lecturer, where
she both taught Japanese to military personnel and studied for a degree. She
graduated with First Class Honours in 1947. Her fellow graduate was Ronald
Dore, and one of her examiners was Arthur Waley. No instruction had been
provided in history. The details of a candidate’s performance on particular
papers were normally strictly confidential, but, after the examination, Waley,
with the lofty disregard for conventions for which he was known, summoned
Carmen to Gordon Square and informed her of certain ‘rather silly mistakes’
in her history paper. From SOAS, she went in 1947 to Somerville College,
Oxford, to read Philosophy, Politics, and Economics. It was her enjoyment of
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European political and moral thought that
set her wondering how these ideas, particularly the concept of natural science,
could have been assimilated into Japan in the nineteenth century. This interest
determined the direction of her first research interest in Japan and led to her
University of London doctoral dissertation on Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835-1901).
Research for this took her abroad, first as a Henry Fellow to the
Harvard-Yenching Institute (1950-1) and then as Treasury Student to Keido
(1951-3), where she was the only foreign student, but was welcomed, she
recalls, with great hospitality. It was during this first stay in Japan that,
having learnt of his writings on Fukuzawa, she met the prominent intellectual
historian and political scientist Maruyama Masao, who gave her invaluable
advice and encouragement.

The dissertation was published as The Japanese enlightenment: a study
of the writings of Fukuzawa Yukichi (1964). This study set new standards in
Meiji intellectual history. Drawing on a knowledge of both the Japanese
tradition of Chinese learning and early European influcnces on Tokugawa
thought on the one hand, and on her knowledge of the Western tradition on
the other, as well as on the work of Maruyama, Carmen surveyed the revolution
in thinking worked by Fukuzawa in a number of different fields: world view,
ethics, the family, history, politics and international relations. The book is
marked by the lucidity and elegance of structure and style that have
characterised her writing. All seemed set for a research career in this important
field. Indeed, Carmen followed up her work on Fukuzawa with an article on
his conservative contemporary, Ohashi Totsuan (1816-62), who rejected
Western science with something of the vehemence with which Fukuzawa had
embraced it, but did so, she showed, with coherence and clarity. This article
was the first in a series of sympathetic studies of neglected or minor figures,
some of whom have now become fashionable, that Carmen has published
throughout her career. This series includes, as well as Totsuan, the historian
Rai San’yd (1780-1832); Yoshio Markino (Makino Yoshio), the Japanese
expatriate artist who worked in London between the wars; Minakata Kumagusu
(1867-1941), the folklorist and polymath; Sir Francis Taylor Piggott

University Press, 1994), pp. 300-5.
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(1852-1925), an advisor on the Meiji Constitution of 1889, and his son
Major-General F. 8. G. Piggott, Carmen’s old tutor; Marie Stopes (1880-1958),
the palaeobotanist and pioneer of birth control, who visited Japan in 1907-9
in the former capacity, and others. Nor did Carmen abandon her interest in
intellectual history with her work on Fukuzawa, Ohashi Totsuan, and Rai
San’y0. She has taught the subject throughout her teaching career, at Cambridge
and also as a course of lectures at Columbia, where she was Visiting Professor
in 1965-6.

In 1955, Carmen was appointed Assistant Lecturer, and from 1958,
University Lecturer, in Japanese Studies in the Faculty of Oriental Studies,
University of Cambridge, and this has been her main academic home since
then. Her colleagues at Cambridge included Eric B. Ceadel, bibliographer
and specialist in waka and later University Librarian; Charles D. Sheldon, the
economic historian, author of The rise of the merchant class in Tokugawa
Japan (1958); and Douglas E. Mills, specialist in medieval literature and
author of 4 collection of tales from Uji (1970). Among the lectors (instructors
in Japanese) in the early years were Itasaka Gen, editor of the Kddansha
Encyclopedia of Japan, Ishibashi Hiro, now Principal of Ueno Gakuen
University, and Torigoe Bunzd, the well-known Waseda University scholar
of Japanese theatre.

At Cambridge, the long vacations could be used for visits to Japan, then
still relatively cheap if one took the ten-day route through Russia, and Carmen
was able to develop her long-standing interest in Japanese religion, particularly
Buddhism, by direct observation and practice. On these visits, she would
often enjoy the hospitality of the novelist Osaragi Jir0, staying in the tea-house
of his home in Kamakura. There, she visited the Zuisenji, made the acquaintance
of the roshi (Zen master) at the Engakuji, and, with assiduity as she recalls,
practised zazen for several years. These experiences inspired her to make
Japanese religion her main field of research, a switch from intellectual history
of which, she feels, Fukuzawa himself would have heartily disapproved. She
became increasingly aware of the subtle interconnectedness of the phenomena
of Japanese religious life, ranging from conventional practices to the new
religions, then still regarded with scorn by educated people. Through an
interest in the Shugend0, she embarked on the sustained study of Japanese
shamanism. An important source of help and information was Hori Ichird of
the University of Tokyo, and she would call on him on successive summer
visits to Japan.

During the sixties, Carmen collected the material that forms the basis of
her best-known work, The catalpa bow: a study of shamanistic practices in
Japan (1975). This book rapidly and deservedly attained the status of a
classic. It achieves what all scholars of Japan want for their writing, but very
few manage: recognition as work of value in its own right, beyond the
parochial boundaries of Japanese studies. Moreover, it embodies Carmen’s
strengths as a scholar: wide reading in primary historical sources and in the
Japanese scholarly literature, vigorous field work, sympathy for ordinary
people, and clarity and elegance in presentation. She covered spectacular
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territory, literally as well as metaphorically. The book is based on countless
visits to sacred places, mountains, lakes, temples, and shrines, and interviews
with monks, priests, shamans, pilgrims, aspirants, and members of the Japanese
public. Carmen performed the kaihogya, an arduous ritual circumambulation
of Mt Hiei, failure at which was said to require suicide. She participated in
the week long akinomine austerity on Mt. Haguro in Yamagata Prefecture.
Three times she ascended Ontake, the sacred volcano that straddles the border
between Nagano and Gifu prefectures. Her accounts of these exertions,
however, do not alone account for the book’s success. The prose seems, on
occasion, to have absorbed something of the numinous quality of its subject
matter, and there are passages of vividly evocative scenic description and of
narrative skill. Pervading the book is a deeply felt poignancy, deriving in part
from the fortitude of many of its subjects, often driven by adversity to seek
shamanic help, and in part from its documentation of a fragile, vanishing
world.

Since The catalpa bow, Carmen has produced a series of articles, papers,
and addresses on Japanese religion and folklore. These have covered a variety
of subjects, including animal witchcraft, pilgrims in Japanese history, healing,
Shintd mythology, the Daijosai (enthronement) ceremony. She has also
collaborated with the distinguished Cambridge historian of Han China, Michael
Loewe, on editing two volumes of essays which reflect their shared interest
in cosmology and divination. Meanwhile, Japanese religion still retains its
fascination, not least because, as Carmen expresses it, ‘the old constantly
appears in a new guise’. Some traditional themes, the power of trance and the
role of the miko, for instance, reappear in the ‘new-new religions’. Carmen
has now conducted the basic research for another study, on the folkloric
figure of the ijin (outsider) in Japan. From 1977 until his death in 1994, she
was given invaluable guidance in her work by Professor Gorai Shigeru, a
scholar of folklore, whom she describes as possessed of phenomenally wide
reading, extraordinary energy, and imaginative insight into the inner workings
of Japanese religion. Through him, she also met his remarkable French pupil,
Dr Anne Bouchy. Much of her more recent research has also been pursued
travelling in the company of her friend the Rytigh Otohime (Princess of the
Dragon Palace), founder of the RyGigh Kazoku religion, a figure whom Carmen
sees as re-enacting in a modern context many of the basic themes of traditional
Japanese religion.

In addition to Columbia, Carmen has held Visiting Professorships in the
Department of Religion at Princeton (1979) and the Department of East
Asian Studies of the University of Toronto (1992). She has been Visiting
Fellow at the Research Institute for Humanistic Studies, University of Kyoto
(1986), and for some years has taught annually at the Ueno Gakuen University,
Tokyo, where she has been appointed to the position of Professor. Carmen
has been elected Honorary Member of the Folklore Socicty (1988), of which
she was also President in 1983; Fellow of the British Academy (1989);
Honorary Fellow of Somerville College, Oxford (1991); and Fellow Emeritus
of Clare Hall, Cambridge (1992), where she had been a Fellow while in post
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as University Lecturer in Japanese. The Japanese Government appointed her
a member of the Order of the Precious Crown for services to Japanese Studies
in 1988. She retired from her Cambridge teaching post in 1992, and lives in
the village of Grantchester, to the south of Cambridge.

In the more than four decades since her first visits, Japan has changed
considerably. With the massive rise in economic prosperity, much of the old
way of life has disappeared. On her first visit, Carmen recalls, life was hard
for Japanese as well as for foreign visitors. In the fifties, she had felt it
necessary to conceal the financial value of her scholarship grant, as it
embarrassingly exceeded the salaries of her professors. Conditions were harsh;
she would need five sweaters as well as two futon to stay warm on winter
nights in her six-mat room. But there was a whole world to explore. Every
walk encountered something interesting; every excursion yielded a new
acquaintance, or afforded a vivid glimpse of the past. She quotes an expression
of which D. T. Suzuki was fond, ‘enzan mugen sésé° (the distant hills,
unbounded, blue-green, layer on layer). Forty years on, Japan’s new-found
material wealth has dimmed that bright perspective. However, Carmen believes,
Shintd, Buddhism, and the values of the older Japanese culture can still teach
us, in these days of ecological peril, that nature is potentially holy and shares
the same existential ground as ourselves, our Buddha Nature; this is a lesson
that we must learn, if life on our planet is to survive.

XX1

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/0521550289
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-55028-4 - Religion in Japan: Arrows to Heaven and Earth
Edited by P. F. Kornicki and I. J. McMullen

Frontmatter

More information

PRINCIPAL PUBLICATIONS OF CARMEN BLACKER

1953 “The Kyithanjé of Fukuzawa Yukichi’, Monumenta Nipponica, 9:
304-29.

1959 “Ohashi Totsuan: a study in anti-Western thought’, Transactions of
the Asiatic Society of Japan, Third Series, 7: 147-68.

1961 “Japanese historical writing in the Tokugawa period (1603-1868)’,
with W. G. Beasley, in W. G. Beasley and E. Pulleyblank, eds.,
Historians of China and Japan, (Oxford: Oxford University Press),
pp. 245-63.

1963 ‘Initiation in the Shugendo: the passage through Ten States of
Existence’, in C. J. Bleeker, ed., Initiation, Studies in the History of
Religions (Supplement to Numen) 10 (Leiden: E. J. Brill), pp. 96-111.

1963 “The divine boy in Japanese Buddhism’, Asian Folklore Studies, 22:
77-88.

1964 The Japanese enlightenment: a study of the writings of Fukuzawa
Yukichi, University of Cambridge Oriental Publications 10 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press).

1967 ‘Supematural abductions in Japanese folklore’, Asian Folklore Studies,
26.i: 111-148.

1969 ‘Intent of courtesy’, in Ivan Morris, ed., Madly singing in the mountains:
an appreciation and anthology of Arthur Waley (London: George
Allen and Unwin), pp. 21-28.

1971 ‘Millenarian aspects of the New Religions in Japan’, in Donald Shively,
ed., Tradition and modernization in Japanese culture (Princeton:
Princeton University Press), pp. 563-600.

1971 “The religions of Japan’, in C. J. Blecker and G. Widengren, eds.,
Historia religionum: handbook for the history of religions (Leiden:
E. J. Brill), pp. 516-49.

1973 ‘Animal witchcraft in Japan’, in Venetia Newall, ed., The witch figure:
Jolklore essays by a group of scholars in England honouring the 75th
birthday of Katharine Briggs (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul),
pp. 1-20.

1975 Ancient cosmologies, edited with Michael Loewe (London: George
Allen and Unwin).

1975 The catalpa bow: a study of shamanistic practices in Japan (London:
George Allen and Unwin).
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1978 ‘The snake woman in Japanese myth and legend’, in J. R. Porter and
W. M. S. Russell, eds., Animals in_folklore (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer
for the Folklore Society), pp. 113-25.

1979 FHES) (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten) (a translation of The catalpa bow

into Japanese by Akiyama Satoka).

1981 Divination and oracles, edited with Michael Loewe (London: George
Allen and Unwin).

1981 ‘The angry ghost in Japan’, in H. R. E. Davidson and W. M. S.
Russell, eds., The folklore of ghosts (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer for the
Folklore Society), pp. 95-105.

1983 ‘Minakata Kumagusu, a neglected Japanese genius’, Folklore, 94:
139-52. (Presidential address to the Folklore Society, March 1983.)

1984 “The exiled warrior and the hidden village’, Folklore, 95: 139-50.

1984 “The religious traveller in the Edo period’, Modern Asian Studies, 18:
593-608.

1985 ‘A room with a gourd: recollections of Osaragi Jiro’, Cambridge Review,
2286 (1985): 84-85.

1986 The catalpa bow: a study of shamanistic practices in Japan, second
edition (London: George Allen and Unwin).

1986 “The dark flower’, Temenos, 7: 298-303.

1988 “Two Shinto myths: the Golden Age and the Chosen People’, in Sue
Henney and Jean-Pierre Lehmann, eds., Themes and theories in modern
Japanese history: essays in memory of Richard Storry (London: Athlone
Press), pp. 64-77.

1989 ‘The seer as a healer in Japan’, in H. R. E. Davidson, ed., The seer in
Celtic and other traditions (Edinburgh; John Donald Publishing), pp.
116-23.

1990 “Rethinking the study of Japanese religion’, in Adriana Boscaro, Franco
Gatti and Massimo Raveri, eds., Rethinking Japan (Folkestone: Japan
Library Limited), pp. 237-41.

1990 “The Shinza or God-seat in the Daijosai: throne, bed, or incubation
couch?’, Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, 17: 179-97.

1990 *“Yoshio Markino: a recollection’, in The Japan Society Proceedings,
115: 27-40.

1990 TBFAICE ST FTERAL S3T0 ) |, Chio koron 1259: 122-35.

1991 “Two Piggotts: Sir Francis Taylor Piggott (1852-1925) and Major
General F. S. G. Piggott (1883-1966)’, in Sir Hugh Cortazzi and
Gordon Daniels, eds., Britain and Japan 1859-1991: themes and
personalities (London: Routledge), pp. 118-27.

1991 ‘Marie Stopes (1907-1958) and Japan’, in Sir Hugh Cortazzi and
Gordon Daniels, eds., Britain and Japan 1859-1991: themes and
personalities (London: Routledge), pp.157-65.

1994  ‘Recollections of temps perdu at Bletchley Park’, in F. H. Hinsley

and Alan Stripp, eds., Code breakers: the inside story of Blelchley
Park (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp. 300-5.
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